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Abstract 
 

Humans are exposed to heavy metals through a variety of ways such as inhalation of  contaminated air, 
intake of polluted water and food, skin contact, and occupational  exposure. At sufficient levels, heavy metals 
can elicit detrimental health effects, generally  interfering with cellular function, damaging metabolic processes, 
initiating carcinogenesis,  and promoting overall organ system dysfunction.   

To protect patients from heavy metal exposure near the Salton Sea, doctors and health  workers can treat 
symptoms early by testing for metals in blood, promoting diets that limit  metal absorption, and giving clean 
water. Communities can also prevent harm by using face  masks like N95s, staying indoors when dust levels are 
high, planting vegetation, and  supporting local dust control projects that stop toxic dust from spreading.  
 

Introduction 
 

Formed accidentally from Colorado River 
flooding in 1905, the Salton Sea is a lake in  
Southern California that has no outlet and fills from 
farm water runoff. In recent decades, it  has shrunk, 
and the resulting dry lakebed (called playa) now 
sends dust into the air. This  dust contains farm 
chemicals and heavy metals, which are naturally 

occurring elements of  the Earth’s crust that have a 
greater density than water (Ferguson, 1990). The 
heavy metals  can accumulate in the environment 
and lead to toxicity at low exposure levels, harming  
local human health (Biddle et al., 2021; Lo et al., 
2022; UCR 2023).   

 

Health effects on kids and families 
 

Human exposure to heavy metals occurs in 
various ways: inhalation of air/dust particles,  
drinking contaminated water, through the food 
chain, and so on. Their accumulation in our  bodies 
can lead to all sorts of different toxic effects, 
varying by the type of metal, dose,  route, and 
duration of exposure.   

Airborne dust contains tiny particles, or 
particulate matter (PM), with heavy metals like  
arsenic, cadmium, and lead. Dust storms spread 
PM, resulting in coughing, asthma  attacks, and 
limited outdoor activity. When ingested or inhaled, 
these heavy metals can also  cause neurological 
damage and increase the risk of cancer. Moreover, 

 



 
studies show that  metal exposure is associated with 
higher rates of respiratory problems and 
developmental  
delays in children living near the Salton Sea 
compared to children living in other parts of  
California (UCR 2023; Lo, Biddle, et al., 2023).   

Aluminum is also present in the air as 
particles coming from rocks and soil. The main  
routes of intoxication are: inhalation, skin exposure, 

and through the mouth. Aluminum can  accumulate 
in the human body, and aluminum toxicity can then 
manifest as a wide range of  pathological 
conditions, which we call aluminum toxicosis. 
Aluminum compounds may  negatively impact the 
brain, promote inflammation, cause lung and heart 
problems, and  increase risk of gastrointestinal 
cancer (Jomova et al., 2023).  

 

Prevention 
 
​ These health issues persist, greatly due to 
the increasing use of heavy metals in today’s  
industrial activities. To mitigate the potential 
ramifications of heavy metal pollution, robust  
technologies are being developed to extract heavy 
metals from contaminated  environments. To 
advance these efforts, local communities can 
consider taking the  following actions: (1) to lower 
heavy metal-related health risks, healthcare 

providers recommend regular  screening for heavy 
metals, especially for high-risk individuals; (2) 
preventative measures like wearing masks, staying 
indoors during dust storms, and  using air purifiers 
and water filters can help limit exposure to heavy 
metals; and (3) community groups are also 
advocating for dust management practices, such as  
restoring wetlands and planting grass or native 
plants to grip the ground.  
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