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Propionates E280-283 an emerging issue 

Propionates are currently regulated as E280 propionic acid, E281 sodium propionate, E282 calcium 
propionate, E283 potassium propionate, principally in breads. Increasingly it is hidden in unregulated 
amounts an ingredient called cultured wheat, cultured flour, cultured wheatflour, cultured dextrose, 
cultured whey, fermented wheat, fermented flour, fermented wheatflour, fermented dextrose, 
fermented whey, or starter culture. Of the 19 ways in which propionate preservatives can be added to 
food, only 8 are regulated and must appear as additives. The rest are hidden and so are in unregulated 
amounts. 

It is used in  

• Oil emulsions GMP  
• Fruit and vegetable spreads including jams, chutneys and related products GMP  
• Flour products (including noodles and pasta) 4000MPL (in Australia, lower in other countries)  
• Solid formulated supplementary sports foods 400MPL  
• Fruit and vegetable juices and fruit and vegetable juice products 400MPL  
• Formulated Beverages GMP  
• Sauces and toppings (including mayonnaises and salad dressings) GMP 

Recent research describes neurotoxicity of propionates linked to autism and dementia. A review is 
required. 

Propionates occur naturally in the human body, so in the 1980s food authorities considered them safe 
and they were approved for use as a preservative. However if you eat processed food, you eat 2-3 times 
more propionate each day than is produced naturally in your body (8, 9). 

In the US, brain researchers (1) now say “Excess levels of propionate appear to be problematic”. Such 
levels of propionates can occur due to 

• a metabolic disorder called propionic acidemia whose prevalence is poorly understood 
• propionate preservatives in diet 
• medications that metabolise to propionic acid 

Since approval as a food preservative, studies have linked these chemicals to: 

- behaviour and attention problems in children (2) based on the Lancet report of behavioural effects on 
children of propionic acid by Swain et al (3) at Royal Prince Alfred Hospital in Sydney. It has never been 
refuted by further studies. 
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- autistic type changes in the brains of both rats (4,5) and humans (6). Propionate-treated rats are now 
used as an animal model of autism in research https://youtu.be/6ejL1B3pVpA . Scientists have even 
suggested that eating this additive during pregnancy may be linked to autism (6) 

- diabetes and obesity A 2019 Harvard study (7) on humans and mice found that a meal containing a 
low dose of propionate led to a significant increase in plasma levels of propionate in healthy humans 
and exposure to propionate preservatives resulted in insulin resistance in humans and chronic exposure 
in mice resulted in insulin resistance and weight gain, with propionate appearing to act as a “metabolic 
disruptor” that could be contributing to the dramatic increases in diabetes and obesity. 

- dementia Emerging evidence from researchers at the Department of Neurosurgery and Brain Repair, 
Morsani College of Medicine, University of South Florida (1) suggests that "excess propionate may play 
a role in dementia, particularly in Alzheimer’s disease” 

Therefore, further evaluation of the metabolic consequences of propionate consumption is urgently 
required (10). 
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================================================================================== 
The Food Intolerance Network is a free service with over 19,000 families mostly in Australia and New 
Zealand and provides independent information about the effects of food on behaviour, health and 
learning ability in both children and adults, and support for families using a low-chemical elimination 
diet free of additives, low in salicylates, amines and flavour enhancers (FAILSAFE) for health, behaviour 
and learning problems. 
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