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Soft Drinks Found to Contain High Levels of Cancer-Causing Benzene 
March 2, 2006 
by the Times / UK 
Soft Drinks Found to Have High Levels of Cancer Chemical 
by Rajeev Syal 
Traces of a carcinogenic chemical have been found in soft drinks at eight 
times the level permitted in drinking water, it was revealed last night. 

Tests conducted on 230 drinks on sale in Britain and France have identified 
high levels of benzene, a compound known to cause cancer, according to the 
Food Standards Agency. There is a legal limit of one part per billion of 
benzene in British drinking water. The latest tests revealed levels of up to 
eight parts per billion in some soft drinks. 

Benzene has been linked to leukaemia and other cancers of the blood. Traces 
found in Perrier water 15 years ago led to the withdrawal of more than 160 
million bottles worldwide. The disclosure has prompted food safety 
campaigners to demand that the Government reveal which products contain 
benzene. At present, the drinks¹ identities have not been revealed. 

Richard Watts, of Sustain, a pressure group lobbying for better food 
standards, said that this should be done urgently because the drinks were 
being marketed to children. ³The scientific evidence is unclear about 
whether there is any safe level of benzene. We see no reason why it should 
be different from the designated safe level in drinking water. If it is 
unsafe in drinking water, why should it be safe in soft drinks? ² he said. 

The Food Standards Agency, the government watchdog, said that the products 
did not pose an immediate health risk, but called for further investigation 
from the British drinks industry. ³Let¹s have further investigations and 
regular discussions with the drinks industry to check what is happening. If 
levels are high then the FSA will take action to protect consumers,² an 
agency spokesman said. 

Food scientists believe that high levels of benzene may have been produced 
by the reaction of two commonly used ingredients ‹ sodium benzoate, a 
preservative, and ascorbic acid (vitamin C). Sodium benzoate is widely used 
in the drinks sector. In Britain, it is used in Britvic brands including 
Britvic 55 apple and orange flavours, Pennine Spring flavoured waters and 
Shandy Bass. It is not known if any of these products were included in the 
latest tests. A spokesman for Britvic has previously expressed confidence in 
its products. 

A spokesman for the British Soft Drinks Association said yesterday that the 
industry was working to reduce the levels of benzene in soft drinks. ³There 
is an obligation on the industry to have as low a level of benzene as 
possible and we are looking at ways of reducing the levels ‹ and maybe even 
removing the preservative ‹ if we can replace it with something else,² he 
said. 

When minuscule traces of benzene were discovered in Perrier water 15 years 
ago, it forced the French company to withdraw millions of bottles. 

Tests have been carried out in Europe after US food watchdogs found benzene 
in juices and sodas. The Food and Drug Administration registered its concern 
about the possible long-term effects on health. 

Professor Glenn Lawrence, of Long Island University, who first conducted 
tests for benzene in soft drinks 13 years ago, said that the combination of 
sodium benzoate and vitamin C was commonly used in drinks in the early 
1990s. 

He said that drinks firms were now putting vitamin C back into drinks to 
encourage consumers to buy the product. He said that this was being done to 
encourage parents to buy the drinks to improve their children¹s health but 
it might just be doing the opposite. 

BENZENE FACTS 
* Michael Faraday discovered benzene in 1825 when he isolated it from oil 
gas to form a chemical, six parts carbon, six parts hydrogen 

* It is produced during incomplete combustion of carbon-rich substances: 
it is produced from petrochemicals, but occurs naturally in volcanoes, 
forest fires and in cigarette smoke 

* In the 19th and early 20th centuries it was used in aftershave, for its 
pleasant smell, and to decaffeinate coffee. It is now used as an anti-knock 
agent in petrol 

* It is an aggressive carcinogen and may lead to leukaemia and other 
cancers of the blood 

* In 1993, Professor Glenn Lawrence, of Long Island University, published 
research showing that the sodium benzoate and vitamin C found in soft drinks 
could react to form benzene. He suggested that drink companies were putting 
vitamin C into drinks to encourage customers to buy them 

Copyright 2006 Times Newspapers Ltd. 



