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The extraordinary geographic variability in- the incidence of gastric cancer in Sri Lanka, strongly 
implicated geochemical factors in the etiology of the disease. It was noted that the trace element, Se, 
appears to be a natural cancer protecting agent. Since there were no distinctly significant difference 
between the total Se level in the soils of high risk gastric cancer area (Nawalapitiya) and low risk gastric 
cancer area (Angunawela), a study was undertaken to assess its bioavailability. Selenite was absorbed by 
the soils to Nawalapitiya to a greater extent than by the soils of Angunawela. The adsorption capacities of 
both soils were maximum at a pH range of 2.0-3.0. The adsorption/desorption processes of selenite in the 
soils can be best explained by considering the corresponding reaction mechanisms in goethite and gibbsite. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The close relation of thê  trace elements in the environment with human health is now 
being increasingly well documented and geomedical research in this direction is fast 
becoming an established field of study. Except for C, N, H and O, all elements 
requisite for human nutrition and good health have been derived from soils and food 
chains 1 , 2 and from water supplies. 2 , 3 Therefore, adequate supplies in human nutri­
tion for good health and prevention of diseases depend on adequacy from the sources 
or alternatively nutritional supplementation to obtain the recommended dietary 
requirements of each element including 13 for so required in trace amounts. The 
extraordinary epidemiological distribution of cancer in some parts of the world has 
suggested that inadequacy. of one or more trace elements may have a critical 
metabolic effect.4 In some areas of the world,5 gastric cancer is a leading cause of 
death. Its regional epidemilogic behaviour, marked by large differences in incidence 
within small confines and sharp changes in incidence within small confines and sharp 
changes in incidence over time, suggests a predominant role in geochemical factors. 
The incidence of gastric cancer is not common in Sri Lanka and there is very little 
data available regarding its epidemiology. However, several confines of high inci­
dence of this type of tumours were identified in Nawalapitiya, in the mountainous 
parts of the island.6 As regards the baseline epidemiologic data, a few differences 
exist between gastric cancer in Sri Lanka and those reported from other parts of the 
world. Interestingly the male/female gastric cancer ratio of 37:17 compares well with 

• the worldwide figure of 2:1. The present study was undertaken to determine the 
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