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Accumulation of heavy metals in rats’ body under chronic combined  
intoxication with zinc, copper and arsenic salts 

The article indicates the results of a research made on the accumulation of heavy metals in some internal or-
gans of rats under chronic combined poisoning with heavy metals salts (zinc, copper and arsenic). The exper-
iments were carried out on 40 white outbred pubescent rats. They were divided into four groups. Heavy met-
als that can accumulate in the body of animals and humans, can lead to the internal organs dysfunction and 
organ systems disruption. Some heavy metals are able to selectively accumulate in a living organism. There-
fore, the study was conducted of certain organs on the degree of accumulation of heavy metals. Salt solutions 
such as copper sulphate, zinc sulphate and sodium arsenite, which were injected intragastrically for three 
months on a daily basis, were used as toxicants. Sampling of organs was carried out after three months count-
ing from the beginning of the experiment. The content of zinc, copper and arsenic was found in the brain, liv-
er and kidney of a rat. The results of our studies showed that accumulation of heavy metals occurs to a greater 
extent in the liver of rats, and the group of copper and arsenic combined action showed the greatest toxicity in 
the degree of accumulation. 

Keywords: heavy metals, zinc, copper, arsenic, toxicity, accumulation, diseases, liver, kidneys, brain. 

 

Introduction 

Over the past decades, industrial production has increased, and the level of environmental pollution by 
various toxicants, including heavy metals, has increased as well [1]. Heavy metals are released into the envi-
ronment as a result of the industrial and agricultural activities, vehicles and boilers. The main sources of 
heavy metals emissions are enterprises of nonferrous and ferrous metallurgy, mining complexes, and extrac-
tion of solid and liquid fuels [2]. Heavy metals make up a significant part of pollutant emissions, and their 
toxicity is a significant environmental problem [3]. Currently, the problem of pollution of the environment 
with heavy metals is relevant both worldwide and in Kazakhstan. In many regions of the country, the content 
of toxic substances in soils exceeds permissible levels, especially in the areas with developed mining and 
processing industries. For example, in Akmola region, there are mining deposits in which gold, uranium, ti-
tanium, iron, manganese, and molybdenum are mined. And the soils are contaminated with lead, copper, 
cadmium, zinc, arsenic, etc. [4]. 

It is known that metal elements whose density in comparison with water is higher are referred to heavy 
metals [5]. Many scientists attribute to heavy metals such elements whose atomic mass is above 50 atomic 
units, for example, V, Cr, Mn, Fe, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, Mo, Cd, Sn, Hg, Pb, Bi, etc. [6]. Due to its high toxicity, 
arsenic is also classified as a heavy metal. It was reported that some metals, for example, cobalt, copper, 
chromium, zinc, copper, iron, magnesium, nickel and selenium are part of animal organisms and necessary 
for various biochemical and physiological functions. Lack of these elements can lead to various diseases de-
velopment [7]. However, if ingested excessively, heavy metals can cause acute poisoning, as well as chronic 
use of toxic doses can cause chronic poisoning, and even death. Contacting the environment, heavy metals 
are able to accumulate in the soil, and then, along the food chain, reach plants and animals [8]. Accumulating 
in the soil, heavy metals can lead to deterioration in their quality, a decrease in the yield of crops cultivated 
on this soil, and a poor quality of agricultural products. This, in turn, creates a greater threat to human health, 
animals and the ecosystem as a whole [9]. 

Despite the biological role of heavy metals, they all have a toxic effect on living organisms, since they 
can interfere with metabolic processes, cause mutagenic processes, and also affect reproduction, which can 
lead to carcinoma and, ultimately, death. It has been reported that heavy metals usually exhibit chronic tox-
icity [10]. It is known that during intoxication various functional disorders arise, to which the immune sys-
tem, the endocrine and central nervous systems react, and the metabolism is disturbed [11]. 
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It was reported that with daily intake of zinc into rats’ body, heavy metals are able to accumulate in it 
and cause morphofunctional changes in the animal organs with a chronic course. It was noted that the mu-
cous membrane of the animals stomach treated with zinc oxide was altered by the type of catarrhal — hem-
orrhagic inflammation with micro ulcers. There is an increase of Peyer's glands in the small intestine; a 
large-drop fatty degeneration and granular fatty degeneration of hepatocytes in the liver; a circulatory disor-
der, granular dystrophy of the epithelium of convoluted tubules in the kidneys; catarrhal endometritis and 
endometrial epithelium hyperplasia in the uterus, proliferation of connective tissue in the ovaries; the pro-
cesses of focal carination in the lungs [12]. 

