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Food additives in the EU:
Safe use and clear labelling

Food additives are substances that are not normally consumed as food on their own or used as
typical ingredients. They are added for a specific purpose, such as extending shelf life, enhancing
taste or appearance, improving texture, or ensuring safe production and storage. Their use is
strictly requlated in the European Union and permitted only when proven safe and beneficial to
consumers.

What are food additives used for?

Food additives are authorised in the EU only if they Overall, there are 26 functional categories
serve at least one of the following purposes: of food additives defined under EU legislation.
Common examples include:

Colours

® Preserve nutritional quality
* Meet specific dietary needs

¢ |mprove shelf life, stability, or qualities such as
appearance, taste or texture

e Support safe and hygienic production, packaging, Preservatives Antioxidants

or storage

Thickeners Flavour Flour treatment
and stabilisers enhancers agents



Who checks the safety of additives?

All food additives must undergo a scientific safety
assessment before they can be authorised in the EU.
This process is carried out by the European Food
Safety Authority (EFSA) and other independent
experts. The assessment includes:

e Composition and method of production
e Toxicological data and potential health effects

¢ |ntended uses and estimated consumer exposure

An Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) is established
for each substance. Only additives that remain below
this level under realistic consumption conditions are
approved for use.

How are additives labelled?

Food additives must be clearly identified in the
ingredients list of pre-packaged food. Each
additive is listed by:

e |ts functional class (e.g. Colour, Preservative)

e Followed by either its specific name or
E-number

The E-number system is used to simplify labelling,
especially when additive names are long or complex.
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What makes an additive authorised?

A food additive may only be authorised if:

¢ |t poses no health risk at the proposed level of use

e There is a clear technological need with no
suitable alternative

¢ |t benefits the consumer and is not misleading

Additional factors such as ethical considerations,
cultural traditions, and environmental impact may
also be considered. Authorisation decisions are
subject to a vote by EU Member States.
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https://food.ec.europa.eu/food-safety/campaign-2026_en
https://food.ec.europa.eu/food-safety/food-improvement-agents/additives_en
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/topics/topic/food-additives
https://food.ec.europa.eu/food-safety/food-improvement-agents/flavourings/eu-rules_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2008/1333/oj

