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Background: Golestan province in northeastern Iran has been known as a high-risk area for esophageal
cancer (EC). This study was conducted to assess aﬂatoxin (AF) contamination of wheat ﬂour (WF)
samples in high and low EC-risk areas of Golestan province. Methods: Four WF samples were collected
randomly from each of 25 active silos throughout the province in 2009. The levels of AFs were measured
using the High-performance liquid chromatography method. Using the data of EC rates obtained from
Golestan population-based cancer registry, the province was divided into high and low risk areas for EC.
Student t-test and multivariate regression analysis were used to compare the levels of aﬂatoxins as well
as the condition of silos between the two areas. Results: One hundred WF samples were collected. The
mean levels of total aﬂatoxin and aﬂatoxin B1 was 1.99 and 0.53 ng g 1, respectively. The levels of total
AF (p = 0.03), AFG2 (p = 0.02) and AFB1 (p = 0.003) were signiﬁcantly higher in samples obtained from
high risk area. Multivariate regression analysis showed that humidity of silo was the most important
source of difference between silos of the two areas (p = 0.04). Conclusion: We found a positive
relationship between AF level of WF samples and the risk of EC. So, AF contamination may be a possible
risk factor for EC in our region. We also found that humidity of silos was the most important determinant
of AF contamination of WF. Intensive control of silos conditions including humidity and temperature are
needed especially in high EC-risk areas.
ß 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Cancers are among the most common causes of death
throughout the world [1]. Esophageal cancer (EC) is the eighth
most common cancer worldwide, with 481 000 new cases (3.8% of
the total) estimated in 2008. It is the sixth most common cause of
death from cancer with 406 000 deaths (5.4% of the total) in 2008
[2]. EC has a high incidence in countries such as France, Italy, China,
South Africa, Uruguay and Iran [3]. This cancer is the fourth most
common malignancy in Iranian population [2]. Golestan province,
located in northeast of Iran, has been known as a high risk area for
EC. The ASRs of EC in this area were 24.3 and 19.1 in male and
females, respectively [4].
EC is a multi-factorial disease. Several risk factors have been
proposed as possible etiologic factors for EC in Golestan province.
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The ﬁndings of several studies performed in this province have
suggested Family history of EC, Opium consumption, Smoking
(tobacco) [5], Socioeconomic status [6], drinking hot tea [7,8],
dietary intake of benzopyrene [9], germline BRCA2 mutations [10]
and tooth lost and lack of regular oral hygiene [11] as risk factors
for EC. Environmental factors including silis contamination of ﬂour
[12], soil selenium level [13] and toxins [14] had also been
suggested as possible risk factors for EC in this region.
Aﬂatoxins (AFs) are microbial toxins in food and produced by
fungi of the genus Aspergillus [15]. The biological effects of this
toxin include carcinogenicity, mutagenicity, teratogenicity and
hepatotoxicity [16]. Therefore, this toxin is harmful to human
health. Secondary toxic metabolites produced by fungi growing
on food products, such as corn, peanut and wheat may have
carcinogenic properties [17]. The results of studies have shown
that food contamination by mycotoxins (AF) can lead to
different types of cancer [18]. Aﬂatoxin B1 (AFB1) is the most
toxic and carcinogenic member of AFs [19]. It is the most potent
hepato-carcinogen known in mammals and is classiﬁed by the
International Agency of Research on Cancer (IARC) as Group 1
carcinogen [20].

1877-7821/$ – see front matter ß 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.canep.2013.01.010

Please cite this article in press as: Ghasemi-Kebria F, et al. Aﬂatoxin contamination of wheat ﬂour and the risk of esophageal cancer in a
high risk area in Iran. Cancer Epidemiology (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.canep.2013.01.010

G Model

CANEP-533; No. of Pages 4
F. Ghasemi-Kebria et al. / Cancer Epidemiology xxx (2013) xxx–xxx

