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Friend or Foe?
Tough on Spoilage, 

Sulfites Can Be 

Hard on 

Humans, To o

By Jan Patenaude, R.D.
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F
or more than 2000 ye a rs , su l f i te s

h ave been used to prevent food

s poi l a ge and disco l ora ti on .

Perhaps for nearly as lon g, t h ey ’ve played

a more sinister role — causing all er gi c -

type re acti ons in some of the people wh o

con sume them .

E ll en Wiest is one su ch indivi du a l . S h e

of ten su f fered from head ach e s ,s evere

nasal con ge s ti on ,a b dominal cramps and

d i a rrhea after eati n g. But she didn’t con-

n ect her sym ptoms to su l f i te s , u n til on e

June evening in 1995.

That nigh t , Wiest was en j oying dinner

with her husband at a favori te re s t a u-

ra n t . Ha l f w ay thro u gh the meal, s h e

devel oped sym ptoms typical of a food

s en s i tivi ty. O n ly this ti m e ,t h ey were

accom p a n i ed by an incre a s ed heart ra te ,

profuse vom i ting and difficulty bre a t h-

i n g. The re s t a u rant staff c a ll ed 911, a n d

p a ra m edics ru s h ed her to the local em er-

gency room .

Wiest learn ed that her meal con t a i n ed

a splash of wi n e , and su l f i tes in the wi n e

s p a rked the anaphyl actic re acti on .

Similar re acti ons to hidden su l f i tes have

l a n ded her in the ER twi ce since then .

“Wh en we eat out , I make it clear to

the waiter that I wi ll have a life - t h re a ten-

ing re acti on if I eat anything that con-

tains su l f i te s ,” she note s .“ Most of t h e

ti m e , I need to explain what su l f i tes are

and what foods usu a lly contain them .”

While the severi ty of Wi e s t’s re acti on

m ay be uncom m on , su l f i te sen s i tivi ty is

n o t . The U. S . Food and Dru g

Ad m i n i s tra ti on esti m a tes that up to on e

in 100 people may be sen s i tive to the

ch em i c a l s . Am ong asthmati c s , the ra ti o

s h oots to one in 10 and even high er

a m ong those who depend on corti co-

s teroi d s .

Surrounded by Sulfites

In ad d i ti on to their role as pre s erva tive s ,

su l f i tes are used to bl e ach food starch e s ,

su ch as corn , po t a to and su gar beet .

Su l f i tes are also put to work as preven-

tives against rust and scale in boi l er

w a ter used in making steam that may

come in con t act with food .

Because su l f i tes inhibit fungal and

b acterial growt h ,t h ey are sprayed on

both fresh gra pes and those used in

wi n em a k i n g. Su l f i tes are a normal by -

produ ct of wi n em a k i n g.

Su l f i tes lu rk in many popular food s

and bevera ge s , u n der the names of su l f u r

d i ox i de , s od ium su l f i te ,s od ium bi su l f i te ,

po t a s s ium bi su l f i te ,s od ium met a bi su l f i te

and po t a s s ium met a bi su l f i te .

Wi n e , bo t t l ed lem on and lime ju i ce s ,

and su l f u r- d ri ed fruits have the high e s t

l evels of su l f i te s .

The Labeling Nightmare

Avoiding su l f i tes can be difficult. “ I ’ve

l e a rn ed to caref u lly re ad label s ,” Wi e s t

s ays .“ But it’s su rprising how poorly

m a ny foods are label ed with rega rd to

su l f i te s .”

Cu rrent labeling laws were en acted in

1 9 8 5 ,a f ter su l f i tes were linked to 15

de a t h s . The Food and Dru g

Ad m i n i s tra ti on now says manu f actu rers

must iden tify the pre s en ce of su l f i tes on

food label s , but on ly if con cen tra ti on s

exceed 10 parts per mill i on . Test stri p s

a re ava i l a ble to test liquid food s .