FDA finds benzene in soft drinks
BY DAVID GOLDSTEIN
Knight Ridder Newspapers

WASHINGTON - When small amounts of benzene, a known cancer-causing chemical, were found in some soft drinks 16 years ago, the Food and Drug Administration never told the public.

That's because the beverage industry told the government it would handle the problem and the FDA thought the problem was solved.

A decade and a half later, benzene has turned up again. The FDA has found levels in some soft drinks higher than what it found in 1990, and two to four times higher than what's considered safe for drinking water.

Both the FDA and the beverage industry said the amounts were small and that the problem didn't appear to be widespread.

"People shouldn't overreact," said Kevin Keane, a spokesman for the American Beverage Association. "It's a very small number of products and not major brands."

"The issue here is not something that should cause anyone alarm or terrific concern," said George Pauli, a top food safety expert at the FDA, "but if there's something that can be reduced, we want to reduce it."

Neither Keane nor Pauli would identify the drinks being tested because the investigation is still under way.

Pauli said that people ingest more benzene by breathing than they would if they drank a can of soda containing the chemical. Small amounts of the chemical also are naturally present in some foods such as fruits, vegetables and dairy products.

Still, Pauli added, "You want to avoid it in any degree you can."

Of the 60 or so varieties of sodas, sports drinks, juice drinks and bottled waters that the FDA has tested so far, benzene levels have ranged from two and three parts per billion to more than 10-20 parts per billion.

The Environmental Protection Agency's safety standard for benzene in drinking water is five parts per billion. If it exceeds that, authorities are required to notify the public.

Keane said it was "tough to compare" the safety standard for water with soft drinks because the water rule is based on the fact that people drink more water each day.

Benzene is an industrial chemical that's found in tobacco smoke, car exhaust and vapors from household products such as paint, detergents and furniture wax. Long-term exposure can cause leukemia and other cancers of the blood, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Benzene can show up in soft drinks when two common ingredients react: ascorbic acid, otherwise known as vitamin C, and either sodium benzoate or potassium benzoate. Both are preservatives used to prevent the growth of bacteria.

But the presence of these chemicals doesn't necessarily produce benzene.

"It's not as simple as looking at the label, and if you see those two, there will be problems," Keane said.

Pauli said that a catalyst such as temperature or light is needed to trigger the formation of benzene. That's what scientists suspect occurred in 1990 when authorities found benzene in products made by Cadbury Schweppes and Koala Springs, an Australian beverage company.

But a health safety watchdog organization said the FDA should inform the public, particularly since so many soft drinks are marketed to children.

"Most people would prefer there are no known human carcinogens in what they drink," said Jane Houlihan, vice president for research at the Environmental Working Group, a nonprofit, nonpartisan scientific research group that studies toxic chemicals. "This is a case where industry agreed to get it out of the products, and all the evidence says they didn't."

Soft drink manufacturers PepsiCo and Coca-Cola declined to comment and referred calls to the American Beverage Association.

When benzene first turned up 16 years ago, FDA officials met with representatives of the beverage industry who "expressed their concern about the presence of benzene traces in their products and the potential for adverse publicity associated with this problem," according to an internal FDA memo from December 1990.

Keane said the industry told the FDA that it was reformulating its products to alleviate the problem. Adding sugar, for instance, or replacing the vitamin C, can inhibit the chemical reaction that produces benzene, Pauli said.

An FDA official who asked not to be identified said that the agency didn't inform the public about the benzene problem 16 years ago because it didn't consider it a public health concern since the levels were low and the companies were reformulating.

He said the FDA conducted follow-up testing in the early 1990s, but not since because "we thought the problem was gone and over. Then it resurfaced."

The current investigation began when an activist concerned about soft drink machines in schools tried to get the FDA interested in the issue. He then sent lab results showing some soft drinks with higher-than-normal benzene levels.

"Our first reaction was, `Yes, we looked at this in 1990 and essentially there was nothing there,'" Pauli said. "Then he came up with some numbers and we said, `That's not what we came up with back then. We have to go back and look.'"

