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A lthough the culinary use of liquid ni-
trogen was apparently mentioned as 
long ago as 1890 in a recipe book en-
titled Fancy Ices, it is Heston Blumen-

thal who has gained a reputation for bringing 
chemistry into the kitchen. His egg and bacon ice 
cream has justifiably achieved legendary status, 
incorporating liquid nitrogen as a method for 
instantly freezing the food. It is also a method 
used to instantly freeze drinks or to create a dra-
matic cloud of vapour when exposed to air.

However, it must be used properly and 
safely by trained chefs and bar staff . 
Aft er all, it is the same substance used 
by doctors to freeze warts so that they 
dry up and fall off ! All associated 
risks of its use in a bar or kitchen 
must be fully assessed, including en-
suring that all of the liquid has evapo-
rated before any food or drink prepared 
with liquid nitrogen is consumed.

Sadly, accidents do happen, as in the case 
of a well-publicised incident at Oscar’s Wine 
Bar in Lancaster in October 2012 – the operating 
company of which has recently pleaded guilty at 
Preston Crown Court for failing to ensure that the 
drink in question served to a customer was no 
longer producing cold nitrogen gases so that it was 
safe to consume.

Interestingly, charges were dropped against 
the barman who served the drink and pros-
ecutors said that they would off er no evi-
dence against a director of the company 
who had pleaded not guilty if he made a 
£20,000 payment towards court costs. The court will 
pass sentence on the company on 17 September.

Following the Lancaster incident, the customer 
– a girl celebrating her 18th birthday – had to have 

her stomach removed and her oesophagus was 
connected directly to her small bowel. She now 
suff ers episodes of agonising pain and has been 
hospitalised several times. The girl’s solicitor re-
leased a statement aft er the Crown Court hearing 
on 12 June saying: “Her hope and ours is that this 
serves as a warning to all bars and restaurants who 
must take responsibility for what they are serving 
to members of the public. It’s reasonable to as-
sume that what you are given in a bar or a restau-
rant is safe and they are legally obliged to make 

sure that is the case.”
Shortly aft er the incident oc-

curred, the Food Standards Agency 
(FSA) said: “It is the business own-
er’s responsibility to make sure 
that their staff  have been trained 

and are aware of the potential risks 
of using liquid nitrogen. They also 

have to have appropriate safety meas-
ures in place to protect both their staff  and 

consumers. The FSA will be making local 
enforcement off icers aware of the practice of 

using liquid nitrogen in the use of cocktails and 
it will be something off icers can incorporate as 
part of their inspection regime.”

Whilst still on the subject of chemistry, licens-
ing authorities have for some time been advised 
by the government to consider imposing licence 
conditions to prevent the sale alongside alcohol 

in licensed premises of ‘legal highs’. The gov-
ernment has now confirmed its intention 
to introduce the Psychoactive Substances 
Bill in order to make it an off ence to sup-

ply any substance intended for human consumption 
that is capable of producing a psychoactive eff ect, 
although you’ll be relieved to hear that alcohol is one 
of the proposed exceptions!    

Suzanne Davies, director of Clift on Davies 
Consultancy Limited, advises on the need to ensure that 
staff  are trained and are made aware of the potential risks 
of using liquid nitrogen in food and drinks preparation 
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Questions & AnswersBeware of liquid nitrogen cocktail dangers
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