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Abstract: In the last years, the European Commission has adopted restrictive directives on food quality
and safety in order to protect animal and human health. Veterinary drugs represent an important
risk and the need to have sensitive and fast analytical techniques to detect and quantify them has
become mandatory. Over the years, the availability of different modes, interfaces, and formats has
improved the versatility, sensitivity, and speed of capillary electrophoresis (CE) techniques. Thus,
CE represents a powerful tool for the analysis of a large variety of food matrices and food-related
molecules with important applications in food quality and safety. This review focuses the attention of
CE applications over the last decade on the detection of different classes of drugs (used as additives in
animal food or present as contaminants in food products) with a potential risk for animal and human
health. In addition, considering that the different sample preparation procedures have strongly
contributed to CE sensitivity and versatility, the most advanced sample pre-concentration techniques
are discussed here.

Keywords: food quality; food safety; veterinary drugs; animal food; food contaminants; capillary
electrophoresis; residue analysis; pre-concentration techniques

1. Introduction

The addition of drugs (abuse or illegal use) to animal food to promote growth and protect animals
can represent a potential risk of contamination of food matrices. Drugs, such as antibiotics, estrogens,
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), and β-agonists, which are usually used in feedstuffs,
can contaminate different food products, mainly meat, milk, and dairy products, causing health
problems and also serious diseases [1]. In particular, the abuse of antibiotics in food-producing animals,
which contributes to the increase in risk of the transfer of antibiotic resistance from animals to humans,
is a very important issue for human health. For this reason, the European Union (EU) and the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) established restrictive regulations for the control of pharmacologically
active substance residues and fixed maximum residue limits (MRLs) in edible animal tissues to preserve
foodstuff of animal origin and consumers [2–4].

The need of sensitive and rapid analytical techniques to detect and quantify pharmacologically
active compounds, unauthorized drugs included, in animal food and foodstuff of animal origin has
become mandatory for food security. Therefore, over the years, the necessity to develop and validate
new analytical methods has increased [5]. The Commission Decision 2002/657/EC reported the technical
guidelines and performance criteria for method validation for the control of the different residues [6].
In addition, there is a lack of regulation for veterinary drug residues (for example, for fluoroquinolones
used as antimicrobials) in many foods, including baby foods [7].
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EU guidelines suggest the use of the liquid chromatography (LC) technique; in particular,
LC coupled with mass spectrometry (MS) was the most used approach to detect and analyze drug
residues in complex matrices, such as milk and dietary products [8–12]. In addition, ion mobility
spectrometry (IMS) coupled with MS represented a very promising powerful tool to detect analytes in
traces [13].

Capillary electrophoresis (CE) with its well-known advantages, such as high efficiency,
low consumption of sample and buffer, and rapidity, represents a potential alternative to LC methods in
the analysis of drugs in different fields, including food analysis [14–16]. Another important advantage
of CE rests in the versatility of applications thanks to the development of different CE separation
modes. The simple addition of different molecules (surfactants, chiral selectors, polymers, particular
electrolytes, and organic modifiers) to the buffer or the modification of the capillary inner wall with
new packaging materials gave origin to different separation mechanisms and selectivity, increasing CE
versatility and potential applications [16–19].

In particular, the use of electrospray ionization (ESI), matrix-assisted desorption/ionization
(MALDI), and inductively coupled plasma (ICP) as CE-MS interfaces improved food analysis by
increasing CE sensitivity [20,21]. In fact, CE-MS represents the ideal technique to detect analytes in
traces with important implications in food contaminants and residue analysis [15,16].

In addition, advances in electrochemical detectors, such as CE-contactless coupled detection
(CE-CCD) and CE-capacitively coupled contactless conductivity detection (CE-C4D), offered very
sensitive methods [22,23]. Furthermore, the development of miniaturized CE systems (microchip-CE
devices) allowed the monitoring of food analytes with rapidity and sensitivity, and their use was
particularly important in the detection of frauds or contaminations [24–26].

Due to the complexity of food matrices, which are mainly rich in lipids, carbohydrates, and proteins,
a pre-concentration step was necessary to detect drug residues in trace amounts. This became mandatory
because of the intrinsic poor sensitivity of CE [27]. Solid phase extraction (SPE) and miniaturized
SPE are the most used procedures, not only for the pre-concentration step, but also for the sample
clean-up. New SPE sorbents with high adsorption capacity and high resistance were studied, giving
origin to selective materials for some drugs and also generating advanced high-throughput procedures
able to extract different drug classes [28,29]. In addition, advances in on-chip SPE-CE procedures also
allowed low-abundance analytes with high sensitivity to be analyzed [30]. Recently, the combination of
traditional liquid-liquid extraction (LLE) and SPE procedures or advanced liquid extraction techniques,
such as dispersive liquid-liquid microextraction (DLLME), was successfully applied to detect analytes
in trace, increasing CE sensitivity [31–33].

Finally, the development of on-line procedures in which pre-concentration techniques were
integrated with the CE instrumentation had many advantages, such as minimal sample loss, low cost,
and rapidity [34].