Once in the body, heavy metals salts decompose into ions, resulting in the formation of insoluble hy-
droxides and phosphates, which are absorbed in the gastrointestinal tract. Free ions can quickly be removed 
from the blood and accumulate in the skeleton [13]. 

In animals, heavy metals and arsenic can be found in high concentrations and accumulate in the kidneys 
and liver. It is known that when entering the body, toxicants are able to change their shape and form poorly 
soluble compounds. Compounds of the same metal can exhibit different toxic effects [14]. 

There is the experimental and epidemiological evidence that the combined effect of heavy metals may 
differ significantly from the effects caused by the action of only a single metal. It is explained by the fact that 
when interacting with other toxic substances of the environment, the compounds which are formed cause 
higher toxicity [15–17]. 

It is known that heavy metals in tissues are usually deposited in the form of complex compounds with 
proteins and amino acids. However, their distribution in the internal organs is not the same. Sometimes it is 
selective. Summing up the facts mentioned above, it can be seen that it is necessary to study the accumula-
tion of toxic metals in the body, the definition of a target organ. Therefore, the purpose of the study was to 
determine the concentration of heavy metals such as zinc, copper and arsenic in some internal organs of rats. 

Materials and research methods 

Experimental work was carried out on 40 white outbred pubescent rats. Laboratory rats were divided in-
to four groups. The first group (n = 10) is a group of control animals. They were kept on a standard water 
and food ration. The second, third and fourth groups of animals were injected intragastrically for three 
months on a daily basis with solutions of heavy metal salts. The second group (n = 10) consisted of animals 
that were injected with a solution of zinc and copper salts, in doses of zinc sulfate of 17.5 mg/unit and copper 
sulphate II 13.0 mg/unit. The third group (n = 10) consisted of animals poisoned with salts of copper and 
arsenic, the dose of copper sulfate II was 13.0 mg/unit, sodium arsenite 1.0 mg/unit. A solution of zinc and 
arsenic salts was injected to the fourth group (n = 10) of the animals, a dose of zinc sulfate 17.5 mg/unit, so-
dium arsenite 1.0 mg/unit. During the experiment, animals were kept in conditions that meet the standards, 
according to the guidelines of The Guide for Care and Use of Laboratory Animals [18]. Feeding, care and 
removal of rats from the experiment were carried out in accordance with «STRK 1613-2006 Proper laborato-
ry practice. The main provisions», as well as taking into account the Helsinki Declaration of the World Med-
ical Association and the European Charter on the Humane Treatment of Laboratory Animals. 

The arsenic content in samples of the liver, kidney, and rat brain was determined by electro-thermal at-
omization (ETA) on an MGA-915MD atomic absorption spectrophotometer. The content of zinc and copper 
was determined using the analytical STA voltamperometric complex. 

Statistical processing of the data was performed on a personal computer, using the program Statistica 6, 
Excel. There were determined the arithmetic means (M), the standard error of the arithmetic mean (m). The 
assessment of the difference significance in arithmetic means was carried out using Student’s criteria (t) and 
significance level (p). Differences were considered statistically significant at p < 0.05. 

Results and discussion 

In the course of the research, it was found that during chronic combined intoxication of rats with heavy 
metal salts, distribution and accumulation of heavy metals occurred in all the organs studied by us. However, 
the content of heavy metals in the organs of rats was not evenly distributed (see Table). 
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T a b l e  

The content of heavy metals in the rats organs 

Indicators 1st group 2nd group 3rd group 4th group 

Brain 
Zinc 10 ± 0.18 31±0.61* 4±0.24* 17±0.53* 
Copper 2.8±0.07 10±0.58* 30±0.66* 0.59±0.008* 
Arsenic 0.08±0.002 0.085±0.002* 1.39±0.006* 0.64±0.006* 

