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FDA Looks for Answers
on Arsenic 1n Rice

he Food and Drug

Administration (FDA)

monitors hundreds of foods
and beverages that make up
the average American diet. The
agency looks for anything that
could be harmful to consumers,
including industrial chemicals,
heavy metals, pesticides and
radiation contamination.

Those dietary staples include rice
and rice products, foods that FDA
has identified as containing inorganic
arsenic, which can be toxic.

The agency has analyzed about 200
samples of rice and rice products and
is collecting nearly 1,000 more. Since
rice is processed into many products,
these samples include baby and tod-
dler cereals and food, breakfast cereal
and rice cakes.

Arsenic levels can vary greatly from
sample to sample, even within the
same product. FDA's testing of the
initial samples found these average
levels of inorganic arsenic in micro-
grams (one millionth of a gram):

e Rice (other than Basmati rice): 6.7
per 1 cup (cooked)

® Rice cakes: 5.4 per 2 cakes

e Rice beverages: 3.8 per 240 ml

(some samples not tested for inor-

ganic arsenic)
® Rice cereals: 3.5 per 1 cup
e Basmati rice: 3.5 per 1 cup cooked

Based on data and scientific litera-
ture available now, FDA is not rec-
ommending that consumers change
their consumption of rice and rice
products, but advocates a balanced

diet with a wide variety of grains.
Data collection is the critical first step
in assessing long-term health risks
and minimizing those risks.

“We understand that consumers
are concerned about arsenic being
in rice. FDA is committed to ensur-
ing that we understand the extent to
which contaminants such as arsenic
are present in our foods, what risks
they may pose, whether these risks
can be minimized, and to sharing
what we know,” says FDA Commis-
sioner Margaret A. Hamburg, M.D.

Once FDA has completed its anal-
ysis of about 1,200 rice products,
the agency will conduct a compre-
hensive risk assessment, consulting
with scientists from other federal
agencies and outside the govern-
ment to determine how much risk
is associated with long-term con-
sumption of rice and whether it

might be necessary for people to
adjust their rice consumption.

How Did This Happen?

Arsenicis a chemical element distrib-
uted in the Earth'’s crust. It is released
from volcanoes and from the erosion
of mineral deposits and is found
throughout the environment—in
water, air and soil. For that reason,
it is inevitably found in some foods
and beverages.

Human activities also add arsenic
to the environment. They include
burning coal, oil, gasoline and wood,
mining, and the use of arsenic com-
pounds as pesticides, herbicides and
wood preservatives.

“Arsenic is a contaminant,” says
Suzanne Fitzpatrick, a senior sci-
ence policy analyst at FDA. “We're
doing the best we can to inform
consumers and help them to make
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“Our advice right now 1s that consumers should continue to

eat a balanced diet that includes a wide variety of grains.”

choices that will reduce their risk
from this and other contaminants
found in nature.”

While most crops don't read-
ily take up much arsenic from the
ground, rice is different. FDA has
been monitoring arsenic levels in
rice for more than 20 years. Its
analysis thus far does not show any
evidence of a change in arsenic lev-
els. The change is that researchers
are better able to measure whether
those levels represent more or less
toxic forms of arsenic.

Rice comes from all over the world
and is grown very differently in region
to region, which may greatly vary the
levels of arsenic within the same kind
of product. The larger sample that
FDA is taking will cover the wide
variety of rice types, geographical
regions where rice is grown, and the
range of foods that contain rice as an
ingredient—including rice crackers,
rice water, infant formula, crispy rice
marshmallow treats, rice wine, and

breakfast and granola bars. This will
ensure that the assessment of risk is
as accurate as possible.

FDA expects to complete the addi-
tional collection and analysis of sam-
ples by the end of the year. Research-
ers are paying particular attention to
rice and rice products consumed by
children, as well as consumers like
Asian-Americans and those with
celiac disease who may consumer
higher levels of rice.

The Next Steps
FDA's risk assessment may eventually
lead to the setting of arsenic “action
levels” for rice products. This means
that if the agency finds more than a
certain amount of arsenic in a prod-
uct, it can use that level as a bench-
mark in deciding whether to prevent
the product from entering the country
or remove it from the market.

The agency is working with other
government agencies, academia and
industry to find ways to reduce arse-

nic levels in rice and rice products,
such as changes in agricultural or
other practices.

So what should a person who loves
rice do in the meantime?

“Our advice right now is that con-
sumers should continue to eat a bal-
anced diet that includes a wide vari-
ety of grains - not only for only for
good nutrition but also to minimize
any potential consequences from con-
suming any one particular food,” says
Hamburg. FoA
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Find this and other Consumer

Updates at www.fda.gov/
ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates

—[ ] Sign up for free e-mail
subscriptions at www.fda.gov/
consumer/consumerenews.html
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