However, t h ey detect su l f i tes on ly in lev-

els gre a ter than 10 parts per mill i on —

and many su l f i te - s en s i tive indivi du a l s

re act to mu ch lower level s .

Su l f i tes cannot be used on fruits or

veget a bles inten ded to be served or sold

raw or to be pre s en ted to con su m ers as

f re s h . Nor can they be em p l oyed on fre s h

meats or foods recogn i zed as a source of

vitamin B1. The excepti ons are fre s h

po t a toes and gra pe s , as well as imported

s a u s a ge s , as long as su l f i te levels are less

than 10 parts per mill i on .

Even med i c a ti ons — su ch as bron-

ch od i l a tors used to treat asthma, a n e s-

thesias and some topical oi n tm ents —

m ay contain the of fending ingred i en t s .

Med i c a ti on labels or bottles do not

h ave to list su l f i tes at all . The on ly way to

determine if a particular med i c a ti on is

s a fe is to ch eck the fine print on the

p ack a ge insert , wh i ch the ph a rm acist can

provi de .

Become a Sulfite Sleuth

Su l f i tes can cause a wi de ra n ge of s ym p-

tom s , depending on an indivi du a l ’s sen-

s i tivi ty. Th ey inclu de difficulty bre a t h i n g

O rganic produce generally does not contain sulfites. However, cro s s -
contamination may make organic foods unsafe.

For example, fresh grapes from Chile are shipped with a “sulfite packet”
as a fumigant. The packets emit sulfite gases into the grapes. According to
D r. Chuck Wa rn e r, a Food and Drug Administration chemist, it’s feasible
that small amounts of the gases from these non-organic grapes could be
emitted at low levels onto organic fruit stored next to the grapes. 

The grapes’ sulfite levels would definitely be lower than the 10 parts per
million considered safe for the vast majority of the population. Would it be
low enough for a highly sulfite sensitive person? No one really knows the
a n s w e r. But it may be something to keep in mind or discuss with the pro-
duce manager at your local store if you are highly sensitive. 

IS OR G A N I C PR O D U C E SA F E?
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or shortness of bre a t h , wh ee z i n g, d i z z i-

n e s s ,h ive s , f lu s h i n g, s evere head ach e s ,

i n c re a s ed heart ra te , and swelling of t h e

f ace , hands or eyel i d s .G a s troi n te s ti n a l -

rel a ted sym ptoms en compass nausea,

vom i ti n g, ex p l o s ive diarrh e a , gas and

f l a tu l en ce ,a b dominal pain and cra m p s .

The sen s i tivi ty may even re sult in ana-

phyl actic shock , as in Wi e s t’s case, a n d

po s s i bly de a t h .

Su l f i te - s en s i tive pati ents with ga s-

troi n te s tinal com p l a i n t s ,f l a tu l en ce and

d i a rrhea of ten com m ent abo ut the su l f u r

odor of t h eir stoo l s , de s c ri bed as the

odor of bu rnt matches or ro t ten egg. In

these indivi du a l s , ex p l o s ive diarrhea may

occur as soon as five to 20 minutes fo l-

l owing con su m pti on of the su l f i te - con-

taining item .

In d ivi duals who su s pect they are sen-

s i tive to su l f i tes should mon i tor thei r

d i et a ry intake and sym ptoms for a

m onth or more . This invo lves keeping a

com preh en s ive record of the type and

s everi ty of s ym ptom s , the time of d ay

re acti ons occ u r, foods and bevera ge s

con su m ed , and med i c a ti ons or su pp l e-

m ents taken . Records should be det a i l ed

Atwater Foods, Inc.
8 0 0 - 8 3 6 - 3 9 7 2
w w w. a t w a t e rfoods.com 
P remium dried fruit products. 

C rossings 
8 0 0 - 2 0 9 - 6 1 4 1
w w w. c ro s s i n g s f re n c h f o o d . c o m
I m p o rter of Fruits Saveurs by Favols,
vacuum-sealed, partially dehydrated
f ruits, that are free of pre s e rv a t i v e s ,
sulphites and artificial ingredients. 