Liver 
Zinc 14±0.58 83±0.53* 17±0.41* 33±0.41* 
Copper 2.06±0.01 14±0.65* 55±0.75* 2.1±0.06* 
Arsenic 0.036±0.002 0.21±0.01* 4.51±0.001* 1.9±0.05* 

Kidney 
Zinc 18±0.72 37±0.82* 21±0.58* 25±0.72* 
Copper 10±0.37 23±0.72* 49±1.52* 6±0.38* 
Arsenic 0.51±0.01 0.18±0.01* 6.99±0.06* 4.62±0.04* 

——————— 
Note. * — the differences are significant compared to the control group, with p < 0.05. 

 
In the studied samples, the zinc content was 3 times higher in the second group than the control group, 

and 2 times higher than in the fourth group. The third group showed significantly lower results than the con-
trol values. As it is shown in Figure 1, the copper content was 3 times higher in the second group and 
10 times higher in the third group. In the fourth group, the amount did not exceed the control data. 
 

 

Figure 1. Dynamics of accumulation of heavy metals in the rat brain 

Our results showed that the arsenic content was significantly higher than in the third and fourth groups, 
16 times and 7 times higher respectively. In the second group, the zinc content was 1.4 times higher than in 
the fourth group, also in the second group the copper content was 5 times higher than the zinc content, 
7 times higher in the third group. Probably, the accumulation of zinc was suppressed by the presence of cop-
per. The arsenic content in the third group was also 9 times higher than in the fourth group. This is probably 
due to the fact that as a result of the combination of copper with arsenic, the accumulative effect is enhanced 
for both heavy metals. In the fourth group, the accumulative effect was manifested to a large extent for arse-
nic, in comparison with zinc. 

Figure 2 indicates the results of the accumulation of zinc, copper and arsenic in the liver of rats, under 
combined chronic salts intoxication of the metals mentioned above. It can be seen from this figure that the 
zinc content was significantly higher than the control data, 5 times in the second group, slightly in the third 
group and 14 times in the fourth group compared to the data of the control group. The copper content in-
creased in the second group by 6 times, in the third group by 26 times in comparison with the control group; 
in the fourth group it did not exceed the indicators of the control data. The arsenic content increased 5 times 
in the second group, 124 times in the third group, and 52 times in the fourth group. The data obtained show 
that the highest zinc content was observed in the second group, copper in the third group, arsenic — also in 
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the third group. This is likely to indicate a high toxicity of metals of the third group, namely combinations of 
copper and arsenic. 
 

 

Figure 2. Dynamics of accumulation of heavy metals in the liver of rats 

Figure 3 shows the results of the accumulation of zinc, copper and arsenic in the kidneys of experi-
mental rats. As can be seen from the figure, the zinc content increased 2 times in the second group, slightly 
in the fourth and third groups. The copper content was 2.3 times higher in the second group, 4 times in the 
third group and decreased in the fourth group, in comparison with the control group. The arsenic content was 
significantly increased 13 times in the third group, 8 times in the fourth group compared with the control da-
ta, was lower than the control group in 2 times in the second group. The results show that the third group 
showed the greatest accumulation in the kidneys. 
 

 

Figure 3. Dynamics of accumulation of heavy metals in the kidneys of rats 

Conclusion 

Under chronic combined poisoning, the group of the combined action of copper and arsenic showed the 
greatest toxicity according to the accumulation degree. In chronic combined intoxication with copper salts of 
arsenic, accumulation in decreasing order was observed in the following sequence: liver, brain, kidneys. 
In chronic combined poisoning with zinc and copper salts, accumulation in decreasing order was observed in 
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the sequence: liver, brain, kidneys. In chronic combined intoxication with zinc and arsenic salts, accumula-
tion in decreasing order was observed in the sequence: liver, kidney, brain. The accumulation of heavy met-
als was observed to a greater extent in the liver of rats. Since the accumulation of heavy metals was mostly 
observed in the liver, this is probably due to the high sensitivity of the liver to the effects of toxicants. When 
heavy metals enter the body through the gastrointestinal tract, they enter the liver through the portal vein, so 
the liver is the first barrier to toxicants. Also, heavy metals are metabolized in the liver, during which the 
organ itself is damaged. Heavy metal ions from the blood penetrate into hepatocytes, while some are cap-
tured by liver macrophages, the rest is excreted into the intestine, where they are reabsorbed and during the 
hepatic recirculation, and re-entry into the liver. Since the kidneys were damaged by heavy metals during 
intoxication, and this could lead to the accumulation of urea and ammonia in the blood, it is likely that these 
substances acting on the liver cause damage to the liver. Based on the foregoing, heavy metals can accumu-
late in parenchymal organs, in the liver and kidneys according to our study. 
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Р.М. Тазитдинова, Р.Р. Бейсенова, А.С. Курманбаева, А.И. Григорьев 

