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Italy’s Comments on SANCO/1341/2001

“Discussion Paper on Nutrition Claims and Functional Claims”

Following up the request for comments on the above mentioned document discussed
at the last meeting of the Working Group on Novel Food on 17 July last, here are the
points we should like to make.

Italy had already drawn attention to the dangerous trend in the novel foods sector
whereby eating evolves from a physiological and natural practice to an inappropriate
health-focused 'culture'. The risk is then that our relationship with food ceases to be
an emblem steeped in culture, philosophy and tradition and becomes an arena for
aesthetic and health-focussed cults which distort what has taken centuries to
understand and appreciate.
We have drawn attention to these issues in order to call for an appropriate food
education campaign at the European level and re-introduce a proper sense of
proportion into the debate.

At the same time, while we certainly have no wish to lose sight of the overall issue
nor to point consumers in the wrong direction behaviourally, it is clear that the
project under discussion caters solely for commercial interests, riding roughshod over
the concept of food as still being a sacrosanct part of our lives.

In this new scenario we would be confronted with products which extol certain
virtues with complete disregard for age, culture and total diet. To be more precise:

1. These specific virtues are usually contradicted or revised by subsequent studies
which are often motivated by commercial considerations.

2. No attention is paid to over-consumption; an increase in vitamins or mineral salts,
for instance, should not be to the detriment of basic dietary input which itself
might already contain enough of these nutrients.

3. It has been observed that the combined consumption of certain enriched products
can engender not only problems of excess (see phytosterols) but also of
interference.

4. The invitation to ingest excessive amounts of certain foods is implicit in the claim
that the adverse effects have been neutralised. “Sugar” that does not “sugar”,
“salt” that does not “salt” or “fat” that does not “make you fat” are nothing short
of invitations to binge; possible contra-indications relating to other considerations
are glossed over.
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5. The worst thing about “health claims” is that products sometimes even come to be
considered as 'medicinal products'. If this goes on, we will have a situation in
which the consumer will set off shopping with something which will look more
like a medical prescription than a shopping list based on what the family needs.
On top of this, as every household budget obviously has its limits and cannot cater
for everyone's requirements, the result could be that specific products will be used
by the whole family irrespective of real needs. Children, older people, expectant
mothers will thus be consuming products unsuited to or incompatible with their
actual needs because of the knock-on effect of this 'deviant' behavioural pattern.

6. The latest European statistics all tell of an infant and youth population afflicted by
problems of allergy, obesity and other more or less manifest ailments, including
those which have a psychological origin. Inflicting upon this immature public all
sorts of advertising will certainly do nothing to improve this situation. It is also a
fact that the onset of these ailments can be easily traced back to the modern vision
of food (fast food and snacks).

7. The availablility of non-vegetable products containing added vitamins and mineral
salts will be a blessing for children who have little appetite or bad eating habits in
that it gets them out of eating at more appropriate times and in line with more
natural bio-availability.

8. Even greater attention should be paid to the so-called second-generation GMO
products in which the problem of safety and quality will be masked by the
emphasis on secondary properties.

A lot more could obviously written on this issue.
Be as it may, we call upon the Commission to reflect upon the foregoing
considerations and not go ahead with hazardous approvals represented by documents
such as the one under discussion, and to take firm steps through a Community-wide
food education campaign. This is the only way to really respond to the oft-reiterated
request for accurate and transparent information and a holistic approach to health.

Other points are made in the document which has already been sent by this Ministry
to Dr Testori-Goggi.

Kindest regards

Paola Picotto


