[image: image1.png]consumers

Making decisions easy




Consumer NZ

Private Bag 6996, Marion Square, Wellington 6141
24 March 2009

Joint Food Standards Group

New Zealand Food Safety Authority

PO Box 2835, Wellington 

Email: foodstds@nzfsa.govt.nz
Submission from Consumer NZ

on the Front of Pack labelling policy guideline consultation paper
Submission completed by: 
Belinda Allan





Private Bag 6996
Marion Square




Wellington 6141




Phone: 04 384 7963





Email:
Belinda@consumer.org.nz
Thank you for giving Consumer NZ the opportunity to comment on the Front of Pack labelling policy guideline consultation paper. 
Consumer NZ is New Zealand’s leading consumer organisation. It has an acknowledged and respected reputation for independence and fairness as a provider of impartial and comprehensive consumer information and advice. Consumer NZ has approximately 70,000 subscribers and since October 2008 Consumer magazine has been available on the newsstand. 
Consumer welcomes the development of a simplified nutrition labelling scheme that complements the nutrition information panel (NIP) and further assists consumers to identify healthier choices. A system like this may also provide an incentive for the industry to reduce the fat, saturated fat, sugar and sodium content of packaged foods. 

Our comments on the discussion document and policy options are outlined below.

The problem

The World Health Organization now describes the prevalence of obesity as an epidemic. 

The 2006/07 New Zealand Health Survey found that:

· One in three adults were overweight (36.3%) and one in four obese (26.5%).

· One in five children aged 2 to 14 years were overweight (20.9%) and one in 12 was obese (8.3%).

Obesity kills and disables tens of thousands of New Zealanders each year. It contributes substantially to heart disease, stroke, cancer, asthma and depression. A healthy diet is important in preventing and treating these conditions. 

Every time a consumer goes to the supermarket they are faced with thousands of different products of varying nutritional quality. They don’t have time to read the nutrition information on all products. What they really need is nutrition information at-a-glance to help select healthier food products quickly.

Consumer NZ strongly supported the introduction of mandatory NIPs. NIPs enable consumers to compare products based on the particular nutrients that are important to them. However, while they are an important tool some consumers find this information confusing and difficult to interpret. An easier system is therefore needed to support the NIP. 
A mandatory consistent system

Consumer NZ believes the system should be mandatory on all packaged foods. If the system was not mandatory manufacturers would not provide FOP labels on products that had high levels of fat, saturated fat, sugar and sodium. 

To avoid consumer confusion there should be only one agreed system rather than a variety of initiatives across the industry. 

Australian consumer research published in 2008 indicated an overwhelming preference (90%) for a single, consistent, FOP labelling system across all food systems. 

Nutrients

The impact on public health should be the priority when considering the nutrients to be part of any labelling system. Total fat, saturated fat, sugar and sodium are the nutrients of greatest public health significance. 

These nutrients are also of most concern to consumers. Recent Australian research showed that the nutrients with the highest level of interest were saturated fat (85%), sugar (84%), total fat (83%) and sodium (78%). 

All nutrients of concern should be listed. The system should not allow manufacturers to only display nutrients that present a product favourably. 

We do not think it is necessary to include information about other nutrients, such as vitamins and minerals. This may confuse consumers and draw attention away from the nutrients of greatest concern. 

The FOP labelling system should be based on the nutrient content per 100g or 100ml. Basing the system on serving size has its limitations because we don’t have standard serving sizes in New Zealand. For example, mueslis have a serving size ranging from 30g to 55g. 
Also serving sizes suggested on packaging may not be consistent with what people eat. Eight Consumer staff members poured muesli into a bowl as they would in the morning. The suggested serving size was 50g but only two people poured that amount. The other six people poured between 70g and 150g. 
Education

An extensive public education campaign targeting both consumers and health professionals must accompany the implementation of any FOP labelling system. Consumers must understand how to interpret the system and use it to make healthy choices in the context of the Ministry of Health healthy eating guidelines. 

