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What are Food Preservatives? 

In the modern supermarket, a majority of the food 

products on the shelves have been transported from a 

farm or a factory many miles away. Food preservatives 

make sure that the products being transported safely 

makes it to the shelf. The main function of food 

preservatives is to act as antimicrobial agents, killing any harmful bacteria that can contaminate 

the food. Food preservatives also help the products maintain textures and taste. Working 

together, these functions ensure that the products will not only survive its journey from source to 

supermarket, but also have an adequate shelf-life. Before any food preservative can be added to a 

food product, it must pass rigorous safety testing administered by the Federal Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA). Because of this, most preservatives can be assumed to be safe for 

consumption. However, these preservatives may also have adverse side effects.  According to the 

FDA, the most commonly used preservatives include:  ascorbic acid, citric acid, sodium 

benzoate, calcium propionate, sodium erythorbate, sodium nitrite, calcium sorbate, potassium 

sorbate, BHA, BHT, EDTA, tocopherols (Vitamin E) 

Health Concerns:  

Benzoic acids and benzoates, found in acidic foods such as jams and soft drinks, were shown to 

cause allergic reactions. This was especially true for consumers who had asthma, as the 

preservative aggravated their disease.  

http://www.childrensenvironment.org/


The most controversial two food preservatives used are nitrates and nitrites. The two are used as 

antibacterial in red and processed meats but are also widely found in produce and drinking water. 

Concerns arise over these preservatives due to their ability to form nitrosamines, a cancer-

causing compound. Studies suggest red meat consumption can be linked to an increased risk of 

colorectal cancer, causing nitrates and nitrites to receive a large amount of negative attention. 

Although no links between cancer and the other sources of these compounds have been found, 

these conflicting results have made it difficult for organizations to take a decisive stance on 

nitrates/nitrites. As of now there is no definitive answer on the safety of nitrates and nitrites apart 

from acceptable daily intake levels produced by the World Health Organization and the 

Environmental Protection Agency.  

Recommendations: Although there is a grey area surrounding nitrates and nitrites and their 

safety, it is still recommended to limit consumption of red and processed meats (beef, lamb, 

pork, etc.) due to the increased risk of cancer that was associated with them.  

If you wish to avoid consuming food preservatives, locally grown and produced foods are a safe 

option. These products travel less distance and as a result require fewer preservatives. In 

addition, locally grown produce is picked nearer to ripeness than transported foods and can 

contain more nutrients. 
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