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The status of this response 
  
Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming advocates food and agriculture policies and 
practices that enhance the health and welfare of people and animals, improve the living and 
working environment, enrich society and culture and promote equity.  We represent around 
100 public interest organisations in the UK working at international, national, regional and 
local level (listed on our website www.sustainweb.org). 
  
We have recently responded to a number of major consultation documents issued by the 
British Government.  These documents covered very similar ground to Enabling Good Health 
for all: A reflection process for a new EU Health Strategy.  Thus we thought it would be 
helpful for the Commission to see copies of our responses to these government consultations.  
The full range of our official responses can be found at 
http://www.sustainweb.org/news_consult.asp.  Attached to this email is a selection of the 
most recent and relevant Sustain responses, as follows: 
  

• Taking it on: developing a UK sustainable development strategy together.  July 2004  
• Choosing health? Choosing a better diet. July 2004  
• Putting consumers first: The Food Standards Agency’s draft strategic plan 2005-2010. 

June 2004  
• Food Standards Agency – Action plan on food promotions and children’s diets.  June 

2004  
• Interim response to the UK DEFRA consultation on the CAP sugar regime (in 

association with the UK Food Group).  January 2004 
  
The principles underlying each of these responses is reproduced below, and we believe these 
principles should underpin the EU’s health policy, as it affects farming and food.   
  
Farming and food policy should incorporate sustainable development, by which we mean, in 
Brundtland’s definition, the capacity to provide for the needs of the current generation 
without compromising the ability to provide adequately for future generations.  This holistic 
approach encompasses social and economic goals alongside environmental imperatives, as 
outlined below. 
  

     Health, by which we mean, using the World Health Organisation’s definition, physical 
and mental well-being, not merely the absence of disease, both for humans and animals.  
For food policy this means: 

-         food uncontaminated by microbiological poisons, toxic residues or other harmful 
substances; 

-         food that does not compromise our resistance to infection, or render ineffective medical 
treatments; 

-         a food supply that is micronutrient-dense, fibre-rich and provides essential fats to reduce 
the risks of developing cardiovascular diseases, some cancers and other diet-related 

http://www.sustainweb.org/news_consult.asp


illnesses.  This largely comprises a variety of whole-grain cereals and other starchy 
staples, plentiful and varied vegetables and fruit, diverse pulses, nuts and seeds, some 
dairy produce and, for non-vegetarians, occasional fish and meat; 

-         access to the best quality food (as outlined above) for the most vulnerable in society, 
particularly low income groups and, especially, babies and children, elderly people, and 
those who are ill. 

  
     Environmental quality: 

-         clean air and water to support human, animal and plant life; 
-         rich natural habitats (both land and water-based) that will support abundant and diverse 

wildlife; 
-         natural genetic diversity in farmed plants and animals, to reduce vulnerability to diseases, 

preserve our heritage and enrich our diets; 
-         high animal welfare standards, to preserve animal and human dignity and improve 

animals’ resistance to diseases, some of which are zoonotic; 
-         careful husbandry of non-renewable natural resources, including the soil, to reduce waste 

and pollution, and allow time to switch to renewable alternatives. 
  

     Livelihoods: 
-         jobs in the farming and food sector, whether private or public, that provide a living wage; 
-         working conditions that do not endanger health or well-being; 
-         on and/or off-the-job training that offers opportunities for personal development and 

acquiring flexible skills; 
-         adequate state benefits for those who are unable to obtain paid employment. 
  
Underpinning what citizens expect of sustainable development are the following rights and 
responsibilities: 
-         to receive adequate food knowledge and skills from the education system, and to use 

these to make choices that will optimise sustainable development; 
-         to be thoroughly protected from information about farming and food which is dishonest, 

illegal and untrue; 
-         to have a choice of ways to obtain food, and to use these choices to retain diversity; 
-         to have democratic control over decisions that will affect the farming and food sector, and 

to take the opportunities offered to participate in these decisions. 
  
In providing this for UK citizens, the food and farming sector should, at worst, not undermine 
the provision of the same for other countries and, at best, contribute to achieving these goals 
for other countries, particularly for the poorest. 
  
  
Sustain would be happy to discuss any of the material in the attached documents if the 
Commission would find this helpful.  We look forward to being kept informed of 
developments as the reflection process makes progress. 
  
Jeanette Longfield, Co-ordinator 
Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming 
94 White Lion Street, London N1 9PF 
Tel: 020-7837-1228  Fax: 020-7837-1141 
Email: jeanette@sustainweb.org 
Web: www.sustainweb.org     17 August 2004 

mailto:jeanette@sustainweb.org
http://www.sustainweb.org/


  
........................................................... 
Jeanette Longfield 
Co-ordinator 
Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming 
  
More than 110 national organisations already support the Children's Food Bill, co-ordinated by 
Sustain, which will improve the quality of children's food and protect children from the marketing of 
unhealthy food and drink products.  Please write to your MP to ask that he/she signs the Children's 
Food Bill Early Day Motion, EDM no.1256.  For full details, see: www.childrensfoodbill.org.uk 
  
94 White Lion Street 
London N1 9PF 
Tel: 020-7837-1228 
Fax: 020-7837-1141 
Email: jeanette@sustainweb.org 
Web: www.sustainweb.org 
........................................................... 
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SUSTAIN RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION FROM THE 
DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENT, FOOD AND RURAL AFFAIRS 

TAKING IT ON:  
DEVELOPING A UK SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY TOGETHER 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
THE STATUS OF THIS RESPONSE 
 
Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming advocates food and agriculture policies and 
practices that enhance the health and welfare of people and animals, improve the living and 
working environment, enrich society and culture and promote equity.  We represent around 
100 national public interest organisations working at international, national, regional and local 
level (listed on our website www.sustainweb.org).  
 
A process of obtaining contributions and endorsements from Sustain’s membership has been 
undertaken and, at the end of this document, is a list of those who wish, explicitly, to endorse 
its general principles, along with recommendations in those areas where they have expertise. 
References are available for any studies cited. 
 
GENERAL COMMENTS  
 
As is clear from the above summary description of Sustain, our remit covers only farming and 
food issues so our answers are focused on this area.  However, as the farming and food 
system has a profound impact on all elements of sustainable development, this has not been 
unduly restrictive.  Nonetheless, we have tried to keep our response as brief as possible for 
three reasons: 
• Consultation fatigue.  Individually and collectively, Sustain’s membership has recently 

been involved in a number of major government consultative exercises, including two 
from the Food Standards Agency (on its draft strategic plan for 2005-2010, and on food 
promotion to children) and two from the Department of Health (on the public health white 
paper, Choosing Health?, and within that, on priorities for a food and health action plan).  
We shall, of course, draw heavily on the material from those response for this current 
consultation but, given limited funding and time, we have been unable to engage as 
vigorously as we would have liked in this vital development. 

• Acknowledgement of the administrative burden on the Sustainable Development 
Unit (SDU).  This consultation exercise is likely to generate an enormous volume of 
responses and we consider that the SDU is understaffed and underfunded for the scale of 
the task it needs to undertake, both in this exercise and in the even more difficult task to 
follow of implementing the results.  Sustain and its membership would be delighted to 
meet relevant officials to elaborate on any of the issues raised here, but this response has 
aimed for brevity. 

• The emergence of common themes.  Although there are 42 separate questions (not 
including sub-sections), and we have done our best to be specific, some essential themes 
recur.  It is clear to us that for any individual, or groups of individuals (whether in the 
public, private or voluntary sectors), to change what they do so that they contribute to 
sustainable development, rather than undermine it, then – to paraphrase from the World 
Health Organisation – government needs to make the sustainable development choice the 
easy choice. 

http://www.sustainweb.org)/
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By easy we mean affordable, available and attractive and, by implication, the choices that 
undermine sustainable development (SD) need to be made difficult i.e. expensive, 
inconvenient and socially unacceptable.  This means that government should use: 
- Fiscal measures.  Taxes and subsidies should reward action that contributes to SD 

and penalise action that damages SD.  Fiscal policy also has a recognised role in 
correcting market failures when prices do not accurately reflect the full costs of a good 
or service over its whole life cycle. 

- Regulation.  Government has a duty to signal clearly when an issue is important by 
creating statutory obligations.  This has the benefit not only of clarity for everyone in 
society, but also of creating a “level playing field” so businesses can compete fairly. 

- Promotion.  A thorough set of fiscal measures, linked to a clear and fair legal 
framework should make SD affordable and available.  Vigorous, imaginative and 
long-lasting promotional campaigns will also be needed to make SD attractive.  This 
would include, but would certainly not be limited to, the incorporation of SD into the 
curricula of all educational institutions. 

 
We make no apology for the fact that these points are not original.  The bones of such a 
strategy have been fleshed out many times over the years, and in government approaches all 
over the world, in successful policies to tackle such diverse problems such as tobacco, drink 
driving, traffic congestion and waste from disposable plastic shopping bags.  We are repeating 
them – here and again in our responses to the questions below – for two reasons: 
 
• Government is failing to accept its responsibilities in these areas.  Time and again 

government indicates its reluctance to use fiscal measures, its preference for voluntary 
approaches rather than regulation, and an approach to promoting SD that is – at best – 
patchy. We know that government knows its current approach will not work.  We believe 
we have a duty – as part of the independent voluntary sector – to point out that “the 
emperor has no clothes”.  As an example, the government appears to have relinquished 
governance of agri-food to the supermarkets, perhaps because supermarkets often have 
higher standards than the basic legal standards. But where consumer interests and 
sustainability do not intersect, such as in fairness and justice in trading relations between 
retailers and suppliers, there is evidence that the private sector drives a ‘race to the 
bottom’ against the broader interests of sustainability.    

 
• Parts of the private sector are lobbying vigorously against this approach.  While 

many companies are doing what they are supposed to do (according to economic theory) 
in a competitive market economy – diversifying, innovating and exploiting the new 
market opportunities presented by SD – many more are not.  Rich and powerful 
corporations and their industry associations, many operating globally, lobby energetically 
against fiscal measures (unless they are actually receiving taxpayers money, then they 
become predictably silent), and against regulations (almost always characterised as 
burdensome).  Their considerable promotional and marketing budgets are focused on 
creating and maintaining an alluring image for the endless consumption of good and 
services, most of which are unsustainable. 

 
Fundamentally, government is unwilling even to face, let alone tackle, the conflict between 
the private profit of some companies and the benefit to society as a whole of sustainable 
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development.  Instead it takes refuge in hollow concepts such as “spreading good practice”, 
instead of changing price signals, “working in partnership” instead of changing the law, and 
“providing information and choice” instead of full-blooded marketing of the fact that a SD 
strategy will improve the quality of all our lives.  The problem is not lack of stakeholder 
consultation, but lack of political will. 
 
SUSTAIN’S RESPONSE TO THE QUESTIONS POSED 
 
The approach to a new strategy 
1 What do you think of our approach to the content and structure of a new strategy? 
 
In the DEFRA report Interim summary of responses from “virtual panel” participants, some 
have already expressed their concern that this government exercise is just “more words”. 
While Sustain warmly welcomes this review of government’s 1999 SD strategy, it is clear 
from our opening remarks and from our responses below that we share these concerns.  It is 
very depressing that there is still no sign of any action that would indicate government is 
willing to make the radical change of direction needed to make the UK’s development 
sustainable in practice as well as on paper. 
 
The overall impression, throughout the document, is that maintaining or improving the UK’s 
economic competitiveness in a global market remains the driving force of government 
policy.  “Free” markets and trade “liberalisation” are treated by government as an ends in 
themselves, rather than as a means to an end.  The SD strategy is thus simply an attempt to 
mitigate the most damaging environmental and social consequences of a free market and 
liberalised trade rules (fewer “bads”).  In Sustain’s view, this approach completely misses the 
point of sustainable development (more “goods”).   
 
The key question is, for Sustain, does the operation of markets and global trade contribute to 
or detract from the quality of life, key aspects of which, vis a vis the farming and food sector, 
we describe below as environmental quality, health and livelihoods?  Markets do not 
operate according to the laws of physics, but to the laws and mores of people.  Some of 
these can and should be changed, so that markets contribute to SD rather than, as now, 
largely undermine it. 
 
What is sustainable development, and how do we do it? 
2 Is an explanation of what sustainable development means based on the UK Government’s 
four objectives approach of the 1999 strategy useful? 

• if ‘Yes’, what changes would you make to improve it?  
• if ‘No’, how would you explain it instead?  

3 What should be our vision of sustainable development for the UK? 
4 What should be the guiding principles for UK decision-makers, and how can they be made 
widely practical and relevant both within and beyond government? 
5 Are there any social, economic or environmental limits that must be protected in all 
circumstances? If ‘Yes’ what do you think they are? 
 
We reproduce below Sustain’s attempt to apply the principles of sustainable development to 
farming and food policy, which we have used as the basis for a number of responses to 
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previous government consultations.  The practical implications of this approach are outlined 
in our answers to subsequent questions. 
 
Farming and food policy should incorporate sustainable development, by which we mean, in 
Brundtland’s definition, the capacity to provide for the needs of the current generation 
without compromising the ability to provide adequately for future generations.  This holistic 
approach encompasses social and economic goals alongside environmental imperatives, as 
outlined below. 
 

 Health, by which we mean, using the World Health Organisation’s definition, physical 
and mental well-being, not merely the absence of disease, both for humans and animals.  
For food policy this means: 

- food uncontaminated by microbiological poisons, toxic residues or other harmful 
substances; 

- food that does not compromise our resistance to infection, or render ineffective medical 
treatments; 

- a food supply that is micronutrient-dense, fibre-rich and provides essential fats to reduce 
the risks of developing cardiovascular diseases, some cancers and other diet-related 
illnesses.  This largely comprises a variety of whole-grain cereals and other starchy 
staples, plentiful and varied vegetables and fruit, diverse pulses, nuts and seeds, some 
dairy produce and, for non-vegetarians, occasional fish and meat; 

- access to the best quality food (as outlined above) for the most vulnerable in society, 
particularly low income groups and, especially, babies and children, elderly people, and 
those who are ill. 

 
 Environmental quality: 

- clean air and water to support human, animal and plant life; 
- rich natural habitats (both land and water-based) that will support abundant and diverse 

wildlife; 
- natural genetic diversity in farmed plants and animals, to reduce vulnerability to diseases, 

preserve our heritage and enrich our diets; 
- high animal welfare standards, to preserve animal and human dignity and improve 

animals’ resistance to diseases, some of which are zoonotic; 
- careful husbandry of non-renewable natural resources, including the soil, to reduce waste 

and pollution, and allow time to switch to renewable alternatives. 
 

 Livelihoods: 
- jobs in the farming and food sector, whether private or public, that provide a living wage; 
- working conditions that do not endanger health or well-being; 
- on and/or off-the-job training that offers opportunities for personal development and 

acquiring flexible skills; 
- adequate state benefits for those who are unable to obtain paid employment. 
 
Underpinning what citizens expect of sustainable development are the following rights and 
responsibilities: 
- to receive adequate food knowledge and skills from the education system, and to use these 

to make choices that will optimise sustainable development; 
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- to be thoroughly protected from information about farming and food which is dishonest, 
illegal and untrue; 

- to have a choice of ways to obtain food, and to use these choices to retain diversity; 
- to have democratic control over decisions that will affect the farming and food sector, and 

to take the opportunities offered to participate in these decisions. 
 
In providing this for UK citizens, the food and farming sector should, at worst, not undermine 
the provision of the same for other countries and, at best, contribute to achieving these goals 
for other countries, particularly for the poorest. 
 
