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Information Sheet: Relative Risk of Mycotoxins in Food 

Prepared by John Points Consulting, May 2016 

 

Overview 

Fungal growth, and consequent mycotoxin formation, is an irregular periodic and seasonal risk.  It is 

therefore difficult to draw out long-term trends.  

The type of foods at highest risk of mycotoxins being detected in the final product have not changed 

over recent years, with nuts, spices and dried fruit accounting for the bulk of reported incidents. 

 

Although mycotoxin growth remains prevalent in grains and cereals, they tend to be well controlled and 

tested early in the supply chain.  Issues in final product are rare, and wheat flours, breads and pasta 

remain very low risk.  Similarly, patulin in apple products remains well controlled in the supply chain 

with incidents in final product being relatively rare. 

Occasional surveys find high incidence of less publicised mycotoxins in niche crops, such as alternaria in 

sunflower seeds or sterigmatocystin in cocoa beans.  These are rarely tested and not regulated, so tend 

to attract little attention, although there is nothing to suggest that their toxicological risk is any different 

to the more ubiquitous mycotoxins. 

When trying to identify higher risk countries of origin it is important to normalise for production 

volumes.  For many high-risk food types, production from two or three countries dominates the market.  

Counting the number of incidents will just highlight these countries.  Publication of production volume 

statistics lags behind reports of mycotoxin incidents, but historical production data can be used as 

normalisation for markets where trade patterns are fairly static. 
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Nuts 

Other than a single case of OTA in US pistachios, reported incidents in nuts were exclusively of 

aflatoxins.  The bulk were in peanuts, which along with pistachios and hazelnuts accounted for over 90% 

of incidents over an 18 month period. 

 

 

 

 

Aflatoxins in Peanuts 

There is a pro-rata higher risk from countries which are relatively minor global producers (many 

different minor producers are included in these data, for example Brazil, Egypt).  Of the larger producing 

countries, USA is relatively low risk. The charts below shows number of 2015 incidents, normalised per 

100,000 tonnes production in 2013. 
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Aflatoxins in Pistachios 

There is little discrimination between the risk profile of different countries of origin, other than the USA 

being a large producer that is relatively low risk. 

 

Despite allegorical reports of an increase in supply of poor quality pistachios from Iran (or nominally 

Turkish pistachios which originate from Iran) there is no evidence that Iranian/Turkish pistachios are 

accounting for a higher proportion of the reported aflatoxin incidents in recent months.   

 

Neither has there been an increasing trend in the absolute number incidents from Turkish/Iranian 

pistachios following the relaxation of Iranian trade embargoes (US data presented for comparison). 
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Dried Fruit  

Over 80% of 2015 dried fruit incidents were aflatoxins in figs, followed by ochratoxin A in raisins (12% of 

incidents).  The relative risk per country (number of 2015 incidents, normalised per 100,000 tonnes 

production in 2013) is shown below.  The conclusions for raisins are less robust than for figs, as they are 

based on relatively few incidents.  Mechanically-dried raisins are not at risk of mycotoxin growth. 

Aflatoxins in Figs 

 
* transit country 

Ochratoxin A in Raisins 

 

 

Spices 

The global picture relating to mycotoxins in dried spices remains unchanged over time, with risk bearing 

little correlation to country of origin.  Most reported incidents are consistently accounted for by paprika 

(90% aflatoxins, 10% OTA), chilli pepper (95% aflatoxins, 5% OTA), and nutmeg (exclusively aflatoxins).   

 

* It is likely that most of the mycotoxins detected in Seasoning Mixes were also due to paprika or chilli powder. 
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