2

Wheat ﬂour (WF) is one of the most commonly used foods in
different parts of Iran including Golestan province. It was
suggested that contamination of wheat ﬂour with aﬂatoxins
may play a possible role in pathogenesis of EC in this area. So, we
conducted this study to assess the relationship between aﬂatoxin
levels of wheat ﬂour and the risk of EC in this area.
2. Materials and methods
This cross-sectional study was conducted in 2010 (winter) in
Golestan province. According to protocol number 2836 of the
Institute of Standard and Industrial Research of Iran (sampling of
agricultural products), a total of 100 samples were collected from
25 wheat ﬂour silos throughout the province. The wheat used in all
of the silos was locally cultivated. To determine the effect of
environmental factors on aﬂatoxin formation, conditions of silos
such as temperature, humidity and durations of storage (for wheat
and WF) were recorded. Storage duration of wheat was deﬁned as
the time between entering wheat into silo until WF preparation.
The time between entering WF into silo until its delivery to the
consumers was deﬁned as storage duration of WF.
The samples were refrigerated at 4 8C until laboratory
investigation. AF was measured by high-performance liquid
chromatography (HPLC) method using immunoafﬁnity column.
Worldwide regulations for the levels of mycotoxins in food and
feed (total aﬂatoxin = 4 ng g 1 and aﬂatoxin B1 = 2 ng g 1) [21]
and the regulation number 6872 of the Institute of Standards and
Industrial Research of Iran (ISRI) (15 ng g 1 for total aﬂatoxin,
5 ng g 1 for aﬂatoxin B1) [22] were considered to identify the
permissible limits of aﬂatoxins in wheat ﬂour.
To determine the relationship between contamination of WF
with AF and the risk of EC, Golestan province was divided into two
areas using the age standardized incidence rate (ASR) of EC. The
data about the ASR of EC was obtained from Golestan populationbased cancer registry [2]. The ﬁrst area (high risk area) was
‘‘Turkmensahra’’, a region in the northeast of Iran near the Caspian
Sea, bordering Turkmenistan, the majority of whose inhabitants
are from Turkmen ethnicity. The second (low risk area) was other
parts of the province [3]. All data were entered into computer and
SPSS-16 and STAT-8 software were used for statistical analysis.
Comparison of AF levels in WF samples as well as characteristics of
silos between the two areas was done by Student t-test. We used
multivariate linear regression analysis to determine the most
important source of difference between silos located in low and
high EC-risk areas. P-values of less than 0.05 were considered as
signiﬁcant.
3. Results
Totally, 100 WF samples were collected from 25 active WF silos.
The mean (SD) temperature and humidity of silos were 18.35(2.95)
and 43% (10), respectively. The mean of storage duration of WF and
wheat were 5 and 205 days, respectively. The mean (SD) of AFB1,
AFB2, AFG1, AFG2 and total aﬂatoxins levels in all WF samples
were 0.53 (0.88) ng g 1, 0.31 (0.71) ng g 1, 0.55 (0.93) ng g 1,
0.6 (0.6) ng g 1 and 1.99 (1.96) ng g 1, respectively.
Table 1 shows the mean of AF in high and low risk areas. We
found signiﬁcant differences in AF levels of WF samples between
the two areas. The mean of AFs G2, B1 and total AF were
signiﬁcantly higher in high compared to low risk area for EC
(Table 1). No signiﬁcant difference was found in mean of AFG1 and
AFB2 between the two areas.
Table 2 shows that the temperature and humidity of silos in
high risk area was signiﬁcantly higher than low risk area. Storage
duration of wheat and WF did not show any signiﬁcant difference
between the two areas. The results of multivariate regression

Table 1
Mean (SD) of aﬂatoxin (AF) levels (ng g 1) in wheat ﬂour samples in low and high
risk areas of EC in Golestan province of Iran.
Aﬂatoxins

Low EC-risk area

High EC-risk area

P value*

AFG2
AFG1
AFB2
AFB1
Total AF

0.45
0.49
0.34
0.26
1.55

0.75
0.62
0.27
0.80
2.42

0.02
0.53
0.62
0.003
0.03

*

(0.58)
(0.76)
(0.88)
(0.31)
(1.67)

(0.64)
(1.08)
(0.50)
(1.14)
(2.14)

Student t-test.

analysis showed that humidity of silo was the most important
source of difference between silos of the low and high EC-risk areas
(p = 0.04).

