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FOREWORD

Journalists Linda and Bill Bonvie have been on the food beat for a number of years—most recently as the writers of twice-weekly articles for Citizens for Health’s blog Food Identity Theft from 2010 to 2015.

Their articles laid out in detail the debasing of the American food supply, for example, by manufacturers using industrial sweeteners such as high fructose corn syrup (HFCS), “flavor enhancers” like monosodium glutamate, and other brain-damaging excitotoxins and artery-clogging trans fats, all of which have been directly linked to the unprecedented health problems that now plague our society.

The articles formed the basis for Badditives! The 13 Most Harmful Food Additives in Your Diet—and How to Avoid Them, which zeroes in on the worst of the unnatural substances currently found in processed foods, how they got there, and the ways in which they impact our health (beginning with the first of the alphabetically ordered chapters, which reveals links between aluminum and Alzheimer’s disease).

Such ingredients give mechanized foods false color, taste, texture, and stability. Without them most of such processed products would taste bland and appear pale, limp, and inert. Various performance-enhancing chemicals, however, can turn these pasty, unappealing, nutrition-deficient discharges from processing machines into the brightly colored, happy-tasting, feel-good stuff we put into our mouths and call food. They carry real risks, as do other substances covered in the following pages, such as GMOs and fluoride, that adulterate our food for even more devious reasons. Along with chronicling how these badditives came to be accepted by federal regulators, the authors advise you on how to banish them from your diet and thus avoid the pitfalls of the easy, lazy, incurious shopping habits that Big Food encourages.

The industrialization of food has resulted in poor-quality and inherently dangerous products, whose seemingly low prices ultimately translate into much higher healthcare costs. The steady rise of the sale of high fructose corn syrup, for instance, tracks almost exactly the rise of obesity and diabetes in America. In the year following the FDA’s politically-engineered approval of the sweetener aspartame (marketed as Equal and NutraSweet), the number of deadly brain tumors rose by 10 percent, reflecting what happened in laboratories when it was fed to test animals. Such have been the results of casual consumption of these and other badditives covered in this book.

“The decline of true taste for food is the beginning of a decline in a national culture as a whole. When people have lost their authentic personal taste, they lose their personality and become the instruments of other people’s wills.” So said the poet Robert Graves. What this book reveals are the ways in which our declining “true taste for food” have gradually eroded our own will and substituted in its place that of corporate interests. Each of the chapters tells a story of how the goals of making money—and, in some cases, protecting the credibility of regulatory agencies and even shielding a government program from liability—have superseded the original purpose of providing people with nutritious food.

Since 1970, the year I finished my first book, The Chemical Feast: The Nader Report on Food Protection at the FDA, the American eating experience has become both better and worse.

On one hand, food manufacturers annually spend billions lobbying for labeling, quality, and safety loopholes in laws and regulations, inundating consumers with false and misleading advertising, and manipulating science to support their profiteering practices. Some of their best and brightest employees work sixty-hour weeks to pass off prettified sludge as healthy food, industrial ooze as sugar, ammonia-treated beef scraps as meat, and adulterated, empty-calorie snacks as sources of nutrition. Food and chemical companies also block consumers from knowing about the presence in their food of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) and cancer-causing bovine growth hormone (rBGH), as well as industrial waste added to water and disguised as a beneficial substance (fluoride). They block, distort, ridicule, and vilify all research that raises even the slightest question about these practices and their lucrative and fanciful food quality and safety claims.

On the other hand, since 1970, a number of reforms and developments have increased our ability to find safer and more nutritious foods. Among them were the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act (NLEA), which abolished the FDA’s ban on health claims for food, providing a somewhat better path to quality food advertising, and the Organic Food Production Act, which established rules for a parallel quality food system that has since established a substantial presence in conventional food outlets. The Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act (DSHEA) has also recognized and empowered a supplement market for nutrition lost during manufacturing, and the demand for locally grown food has surged.

The outlines of the struggle to preserve real food in the face of industrialized methods of production will soon become apparent to the reader of this book. The first great food revolution came with the invention of agriculture, followed many centuries later by the Industrial Revolution’s attempts to tame and harness agricultural production. Currently, we find ourselves in the midst of what the late futurist Alvin Toffler called the “Third Wave information revolution.” The challenge faced by today’s consumers is to use the information that revolution has made available to them in choosing the best and healthiest products on the market and rejecting those that have resulted in obesity, illness, and premature death.

