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the agency decided against further investi-
gation because it wasn’t convinced “that 
there was any evidence of a risk.” 

At first, Dufault was reluctant to pursue 
the matter. But eventually, she became frus-
trated enough to try to publish the findings 
herself. She had her 20 original samples 
retested; mercury was found in nearly half 
of them. In January, Dufault and her coau-
thors—eight scientists from various univer-
sities and medical centers—published the 
findings in the peer-reviewed journal Envi-
ronmental Health. Although they weren’t able 
to determine what type of mercury was pres-
ent, they concluded that if it was organic, 
the most dangerous form, then based on av-
erage hfcs consumption, individuals could 
be ingesting as much as 200 micrograms of 
the neurotoxin per week—three times more 
than the amount the fda deems safe for chil-
dren, pregnant women, women who plan to 
become pregnant, and nursing mothers.  

But the fda and the Corn Refiners As-
sociation, an industry trade group, claim 
there’s nothing to worry about. The group 
hired ChemRisk, the consulting firm 
whose scientists testified on behalf of a pol-
luting utility in the lawsuit portrayed in 
Erin Brockovich, to analyze Dufault’s re-
port. ChemRisk criticized Dufault for not 
specifying the type of mercury her tests 

 If the specter of obesity and diabetes 
wasn’t enough to turn you off high- 
fructose corn syrup (hfcs), try this: 

New research suggests that the sweetener 
could be tainted with mercury, putting 
millions of children at risk for develop-
mental problems. 

In 2004, Renee Dufault, an environmen-
tal health researcher at the Food and Drug 
Administration (fda), stumbled upon an 
obscure Environmental Protection Agency 
report on chemical plants’ mercury emis-
sions. Some chemical companies, she 
learned, make lye by pumping salt through 
large vats of mercury. Since lye is a key in-
gredient in making hfcs (it’s used to sepa-
rate corn starch from the kernel), Dufault 
wondered if mercury might be getting into 
the ubiquitous sweetener that makes up 1 
out of every 10 calories Americans eat. 

Dufault sent hfcs samples from three 
manufacturers that used lye to labs at the 
University of California-Davis and the Na-
tional Institute of Standards and Technol-
ogy. The labs found mercury in most of 
the samples. In September 2005, Dufault 
presented her findings to the fda’s center 
for food safety. She was surprised by what 
happened next. “I was instructed not to do 
any more investigation,” she recalls. fda 
spokeswoman Stephanie Kwisnek says that 
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had found. This, the consultants said, was 
key, since mercury poses different risks de-
pending on its chemical form. In its un-
adulterated elemental state, mercury is 
relatively safe to ingest—the body absorbs 
only about a tenth of a percent of it. Inor-
ganic forms of mercury, such as cinnabar, 
are more easily absorbed and therefore 
more dangerous than elemental. Organic 
forms, like methylmercury, which originate 
from fossil-fuel emissions and build up in 
the fatty tissue of tuna and other kinds of 
fish, are the worst; readily absorbed, they 
can cumulatively damage the brain and 
nervous system. 

Though it provides no scientific evi-
dence to back up this assertion, the fda says 
that the mercury in Dufault’s hfcs samples 
is elemental. But the lab that analyzed the 
samples believes there’s a good chance the 
mercury is organic. The analysts “said in so 
many words, ‘It doesn’t look like inorgan-
ic,’” says Peter Green, Dufault’s UC-Davis 
colleague who coordinated with the lab. 
“They would even say it’s more likely not 
the regular elemental mercury.” 

The corn-syrup industry claims that no 
hfcs manufacturers currently use mercury-
grade lye, though it concedes some used to. 
(According to the epa, four plants still use 
the technology.) It says that its own tests 
found no traces of mercury in hfcs samples 
from US manufacturers, including a num-
ber of samples from some of the same sourc-
es Dufault tested. But hundreds of foreign 
plants still use mercury to make lye—which 
may then be used to make foods for export. 
Already, 11 percent of the sweeteners and 
candy on the US market are imported. 

At around the same time that she pub-
lished her study, Dufault also learned of a 
report issued by the Minnesota-based Insti-
tute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, which 
found low levels of mercury in 16 common 
food products, including certain brands of 
kid-favored foods, like grape jelly and choc-
olate milk. Researchers haven’t proven that 
the mercury in the foods came from hfcs, 
but internist Jane Hightower, who coau-
thored the Environmental Health study, 
points out that it ultimately doesn’t matter 
how it got there: The fda has allegedly 
known about the mercury-contaminated 
hfcs for nearly four years and “should al-
ready have an answer for us based on science 
and not speculation,” she says. The agency 
says it has no plans for further testing unless 
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granite—but those improvements were to 
entice residents to accept rent increases. 