In this review, we focused the attention on the potential of CE in veterinary drug residue analysis,
considering the versatility of different CE-modes (mainly capillary zone electrophoresis, CZE; capillary
electrochromatography, CEC; micellar electrokinetic chromatography, MEKC; nonaqueous capillary
electrophoresis, NACE). CE methods and advanced sample preparation procedures combined with CE
techniques in the last decade were also discussed. The main CE-modes were summarized, subdividing
drugs into antibiotics (classified according to different molecular structures) and other drugs (estrogens,
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, NSAIDs, and β-agonists).

2. Antibiotics

2.1. Nitroimidazoles

5-Nitroimidazoles (5-NDZs) are mainly active against Gram-negative and Gram-positive anaerobic
bacteria. Some benzimidazoles (BZs) are also used as additives in stored fruit and vegetables, because
of their fungicidal properties [35]. Regarding the veterinary use, these substances are prohibited [2,36],
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as they could be a potential risk for human health because of their genotoxicity and mutagenicity [37].
Therefore, no MRLs were established.

A rapid CEC-UV method for the analysis of 5-NDZ residues in bovine milk samples was set-up
by Hernández-Mesa et al. The characteristic speed and high efficiency of CEC, which combines
mobility and partition principles, are well-known to be affected by the complexity in fritting fabrication,
which gives origin to pressure drops and bubble formation with loss of efficiency and reproducibility.
In this work, the authors overcame this problem by proposing a simple capillary packing procedure
and optimizing a sintering process (parameters: Time and temperature), thus obtaining a reproducible
frit fabrication. A proper set-up of buffer composition and concentration, capillary length, and voltage
allowed a reproducible analysis of eight 5-NDZs in milk samples in 15 min. In addition, a sample
pretreatment using LLE and SPE methods highly increased the method sensitivity (LOQ range for all
the 5-NDZs analyzed was 19–96 µg/L) [38]. This method, combining the advantages of CE and HPLC,
was more selective and rapid than the simple HPLC [39] or CZE [40] methods.

The same technique (CEC-UV), but coupled with DLLME as a pre-concentration step, was used
to analyze BZs in environmental and farm water [41]. DLLME, which belongs to liquid-phase
microextraction (LPME) techniques, is based on the formation of a dispersion, created by adding an
organic solvent mixture to an aqueous sample. It represented an ideal procedure to efficiently extract
environmental pollutants and an interesting greener approach in their analysis [42].

This procedure was also used by Hernández-Mesa et al. to concentrate different 5-NDZ compounds
in river water samples before the analysis with a cation-selective exhaustive injection and sweep
(CSEI-sweep)-MEKC-UV method. DLLME and CSEI-sweep approaches combine an electrokinetic
injection of charged cations and a sweeping in which the formation of micelles is promoted to focus
the analyte. Thus, the MEKC method was more rapid, allowing the separation of six BZs in about
10 min [43]. The DLLME procedure coupled with MS detection could also improve the sensitivity of
CZE. An example was the study of Tejada-Casado et al., who set-up a CZE-MS/MS method able to
rapidly (about 30 min) detect and quantify twelve BZs in meat samples, as a valid alternative to HPLC
methods [44].

Finally, SPE combined with CSEI-sweep-MEKC-UV allowed six nitroimidazole residues in egg
samples to be quantified with LOQ values in the range of a few ng/g [45].

2.2. Fluoroquinolones

Quinolones represent a class of drugs commonly used in veterinary fields, whose MRLs have
been established in the range level of 100–500 µg/kg by the EU Council Regulation and FDA [2,3].
Fluoroquinolones (FQs) are synthetic quinolones, related to nalidixic acid, which act against
Gram-negative and Gram-positive bacteria by inhibiting their DNA synthesis. FQs are commonly
used for livestock growth and aquaculture and are toxic to human health because they can exhibit a
direct toxicity, responsible for muscular and neuronal dysfunctions, or cause antibiotic resistance or
allergies [46–48].

CE techniques also represented interesting platforms in the analysis of the third and fourth
generation of FQs in different food matrices (water, milk, and animal muscle), but appropriate sample
pre-treatments and detection systems (LIF and MS) became mandatory to obtain a high level of
sensitivity [49]. To extract milk FQs, LLE and SPE were the most used procedures, but in the literature,
examples of protein precipitation (PPT) followed by SPE are also present as a good alternative [50].
In particular, molecularly imprinted polymers (MIPs), which are selective and stable sorbent materials
for SPE (MISPE technique) [51], allowed promising CZE-LIF or CZE-MS methods to be obtained in
the animal foodstuff analyses. MIPs can be used both before CZE analysis and as an in-line-MISPE
strategy, thus obtaining sensitive and selective methods for the analysis of different complex matrices
(for example, pig kidney and bovine milk) [52,53]. In fact, by using advanced MIP technologies,
the low CZE-UV sensitivity can also be overcome. Magnetic molecular imprinted polymers (MMMIPs)
were prepared by combining ferroferric-oxide nanoparticles, and MIPs and had a rapid and efficient
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binding capacity. These materials allowed a rapid and selective CZE-UV method to be obtained to
separate fleroxacin, gatifloxacin, lomefloxacin (LOM), and norfloxacin in bovine milk samples [29].
The method sensitivity (LOD range: 12.9–18.8 µg/L) was slightly lower than, but comparable to, that of
Springer et al. (7.5–11.6 µg/L), who separated ciprofloxacin (CIP), norfloxacin, and ofloxacin (OFL) in
milk samples using a miniaturized SPE (made of carbon nanotubes as sorbents with high adsorption
capacity and stability) to prepare samples [28].

