HISTORIES OF GUIDELINE DEVELOPMENT FOR THE FOURTH EDITION
12. Chemical fact sheets

12.1 Chemical contaminants in drinking-water

Aluminium

History of guideline development

The 1958, 1963 and 1971 WHO International Standards for Drinking-water did not refer to
aluminium. In the first edition of the Guidelines for Drinking-water Quality, published in
1984, a guideline value of 0.2 mg/l was established for aluminium, based on aesthetic
considerations (as a compromise between the use of aluminium compounds in water treatment
and discoloration that may be observed if levels above 0.1 mg/l remain in the distributed
water). No health-based guideline value was recommended in the 1993 Guidelines, but the
Guidelines confirmed that a concentration of 0.2 mg/l in drinking-water provides a
compromise between the practical use of aluminium salts in water treatment and discoloration
of distributed water. No health-based guideline value was derived for aluminium in the
addendum to the Guidelines published in 1998, owing to the limitations of the animal data as
a model for humans and the uncertainty surrounding the human data. However, taking the
beneficial effects of the use of aluminium as a coagulant in water treatment into account and
considering the health concerns about aluminium (i.e. its potential neurotoxicity), a
practicable level was derived based on optimization of the coagulation process in drinking-
water plants using aluminium-based coagulants, to minimize aluminium levels in finished
water. Under good operating conditions, concentrations of aluminium of 0.1 mg/l or less are
achievable in large water treatment facilities. For small facilities, 0.2 mg/l or less is a
practicable level for aluminium in finished water. This assessment was brought forward to the
third edition of the Guidelines, published in 2004, and the fourth edition of the Guidelines,
published in 2011.



