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E171: EU watchdog says food colouring widely used in UK is
unsafe
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A food colouring used in products sold in the UK ranging from chewing gum and white chocolate to
toothpaste and sauces eaten by toddlers can no longer be ruled out as a cause of cancer, the
European Food Safety Authority has said.

Titanium dioxide, or E171, is often used to whiten food products, but its use has long been a point of
concern over fears that it could be carcinogenic. The French government announced a ban in 2019,
but it is still used in other EU member states.

The EU health commissioner, Stella Kyriakides, tweeted: “Following the EFSA’s new scientific
opinion on the food additive E171, we will propose to ban its use in the EU. Discussions with member
states will start this month. Our priority is the health of citizens and the safety of the food they eat.”

A spokesman for the UK Food Standards Agency said: “The opinion issued today by the European
Food Safety Authority on the safety of titanium dioxide as a food additive will be scrutinised by the
independent scientific advisory committees that advise the FSA, alongside existing scientific
evidence. This review will help decide what next steps are needed to safeguard consumers and will
inform future policy.”
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… as it’s our birthday month, we have a small favour to ask. It’s not every day you turn 200. As
you’re joining us today from Italy, we hope you’ll help us celebrate two centuries of independent,
high-impact Guardian journalism. Since 1821, tens of millions have placed their trust in our quality
reporting, turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. And this is just the
beginning.

Thanks to funding from more than 1.5 million Guardian supporters in 180 countries, we’ve
remained open to all, and fiercely independent. With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we set
our own agenda and provide truth-seeking journalism that’s free from commercial and political
influence. When it’s never mattered more, we can investigate and challenge without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read, regardless of what they
can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in information equality. Greater numbers of
people can keep track of global events, understand their impact on people and communities, and
become inspired to take meaningful action.

Over the past 200 years, we have reported on the most critical issues and events of the day, and
published countless exclusives that have held the powerful to account and exposed incompetence,
injustice and impropriety. From Windrush to Wikileaks, Snowden to Cambridge Analytica, and

The EFSA’s conclusion, based on thousands of new studies, found that genotoxicity, which is the
ability of a chemical substance to damage DNA, could not be ruled out and that a “safe level for daily
intake of the food additive could not be established”.

Genotoxicity may lead to carcinogenic effects, the EFSA said. The experts concluded that as a result
E171, which is composed of a mix of titanium dioxide nanoparticles, could not be considered safe
when used in food.

The main food categories contributing to dietary exposure of E171 are fine ingredients in baking,
soups, broths, savoury sandwich spreads and sauces eaten by infants and toddlers . Processed nuts
are also said to be “a main contributing food category for adults and the elderly”.

The EFSA published a study in September 2016 which concluded that evidence available at that time
did not indicate that it was a cause of health problems, but recommended further work on the issue.
France’s Health Security Agency has long urged caution over the use of E171 and a ban came into
force in January 2020.

Prof Maged Younes, the chair of the EFSA’s expert panel on food additives and flavourings, said that
new understandings of nanoparticles had led to the change of position. Titanium dioxide contains up
to 50% ultra-small “nano range” particles.

“Taking into account all available scientific studies and data, the panel concluded that titanium
dioxide can no longer be considered safe as a food additive,” he said.

“A critical element in reaching this conclusion is that we could not exclude genotoxicity concerns
after consumption of titanium dioxide particles. After oral ingestion, the absorption of titanium
dioxide particles is low, however they can accumulate in the body.”

 This article was amended on 17 May 2021 to clarify that E171 is used in products that are eaten by
toddlers and infants in the UK, but not specifically marketed to them

https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/news/titanium-dioxide-e171-no-longer-considered-safe-when-used-food-additive
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from the climate crisis to racial discrimination, our journalists investigate wrongdoing in the hope
that revealing it will help put it right.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or small, powers our
journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as little as €1 – it only takes a
minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount each month. Thank you.
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