Lara et al. set-up a CZE-MS/MS method for the simultaneous quantification (ng/kg level) of eight
FQs, i.e., danofloxacin, sarafloxacin, CIP, marbofloxacin, enrofloxacin (ENRO), difloxacin, oxolinic
acid, and flumequine, in chicken muscle samples. Two different sample preparation approaches were
set-up; the first one consisted of pressurized liquid extraction (PLE), which was performed in an
accelerated solvent extraction, followed by centrifugation, percolation, concentration, reconstitution,
and filtration steps prior to the injection into the CE instrument; the second one was an in-line SPE,
using a mixed-mode sorbent (RP and ion-exchange sorbents), in which different parameters, such as
sample pH, volume, elution plug composition, and injection time, were optimized. The combination
of in-line SPE-CE-MS/MS with PLE improved the selectivity and sensitivity, and this was particularly
useful in multiresidue analysis [54].

Field-amplified sample stacking (FASS) with sweeping represented another on-line pre-concentration
procedure used in combination with CE to rapidly quantify ENRO and CIP (LODs ng/mL) in milk and
animal tissues. The FASS procedure consists of an electrokinetic injection of sample in a run buffer
with high conductivity, creating an interface in which the difference in the electric field between the
sample matrix and run buffer promotes sample stacking. The use of gamma-cyclodextrin in the sample
matrix (sweeping procedure) could increase the FASS sensitivity, because it gave origin to micelles as
in the MEKC technique, in which cyclodextrins are added to the background electrolyte (BGE) [55].

A different on-line preconcentration procedure, named field-enhanced sample injection (FESI),
could increase CZE-UV sensitivity. FESI is useful for samples with low conductivity and consists of a
careful optimization of the injection (pressure and time) of a water plug into the capillary in order to
increase the capillary electric field by creating a sample stacking effect. The use of FESI in addition
to a bubble cell capillary (with a longer window pathway than the traditional capillary) increased
the method sensitivity for five different FQs (ENRO, CIP, LOM, fleroxacin, and OFL) in bovine milk
samples [56].

Another CE mode, i.e., nonaqueous capillary electrophoresis (NACE)-UV, combined with a DLLME
approach allowed the set-up of a selective method for the separation and quantification of eight FQs
(omefloxacin, levofloxacin, marbofloxacin, CIP, sarafloxacin, ENRO, danofloxacin, and difloxacin) in
water samples [57]. In NACE, BGE is added with organic solvents, mainly methanol or acetonitrile,
and this promotes the separation of low-water-soluble molecules. In fact, even if the use of organic
solvents could induce changes in the pKa values and mobility, the advantage consisting of an increased
selectivity becomes fundamental [16]. The same CE-mode coupled with an in-line single-drop
liquid-liquid-liquid microextraction (SD-LLLME) was used to separate CIP and ENRO in surface and
groundwater samples. This setup allowed a reduction in the analysis time (as no sample pre-treatment
was necessary) and in the volume of extraction solvent, as a buffer was used as a pH donor, a drop of
NaOH as a high pH acceptor, and an organic solvent as a medium in which the analytes diffused [58].

2.3. Tetracyclines

Tetracyclines are widely used as economic broad-spectrum antibiotics against both Gram-positive
and Gram-negative bacteria. MRLs were established by the Commission Regulation (EU) and ranged
from 100 to 600 µg/kg, depending on animal tissues or the food sample [2]. In the literature, many works
aimed to analyze and quantify these antibiotics. A simple SPE procedure with a NACE-LIF method
allowed a very sensitive separation of chlortetracycline (CTC), tetracycline (TC), oxytetracycline (OTC),
and doxycycline (DC) in feeds and milk with pg/mL LOD values [59]. In the same year, Deng et al.
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proposed a simple CZE-enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL) method to monitor TC residues over time
in crucian carp muscle of fish samples, with a sensitive detection under MRL values [60].

Recently, a field-amplified sample injection (FASI) procedure in CZE-UV was set-up for the
detection of four tetracyclines in pig farms’ wastewaters with results comparable to those obtained by
HPLC-UV methods [61]. FASI pre-treatment is particularly suitable for large amounts of water samples
and is based on a difference in electrical conductivity between the sample and the background electrolyte,
which causes a stacking effect responsible for the increase in peak efficiency and method sensitivity.

