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Do you care about what food you buy? Have you heard that currently all kinds of food are adulterated? Would you beable to tell which methods are used to detect adulterated food? Do you even knowwhatexactly falsification is? Well,right at the beginninglet me give youan answer tothe last question. Basically, falsification means an addition of adulterants. These are any substances that lessen the purity, quality or effectiveness of food. 

Nowadays, falsification involves all kinds of food. The most commonly adulterated commodities include luxury food (spirits, wine, coffee and spices) or foodstuffs sold in larger quantities (meat and dairy products, plant oils, fruit juices, pasta).

Although it seems to be a problem only for the last few years, falsification already existed in the Middle Ages. At that time, adulteration was very severely punished - for falsifying beer there was even the death penalty. In the Czech lands, the Food Code, which was valid until 1948, forbade adulteration of certain foodstuff (e.g. adding of flour to the sausage). It also defined wholesomeness of food products as well as raw materials and technological processes.

But let'sstart at the beginning. Whydid food begin tobefalsified? Of course, the main reasonis the profitfor the producers. Usually, adulterants are added to pure substances to extend the quantity while reducing the quality. The adulteration of food has progressed from being a simple means of fraud to a highly lucrative business. The most commonly, expensiveraw materials arereplacedwith cheaperoneswithoutinformingconsumers. In othercases, thepackaging of the productpresents data that do not correspond with reality. Furthermore, substances are also added tofood in order todisguise thetrueoriginorquality offood. In practice itmay happen that you buy astained whitewine insteadof red, a honeymade fromsugar solutionor a salami, whichdoes not contain meat.

One might arguethatit is not a bigdeal. That it is actuallyjustselling lessquality productfor a higher price. However, the opposite istrue. In fact,adulterationmayhave seriousconsequencesfor the consumers. Cane sugar and corn syrup are used to make cheaper honey. Nevertheless, these are responsible for diabetes, obesity and eyes and nerve damages. Another frequentlyfalsifiedcommodity ismilk which is usually replaced bystarch or milk powder. These substances may cause cancer or acute renal failure. Furthermore, roasted chicory roots, which increase blood pressure, are used foradulterationof coffee.

It is important torealize that some foodstuffs containingaddedsubstancesmight be dangerouseven in smallamounts. The truth is that a limited number of people die without food but a higher number of people suffer due to food adulteration. If you are still not convinced, just rememberthemethanolscandal thatoccurred in theCzech Republiclast year. The result was 47dead. Less knownis the affair of 2008, whenpoisoning by falsifiedmilk affected300,000Chinese childrenandcaused 6 deaths. Moreover, lives of people with allergies may be endangereddue to the addition ofsubstances not listedon the packaging.

So is there any possibility how to protect against food adulteration? Obviously, the best way is prevention. There are many steps we can take to ensure this. We can begin with taking interest in the place from where we buy our food ingredients. It is always better to buy food from local or verified sources. We should check if the food producing factories are regularly controlled by food inspectors. This information is available at the websites Food Pillory or Czech Agriculture and Food Inspection Authority. It is important to check the expiration date as well. We should also create awareness in our families and friends and educate them about this problem. 

Now that you knowhowfoodstuffs areadulteratedand what the effects on human health are, you might be wondering whether there is any way to identify adulterated food. Of course, science goes forward and therefore there are several methods by which it is possible to detect dishonest producers. Now let metell you a tiny bit about how these methods work and what they are used for. The most frequent technique is liquid chromatography. That is a method using a machine called, surprisingly, the liquid chromatograph. This machine separates components of the sample so that it could determine their presence or concentration in the sample.This method is used for detecting adulteration of honey or dairy products as well as to determine the type of meat. Another common method is electrophoresis.This method distinguishes various substances based on how they move in an electric field. Electrophoresis can be used to identify wheat and barley varieties or to detect adulteration of sheep's or goat's milk.The third frequently used method is non-competitive ELISA (enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay). During ELISA a molecule of the sample with two antibodies creates a sandwich-like structure. That is why this method is often called as the sandwich technique.Adulteration of meat and dairy products is detected using this method.
Time to sum up now. What is the most important thing that everyone should remember about adulteration of food? It is a long-term problem that affects all of us. These days we are much more protected thanks to the large number of laws and legal regulations. However, it is highly unlikely that more legislation or increasing fines and jail terms alone will help reduce adulteration. The situation may be improved by greater consumer vigilance and action alone. Primarily, consumers themselves must be aware of their rights and responsibilities. Selection of wholesome and non-adulterated food is essential for daily life so as to make sure that such foodstuffsdo not cause any health hazard. Because, as everyone knows, health is the most important thing we have.
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