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Mini Review
Before the conquest of America by the Spaniards, the native 

peoples of South America (Guaranies) cultivated the habit of 
drinking “mate”. After the conquest, this habit was adopted by 
the colonizers and the trade in mate (green gold) began [1]. Yerba 
mate (Ilex paraguariensis A. St-Hill) is naturally distributed in the 
subtropical forests of eastern Paraguay, northeastern Argentina, 
southern Brazil and Uruguay in areas of vegetation refuge and 
great specific richness [2,3]. Its dried leaves are used to prepare a 
traditional infusion (“mate”). The main use of the Ilex paraguariensis 
crop is the production of yerba mate for consumption, with 
Argentina being the main producer with 62%, followed by Brazil 
(32%) and Paraguay (4%). Yerba mate (Ilex paraguariensis) 
is exported to more than 60 countries distributed around the 
world, which implies the production of millions of tons ready for 
consumption. (Source: National (Argentinian) Institute of Yerba 
Mate, Brazilian Instute of Yerba Mate, Paraguayan center of Yerba 
Mate, 2017). Uruguay is the largest consumer of yerba mate per 
capita, where 85% of the population between 25 and 64 years old 
consumes yerba mate infusion at least once a week. (Source: OPS 
- MSP, STEP 2007). These data accomplish a great responsibility 
in the generation of knowledge with scientific support about 
properties of “Yerba Mate”. 

The improvement in product quality has been accompanied 
by studies carried on properties and effects on human health. This 
process in the region has been established among the Consumer, 
the Industry as well as the Academy. www.msp.gub.uy/sites/
default/.../2da%20Encuesta%20Factores%20de%20Riesgo.pdf. 
Recently, several reports have emerged showing the composition  

 
of the yerba mate leaf Ilex paraguariensis using different extraction 
methods [3,4]. Ilex paraguariensis extracts have found compounds 
with biological activity such as purine alkaloids (methylxanthines), 
flavonoids, tannins, chlorogenic acid and its derivatives and 
numerous triterpene saponins derived from ursolic acid [4-6]. 
Besides, methyl xanthines (caffeine and theobromine) are found 
in greater percentage. The presence of antioxidants such as 
polyphenols, which are found in high concentration ,gives a very 
special feature to the infusion. Gugliucci [7], have published that the 
composition of antioxidants in the infusion of yerba is equivalent to 
that found in red wine and superior to that observed in green tea. 
In recent years, research works done on the effects of yerba mate on 
the human health claims that yerba mate is hypocholesterolemic, 
hepatoprotective [8-10], central nervous system stimulants, 
diuretics and antioxidant [9,11]. Benefits have also been shown for 
the cardiovascular system [12-14] and it is presented as a protector 
of DNA oxidation in vitro and low density lipoprotein (LDL) [15]. 
Even though there are some studies suggesting its potential in 
the treatment of obesity [16]. More recently, we have observed 
that yerba mate infusion intervene in the waking cycle to sleep, 
decreasing sleep and increasing attention. 

Besides, we have recently published the radioprotective effect 
of yerba mate against the damage produced by ionizing radiation, 
explaining this effect by modulating the transduction cascades that 
act on the control genes at the cellular level and not exclusively 
by action of antioxidant compounds. In 1990, the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer office of the WHO (IARC) classified 
the infusion of yerba mate as a possible carcinogen based on a 
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series of publications that linked consumption with different types 
of cancer, mainly the oropharynx [17,18]. Since then, research has 
been carried out to demonstrated a link between the consumption 
of hot beverages and cancer, as well as an antimutagenic and 
protective effect of the yerba mate infusion [19-21]. On the other 
hand, there are some authors who claimed that polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAH) derived from the incomplete combustion of 
wood as contaminants present in the yerba mate leaf, are responsible 
for the association between the infusion and cancer, because of 
the presence of PAH as they are recognized carcinogenic agents 
[22]. However, further Subsequent investigations documented 
the non-transmission of PAH to the infusion and also a protective 
effect of the infusion against the damage produced by certain 
PAHs [23]. In 2016, IARC committee of experts and proposes the 
reclassification of many foods, including yerba mate infusion. Based 
on the documented evidence, this group of experts suggested that 
IARCC classify the hot yerba mate infusion (greater than 65) as a 
carcinogenic potential based on consumption temperature and the 
Ilex paraguariensis leaf as a non-carcinogenic food [24].

Conclusion
In conclusion, we can say that there is accumulated scientific 

evidence, published in refereed scientific journals about the 
infusion of yerba mate consumed at temperatures below 65 
degrees Celsius does not cause a problem to human health. What a 
great amount and quality of antioxidants that can contribute to our 
health, promoting endogenous defense systems capable of acting 
on the central nervous system and cardiovascular and DNA repair. 
Surely in the near future, the ilex paraguariensis is part of some 
pharmacological and food formulation.
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