The combination of two pre-concentration procedures could be useful to determine drug residues,
even when present at a concentration below MRL limits. Islas et al. recently set-up a SPE step followed
by a large-volume sample stacking (LVSS) approach before a CZE-UV analysis of TC. LVSS consisted
of a stacking procedure with an on-line series of polarity switches (PS) and enabled an improvement in
sensitivity and reproducibility, particularly useful for low-concentration analytes in complex matrices,
such as milk samples (Figure 1) [62]. The same pre-concentration approach (SPE-LVSS-PS) was
previously used to determine five TC residues (metacycline-MTC, OTC, TC, CTC, and DC) in water
samples, reaching a high sensitivity (ng/L) in a short time (10 min) [63]. The LVSS approach alone,
after a careful optimization of stacking conditions (sample zone length and stacking time), allowed a
CZE-UV method to be obtained with a sensitivity around 10 ppb, a sensitivity level very similar to that
obtained by using ED or LIF detectors. This method was used to detect TC, CTC, OTC, and DC in tap
water samples [64].
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Figure 1. Solid phase extraction (SPE)-large-volume sample stacking (LVSS)-capillary electrophoresis
(CE) method applied to milk sample for the detection of tetracyclines (TCs). Electropherograms of (a)
standard TC sample (10 mg/L) analyzed by CE, (b) standard TC sample (1 mg/L) analyzed by LVSS-CE,
(c) blank milk sample, and (d) real milk sample analyzed by SPE-LVSS-CE method [62].
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Another promising extraction approach consisted of matrix solid-phase dispersion (MSPD),
which required the addition of sorbents to the sample with a consequent elution step before the analysis.
Mu et al. set-up an economic MSPD-CZE-UV method to rapidly (about 6 min) separate TC, OTC,
and DC in milk samples [65]. In order to improve CE sensitivity, a functionalized β-cyclodextrin-ionic
liquid was added in-line; unlike the conventional β-cyclodextrin, it acted as an additive able to form
a complex with TCs and as a capillary coating agent. The method proposed by Zhou et al. was
developed to separate four TCs in about 30 min by using CE with amperometric detection (AD) [66].

Tetracyclines can also be present in honey, representing a serious problem, as the EU Commission
did not admit to the use of antibiotics in honey and did not establish MRLs for bee products [2].
Casado-Terrones et al. set-up an SPE procedure followed by a CZE-UV method to simultaneously and
rapidly (16 min) determine eight tetracyclines in honey with LOD values of 23.9–49.3 µg/kg [67].

2.4. Sulfonamides

These molecules are widely used for the treatment of bacterial and protozoan diseases (i.e., malaria)
and as growth-promoters in farm animals. The EU fixed MRLs to 100 µg/kg in different animal
tissues and milk [2]. Sulfonamides could be dangerous for human health. For example, studies
on sulfamethazine carcinogenesis are very controversial, but nowadays, it is not yet classified as
carcinogenic by the U.S. National Toxicology Program 14th Report on Carcinogens (2016).

For the antimalarials sulfadoxine and quinine, the old literature proposed CZE-UV as the main
CE-mode in meat and water analysis with sensitivity values of µg/L and mg/L for sulfadoxine and
quinine, respectively [68]. More recently, Mikus et al. set-up a capillary isotachophoresis (CITP)
coupled on-line with the CZE method to detect quinine in commercial beverages. This approach
could be potentially used to detect drug residues in food, as CITP combined on-line with CZE-UV
significantly increased the CZE sensitivity. In fact, in CITP, leading and terminating electrolytes are
used to create separated zones in which the ions migrate at the same velocity, giving origin to an
on-line stacking effect [69]. This combination allowed the direct analysis of samples with a lower
LOD than CZE-UV methods and with sensitivity values comparable to those obtained with HPLC-UV
methods [70].

Nine sulfonamides in meat samples were efficiently separated by CEC-ESI-MS. The use of a
poly(divinylbenzene-octyl methacrylate) (poly-DVB-OMA) monolithic stationary phase and an on-line
concentration (obtained increasing sample injection time) provided a sensitive method for detecting
trace residues that needed only a simple sample pretreatment (i.e., SPE) (Figure 2) [71].

Wang et al. set-up a microfluidic CE system with LIF detection, which was able to separate four
sulfonamides (sulfamethazine, sulfamethoxazole, sulfaquinoxaline, and sulphanilamide) in milk and
chicken muscle extracts in 1 min with LOD values of a few µg/L. The short time required for the
analysis and the fact that the plastic chips proposed were cheap made this method very useful for a
rapid screening of sulfonamide residues in food samples [72].

Recently, Dai et al. proposed a CZE method with on-line ECL detection to quantify sulfadimidine,
sulfadiazine, and sulfathiazole in pork and chicken meat samples. Chemiluminescence (CL) emissions
were generated by the oxidation of luminol in the Ag(III)-luminol system, and sulfonamides exhibited
an inhibitory effect on CL signals. The careful optimization of different parameters (buffer type and
pH, voltage, and injection time) allowed a promising selective and sensitive method to be obtained for
the analysis of veterinary drug residuals in animal-derived food [73].
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Figure 2. Capillary electrochromatography (CEC)-electrospray ionization (ESI)-mass spectrometry
(MS) electropherograms obtained by using different monolithic stationary phases in the analysis of
standard sulfonamides (a–e). The use of poly(DVB-OMA) capillary (b) allowed the best compromise to
be obtained between resolution, efficiency, and analysis time [71].