Golden Whisk 
8 0 0 - 6 6 0 - 5 2 2 2
w w w. g o l d e n w h i s k . c o m
Aw a rd-winning sauces and salsas,
many sulphite-free. Available at
Williams Sonoma and other gourm e t
food retailers. 

Living Tree Community
8 0 0 - 2 6 0 - 5 5 3 4
w w w. L i v i n g Tre e C o m m u n i t y.com 
O rganic and sulphur- f ree foods,
including raw nut butters, nuts, and
tahini. 

New England Natural Bakers
4 1 3 - 6 6 5 - 8 5 9 9
w w w. n e n b . c o m
Granolas, meuslis and trail mixes
using fruit free of sulfites and color-
ing dyes. Some mixes are wheat- and
d a i ry - f re e .

Looking for sulfite-free staples and treats? We’ve done some sleuthing to help you stock up on safe alter-
natives to your favorites. Check out these re s o u rces. 

ST O C K I N G UP



S pring 2001 Su lly ’s Living Wi t h o ut 2 1

a bo ut how food was prep a red and wh ere

it was eaten .

In ti m e , a pattern may be seen . Som e

re acti ons are immed i a te ; o t h ers may not

occur for up to 24 hours , wh i ch is more

com m on with flatu l en ce and head ach e s .

If a pattern is iden ti f i ed , or probl em

foods are noted , the indivi dual should

h i gh l i ght the area of con cern .

Seek Expert Advice

Ot h er food s , ch em i c a l s , ad d i tive s , co l ors

and su b s t a n ces can cre a te the same

s ym ptoms caused by a su l f i te sen s i tivi ty,

wh i ch is why it is important to con su l t

with a doctor who is familiar with the

a f f l i cti on . Af ter revi ewing a pati en t’s

record s , the physician may perform ora l

provoc a tive te s ting to con f i rm su s p i-

c i on s .

Ob s erva ti ons as simple as “ wine give s

me ga s” m a ke el i m i n a ti on of the of fen d-

ing item fairly easy. However, el i m i n a ti n g

l a r ge groups of foods may com prom i s e

the nutri ti onal adequ acy of an indivi d-

u a l ’s diet . If the diagnosis is con f i rm ed ,

the pati ent should work with a dieti ti a n

ex peri en ced in all er gies and su l f i te sen s i-

tivi ties to help plan a diet that is ade-

qu a te , while avoiding foods that incre a s e

s ym ptom s .

Di et a ry ch a n ges are the best way to

treat a su l f i te sen s i tivi ty. However, t h ere

is some scien tific evi den ce that vi t a m i n s

can help treat or prevent the sen s i tivi ty,

as well .

Very high amounts of vitamin B-12

su pp l em ents — 1,500 to 5,000 micro-

grams or 1 to 5 mill egrams per day —

redu ce the ten dency of a s t h m a tics to

re act to su l f i tes if t a ken before inge s ti n g

the su l f i te s . Vitamin B-12 is very safe ,

Bakery and Grain

P r o d u c t s

B reads containing dough
c o n d i t i o n e r s
B reading batters 
C o o k i e s
Cheese-filled crackers
C o rn m e a l
C o rn s t a rc h
C r a c k e r s
F rozen dough
Gravy mixes
H o m i n y
Modified food starc h
Noodle and rice mixes
Pie and pizza cru s t s
Potato chips
Spinach paste
To rt i l l a s
To rtilla chips
Wa ff l e s

B e v e r a g e s

Beverages containing sugar
or corn syru p
B e e r

C i d e r
C o rd i a l s
Dried citrus fruit beverages
F ruit juices (canned, bottled
or fro z e n )
Instant tea
Wine 
Wine coolers

Fish and Shellfish

C l a m s
C r a b s
Dried fish
L o b s t e r s
O y s t e r s
S c a l l o p s
Shrimp 
Shellfish (fresh, fro z e n ,
canned or dried)