Мырыш, мыс жəне күшəла тұздарының егеуқұйрықтардың  
органдарында ауыр металдардың жиналуы көрсеткіштерінің  

өзгерісіне қосарласа созылмалы əсері 

Мақалада ауыр металдардың (мырыш, мыс жəне күшəла) тұздарымен қосарласа созылмалы əсері 
нəтижелерінде кейбір ішкі мүшелерде ауыр металдардың жиналу көрсеткіштері берілген. Зерттеу 
жұмысы төрт топқа бөлінген 40 ақ тексіз жетілген егеуқұйрықтарда жүргізілді. Ауыр металдар 
жануарлар мен адам ағзасында жиналып, əртүрлі мүшелер мен жүйелердің жұмысын бұзады. Кейбір 
ауыр металдар тірі ағзада кей мүшелерде таңдала отырып жиналады. Осыған байланысты ауыр 
металдар кейбір мүшелерде жиналуы зерттелді. Экотоксиканттардың қолданылған ерітінділері, мыс 
сульфаты, мырыш сульфаты жəне натрий арсениті, жануарларға асқазан ішек жолы арқылы үш ай 
бойынша енгізілген. Мүшелерді алу эксперимент басталғаннан кейін үш ай өткен соң жүргізілді. 
Мырыш, мыс жəне күшəланың жиналу көрсеткіштері егеуқұйрықтардың бауыр, ми жəне бүйрегінде 
анықталды. Біздің зерттеуіміздің нəтижесі көрсеткендей, ауыр металдардың ең көп жиналуы 
егеуқұйрықтардың бауырында екендігі дəлелденді. Ең улы əсері бар топ мыс жəне мышьяк қосарласа 
əрекет еткен топ екені анықталды. 

Кілт сөздер: ауыр металдар, мырыш, мыс, күшəла, улылық, жинақталу, аурулар, бауыр, бүйрек, ми. 
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Аккумуляция тяжелых металлов в организме крыс  
при хронической сочетанной интоксикации солями цинка, меди и мышьяка 

В статье приведены результаты исследования накопления тяжелых металлов в некоторых внутренних 
органах крыс при хроническом сочетанном отравлении солями тяжелых металлов (цинка, меди и 
мышьяка). Эксперименты проводились на 40 белых беспородых половозрелых крысах, которые были 
разделены на четыре группы. Тяжелые металлы, способные накапливаться в организме животных и 
человека, могут привести к нарушению функционирования внутренних органов и систем органов. Не-
которые тяжелые металлы способны избирательно накапливаться внутри живого организма. Поэтому 
было проведено исследование некоторых органов на степень накопления тяжелых металлов. В каче-
стве токсикантов использовались растворы таких солей, как сульфат меди, сульфат цинка и арсенит 
натрия, которые вводили животным ежедневно внутрижелудочно в течение трех месяцев. Отбор об-
разцов органов проводился по истечении трех месяцев с начала эксперимента. Содержание цинка, ме-
ди и мышьяка определяли в головном мозге, печени и почках крыс. Результаты наших исследований 
показали, что накопление тяжелых металлов в большей степени происходит в печени крыс, а наи-
большую токсичность по степени накопления проявила группа сочетанного действия меди и мышья-
ка. 

Ключевые слова: тяжелые металлы, цинк, медь, мышьяк, токсичность, аккумуляция, заболевания, пе-
чень, почки, головной мозг. 
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