However, make no mistake—the food additive/chemical/pharmaceutical industries are working tirelessly on a daily basis to block every effort to help consumers make the wisest choices for their families and their communities. Badditives! can be a powerful tool in your own struggle to escape being “the instruments of other people’s wills.” Read it before your next trip the supermarket—and use it to bolster your power to achieve personal freedom and health.

James S. Turner, Esq.

Chair, Citizens for Health

Washington, DC

July 4, 2016


INTRODUCTION

WHAT THEY’RE NOT TELLING US

It’s no secret that eating can be a risky proposition these days.

News reports of periodic outbreaks of incapacitating and sometimes life-threatening ailments caused by pathogens like Salmonella and E. coli, and the resulting massive products recalls, have become almost routine.

Most often, these involve things like meat and chicken, although no food is immune. Of course, the mainstream media have no hesitation about bringing such threats to our health and safety to our attention as soon as they’re made aware of them. That is, after all, part of their job—keeping us informed. And when federal regulators are found to be at fault—for instance, by delaying action in regard to recalls, as the Food and Drug Administration was found to have done in June 2016, shortly before work on this book was completed—we can usually rely on journalists who cover them to give us the heads up.

In recent years, we’ve also been given frequent warnings that many of the processed foods we buy or eat in restaurants are overloaded with things like sugar, salt, and fat. We’re told that these foods simply have too many calories and are informed about the well-meaning campaigns to help us cut down on our consumption of such items.

However, this doesn’t mean we’re getting the whole story where issues of safety and trustworthiness related to our food supply are concerned, or, for that matter, an entirely accurate one. What we aren’t being made aware of—at least, by our everyday news sources—is both shocking and scary. So much so, in fact, that it should be setting off alarm bells among medical and health professionals throughout the land.

In essence, what they’re not telling us is that a majority of the attractively packaged, nationally advertised, and reassuringly familiar products on supermarket shelves are largely unfit for human consumption. The reason is that many of the additives they contain—those things usually (but not always) listed among their ingredients, if you take the trouble to look—can have some horrific effects on our health. Hence the name, Badditives.

If that’s the case, you might ask, where’s the evidence? Shouldn’t people be keeling over dead after ingesting the products in which these substances are found?

Actually, untold numbers of Americans are dying prematurely every day from preventable diseases that have increasingly been linked to these badditives by researchers. The rates of maladies such as diabetes, nonalcoholic fatty liver disease, and Alzheimer’s have skyrocketed (as has that of obesity) since a number of the ingredients discussed in this book were introduced into our food supply. That’s not to mention various types of cancers and neurological problems like attention deficit hyperactivity disorder or ADHD—a condition that has gone from being relatively rare a half century ago to so common that students are routinely prescribed dangerous drugs to control it.

Don’t expect to be hearing about such things on the six o’clock news, however. The rare exception will be when the FDA is forced to acknowledge that something is amiss and takes steps to correct it, as it finally did in announcing that partially hydrogenated oil (PHO) was to be phased out of processed foods, admitting that it is killing an estimated seven thousand people annually. (As of this writing, however, it’s still very much there, which is why we’ve chosen to include it among the badditives in this book.)

So why aren’t we hearing about this from the media, which are always looking for a “scoop?” Why isn’t the FDA doing more to keep such harmful substances out of the products it’s supposed to be monitoring?

The answer to the first question has a lot to do with the dependency major news outlets have developed on Big Food, as well as on the biotech industry—especially Monsanto, whose own unique role in the toxic transformation of our food will be discussed in the chapters on GMOs and rBGH. (In other words, don’t deliberately rock the boat or bite the hand that feeds you.) This is in addition to the fact that many reporters frankly don’t have a real handle on the issues involved and tend to fall for fallacies such as the currently popular urban myth that people are simply getting way too much sugar from soft drinks, when what these beverages now actually contain is something far more harmful (as do the supposedly healthier “diet” alternatives).

As for the second question, well, that largely involves politics in the form of the often too-cozy relationship that exists between regulators and those they regulate, one example being the so-called “revolving door” that’s enabled top-level officials to shuttle back and forth between the FDA and the industries it’s charged with keeping in line.