4. Discussion
We found a signiﬁcant relationship between aﬂatoxin levels of
WF and the incidence of EC. The results of our study showed that
the level of total AF and AFB1 was signiﬁcantly higher in high than
low EC-risk area. Our results also suggested that the level of AFB1
(with highest carcinogenic effect) was higher than other types of
AF in high-risk area. In studies conducted in China and South
Africa, fungal contamination of food was suggested as an
important contributor of carcinogenesis in human. Permanent
and long-term exposure to food products contaminated with
aﬂatoxins was reported to cause cancer in people. This mycotoxin,
especially AFB1, has been known as a carcinogen, teratogenic and
mutagenic factor [23]. Some studies have revealed that there is
meaningful association between esophageal cancer and meals
contaminated with mycotoxins including aﬂatoxins [24]. Toxigenic fungus was found in many commodities and was isolated from
patients with EC [25]. Marjani et al. reported that the risk of EC is
increased by consumption of aﬂatoxin contaminated wheat [26].
According to the worldwide [21] and Iranian [22] regulations,
the levels of total AF and AFB1 in WF samples from Golestan
province were within acceptable range. So, it may be concluded
that there is no relationship between AF contamination of WF and
the risk of EC in this region. But, we found a signiﬁcant difference in
AF level of WF samples between high (0.80 ng g 1) and low
(0.26 ng g 1) EC risk areas. Such considerable difference between
two neighbor areas (with just 20–30 km distance) seems to be an
important ﬁnding. It should also be noted that the majority of
participants of the high EC risk area of Golestan province are from
Turkmen ethnicity with speciﬁc genetic characteristics. Maybe, the
participants of the high risk area are more susceptible to the
carcinogenic effects of aﬂatoxin B1 than other populations. If so,
any levels of aﬂatoxin (even within acceptable range) may have
carcinogenic effects on this population. Because of its ecological
design, our study could not suggest causal relationship between
aﬂatoxin and EC. In other words, our ﬁndings could not introduce
aﬂatoxin as a major risk factor for EC in our area. We just
considered them to make a hypothesis about the relationship
Table 2
Characteristics of wheat four Silos in low and high risk areas of EC in Golestan
province of Iran.
Characteristics of silos
Storage duration of wheat
ﬂour (days)
Temperature (8C)
Humidity (%)
Storage duration of wheat (days)
*

Low risk area

High risk area

5.7 (4.6)

4.5 (4.9)

17.6 (1.9)
38 (7.9)
204.3 (4.6)

19.1 (3.5)
47.3 (9.4)
205.5 (4.9)

P value*
0.2
0.01
<0.01
0.2

Student t-test.
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between aﬂatoxin and EC in this area. So, AF contamination of WF
may be a possible risk factor for esophageal cancer in Golestan
province of Iran. Of course, future individual based studies (e.g.
case–control studies) are needed to accept or reject this hypothesis.
Our ﬁndings suggested that humidity was the most important
source of difference between silos of low and high EC-risk areas.
Regarding the higher levels of humidity in silos located in high ECrisk area (area with higher AF level), it can be concluded that
humidity was the most important factor associated with the
production of aﬂatoxin in WF samples in our study. Saleemullah
et al. showed that grain storage in the warehouse during the heavy
rain will cause increased formation of aﬂatoxin [27]. Kumar et al.
reported that high humidity and long-time storage results in
aﬂatoxin production in agricultural products [28]. The results of
another study suggested that high level of humidity may make
conditions favorable for growth of fungus and consequently
aﬂatoxin production [25]. Borut et al. also reported a relationship
between humidity and fungal growth and AF production in WF
[29]. Based on our ﬁndings, humidity of silos is the most important
factor for AF contamination of WF. So, interventions for controlling
humidity of silos may result in preventing fungal growth and AF
production and consequently be helpful in controlling EC in this
region as well as other similar high risk areas. Health policy makers
should be aware about the point and consider this factor in EC
controlling programs.
Our study also showed that the temperature of silos was also
higher in high EC-risk area (the area with high AF levels). High
temperature was suggested as an important determinant of fungal
growth and AF production in WF [25,28]. Temperature was shown
to have a direct relationship with the incidence of fungal
contamination [30]. Controlling temperature should be considered
as an important activity for preventing fungal growth and AF
production in all silos especially in areas with high risk of cancers.
Basilico showed that different factors including type of fungi,
host and environment may affect on the type and quantity of toxin
produced by the fungus [31]. Weather condition, water activity,
level of oxygen, poor storage condition and inadequate drying
were also known as determinants of aﬂatoxin production in silos
[32–34]. So, further studies are needed to completely clarify the
determinants of AF production in WF silos in our region.
According to reports from the World Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), wheat is the most common cereal consumed
in Iran [35]. Most of Iranian families and almost all residence of
Golestan province consume WF in their daily diet. Therefore,
contamination of WF with aﬂatoxins, especially carcinogen ones
(AFB1), may have important and direct effects on their health
status. The conditions of WF silos including humidity and
temperature should be maintained within standard ranges to
prevent AF production. Regarding the relationship found in our
study between AF contamination of WF and risk of EC, interventions for preventing AF production in WF may be considered in EC
controlling programs in our area as well as other similar
populations.
5. Conclusion
We found a positive relationship between AF level of WF
samples and the risk of EC. So, AF contamination may be a possible
risk factor for EC in our region. We also found that humidity of silos
was the most important determinant of AF contamination of WF.
Intensive control of silos conditions including humidity and
temperature are needed especially in high EC-risk areas. The
major limitation of this study was its ecological or population-level
design. So, further individual-level studies should be conducted to
clarify this relationship.
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