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Weedkiller found in granola and crackers,
internal FDA emails show

The FDA has been testing food samples for traces of glyphosate for two years, but the
agency has not yet released any official results
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More than 200m pounds of weedkiller are used annually by US farmers on their fields. It is sprayed directly over some crops, including
corn, soybeans, wheat and oats. Photograph: Marvin Dembinsky Photo Associate/Alamy
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US government scientists have detected a weedKkiller linked to cancer in an array of commonly
consumed foods, emails obtained through a freedom of information request show.

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has been testing food samples for residues of
glyphosate, the active ingredient in hundreds of widely used herbicide products, for two years,
but has not yet released any official results.



But the internal documents obtained by the Guardian show the FDA has had trouble finding
any food that does not carry traces of the pesticide.

“I have brought wheat crackers, granola cereal and corn meal from home and there’s a fair
amount in all of them,” FDA chemist Richard Thompson wrote to colleagues in an email last
year regarding glyphosate. Thompson, who is based in an FDA regional laboratory in Arkansas,
wrote that broccoli was the only food he had “on hand” that he found to be glyphosate-free.

That internal FDA email, dated January 2017, is part of a string of FDA communications that
detail agency efforts to ascertain how much of the popular weedkiller is showing up in
American food. The tests mark the agency’s first-ever such examination.

“People care about what contaminants are in their food. If there is scientific information about
these residues in the food, the FDA should release it,” said Tracey Woodruff, a professor in the
University of California San Francisco School of Medicine. “It helps people make informed
decisions. Taxpayers paid for the government to do this work, they should get to see the
information.”

The FDA is charged with annually testing food samples for pesticide residues to monitor for
illegally high residue levels. The fact that the agency only recently started testing for
glyphosate, a chemical that has been used for over 40 years in food production, has led to
criticism from consumer groups and the Government Accountability Office (GAO). Calls for
testing grew after the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) classified glyphosate
as a probable human carcinogen in 2015.

Glyphosate is best known as the main
ingredient in Monsanto Co’s Roundup brand.
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| US farmers on their fields. The weedkiller is
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% also use it on fields before the growing
season, including spinach growers and
almond producers.
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Separately, FDA chemist Narong Chamkasem found “over-the-tolerance” levels of glyphosate
in corn, detected at 6.5 parts per million, an FDA email states. The legal limit is 5.0 ppm. An
illegal level would normally be reported to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), but an
FDA supervisor wrote to an EPA official that the corn was not considered an “official sample”.

When asked about the emails and the agency’s testing, an FDA spokesman said only that the
FDA had not found any illegal levels in corn, soy, milk or eggs, the four commodities it
considers part of its glyphosate “special assignment”. He did not address the unofficial findings



revealed in the emails.

The FDA’s official findings should be released later this year or early in 2019 as part of its 2016
annual residue report. The reports typically are released two to two and a half years after the
data is collected.

Along with glyphosate, the agency has been trying to measure residues of the herbicides 2,4-D
and dicamba because of projected increased use of these weedkillers on new genetically
engineered crops. The FDA spokesman said that the agency has “expanded capacity” for
testing foods for those herbicides this year.

Other findings detailed in the FDA documents show that in 2016 Chamkasem found glyphosate
in numerous samples of honey. Chamkasem also found glyphosate in oatmeal products. The
FDA temporarily suspended testing after those findings, and Chamkasem’s lab was “reassigned
to other programs”, the FDA documents show. The FDA has said those tests were not part of its
official glyphosate residue assignment.

Pesticide exposure through diet is considered a potential health risk. Regulators, Monsanto and
agrochemical industry interests say pesticide residues in food are not harmful if they are under
legal limits. But many scientists dispute that, saying prolonged dietary exposure to
combinations of pesticides can be harmful.

Toxicologist Linda Birnbaum, who is director of the US National Institute of Environmental
Health Sciences (NIEHS), said that current regulatory analysis of pesticide dangers does not
account for low levels of dietary exposures.

“Even with low levels of pesticides, we’re exposed to so many and we don’t count the fact that
we have cumulative exposures,” Birnbaum said.

The US Department of Agriculture was to start its own testing of foods for glyphosate residues
in 2017 but dropped the plan.

The lack of government residue data comes as Monsanto attempts to bar evidence about
glyphosate food residues from being introduced in court where the company is fighting off
allegations its Roundup products cause cancer.

In a case set for trial on 18 June, San Francisco superior court judge Curtis Karnow recently
denied the company’s motion to keep the jury from hearing about residues in food. The judge
said that although Monsanto worries the information “will inflame the jury against Monsanto
based on their own fear that they may have been exposed”, such information “should not be
excluded”.

Carey Gillam is a journalist and author, and a public interest researcher for US Right to Know, a
non-profit food industry research group

Something you should know...

... about a choice we made. Our journalism now reaches record numbers around the world and
more than a million people have supported our reporting. We continue to face financial
challenges but, unlike many news organisations, we haven’t put up a paywall. We want our
journalism to remain accessible to all, regardless of where they live or what they can afford.



This is The Guardian’s model for open, independent journalism: available for everyone, funded
by our readers. Readers’ support powers our work, safeguarding our essential editorial
independence. This means the responsibility of protecting independent journalism is shared,
enabling us all to feel empowered to bring about real change in the world. Your support gives
Guardian journalists the time, space and freedom to report with tenacity and rigour, to shed
light where others won’t. It emboldens us to challenge authority and question the status quo.
And by keeping all of our journalism free and open to all, we can foster inclusivity, diversity,
make space for debate, inspire conversation - so more people have access to accurate
information with integrity at its heart.

Guardian journalism is rooted in facts with a progressive perspective on the world. We are
editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our journalism is free from
commercial bias and not influenced by billionaire owners, politicians or shareholders. No one
steers our opinion. At a time when there are so few sources of information you can really trust,
this is vital as it enables us to give a voice to those less heard, challenge the powerful and hold
them to account. Your support means we can keep investigating and exploring the critical
issues of our time.

Our model allows people to support us in a way that works for them. Every time a reader like
you makes a contribution to The Guardian, no matter how big or small, it goes directly into
funding our journalism. But we need to build on this support for the years ahead. Support The
Guardian from as little as £1 - and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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