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Radon in Drinking Water
Lisa Wedin and Fred Sorensen
This is the second in a series of publications on drinking water contaminants.

Radon is a naturally occurring radioactive gas that
can cause cancer. It can’t be seen, smelled or tasted.
Radon can enter a home from the soil below your
home and/or the tap water. Groundwater (well water)
poses a greater risk for radon contamination than surface water. Airborne radon is a much greater health
risk than ingested radon. Waterborne radon poses
the greatest health risk when the radon is released
to the air through household uses of water such as
showering, laundry and dishes. There are inexpensive
testing kits for radon. If a home has a radon problem,
there are proven reduction techniques.
A picocurie is a measure of radioactivity. Radon concentration is measured in picocuries per liter (pCi/L).

Source

to the air by showering or other household uses.
Airborne radon is the second leading cause of lung
cancer in the United States, contributing to 15,000–
22,000 deaths per year. Radon in drinking water is
associated with stomach cancer, contributing up to
30 deaths per year.
Every 10,000 picocuries per liter (pCi/L) of radon in
water adds about 1 pCi/L of radon gas to the air.

EPA considers radon more of an air issue
The EPA action level is set at 4 picocuries per liter
(pCi/L) for indoor air. There is no maximum contaminant level for water. When the air is over 4 pCi/L and
groundwater is the source of water for the house,
the water should be tested for radon. Contact your
water supplier if your public water uses ground water. If you have a well, test your water for radon.

Radon is formed by the decay of uranium, which is
present in small amounts in soil and
water. There are uranium deposits in
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cant amounts of radon gas to the
soil and groundwater. Radon gas
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uranium in the soil
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Health considerations
Radon in water could pose a risk for
health by inhalation and ingestion.
Radon is released from the water

Health Issues Can cause lung
and stomach cancer
Indications Can’t smell, see or
taste it. Must test for it.
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Test for radon in air and water
Test your air for radon. Your local
hardware store should have inexpensive radon test kits. There are shortterm test kits and long-term test kits.
If you use a short-term test and the
results are over 4 pCi/L, take another
short-term test or a long-term test.
When your results are more than
twice the action level (4pCi/L) take
another short-term test immediately
to verify results.

If you are on a private well, radon in the water could
be a problem. Test kits are available to test water for
radon. Water supply from a river or lake (surface water), is unlikely to contain much radon. Public water
is also unlikely to contain much radon. If the public
water comes from a well, then contact the public
utility for more information.
When the average of the short-term tests or the
long-term test comes back over 4 pCi/L, modifications on the house are in order. Even if it is between
2 and 4 pCi/L radon, reduction techniques should be
considered. There are many treatment options for
lowering the amount of radon in the household air
and water.

Radon reduction techniques
Radon can be removed from human exposure in a
variety of ways. Generally the greatest contribution
to the radon in the household air is from the soil
beneath the home. There are a variety of techniques
for radon mitigation of the building. When the
house is served by a well and the water is contributing a significant amount of radon to the household
air then there are a couple ways of removing the
radon from the water. Radon can be removed from
water by filtering it through a granulated activated
carbon unit or by a home aeration system. If the
water has low levels of radon, proper ventilation
in areas of high water use may be adequate radon
mitigation.

Radon Facts
In nature
1. Naturally occuring uranium and radium in the soil
give off radon gas.
2. Radon is a noble gas. It forms no chemical bonds
and travels readily in air, soil and water.
In air and water
3. Radon comes from the soil into the house to contaminate the household air.
4. Showering and washing clothes and dishes can
can release the radon from the water to the air.
Amounts
5. The EPA action level is 4 pCi/L in air.
6. There is no maximum contaminant level for radon
in water.
Health
7. Radon is the second leading cause of lung cancer.
8. In water, radon poses less of a health risk than in
air, yet it can contribute to stomach cancer.
Treatment
9. The air is usually the first step in radon mitigation.
10. Water can be treated by granulated carbon filtration or home aeration.
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