That was the plan, anyway. Two years 
later, the real estate bubble had popped 
and Gluck, after nearly doubling Riverton’s 
debt load, was unable to raise rents enough 
to cover the payments. Soon the complex 
was in foreclosure; its loan, bundled with 
others to create a mortgage-backed security, 
has become the quintessential toxic asset.

It all sounds like a classic tale of the bust 
except that, unlike ordinary people caught 
up in foreclosure proceedings, Gluck and his 
partners have made a fortune off Riverton 
Houses. Just as homeowners often take out 
some extra cash when they refinance a prop-
erty, team Gluck pulled out $67 million—the 
high-roller version of cash at closing. 

A homeowner would be on the hook 
for that extra cash, but Gluck’s group pur-
chased Riverton through a limited liability 
shell company, which allows it to shelter 
its refinancing windfall in case of a default. 
Minus the down payment, the partners 
walk away with nearly $42 million. 

The Riverton deal exemplifies a strategy 
known as predatory equity: Backed by pri-
vate equity funds—which get their money 
from pension funds and wealthy investors—
real estate players like Gluck were able to 
generate massive down payments during the 
boom. This allowed them to secure interest-

 Riverton Houses, a cluster of 
redbrick high-rises near Harlem 
River in Manhattan, is the sort of 

development where elderly parents pass 
apartments along to their children. Built to 
shelter families of black soldiers returning 
from World War II, the 1,230-unit com-
plex has long been an affordable middle-
class bastion. Edna Hunter, an 86-year-old 
widow and retired school librarian, tells me 
she’s spent most of her life there. She pays 
just $750 a month. 

So Hunter and the other tenants were 
understandably concerned when New 
York real estate tycoon Larry Gluck pur-
chased Riverton Houses for $131 million 
in late 2005. Nearly all of them lived in 
rent-stabilized flats, paying an average of 
$894, while one-bedrooms in nearby areas 
like Central Harlem rented for $1,400 and 
up. Gluck reassured residents, though: He 
was just a regular guy from the Bronx who 
only hoped to upgrade their buildings. 

But Gluck told the Securities and Ex-
change Commission (sec) the full story 
when he borrowed $250 million against the 
complex the following December. By 2011, 
his prospectus estimated, half the tenants 
would pay nearly triple the old, stabilized 
rates. His company, Stellar Management, 
did set aside millions to redo bathrooms 
and outfit kitchens with stainless steel and 

It’s not his default

flip this project

additional evidence of harm emerges in 
outside scientific literature. But the issue has 
been getting some attention in Congress—a 
bill proposed in April would require plants 
that once employed the technology to re-
port how much mercury they used.

Dufault retired from the fda in January 
2008, after the agency began taking her off 
her field projects. “All of a sudden, they 
wanted me to sit in the office,” she says. She 
moved to Hawaii, but she hasn’t exactly 
been lounging on the beach. She recently 
finished a paper, currently in the peer-
review process, that explores why children 
and fetuses are more sensitive to mercury 
than adults. She also teaches second- and 
third-graders with learning disabilities. “I 
worked for an organization that allowed 
stuff to go on that probably impacted these 
children,” she says. “I look at this as doing 
penance.” —Melinda Wenner

Sweet & Low
Sugar and hfcs duke it out.

1957 High-fructose corn syrup invented.
1975 Average American annual consumption: 

70 lbs. of sugar, 4 lbs. hfcs.
1985 US Coca-Cola manufacturers replace 

sugar with hfcs.
2004 Equal sues Splenda over “Made From 

Sugar So It Tastes Like Sugar” tagline.
2005 A study suggests fructose causes obesity. 
November 2006 Makers of Jones Soda switch 
from hfcs to sugar; receive angry email from 

Corn Refiners Association (cra).
April 2008 Sugar Association successfully 

petitions the fda to prohibit the word 
“natural” on labels of foods with hfcs.

June 1, 2008 cra launches $30 million “Sweet 
Surprise” ad campaign to persuade public 

hfcs is nutritionally the same as sugar. 
June 17, 2008 American Medical Association says 

there’s no proof that hfcs worse than sugar.
July 8, 2008 hfcs makers cry foul over “natural” 

labeling decision. fda reverses opinion. 
July 28, 2008 Pizza Hut introduces “The 

Natural” pizza, made with sugar in the sauce. 
January 2009 Sugar Association accuses cra 
of making “false and misleading statements 

to exploit consumers’ familiarity with and 
trust in sugar.” 

Spring 2009 Snapple and Pepsi launch 
“natural” drinks made with sugar. 

April 2009 Coca-Cola’s kosher-for-Passover 
Coke, made with sugar instead of  

unkosher hfcs, flies off the shelves at 
supermarkets nationwide.

2009 Average American annual 
consumption: 39 lbs. of sugar, 45 lbs. of hfcs. 

—Nikki Gloudeman