Setting priorities 
6 Are the four priority areas identified above the right ones for the UK as a whole to focus on 
over the next few years?  
• Climate change and energy 
• Sustainable consumption, production and use of natural resources 
• Environment and social justice 
• Helping communities to help themselves 
If ‘No’, what would you change? 
7 What issues do you think are important, or better dealt with, only within the separate UK 
Government, Scottish Executive, Welsh Assembly Government or Northern Ireland strategies, 
or at a regional or local level? 
 
With the exception of biodiversity (which is not explicitly mentioned, but could be included 
under “natural resources”) the four “priorities” appear to be designed to cover almost all 
issues and so, arguably, are not priorities at all.  As is already clear from our responses above, 
Sustain does not consider that lack of priorities is the reason why attempts to achieve SD 
have failed.  The main reason is government’s unwillingness both to establish a robust fiscal 
and regulatory framework to make the SD choice the easy choice, and to promote 
energetically SD as a desirable way to live. 
 
As for issues that should be dealt with nationally, regionally or locally, this seems to be a 
redundant question, unless there are areas where the extent of devolved powers are unclear.  
What is unclear, though, is why only public authorities in Wales are under a legal obligation 
to incorporate SD into their policies and practices.  This legal duty should be extended 
immediately to all levels of government in the UK. 
 
Climate change and energy 
8 How can we encourage more public involvement in action to reduce emissions? 
9 How can more people and organisations be encouraged to consider the impacts of climate 
change on their activities, and to respond to them? What are the opportunities for, and 
barriers to, progress? 
10 What opportunities are there for making sure that considering the impacts of climate 
change are an essential part of policy and decision-making as part of the drive for 
sustainable development? 
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The largest contribution farming makes to climate change comes through the manufacture and 
use of nitrogen fertliser (and, to a lesser extent, pesticides).  It has been estimated that these 
produce at least twice as much carbon dioxide as the use of fuel and machinery.  Thus non-
organic nitrogen in farming should be phased out as rapidly as possible, by changing to 
organic farming systems. 
 
In addition, our farming and food system is dangerously over-reliant on non-renewable fossil 
fuel, particularly oil, throughout the food chain, including in food transportation.  In 2001 
Sustain produced, with Elm Farm Research Centre, an award winning publication Eating 
Oil:Food supply in a changing climate.  This report demonstrated that our dependence on oil 
is potentially catastrophic since supplies are finite and subject to disruption, and their use 
contributes to climate change and environmental damage.  Despite this, food that could be and 
is produced here is both exported, and imported over long distances with encouragement and 
funding from government. 
 
A planned and rapid reduction in the farming and food sector’s dependence on oil 
should begin with the re-introduction of the fuel tax escalator and the opening of negotiations 
with other states on the urgent introduction of a similar tax regime for aviation fuel (the most 
environmentally damaging form of food transport).  This should reduce oil consumption (and 
associated environmental damage), increase incentives to locate food production as near as 
possible to consumers, and thereby increase employment in local farming and food industries.  
Other measures to support the development of a more localised farming and food system are 
covered in other questions below. 
 
Sustainable consumption, production, and use of natural resources 
11 What steps do you think government, business, and others should be taking to promote a 
more innovative, competitive, resource-efficient, low-waste, economy whilst also improving 
our environmental performance? 
12 What steps do you think need be taken by government, business, and others over the short 
and long-term to help businesses make more sustainable products (ones that have reduced 
environmental and social impacts)? 
13 What steps do you think need to be taken by government, business and others over the 
short and long-term to help business and household consumers choose more sustainable 
goods and services? 
14 What areas of consumption do you think need to be tackled first? Why? What actions need 
to be taken by whom? 
 
We have already argued that government needs to make the SD choice the easy choice – by 
using fiscal, regulatory and promotional policies.  In farming and food policy this would 
mean, for example: 
• Increasing financial support for the UK’s organic farming and food sector, and those 

wishing to convert; 
• Using legislation and fiscal measures to reduce or eliminate the use of agrichemicals such 

as pesticides, artificial fertilisers and veterinary medicines (the latter should only be 
permitted to treat sick animals under veterinary supervision); 
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• Increasing investment in infrastructure – including diverse retail outlets, as well as 
processing and distribution facilities - to allow more localised food production and 
consumption systems; 

• Using competition policy as a powerful and legitimate arm of sustainable development 
policy, especially with regard to imbalances of market power in the food chain; 

• Taking the lead in international fora to, for example, include carbon dioxide emissions 
from air freight in assessing all countries’ carbon dioxide emissions totals.  Currently 
there is no incentive or mechanism to reduce these emissions;  

• Improving the content and enforcing the implementation of the Office of Fair Trading 
Code of Practice between supermarkets and their suppliers, in order to make fairness and 
justice in trading an industry standard rather than an expensive consumer niche; 

• Setting high SD standards for the food provided in public sector institutions – such as 
schools, hospitals and social care – and providing more funding so that these standards 
can be met; 

• Introducing legal protection for children from junk food marketing, and enshrining, in 
law, the place of food education and skills in the national curriculum. 

• Amending VAT on food to incorporate SD criteria and remove anomalies such as the 
VAT exemption for biscuits but VAT levied on fruit juice. 

 
The list above is a much-shortened version of an outline food and health action plan 
submitted to the Department of Health in July in response to the Choosing Health? Choosing 
a better diet consultation.  
 
At the same time government needs to face, and deal with the fact that as well as consuming 
differently, in some sectors we will have to consume less.   Sustain has argued, in its recent 
submissions to the Food Standards Agency and the Department of Health, that SD would be 
enhanced by increasing investment in the production and consumption of plant-based foods 
(particularly fruit, vegetables and a variety of wholegrain cereals), and reducing the high level 
of meat and dairy production and consumption.  It is likely that a higher proportion of this 
new balance of foods would be purchased from UK producers, both because some UK 
producers have high standards, and because – being in the UK – these standards can be more 
easily verified.  Reduced imports (and, by implication, exports) would also have a number of 
food safety, animal health and environmental benefits. 
 
However, as well as rebalancing the food supply, given the current obesity crisis (coupled, 
perhaps, with a static or declining UK population) government should also be planning for 
a reduced food supply, particularly of energy-dense but nutrient poor foods such as soft 
drinks, confectionery and fatty/salty snacks.  It is worth noting that maintaining the current 
balance and amount of food produced, and simply exporting surplus animal and dairy 
products, and junk food, is entirely incompatible with sustainable development. 
 
Environment and social justice 
15 How should we bring together ‘environment’ and ‘social’ concerns at national, regional 
or local level? 
16 What more could be done to tackle environmental inequalities? 
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While it is encouraging that government wishes to integrate environmental and social justice 
issues they should, of course, already be integrated in any SD policy since, if they are not, it is 
not SD.  Inequalities, whether environmental, social or otherwise, can and should be tackled 
by increasing the level of benefits and the minimum wage, since low incomes are at the 
root of injustice.  While those on higher incomes will always be able to buy aspects of a better 
environment, the regulatory frameworks referred to throughout this document – coupled with 
higher incomes for the poorest – will ensure that environmental standards will be higher for 
everyone.  For a more comprehensive account of the structural changes that are needed to 
address unequal access to food and the resulting health injustice, please see Sustain’s 2001 
publication Food Poverty: Policy Options for the New Millennium.   
 
Helping communities to help themselves 
17 What are the main barriers to community action on local social or environmental issues? 
18 What can be done at a national or local level to improve support for community action and 
participation in all areas? 
19 How can we empower communities to take greater control over the quality of their local 
environment and to tackle their other priorities? 
 
In the Interim summary of responses from “virtual panel” participants, one respondent has 
noted that we can no longer assume that communities based on locality still exist throughout 
the UK.  The collapse of a community cohesion in many areas is just one of the effects of the 
operation of markets, as industries decline or relocate.  As elsewhere, the obvious bears 
repeating, since it is not being acted upon.  For communities to be “empowered” they need 
to be given legal powers, and the wherewithal – including money, and skills if necessary 
– to use those powers.  In addition, the focus should not necessarily be only on communities 
based on locality, but also on communities of interest – such as work or leisure - which 
transcend such boundaries. 
 
Changing behaviour 
20 How is the UK likely to be most successful in achieving the behaviour changes that will be 
needed if we are to move toward long-term sustainability, and what would be the right 
balance of measures by government and others? 
21 How can communication and raising awareness support government and others’ efforts 
most effectively? 
 
This is the only section in the consultation document where issues of affordability, 
availability and attractiveness are addressed, albeit briefly.  Paragraphs 9.5, 9.6 and 9.9 
each touch upon regulatory instruments, using taxes and subsidies to “signal the structural 
economic changes needed”, and the importance of education and communication.  Indeed, 
Government’s 1997 Statement of Intent on Environmental Taxation made a commitment to 
shift taxes from goods to environmental “bads” for this reason.  However, recent research1 
shows that the share of environmental taxes of total revenue in 2001 was both lower than in 
1997 (when the Statement was published) and even lower than in 1994.  The research 

 
1 Ekins, P. 2004 (forthcoming) “UK Environmental Taxes, 1997-2003: A review”, UK Energy and Environment, 
July, Cambridge Econometrics, Cambridge.  This information is taken from the response to Taking it on by 
Sustain member, Forum for the Future. 
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concludes,  inter alia, “…that the trend of such reduction … will be continued until at least 
2005”. 
 
Moreover, government is not currently well placed to undertake the volume and type of SD 
marketing needed to explain the need and increase public support for environmental taxes.  
Government should certainly fund such promotion, but levels of public trust in government 
are so low that government-branded promotional campaigns are likely to be rejected.  In 
contrast, recent experience with anti-smoking policy – where government has funded 
independent bodies in cancer and heart disease prevention to devise and run marketing 
campaigns – seems to have been very successful.   
 
Beyond the UK - sustainable development in Europe and internationally 
22 What are the top international and EU priorities for sustainable development that should 
be dealt with in the new sustainable development strategy? 
23 How can we in the UK, at all levels, do more to help other countries achieve sustainable 
development and to promote and deliver sustainable development internationally or in the 
EU? 
24 What distinctive contributions can government, business, charities and non-governmental 
organisations, and the public make and how might the strategy help kick-start those 
contributions? 
25 What lessons can we learn from other countries to shape our sustainable development 
strategies and how we put them into practice? 
 
As noted in the Interim summary of responses from “virtual panel” participants, The 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) continues to be in need of fundamental reform since, as it 
currently operates, it undermines SD both in the EU and globally.  We agree that the 
following policy changes are urgent priorities: 
- Social (particularly health, and fair trade) and environmental objectives should be given 

prominence in reformed objectives for the CAP, and financial support altered accordingly. 
- Subsidies that support export “dumping” should be phased out immediately. 
- Citizens have the right to know how their taxes are being spent, so there should be full 

disclosure of all payments in excess of £20,000.  
 
To help other countries achieve SD the UK government should, as a matter of urgency, 
meet the UN target of increasing the aid budget to at least 0.7% of Gross National 
Income.  All aid offered should, of course, be compatible with SD so we should not be 
exporting any farming or food technology, methods or products that are already unacceptable 
in the UK or are being phased out as part of our SD strategy.  In particular, we should not be 
exporting intensive animal and dairy farming systems, since these are already threatening to 
undermine environmental quality, public health and rural economic development in poor 
countries in broadly the same way as these systems have done in the UK.  Nor, for the same 
reason, should we be exporting junk food, and the promotional techniques associated with it.   
 
Above all, the UK and other rich countries should promote SD internationally by 
implementing –rather than talking about - SD strategies in their own countries.  Rich 
countries are often correctly accused by poorer ones of hypocrisy, as we insist they do as we 
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say, not as we do.  If rich countries, with all the money and expertise at our disposal cannot 
make SD work, how can we exhort others to make progress? 
 
As for distinctive contributions, inside the UK as well as beyond it, we consider the respective 
roles of the public, private and voluntary sectors are as follows: 
- Governments (including at EU and WTO level) should set the regulatory framework, use 

fiscal measures to provide the right incentives for SD in the market, and fund campaigns 
to promote SD. 

- The private sector should innovate in response to the supportive conditions for SD set by 
governments, and stop lobbying against such changes. 

- The voluntary sector should continue to monitor progress (or lack of it) towards SD by the 
public and private sectors, and mobilise public opinion so that both public and private 
policy makers are held to account. 

 
Getting the structures right for leadership 
26 What more do we in Government need to do to improve our own leadership in sustainable 
development? How would you like to see reporting improved? 
27 What do you see holding back effective action by Government? 
28 In what areas is a clearer lead from us needed to promote sustainable development? What 
form might this take? 
 
We have already noted that government is unwilling even to face, let alone tackle, the conflict 
between the private profit of some companies and the benefit to society as a whole of 
sustainable development.  This lack of political courage is compounded by the “short-
termism” that afflicts most political debate, which conflicts sharply with the long timescales 
needed to deal with SD. 
 
As it is unlikely that the current generation of politicians – from whatever main party – will 
suddenly be overcome by bravery and a willingness to take the long view, leadership is most 
likely in those areas where conflict is absent or minimal, and relatively rapid results are 
possible.  In the farming and food area, most promise seems to be in incorporating SD into 
public sector catering.  On the basis of experience in the UK and throughout the world this 
can: 
- improve people’s satisfaction with public services.  Good food in schools, hospitals, social 

care services and so on is not only immediately enjoyable, but should also help to enhance 
health in the longer term.  Moreover, since users of many public services are on low 
incomes, better public sector food can contribute to social justice. 

- protect the environment.  Food produced sustainably will reduce air, water and land 
pollution, reduce the toxic load, improve animal welfare standards and increase 
biodiversity. 

- stimulate the local economy.  Farmers, processors, retailers, distributors and so on can all 
benefit it they are able to supply local public sector caterers.  The multiplier effect of 
money spent with local firms has been well-documented. 

 
As emphasised throughout this document, more money, more sympathetic regulations (at UK 
and EU level) and more promotional work would speed progress in this promising area. 
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In the English regions 
29 What are the main challenges for delivering sustainable development in your region? 
30 How can Regional Chambers, Regional Development Agencies and other regional 
organisations better deliver sustainable development? What contributions from a national 
and local level would help the regions to improve delivery of sustainable development? 
31 How can regional sustainable development frameworks better contribute to the delivery of 
sustainable development? 
 
The promotion of food grown in and around London is an issue championed by Sustain’s 
London Food Link project in order to benefit the environment, public health, the local 
economy and local communities.  As noted throughout this document, funding, supportive 
regulations and vigorous promotional activity by London government would all help.  
Establishing a target, say  10% by 2006, of food in the public sector to come from sustainable 
supplies would be a good start.  Local and organic supplies would be ideal, but while 
producers convert to organic systems (and funding is required for this) local producers should 
be preferred, alongside fair trade produce that cannot be grown here.  Such a policy would 
increase the scale of production, which may allow some efficiencies and cost savings, thereby 
reducing prices and opening up new markets in which prices are currently a barrier to 
increasing sustainable supplies.    
 
At the local level 
32 What are the main challenges for delivering sustainable development in your local area? 
33 How can we re-energise local delivery and strengthen local leadership for sustainable 
development? 
34 How could local stakeholders make the most of existing partnership arrangements, 
strategy requirements, freedoms and flexibilities to improve delivery of sustainable 
development? 
35 What can be done to build the capacity of local professionals and local communities to 
deliver sustainable development? 
 
Sustain’s Food Poverty Project has years of experience working with community food 
projects, that often provide an invaluable service to some people in particular areas.  
However, they are under-funded, rely predominantly on volunteers and are constantly being 
asked to justify their existence.   Even in the public sector, all too often, “solving” local food 
access problems is put in the job descriptions of lower level local authority or health service 
employees.  Many of these are very imaginative and hard working, but they are rarely given 
the power, training or funding to make a significant dent in the sustainability of the local 
food system.   Thus it is not capacity that is lacking at local level but, as ever, cash, legal 
obligations and public support. 