The purpose of Badditives! is to acquaint you with what we have come to regard as the “worst of the worst” in terms of food ingredients, how they came to be an accepted part of our diet, the adverse effects they can have on your health and well-being, and how to steer clear of them. In most cases, of course, the best method of avoiding them is, whenever possible, to buy certified organic products, which not only are grown without chemical pesticides and fertilizers, but are free of most of the substances discussed in this book as well. However, even these aren’t perfect, as you’ll learn in the chapter on carrageenan, a “natural” ingredient that isn’t nearly as harmless as it’s made out to be.

Many of the concerns you’ll find discussed in these pages have been addressed at length in some excellent books, documentary films, and a good deal of scientific and historical information—some of which is cited here and can also be found on the Internet. (Of course, “Internet rumors” and “conspiracy theories” are two of the favorite terms used by industry propagandists in an attempt to dismiss most of the kind of carefully researched information you’ll find here and elsewhere, as if conspiracies—defined as schemes devised by two or more people—were nonexistent, and the Internet was nothing more than a source of unsubstantiated hearsay.) Some of the books we would recommend for those of you who would like to learn more about these issues have been used as references and are mentioned in the chapters that follow.

Hopefully, by the time you finish reading about the damage done by the motley gang of “badditives” to which these chapters are dedicated, you’ll realize that there’s a lot more to worry about in the products you might assume to be safe than merely the amount of sugar (which is actually used much less than it was in years past), sodium (a certain amount of which is actually necessary to keep us alive), and calories they contain. And once you start examining the lists of ingredients on food packages (if you’re not already doing so), you’ll see just how many of them are out there waiting for you and your family to ingest—often half a dozen or more strong in a single product.

At that point, you’ll realize it’s well worth the effort to bar them permanently from your home, your life, and your body.

Linda Bonvie and Bill Bonvie

Tuckerton, New Jersey

June, 2016


ALUMINUM

The Metallic Menace to Your Mentality
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“How do we know that Alzheimer’s disease is not the manifestation of chronic aluminum toxicity in humans?”

—Professor Christopher Exley, Keele University, UK

Ask anyone over a certain age what they’re most afraid of when it comes to their health, and they’ll probably tell you it’s Alzheimer’s. Yet, many of us regularly and casually consume things containing an ingredient that’s now being directly linked to that dreaded, mind-robbing disease.

In fact, you’re probably doing so yourself and are not even aware of it. Because the ingredient in question—aluminum—can be found in a whole bevy of processed foods, ranging from frozen fish to commercial cake mixes, not to mention various over-the-counter drugs, cosmetics, and grooming products, such as antiperspirants. Its permitted uses in food items include serving as a firming agent, coloring agent, anticaking agent, buffer, neutralizing agent, dough strengthener, emulsifying agent, stabilizer, thickener, leavening agent, curing agent, and texturizer.1

Like other substances of questionable safety, this most commonplace of metals came into widespread use in consumer products during the post–World War II period. In various forms, it was officially accorded GRAS (generally recognized as safe) status as a food additive by the FDA back in 1959—meaning that as something in “common use” by then, it required no clinical testing or risk-benefit analysis (which translates to: it must be safe, because people have been using it for a while without any immediately apparent ill effects).

In fact, after President Nixon in 1969 directed the FDA to undertake a systematic safety review of all GRAS substances, a select committee of the Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology (FASEB) was contracted to do a “re-review” on the status of aluminum. The committee concluded: “There is no evidence in the available literature on … acidic sodium aluminum phosphate [and other forms of aluminum] … that demonstrates, or suggests reasonable grounds to suspect, a hazard to the public when they are used at levels that are now current or that might reasonably be expected in the future.”2

Interestingly enough, however, although “noting that care should be taken by patients with kidney disease when consuming food containing high levels of Al (aluminum) salts,” the authors of that report “did not mention either dialysis encephalopathy, which has been attributed to aluminum, or “the controversial role of Al in Alzheimer’s disease. Description of these clinical problems began about the same time,” notes Robert A. Yokel, a University of Kentucky pharmaceutical sciences professor.3

Experts began suspecting aluminum as a possible perpetrator in the proliferation of Alzheimer’s cases after residues of the metal began turning up in the brains of some individuals who had succumbed to the disease. The connection, in fact, was considered strong enough that back in 2010, a scientist for Egypt’s National Organization for Drug Control and Research, looking into the curative effect of coriander (also known as cilantro) on neurodegenerative disorders and Alzheimer’s, reported using an aluminum compound to induce those ailments in the cerebral cortex of male albino rats.4

But consumers were constantly reassured that there was never enough “proof” of an aluminum–Alzheimer’s association to be concerned about it, especially given that the victims were mostly older people and no direct cause-and-effect association was ever clearly established.

