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SPEECH  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I am very pleased to be here with you again, one year 

later, at the annual meeting of the Trans-Atlantic 

Consumer Dialogue. 

Today we are discussing a key cause of concern on both 

sides of the Atlantic: obesity and food safety. 

Obesity is one of the greatest health challenges Europe is 

facing.  

More than half of European Union adults are overweight 

or obese.  

Obesity has more than doubled over the past 20 years in 

most European Union countries – over 15% of European 

adults are now obese. 
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The incidence of childhood obesity is particularly 

alarming.  

One in every four children between 6 and 9 years is 

overweight or obese; and therefore faces a higher risk of 

developing cardiovascular diseases and diabetes 2 later 

in life.    

The causes of obesity are well known: a combination of 

lifestyle factors – unhealthy diets, poor eating habits, 

sedentary living and not enough physical activity.  

Let's take physical activity. The WHO recommends 60 

minutes of daily physical activity for children and 

adolescents. Only 1 in 5 European children exercise this 

way. Clearly, we have a long way to go, to get our 

children moving. 

This is a challenge we share with the US.  

I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to the 

US for the inspiring "Let's Move" campaign targeting 

children, launched last year by the First Lady – Madame 

Michelle Obama. 

We all know that obesity translates into avoidable illness, 

lower quality of life, suffering, and high healthcare costs.  

This is why we must take action against obesity seriously. 
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To help address obesity, the European Commission 

developed a Strategy for Europe on nutrition, overweight 

and obesity-related health issues.  

This Strategy sets out a framework for Community 

policies aimed at preventing overweight and obesity, 

encompassing health, research, education, agriculture, 

transport and media regulation.  

Children are a priority in all our action to address obesity. 

It is during childhood that healthy behaviours and life 

skills can be successfully established.   

Recent studies show that, if we do not tackle the rising 

trend of obesity in the EU, advances made over the past 

twenty years in bringing down dramatically the mortality 

linked to cardiovascular diseases, could be lost.   

This is why our action to deal with obesity must start 

where it can be most effective – in the formative years of 

our children and future members of society. 

We need to create an environment that supports young 

Europeans to be active and healthy. 

In this context, the European Commission is supporting 

projects to help prevent childhood obesity through our EU 

Health Programme. 
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One such project – called EPODE Network – helped to 

reduce childhood obesity by placing prevention of obesity 

at the heart of the community policies of almost 300 

towns in France, Spain, Belgium and Greece. 

To help EU governments exchange ideas and coordinate 

national initiatives to promote healthier diets and more 

physical activity, the European Commission created the 

High Level Group on Nutrition and Physical Activity. 

Our action does not stop with governments.  

We have also created a platform that brings together a 

wide range of stakeholders - food industry, the catering 

and restaurant sector, advertisers, consumer protection 

NGOs – all committed to promoting healthy nutrition.   

Within this EU Platform for Action on Diet, Physical 

Activity and Health, stakeholders have committed 

themselves to taking forward concrete action in key areas 

such as food reformulation; responsible marketing and 

advertising of food and drinks to children; consumer 

information; and physical activity. 
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Let me give you one example. Within this platform, 18 

major food and beverage producers have committed 

themselves not to advertise their products to children 

under twelve years of age, on TV, in print, or on the 

internet.  They have also pledged not to advertise their 

products in primary schools. 

The results are encouraging:  

• the participating companies have either stopped 

advertising foods to under 12s altogether; or 

promoted only “healthier” options; and  

• children now see 36% less advertising for food 

products, in all TV programmes, on all channels, at 

all times.  

This is just the start. I am keen to encourage the industry 

to scale up their commitments and deliver results.  

I believe responsible marketing and advertising to 

children is an area where the US and Europe have much 

to gain from working closely together.  

I take this opportunity to welcome the US voluntary 

guidelines for responsible marketing of foods to children.  

**** 
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Moving on, if we want to encourage people to eat better, 

we need to provide them with the right information about 

food products, so that people can make well-informed 

choices.   

 

Let me say a few words on European legislation on 

nutrition and health claims and nutrition labelling. 

 

The rules on health claims are designed to provide 

essential information to consumers, and to ensure this 

information can be trusted, in particular when health 

benefits are claimed. 

 

Foods bearing claims are presented as products which 

provide a benefit. In most cases, consumers perceive 

them as better products.  

 

Claims influence consumer choices and also the amount 

of food consumed. Studies have shown a tendency to 

consume more of a product bearing a "low fat" claim, 

compared with a standard product; simply because the 

food bearing the claim is considered healthier by the 

consumer.  
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This tendency to over consume is more pronounced 

among overweight people.   

 

We also found out that foods bearing such claims can 

actually have more salt or sugar than the standard 

product; and the consumer may not understand this.   

 

And this is why it is particularly important that any such 

claims are backed by the highest level of scientific 

evidence.  

 

The Commission expects to propose a list of permitted 

health claims before the end of the year. This is in 

addition to health claims submitted by individual 

operators, where we have already authorised 18 and 

rejected 68 claims.   

 

This European approach to have better informed 

consumers by regulating health claims has no precedent 

anywhere else in the world.  

True, it has been a bigger task than we anticipated, but 

everybody has gained experience from the process.   
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I know many authorities outside the EU are interested in 

protecting consumers from misleading health claims, and 

I am confident this work can be of use to them in their 

own projects.  

To further help consumers make informed choices, the 

Commission has proposed a European law providing 

information on food, through mandatory nutrition labelling.  

This proposal is currently under discussion in the 

European Parliament and the Council; who have 

accepted the Commission's proposal for mandatory 

nutrition labelling on the majority of processed products.   

Once adopted, it will mark a major step forward in helping 

people make healthier food choices.  

I know that presentation of certain nutrition information on 

the front-of-pack is important for consumers. I share your 

disappointment that this approach has not been endorsed 

by the Council, nor by the European Parliament. 

However, the framework that has been proposed for the 

voluntary indication of nutrition information on the front-of-

pack will help to provide a certain level of consistency in 

the information provided.  
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In the case of additional forms of expression or 

presentation, the proposal requires that there is evidence 

that consumers understand it. 

Another achievement is legibility. The Commission's 

proposal for a minimum font size for the mandatory 

information was  accepted. This will be a first step in 

improving the legibility of labels, which I know is one of 

the main complaints about labelling by consumers. 

------ 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

The magnitude of the obesity challenge is difficult to 

overstate. 

We are working hard to reverse obesity trends in Europe.  

With this year's United Nations summit on chronic 

diseases in September, nutrition and physical activity, 

overweight and obesity will be particularly high on the 

agenda of policy makers all around the world.  

I look forward to today's discussion and to co-operating 

closely together with our partners across the Atlantic for 

the mutual benefit and well-being of our citizens.  
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