 
The business contribution to sustainable development 
36 What more needs to be done to improve the business contribution to delivering sustainable 
development? 
37 What actions should we take to support, enable or require a higher level of business 
contribution? 
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As noted above, we consider that the private sector should innovate in response to the 
supportive conditions for SD set by governments, and stop lobbying against such changes.  
For example, the prevailing supermarket price war - conducted in the name of consumer 
welfare - is severely restricting the entire agrifood chain’s room for manoeuvre for investing 
in sustainability.    
 
Measuring our progress 
38 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current sustainable development indicators, 
and how they are used? 

• In general  
• More specifically indicators used:  

• in the UK Government’s headline set;  
• in the wider UK core set in ‘Quality of life counts’;  
• in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland;  
• in the English regions;  
• in local authorities; and  
• elsewhere (for example sectoral indicators).  

39 What needs to be monitored and measured UK-wide? 
40 Who are the audiences for indicators and how could we better meet their needs? 
41 Should any set of indicators supporting the new strategy 

• concentrate on just the main priorities in the strategic framework; or  
• be wider and more comprehensive?  

42 Should important high-level sustainable development indicators focus on monitoring 
• general progress towards final outcomes;  
• specific delivery actions and targets; or  
• both?  

 
Sustain does not have a view on the issues around SD indicators.  However, we support the 
views of those who have drawn attention to the fact that traditional measures of economic 
growth and how to increase growth rates continue to dominate political and economic 
discussions on policy options, including over SD.  This is despite the fact that these traditional 
measures have repeatedly and convincingly been shown to have, at best, a tenuous link to the 
quality of life and SD.   
 
This point can be illustrated powerfully by the following example2.  A person may follow 
health advice to be physically active and eat more fruit and vegetables by using electrically-
powered equipment at a gym, and buying air-freighted and intensively produced fruit and 
vegetables from a major retailer.  At each stage of the process, economic activity is registered 
in growth figures, but the impact on SD is almost entirely negative.  Conversely, a person 
may be physically active in a garden or allotment, growing fruit and vegetables organically 
for their own consumption and for sharing with family and friends.  Insofar as this may lead 
to lower purchases of fruit and vegetables, this activity may have a negative effect on 
economic growth figures.  However, the contribution to SD is very positive, for example 
reducing the use of energy, agrichemicals, transport and packaging, producing less waste, 

 
2 The example is drawn from the response to Taking it on by a Sustain member organisation, Farmers Link. 
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promoting green spaces, improving the nutritional value of produce and strengthening family 
and community cohesion. 
 
Unless and until government gets to grips with this fundamental tension – actually taking it on 
- Sustain and its membership are not sanguine about the prospects for sustainable 
development in the UK or anywhere else. 
 
Jeanette Longfield, Co-ordinator 
Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming 
94 White Lion Street, London N1 9PF 
Tel: 020-7837-1228  Fax: 020-7837-1141 
Email: jeanette@sustainweb.org 
Web: www.sustainweb.org     30 July 2004 
 
In supporting this document, each of the following organisations is indicating its formal 
agreement only in those areas where it has specific competence.  At the same time, each 
acknowledges the expertise and authority of the other organisations in their respective fields.  
In addition, collectively the following organisations endorse the general comments at the 
beginning of the document and the main elements of sustainable development, as it affects 
food and farming policy. 
 
Agricultural Christian Fellowship 
Baby Milk Action  
British Association for the Study of Community Dentistry 
British Heart Foundation Health Promotion Research Group 
Campaign for Real Ale 
Centre for Food Policy, City University  
Compassion in World Farming 
Ecological Foundation 
Farmers Link 
Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens 
Food Commission 
Guild of Food Writers 
Health Education Trust 
HUSH – The UK E.Coli Support Group  
International Institute for Environment and Development 
Royal Society for the Promotion of Health 
Soil Association 
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SUSTAIN RESPONSE TO THE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH DOCUMENT  
CHOOSING HEALTH?  CHOOSING A BETTER DIET 

A CONSULTATION ON PRIORITIES FOR  
A FOOD AND HEALTH ACTION PLAN  

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
THE STATUS OF THIS RESPONSE 
 
Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming advocates food and agriculture policies and 
practices that enhance the health and welfare of people and animals, improve the living and 
working environment, enrich society and culture and promote equity.  We represent around 
100 national public interest organisations working at international, national, regional and local 
level (listed on our website www.sustainweb.org).  
 
A process of obtaining contributions and endorsements from Sustain’s membership has been 
undertaken and, at the end of this document, is a list of those who wish, explicitly, to endorse 
its general principles and recommendations in those areas where they have expertise. 
References are available for all the studies cited. 
 
COMMENTS ON THE PROCESS AND OVERALL CONTENT 
 
As Co-ordinator of Sustain, I have been asked by Sustain’s governing Council, on behalf of a 
significant proportion of the membership, to express extreme dissatisfaction with both the 
content of the current consultation document and the slow process by which a food and 
health action plan is being developed.  The recommendation to develop such an action plan 
was first made by the Curry Commission1 in January 2002.  Sustain considers it completely 
unacceptable that, more than two years on, we are still waiting for a food and health 
action plan. 
 
In September 2003 Sustain submitted a response to the consultation on a “Food and Health 
Problem Analysis”.  The 20 plus page document, containing over 100 references, and a 
number of policy proposals that could have been included in an action plan, was supported by 
more than 30 national organisations in Sustain’s membership.  It was based on discussions at 
a special Sustain meeting  in June 2003, which had been addressed by Department of Health 
(DH) officials.  In the following months Sustain and several members contributed fully to the 
many meetings held by DH and others to discuss how to make progress but, since September,  
there appears to have been no progress worthy of the name. 
 
In contrast, Scotland has not been delaying developing a plan, but instead has been basing its 
work on a previously agreed document and taking action to tackle food and health issues on a 
number of fronts for several years.  In Wales a plan has already been developed and agreed, 
and action is underway or in the pipeline.  We understand that action in Northern Ireland has 
been delayed. 
 

                                                 
1 The Policy Commission on Farming and Food, Chaired by Sir Don Curry that produced, in less than six 
months, a report – Farming and food: A sustainable future - containing over 100 recommendations for action 
covering the whole farming and food chain. 
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While we acknowledge that work on food and health continues across government (and some 
of this is referred to in the consultation document) it is patchy, unco-ordinated and heavily 
reliant on voluntary initiatives.  As a result, this work is effective – if at all – only in those 
localities where people are focusing their limited time and money.  There is nothing in the 
current consultation document that signals a change in this approach.  Any policies resulting 
from this kind of piecemeal analysis are, in our view, bound to have almost no impact on 
the scale of the diet and health problem we are facing. 
 
In terms of the content of the consultation document there are two major flaws.  First, in 
paragraph 1.5, it is claimed that a food and health action plan will “place nutrition and health 
in the context of sustainable development for England’s food supply”.  However, in the whole 
of the rest of the document there is only one reference to sustainable development, and that 
is in paragraph 4.11 where the Public Sector Sustainable Food Procurement Initiative is 
mentioned.   
 
Sustain’s membership is clear that sustainable development should be integrated throughout 
the analysis and inform any resulting policy recommendations.  For ease of reference the box 
below repeats the general principles outlined in Sustain’s September 2003 submission.  Later 
in this response we illustrate how these principles should affect future food and health 
policies. 
 
 
Any food and health action plan should incorporate sustainable development, by which we 
mean, in Brundtland’s definition2, the capacity to provide for the needs of the current 
generation without compromising the ability to provide adequately for future generations.  
This holistic approach encompasses social and economic goals alongside environmental 
imperatives, as outlined below. 
 

 Health, by which we mean, using the World Health Organisation’s definition3, physical 
and mental well-being, not merely the absence of disease, both for humans and animals.  
For food policy this means: 

- food uncontaminated by microbiological poisons, toxic residues or other harmful 
substances; 

- food that does not compromise our resistance to infection, or render ineffective medical 
treatments; 

- a food supply that is micronutrient-dense, fibre-rich and provides essential fats to reduce 
the risks of developing cardiovascular diseases, some cancers and other diet-related 
illnesses.  This largely comprises a variety of whole-grain cereals and other starchy 
staples, plentiful and varied vegetables and fruit, diverse pulses, nuts and seeds, some 
dairy produce and, for non-vegetarians, occasional fish and meat; 

- access to the best quality food (as outlined above) for the most vulnerable in society, 
particularly low income groups and, especially, babies and children, elderly people, and 
those who are ill. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
2World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, 1987. Oxford University Press.  
3 Health21 – Health for All in the 21st Century, 1999, World Health Organisation Regional Office for Europe 
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 Environmental quality: 
- clean air and water to support human, animal and plant life; 
- rich natural habitats (both land and water-based) that will support abundant and diverse 

wildlife; 
- natural genetic diversity in farmed plants and animals, to reduce vulnerability to diseases, 

preserve our heritage and enrich our diets; 
- high animal welfare standards, to preserve their, and our dignity and improve animals’ 

resistance to diseases, some of which are zoonotic; 
- careful husbandry of non-renewable natural resources, including the soil, to reduce waste 

and pollution, and allow time to switch to renewable alternatives. 
 

 Livelihoods: 
- jobs in the farming and food sector, whether private or public, that provide a living wage; 
- working conditions that do not endanger health or well-being; 
- on and/or off-the-job training that offers opportunities for personal development and 

acquiring flexible skills; 
- adequate state benefits for those who are unable to obtain paid employment. 
 
Underpinning what citizens expect of sustainable development are the following rights and 
responsibilities: 
- to receive adequate food knowledge and skills from the education system, and to use these 

to make choices that will optimise sustainable development; 
- to be thoroughly protected from information about farming and food which is dishonest, 

illegal and untrue; 
- to have a choice of ways to obtain food, and to use these choices to retain diversity; 
- to have democratic control over decisions that will affect the farming and food sector, and 

to take the opportunities offered to participate in these decisions. 
 
In providing this for UK citizens, the food and farming sector should, at worst, not undermine 
the provision of the same for other countries and, at best, contribute to achieving these goals 
for other countries, particularly for the poorest. 
 
 
Second, the nutritional priorities, summarised in the box on page six of the DH document, 
are unambitious, incomplete and inappropriately focused on nutrients rather than food.  
These targets have existed for several years and, even when they were set, were the result of a 
compromise between what was ideal and what was thought politically possible at the time.  
Adult salt intakes should ideally, for example, be well below 6g, and many international 
experts now recommend that the upper limit for saturated fat should be 10% or less of dietary 
energy. 
 
The DH is fully aware, of course, that there is more to a healthy diet than a number of 
macronutrients.  Other important factors include types of fat we should eat less of (including 
trans fats), types of fat we should eat more of (such as omega 3 fats), and a wide range of 
vitamins, minerals and other micronutrients.  In addition, there are safety concerns about 
agrichemical residues in food, about allergens and intolerances to food and food 
ingredients, and about a range of food additives, as well as the usual microbiological safety 
problems.  While many of these issues are being dealt with by the Food Standards Agency it 
is not clear how, if at all, these issues are to be integrated into a food and health action plan.   
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Setting partial nutrient targets not only lacks ambition, but could also have perverse 
effects.  It is quite possible, for example, to imagine that levels of saturated fat could be 
reduced, but trans fat levels would remain unchanged or even rise in the absence of explicit 
efforts to reduce levels.  Similarly, many would argue that the benefits of lower sugar 
consumption would be reduced if sugar was simply replaced by a range of artificial 
sweeteners.  Moreover, for oral health reasons, drinks would also need to be less acidic, as 
well as less sugary. 
 
Alongside more comprehensive targets (with targets dates for their achievement, which are 
currently absent), Sustain also proposes these be augmented by targets related to specific 
categories of food and drink, since it is real products, not abstract nutrients, that people 
consume.  Government has had no difficulty with this approach vis a vis fruit and vegetables, 
since encouraging people to eat at least five portions each day is a message to eat more.  
However, governments throughout the world have been exceedingly nervous about making 
recommendations to eat less of particular types of product, for fear of offending those 
industries that produce them.  This is inconsistent and also does not help people attain healthy 
diets.   We explore some examples of product categories that should have targets in our 
answer to question two below. 
 
Finally, it could be argued that there is a crisis in English food culture, since we spend a 
smaller and smaller proportion of our available budgets on food, and appear unwilling to 
allocate time to buying, preparing and eating food.  While it is acknowledged that the UK is 
said to have the longest working hours in the EU, it should also be noted that most people 
spend several hours each day watching TV.  Thus while the English watch TV programmes 
about food, other Europeans seem willing to spend time cooking and eating it!  In fairness, the 
English are not alone in their ambivalent attitude to food and it is not a coincidence that the 
Slow Food movement was born in Italy and is now an international phenomenon.  
Nonetheless, it is difficult to see how healthy and sustainable food can be embraced without 
promoting a healthy and sustainable food culture that makes good food choices socially 
desireable. 
 
SUSTAIN’S RESPONSE TO THE QUESTIONS POSED 
 
1. Proposed key goals for improving consumer information and skills and 
influencing behaviours: 
✎ Ensuring that everyone can get the balanced information they need to make 
choices about what they eat. 
✎ Empowering all consumers, through health promotion and ongoing education 
and learning, to develop the skills and understanding to use information 
effectively. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for action to: 
✎ define the information people need to make choices about healthy eating; 
✎ improve the quality and co-ordination of the information that is provided; and 
✎ help people in all parts of society have access and understand it? 
What role should different organisations play? 
 
While Sustain welcomes the acknowledgement, by government, that current food information 
available to citizens is not balanced, the proposed policy remedies are entirely inadequate. 
Sustain’s Children’s Food Bill campaign has responded separately, and in detail, to the Food 
Standards Agency (FSA)’s consultation exercise on promoting food to children and this can 
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be found at http://www.sustainweb.org/pdf/response_6_04.pdf.  In summary, however, 115 
national organisations (at time of writing) consider it essential to provide legal protection 
for children from junk food marketing in all its forms.  They also consider that legislation 
should improve the quality of food provided in schools (at mealtimes and throughout the 
school), and enhance the provision of food education and skills (see also our answer to 
question five). 
 
We have welcomed the FSA’s new programme of work to develop robust definitions of good 
and bad foods, as the basis for developing a simplified food labelling system – currently 
being referred to as the “traffic light” system (though we realise it may emerge in a different 
form).  However, we have urged the FSA to take an integrated approach, since it is unlikely to 
be helpful to citizens if food labels carry, say, a “green” light for nutrition, but contain 
additives or ingredients that cause an adverse reaction in their children.   
 
We have also urged the FSA to focus on improving enforcement of food labelling laws, 
including by financially supporting legal test cases.  Misleading labelling has been 
problematic for some time and we are not convinced that the FSA’s proposed surveys and 
guidance will be any more successful at improving standards than they have been in the past.  
For example, Sustain has attempted – with colleagues in the Food Commission – to curb 
misuse of the “five a day” message.  Some food companies continue to use the “eat more fruit 
and veg” approach on products that contain too much fat, sugar or salt, and too little fruit or 
veg.  Guidelines for food law enforcement officers were developed, during 2003, with the 
FSA, DH and the Local Authorities Co-ordinators of Regulatory Services.  Unfortunately, 
application of the guidelines has been hampered by the DH’s failure to produce criteria on 
how much fat, sugar and salt – if any – would be acceptable in products bearing DH’s own 
“five a day” logo.  Sustain responded to the consultation on this issue in December 2003.  It is 
very disappointing to note that, at time of writing, no proposed criteria have emerged. 
 