All that changed, however, in 2014, when much stronger evidence of such a link emerged—strong enough to move aluminum from something regarded with mere suspicion into the category of an official “suspect.”

Finding the forensic evidence

The breakthrough came when researchers from England’s Keele University examined the brain of an industrial worker who had died of early-onset Alzheimer’s following eight years of regular occupational exposure to aluminum sulfate dust. Prior to his diagnosis, the man, whose medical history showed no indication of the disease, complained of tiredness, headaches, and mouth ulcers, then began to develop memory problems and depression.

Following his death several years later, a neuropathological examination confirmed an advanced stage of Alzheimer’s disease. “There then followed the most comprehensive investigation ever of the aluminium [the British spelling] content of the frontal lobe of a single individual with forty-nine different tissue samples being measured for aluminium,”5 according to a press release from the university.

The examination found the amount of aluminum in the victim’s brain to be at least four times higher than what might be expected for someone his age, noted Christopher Exley, a Keele professor of bioinorganic chemistry who has spent thirty years researching the effects of aluminum, during which he has published more than 150 papers on the subject.6 “Overall, these results suggest very strongly that occupational exposure … contributed significantly to the untimely death of this individual with Alzheimer’s disease,” Exley declared.7

As dramatic as this finding was, however, it’s not the only one that has convinced Exley of a direct association between aluminum exposure and Alzheimer’s. His conclusions are also based on a decade-long, ongoing examination that he and his colleagues have made of that link in more than a hundred human brains—an investigation that they are currently endeavoring to expand by raising funds to conduct an unprecedented clinical trial in collaboration with the Children’s Medical Safety Research Institute (aluminum also being an adjuvant in vaccines given to children).8 While aluminum, according to Exley, “is rarely acutely toxic in human beings,”9 there comes a point at which “the accumulation of aluminum in the brain will achieve a toxic threshold” when a specific area will start reacting to its presence, rather than coping with it. And if that part of the brain is already affected by any other ongoing degenerative condition, such as Alzheimer’s disease, the aluminum may cause it to become more aggressive, “and perhaps to have an earlier onset.”10 (It isn’t just Alzheimer’s that Exley believes could be promoted by excessive buildup of aluminum in the brain, but neurodegenerative diseases such as Parkinson’s and multiple sclerosis as well.11)

Of course, the amounts of aluminum you’re absorbing into your bloodstream from food, as well as antacids and other sources, aren’t apt to be anything like the airborne levels to which that unfortunate British worker was exposed. The evidence of aluminum’s complicity in the development of Alzheimer’s and other neurodegenerative ailments still isn’t rock solid, which is what allows the industry to act as if there isn’t any. However, given the discovery by expert investigators that this toxic metal is a likely suspect rather than just a “substance of interest,” is it really something you want in things you consume on a daily basis?

Studies of laboratory animals have also indicated that excessive aluminum in the diet of pregnant or nursing mothers can result in “developmental deficits” in the brains of their offspring, including motor reflexes, learning capability, and cognitive behavior. That in itself should be enough cause for any woman who’s expecting to be especially vigilant about avoiding products that contain it.12

“The presence of aluminum in the human brain,” warns Exley, “should be a red flag alerting us all to the potential dangers of the aluminum age” in which “we are all accumulating a known neurotoxin in our brain from our conception to our death.”13 But this is one risk that can be largely averted, simply by taking the time to make sure that the foods, drugs, and cosmetics we buy, and the cookware we use, are free of this metallic menace to our mentality.