2.5. Aminoglycosides

These antibiotics (AGs) are widely used in veterinary medicine for bacterial and protozoan
infections. In addition, AGs are frequent honey contaminants from non-EU countries, which is a big
issue. As mentioned above, the use of antibiotics in beekeeping is not authorized in the EU [2] and,
therefore, there are no European Community regulations about MRLs for these drugs in this product.
To detect these compounds in other complex matrices, i.e., biological fluids and pharmaceutical
samples, CE with LIF, C4D, or indirect detections, are requested [74]. Recently, Moreno-Gonzalez et al.
detected nine AGs (three gentamicins, neomycin, apramycin, paromomycin, dihydrostreptomycin,
spectinomycin, and streptomycin) in different types of honey using MISPE and FASS procedures
as purification and pre-concentration steps, and a CZE-MS/MS analysis method [75]. MISPE also
represented an interesting tool for the extraction and analysis of AGs in different animal-derived food
(meat) [76].

In 2019, a microchip-CE-C4D method was developed using standard solution and was proposed
as a good alternative to separate in a very short time (less than 1 min) AG sulfates (gentamicin sulfate,
kanamycin sulfate, and streptomycin sulfate) in foodstuff with LOD values of 1–3 µg/mL [77].

2.6. Macrolides

Macrolides are bacteriostatic antibiotics with a broad spectrum of activity against Gram-positive
and Gram-negative, particularly used in the treatment of respiratory diseases in bovines and pigs, but
generally also added to animal feed. Like aminoglycosides, they are listed in Group B1-antibacterial
substances under the Council Directive 96/23/EC [78] and possess the same mechanism of action
consisting of the inhibition of bacterial protein synthesis, but they bind the 50S instead of 30S ribosomal
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unit. Their presence in food could cause problems to human health, in particular, to intestinal bacterial
flora, and, in the last years, their use for long periods contributed to cause the development of antibiotic
resistance [79,80]. An EU directive established MRL values in the range 40–200 µg/kg for erythromycin,
tylosin (TYL), tilmicosin (TIL), and spiramycin [2,80].

For the evaluation of macrolides in food, HPLC-UV or HPLC-ESI/MS were the most frequently
used methods [81,82]. However, off-line or on-line pre-concentration steps were the ideal approach
to overcome the derivatization step required to obtain a high sensitivity by CE. Among the on-line
pre-concentration techniques, FASS represented a promising solution, as demonstrated in the analysis
of TIL, erythromycin, clarithromycin, roxithromycin, and tylosin residues in milk samples by a
FASS-MEKC-UV method (LOD range of 0.002–0.004 mg/kg) [83]. CZE-DAD was recently proposed to
analyze macrolides (TYL and TIL) in chicken fat samples, reaching LOQ values of a few µg/kg thanks to
a preconcentration step that consisted of an evolution of the DLLME procedure: In fact, the extraction
and the preconcentration occurred in an ionic liquid by using ultrasound instead of dispersive solvents
(this procedure is named reverse ultrasound-assisted emulsification-microextraction, R-USAEME).
Organic salts, which are more stable and less toxic than the organic solvents commonly used in DLLME,
were used to prepare the ionic solution [84].

2.7. β-Lactam Antibiotics

Penicillins and cephalosporines are classified as β-lactam antibiotics. They have the same action
mechanism, but cephalosporines have a more extended spectrum. In particular, in veterinary medicine,
ceftiofur and cefquinome are specifically used to treat respiratory diseases and exudative epidermitis,
and meningitis, respectively. Cefquinome had MRL values more restrictive than those of ceftiofur
(50–200 µg/kg vs. 100–6000 µg/kg) [2], but the use of ceftiofur must be carefully evaluated as its use
could develop E. coli resistance [85,86].

CZE and MEKC modes were the best choice for the analysis of penicillins and cephalosporins
in complex matrices [87,88]. For example, penicillin acid and penicillin G could be easily detected
in milk by CZE-UV with a simple sample pre-treatment, which consisted of the deproteinization,
extraction, and precipitation of milk protein with acetonitrile [89]. To achieve the best resolution,
an on-line sample concentration step coupled with a CEC-MS method with a polymeric monolithic
column was proposed by Liu et al. The injection in CE consisted of an anion selective injection (ASEI)
performed by solubilizing the analytes in buffers with different pH values and promoting a stacking
effect. This method was applied to analyze milk samples, obtaining a high sensitivity [90].

Regarding cephalosporins, Hancu et al. set-up a simple and rapid CZE-UV method, simply
optimizing BGE composition and pH. The method was able to separate seven cephalosporins in 6 min
and it was proposed for the analysis of pharmaceutical products and different complex matrices,
obtaining very low LOD values; therefore, it could be useful for residue analysis [88].

