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Abstract
Food contaminants are a major food-safety issue worldwide. Contaminants in staple cereals are of
particular interest as these foodstuffs are heavily relied on for global nutrition. Mycotoxins are
undoubtedly the most well-documented contaminant in staple cereals. However, there are lesser-known
contaminants that may pose as great a risk to public health.
Arsenic, for example, has been shown to be a major contaminant of rice, but global regulatory authorities
have been slow to regulate arsenic levels in rice and rice-based products. Shockingly, South African
regulations still do not have a specific limit for arsenic in rice-based infant foods. This is problematic,
considering that rice-based infant cereals are highly popular due to their low allergic potential and high
palatability, and arsenic-related health effects may be exacerbated by early-life exposure.
Twenty-five locally purchased rice samples were analysed with ICP-MS for total arsenic content, and 21
of the samples were found to have total arsenic levels exceeding 100 ppb. The European Commission sets
a limit of 100 ppb inorganic arsenic for Rice destined for the production of food for infants and young
children. Thus, if these samples were used to produce food for infants, they might pose a considerable
health risk. In addition to whole rice, five locally purchased rice-based infant cereals were also
investigated. Two of the samples had total arsenic levels of 129 and 133 ppb, thus potentially exceeding
the 100-ppb limit set by the European Commission and the FDA. These results highlight the urgent need
for local regulatory authorities to define a maximum arsenic level for rice-based infant foods. Without
such a limit, the health of this vulnerable population group – whose food choices are usually not their own
– is at risk.
Food contaminants should always be closely monitored to safeguard public health. This review explores
some of the major contaminants of staple cereals that we should be concerned about, specifically those
that are less well known to the food industry. The risks to public health, relevant regulatory shortfalls and
associated economic losses are discussed, and collected data is used to demonstrate the severity of some
of the issues.
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