2. Proposed key goals for improving the availability of healthy choices 
in food: 
✎ Reducing salt, total and saturated fat and added sugar in food products where 
appropriate. 
✎ Increasing fruit and vegetables, and fibre in food products, where appropriate. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for producers and manufacturers in stimulating demand 
and increasing availability of healthy choices in food? including: 
✎ reduce salt in processed foods; 
✎ reduce total and saturated fat; 
✎ reduce added sugar in food and drinks, particularly those for infants and 
children; 
✎ increase availability of fruit and vegetables and higher fibre products; and 
✎ promote healthier portion sizes? 
 
We have already argued, in our introductory remarks, that we consider these goals 
unambitious, incomplete and inappropriately focused on nutrients rather than food.  Below we 
draw attention, once again, to a seminal report by published in 1999 by the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency.   
 
The report looked at the implications of reducing the environmental impact of the farming and 
food system and noted that the simplest policy option, and one that would also be of 
considerable benefit public health, would be to increase the production of plant-based 
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foods for human consumption, and reduce the high level of meat and dairy production 
and consumption.  It is likely that a higher proportion of this new balance of foods 
would be purchased from UK producers, both because some UK producers have high 
standards, and because – being in the UK – these standards can be more easily verified.  
Reduced imports (and, by implication, exports) would also have a number of food safety, 
animal health and environmental benefits. 
 
The table on the next page shows the dietary changes needed in Sweden which, if attained, 
would reduce energy consumption in the farming and food system by 30%, reduce artificial 
fertilizer use by between 20 and 40%, and reduce the acreage needed to produce food. 
 
Current food intake and a healthier and more sustainable diet for Sweden 
(Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 1999) 
 
 Current daily 

intake 
(g per person per 
day) 

Improved diet 
(g per person per 
day) 

% change 

Dried legumes 5 50 +1000 
Root vegetables 25 100 +400 
Cereals 15 45 +300 
Potatoes 140 270 +193 
Bread 100 200 +100 
Vegetables 150 190 +27 
Fruit 150 175 +17 
Fish 30 30 0 
Margarine/butter/oil 50 50 0 
Milk products 400 300 -25 
Snacks/sweets 200 140 -30 
Soft drinks 150 80 -47 
Cheese 45 20 -56 
Eggs 25 10 -60 
Meat, poultry, sausage 145 35 -76 
 
Although the dietary pattern does not entirely match that in the UK (and the “improved diet” 
does not meet the 400g daily target for fruit and vegetable consumption), the direction of the 
changes needed is clear.  Calculations could easily be done on the health and other benefits 
that could be expected from the improved diet. 
 
Based on this Swedish data, the following issues are examples (by no means exhaustive) of 
food production and manufacturing issues that should be incorporated into a food and health 
action plan, incorporating the principles of sustainable development.  The examples show that 
taking action on these issues would, simultaneously, help achieve government targets on food 
safety, as well as on nutrition, while reducing damage to the environment. 
 
Reducing consumption of meat and dairy products 
 
The most common sources of food borne infectious organisms capable of affecting human 
health are animals and their products, since human biology is more similar to animals than to 
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plants.  Hence meat and animal products are the most commonly cited sources of food 
poisoning organisms.  Reducing consumption of meat and dairy products would therefore 
help to reduce food borne illness. 
 
DH data continue to show that meat products and dairy products are also major sources of fat 
and saturated fat in the diet and - in the case of meat products and cheese – of dietary salt 
intakes. Eating fewer of these products would reduce the energy density of the diet, and would 
contribute to lowering the risk of coronary heart disease and strokes.  Moreover, the then 
Committee on the Medical Aspects of Food Policy recommended, in its 1998report on diet 
and cancer, that people should eat no more than 90g per day of red and processed meat to 
reduce their risk of colorectal cancer.  Current consumption levels are much higher than this 
and it is unlikely that many citizens are aware of the evidence linking meat consumption and 
colorectal cancer. 
 
In addition, there is accumulating evidence that organic livestock and dairy farmers not only 
have higher animal welfare standards (which can reduce the incidence of animal disease, 
including zoonoses), but also – due to reduced stocking densities - are less polluting of the air, 
water and soil, all of which have human health implications.  More recent evidence indicates 
that the fat in organic meat and dairy products is higher in essential fatty acids such as omega 
3 and conjugated linoleic acid, and correspondingly lower in saturated fat.  In addition, 
antibiotics are not permitted for routine use in organic farming, so there is a much reduced 
likelihood of such residues, and their attendant health risks. 
 
In summary, a food and health action plan should aim to reduce production and consumption 
of meat and dairy products.  Those that are eaten should be from production systems with 
high animal welfare standards, such as those found on organic farms.  It is likely that these 
would be from UK producers, both because some UK producers have high standards, and 
because – being in the UK – these standards can be more easily verified.  Reduced meat and 
dairy imports (and, by implication, exports) would also have a number of food safety, animal 
health and environmental benefits. 
 
Changing policy on fish 
 
The most common source of omega 3 in the diet is oily fish, hence the government 
recommendation to eat one portion of oily fish a week (and another portion of any other type 
of fish).  Current consumption levels are below two weekly portions but there is a direct 
conflict with sustainable development in recommending people eat more fish, as there is a 
global crisis of declining wild fish stocks.  The problem cannot be solved by recommending 
people eat only farmed fish as, despite FSA reassurances, food safety concerns remain about 
levels of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in farmed fish.  Fish farming also causes well-
documented damage to local ecosystems, and to wild fish stocks (thereby further reducing the 
amount of fish available to consume).   
 
The FSA issues periodic safety advice to pregnant and breast-feeding women and children 
under 16, advising them to limit their consumption of tuna and to avoid eating shark, 
swordfish and marlin, due to mercury contamination.  It is highly unlikely that this 
information appears on any fish or fish product labelling, and most affected citizens are 
unlikely to be aware of this advice. 
 

 7



A food and health action plan could add considerable value to the issue of fish, health and 
sustainability.  Research should be urgently commissioned on the health and environmental 
implications of people consuming two portions of fish a week (one being oily fish) but only 
from species that can be caught sustainably (or are being farmed humanely, without 
environmental damage).  Once robust data is available, comprehensive and comprehensible 
labelling would be an invaluable aid to consumer choice. 
 
Increasing consumption of fruit, vegetables and wholegrain cereals 
 
Although food poisoning linked to plants is less prevalent than that linked to animal products, 
it will be important for the FSA to ensure that food poisoning levels do not rise if fruit and 
vegetable consumption levels rise to those recommended for health (i.e. to at least 400g per 
day).  Similarly, mycotoxins can affect nuts, seeds and cereals and measures should be in 
hand to ensure contamination does not cause health problems if, in accordance with health 
recommendations, consumption of these products rises. 
 
FSA policy to reduce pesticide residues, and to label post-harvest treatments, should help to 
increase choice for those who wish to avoid such agrichemicals due to concerns about their 
safety and/or their impact on the environment.  However, many pesticides are used merely to 
enhance the cosmetic appearance of some fruit and vegetables.  These pesticides, like all such 
chemicals, can cause health problems to the people applying them (or to those accidentally 
sprayed or caught in spray drift) and can leach into water supplies, which can also increase 
health risks.  It would be very helpful if, under the auspices of a food and health action plan, 
work was undertaken on the implications of abandoning the use of pesticides for cosmetic 
purposes, including how the resulting “imperfect” produce can be marketed. 
 
Such a policy may also have nutritional benefits (as well as possibly encouraging people to 
eat more fruit and vegetables due to reduced concerns about pesticide residues).  Substances 
known as phenolics have antioxidant properties that can help protect against coronary heart 
disease and some cancers.  Plants produce phenolics when attacked by pests so, if fewer 
pesticides are used (or none, routinely, in organic farming), then some pest “damage” might 
increase antioxidant levels in the produce.   
 
Additional research in this area, and into the related evidence that indicates that intensive 
growing methods may reduce vitamin and mineral levels in crops, would be very helpful.  
Research would also be invaluable into varieties of cereals for human consumption that can 
be consumed by people who are allergic or intolerant to wheat.  Even for those who can safely 
consume wheat, eating a wider variety of cereals – particularly in wholegrain form - is likely 
to have nutritional benefits due to the broader range of vitamins and minerals that would be 
eaten, along with valuable dietary fibre.  Increased crop diversity would also have a number 
of benefits for biodiversity, wildlife and environmental quality. 
 
It is worth repeating the point made in the section on reducing consumption of meat and dairy 
products, that it would be beneficial if a high and rising proportion of fruit, vegetables and 
cereals consumed were bought from UK producers.  UK producers can have high standards 
and, given the food and farm inspection systems in the UK, these standards can be more 
easily verified than those abroad.  Similarly, reduced imports (and again, by implication, 
exports) would also have a number of food safety and environmental benefits.  This is, of 
course, not to say there should be no food trade, but rather that the emphasis – in a sustainable 
system – would be on trade where necessary and under fair terms of trade. 
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A “whole systems” approach 
 
These few examples illustrate the benefits of an integrated approach.  A fully integrated 
approach would, of course, also need to include an analysis of the Common Agricultural 
Policy, and food trade with the EU and globally.  Policies would need to be in place to ensure 
that UK producers were not put at a disadvantage vis a vis similar producers elsewhere.  
However, without such an analysis of the whole system, piecemeal proposals risk simply 
moving a problem from one part of the food chain to another.  For example, it is likely that fat 
removed from milk (see the case study on page 15 of the consultation document) is simply 
consumed elsewhere in the food chain, for example in pre-prepared desserts, biscuits or cakes.  
Unless we stop producing fat – and/or provide (dis)incentives to use it outside the food chain 
(for example in cosmetics) – one way or another someone will end up eating it. 
 
3. Proposed key goals for improving food supplied by retailers, caterers and 
the workplace: 
✎ Food retailers, including fast food shops and caterers reducing the salt, total 
and saturated fat and sugar content of food and providing better access to 
fruit and vegetables and higher fibre products. 
✎ Employers who have catering facilities providing greater access to fruit, 
vegetables, higher fibre products and a wider range of foods lower in salt, total 
and saturated fat and added sugar. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for retailers, caterers and the workplace for improving food 
supplied, in particular: 
✎ reducing salt, added sugar, total and saturated fat and increasing fruit and 
vegetables and fibre in processed and convenience food, and catered meals; 
✎ access to fruit, vegetables and higher fibre foods; 
✎ promoting healthier portion sizes; 
✎ improving the availability of affordable healthy foods; 
✎ marketing and promoting healthier, affordable food; and 
✎ providing access to nutrition training for caterers? 
 
We welcome the acknowledgement, in paragraph 4.11, of the Public Sector Sustainable 
Food Procurement Initiative.  It is clear that more money and staff would speed progress 
with this very important initiative, and we recommend this be incorporated into a food and 
health action plan.  We also warmly welcome the acknowledgement, in paragraph 4.5, of the 
importance of price in influencing consumer behaviour, and the fact that the Norwegian 
government used fiscal and regulatory strategies to make healthy food more attractively 
priced than less healthy food.  It is very disappointing, therefore, that no such policies are 
proposed in the consultation document, since this approach would clearly help to achieve 
better access to healthier food, in a way that exhortation will not.  VAT on food, for 
example, should be amended to incorporate criteria on sustainable development (including, 
of course, nutrition) to remove anomalies such as VAT exemption for biscuits but VAT levied 
on fruit juice. 
 
Considerable investment will be required by the food and farming industry, including 
retailers and caterers, to achieve the significant shifts in production and consumption outlined 
above in our answer to question two.  However, unless this investment is rewarded by 
government – using taxes, subsidies and regulatory standards – those companies voluntary 
undertaking this investment programme will be at a considerable disadvantage compared with 
those who simply save their money (or invest less, but in maintaining current production and 
consumption patterns.)  In these circumstances, few companies are likely to take this risk. 
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4. Proposed key goals for improving nutrition in pregnancy and early years: 
✎ All relevant stakeholders promoting and providing practical support for 
exclusive breastfeeding to 6 months. 
✎ Health professionals, other local health and childcare workers promoting 
greater access to, and information about, nutrition and health for mother and 
child. 
✎ Low income and other disadvantaged groups effectively targeted through 
programmes such as Sure Start local programmes, children centres, and 
Healthy Start activities. 
✎ Development of a coherent approach to healthy eating in early years settings. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for action to: 
✎ communicate the benefits of breastfeeding particularly in the most 
disadvantaged groups; 
✎ provide families on low income with financial assistance to buy milk, infant 
formula, fresh fruit and vegetables; 
✎ develop and implement guidance and training packages for health 
professionals and Sure Start local practitioners to support the delivery of diet 
and nutrition advice and information to parents and expectant mothers; 
✎ develop guidance on improving access to healthy food and drink in early 
years settings; and 
✎ develop mechanisms for sharing the learning from nutrition focused 
innovative practice? 
What role should different organisations play? 
 
Others are better qualified that Sustain to comment on the role of health professionals in 
supporting breast feeding, and we would make only two points here.  First, mothers on a low 
income should be assisted primarily by increasing their incomes (a point which we also 
make in our response to question seven).  This may include increasing the value of the 
vouchers in the Healthy Start scheme, raising benefit levels (particularly for very young 
mothers), and providing affordable, high quality childcare so that mothers who wish to can 
earn at least the minimum wage.  Second, key aspects of the UK law on marketing breast 
milk substitutes need to be changed, since some companies’ activities continue to 
encourage mothers to bottle-feed rather than breast feed.  The changes include the following: 
 
The International Code on the Marketing of Breast milk Substitutes covers bottles and teats 
and all breast milk substitutes. This includes anything that is used instead of breast milk, 
including specialised formulas for sick babies, baby drinks, follow-on milks and any products 
marketed for use in feeding bottles.  The advertising controls in UK law cover only infant 
formula for babies ‘in good health’ and to a limited extent, follow-on milks. Specialised 
infant formulas are covered by much weaker legislation.   These anomalies should be resolved 
and UK law brought into line with the International Code. 
 
Similarly, UK law only prohibits advertising of infant formulas (for babies in good health) 
outside the health care system and specifically allows advertising on labels. To be consistent 
with the UN requirements, UK legislation must ban the promotion of any breast milk 
substitute within and outside the health care system, and must address the labelling and 
marketing of complementary foods and drinks.  Although UK law bans baby pictures and 
idealising text, it allows some claims (which are not permitted by the Code) and 
advertisements on labels or under the lid.  Labels should also include a warning that powdered 
infant formula is not a commercially sterile product. 
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Moreover, UK legislation does not – but should - include the provisions on company 
sponsorship from the International Code that “ensure that the financial support for 
professionals working in infant and young child health does not create conflicts of interest”. 
UK Law also does not – but should - include provisions from International Code which 
specifically stop manufacturers from making direct or indirect contact with mothers, nor does 
it incorporate parts of the code that prohibit free supplies of all breast milk substitutes (not 
just infant formula) in all parts of the health care system.  
 
Unless government introduces legal controls on attempts by some companies to circumvent 
the spirit of the law, then efforts by health care professional to encourage breast feeding will 
continue to be undermined. 
 
5. Proposed key goals for improving nutrition in schools is to: 
Develop a more coherent whole school approach to healthy eating in the schools 
setting, in particular: 
✎ With relevant stakeholders, to supply the range of foods children need for 
a healthy diet. 
✎ Giving children the information and skills they need for a lifetime of 
healthy eating. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for action to: 
✎ help schools develop a coherent whole school approach to healthy eating? 
✎ ensure that children have access to a range of healthy foods whilst at school? 
✎ provide children with information and advice on healthy eating? 
What role should different organisations play? 
 
We have already noted Sustain’s Children’s Food Bill (in our answer to question one above).  
We would like to re-emphasise here that, alongside incorporating legal protection for children 
from junk food marketing in all its forms, the Bill would also legislate to improve the 
quality of food provided in schools (at mealtimes and throughout the school), and to 
enshrine the provision of food education and skills in the national curriculum. 
 