2.8. Simultaneous Analysis of Different Antibiotics

The separation and quantification of different drugs (macrolides and tetracycline antibiotics) in
feedstuffs could be simultaneously carried out by CZE-UV, as demonstrated for TIL, TYL, TC, OTC,
and DC with LOD values of 0.5–1 mg/kg [91]. The method sensitivity was good considering that OTC
and TYL were added in feeds for growth promotion in a range from a few to 50 mg/kg, and that TIL
was also often added as an antimicrobial and respiratory diseases agent at a concentration of a few
hundreds of mg/kg [92]. The separation was performed in 15 min and, thus, this CE-method could be
considered useful for rapid routine analysis.

In addition, β-lactams, tetracyclines, quinolones, amphenicols, and sulphonamides were
simultaneously and rapidly (8 min) separated by CZE-UV in bovine raw milk. The combination of
LLE and SPE extraction procedures before CE-analysis allowed LOQ values lower than MRLs to be
obtained [93].
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Another example of a simultaneous separation of different antibiotics (fluoroquinolones,
tetracyclines, and β-lactams) in milk was proposed by Long et al. The use of ECL detector allowed
trace to be detected, reaching LOD values of cents and thousands of µg/mL [23].

If carefully optimized, CE methods could be very promising in routine screening as good
alternatives to LC-MS methods. For example, Kowalski et al. set-up a SPE procedure combined with
a MEKC-UV method able to selectively and successfully separate sulfonamides (sulfamethazine,
sulfamerazine, sulfathiazole, sulfachloropyridazine, sulfamethoxazole, sulfacarbamide, and
sulfaguanidine) and amphenicol-type antibiotics (chloramphenicol, thiamphenicol, and florfenicol) in
commercial poultry samples (muscle, liver, and skin with fat) [94].

More recently, the use of FASS combined with a micelle to the solvent stacking (MSS) approach
allowed the set-up of a very sensitive CZE-UV method to detect sulfamethoxazole and trimethoprim
(an antibacterial agent frequently used in combination with sulfamethoxazole for respiratory and
urinary infections) in dairy products, chicken eggs, and honey. MSS consisted of an injection of a
micellar solution plug prior to FASS, in order to obtain a focused sample zone with an increase in CE
sensitivity [95].

In 2019, a microchip-CE with an LED-induced fluorescence detector was used as a promising
platform to simultaneously analyze antibiotics in food. The chip was tested for chloramphenicol (CAP)
and kanamycin (Kana) quantification in milk and fish samples, obtaining rapid analysis (3 min) with
LODs of pg/mL. Unlike other microchip-CE methods, which had the disadvantages of complexity and
low versatility, this platform used a simple strategy, named stir-bar assisted DNA multi-arm junctions
recycling, which exploited the capacity of a gold bar with the DNA probe to capture antibiotics, allowing
a multiplexed detection and increasing the method sensitivity without matrix interference [26].

To analyze fluoroquinolones and sulfonamides in environmental water, He et al. set-up an on-line
preconcentration procedure with a pressure-assisted electrokinetic injection (PAEKI) [96]. PAEKI
resolves FASI limits in the analysis of anionic molecules, which can be depleted when the voltage
is applied in reverse mode. PAEKI parameters (pressure and voltage) were optimized, obtaining
LOD values of a few µg/L and improving the results obtained with hydrodynamic or electrokinetic
injections [96].

3. Other Drugs

3.1. Estrogens

Estrogens are widely used in intensive farming worldwide. In EU and United States livestock,
the discharge of estrogens is about 83,000 kg/year, representing a very dangerous environmental
pollutant. Their low water solubility and the fact that they can easily be degraded and transformed
contribute to make them important water contaminants [97].

Wu et al. proposed the use of SPE and pressurized CEC (p-CEC)-AD to separate five estrogens
(bisphenol-A, 4-tert-octylphenol, 4-n-nonylphenol, 2,4-dichlorophenol, and pentachlorophenol) in
chicken eggs and milk powder samples. p-CEC is an advancement of CEC, in which the formation
of typical air bubbles of CEC is prevented by setting a micro-HPLC pump at the inlet of the CE
capillary. The set-up method was selective and exhibited a 100- to 500-fold higher sensitivity than
CE-UV methods, with values comparable to GC-MS methods [98].

The first DLLME approach combined with MEKC-ESI/MS to extract and analyze estrogens (estriol,
17α-estradiol, 17β-estradiol, estrone, 17β-ethinylestradiol, and their main metabolites) in different milk
samples and milk derivatives was set-up by D’Orazio et al. The method was simple, less expensive,
and allowed a µg/L LOD level to be obtained [32]. DLLME and MEKC-UV were also used in the
analysis of hexestrol, bisphenol A, diethylstilbestrol, and dienestrol, which are phenolic environmental
estrogens (PEEs) frequently present in water as contaminants. In this case, after an optimization of
DLLME procedure (type and volume of extraction solvent; volume of dispersive solvent; extraction
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time; salt concentration), LOD values (0.3–0.6 µg/L) within the requirements of trace analysis in
environmental water were obtained [33].

