
CCoolloouurrss  IInn  RReessttaauurraanntt  aanndd  TTaakkee--aawwaayy  FFoooodd  
 
 
This leaflet provides guidance on the requirements of the Colour in Food Regulations (NI) 1996 
particularly in relation to food sold in restaurants and as take-away meals. 
 
The Regulations: 
 
. Allow only certain colours to be used in food, 
 
. Restrict the use of some colours to certain foods, and 
 
. Set maximum levels for some colours in certain foods 
 
TToo  WWhhiicchh  FFooooddss  DDoo  TThhee  RReegguullaattiioonnss  aappppllyy??  
 
The regulations apply to all foods but make specific requirements for certain foods, such as meat, 
fish and shellfish which may not be directly coloured however accompanying sauces and 
seasonings may contain colour ie only processed food products can contain added colouring. 
 
Of particular relevance to restaurant and take-away meals are those which relate to “sauces, 
seasoning (for example – curry powder, tandoori), pickles, relishes, chutney and piccalilli”.  In 
these cases, only 500mg/kg in total of the following permitted colours is allowed whether used 
singly or in any combination.  At the present time there are a number of permitted colours which 
satisfy purity criteria which have been allocated an “E” number.  This indicates that they have been 
extensively tested and accepted as safe throughout the European Community when used with in 
levels imposed by the Regulations. 
 
E100  Curcumin 
 
E102  Tartrazine 
 
E104  Quinoline Yellow 
 
E110  Sunset Yellow FCF, Orange Yellow S 
 
E120  Cochineal, Carminic Acid, Carmines 
 
E122  Azorubine, Carmoisine 
 
E124  Ponceau 4R, Cochineal Red A 
 
E129  Allura Red AC 
 
E131  Patent Blue V 
 
E132  Indigotine, Indigo Carmine 
 
E133  Brillant Blue FCF 
 
E142  Green S 
 
E151  Brillant Black BN, Black PN 
 
E155  Brown HT 



 
E160d            Lycopene 
 
E160e            Beta-apo-8’-carontenal (C30) 
 
E160f            Ethyl ester of Beta-apo-8’carotenic acid (C30) 
 
E161b           Lutein 
 
Rice is only able to contain colour introduced by ingredients added to it, such as seasonings. 
 
WWhhyy  AArree  TThheessee  CCoonnttrroolllleedd??  
 
The use of these colours in food is controlled because excessive consumption has been linked to 
allergic reactions, skin rash, gastric problems, vomiting or a worsening of asthma.  
 
HHooww  CCaann  II  AAvvooiidd  SSeelllliinngg  FFoooodd  WWiitthh  EExxcceessss  OOrr  NNoonn--  ppeerrmmiitttteedd  CCoolloouurrss??  
 
In each case you should obtain written confirmation from your supplier that a product complies 
with the provisions of the Food Safety (NI) Order 1991 and the Colours in Food Regulations (NI) 
1996. 
 
Always ensure that you and any employees follow the instructions supplied with the 
seasoning/colour.  If there are no instructions, or if the instructions are not clear, ask your supplier 
for further details in writing.  Do not guess or rely on information given only verbally. 
 
If you import the seasoning/colour directly, or manufacture it yourself you should seek more 
detailed advice from your local Environmental Health Department. 
 
WWhhaatt  CCaann  HHaappppeenn  IIff  II  SSeellll  AA  FFoooodd  CCoonnttaaiinniinngg  EExxcceessss  OOrr  NNoonn--  ppeerrmmiitttteedd  CCoolloouurrss??  
 
Yours customers’ health may be put at risk.  It is a criminal offence to sell food which does not 
comply with the Colours in Food Regulations (NI) 1996 and if you are found guilty a court can 
impose a fine of up to £5,000. 
 
WWhhaatt  AAbboouutt  OOtthheerr  AAddddiittiivveess??  
 
There are other regulations which control the use of all additives used in food.  It is important that 
you always obtain written confirmation from your suppliers that their product conform to the 
relevant requirements.  If you import the products directly ask your local Environmental Health 
Department for further advice.  You must always ensure that any instructions for use are followed 
and, if in doubt, check – do not guess. 
 
WWhhyy  AArree  TThheessee  LLiimmiittss  OOnn  TThhee  AAmmoouunnttss  OOff  CCoolloouurrss,,  WWhhiicchh  CCaann  BBee  UUsseedd??  
 
Scientific research has determined the levels of food additives that human bodies can absorb 
without adversely affecting their metabolism.  This is known as the Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) 
 
MMaayy  AAllll  CCoolloouurrss  BBee  SSoolldd  BByy  RReettaaiill??  
 
Most can, but there are 8 colours, which specifically need to be restricted because of their 
exceptionally low ADI. 
 
These are: 
 



. E123 Amaranth 

. E127 Erythrosine 

. E128 Red 2G 

. E154 Brown FK 

. E160b Annatto, bixin, norbisin 

. E161g Canthaxanthin 

. E173 Aluminium; and 

. E180 Litholrubine BK 
 
It is ILLEGAL to sell any of these colours directly to the consumer.  It is also an OFFENCE to sell 
any food having in it, or on it, any colour other than a permitted colour. 
 
DDoo  II  HHaavvee  TToo  DDeeccllaarree  TThhee  PPrreesseennccee  OOff  FFoooodd  CCoolloouurrss??  
 
Pre-packed food generally requires a list of ingredients, complied in descending order by weight.  
The colours must be stated by their category and specific name and/or “E” number, e.g. colours 
(E102, E110) or colours (tartrazine, sunset yellow). 
 
Non-prepacked items require an indication of the category name of the additives used e.g. 
“sausages contain preservatives and colour”.  Many meals sold in restaurants, pubs and from take-
aways contain colours.  Whilst colouring in food sold from catering establishments does not have to 
be declared, the maximum limits must not be exceeded.  It is an offence to sell food containing 
excessive colouring. 
 
 
 
PPLLEEAASSEE  NNOOTTEE,,  TTHHIISS  LLEEAAFFLLEETT  HHAASS  BBEEEENN  PPRREEPPAARREEDD  FFOORR  TTHHEE  GGUUIIDDAANNCCEE  OOFF  TTRRAADDEERRSS  BBYY  
BBAALLLLYYMMOONNEEYY  BBOORROOUUGGHH  CCOOUUNNCCIILL..    IITT  IISS  NNOOTT  AANN  AAUUTTHHOORRIITTAATTIIVVEE  DDOOCCUUMMEENNTT  OONN  TTHHEE  LLAAWW  AANNDD  
IISS  OONNLLYY  IINNTTEENNDDEEDD  FFOORR  GGUUIIDDAANNCCEE..    IITT  IISS  NNOOTT  NNEECCEESSSSAARRIILLYY  CCOOMMPPRREEHHEENNSSIIVVEE  AANNDD  IISS  SSUUBBJJEECCTT  
TTOO  RREEVVIISSIIOONN  IINN  TTHHEE  LLIIGGHHTT  OOFF  FFUURRTTHHEERR  IINNFFOORRMMAATTIIOONN..    FFOORR  FFUURRTTHHEERR  GGUUIIDDAANNCCEE  PPLLEEAASSEE  
CCOONNTTAACCTT  YYOOUURR  LLOOCCAALL  EENNVVIIRROONNMMEENNTTAALL  HHEEAALLTTHH  DDEEPPAARRTTMMEENNTT..  

 


