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An evolution in the use
of preservatives?
The exposure to micro-organisms is part of daily life since they can be detected everywhere and their proliferation is
especially made easier in warm and wet environments. As a consequence, our organism is trained to coexist with a
great number of microorganisms whose balance can be suddenly disrupted by the emergence of pathogenic germs
that can occasionally question our capacity of natural defense.
Thus, it is important that common consumer products and more particularly food and health products do not leave
the door wide open to the proliferation of specific germs. The good manufacturing practices and controls carried out
during the manufacturing enable to ensure the microbiological « cleanness » of these products when they are placed
onto the market but they are not sufficient to prevent the risk of microbial proliferation when they are used several
times by many different users without specific caution.
Regarding cosmetic products, chemical preservatives have been traditionally incorporated in formulas to ensure this
preservative capacity in time. Therefore, the use of preservatives appears necessary to ensure the consumers’ safety
unless single-use cosmetic products are placed onto the market which raises a set of problems at least from an
economical point of view.
Consumers are more and more willing to have at disposal natural products devoid of chemical components
considered to be dangerous.
On the opposite, the producers, sure to be unable
to c o n t ro l t h e c o n d i t i o n s o f u s e o f
t h e p ro d u c t s u n d e r t h e i r s a fe t y
responsibility in practice, are anxious
to rule out the risk of microbial
contamination, even if
t h ey h ave to i n c re a s e t h e
preservative contents.
Finally the legislator, aware of
t h e p o s s i b l e d a n ge r s o f
this f a m i l y o f c h e m i c a l
s u b s t a n c e s , w i s h e s to
regulate their use and to get
sure by periodic revisions
that the consumers are
exposed d a i l y to d o s e s
w i t h a n acceptable level of
risk.

Are chemical preservatives dangerous?
As far as preservatives are selected for their toxicity against microorganisms, any active preservative can be considered as intrinsically
toxic. This is true not only for “natural” preservatives but also for preservatives obtained by chemical synthesis. However, the authorized
preservatives have been submitted to in-depth studies to check their spectrum of activity at the minimal dose where this efficacy is efficient
and also to check its persistence in time. Concurrently, these substances have been broadly studied from a toxicological point of view in order
to get sure that their antimicrobial activity corresponds to a dose of exposure devoid of risk for human. As a consequence, the dangerousness
of chemical preservatives could not express under the authorized conditions for their use.
Preservatives are often disparaged as potentially allergenic. What’s the reality?
From a theoretical point of view, substances toxic for microorganisms are potentially able to generate clinical reactions in human such
as irritation and even contact allergy. A priori, this is the role of the formulator and of the safety assessor of cosmetic products to get sure that
the introduction of a preservative at a given concentration into a formula properly meets the requirement, is suitable for the type of product
formulated and also for the target population (products for babies and for elderly persons must be submitted to increased attention). However,
in spite of this supervision, the emergence of cases of contact allergy notably to preservatives could not be excluded. In fact, as they are present
in many cosmetic formulations, these components have an increased probability to be in contact with pre-sensitized persons or with persons
having a reduced capacity of immune defense. The more a preservative proves to be efficient, the more it is used. To be significant, the incidence
of the frequency of subjects sensitized to preservatives must always be compared to the number of units placed onto the market. Such an
approach would avoid unjustified rumours.
Has the question of parabens a safety background?
The SCCS in Brussels and the CIR in Washington were led to emit several scientific opinions on the question, with no sufficient
listening from the media and public, leading the manufacturers of cosmetic products having to modify their formulas. The experts consulted
on the subject have all clearly established that the existing toxicological data are sufficient to conclude to the total safety of use of the methyl,
ethyl and propyl paraben forms and specified that they had not enough information at disposal to be able to emit a definitive opinion for the
isopropyl, isobutyl, phenyl, benzyl and pentylparaben forms, without concluding for that reason to the existence of established risks.
Restrictions are also forecasted for the use of propyl and butylparaben for the products for babies (buttock). A collective emotional shock that
may deprive the formulators of excellent preservatives, sometimes difficult to replace.
What’s about the formalin donors?
The set of problems of the formalin donors is under examination by different authorities in Europe and in USA. The formaldehyde
itself is currently registered in the REACH program as CMR. That is the reason why France from its side is requesting a classification as
carcinogen of category 1A and mutagen of category 2. From its part, the SCCS emitted an opinion on methylene glycol considering that it is
equivalent to formaldehyde and questioning its concentration of use in hair straighteners.
What about « preservative free »?
Except some alcoholic formulas or other which do not justify the incorporation of preservative, the generalization of the principle to
all the cosmetic products remains utopian since it would imply new packaging of products manufactured under conditions of total asepsis. The
resort to vegetable extracts or to other substances not registered on the positive lists can be considered as misleading information since such
formulas would not protect from other potential associated risks, and notably from contact allergy to some components. It must be rather
considered as a way with good prospects.

Due to the ever-increasing restrictions concerning the number of authorized preservatives and their dose use limit,
nowadays the current trend would be to try to replace them by other non-restricted substances, particularly of vegetable
origin, having this intrinsically preservative property. In absence of sufficient feedback on
the real antimicrobial capacity of preservatives with regard to all environmental
microorganisms, on their remanence and on the possible cumulative adverse effects that
can result from their other components, the intensive and uncontrolled resort to such
substitutes could question the expected safety benefit. In the meantime, the judicious
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use of established preservatives remains the best solution as long as the current trend
122
rue
Croix
de Seguey - 33000 BORDEAUX - FRANCE
excessively reducing the concentration of use does not reduce the efficacy, at the risk of
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developing microbial resistances.
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