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Plants have to withstand to many pests. Some - like the potato - produce
substances for this purpose that can also be toxic to humans.

Consider it from a potato’s point of view: humans are
just another thing at the end of a long line of creatures
that want to eat it. Even before this, the tuber fights
against all kinds of pests and pathogens.

Not just a good spud

Potatoes are part of the solanaceous herb family. In ad-
dition to many valuable ingredients, they can contain
“glycoalkaloids”. These substances, that this plant fam-
ily uses to protect itself from pests, include a-solanine
and a-chaconine. They can leave a bitter taste and a
burning sensation in the mouth when the concentra-
tion in the potato exceeds a certain amount. In mild
cases, glycoalkaloids cause nausea, abdominal pain,
vomiting and diarrhoea, sometimes accompanied by
fever. Severe cases of poisoning can lead to conscious-
ness and impairment of respiration, circulation and
brain functions. However, there have hardly been any
cases observed in the last 100 years.

There is no need for any serious worry these days:
when properly grown, harvested and stored, potato
varieties on the market usually contain a-solanine and
a-chaconine only in quantities where health risks are
unlikely. They are mostly found in the peel, and green-
ish coloured areas. Shoots and shoot buds (“eyes”) also
have a higher alkaloid concentration. For this reason,
it is advisable to be careful when preparing potatoes:
some of the alkaloids pass into the water during cook-
ing - it should not be reused. Potatoes should be stored
in a cool, dark and dry place. Old, dried, green, sprout-
ing or damaged ones should not be eaten; green areas
and shoot buds should be properly removed. The BfR
also advises against small children eating the skins. o
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https://www.bfr.bund.de/cm/349/table-potatoes-should-contain-low-levels-of-glycoalkaloids-solanine.pdf
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