The problem is not, as posed in the consultation question, developing a coherent whole school 
approach to food.  Many schools have already developed such an approach and are 
implementing it.  The problem is that the standards implicit in a whole school approach are 
not obligatory for all schools, nor are the activities this approach would entail adequately 
funded by government.  
 
By contrast, Recipe for Success in Scotland, has developed comprehensive and compulsory 
standards to improve the quality of school meals and is prepared to spend significant sums 
over the coming years to achieve these standards.  It is far from clear why Scottish children 
are considered more deserving of properly funded, high standards for school food than 
children in the rest of the UK. 
 
6. Proposed key goals for improving nutrition in the NHS: 
✎ NHS bodies strengthening their present initiatives on diet and nutrition, 
working in closer partnership with others in their local communities. 
✎ The NHS: 
– promoting better nutrition through its role in delivering health improvement; 
– supply a wide range of healthier foods needed for a healthy diet to both 
patients and workforce; and 
– ensure they have fully trained workforce to deliver action to improve diet 
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and nutrition to the population it serves as well as individuals. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for action to: 
✎ supply healthier food, for example through improving public sector 
procurement of food and extension of the Better Hospital Food Initiative; 
✎ provide dietary advice to patients, both routinely and opportunistically; and 
✎ ensure health care professionals, are appropriately trained to provide advice on 
diet and nutrition. 
 
We welcome the acknowledgement of the role of public sector food procurement, and the 
Better Hospital Food Initiative in improving food for patients and staff.  Sustain is very 
disappointed, however, that the word “sustainable” has been dropped from this section.  As 
we have already argued, sustainable development should be a thread running through the 
whole food and health action plan.  We would also reiterate our recommendation from 
question three that more money and staff would speed progress in this area. 
 
Indeed, we would welcome financial support from the DH for our new project (being 
implemented with the Soil Association) to improve the sustainability of hospital food in 
London.  Grants from the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, and the 
King’s Fund, allowed us to launch the project in January 2004.  This exciting initiative will be 
working with four London Hospitals –Bethlem, Ealing, Royal Brompton and St George’s – 
over the next two years to try to introduce more local and/or organic food into their catering.  
The aim is for these supplies to reach at least 10% of the budget and, in the process, boost the 
local economy, help protect the environment and, of course, improve health.  Studies have 
been commissioned on the distribution barriers to local and/or organic food, and on the 
economic and health effects of the project.  In summer 2004 we look forward to seeing the 
first sustainable supplies reach the hospitals. 
 
Another Sustain project – the Food Poverty Project – recently undertook a survey which 
revealed that most Primary Care Trusts do not have the staff, funding or information to 
develop and implement, in partnership with other local agencies, the local food strategies 
recommended by national government.  We are already working with the Food Standards 
Agency (FSA) and others, to explore how this problem might be tackled, and would welcome 
contributions from DH.  However, it is already clear that calls on the NHS to “do more” are 
highly unlikely to succeed, in the absence of funding and other assistance. 
 
This applies equally to calls for training on food and health for health professionals, and 
for providing advice on food and health for anyone using the NHS.  These policy proposals 
have been made and repeated over a period of years, and seem no closer to being realised than 
they were a decade or more ago.  While we acknowledge that many health professionals are 
doing excellent work in this area, often in addition to routine responsibilities, once again this 
is undertaken on a voluntary basis so coverage is patchy.  Government needs to examine, 
urgently, how to ensure – with mandatory standards and adequate funding – that all health 
professionals are adequately trained in food and health and have access to more specialist 
expertise, as necessary, so that everyone using the NHS receives good advice and support. 
 
7. Proposed key goals for improving nutrition in communities, including: 
✎ Improving access to a wider range of the foods needed for a healthy diet in 
local communities and the public sector workforce. 
✎ Ensuring that consumers get the information they need to make choices about 
what they eat and develop the skills and understanding to use that information 
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effectively. 
Are these the right goals? 
What are the priorities for action to: 
✎ support and sustain local community and retailer initiatives focusing 
on improving access to healthier foods eg free bus services where they exist; 
✎ extend 5 A DAY opportunities; and 
✎ support Local Authorities and other public sector partners to address food and 
health issues strategically. 
 
It is very disappointing that it is information, rather than income, that is the focus of concern 
in this section.  Clearly, it is the Treasury, and not DH, which can increase the level of 
benefits and the minimum wage.  Similarly, planning and transport policies, rather than DH, 
can inhibit or facilitate access to retail outlets selling healthy food.  It is these issues – not 
information - that have a profound effect on the diets of people living on low incomes.  For a 
more comprehensive account of the structural changes that are needed to address unequal 
access to food and the resulting health injustice, please see Sustain’s 2001 publication Food 
Poverty: Policy Options for the New Millennium.   
 
While information and skills are clearly necessary (and we have covered these elsewhere in 
this response) they are equally clearly not sufficient to reduce inequalities in diet and health.  
Indeed, there is very little evidence to indicate that citizens on low incomes are less well 
informed about food and health and have fewer food skills than wealthier people.  The 
experience of Sustain’s Food Poverty Project is that people on low incomes are remarkably 
resourceful in making a small budget go a long way to feed a family.   
 
Local community and retailer initiatives – where they exist – can be invaluable in helping the 
budget stretch even further, and/or in expanding the range of healthy food available to buy.   
However, as noted elsewhere in this response, voluntary approaches are inevitably patchy in 
their coverage and cannot be expected to tackle the scale of diet and health inequalities we are 
facing.  The FSA recently conducted a consultation exercise to inform the development of its 
own programme of work on food and low income, and we look forward to engaging in this 
once it has been constructed. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
We have argued for an integrated approach to food and health that assimilates sustainable 
development into every policy element.  An outline of the type and range of policies we 
believe should be included in such a food and health action plan is included in the annex.  
There is also the issue of how the food and health action plan, once agreed, is monitored, 
reviewed, and further developed.  A government agency, or a new or existing cross-sector 
body should provide continuity and leadership for a food and health action plan.  Such a 
body could also assess all departmental policies for their potential impact on the action plan, 
and encourage cross-departmental discussion, stakeholder representation and public debate.   
There are a number of options for where such responsibilities could be located and Sustain 
has not yet discussed and agreed these with the membership.  However, we are clear that the 
functions just described are vital elements of a food and health action plan and need to be 
addressed urgently. 
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For more information about any aspect of this submission, please contact: 
Jeanette Longfield, Co-ordinator 
Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming 
94 White Lion Street 
London N1 9PF 
Tel: 020-7837-1228 
Fax: 020-7837-1141 
Email: jeanette@sustainweb.org 
Web: www.sustainweb.org     8 July 2004 
 
In supporting this document, each of the following 34 organisations is indicating its formal 
agreement only in those areas where it has specific competence.  At the same time, each 
acknowledges the expertise and authority of the other organisations in their respective fields.  
In addition, collectively the following organisations endorse the general principles outlined at 
the beginning of the document on the main elements of sustainable development, as it affects 
food and farming policy. 
 
Allergy Alliance 
Baby Milk Action 
Biodynamic Agriculture Association 
British Association for the Study of Community Dentistry 
British Heart Foundation Health Promotion Research Group 
Campaign for Real Ale 
Centre for Food Policy, City University 
Chartered Institute of Environmental Health 
Commonwork Land Trust 
Compassion in World Farming 
Consensus Action on Salt and Health 
Ecological Foundation 
Elm Farm Research Centre 
Farmers Link 
Food Additives Campaign Team 
Food Commission 
Friends of the Earth 
Guild of Food Writers 
Health Education Trust 
HUSH – The UK E.Coli Support Group 
Institute of Consumers Sciences 
Land Heritage 
National Consumer Council 
National Federation of Women’s Institutes 
National Heart Forum 
National Oral Health Promotion Group 
Permaculture Association 
Royal Society for the Promotion of Health 
Small and Family Farms Alliance 
Soil Association 
UK Public Health Association 
Vegetarian Society 
World Cancer Research Fund 
World-Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms 
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ANNEX: An outline Food and Health Action Plan 
 
The following list of policies – which appear in no particular order - is indicative rather than 
comprehensive.  However, these proposals show the broad range and fundamental type of 
action needed, including by a wide range of government departments and agencies, as well as 
voluntary and private sector bodies. 
 

 Major and sustained investment is required in the home production of fruit, 
vegetables and wholegrain cereals.  This programme should be accompanied by a 
similar level of investment in promoting fruit and vegetable consumption, particularly to 
low income groups.  Experience in Finland indicates that this could create jobs as well as 
improve health.  For environmental reasons (and to reduce health risks to farm workers – 
from applying pesticides - and to consumers – from eating “cocktails” of residues), targets 
should be set for existing growers to convert to organic methods, and new entrants should 
consider being organic from the start.  Cosmetic standards for fresh produce, set either by 
the European Commission or retailers should be abandoned in favour of a focus on 
nutritional quality and biodiversity. 

 
 Budget standards, which are used successfully in countries such as Australia and 

Sweden, should be used as the basis for setting benefit/tax credit levels, so that healthy 
food is affordable to everyone. 

 
 Catering funded by the public sector, whether or not provided by it, should be used to 

pursue public policy on sustainability.  Thus, food should be supplied by local 
producers, to high nutrition and microbiological safety standards (particularly for 
nutritionally vulnerable groups such as children, elderly people and those suffering from 
illness), and produced organically whenever possible.  Such initiatives have been 
successfully introduced in France and Italy, and are developing in the UK.  Sustain has 
demonstrated that changes to EU and national rules on public procurement contracts, 
though helpful in the longer term, may not be needed immediately.  What will certainly be 
needed is increased funding for public sector catering contracts.   

 
 A planned and rapid reduction in the farming and food sector’s dependence on oil 

should begin with the re-introduction of the fuel tax escalator and the opening of 
negotiations with other states on the urgent introduction of a similar tax regime for 
aviation fuel (the most environmentally damaging form of food transport).  This should 
reduce oil consumption (and associated environmental damage), increase incentives to 
locate food production as near as possible to consumers, and thereby increase employment 
in local farming and food industries.   

 
 Consumer, environmental and other public interest organisations should be involved in 

improving the content and implementation of the Office of Fair Trading Code of 
Practice between supermarkets and their suppliers.  This would help address the 27 
practices which the Competition Commission found operating “against the public interest” 
in its inquiry.   

 
 The use of antibiotics as growth promoters in animal production should be 

prohibited immediately and routine prophylactic use should be phased out as soon as 
possible.  Experience from Sweden shows that this is entirely feasible. Antibiotics to treat 
sick animals should be used under veterinary supervision only.  This would reduce the 
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incidence of antibiotic resistance in humans and allow food poisoning cases to be more 
effectively treated.  It would also require much improved animal welfare standards, as an 
alternative method of preventing illness in livestock.  It is possible (though not inevitable) 
that these proposals would increase the cost of meat and dairy production to the point 
where demand declines.  This is likely to be beneficial for human health (see above) and 
for the environment.  Jobs lost in this sector should be absorbed by new employment 
opportunities in horticulture and cereals (see above), and by adding value at the farm end 
of the food chain. 

 
 All farm and food premises, and the key food handlers who work in them, should be 

subject to prior approval before they can operate, and regularly checked thereafter.  This 
should ensure that farm and food workers are adequately trained in the principles of 
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (the internationally accepted approach to 
improving food safety), that premises are suitable for food preparation and that, as a 
consequence, the incidence of microbiological contamination of food declines.  However, 
it is important, particularly for small and specialist businesses that this process should 
avoid burdensome paperwork and disproportionate expense.  For organic farmers, existing 
inspection and certification procedures already fulfil this role, so no further checking 
should be required. 

 
There is a delicate balance to be struck, however, between ensuring food is safe (which is 
desirable) and producing food which is sterile (which is not desirable).  Evidence is 
accumulating that diseases of the immune system, such as asthma, may be increasing 
because of the failure to expose ourselves (from food and other sources) to non-lethal 
doses of bacteria.  Much more research needs to be undertaken into how people acquire 
and maintain robust immune systems. 

 
 Long distance transport of live animals should be prohibited.  This alone would be a major 

step towards improving animal welfare.  Investment in infrastructure such as abattoirs, 
coupled with disincentives for oil-based transport (see above) should further encourage a 
localised food chain where meat is consumed as close as possible to where animals were 
reared.  Reduced stocking densities, opportunities to display natural behaviour, and less 
mixing between animals from different groups (as in organic systems) should further 
improve animal welfare, reduce the risk of diseases, and limit the spread of those diseases 
(including zoonoses) when they occur.  Additional investment, including research, into 
traditional and rare breeds of animals may reveal beneficial traits such as disease 
resistance and nutritional benefits for humans.  Reintroducing such breeds should further 
reduce the spread of disease through genetically similar (or identical) stock. 

 
 Fiscal measures (such as taxes and tax-breaks) should be introduced to discourage 

the use of pesticides, artificial fertilisers and non-essential veterinary drugs, and to 
encourage the preservation and reintroduction of wildlife-friendly features such as hedges 
and headlands.  More research and investment is required to increase the number of 
varieties of cereals that can be grown domestically, that have both nutritional and 
environmental benefits. 

 
 Fiscal measures (such as taxes and tax-breaks) should also be introduced (or, in the case 

of landfill tax, enhanced) to encourage the sector to reduce the amount of waste it 
produces, re-use what cannot be eliminated, and recycle what cannot be re-used.  
Recycling compostable waste is particularly important for returning nutrients to the 
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farming and food system which are currently inappropriately treated and become a source 
of pollution. 

 
 We welcome the government’s Organic Action Plan, with its target of 70% of the 

organic food sold in the UK being produced here, by 2010.  In particular, we welcome the 
Government's clear recognition of the sustainability benefits of organic farming and food, 
compared to non-organic systems.  This Action Plan, like the food and health action plan, 
flowed directly from the work of the Curry Commission.  The Organic Action Plan states 
that organic farming is better for wildlife, animal welfare and the environment.  In the 
context of climate change - a more serious challenge than global terrorism according to 
the Government's Chief Scientist - organic farming has significant advantages in reduced 
energy use (because of the avoidance of Nitrogen fertiliser and pesticides, the production 
of which are very energy intensive).  The Action Plan also emphasises the advantages to 
local economies of organic farming, which provides more local jobs directly and 
indirectly, than non-organic systems.  

 
DEFRA recently stated that the public benefits (and avoidance of disbenefits) of organic 
farming are worth around £130 per hectare compared to non-organic systems.  In the 
market place, organic food sales are growing, and given a free choice well over 50% of 
parents choose to feed their babies organic baby food.  DEFRA's initiatives on public 
procurement are helpful, but at present inaction by the Department for Education and 
Skills and the Department of Health are largely frustrating DEFRA's efforts.  As it is 
Sustain's view that sustainability must be at the core of the Government's strategy on food 
and health, it is clear that organic farming and food has a major role to play.  The fact that 
the consultation document does not mention organic farming or food once indicates how 
far DH is from embracing sustainability.   

 
 Strict and well-enforced standards for labelling and for ensuring protection from 

contamination by GM products should allow citizens to choose whether to eat food 
containing GM ingredients or products derived from GM processes.  Legal liability 
for any harm caused by GM farming or food should lie clearly with the industry 
responsible for producing GM products.  Considerably more independent research is 
needed on the environmental, economic and social (including health and safety) effects of 
GM farming and food.  

