Coke, Diet Pepsi, Diet Snapple and Sugar
Free Kool-Aid. About 200 million people
consume it worldwide, according to the
Calorie Control Council, a trade group
for makers of artificial sweeteners.

Soffritti’s study concluded that as-
partame may cause cancer.

The study, which involved 1,900 labo-
ratory rats and cost $1 million, found
that the sweetener was associated with
unusually high rates of lymphomas, leu-
kemias and other cancers in rats that
had been given doses of it starting at
what would be equivalent to four to five
20-ounce, or 0.6 liter, bottles of diet
soda a day for a 150-pound, or 68-kilo-
gram, person.

The study was conducted at the Euro-
pean Ramazzini Foundation of Onco-
logy and Environmental Sciences, a
nonprofit organization that studies can-
cer-causing substances. Soffritti is its
scientific director.

The findings, released in July, promp-
ted a flurry of criticism from the Calor-
ie Control Council, which has spent the
past 25 years trying to quell fears about
aspartame. It said Soffritti's study flew
in the face of four earlier cancer studies
that aspartame’s creator, G.D. Searle,
had underwritten and used to persuade
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
to approve it for human consumption.

“Aspartame has been safely con-
sumed for more than a quarter of a cen-

and researchers in 30 countries who
collaborate on toxin research, said that
since last July, he had been contacted by
some of these critics, including a mem-
ber of Parliament in Britain and a num-
ber of conspiracy theorists, some of
whom said they had suffered from “as-
partame poisoning.”

No regulatory agency has yet acted
on Soffritti’s findings, although Roger
Williams, a member of Parliament,
called for a ban on aspartame in Britain
in December.

Last month, the European Food
Safety Authority, an advisory body for
the European Commission, began to re-
view 900 pages of data from Soffritti.
The goal is to finish by May.

A commission spokesman, Philip
Tod, said it was too early to know what
the next steps would be if the scientists
reviewing the data agreed with Sof-
fritti’s findings.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administra-
tion said it had also taken note of the
study, available online at http://
ehp.niehs.nih.gov/does/2005/8711/ab-
stracthtml and scheduled to be pub-
lished next month in a medical journal
financed by the National Institutes of
Health.

But both the U.S. drug agency and the
European Commission have asserted
that there is no need for people to avoid
aspartame,
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Soffritti, an Italian researcher, led a study that said aspartame may cause cancer.

“We don't see any concerns at this
stage,” said George Pauli, associate direc-
tor for science policy in the U.S. agency’s
Office of Food Additive Safety. “We've
gone through a humongous amount of
data on aspartame over the years.”

Putting restrictions on aspartame
would come at a significant cost. Food
companies and consumers around the
world bought about $570 million worth
of it last year.

Lance Collins, chief executive of Fuze
Beverage in Englewood Cliffs, New Jer-
sey, said that safety concerns about as-
partame were a “major contributing
factor” in his decision to use sucralose
in his tea and juice drinks. Sucralose,
however, is made by under a patent by
just one company, Tate & Lyle of Lon-
don, and is in desperately short supply.

Soffritti, who has spent 28 years do-
ing research on potential carcinogens,
said he was trying to steer clear of the
growing political maelstrom. But he ad-
ded that he was concerned about the
large numbers of people who use as-
partame, particularly children and
pregnant women.

“If something is a carcinogen in an-
imals,” he said, “then it should not be
added to food, especially if there are so
many people that are going to be con-
suming it.”

Lyn Nabors, executive vice president
of the Calorie Control Council, said Sof-
fritti’s study was not valid because the
rats used in it had been allowed to live
longer than the two-year standard es-
tablished by the U.S. government’s Na-
tional Toxicology Program.

“It's difficult to determine if the can-
cers you find are due to something
else,” Nabors said.

“Just as in humans, the rat’s body
slows down later in life, and the aging
process causes all kinds of things,” he
said.

But John Bucher, deputy director of
environmental toxicology at the Na-
tional Toxicology Program, the U.S.
government'’s agency for research on
toxic chemicals, said that he did not
think the fact that rats were allowed to
live until their natural deaths had
skewed the results.
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