
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 

Petition Number: PE1376 
 
Main Petitioner: James McDonald 
 
Subject: Ban the presence of free methanol in all manufactured products in our diets. 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to take necessary action 
to bring about a ban on the use of free methanol released by aspartame and to  
run an awareness campaign amongst health professionals to alert them of free methanol 
present in our diet. 

 

Background 

According to the Food Standards Agency (FSA) (Tuesday 17 June 2008), 
“Aspartame is an intense sweetener, approximately 200 times sweeter than 
sugar, which has been used in soft drinks and other low-calorie or sugar-free 
foods throughout the world for more than 25 years. It is sometimes referred to 
by its original trade name of Nutrasweet and it appears on ingredient lists 
either as 'aspartame' or 'E951'.” 

Sweeteners and other food additives may be used only once their safety has 
been rigorously assessed. 

As the FSA and the petitioner point out, aspartame was first approved  in the 
UK in 1982 following the review of its safety by the UK's Committee on 
Toxicity, Consumer Products and the Environment (COT), which advised the 
Government on the safety of food chemicals. In 1988, the European 
Commission's former Scientific Committee on Food (SCF) also gave a 
positive opinion on aspartame. This was later reaffirmed in 1992 when the 
COT considered new literature on aspartame and confirmed its original 
findings that aspartame was acceptable for use in food. According to the UK 
Aspartame Awareness Campaign, Aspartame is 10% methanol by weight, 
though the FSA webpage on Aspartame does not mention methanol.  

As the petitioner asserts, the petition subject matter is devolved to the Scottish 
Parliament.  

Scottish Parliament Action 

In 2000, Petition PE315 was brought by William Smith, which attracted one 
signature. It called for the Scottish Parliament, among other things to 
“investigate the … health implications of aspartame” though the Committee 
agreed to take no further action on the issues raised in the petition. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1376.htm
http://www.food.gov.uk/
http://www.aspartame-awareness-campaign.co.uk/about.html
http://www.aspartame-awareness-campaign.co.uk/about.html
http://www.food.gov.uk/safereating/chemsafe/additivesbranch/sweeteners/55174
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE315.htm
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In 2005, the then Communities Committee was the lead committee on the Schools 
(Health Promotion and Nutrition) (Scotland) Bill. According to the Policy 
Memorandum, the Bill was, “…one important step in the work of the Scottish 
Executive to improve the health of the nation. It will help to improve the health of 
young people in Scotland by ensuring that food and drink supplied in local 
authority schools is nutritionally balanced.” Several organisations submitted 
evidence on the Bill. Part of the Soil Association submission to the Communities 
Committee consultation reads: 

This trend (to organic food for children) is supported by numerous 
studies which show that organic food delivers less dietary pollution, 
because of its very restricted and carefully monitored use of chemicals 
and additives in both the growing and processing. This is especially 
important for children with allergies and behaviour problems, as is 
increasingly well-recognised (NHS Highland, for example, has 
produced „School Snack Guidance‟7 which strongly recommends 
avoiding certain additives such as artificial colourings, benzoate 
preservatives, monosodium glutamate and aspartame, and suggests 
locally and organically produced food where possible). 

Another response to that consultation came from NHS Highland, to the 
following effect: 

We would support serious consideration of including specifications for 
food additives as well as nutrients. Given increasing rates of Autistic 
Spectrum Disorders and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, and 
the importance of anti social behaviour and mental health issues, the 
exclusion of food containing substances such as artificial colours, 
aspartame and benzoate preservatives could be included; these 
substances have no nutritional value and there use isn't always in the 
public interest. 

On Wednesday 6 December 2006 (Col 4396), in Stage 1 evidence on the Bill 
the then  Minister for Education and Young People (Hugh Henry), was asked 
about the issue of aspartame : 

Patrick Harvie: Most of us would probably agree that introducing 
additives to have an impact on behaviour would take us into dangerous 
territory. We would perhaps not want to go there. Is there not at least 
some contradiction in the Executive's intention to remove artificial 
sweeteners from drinks while those same chemicals will not be 
removed from foods? For example, why should we remove aspartame 
from drinks but not from yoghurts? 

Hugh Henry: Again, you are getting into a much different debate, and 
we would have to analyse every food product that is made available. 
There are firm views on both sides of the debate on aspartame. Some 
believe that it has hugely harmful effects, while others believe that it is 
far better to include it than some of the alternatives. However, if we 
started to drill down into every product to examine each minute additive 
before it was provided in a school, we would be imposing cumbersome 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/68-SchoolsHN/index.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/68-SchoolsHN/index.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/68-SchoolsHN/b68s2-introd-pm.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/68-SchoolsHN/b68s2-introd-pm.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/communities/inquiries/shpn/co-shpn-evid.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/communities/inquiries/shpn/co-shpn-evid.htm
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/communities/inquiries/shpn/SHPN-20-SoilAssociation.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/communities/inquiries/shpn/SHPN-20-SoilAssociation.pdf
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/147809/0039269.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/communities/or-06/co06-3302.htm
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conditions on education authorities and schools. Such is the accepted 
level of concern about the impact of fizzy drinks, it is right to consider 
them in the first instance. Whether something more prescriptive is 
needed would be a matter for conjecture, but we can undoubtedly 
return to that point as the bill proceeds. 

