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The story begins in Bangladesh, where Cera Products Inc. 
founder Charlene Riikonen saw firsthand how dehydration 
can cause severe illness and death. Riikonen, then Charlene 
Dale, was working at the International Centre for Diarrhoeal 
Disease Research in Dhaka. There, researchers discovered oral 
rehydration therapy. The researchers included Dr. Norbert 
Hirschhorn and a team of physicians and collaborators from 
Calcutta (now known as Kolkata).

This research center is home to an international organiza-
tion established by the U.S. government and others in 1960 
as the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization-Pakistan Research 
Lab. It included researchers and physicians from the U.S. Navy; 
Johns Hopkins University, Md.; Harvard University, Mass.; and 
other institutions. Oral rehydration solutions (ORS) are scien-
tifically formulated combinations of glucose, carbohydrates, 
certain salts and water. ORS were developed to prevent and 
correct dehydration due to diarrhea.

The discovery of ORS was hailed by the renowned British 
medical journal The Lancet as the most important medical ad-
vance of the 20th century. This claim was authenticated after 
they were used by physicians at the center to bring down the 
death rate from a cholera outbreak from the usual 50 percent 
to less than 3 percent. 

Nearly 10 years later, while learning and being involved 
in the research and educational side, Riikonen formed Cera 
Products in 1993. The company’s goal was to develop an ad-
vanced solution that would work better and more efficiently 
than the standard glucose-based solution developed in the 
1960s and 1970s.

Riikonen, along with a hand-picked team of experts, be-
gan developing advanced hydration products. This woman-
owned small business decided to focus on rice-based oral 
rehydration solutions with the goal of improving health care 
and saving lives.

First, the science and clinical studies done in Dhaka and 
elsewhere indicated that rice was the best choice over other 
carbohydrate substrates like wheat, corn or sorghum. Sec-
ondly, unlike glucose, which is a single-chain carbohydrate, 
rice is a larger chain and has more carrying power than glu-
cose. In addition, Cera’s rice-based formulations contain a va-
riety of carbohydrate chain lengths (short, medium and long) 
and preserve much of the glutamine and other attributes in-
herent in rice. Because it is gluten-free, it is less of a problem 
for people with certain allergies.

Cera developed four products: ceralyte, for extreme de-
hydration; cerasport, for sports-related hydration; ceravacx, 
for vaccine delivery; and ceravet, for small-animal hydration. 

Repeated research has shown that Cera’s rice-based ORS 
perform better than glucose-based ORS in providing a time-
release effect while attaining electrolyte balance.

The ceralyte formula can reduce symptoms and quicken 
recovery of individuals suffering from diarrhea caused by 
Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, short gut, traveler’s diarrhea 
or from fluid losses caused by medications (such as for cancer 
or HIV/AIDS treatment). By providing quick and sustained de-
livery of carbohydrates and electrolytes, it helps reduce stool 
output by 20 to 50 percent over glucose ORS. This helps pre-
vent the need for an IV drip. 

Cerasport works better than popular sugar-based drinks 
because it’s absorbed differently. Necessary electrolytes are 
transported through all three portions of the small intestine, 
with key transporters in the ileum. Other sports drinks are 
composed of simple sugars, and the necessary electrolytes 
never reach the ileum to be absorbed. With cerasport, us-
ers become hydrated more quickly and for longer durations, 
while maintaining blood sugar levels for extended time peri-
ods. The formula is effective for prevention of heat casualties 
for the military, those in rigorous schools or for individuals not 
acclimated to hot, humid climates.

Nearly nine years ago, Riikonen brought in her daughter, 
Jennifer Rapp Gurrola, to help shape and grow the company. 
Today, Cera’s products are used in every branch of the U.S. 
military, including Air Force medical kits and flight jackets and 
military hospitals, and are used in training for special opera-
tions troops. In addition to DoD and government, Cera prod-
ucts are used in national travel clinics, major university medi-
cal centers, and major medical centers and hospitals across 
the country.

Cera Products Inc. President Jennifer Rapp Gurrola, front, with her 
mother, CEO and founder Charlene Riikonen.