And if the risk of Alzheimer’s wasn’t enough …

The brain isn’t the only organ that researchers believe is adversely affected by aluminum exposure. According to the summary of a report appearing in the June 2016 issue of the French medical journal Morphologie, aluminum ingestion affects “the regulation of the permeability, the microflora and the immune function of (the) intestine,” and could be “an environmental risk factor for inflammatory bowel diseases.”14 (What makes this especially perverse is the fact that a number of the antacids now on the market, which are often taken for gastric distress, contain aluminum compounds as either active or inactive ingredients—which is why you should check those labels as well.)

The absorption of aluminum in the bones can also contribute to the development of osteoporosis, especially in people with poor kidney function or whose calcium intake is low, by lowering bone density and increasing the risk of fractures.15

Aluminum, in other words, appears from all indications to be really, really bad for the health of your brain, your gut, and your bones—but unlike most of the other badditives in this book, the ways in which you can be exposed to it go well beyond food. You therefore need to not only be diligent about looking for it on the labels of processed food products but also on those of antacids and other drugs (such as buffered aspirin), as well as avoiding the use of aluminum cookware and being very careful about not allowing aluminum foil to be used in cooking or to otherwise come in contact with acidic foods. (That’s not to mention tossing any antiperspirants you may have been using, as they are actually required to contain aluminum by definition.)

While eliminating the various ways this toxic metal can enter your system may take a small amount of effort, it’s an effort that may be essential to maintaining the health of both your mind and body.


The many things that allow aluminum to accumulate in our daily diet

Is there a connection between the skyrocketing rate of Alzheimer’s and the many sources of aluminum to which an average American family may be exposed these days on a daily basis? While that question may not yet have a definitive answer, you don’t need one to reduce your own family’s risk by eliminating products containing this metal from your diet.

The everyday processed food products alone to which aluminum compounds are still being added, as we discovered on a recent supermarket survey, include these popular items:

•   The three biggest brands of cake mixes—Betty Crocker, Pillsbury, and Duncan Hines—all of which have sodium aluminum phosphate listed as an ingredient.

•   Kellogg’s Eggo Nutri-Grain frozen waffles, including such seemingly “healthy” varieties as blueberry and whole wheat.

•   Gorton’s Original Batter Fish Tenders and Crispy Battered Fish Fillets, both of which list sodium aluminum phosphate as an ingredient.

•   Tastykake Mini Donuts, which also contain sodium aluminum phosphate.

Besides products such as these, if you’re doing any baking, you might not realize that at least two brands of supermarket baking powder—Davis and Clabber Girl—will add a smidgen of sodium aluminum phosphate to your homemade cakes and pies (as opposed to such brands as Argo and Rumsford, whose labels note that they’re “aluminum-free”).

Even if you think a product is aluminum-free, if you haven’t bought it in a while, you might want to check the ingredients label. Recently, for instance, we were shocked to find that a brand of Irish soda bread we were accustomed to buying for St. Patrick’s Day, thinking it was badditive-free, had added an aluminum compound to its list of ingredients.

That’s not to mention the extra amount of aluminum you might be ingesting if you use aluminum foil to wrap meats, fish, and other items during cooking, and from aluminum cookware (which can be replaced with newer ceramic varieties).




Know your badditives—and how to avoid them:

ALUMINUM

•   When baking, be sure to only use aluminum-free baking powder (it will usually say so on the label).

•   Check ingredient lists and avoid products that contain aluminum compounds.

•   If you’re buying goodies from a bakery, ask them about the baking powder they use. If they don’t know, maybe it’s time to shop elsewhere.

•   When cooking, don’t allow aluminum foil to come in contact with food, especially acidic dishes (such as ones containing tomatoes) or ones cooked at high temperatures. Cleaning up might not be as easy, but in the long run it’s worth the effort!

•   Check your antacids—certain brands can contain large amounts of aluminum.




ARTIFICIAL COLORS

Agents of Food Fraud That Are Putting Kids on the Road to Ritalin

[image: image]

Credit: iStock

“Perhaps, if the FDA had required neurotoxicity testing, especially in young children, before allowing AFCs [artificial food colors] and other additives to be marketed, we would not be having this debate at all. Harvey Wiley, who became the FDA’s first commissioner, recruited his legendary ‘Poison Squad’ volunteers for precisely this purpose. That was in 1902.”

—Dr. Bernard Weiss, University of Rochester Department of Environmental Medicine

Of all the cheap tricks used by food processors to mass-market their commodities while compromising the health of customers, the use of synthetic dyes is the one that really takes the cake when it comes to being flagrantly fake.

