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The short answer

Are there heavy metals in baby food? Yes, at some level, in most of the category. Lead, cadmium, arsenic,
and mercury are present throughout the food supply because they occur naturally in soil, water, and air and
move into crops through ordinary agriculture, not through any single ingredient a manufacturer adds. Baby
food and infant formula draw on many of the same commodity crops and ingredients, rice among them, as
the rest of the food supply, so the same background presence shows up there too. Congressional inquiries
and third-party investigations in recent years have paid particular attention to this category, which is part of
why parents and brands both ask the question. Heavy metal testing is how a specific lot of a specific product
gets measured rather than assumed; certification is how that measurement gets checked against a
published limit and turned into a claim a reader can verify instead of take on faith. The standards behind
that claim, for infant formula powder and for dry baby cereal, are published in full and linked below.

Why heavy metals are in baby food

Heavy metals reach baby food the way they reach any other food: through the soil a crop grows in, the water
it is irrigated with, and, for some ingredients, processing and packaging. There is no single step where a
manufacturer decides to add lead or cadmium; the metals are already present in the raw ingredient at the
point it arrives at a facility, at levels that vary by growing region, crop, and season. Rice is the ingredient
most closely associated with this pathway for baby food specifically, because rice is grown flooded and takes
up inorganic arsenic from soil and irrigation water more readily than most other grains, and rice appears in
infant cereal, rice-based formula, and many toddler snacks. Root vegetables, leafy greens, and cacao-derived
ingredients are more associated with cadmium, and fish-containing purees carry the mercury concern
common to seafood generally.

A full panel for this category, as for food generally, covers eight metals: lead, cadmium, arsenic, and mercury,
the four with the longest regulatory history, plus nickel, tin, aluminium, and chromium, the four that most
conventional testing still leaves out even as governments have begun writing limits for them. These metals
matter as a category because several are toxicologically active at low doses and the body clears some of
them slowly, which is part of why regulators and third-party reviewers alike have focused on foods eaten
repeatedly in a narrow diet. Infants and young children are treated as a more sensitive population in how
limits are set mainly as a matter of dose: a child eating a narrow range of foods repeatedly consumes more
of a given ingredient relative to body weight than an adult eating a varied diet does, and several organ
systems relevant to metal exposure are still developing in the first years of life. That dose relationship, not a
different toxicological threshold, is why infant-formula and baby-food limits are generally set at least as tight
as, and often tighter than, limits for the same ingredient in food meant for adults.
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How baby food is tested

Testing baby food and infant formula for heavy metals follows the same laboratory process used across food
generally. An accredited laboratory digests a sample into solution and measures each metal by inductively
coupled plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS), the method sensitive enough to reach the low concentrations
these limits are written at. Accreditation to ISO/IEC 17025 is what signals that a laboratory’'s method is
controlled and externally assessed rather than simply asserted; a result that does not name the laboratory,
the method, and the detection limits is not verifiable.

Two details matter more for this category than for most. The first is species: arsenic and mercury each have
a more toxic form, inorganic arsenic within total arsenic and methylmercury within total mercury, and a
result reporting only the total can understate the health-relevant fraction, which is why a rice-heavy product
like infant cereal should be tested for inorganic arsenic specifically rather than total arsenic alone. The
second is basis: infant formula is sold as a powder or as a ready-to-feed liquid, and a result has to state
which form was measured, because a powder tested as sold is not comparable to the same product after it is
reconstituted with water. A published limit and a lab result only mean the same thing when both are stated
in the same basis. The general mechanics of accredited testing, panel composition, and basis are covered in
full on the heavy metal testing page.

What a heavy-metal certification adds

A test result on its own is a measurement, not a verdict. Whether a number is acceptable depends on a limit,
and a limit has to be published before a test is run for the comparison to mean anything. Heavy Metal Tested
& Certified publishes a numeric per-analyte limit for each baby-food subcategory before certifying anything
against it. The infant formula powder standard and the dry baby cereals standard each state the exact limit
for every metal on the panel, in the product's native basis, so a brand or a parent can read the number
before a single test is run. The full set of published subcategory standards, across every product category
the program covers, is in the standards register.

A product carries the HMTc mark only when an accredited laboratory has measured it, on a ten-analyte
panel, at or below every value in the standard for its subcategory. The mark is a statement about a
measurement against a published number. It is not a claim that a product contains none of these metals,
since background presence at some level is common across the food supply, and it is not a health verdict; it
is a claim that a specific lot, tested by an accredited lab against a threshold anyone can read in advance, met
that threshold.

The evidence base the limits are set from is compiled separately and openly at the Heavy Metal Index[4, a
public reference to the peer-reviewed and regulatory literature on heavy metals in food, including the
literature behind the congressional and third-party attention this category has drawn. The certification
program reads from that reference; the reference does not endorse the certification and carries no
certification-program content of its own. Brands considering certification for a baby-food product can see
how the process works on the for-brands page, and how HMTc's panel compares with other heavy-metal
certifications on the comparison page.

Common questions

¥ Are there heavy metals in baby food?
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Yes, at some level, in most of the category. Lead, cadmium, arsenic, and mercury occur naturally in soil,
water, and air and move into crops through ordinary agriculture, so foods made from those crops, including
baby food and infant formula, generally contain some background level. Presence at some level is a different
question from whether a specific product meets a published limit; that comparison is what testing and
certification are for.

¥ Which baby foods are highest in heavy metals?

The pattern shows up by ingredient class rather than by brand or product. Rice-based ingredients, including
infant rice cereal and rice-based formula, are the most consistently flagged, because rice takes up inorganic
arsenic from soil and irrigation water more readily than most other grains. Root vegetables and some fruit
purees are more associated with cadmium and lead from soil uptake, and fish-containing purees carry the
mercury concern common to seafood generally. The underlying occurrence literature by ingredient is
compiled at the Heavy Metal Index; this page does not reproduce specific values.

¥ How is baby food tested for heavy metals?

An accredited laboratory digests a sample into solution and measures each metal by inductively coupled
plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS). A serious test for this category separates inorganic arsenic from total
arsenic and methylmercury from total mercury rather than reporting totals alone, and it states the basis,
powder as sold or ready-to-feed as consumed, since a result is only meaningful alongside the form it was
measured in.

v Is there a certification for heavy metals in baby food?

Yes. Heavy Metal Tested & Certified publishes a numeric per-analyte limit for infant formula powder and for
dry baby cereal, among other subcategories, and certifies a product only when an accredited lab measures it
at or below every value on a ten-analyte panel, in the form it is sold in. The published limits are linked from
the standards register, so the number a product is held to is readable before testing, not disclosed only after.

How certification works for brands —

¥ Does an HMTc mark mean the baby food is safe?

No. The mark means an accredited laboratory measured a specific lot at or below every value in the
published standard for its subcategory. It is a statement about a measurement against a threshold, not a
health verdict, and it does not mean a product contains none of these metals, since background presence at
some level is common across the food supply. Reading the published standard is how a brand or a parent
sees the exact number a product was held to.
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