Testimony of Dr. Shilpa Ravella on S.26
Before the Vermont Senate Health and Welfare Committee
February 12, 2026

Chair and members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to testify.

My name is Dr. Shilpa Ravella. I'm a practicing gastroenterologist and author with expertise in
nutrition. Previously, for the better part of a decade, | served as a full-time faculty member at
Columbia University Irving Medical Center in New York City.

I’'m here to speak from a clinical and public-health perspective on S.26. Thank you for
considering this bill, which focuses on foods and beverages served in school settings and
restricts certain synthetic food dyes. From a medical standpoint, there are three points I'd like to
highlight.

First, the scientific evidence. The body of data on artificial food dyes and children’s behavior
has been growing consistently over the years and the results are cause for concern. This data
includes diverse studies in both humans and animals, including randomized controlled trials--
long considered the gold standard in scientific research--and observational studies. The data
points to associations between synthetic food dye exposure and changes in children’s behavior,
such as inattention, hyperactivity, and restlessness!. We also have some literature highlighting
plausible mechanisms through which food dyes can cause harm, like neuroinflammation
(inflammation of the brain), as well as neurotransmitter disruption and oxidative stress?.
Overall, we have an important story emerging here regarding how these dyes may affect both
animals and humans, as well as plausible mechanisms behind their effects.

Second, the clinical context and nutrition perspective. In my gastroenterology practice, |
frequently receive questions from patients and families about diet, additives, and overall health.
While | don’t treat children clinically for attention or behavioral issues, my work in Gl nutrition
— and my research on inflammation® — gives me insight into how dietary exposures can affect
overall health. How children eat is immensely important for their overall health*>. Diet is one
of the few modifiable factors that parents can control, and schools are where children consume
a large portion of their daily food. Importantly, these synthetic dyes provide no nutritional
benefit and are not essential to food safety or quality. In fact, foods containing synthetic dyes
also tend to contain additional additives that are harmful to children’s health. For example,
foods and drinks sold by the top 25 US manufacturers in 2020 with synthetic dyes contained on
average 141% more sugar than products without synthetic dyes®, and we know that there is a
wealth of literature on the health harms of excess sugar for children’:8.

Third, the policy question. FDA safety determinations largely focus on acute toxicity and cancer
risk. Behavioral and neurodevelopmental effects are more difficult to study and historically
have not driven regulatory thresholds. States often step in when emerging evidence raises
concerns in children’s environments. “FDA safe” when it comes to taking additives off the
market often actually means absence of proof of harm, not proof of safety.>1° In contrast to the



U.S., the European Union’s public health protection policy follows the “precautionary principle,”
under which credible evidence of danger to human health merits protective action despite
scientific uncertainty!2. Many major food companies in the U.S. use artificial food dyes in
America—while selling the same food in Europe without dyes or with natural color®3. It's
possible for American manufacturers to produce dye-free alternatives of their foods—some
already do--and several states and districts have transitioned to dye-free foods in schools
without major disruptionl4.

In line with previous testimony you have heard regarding expanding this bill, | urge you to
consider the mounting data on potential health harms of additional additives including
preservatives BHA, potassium bromate, and propyl paraben, which are currently covered under
three statewide bans, and titanium dioxide, which is in several state bills. Titanium dioxide, a
color enhancer and anti-caking agent, was banned in the E.U. in 2022 after a safety assessment
concluded that it can damage DNA and harm the immune system®°. Other additives to consider
with potential links to cancer include BHT (butylated hydroxytoluene), TBHQ (tert-
butylhydroquinone), propyl gallate, and aspartame. Many of these additives serve superficial
functions in food, and can easily be omitted or replaced with safer alternatives.

In medicine, we often act under uncertainty when certain conditions are met: potential harm,
broad exposure, and minimal countervailing benefit. S.26 fits that framework. The bill does not
ban these dyes statewide, nor does it restrict parental choice outside of schools. It simply sets a
standard for foods provided in a publicly regulated setting to children. From a physician’s
perspective, this is a reasonable, precautionary step that aligns school food policy with child
health priorities while evidence continues to evolve. The benefit of these dyes is essentially
cosmetic. S.26 protects one of our most vulnerable populations in an environment in which
they are attempting to learn, grow and thrive. | urge you to vote accordingly.

Thank you for your time. I’'m happy to answer questions.
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