Asked why the problem would resurface 16 years later, Keane said the industry took the necessary steps at the time, but it's possible some manufacturers just didn't know.

"It's a very fast-growing industry, both in terms of companies and new brands, so a lot has changed in the last 16 years," he said.

Food safety authorities in Great Britain and Australia also are testing soft drinks for benzene.

For more information, go to:

www.epa.gov/safewater/contaminants/dw(underscore)contamfs/benzene.html

and

www.atsdr.cdc.gov/tfacts3.html



 

China joins soft drinks benzene probe

 

07/03/2006 - China has launched an inquiry into benzene in soft drinks after authorities in the UK and US found drinks containing benzene above the countries’ legal limits for drinking water.

Chinese food safety authorities have been studying the potential for benzene residues to form in soft drinks containing ascorbic acid and sodium benzoate, according to local media reports.

A public statement is expected soon. Benzene is listed as a carcinogen by public health authorities.

Food safety bodies from several countries around the world have, in recent weeks, attempted to learn more about the potential for benzene formation in drinks.

Their interest was sparked after the US Food and Drug Administration revealed to BeverageDaily.com it had found some drinks in the US that contained benzene above the five parts per billion legal limit for water there.

Britain's Food Standards Agency (FSA) said it would conduct its own investigation after industry testing on 230 soft drinks found average benzene levels above the UK's one part per billion limit for drinking water.

The tests, done on products at the end of their shelf-life, found benzene levels up to eight parts per billion in some drinks. Benzene is listed as a known carcinogen.

The FSA re-iterated that levels found to date were not a public health concern.

The UK has no limit for benzene in soft drinks, and a spokesperson for the country's soft drinks association said the water limit was not applicable.

Yet, a UK food legislation expert told BeverageDaily.com any court would likely look to the drinking water limit for guidance if considering benzene in soft drinks. Water is still the main ingredient in most soft drinks.

A BeverageDaily investigation over the last couple of months has confirmed from several industry and government sources that benzene can form in drinks when two common ingredients – sodium benzoate and ascorbic acid (vitamin C) – react.

Both the FDA and the US soft drinks industry have known this for 15 years, as testified by an internal FDA memo date January 1991. The issue was, however, never announced to the public.

The industry told the FDA it would “get the word out and reformulate”, according to FDA chemist Greg Diachenko. Yet, now the issue has returned. Diachenko said authorities were still evaluating results, but “we certainly want to make sure there is some reformulation”.

The safety body has come under pressure from campaign groups in recent days to release results from its recent testing on soft drinks.

It was originally alerted to the continuing presence of benzene in drinks by independent laboratory tests in New York.

Results of those tests, passed on to BeverageDaily.com, show a couple of soft drinks in the US up to two-and-a-half and four times above the 10 parts per billion legal limit for drinking water set by the World Health Organisation.

Perrier bottled water was recalled for containing lower levels of benzene in 1990.

Kevin Keane, of the American Beverage Association (ABA), assured consumers there was no health risk, but said some brands may not be aware of the potential for sodium benzoate and ascorbic acid to form benzene.

“15 years ago it was under control, but this is a fast-growing industry. There are a lot of new companies, a lot of new brands and things have changed,”

ABA scientist Mike Redman said companies had learnt to control benzene formation by adjusting levels of the two ingredients in their drinks.

But, Glen Lawrence, a scientist who helped the FDA with testing in 1990, said in an interview with BeverageDaily.com soft drinks firms should not use sodium benzoate and ascorbic acid together.

He was concerned that producers might be adding more vitamin C into drinks as to target consumer health trends.

“There is no good reason to add ascorbic acid (vitamin C) to soft drinks, and those that may have ascorbic acid naturally in them (juices) should not use sodium benzoate as a preservative. So it is really very easy to avoid the problem.”

Lawrence co-authored a 1993 article in the Journal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry, detailing how benzene could form in the acidic conditions of drinks when sodium benzoate and ascorbic acid were present.

