
the mean actually rose, from 232 to 249 μg kg−1. 
Overall, 6–17% of the food categories tested 
exceeded ‘indicative values of concern’9 set 
out by the European Commission in 2011 (see 
‘Would you like acrylamide with that?’). 

Mottram, who has worked closely with the 
food industry to reduce acrylamide levels, says 
that he is disappointed the report does not 
reflect the huge strides taken by industry, not 
least in the period 2002–06.

The EFSA acknowledges that assessing 
whether the industry’s efforts are bearing fruit 
will take many years of more consistent sam-
pling. For the current report, the agency relied 
on European Union (EU) member states to col-
lect and submit acrylamide data. The response 
was inconsistent: only 16 of 25 countries pro-
vided data for every year of the survey, and 
submissions also waned over time. Despite sub-
mitting data every year, Belgium provided no 
figures at all on its beloved frites, for example. 

Since 2010, the EU has required member  
countries to collect acrylamide data, and 
the EFSA report suggests that monitoring is 
improving as a result. Europe certainly takes 
acrylamide more seriously than other parts of 
the world. The US Food and Drug Administra-
tion has not routinely collected data on acryla-
mide in food since 2006, although it is currently 
calling on the food industry to submit more 
data, says agency spokesman Sebastian Cianci.

Mottram is also developing new ways to 
tackle the problem. In August, he showed that 
acrylamide levels in French fries can be pre-
dicted from the cooking methods and the pres-
ence of key precursor chemicals in the partially 
cooked, frozen fries used by fast-food restau-
rants10. This model revealed that a change to 
the potato blanching process could make a big 
difference to the final acrylamide level. “The 
industry is not giving up on this,” he says.

Plant breeding and genetic modification 
could also help, by creating varieties with lower 
levels of acrylamide precursors. Nevertheless, 
the chemical will always be present in our food, 

says Margareta Törnqvist from Stockholm 
University, who led the team that originally 
discovered the problem. “Acrylamide is natu-
ral; you can’t reduce it to zero,” she says. ■
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CORRECTION
The story ‘Texas cancer fund seeks fresh 
start’ (Nature 490, 459–460; 2012) gave the 
wrong location for Arizona State University 
with respect to Raymond DuBois’ new post. 
The campus is in Tempe, not Tucson. 

WOULD YOU LIKE ACRYLAMIDE WITH THAT?
Figures for 2007–10 suggest that fried and baked 
foods in Europe often contain worryingly high 
levels of the probable carcinogen acrylamide.

Food Indicative value 
of concern 
(μg kg−1)

% Samples 
exceeding 
indicative value 

French fries 600 12

Potato crisps 1,000 17

Instant coffee 900 10

Soft bread 150 7

Crispbreads, 
biscuits

500 8

Source: ref. 2
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