Fruits and Ve g e t a b l e s

C o c o n u t
Coleslaw and sauerkraut
F ruit (bottled, canned,
dried, frozen or glazed) 
Grapes (fre s h )
G u a c a m o l e

Lettuce 
Maraschino cherries 
M u s h rooms (canned or
d r i e d )
Peppers (bottled, pickled or
c a n n e d )
Potato chips
Potatoes (“fresh cut,”
f rozen, fries, deli potato
salad or mashed)
To m a t o e s
Vegetables (dehydrated,
pickled or canned)
Vegetable juices

Prepared Foods

F rosting (canned and mixes)
H o r s e r a d i s h
O l i v e s
P rocessed cheese 
R e l i s h e s
Salad dre s s i n g s
Vi n e g a r

Protein Products

Infant form u l a
I m p o rted sausages

Soy pro d u c t s
Te x t u red vegetable pro t e i n
To f u

Sweets and Sugars

Beet sugar or corn sweeten-
er (in low concentrations)
Gelatin, flavored and unfla-
v o re d
H a rd candies
Jams and jellies
P e c t i n
Sugar (brown, white, pow-
d e red and raw)

Miscellaneous Foods

and Ingredients

Caramel color
Dried herbs and spices
Grape juice concentrate
H i g h - f ructose corn
s y ru p / s w e e t e n e r s
M a l t o d e x t r i n
P o l y d e x t ro s e
Trail mixes

CH E C K YO U R PA N T RY
People who are sensitive to sulfites should be cautious about consuming the following foods and beverages. Although
many items listed will rarely contain sulfites (depending on the gro w e r, supplier and food manufacturer), others may con-
tain sulfites at various levels. Imported foods often contain more sulfites than locally grown and processed foods.
R e m e m b e r, labeling of sulfites is re q u i red only if the concentration is 10 parts per million or gre a t e r.
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with no upper limits establ i s h ed . Due to

the low level of risk invo lved , it may be

worth trying pri or to re s t a u rant meals

— but on ly with a doctor ’s approva l .

Asthma su f ferers should alw ays carry

an inhaler wh en dining out . If a re acti on

to su l f i tes has occ u rred before ,a lw ays

c a rry an antihistamine and sel f - ad m i n i s-

tering inject a ble ep i n eph ri n e .

Diagnosis Difficulties

Su l f i te sen s i tivi ty is frequ en t ly over-

l oo ked in pers ons with asthma, co l i tis or

h e ad aches because their sym ptoms are

of ten the same as those produ ced by su l-

f i te s . These medical probl ems may be

s i gn i f i c a n t ly redu ced or el i m i n a ted by

u n covering and tre a ting an underlyi n g

su l f i te sen s i tivi ty.

Su l f i te sen s i tivi ty is sti ll a high ly

u n i den ti f i ed disorder. Ma ny healthcare

profe s s i onals are unfamiliar with it. Feel

f ree to share this inform a ti on with them .

It could save a life . S LW

The Food and Drug Administration keeps tabs on our food
and drug supply using re p o rts of adverse reactions. The
a g e n c y ’s Adverse Reaction Monitoring System collects and
acts on complaints concerning all food ingredients, includ-
ing pre s e rvatives. 

If you experience an adverse reaction from eating a
food that contains sulfites, describe the circumstances and
your reaction to the Food and Drug Administration district
consumer complaint coordinator in your area, whose num-

ber can be found in your local phone dire c t o ry, or go to
w w w. f d a . g o v / o p a c o m / b a c k g ro u n d e r s / p ro b l e m . h t m l .

If the problem involves meat or poultry, which are re g u-
lated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, call the USDA
hotline at 800-535-4555. 

Any adverse reactions to medications or supplements
should be re p o rted to the FDA’s MEDWATCH Program at
800-FDA-1088 or write to MEDWATCH, HF-2, FDA 5600
Fishers Lane, Rockville, MD 20852-9787.

RE P O R T I N G AD V E R S E RE A C T I O N S