At a minimum, fact sheets and posters could be disseminated throughout supermarkets and other stores. Website materials will not be sufficient, especially in targeting consumers from lower socioeconomic groups. 

Policy options
Option 1: Status quo: no policy guidance on FOPL.

Consumer NZ does not support option 1. Without Ministerial policy guidance on this issue there may be many FOPL schemes introduced with the potential to confuse consumers. There are indications that FOPL can contribute to consumer understanding of the nutritional content of food and make it easier for consumers to make healthy choices.

Option 2: Provide guidance only on scope, aim and other matters to be taken into account.

We do not support Option 2. We believe the policy guideline should give advice about the issue of colour-coded interpretive or non-interpretive FOP labelling schemes. There has already been quite a lot of consumer research into this area that can substantiate such a policy guideline. 

Option 3: FOPL should be a non-interpretive scheme.

Consumer NZ does not support option 3. While consumer research shows that consumers think they may find a colour-coded non-interpretive system easier to use, in reality they are better at picking the healthier product using a traffic light interpretive system. 
A non-interpretive scheme, like % Daily Intake, based on an average consumer is problematic. Guideline daily intakes (amounts) are generalised across the whole population and individual requirements may be different. Also manufacturers can manipulate serving size to present nutrition information in the most favourable way. 

The SIGnposting Nutrition Study (2008) prepared for NZFSA and the Ministry of Health concluded that %DI labels are likely to require extensive consumer education to be well understood. 

Option 4: FOPL should be a colour-coded interpretative scheme.

Consumer NZ supports option 4. This is the only option that has the potential to meet all the proposed Specific Policy Principles. 
The New Zealand Health Select Committee on Obesity and Type 2 diabetes recommended that the Government consider traffic light labelling as the preferred FOP system. There is a lot of supporting research to suggest a colour-coded interpretive scheme (traffic light system) is the best system. 

Research commissioned by CHOICE (the Australian Consumer Association) and other health groups suggests that traffic light labelling is the best way of helping consumers make healthier food choices. 

Consumers were asked to compare three products using four different labelling options: a monochrome %DI, a colour-coded %DI, a traffic light system and a traffic light system with an overall rating. 

81% correctly chose the healthier foods using the traffic light system, compared to 78% using the traffic light plus overall rating, 70% for the colour-coded %DI and 64% using the monochrome %DI. After controlling for demographics, consumers were five times more likely to correctly identify the healthier food products compared to using the monochrome %DI and three times more likely compared to using the colour-coded %DI. 

Research carried out by Which? (the UK consumer organisation) also showed that multiple traffic light labelling was the most useful system for consumers. It also performed well for people in lower socioeconomic groups and people who wouldn’t normally use food labels. 

The New Zealand SIGnposting Study showed participants were more likely to correctly assess whether a food was healthy or not using simple traffic light labels (83%), or multiple traffic lights (80%) compared with the NIP (54%) and %DI (54%). 

Consumer NZ doesn’t agree with the criticism that the traffic light labelling system is too simplistic. The FOP labelling isn’t intended to replace the NIP but it summarises the key information. Lack of time at the point-of-purchase has been identified as a barrier to using the NIP, so the traffic light label provides at-a-glance information. 

We say:
· Consumer NZ wants interpretive traffic light labelling on total fat, saturated fat, sugar and sodium to be included on the front of all food labels. This will complement the NIP and help consumers quickly compare products which may appear identical or that may tout persuasive health or nutrition claims.

· The information should be based on the levels of key nutrients in 100g or 100ml of the product so serving sizes can’t be manipulated. 
· The system should be mandatory and consistent. Having a number of different voluntary systems will confuse consumers rather than help them. 

Thank you for giving us the opportunity to comment on this consultation paper. 

If you wish to discuss this submission further please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

Belinda Allan

Research Manager
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