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12. CHEMICAL FACT SHEETS
GUIDELINES FOR DRINKING-WATER QUALITY: FOURTH EDITION 

INCORPORATING THE FIRST AND SECOND ADDENDA

chloride for regeneration of ion exchange water softeners), affecting only individuals 
in high-risk groups (i.e. individuals with kidney dysfunction or other diseases, such 
as heart disease, coronary artery disease, hypertension, diabetes, adrenal insufficiency, 
pre-existing hyperkalaemia; people taking medications that interfere with normal 
potassium-dependent functions in the body; and older individuals or infants). It is 
recommended that susceptible individuals seek medical advice to determine wheth-
er they should avoid the consumption of water (for drinking or cooking) treated by 
water softeners using potassium chloride.

When high-risk individuals have been advised by a physician to avoid elevated 
potassium intake from water, the recommended strategy is to limit the addition of 
potassium to water that will be ingested or to avoid ingesting such water. This can be 
done by having a proportion of the water bypass the softener altogether; this approach 
is recommended by several countries. Although technologies are available to remove 
potassium, they are generally more expensive and redundant when combined with the 
softening treatment.

Propanil
Propanil (CAS No. 709-98-8) is a contact post-emergence herbicide used to con-
trol broad-leaved and grassy weeds, mainly in rice. It is a mobile compound with 
affinity for the water compartment. Propanil is not, however, persistent, being easily 
transformed under natural conditions to several metabolites. Two of these metabol
ites, 3,4-dichloroaniline and 3,3′,4,4′-tetrachloroazobenzene, are more toxic and more 
persistent than the parent compound. Although used in a number of countries, pro-
panil has only occasionally been detected in groundwater.

Although a health-based value for propanil can be derived, this has not been 
done, because propanil is readily transformed into metabolites that are more toxic. 
Therefore, a guideline value for the parent compound is considered inappropriate, 
and there are inadequate data on the metabolites to allow the derivation of guideline 
values for them. Authorities should consider the possible presence in water of more 
toxic environmental metabolites.

Saxitoxins (cyanobacterial toxins)1

Saxitoxins (STXs) are naturally occurring alkaloids produced by some marine dino-
flagellates and by strains of various species of freshwater cyanobacteria. They have 

1	As cyanobacteria and their toxins are a concern in many areas and considering the complexities in their 
management, this chemical fact sheet has been expanded.

Reason for not establishing 
a guideline value

Readily transformed into metabolites that are more toxic; a guideline 
value for the parent compound is considered inappropriate, and there 
are inadequate data to enable the derivation of guideline values for the 
metabolites
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