LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Ethyl Carbamate Formation During Urea
Complexation for Fractionation of Fatty Acids

Sir:

The October 1998 issue of the Journal of the American Oil
Chemists’ Society (Vol. 75, no. 10, p. 1403) contains an arti-
cle by D.G. Hayes, Y.C. Bengtsson, J.M. Van Alstine, and F.
Setterwall titled “Urea Complexation for the Rapid, Ecologi-
cally Responsible Fractionation of Fatty Acids from Seed
Oil.” The first step of this procedure involves dissolving urea
in 95% ethanol at 65 + 5°C. The formation of ethyl carbamate
(EC) from the reaction of urea and ethanol (EtOH +
NH,CONH, — EtOCONH, + NH,) was first reported by E.
Wohler in 1845 (see Ref. 1). EC, also known as urethane, is
an animal carcinogen (2,3) and has been a source of concern
at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration because it has been
found at ppb levels in distilled spirits, wines, and in a variety
of fermented foods and beverages (4). Studies by Ough et al.
(5-7) have shown that the reaction of ethanol and urea is the
main contributor to EC levels in wine. Moreover, EC is listed
as a hazardous material under the Comprehensive Environ-
mental Response, Compensation and Liability Act of 1980
(CERCLA) and is included in Department of Transportation
regulations which specify the manner and reportable quantity
for transport of hazardous materials (8,9). We therefore ques-
tion the “Ecologically Responsible” premise of the title until
the authors have measured the formation of EC and deter-
mined the fate of this potent carcinogen in the system de-
scribed.
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