3.2. Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs (NSAIDs)

NSAIDs are added to animal feed mainly to treat respiratory diseases and allergies, generally in
association with antibiotics. In addition, they could also improve animal meat quality by reducing
fats [99]. They were classified as group B substances and, for many of them, MRLs were established by
the European Council in relation to different animals and food matrices [2].

Diclofenac was banned in dairy animals, and other commonly used molecules (ketoprofen, salicylic
acid and salicylates, acetylsalicylic acid, and acetylsalicylates) were approved only for non-dairy
animals or for animals not involved in egg production [99]. For ibuprofen and flurbiprofen, no MRL
value was established, and this could represent a serious problem as NSAIDs cause important side
effects (from gastrointestinal problems to cancer) in humans [100].

Regarding the analysis of NSAIDs in animal feed, LC-MS was the most widely used approach,
reaching LOQ values around ng/mL [10,101]. Nevertheless, off-line and on-line stacking procedures
could lead to promising sensitive CE methods. Alshana et al. set-up a rapid DLLME-FASS-CZE
method to detect five main NSAIDs (etodolac, naproxen, ketoprofen, flurbiprofen, and diclofenac)
and their derivatives in bovine milk with results similar to those obtained using conventional SPE-LC
techniques. In fact, DLLME and FASS combined extraction and stacking procedures are able to develop
a sensitive method with a 1000-fold decrease in LOQ values (µg/kg), in comparison to conventional CZE
techniques [99]. Among NSAIDs, naproxen, ketoprofen, and clofibric acid are widely used in veterinary
medicine and represent contaminants of emerging concern (CECs) for the aquatic environment. SPME
is a rapid off-line pre-concentration step ideal for the analysis of highly polar compounds, as NSAIDs,
in water samples, with high sensitivity. This was demonstrated by Espina-Benitez who set-up a rapid
and economic synthesis of new coated fibers for SPME, developing a sensitive CZE-UV method [102].

3.3. β-Agonists

β-agonists are widely used not only as bronchodilators, but also as muscle growth promoters to
increase bovine, lamb, and pork meat production, mainly in Asian countries. They can be toxic for
human health, particularly for their effect on the cardiovascular system, and, for this reason, the EU set
a very low MRL for clenbuterol (0.05–0.5 µg/kg) in meat and milk samples [2].

NACE coupled with MS (NACE-MS) allowed trace amounts of β-agonists (clenbuterol, salbutamol
and terbutaline, TER) to be detected. Anurukvorakun et al. developed a NACE-MS set-up, obtaining
results comparable to those obtained by an HPLC-MS/MS method. In fact, the sensitivity is very high
thanks to the combination of an SPE using mixed-mode reversed phase/cation exchange cartridges and
hydrodynamic and electrokinetic injections in the CE-system [103].

For the quantification of ractopamine and dehydroxyractopamine in porcine meat, Wang et al.
proposed an interesting MEKC-UV method with results totally in agreement with those obtained
by MS techniques. The method was an on-line stacking method, including exhaustive CSEI and
sweeping with a 900 fold higher sensitivity (ng/g level) in comparison to CZE-UV. The capillary was
filled with a long plug of a higher conductivity buffer and an electrokinetic injection of the sample
was then performed; at the end, the compounds were separated by a sweeping buffer with SDS,
whose electrostatic forces contributed to the mobility and resolution of the two analytes [104]. Similarly,
FASI-sweep-MEKC improved the MEKC sensitivity by 400–2000 times (ng/mL), allowing the analysis
of eight β-agonists (R-albuterol hydrochloride, cimaterol, clenbuterolhydrochloride, colterol, TER,
tulobuterol, ractopamine hydrochloride, and zilpaterol) in animal feed samples. A very efficient method
was proposed by combining the sensitivity derived from the stacking effect of the FASI-sweeping
procedure with the particular selectivity of a dialkyl-chain anionic surfactant in place of SDS [105].

The combination of FESI and CE-C4D represented another important alternative in the analysis of
these drugs in animal feed. In 2014, Gao et al. proposed the first method able to detect TER, procaterol,
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formoterol, and bambuterol in pig feed. FESI as a pre-concentration step allowed an improvement in
LOD values (0.02 mg/L) to be obtained in comparison to UV detection (Figure 3) [106].
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Figure 3. CE-capacitively coupled contactless conductivity detection (CE-C4D) electropherograms
of four β2-agonists in pig feed. (a) Samples (10 mg/L in background electrolyte (BGE)) without
pre-concentration step; (b) samples (0.1 mg/L in methanol) with field-enhanced sample injection (FESI)
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4. Conclusions

In the last years, the use and abuse of veterinary drugs has represented a very important issue
for animal and human health. Consequently, the need of sensitive and rapid analytical techniques
for the analysis of veterinary drug residues in food products has become a challenge. This review
highlighted the potential role of CE in this topic, as summarized in Table 1. In fact, it is evident that
the recent progress in sample pre-concentration methodologies coupled to CE allowed the sensitivity
limits of this technique to be overcome and to improve its versatility in the analysis of different types
of molecules, in complex food matrices, too.

