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The average soil arsenic concentration was reported to be 18.7 mg/kg based on a
survey of 205 samples in Tibet. This is considerably higher than the commonly cited
crustal background value of 10 mg/kg of As for soil, and is unlikely due to
anthropogenic pollution. To investigate the origin of this geochemical anomaly in
soil arsenic, water (n=80), stream sediment (n=69), soil (n=79) and rock (n=58) 
samples were collected from the Yarlung Tsangpo (upstream of Brahmaputra) and
Singe Tsangpo (upstream of Indus) drainage basins in June 2008.  
Arsenic enrichment is pronounced in the Singe Tsangpo drainage basin. The average 
arsenic concentration in soil, stream sediment and stream water is 44±26 mg/kg
(n=33), 42±40 mg/kg (n=37) and 58±69 µg/L (n=39), respectively. In the Yarlung 
Tsangpo drainage, the average arsenic concentration in soil, stream sediment and 
stream water is 30±33 mg/kg (n=23), 28±11 mg/kg (n=28) and 11±16 µg/L (n=30),
respectively. The average concentration of arsenic in upstream water of Yarlung
Tsangpo River is 38±28 µg/L (n=5), and is much higher than the value of 5±3 µg/L 
(n=23) downstream. The high background concentration of arsenic in soil of this
area may be associated to the broad distribution of ophiolite melange and meta-
sedimentary sequences containing shale, phyllite and schist that may be rich in 
arsenic. However, the average concentrations of As in rocks from Singe Tsangpo
and Yarlung Tsangpo are 11.2±9.2 (n=27) and 9.2±14.0 (n=23) respectively and the
maximum concentration is 35±6 mg/kg in metamorphic breccia. It is likely that soil 
As enrichment results from the weathering process of rocks.  
Water from other sources sampled in Tibet also show As enrichment. Water fro two 
hot spring contain 5985 µg/L and 3842 µg/L arsenic. A dug well (about 2 m depth) 
is found to contain 195 µg/L As. The average arsenic concentration of salt lake
water is 1947±3619 µg/L (n=8, range 40-10626 µg/L), but a fresh water lake has 21
µg/L arsenic. The positive correlation between [As] and [Na]+[K] in water samples 
indicates that arsenic enrichment in water from the Singe Tsangpo and the upstream 
of the Yarlung Tsangpo may be associate with the salt lakes or hot springs in these 
drainages basin.  
As enrichment in the water and sediment in Singe Tsangpo and upper Yarlung
Tsangpo drainages may pose a potential risk of endemic arseniasis for the residents
in this area.  
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