 
 The Food Standards Agency should increase financial and legal support for 

improved food law enforcement.  Proposals to explore include a “fighting fund” for 
legal test cases, introducing improvement/prohibition notices for food labelling offences, 
and higher fines for those found guilty of food law infringements.  Additional funding will 
be required to recruit, train and retain additional food law enforcement officers to take on 
the additional work entailed in more vigorous food law enforcement and to implement the 
prior approval system proposed above. 

 
 The UK Government should increase its support for fair trade.  More funding and 

technical assistance is needed so that Southern countries can raise their health, 
employment and environmental standards in food production.  Having done so, fresh and 
processed foods from the South should be allowed access to Northern markets.   

 
 To help the farming and food sector attract and retain good quality employees, the 

UK Government should increase the minimum wage and ensure a wide range of high 
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quality training courses are available, including in nutrition, conservation, farming, and 
marketing as well as food hygiene.  Much of this training will be privately provided, but 
government has a responsibility to ensure high standards, and to provide funding for, e.g., 
unemployed, older or low skilled workers, to ease the transition into better quality jobs. 

 
 The balance of publicly funded research should be shifted out of areas underpinning 

the current farming and food sector and into areas that show greater promise in terms of 
their contribution to sustainability, health and livelihoods, such as organic food and 
farming.  Overall, government should increase public funding for research in the farming 
and food sector, and ensure that the results are widely publicised. 

 
 The UK Government should continue to take the lead in the EU, and in negotiations with 

relevant international institutions, to insist on citizens’ right to compulsory, 
comprehensive and comprehensible food labelling.  This includes not only ingredients, 
nutrition and food safety information, and origins (which could also usefully incorporate 
details about the environmental impact of transport methods), but also processing and 
production methods.  It is helpful that the World Trade Organisation has overturned its 
previous two decisions, in the shrimp-turtle case, so that countries may indeed specify 
food methods that, say, protect wildlife so long as these are not applied in a discriminatory 
manner.  

 
 Legal controls, with realistic fines for those violating the law, should replace the current, 

largely voluntary approach to regulating food advertising and marketing (including 
advertising on the internet, which is effectively unregulated).  The UK Government 
should introduce legislation to protect children from junk food marketing of all 
types.  

 
 Government should place a legal duty on all educational institutions to introduce, as 

part of a sustainable development policy, an integrated food policy.  For children this is 
known as the “whole school” approach and has been introduced in many UK schools by 
Schools Nutrition Action Groups that bring together teachers, pupils, parents, caterers, 
and relevant professionals.  Together these groups plan and introduce food education and 
skills (including cooking and growing) across the curriculum, which is then 
complemented by the food provided in tuck shops, school meals, breakfast clubs and so 
on.  Suitably modified, the same approach should be used for food policies in all 
educational institutions – including those educating health professionals - since if 
teachers, health professionals and other relevant actors in society do not have an adequate 
food education, they can scarcely be expected to educate others. 

 



 

SUSTAIN RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION DOCUMENT ON 
PUTTING CONSUMERS FIRST: THE FOOD STANDARDS AGENCY DRAFT 

STRATEGIC PLAN 2005-2010 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
THE STATUS OF THIS RESPONSE 
 
Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming advocates food and agriculture policies and 
practices that enhance the health and welfare of people and animals, improve the living and 
working environment, enrich society and culture and promote equity.  We represent around 
100 national public interest organisations working at international, national, regional and local 
level (listed on our website www.sustainweb.org).  
 
Many of the proposals in this submission have already been made, in one form or another, 
individually or collectively by organisations in our membership.  However, it has been agreed 
that Sustain should prepare a response to the consultation that would integrate these proposals 
into a single document, and add new or updated suggestions as appropriate.  References are 
available for all the studies cited. 
 
A process of obtaining contributions and endorsements from Sustain’s membership has been 
undertaken and, at the end of this document, is a list of those who wish, explicitly, to endorse 
its general principles and recommendations in those areas where they have expertise.   
 
GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
 
The Food Standards Agency strategic plan should incorporate sustainable development, by 
which we mean, in Brundtland’s definition1, the capacity to provide for the needs of the 
current generation without compromising the ability to provide adequately for future 
generations.  This holistic approach encompasses social and economic goals alongside 
environmental imperatives, as outlined below. 
 

 Health, by which we mean, using the World Health Organisation’s definition2, physical 
and mental well-being, not merely the absence of disease, both for humans and animals.  
For food policy this means: 

- food uncontaminated by microbiological poisons, toxic residues or other harmful 
substances; 

- food that does not compromise our resistance to infection, or render ineffective medical 
treatments; 

- a food supply that is micronutrient-dense, fibre-rich and provides essential fats to reduce 
the risks of developing cardiovascular diseases, some cancers and other diet-related 
illnesses.  This largely comprises a variety of whole-grain cereals and other starchy 
staples, plentiful and varied vegetables and fruit, diverse pulses, nuts and seeds, some 
dairy produce and, for non-vegetarians, occasional fish and meat; 

- access to the best quality food (as outlined above) for the most vulnerable in society, 
particularly low income groups and, especially, babies and children, elderly people, and 
those who are ill. 

 
                                                 
1World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, 1987. Oxford University Press.  
2 Health21 – Health for All in the 21st Century, 1999, World Health Organisation Regional Office for Europe 
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 Environmental quality: 
- clean air and water to support human, animal and plant life; 
- rich natural habitats (both land and water-based) that will support abundant and diverse 

wildlife; 
- natural genetic diversity in farmed plants and animals, to reduce vulnerability to diseases, 

preserve our heritage and enrich our diets; 
- high animal welfare standards, to preserve their, and our dignity and improve animals’ 

resistance to diseases, some of which are zoonotic; 
- careful husbandry of non-renewable natural resources, including the soil, to reduce waste 

and pollution, and allow time to switch to renewable alternatives. 
 

 Livelihoods: 
- jobs in the farming and food sector, whether private or public, that provide a living wage; 
- working conditions that do not endanger health or well-being; 
- on and/or off-the-job training that offers opportunities for personal development and 

acquiring flexible skills; 
- adequate state benefits for those who are unable to obtain paid employment. 
 
Underpinning what citizens expect of sustainable development are the following rights and 
responsibilities: 
- to receive adequate food knowledge and skills from the education system, and to use these 

to make choices that will optimise sustainable development; 
- to be thoroughly protected from information about farming and food which is dishonest, 

illegal and untrue; 
- to have a choice of ways to obtain food, and to use these choices to retain diversity; 
- to have democratic control over decisions that will affect the farming and food sector, and 

to take the opportunities offered to participate in these decisions. 
 
In providing this for UK citizens, the food and farming sector should, at worst, not undermine 
the provision of the same for other countries and, at best, contribute to achieving these goals 
for other countries, particularly for the poorest. 
 
SUSTAIN’S RESPONSE TO THE QUESTIONS POSED 
 
1. We think that our priority areas for the next 5 years should be Food Safety (food borne 

illness and chemical contamination), Eating for Health and Choice.  Do you agree? 
 
Sustain agrees that, having made good progress with improving food safety, it makes good 
sense to continue to build on those achievements and retain food safety as one of the 
Agency’s priorities.  We also agree with the Agency’s analysis of the significance of diet-
related diseases and, although we regret that this was not made a priority earlier in the FSA’s 
existence, we very much welcome the fact that it is now a priority issue.  However, the third 
plank of the FSA’s priorities should, we believe, be sustainable development, as is clear from 
our statement of general principles above.   
 
This is not necessarily incompatible with “choice”.  The Agency’s remit already covers 
“protecting the interests of consumers in relation to food” and people are clearly interested in 
a range of food-related sustainable development issues.  This interest is manifest in citizens’ 
buying habits e.g. in sales of organic food, ethically traded products, and food produced to 
high animal welfare standards, and is also shown in countless opinion polls and surveys.  At 
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minimum the FSA should provide substantial information on these issues and make sure that 
labels claiming one or more  attributes of sustainable development are accurate and not 
misleading. 
 
In addition, the FSA might undertake a literature review of sustainable development and food, 
similar to that undertaken for assessing the evidence on the effect of food promotion on 
children’s diets.  Such a review might assess the impact of the food system on climate change, 
energy use, waste, and so forth.  The review should link environmental issues to food safety 
and nutrition: what, for example, is the impact of intensive horticulture on nutrient levels in 
fruit and vegetables, as well as on soil and water quality (which, in turn, can affect health); 
and what impact has intensive livestock production had on the incidence of zoonoses, as well 
as on air and water pollution? 
 
Other issues that the FSA might cover, and how sustainable development might be fully 
integrated into the Agency’s work is covered in more detail under question 5.  However, it is 
clear to us that “embedding sustainability” – to use the draft strategy’s own words – is most 
unlikely to occur unless it becomes one of the FSA’s priorities, alongside food safety and diet 
and health, with its own set of targets and deadlines. 
 
2. How appropriate and how achievable do you think that the proposed targets are?  It 

would help if you could make it clear which specific target(s) your comments relate to and 
explain briefly your reasoning. 

 
Sustain broadly agrees with the food safety targets set out on pages 16, 17 and 18 of the 
draft strategic plan, as far as they go.  However, it is not clear to us why E.Coli 0157 is not 
included in the targets, particularly when the Chief Medical Officer specifically requested that 
the FSA reduce food poisoning from this source in his annual report published in December 
2001.  More fundamentally, it is not obvious that a “pathogen by pathogen” approach is the 
best way to proceed.  It is possible, for example, that reducing the incidence of one pathogen 
simply creates space for the proliferation of another.  An integrated approach, which seeks to 
reduce the presence of all known pathogens by tackling the systems that give rise to 
them, might be more successful in the longer term.  Further research might shed some 
valuable light on this issue. 
 
Similarly, research seems to be lacking on human resistance to food borne illnesses.   
While no-one would argue in favour of contaminated food, the prospect of sterile food is also 
unappealing and likely to lead to too low an exposure to beneficial organisms that can boost 
humans’ immune systems. 
 
On chemical contamination, it is not clear why there are few targets and deadlines for 
reducing contamination from agrichemical residues.  We welcome the development of the 
FSA’s action plan to minimise pesticide residues in food, and the inclusion of two targets 
(on page 24) in this area.  It is particularly welcome that the FSA is planning to explore the 
issue of labelling of post-harvest pesticides, though it is not clear why it should take until 
2006 simply to assess consumer demand for such labelling, nor why it should focus solely on 
post-harvest pesticides.  The FSA has already acknowledged that buying organic food is a 
good way for people to avoid pesticide residues overall, and this should surely be 
incorporated explicitly into this area of work.  Moreover, the FSA needs to explain why it 
believes its planned guidance on minimising pesticide residues in food will be any more 
successful than existing voluntary guidance already available from a number of sources.  In 
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the absence of evidence showing the effectiveness of voluntary measures, compulsory 
approaches are unquestionably overdue. 
 
We would also strongly suggest that the FSA augment its targets on pesticides with targets 
to reduce other agrichemical residues, particularly antibiotics.  Given the seriousness of 
antibiotic resistance in humans, we are very disappointed at the reaction of the FSA Board, at 
its 13 May meeting, to the Soil Association’s report showing a range of antibiotic residues in 
eggs and chicken livers.  The Board considered that there was no immediate health risk, but it 
is, of course, the longer term health risks of such residues, particularly the development of 
antibiotic resistance, that the Agency should be tackling. 
 
Finally, in the area of food safety, it is disappointing that there is only one reference in the 
draft plan to food allergies, and none at all to other adverse reactions to food and food 
ingredients, particularly additives.  While the target on page 24 on developing labelling to 
help those with allergies to nuts and sesame seeds is welcome, the FSA should also take 
action on a much wider range of foods and ingredients that can cause allergic or 
intolerance reactions.  In addition, the FSA has not pursued, with any vigour, the 
implications of its own research showing that some additives cause behaviour problems in 
some children.  This research confirms the findings of many other studies and it would seem a 
valid use of the precautionary principle to set a target to reduce the level of additives in 
food that can cause adverse reactions, particularly in food and drinks commonly consumed by 
children. 
 
We have some problems with the targets outlined on pages 21 and 22 in the Eating for Health 
section.  Specifically, we consider that the draft targets on salt, saturated fat, and energy 
balance are too modest, incomplete and inappropriately focused on nutrients rather 
than food.  These targets have existed for several years and, even when they were set, were 
the result of a compromise between what was ideal and what was thought politically possible 
at the time.  Adult salt intakes should ideally, for example, be well below 6g, and many 
international experts now recommend that the upper limit for saturated fat should be 10% or 
less of dietary energy. 
 
The Agency is fully aware, of course, that there is more to a healthy diet than reducing salt 
and saturated fat.  Other important factors include total fat, other types of fat we should eat 
less of (including trans fats), types of fat we should eat more of (such as omega 3 fats), sugar, 
fibre and a wide range of vitamins, minerals and other micronutrients.  It seems anomalous 
that the FSA has set targets for only two elements of the diet, and aims to set a target for 
energy balance by 2006 which, given the current obesity crisis, seems unduly leisurely.   
 
Setting partial nutrient targets not only lacks ambition, but could also have perverse 
effects.  It is quite possible, for example, to imagine that levels of saturated fat could be 
reduced, but total fat levels would remain unchanged.  Some research has also indicated that 
total fat reductions may, in the absence of other measures, lead to increases in the proportion 
of sugar in the diet. 
 
While we would argue for a more comprehensive approach to setting aspirational 
nutrient targets, Sustain also proposes these be augmented by targets related to specific 
categories of food and drink, since it is real products, not abstract nutrients, that people 
consume.  Government has had no difficulty with this approach vis a vis fruit and vegetables, 
since encouraging people to eat at least five portions each day is a message to eat more.  

 4



 

However, governments throughout the world have been exceedingly nervous about making 
recommendations to eat less of particular types of product, for fear of offending those 
industries that produce them.  This is inconsistent and unhelpful in terms of helping people 
attain healthy diets.   We explore some examples of product categories that should have 
targets in our answer to question four below. 
 
In terms of influencing supply, we are concerned that the FSA proposes to take until 2006 
to establish salt reduction targets for the 10 food categories contributing most salt to the 
diet.  We had understood that this work was already well underway and it is not clear why it 
cannot be completed in 2004.  We welcome the proposal to establish surveys of the 
nutritional quality of meals in major institutions and to set targets, but would reiterate that 
these should be comprehensive, and not focus solely on a small number of macronutrients.   
 
As for empowering citizens to change their diets, we welcome the Agency’s programme of 
“name and shame” surveys but would urge that the range of nutrients covered be extended, 
in line with our comments above.  We would also recommend that the FSA repeat earlier 
surveys on a regular basis (perhaps biennially) to assess what progress, if any, is being 
made.  If occasional adverse publicity proves to be insufficient to persuade manufacturers to 
improve product composition, other measures will probably need to be considered. 
 
We also welcome the Agency’s new programme of work to develop robust definitions of 
good and bad foods, as the basis for developing a simplified food labelling system – 
currently being referred to as the “traffic light” system (though we realise it may emerge in a 
different form).  However, the 2006 target for this system seems to be later than the 2005 
target in the FSA consultation on promotion of food to children.  It may be that the FSA is 
planning to go beyond 'children' to all foods - in which case a 2006 target may be justified - 
but we would welcome some clarification.  Moreover , we would urge the FSA to take an 
integrated approach, since it is unlikely to be helpful to citizens if food labels carry, say, a 
“green” light for nutrition, but contain additives or ingredients that cause an adverse reaction 
in their children.   
 
Regarding disadvantaged and vulnerable people, we are very disappointed that there is 
no target date for developing a strategy in this area, following the FSA’s welcome recent 
consultation exercise on this issue.  It is also disturbing that the Agency feels it appropriate to 
work only with local authorities on the Food Vision initiative, and not with those in the 
voluntary sector, and in health and other professions who in fact create and maintain much of 
the good practice to which the draft plan refers.  We would therefore urge you to be more 
inclusive in your approach.  We understand that the Welsh Food and Wellbeing strategy, 
produced by the Welsh Assembly Government and Food Standards Agency Wales, and the 
Cardiff Food Strategy (soon to be presented to the Local Health Board) are examples of good 
Practice in this regard. 
 
