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CHAPTER 9 - EMERGING CONTAMINANTS: WHAT WE KNOW AND WHAT REMAINS 

TO BE STUDIED 

 

 

 

WHAT DOES ‘EMERGING’ MEAN? 

The expression emerging contaminant does not necessarily refer to a substance that has 

only recently appeared in the environment or to a new public-health emergency. It may 

refer to a compound present for years that has become measurable through more 

sensitive techniques, undergone new toxicological assessment or been identified in 

matrices that were previously little studied. 

Some substances are emerging mainly because exposure and toxicity data are lacking; 

others because new production methods change the routes by which they enter the food 

supply chain. It is therefore important to state exactly what is new. 

 

MELAMINE AND CONTAMINATION FROM MATERIALS 

Melamine is an instructive example: it may be associated with particular industrial 

materials and incidents of food adulteration. Its health significance depends on the 
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amount, duration and possible presence of associated compounds. Regulation (EU) 

2023/915 sets maximum levels for certain food categories. 

The word emerging must not be used as a synonym for unregulated. Some compounds 

included in this chapter already have established legal limits, while others still require 

monitoring and scientific discussion. 

 

COMPOUNDS ARISING FROM PROCESSES AND COMPLEX INTERACTIONS 

Substances generated during processing, reactions involving packaging and degradation 

of ingredients can be difficult to predict from the ingredient list alone. In some cases, 

identification relies on non-targeted analysis, which generates chemical signals requiring 

further characterisation. 

An analytical spectrum containing many signals does not automatically demonstrate an 

equal number of hazardous contaminants. Structural identification, reference standards, 

quantification and toxicological assessment are required to turn a suspicion into useful 

knowledge. 

 

MIXTURES AND MULTIPLE EXPOSURES 

The diet exposes people to many substances simultaneously, but mere co-occurrence 

does not always imply toxic synergy. Effects may depend on shared biological targets, 

doses and mechanisms of action. Cumulative or group assessments are more developed 

for some families of contaminants than for others. 

Portraying mixtures as a single incalculable risk does not help readers. It is more accurate 

to indicate where established tools exist and where uncertainty still prevents robust 

quantification. 

 

FROM RESEARCH TO REGULATION 

Identifying a contaminant does not automatically lead to a legal maximum level. Data on 

occurrence, toxicology, food consumption, reliable analytical methods and the feasibility of 

risk-management measures are all required. EFSA undertakes scientific risk assessment; 

the competent European and national institutions adopt regulatory measures and controls. 

To follow developments responsibly, it is useful to consult EFSA assessments, scientific 

opinions, amendments to regulations and official monitoring reports, distinguishing 

preliminary findings from established conclusions. Overorganic's editorial principle remains 

constant: provide useful information without turning every new detection into an alarm. 
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