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CHEMISTRY

Beer and Wine Contain Traces of Metal Contaminants from
Filtration Process

Heavy metal levels in commercial booze pose no health risk to most drinkers, but the findings could
prompt discussions about industry standards for alcohol

By Rachel Berkowitz | Scientific American May 2019 Issue
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When you sip a beer or sample wine, you could get more than a pleasant buzz—the drinks
may contain low levels of heavy metals. These elements accumulate in the body and can
cause medical problems, so health organizations worldwide have set or proposed
standards for acceptable levels in some food and beverages. Researchers have now
pinpointed a silty filtration material as the culprit behind traces of inorganic arsenic,

cadmium and lead in beer and wine.

Brewers and vintners sometimes use a substance called diatomaceous earth (DE) in the
final stages of filtration to produce a clear, shelf-stable product. Consisting of the
fossilized remains of tiny aquatic organisms, the substance removes unwanted particles
without affecting flavor. Previous experiments suggested that DE filtration leaches arsenic
into fruit juice, but it was not known if the same held for alcoholic drinks.

Benjamin Redan, Lauren Jackson and their colleagues at the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration tested the arsenic content of small batches of lab-made alcoholic
beverages—including lager, ale, red wine and white wine—before and after they were
filtered with three types of food-grade DE. The researchers found arsenic levels increased
up to eightfold—in some cases, above the FDA’s proposed limit of 10 parts per billion for
apple juice (the closest beverage for which the agency has issued standards). Noticeable
levels of arsenic and other contaminants were also found in some commercially available
wines. The findings were published in March in the Journal of Agricultural and Food
Chemistry.

“The levels of heavy metals detected are not a risk for human health, except in the case of
massive daily beer consumption, but the issue of heavy metal content in foodstuffs is
fundamental,” says Stefano Buiatti of the University of Udine in Italy, who was not
involved in the study.

The researchers found they could reduce arsenic in filtered products by adjusting the
quantity of DE used or changing the filtration time, for example. The food industry
already employs alternative purification methods. “Membrane-filtration technology for
beer filtration is of great interest in the brewing community,” says Joseph Palausky,
technical committee chair of the American Society of Brewing Chemists. “But there are
other more traditional and established techniques—such as cold stabilization or



maturation and centrifugation—that are in use in the industry.”

This article was originally published with the title "Metal with Your Beer?" in
Scientific American 320, 5, 17 (May 2019)
doi:10.1038/scientificamerican0519-17

ABOUT THE AUTHOR(S)

Rachel Berkowitz

Recent Articles
How Vision Helps Cyclists Communicate in a Pack
Detecting Fog Using Signals from Cell-Phone Towers

Molecular Microscope Lets Scientists Peer inside Single Cells

IN THE STORE

SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN
Scientific American Volume 320, Issue 5
$6.99

NEWSLETTER


https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-vision-helps-cyclists-communicate-in-a-pack/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/detecting-fog-using-signals-from-cell-phone-towers/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/molecular-microscope-lets-scientists-peer-inside-single-cells/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/magazine/sa/2019/05-01/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/magazine/sa/2019/05-01/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/beer-and-wine-contain-traces-of-metal-contaminants-from-filtration-process/#

Sign Up

FExpertise. Insighls. llumination.

Subscribe Now!

FOLLOW US

we ¥ f N

SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN ARABIC

N

Store FAQs
About Contact Us
Press Room Site Map
Advertise Privacy Policy
SA Custom Media Use of Cookies
Terms of Use International Editions

Scientific American is part of Springer Nature, which owns or has commercial relations with thousands of scientific publications (many of
them can be found at www.springernature.com/us). Scientific American maintains a strict policy of editorial independence in reporting
developments in science to our readers.

© 2019 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, A DIVISION OF SPRINGER NATURE AMERICA, INC.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.


https://www.instagram.com/scientific_american/?hl=en
https://www.youtube.com/user/SciAmerican
https://twitter.com/sciam
https://www.facebook.com/ScientificAmerican
http://rss.sciam.com/ScientificAmerican-Global
https://www.scientificamerican.com/store/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/about-scientific-american/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/pressroom/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/frequently-asked-questions/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/contact-us/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/sitemap
https://www.scientificamerican.com/mediakit/
https://static.scientificamerican.com/sciam/assets/File/SACM%20Overview.pdf
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/terms-of-use/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/privacy-policy/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/use-of-cookies/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/international/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/arabic/
http://www.springernature.com/us
https://www.scientificamerican.com/page/newsletter-sign-up/?origincode=2016_sciam_ArticleFooter_NewsletterSignUp&category=subjects/the-sciences/chemistry
https://www.scientificamerican.com/store/subscribe/scientific-american-magazine/