While we welcome the FSA’s endorsement of a “whole school” approach to food and 
health, it is not clear how this is going to be achieved or by when, and this should be 
rectified.  The provisions in Sustain’s proposed Children’s Food Bill (see below) tackle this 
issue in detail. The Institute of Consumer Sciences is among many organisations that would 
like food to be made a more central and holistic focus of study throughout the primary and 
secondary curricula. 
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Finally, in this Eating for Health section, the Agency’s proposals on promoting food to 
children are entirely inadequate.  Sustain’s Children’s Food Bill campaign has responded 
separately, and in detail, to the FSA’s consultation exercise on this issue.  In summary, 
however, 115 national organisations (at time of writing) consider it essential to provide legal 
protection to children from junk food marketing in all its forms.  They also consider that 
legislation should improve the quality of food provided in schools (at mealtimes and 
throughout the school), and enhance the provision of food education and skills. 
 
The labelling targets in the section on Choice on “use by” information, origin 
declarations, terms such as “fresh”, GM information, nut allergy, assurance schemes, 
and post-harvest pesticides are welcome.  However, as with other parts of the draft strategic 
plan, there is a lack of coherence and ambition.  These are not the only labelling issues that 
concern consumers and it is not clear how these areas have been chosen.  Other labelling 
issues include those raised by vegetarians, vegans, people with dietary requirements linked to 
their religion, and citizens who wish to link a range of ethical concerns to their food choices. 
Moreover, these and other labelling issues have been problematic for some time and it is not 
obvious that further surveys and guidance will be any more successful at improving standards 
than they have been in the past.  The Agency’s efforts could usefully focus on improving 
enforcement of food labelling laws, including by financially supporting legal test cases and 
exploring how additional food law enforcement officers could be employed. 
 
Similarly, using food law enforcement to stamp out food fraud would seem more 
appropriate than the proposed target to assess and monitor it.  In the light of this 
comment, 2007 is surely too late to review the cost-effectiveness of the Agency’s “fighting 
fund” in this area. 
 
3. Some of the targets that we have set are aspirational and we need to do a lot of work to 

map out how to achieve them.  Do you agree with the principle of setting aspirational 
targets even though this increases the risk that we may not achieve all of them? 

 
As is clear from Sustain’s answers to the other questions posed by the FSA, we agree 
wholeheartedly with the principle of setting aspirational targets.  Although this does indeed 
increase the risk of failure, the alternative – setting targets that are easier to reach – seems 
unambitious and hardly worth the effort of setting them.  In addition, we would also suggest 
the FSA review the targets- at minimum around the middle of the five year period in, say,  
2007 - to ensure that they are still suitable and to add and/or strengthen targets as appropriate. 
 
4. The draft strategic plan contains an interim position on sustainability.  The Board will be 

considering this area in more detail later in 2004.  The present consultation is one route 
through which we are inviting stakeholder comments ahead of the Board’s discussions.  
What issues should the Agency be tackling in this area, bearing in mind that the means by 
which food is produced is not within the Agency’s remit unless it affects safety or public 
health. 

 
Sustain’s interpretation of sustainable development, as it applies to food and farming policy, 
is set out on the first two pages of this response.  While not claiming this is in any way 
definitive, the FSA’s “guiding principles” of sustainable development listed on page 27 of the 
draft plan bear almost no resemblance to the principles of sustainable development widely 
understood elsewhere in government or, indeed, in society as a whole.  We recommend the 
FSA re-examine these as a matter of urgency.  
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A study published in 1999 by the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency provides an 
excellent example of how sustainable development can be integrated into food and farming 
policy.  It looked at the implications of reducing the environmental impact of the farming and 
food system and noted that the simplest policy option, and one that would also benefit public 
health, would be to increase the production of plant-based foods for human consumption, and 
reduce the high level of meat and dairy production and consumption.  The table on the next 
page shows the dietary changes needed in Sweden which, if attained, would reduce energy 
consumption in the farming and food system by 30%, reduce artificial fertilizer use by 
between 20 and 40%, and reduce the acreage needed to produce food. 
 
Current food intake and a healthier and more sustainable diet for Sweden 
(Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 1999) 
 
 Current daily intake 

(g per person per day) 
Improved diet 
(g per person per day) 

% change 

Dried legumes 5 50 +1000 
Root vegetables 25 100 +400 
Cereals 15 45 +300 
Potatoes 140 270 +193 
Bread 100 200 +100 
Vegetables 150 190 +27 
Fruit 150 175 +17 
Fish 30 30 0 
Margarine/butter/oil 50 50 0 
Milk products 400 300 -25 
Snacks/sweets 200 140 -30 
Soft drinks 150 80 -47 
Cheese 45 20 -56 
Eggs 25 10 -60 
Meat, poultry, sausage 145 35 -76 
 
Although the dietary pattern does not entirely match that in the UK (and the “improved diet” 
does not meet the 400g daily target for fruit and vegetable consumption), the direction of the 
changes needed is clear.  Calculations could easily be done on the health and other benefits 
that could be expected from the improved diet. 
 
Based on this Swedish data, the following issues are examples (by no means exhaustive) that 
the FSA should tackle, incorporating the principles of sustainable development.  The 
examples show that taking action on these issues would, simultaneously, help reach the 
Agency’s targets on safety, nutrition and choice, as well as reduce damage to the 
environment. 
 
Reducing consumption of meat and dairy products 
 
The most common sources of food borne infectious organisms capable of affecting human 
health are animals and their products, since human biology is more similar to animals than to 
plants.  Hence meat and animal products are the most commonly cited sources of food 
poisoning organisms.  Reducing consumption of meat and dairy products would therefore 
contribute to achieving the FSA’s aim of reducing food borne illness. 
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Meat products and dairy products are also major sources of fat and saturated fat in the diet and 
- in the case of meat products and cheese – of dietary salt intakes. Eating fewer of these 
products would reduce the energy density of the diet, and would contribute to lowering the 
risk of coronary heart disease and strokes.  Moreover, the then Committee on the Medical 
Aspects of Food Policy recommended, in 1998 in its report on diet and cancer, that people 
should eat no more than 90g per day of red and processed meat to reduce their risk of 
colorectal cancer.  Current consumption levels are much higher than this.   
 
Very few citizens are aware of this latter recommendation so work by the FSA in this area 
would enhance people’s knowledge and understanding and inform choice.  The FSA’s 
planned work on declarations of origin, and on assurance schemes would also help those 
citizens who wish to support British meat and dairy farmers and, if assurance schemes are 
sufficiently rigorous, buy products made from animals reared to higher standards.   
 
However, the FSA has not indicated that it intends to help those citizens who wish to buy 
organic produce and this seems anomalous.  There is accumulating evidence that organic 
livestock and dairy farmers not only have higher animal welfare standards (which can reduce 
the incidence of animal disease, including zoonoses), but also – due to reduced stocking 
densities - are less polluting of the air, water and soil, all of which have human health 
implications.  More recent evidence indicates that the fat in organic meat and dairy products is 
higher in essential fatty acids such as omega 3 and conjugated linoleic acid, and 
correspondingly lower in saturated fat.  In addition, antibiotics are not permitted for routine 
use in organic farming, so there is a reduced risk of such residues, and their attendant health 
risks. 
 
Changing policy on fish 
 
The most common source of omega 3 in the diet is oily fish, hence the FSA recommendation 
to eat one portion of oily fish a week (and another portion of any other type of fish).  Current 
consumption levels are below two weekly portions but there is a direct conflict with 
sustainable development in recommending people eat more fish, as there is a global crisis of 
declining wild fish stocks.  The problem cannot be solved by recommending people eat only 
farmed fish as, despite FSA reassurances, food safety concerns remain about levels of 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in farmed fish.  Fish farming also causes well-documented 
damage to local ecosystems, and to wild fish stocks (thereby further reducing the amount of 
fish available to consume).   
 
The FSA issues periodic safety advice to pregnant and breast-feeding women and children 
under 16, advising them to limit their consumption of tuna and to avoid eating shark, 
swordfish and marlin, due to mercury contamination.  It is highly unlikely that this 
information appears on any fish or fish product labelling, and most affected citizens are 
unlikely to be aware of this advice. 
 
The FSA could add considerable value to the issue of fish, health and sustainability by 
undertaking research on the health and environmental implications of people consuming two 
portions of fish a week (with one being oily fish) but only from species that can be caught 
sustainably (or are being farmed humanely, without environmental damage).  Once robust 
data is available, comprehensive and comprehensible labelling would be an invaluable aid to 
choice. 
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Increasing consumption of fruit, vegetables and cereals 
 
Although food poisoning linked to plants is less prevalent than that linked to animal products, 
it will be important for the FSA to ensure that food poisoning levels do not rise if fruit and 
vegetable consumption levels rise to those recommended for health (i.e. to at least 400g per 
day).  Similarly, mycotoxins can affect nuts, seeds and cereals and measures should be in 
hand to ensure contamination does not cause health problems if, in accordance with health 
recommendations, consumption of these products rises. 
 
FSA policy to reduce pesticide residues, and to label post-harvest treatments, should help to 
increase choice for those who wish to avoid such agrichemicals due to concerns about their 
safety and/or their impact on the environment.  However, many pesticides are used merely to 
enhance the cosmetic appearance of some fruit and vegetables.  These pesticides, like all such 
chemicals, can cause health problems to the people applying them (or to those accidentally 
sprayed or caught in spray drift) and can leach into water supplies, which can also increase 
health risks.  It would be very helpful for the FSA to undertake work on the implications of 
abandoning the use of pesticides for cosmetic purposes, including how the resulting 
“imperfect” produce can be marketed. 
 
Such a policy may also have nutritional benefits (in addition to possibly encouraging people 
to eat more fruit and vegetables due to reduced concerns about pesticide residues).  
Substances known as phenolics have antioxidant properties that can help protect against 
coronary heart disease and some cancers.  Plants produce phenolics when attacked by pests 
so, if fewer pesticides are used (or none, routinely, as in organic farming), then some pest 
“damage” might increase antioxidant levels in the produce.   
 
Additional research in this area, and into the related evidence that indicates that intensive 
growing methods may reduce vitamin and mineral levels in crops, would be very helpful.  
Research would also be invaluable into varieties of cereals for human consumption that can 
be consumed by people who are allergic or intolerant to wheat.  Even for those who can safely 
consume wheat, eating a wider variety of cereals is likely to have nutritional benefits due to 
the broader range of vitamins and minerals that would be eaten.  Increased crop diversity 
would also have a number of benefits for biodiversity, wildlife and environmental quality. 
 
5. We recognise that we will need to work with a wide range of interests to deliver the 

proposed targets.  Have we overlooked any groups or individuals who will have a key role 
to play? 

 
Pages 12 and 13 of the draft strategic plan lists a good range of potential partners.  However, 
obvious omissions are the agriculture and environment departments in the different countries, 
and the Sustainable Development Commission.  These links should become increasingly 
important as the Agency develops its work on sustainable development.  In fact, it is hard to 
think of any government department or agency that does not have some impact – direct or 
indirect - on “the interests of consumers in relation to food”.   
 
We do not propose to list here all possible permutations of links with government departments 
and agencies, but would note the following:  The Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 
for example, is relevant to discussions about promoting food to children and the 
appropriateness of links between food companies and sport.  The Treasury is pivotal in many 
respects, but particularly in setting benefit levels, which can have a profound effect on the 
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diets of people living on low incomes.  Planning and transport policies can also inhibit or 
facilitate access to shops selling healthy food. 
 
We welcome, of course, the inclusion of consumer bodies but would note that the public 
interest or voluntary sector – for example as represented in Sustain’s membership – covers a 
wide range of organisations, not all of which would commonly be described as consumer 
bodies.  We believe all of these have a valuable contribution to make. 
 
Finally, alongside European partners, we would add international organisations to the list of 
those with a role to play.  These are mentioned in the draft strategic plan on page 28 and, as 
well as the Codex Alimentarius Commission, we would also add the World Trade 
Organization, since its impact on the quality and quantity of traded food can be considerable. 
 
Jeanette Longfield, Co-ordinator, Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming 
Tel: 020-7837-1228 Fax: 020-7837-1141 
Email: jeanette@sustainweb.org 
Web: www.sustainweb.org     28 June 2004 
 
In supporting this document, each of the following 42 organisations is indicating its formal agreement 
only in those areas where it has specific competence.  At the same time, each acknowledges the 
expertise and authority of the other organisations in their respective fields.  In addition, collectively 
the following organisations endorse the general principles outlined at the beginning of the document 
on the main elements of sustainable development, as it affects food and farming policy. 
 
Allergy Alliance 
Association of School Health Education  

Co-ordinators 
Baby Milk Action 
Biodynamic Agriculture Association 
British Association for the Study of  

Community Dentistry 
British Heart Foundation Health Promotion  

Research Group 
Campaign for Real Ale 
Centre for Food Policy, City University 
Chartered Institute of Environmental Health 
Commonwork Land Trust 
Community Nutrition Group 
Compassion in World Farming 
Consensus Action on Salt and Health 
Ecological Foundation 
Elm Farm Research Centre 
Farm 
Farmers Link 
Food Additives Campaign Team 
Food Commission 
Friends of the Earth 
Guild of Food Writers 
Health Education Trust 
HDRA – The Organic Organisation 
HUSH – The UK E.Coli Support Group 
Hyperactive Children’s Support Group 
Institute of Consumer Sciences 

Land Heritage 
National Consumer Council 
National Federation of Women’s Institutes 
National Heart Forum 
National Oral Health Promotion Group 
Northern Ireland Chest Heart and Stroke  

Association 
Permaculture Association 
Royal Society for the Promotion of Health 
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
Small and Family Farms Alliance 
Soil Association 
UK Public Health Association 
UNISON 
Vegetarian Society 
World Cancer Research Fund 
World-Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms  
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FSA Action Plan on Food Promotions and Children’s Diets 
 
Consultation response from Sustain: The Alliance for Better Food and Farming 
 
 
About Sustain 
 
Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming represents around 100 public interest 
organisations working at international, national, regional and local levels.  Sustain advocates 
food and agriculture policies and practices that enhance the health and welfare of people and 
animals, improve the working and living environment, promote equity and enrich society 
and culture.  Sustain is a registered charity and does not accept funding from any source 
which may compromise, or appear to compromise, the alliance’s principles. 
 
Sustain has worked over many years to improve food labelling and marketing so that it 
encourages healthy eating, particularly among children and other vulnerable groups.  We seek 
to achieve this by improving regulations and their enforcement, raising awareness about food 
labelling and marketing practices, monitoring promotional trends and promoting healthier 
foods.   
  
 
Status of and support for this submission 
  
We are pleased to submit this response to the Food Standard Agency’s (FSA) Action Plan on 
Food Promotions and Children’s Diets (referred to below as ‘the Action Plan’). 
 
The comments relating to the promotion of foods to children and the food environments within 
schools are presented on behalf of the coalition of 115 national organisations which currently 
support the Children’s Food Bill.1  A list of these organisations is presented as Appendix I. 
 
The comments relating to food labelling and health claims are based upon previous 
submissions made by Sustain to the FSA, which have been developed over a long period 
together with Sustain’s membership. 
 
  
Support for the Action Plan’s aims  
  
We are sure that all those without commercial interests will support the FSA’s aim to reduce 
the proportion of children’s diets which are made up of foods, snacks or meals that are high in 
fat, sugar or salt, in favour of healthier options.  Notwithstanding our comments below about 
the ineffectiveness of voluntary guidance, we particularly welcome the FSA’s proposals to 
publish nutritional criteria for children’s food. 
 