Table 1. CE-modes in the analysis of the mainly used veterinary drugs in different food matrices.
Method sensitivities in terms of LOD or LOQ values are reported.

CE-Technique Food Matrix Sensitivity Ref.

Nitroimidazoles

LLE-SPE-CEC-UV bovine milk LOQ: 19–96 (µg/L) [38]
DLLME-CEC-UV water LOQ: 5.7–9.3 (µg/L) [41]

DLLME-CZE-MS/MS poultry and porcine meat LOQ: 4–16 (µg/kg) [44]
DLLME-CSEI-sweep-MEKC-UV water LOQ: 2.05–8.14 (ng/mL) [43]

SPE-CSEI-sweep-MEKC-UV egg LOQ: 6.99–16.8 (ng/g) [45]

Fluoroquinolones

SPE-CZE-UV bovine milk LOD: 7.5–11.6 (µg/L) [28]
MMMIPs-CZE-UV bovine milk LOD: 12.9–18.8 (µg/L) [29]
PPT/SPE-CZE-UV bovine milk LOQ: 0.06–0.1 (mg/kg) [50]
MISPE-CZE-LIF bovine milk, pig kidney LOQ: 0.55–35 (µg/kg) [52]

MISPE-CZE-MS/MS bovine milk LOQ: 3.2–4.7 (µg/kg) [53]
PLE-SPE-CZE-MS/MS meat LOQ: 130–470 (ng/kg) [54]
FASS-sweep-CZE-UV milk, meat LOD: 5.70, 7.39 (ng/mL) [55]

FESI-CZE-UV and CZE-MS bovine milk LOQ: 2.3–8.3 (µg/kg) [56]
DLLME-NACE-UV water LOQ: 5.43–461 (µg/L) [57]

SD-LLLME-NACE-UV water LOD: 10.1, 55.3 (µg/L) [58]
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Table 1. Cont.

CE-Technique Food Matrix Sensitivity Ref.

Tetracyclines

CZE-ECL fish LOD: 1.8 ng/mL [60]

FASI-CZE-UV water LOQ: 23–59 µg/L [61]

SPE-LVSS-PS-CZE-UV milk LOD: 18.60–23.83 (µg/L) [62]

MSPD-CZE-UV milk LOD: 0.0745–0.0808 (µg/mL) [65]

SPE-LVSS-PS-CZE-UV water LOQ: 67–167 (ng/L) [63]

LVSS-CZE-UV water LOD: 8.1–14.5 (µg/L) [64]

CZE-AD water LOD: 0.33–0.67 (µM) [66]

SPE- CZE-UV honey LOD: 23.9–49.3 (µg/kg) [67]

Sulfonamides

SPE-CEC-MS meat LOD: 0.01–0.14 (µg/L) [71]
microchip-CE-LIF milk, meat LOQ: 0.6–7.7 (µg/L) [72]

SPE-CZE-ECL milk, meat LOD: 0.62–3.14 (µg/mL) [73]
CZE-UV and CZE-MS meat, water LOD: 0.33–180 (µg/L) [68]

CITP-CZE-UV beverages, water LOD: 2.29 (ng/mL) [69]

Aminoglycosides

MISPE-FASS-CZE-MS/MS honey LOQ: 1.4–94.8 (µg/kg) [75]

microchip-CE-CCD standard solutions LODs: 0.89–3.1 (µg/mL) [77]

Macrolides

FASS-MEKC-UV milk LOD: 0.002–0.004 (mg/kg) [83]

R-USAEME-CZE-DAD chicken fat LOQ: 22.1–47.0 (µg/kg) [84]

β-lactam antibiotics (penicillins)

PPT/CZE-UV milk LOQ: 0.04–1.7 (µg/mL) [89]

ASEI-CEC-MS milk LOD: 0.05–0.2 (µg/L) [90]

β-lactam antibiotics (cephalosporins)

CZE-UV complex matrices LOQ: 4.33–8.00 (µg/mL) [88]

Estrogens

SPE-p-CEC-AD bovine milk, diary products LOD: 2–50 (ng/mL) [98]
DLLME-MEKC-ESI-MS/MS bovine and goat milk,

diary products
LOD: 1–61 (µg/L) [32]

DLLME-MEKC-UV water LOD: 0.3–0.6 (µg/L) [33]

NSAIDs

DLLME-FASS-CZE-UV bovine milk, dairy products LOQ: 10–43.7 (µg/kg) [99]
SPME-CZE-UV water LOQ: 2.91–3.86 (µg/L) [102]

β-agonists

SPE-NACE-MS meat LOD: 0.3 (ppb) [103]
CSEI-sweep-MEKC-UV meat LOD: 3–5 (ng/g) [104]
FASI-sweep-MEKC-UV commercial animal feeds LOD: 5–20 (ng/mL) [105]

FESI-CE-C4D pig feed LOD: 0.02 (mg/L) [106]
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