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Metals get into food for waste disposal flaws
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Heavy metal contamination is spreading to the country’s food chain due the lack of proper waste

management in the capital and elsewhere.

Experts said that heavy metals contaminating spread to food chain from soil and water due to

dumping of untreated municipal wastes, e-wastes, medical wastes and industrial wastes.

Jahangirnagar University environmental sciences professor Mohammad Emadul Huda said that

haphazard dumping of untreated wastes by city corporations, municipalities as well as individuals

increased heavy metal contamination in the country’s food chain.

He said that the contamination increased due to not using the available technologies and

non-enforcement of the law.

He said that the industries discharge untreated waste to save money.

Researchers found the presence of heavy metals like chromium, cadmium, lead, mercury, zinc, copper,

nickel and arsenic up to 20 times higher than the permissible levels in rice, vegetables, chicken, meat,

fish and fruits and other food items at some of the areas.

They said no studies were held until now to identify from where heavy metal contamination was

occurring.

Former vice-chancellor of Barisal University and soil, water and environment professor of Dhaka

University SM Imamul Huq said that except arsenic all the heavy metal contamination was spreading

due to anthropogenic causes.

He said that arsenic contamination alone occurs from the nature.

Experts said that untreated solid waste from households and industries and untreated wastewater

from tannery, textile, dying, shipbreaking, chemical and electronic-electric industries were among the

principal sources of heavy metal contamination.

Director general of the Department of Environment AKM Rafique Ahammed described heavy metal

contamination as a ‘serious issue but there was no acceptable research finding about it’.
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‘As the DoE had done no research into the issue, I cannot speak about it as it can cause panic,’ he said.

E-waste became a matter of serious concern for Bangladesh as its use increased many fold  but

government could not yet to develop how to manage e-waste containing mercury, lead and other heavy

metals, said Waste Concern executive director AH Maqsood Sinha.

He said that this pollution was occurring from the production to the dumping stages as no city

corporation could put in place proper waste management system.

That’s why, he said that the city corporations dump used battery, burnt diesel, used mobile phone

sets, old computers, TV sets and medicines dump yards from where heavy metals pollute the soil and

water.

Individuals also throw away heavy metals here and there to put public health in jeopardy.

Waste management officials of the capital’s two city corporation said that they could not until now

develop any mechanism for the scientific disposal of different types of wastes.

Doctors said that heavy metals cause cancer, birth defects, bronchitis, cardiovascular diseases as well

as liver, lung, skin, brain, bone and kidney diseases.

According to the World Health Organisation’s report Bangladesh had over 15 lakh cancer patients in

2018.

The report also revealed that every year 1.5 lakh people die of cancer in Bangladesh the number of new

cancer patients swell by two lakh annually.

According to the Kidney Foundation, the country has some 35,000-40,000 chronic kidney patients

while about 1.80 crore people suffer from kidney failures every year.

Prof Harun-Ur-Rashid, president of Kidney Foundation described chronic kidney disease as the 11th

leading cause of death worldwide.

He said that at least 12 lakh people die of chronic kidney disease globally per annum.

Maqsood said that a massive number of different types of used batteries, bulbs, electronic and

electrical items were dumped haphazardly across the country.

He urged for the separation of wastes and safe management to protect public health by recycling

e-wastes.

DU soil, water and environment department assistant professor Tanvir Ahmed Chowdhury said if the
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government failed to stop pollution immediately it could cause a disaster.

He said that beside industrial waste management government should emphasise on e-waste

management.

Head of immunobiology, nutrition and toxicology department of icddr,b Rubhana Raqib said that

besides the industrial wastes heavy metals from fertilizers, pesticides, herbicide, municipal wastes,

colour, vehicular emission and fairness screams were spreading contamination. 

Rubhana who found lead in turmeric powder in her research said she was not sure about the source of

the heavy metals in essential food items.

‘Lead may come from soil or water or artificial colour,’ she said.

She said that heavy metal contamination was increasing from industries and chemicals.

Bangladesh Agricultural University soil science professor Rafiqul Islam said that heavy metals were

not degradable so it gets deposited in soil, water and contaminates plants and ultimately human body.

He said that heavy metals ‘don’t affect immediately but gradually’.

‘Heavy metals reduce crop production and spoil nutrition value too,’ he told New Age.

He said that cadmium creates calcium deficit in humans. DU chemistry professor Mohammad Abul

Hossain said that tanneries were the main source of chromium in food chain.

In 2014, Abul Hossain discovered that chicken was contaminated by chromium after feeding tannery

waste.

He found that per kg of broiler contains 328 to 4,561 microgram of chromium when the permissible

level daily consumption for humans was only 35 micro grams.

As a tropical country, Bangladesh produces over 90 variety of vegetables and 60 variety  of fruits.

Mawlana Bhashani Science and Technology University’s environmental science and resource

management assistant professor Tanmoy Roy Tusher said that rice and vegetables were mainly

contaminated from the soil via uptake of metals, whereas aquatic animals such as small and big fish,

crustaceans get contaminated from contaminated water.

‘When we consume these as food, the metals get accumulated in our body and we face the risk of

carcinogenic and non-carcinogenic consequences, he said.
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‘Children are highly vulnerable to these risks compared to the adults,’ he said.

Farmers don’t have adequate knowledge about optimum fertilizer doses, and thus use excessive

amount of inorganic fertilizers like TSP which also contributes to heavy metal contamination, he said.

Experts said that chromium mainly come  from tannery wastes, mercury from paper mills, electric

bulbs and battery lead from low quality TSP fertilizer and vehicular emissions, cadmium from textile

and dying factories although all types of e-waste and industrial waste contain heavy metals.
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