While such fakery in the bakery isn’t that hard to distinguish, what may be less apparent are many of the packaged products, ranging from cereals to salad dressings, which have had their appearance artificially enhanced through the use of coloring agents made from petroleum derivatives.

Fortunately, a growing number of consumers are no longer falling for this pervasive form of food fraud—especially after being made aware of the behavioral effects it can have on their kids, for whom many of these prettied-up products are intended. A number of major companies, as a result, have begun to respond by simply dispensing with these deceptive dyes and replacing them with more natural substances.

However, that’s not to say there aren’t plenty of processed foods dressed up in counterfeit colors that still remain on supermarket shelves, many of which are deliberately designed to appeal to preschoolers. That’s why we can’t afford to let our guard down—and why it’s so important to keep up the pressure on the industry to drop the deceptive and damaging disguises they use to lure innocent children and unwary grown-ups.

A history of supposedly “harmless” hues that weren’t

The history of artificial colors is one that has long been colored by controversy. Actions to remove them from the food supply are often long overdue. For example:

•   Red Dye #2: Considered to be of questionable safety for more than two decades, it was finally banned by the FDA in 1976 after being linked to a statistically significant rise in cancer among laboratory animals.16

•   Violet #1: Once used not only in cakes, candies, drink powders, and soda, but also in the USDA’s purple meat stamp, it was also banned that same year, fourteen years after a Canadian study found half the rats that ingested it developed cancerous growths.

•   Red Dye #3: Despite having been prohibited from cosmetics and externally applied drugs over a quarter century ago, following concerns about its being associated with thyroid cancer in rats, oddly enough it is still allowed to be used in food items, ranging from maraschino cherries and the cherries in fruit cocktail to sausage casings. As nutrition expert and author Dr. Michael Greger observed in 2015, “While FDA scientists and FDA commissioners have recommended that the additive be banned, there has been tremendous pressure to delay the recommendations from being implemented.”17

It’s hardly surprising that so many supposedly “harmless” synthetic hues have been found to be otherwise when you consider their origins and backgrounds. In fact, the passage of the original federal food safety law, the 1906 Pure Food and Drugs Act, was largely designed to curtail the use of hazardous coloring agents to disguise the appearance of various products.

When that law was expanded in 1938, it called for special certification for many of the dyes that were then made from coal tar—a thick, black liquid derived from, well, coal (hardly the sort of ingredient you’d knowingly add to food). While some of those are still in use today, the newer ones are more apt to be petroleum extracts, which may also contain measurable amounts of toxic contaminants, such as lead, mercury, and arsenic.

In spite of those regulatory measures, our processed food products have continued to be colored with synthetic compounds that research is increasingly revealing to be hazardous to our health (and especially that of our children)—badditives that only recently have begun to be replaced with substances more fit for human consumption.

In February of 2015, the country’s two best known chocolate candy manufacturers announced they would start phasing unnatural colors out of their products—a long overdue declaration that was an encouraging sign of such synthetic hues fading from the food scene.

First, Nestlé USA announced its commitment to removing FDA-certified colors, like Red #40 and Yellow #5, as well as artificial flavors, from all of its confections—more than 250 products in all, including such standard candy bar brands as Butterfinger, Crunch, Chunky, Raisinets, Goobers, Oh Henry, and Baby Ruth.18 Not to be outdone, however, Hershey’s came out a few days later with its own “clean-label initiative,” one that pledged to “transition existing products” to exclude not only artificial colors and flavors, but also high fructose corn syrup and genetically modified ingredients.19

A year later, a third big candy maker, Mars, followed suit, announcing that it was removing all artificial colors from “its entire human food portfolio.” (While asserting that such coloring agents “pose no known risks to human health or safety,” the company said its action was “part of a commitment to meet evolving consumer preferences” for “more natural ingredients” and that it would “work closely with its suppliers to find alternatives that not only meet its strict quality and safety standards, but also maintain the vibrant, fun colors consumers have come to expect” from its brands.)20

