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S55 86,871 340,257 25.5
S62 77,264 424,545 18.2
H2 67,733 455,722 14.9
H7 47,506 506,325 9.4
H12 26,791 554,131 4.8
H13 23,656 562,478 4.2
H14 21,071 572,141 3.7
H15 18,710 578,890 3.2
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12.9 Asbestos

Asbestos is introduced into water by the dissolution of asbestos-containing minerals and ores as well as
from industrial effluents, atmospheric pollution and asbestoscement pipes in the distribution system.
Exfoliation of asbestos fibres from asbestoscement pipes is related to the aggressiveness of the water
supply. Limited data indicate that exposure to airborne asbestos released from tap water during
showers or humidification is negligible.

Asbestos is a known human carcinogen by the inhalation route. Although well studied, there has been
little convincing evidence of the carcinogenicity of ingested asbestos in epidemiological studies of
populations with drinking-water supplies containing high concentrations of asbestos. Moreover, in
extensive studies in animal species, asbestos has not consistently increased the incidence of tumours of
the gastrointestinal tract. There is, therefore, no consistent evidence that ingested asbestos is
hazardous to health, and thus it is concluded that there is no need to establish a healthbased guideline
value for asbestos in drinking-water.

History of guideline development

The 1958, 1963 and 1971 WHO International Standards for Drinking-water did not refer to asbestos.
In the first edition of the Guidelines for Drinking-water Quality, published in 1984, it was noted that
available data were insufficient to determine whether a guideline value was needed for asbestos. The
1993 Guidelines concluded that there was no consistent evidence that ingested asbestos was hazardous
to health and that there was therefore no need to establish a health-based guideline value for asbestos
in drinking-water.

Assessment date

The risk assessment was originally conducted in 1993. The Final Task Force Meeting in 2003 agreed
that this risk assessment be brought forward to this edition of the Guidelines for Drinking-water
Quality.

Principal reference
WHO (2003) Asbestos in drinking-water. Background document for preparation of WHO Guidelines for
drinking-water quality. Geneva, World Health Organization (WHO/SDE/WSH/03.04/2).