In addition, the following Parliamentary Questions were answered around the 
same time: 

S2W-21339 - David Davidson (North East Scotland) (Con) (Date 
Lodged Thursday, December 01, 2005): To ask the Scottish 
Executive how many people have required medical treatment in the last 
five years following the regular ingestion of aspartame. 
Answered by Lewis Macdonald (Thursday, December 15, 2005): 
This information is not collected centrally. 

S2W-21338 - David Davidson (North East Scotland) (Con) (Date 
Lodged Thursday, December 01, 2005): To ask the Scottish 
Executive what controls exist in respect of the use of aspartame in diet 
sodas. 
Answered by Lewis Macdonald (Monday, December 12, 2005): I 
have been advised by the Food Standards Agency Scotland that the 
use of aspartame in diet sodas is controlled in the UK by the 
Sweeteners in Food Regulations 1995 (as amended). These 
regulations list sweeteners permitted for use, the foodstuff categories in 
which they are permitted to be used, the maximum usable dose levels 
allowed and specify the labelling requirements for the sale of tabletop 
sweeteners. In relation to diet sodas the above regulations specify that 
“aspartame is permitted in water-based flavoured drinks, energy-
reduced or with no added sugar up to the maximum usable dose of 
600mg/l”. However, most soft drinks use aspartame in combination with 
other sweeteners and so the actual level used is normally considerably 
lower. 

Food Standards Agency Study 

As reported in the Guardian of 23 September 2009, the FSA is investigating 
aspartame for possible side-effects using “volunteers to help test the claims 
that it causes illnesses” – despite previous reviews by the FSA and the 
European Food Safety Authority having concluded that aspartame is safe. 

Several Parliamentary questions have been asked about the study in the 
House of Lords: 

 To ask Her Majesty's Government how many aspartame-sensitive 
participants have been recruited to the current Food Standards Agency 
study of anecdotal complaints relating to aspartame; and when the 
study will be completed. 7 Apr 2010 : Column WA436 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S2W-21339
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S2W-21339
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S2W-21338
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S2W-21338
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2009/sep/23/sweetener-aspartame-side-effects
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/EFSA/efsa_locale-1178620753812_home.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200910/ldhansrd/text/100407w0002.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200910/ldhansrd/text/100407w0002.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200910/ldhansrd/text/100407w0002.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200910/ldhansrd/text/100407w0002.htm
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 To ask Her Majesty's Government what was the scientific basis for the 
Food Standards Agency's funding for the ongoing study of anecdotal 
complaints relating to aspartame. 7 Apr 2010 : Column WA436 

 To ask Her Majesty's Government when the Food Standards Agency 
expects to report its interim findings from the study being conducted of 
anecdotal complaints relating to aspartame; and what progress is being 
made. [HL3029] 7 Apr 2010 : Column WA436 

 To ask Her Majesty's Government when the Food Standards Agency 
study into consumer concerns regarding aspartame will be completed; 
whether the number of people requested for the study have been 
recruited yet; and what assessment they have made of the impact of 
delays on industry and consumer confidence.16 Nov 2010 : Column 
WA188 

 To ask Her Majesty's Government how much the Food Standards 
Agency study into consumer concerns regarding aspartame has cost to 
date; what the total cost of the study will be; how they account for any 
changes in anticipated costs; and on what basis the Agency concluded 
that the study offered value for money. 17 Nov 2010 : Column WA209 

Answers to these PQs indicate that the study is not investigating anecdotal 
complaints relating to aspartame, but is aiming to collect validated information 
from individuals who believe aspartame adversely affects them” and that, “48 
individuals who believe that they are sensitive to aspartame have volunteered 
to participate in the FSA-funded study.” In addition, “to date, £193,763 has 
been spent on this work and in total the project will cost the Food Standards 
Agency £287,693 (in addition to £35,000 to develop an appropriate cereal 
bar). The study was originally costed at £150,728.” 

By 16 November 2010, “23 aspartame sensitive individuals, and 23 age and 
sex matched controls of the 50 volunteers required for each group have 
completed the study.” It is anticipated that the study will now complete in 
summer 2011 

Murray Earle  
Senior Researcher 
30 November 2010 

 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk 
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 

 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101116w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101116w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101116w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101116w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101116w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101117w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101117w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101117w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101117w0001.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101117w0001.htm
mailto:spice@scottish.parliament.uk