The country’s major candy companies were not the only food enterprises to make such moves away from synthetic hues and flavors. By mid-2015, some of the other best-known names in the industry, including Campbell’s Soups, General Mills, and Kraft, were announcing plans to remove either all such artificial ingredients (in the case of Campbell’s) or to replace some, like the artificial colors in Trix Cereal and Kraft Macaroni & Cheese, with natural ingredients such as paprika, turmeric, fruit and vegetable juices, and vanilla. A number of fast-food franchises, including Pizza Hut, Taco Bell, Papa John’s, and Subway, as well as health-conscious Chipotle, said they were doing likewise.21

All this followed an acknowledgment by the FDA that at least 96 percent of children from ages two to five were being exposed to at least four artificial dyes in food products—FD&C Red #40, Yellow #5, Yellow #6, and Blue #1. That announcement came all of six years after a petition was submitted to the agency by the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), asking that nine such food colorings be banned. The group also demanded the posting of an interim warning label on foods containing them that these dyes “cause hyperactivity and behavioral problems in some children.”

“The continued use of these unnecessary artificial dyes is the secret shame of the food industry and the regulators who watch over it,” CSPI executive director Michael F. Jacobson said at the time. “The purpose of these chemicals is often to mask the absence of real food, to increase the appeal of a low-nutrition product to children, or both.”22

Actually, getting that FDA admission was no small accomplishment, given that the agency’s initial response to the petition and nearly eight thousand public comments was to convene a Food Advisory Committee, a majority of whose members (57 percent) voted against additional labeling requirements for foods that contain certified color additives. According to an official summary, “The Committee made the determination that relevant scientific data did not support a causal link between consumption of certified color additives in food and hyperactivity and other problematic behaviors in children,” and “suggested that additional safety studies, such as developmental neurotoxicity testing of the color additives, be conducted and that a robust intake estimate be calculated.”23

Red flags in a variety of colors

In the meantime, however, researchers were continuing to confirm “causal links” between the consumption of synthetic food dyes and behavioral problems in kids. The discovery of one such link, in fact, was made by researchers at Yale University’s Department of Pediatric Neurology who undertook studies to determine the effects of five common synthetic food dyes on baby rats. However, unlike experiments that have used excessive amounts of the substances in question, these relied on the equivalent of the “real world” exposures our kids have to these dyes. The results were alarming—the rats became hyperactive and showed diminished learning ability (as did those given 6-OHDA, a chemical that reduces dopamine levels in the brain).

According to Dr. Bennett A. Shaywitz, who led the experiment, “whereas animals not exposed to any colors or 6-OHDA took about 9 seconds to escape the maze, it took over twice as long (23 seconds) for the animals exposed to the lower .5 mg/kg artificial color doses to escape the maze (considered a significant difference).”24

Nor is this an effect that has been confined to lab rats.

Back in 2007, a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled British study, published in the medical journal The Lancet, found that artificial food dyes not only increased hyperactivity in children with ADHD, but “in the general population and across the range of severities of hyperactivity.”25 This in turn prompted the American Academy of Pediatricians to acknowledge a link between their consumption and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and to recommend parents try removing them from the diet of a child who suffers from the condition.26

Since then, a number of other studies have substantiated these findings, including a 2013 meta-analysis by a team of international researchers of six nonpharmaceutical ADHD treatment options, which concluded that excluding artificial food colorings from the diet, unlike other options, “produced statistically significant reductions in ADHD symptoms.”27

The results of yet another meta-analysis—this one done with funding from the International Life Sciences Institute, which is affiliated with the food industry—were used by CSPI at the start of 2016, along with Centers for Disease Control (CDC) data, in “conservatively” estimating that more than half a million children in the US suffer adverse behavioral reactions from food dyes, costing more than $5 billion per year.28

In other words, the road to Ritalin could well have been paved with all those FD&Cs you see listed among the ingredients of processed food products.

Not that the link between food dyes, as well as other ingredients, such as aspartame, and behavioral problems in kids hasn’t been known and treated for quite some time using the Feingold Program as noted in the study published in The Lancet (see box). As is so often the case, however, it took decades for that message to reach the mainstream, during which many thousands of students were prescribed behavioral modification drugs that have started many down the path to addiction. In the meantime, as they have with other additives, European Union regulators beat us to the punch back in 2010 by requiring food products containing these counterfeit colors to carry a warning label stating that consumption “may have an adverse effect on activity and attention in children.”29
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