Many working in public health, including a wide range of Sustain’s member organisations, 
would include additional factors in the development of criteria for unhealthy foods.  The 
Children’s Food Bill (see below) will require the FSA to assess the impact of food additives, 
contaminants in food, and food production techniques such as GM and food irradiation on 
children’s health.  We maintain that when it comes to children’s health, the ‘precautionary 
principle’ should come into full effect and a holistic approach should be taken.   
                                                 
1 See www.childrensfoodbill.org.uk 
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Effective statutory controls versus weak voluntary guidance and advice 
  
In March 2004, Sustain submitted a report, ‘Children’s Food and Health’, to the FSA and the 
Government, which details the overwhelming case for urgent legislation to protect children 
from unhealthy food advertising and promotions.  A copy of this report is presented as 
Appendix II and we request that its content and recommendations are considered in detail as 
part of this response.   
 
As the report was first presented in March, it does not cover the many of the positive 
recommendations arising from the recent House of Commons Health Select Committee 
Obesity Inquiry2, which also noted the intense, relentless and exploitative nature of unhealthy 
food advertising to children.  Children’s Food and Health does, however, highlight the 
ineffective nature of voluntary approaches and recognises that statutory controls are required to 
end commercial activities which promote unhealthy foods to children.  The call for legislation 
to protect children from advertising and promotions which promote foods that contribute to an 
unhealthy diet is supported by our coalition of 115 national organisations (Appendix I).  Public 
support is also very strong.  For example, in a BBC survey of 9,000 people conducted in March 
this year, 81% strongly supported a ban on fast food and confectionery advertising on 
television when children are watching.3  
 
A number of proposals in the Action Plan (for instance use of repeat purchase promotions 
(Option 6d) and use of celebrities, characters and cartoons (Option 6g) state that they will 
“ensure” that these types of activities are “not used” to encourage the consumption of 
inappropriate foods.  But, as these proposals only “encourage” the industry to behave in a 
responsible fashion, it is inappropriate to claim that they will “ensure” the desired outcomes.  
Calls for voluntary restrictions of this nature cannot “ensure” industry compliance and this 
level of confidence should be reserved for mandatory regulations.  
 
The comment in the FSA Promotional Activity and Children’s Diets paper, discussed at the 
Board meeting on 11 March 20044, that “industry’s approach to responsible food promotion is 
crucial”, is testament to the fallibility of the voluntary status of the Action Plan.  Since the 
FSA’s announcement in November 2000 that it would develop and implement a voluntary code 
of practice on the promotion of food to children5, the food and advertising industries have 
continued to deny that their promotional activities are in anyway problematical.   
 
Indeed, the bodies representing these industries (the Food and Drink Federation and the 
Advertising Association) consistently refuse publicly to accept the central finding of the FSA’s 
systematic review of research on the effects of food promotion to children: that food 
promotions affect children’s food behaviour, preferences and consumption at a category level.6 
 
  

                                                 
2 House of Commons Health Committee, ‘Obesity: Third Report of Session 2003-04’, Volume 1, May 2004 
3 See BBC News report, 24 March 2004: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/3561483.stm 
4 Board Paper FSA 04/03/02, Agenda Item 2, 11 March 2004 
5 Food Standards Agency, Food Labelling Forum, Summary Report, November 2000 
6 Food Standards Agency, Review of Research on the Effects of Food Promotion to Children, September 2003 
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The Children’s Food Bill 
 
For these reasons, most consumer and public interest organisations have no confidence that 
children’s health will be safeguarded by industry acting on a voluntary basis.  The Children’s 
Food Bill therefore seeks to introduce a range of positive statutory controls which will improve 
children’s diets and their current and future health.  These include:  
 
•  protecting children from the marketing of unhealthy food and drink products  
 

•  mandatory nutrient and compositional standards for school meals 
 

•  a ban on the sale of unhealthy food and drink products from school vending machines 
 

•  compulsory food education and related practical skills in the national curriculum 
 

•  a duty on the government to promote healthy foods, such as fruit and vegetables, to children 
 
In addition to the 115 supporting national organisations, cross-party political support for the 
Bill is demonstrated by the 144 MPs (as at 18 June 2004) who have already signed the 
Children’s Food Bill Early Day Motion – EDM 1256.7   
 
The Children’s Food Bill provides a multi-faceted approach to addressing the growing crisis in 
children’s diet-related health, as recommended in the House of Commons Health Committee’s 
Obesity report.  It will result in legislation, thus ‘ensuring’ that its protective provisions have 
full compliance, in contrast to the weaknesses of voluntary approaches. 
 
 
Costs to industry versus benefits to children’s health 
  
The FSA’s Partial Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA), repeatedly refers to costs to industry 
resulting from a loss of sales or advertising revenue.  We trust that the FSA will place at the 
forefront of its decision-making process the interests of consumers.  After all, reducing sales of 
unhealthy foods consumed by children is the desired outcome of the proposals, without which 
the Action Plan will not succeed. 
 
The notes accompanying some of the Action Plan’s proposals (for instance reducing amounts 
of fat, sugar and salt in children’s foods (Option 6a) and the label signposting of foods (Option 
6b)) also acknowledge that costs may be more significant if some industry competitors choose 
not to follow the FSA’s guidance.  Together with the diversity and highly competitive nature of 
the food industry, this recognition again highlights the weakness of approaches which rely on 
“encouraging uptake of best practice advice”.   
 
In relation to reducing the amounts of fat, sugar and salt, the Action Plan suggests that such 
disparity in costs would not be applicable “if the market moves multilaterally”.  However, we 
maintain that it is not realistic to propose that the whole food industry will, or is able to, 
voluntarily act together to address the multitude of unhealthy food products designed for 
children.   
 
Proposals to improve children’s diet and future health should not be compromised by 
consideration of costs to those industries which are responsible for the development, provision 
and selective promotion of unhealthy children’s foods.  The FSA should also bear in mind that 

                                                 
7 For more information, see: http://edm.ais.co.uk/weblink/html/motion.html/ref=1256. 
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other industries will benefit from expenditure displaced from the reduced purchases of 
unhealthy foods. 
 
 
Food and drink in schools and publicly funded premises 
 
Vending machines 
 
We support the proposals to ensure that school vending machines offer healthier options and 
that schools should not accept machines with branding associated with unhealthy foods (Option 
2a).  However, in specifying legislation which will prevent the sale of unhealthy foods from 
school vending machines, the Children’s Food Bill adopts a more robust position.   
 
Decisions about school vending machines are currently made by the governors within each 
school.  The voluntary nature of the proposed FSA guidelines for schools mean that a school 
may still decide to allow vending machines selling unhealthy foods and drinks.  As the Action 
Plan seeks to improve all children’s diets, there is no logical reason as to why this decision 
should be made on a local basis.   
 
The RIA refers to research which links the consumption of sugar-sweetened carbonated drinks 
to tooth erosion (British Dental Journal) and obesity (The Lancet).  More recent research 
published in the British Medical Journal in April this year describes a school programme to 
discourage children from drinking carbonated drinks, resulting in a significant reduction in the 
number of overweight and obese children.8 
 
 
School meals 
 
Analysis of the unacceptably poor standards of school meals9 demonstrates the ineffectiveness 
of the current food group based regulations.10, 11   Whereas we are generally supportive of the 
FSA’s intention for schools to provide and promote healthy options at school mealtimes 
(Option 2b), we believe that strict compulsory nutrient and compositional standards should 
exist for all school meals.  This is a requirement of the Children’s Food Bill. 
 
 
Food labelling and health and nutrition claims 
 
We unreservedly support the FSA’s position that Government departments and agencies should 
not endorse promotional campaigns that encourage children to consume unhealthy foods 
(Option 3a). 
 
We also fully support the FSA’s work to introduce EU rules to bring about full and mandatory 
food labelling which provides meaningful information to consumers at the point of purchase 
(Option 3b).  We believe that the interests of the consumer will be best served by the 
introduction of high/medium/low descriptors for fat, saturated fat, non-milk extrinsic sugar and 
salt, as proposed.  This format has been well received in FSA consumer testing12 and has been 

                                                 
8 James J et al, ‘Preventing childhood obesity by reducing consumption of carbonated drinks’, BMJ, 23 April 2004 
9 Soil Association, Food for Life: healthy, local, organic school meals, 2003 
10 Education (Nutritional Standards for School Lunches) (England) Regulations 2000 
11 Education (Nutritional Standards for School Lunches) (Wales) Regulations 2001 
12 Food Standards Agency, Nutritional Labelling Qualitative Research: Final Report, November 2001 
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used very successfully by the Co-op over many years.13  It is clearly in the best interests of 
consumer protection that rules be introduced to prohibit the use of inappropriate nutrition and 
health claims (Option 3c). 
 
Contrary to the rosy picture often painted by the food industry, Food Commission reports14 
demonstrate widespread non-compliance with the FSA’s voluntary guidance on nutritional 
labelling and use of nutrition and health claims.  This highlights the food industry’s lack of 
interest in voluntary approaches.  Indeed, recent correspondence from the British Soft Drinks 
Association published in the Guardian newspaper15, indicates that sectors of the food industry 
will resist uptake of the labelling best practice advice presented in Option 6(b). 
 
 
TV advertising of food to children 
 
We welcome the FSA’s recognition that there is a major imbalance in the types of foods which 
are promoted to children and the recommendation to Government and Ofcom that action on TV 
advertising of food to children is justified (Option 3d). 
 
The Children’s Food and Health report (Appendix 2) explains the shared position of our 
coalition of national supporting organisations that children should be protected by statutory 
controls from advertising and promotions which present unhealthy foods and positive and 
desirable choices.  This position has also been formally adopted by the British Medical 
Association’s Public Health Committee, which at its annual conference this month passed a 
resolution calling for a ban on ‘junk’ food ads before the watershed, and a total ban on such 
adverts on children’s TV.16 
 
We agree that Ofcom should review the arrangements for regulation of sponsorship of 
programmes which are likely to attract a large child audience (Option 3e).  The sponsorship of 
such programmes is another common and powerful method of promoting unhealthy foods to a 
young audience.  To give a sufficient level of protection, regulation should mean statutory 
controls preventing such targeting. 
 
 
Role for responsible broadcasting and character licensing 
 
We join the FSA in calling upon broadcasters to promote healthy foods to children and to 
follow the example of the BBC Worldwide initiative to introduce nutritional criteria for using 
characters from its children’s programmes (Options 4a and 4b).  We also agree that character 
and cartoon licensors should use their influence to encourage healthier eating in children 
(Option 7a) and in particular, we support the Food Commission’s efforts to engender such 
responsible behaviour.   
 
However, the Action Plan does not detail a precise mechanism to enforce such an approach and 
relies instead upon voluntary industry action.  The definition of marketing within the 
Children’s Food Bill encompasses character licensing and introduction of the Bill would 
therefore prevent the use of children’s characters and cartoons in the marketing of unhealthy 
foods to children. 
                                                 
13 The Co-operative Group, The Lie of the Label II: Why dishonest labelling is past its sell-by date, August 2002 
14 See issues of the Food Magazine passim 
15 ‘Taking the fizz out of fast food’: Letter from British Soft Drinks Association, The Guardian, 28 May 2004  
16 ‘Call for ban on junk food advertising before the watershed’, BMA Press Release, 7 June 2004 
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New media in food advertising to children 
 
The recommendation that the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) should keep the 
arrangements for regulation of food advertising to children using new media “under review” is 
very weak (Option 5a).  It is not clear why this option is less robust than Option 3d which 
describes the justification for action on TV advertising of food to children.  This is peculiar 
given the Action Plan’s acknowledgement that food companies’ dedicated websites represent 
substantial investment and attract tens of thousands of children each month. 
 
The Action Plan claims that its recommendation to keep the use of new media “under review” 
will “ensure that in so far as they are used for foods aimed at children, these promotional tools 
are used to encourage consumption of healthier choices”.  This statement is flawed for two 
fundamental reasons, outlined below: 
 
1. The ASA is an industry funded body, which is therefore not independent of commercial 

interests.  Indeed, the Health Committee’s Obesity Inquiry points to the industry self-
regulatory nature of the ASA and states that it was “disturbed” at its “ineffectiveness”.  It is 
difficult to imagine how this industry body can adopt a robust approach to the regulation of 
food advertising to children.  That this is a genuine concern is demonstrated by the ASA’s 
inaction following the Government's 1994 Nutrition Task Force which asked both the ITC 
and the ASA to consider a review of their codes of practice in light of concerns about 
children and food advertising.  Although the ITC undertook a public consultation and 
review process that resulted in changes to its code (e.g. the provision of the clause stating 
that advertising should not undermine progress towards national dietary improvement), the 
ASA - in a closed industry process - decided that such a review was unnecessary. 

 
2. The FSA’s Action Plan (see Option 5a and corresponding notes) gives the impression that 

the ASA regulates the content of companies’ websites.  This is not the case.  Sustain has 
repeatedly criticised the ASA for not accepting complaints relating to promotions 
appearing on the internet.  The ASA even refuses to consider complaints in relation to 
internet promotions which have been advertised in print media and which invite consumers 
to visit a specific company site.   

 
In correspondence with Sustain in May this year, Christopher Graham, ASA Director 
General, categorically states, “The ASA’s remit on the Internet extends only to 
advertisements in paid-for space.  Corporate websites are therefore outside the ASA’s 
competency, claims made on such websites being considered to be editorial”.17 

 
In spite of the fact that company websites have the capacity to engage and influence children, 
they remain totally unregulated.  We recommend that the FSA revises option 5(a) to call upon 
the Government to introduce appropriate regulation to protect children. 
 
 
The role of the food industry 
 
Whilst we strongly support the FSA’s aim to reduce the amounts of fat, sugar and salt in foods 
aimed at children (Option 6a), we question the ability and resolve of industry to respond 
multilaterally to corresponding best practice advice.  A better approach would be to call for 
mandatory criteria similar to those which will result from the Children’s Food Bill.  That way 

                                                 
17 Unpublished letter from Director General ASA to Sustain, dated 17 May 2004 
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compliance will not be optional and a ‘level playing field’ will exist across the food industry.  
We recommend that on a precautionary basis, the FSA also sets goals for reducing additive and 
contaminant levels in children’s food and for food processing methods. 
 
The recommendation to signpost unhealthy and healthy food choices on children’s menus is 
welcomed (Option 6c), but as compliance is voluntary, universal uptake is most unlikely.  
Similarly, with the recommendation that the food industry should use new media to promote 
healthier foods (Option 6e), sadly, they are unlikely to do so simply because of encouragement 
from the FSA. 
 
The Action Plan’s recommendations to:  
•  use repeat promotions only for healthier foods (Option 6d)  
 

•  use sponsorship only for brands associated with healthier foods (Option 6f) 
 

•  use celebrities, characters and cartoons to encourage healthier rather than unhealthy foods 
(Option 6g) 

 

•  use in-store promotional techniques to promote healthier products (Option 6h) and  
 

•  remove unhealthy foods from checkouts and replace with healthier options (Option 6h)  
are all commonsense, but to ensure compliance, should be mandatory.  It is highly unlikely, for 
instance, that manufacturers of unhealthy foods will multilaterally refrain from highly 
profitable ‘free gift’ type promotions. 
 
Clearly, celebrities should use their influence to encourage children to eat healthier foods 
(Option 7a) and it would be good practice for organisers of events to accept only sponsorship 
for brands associated with healthier foods (Option 8a).  However, whilst the food industry is 
prepared to offer lucrative contracts to secure the services of ‘superstar’ personalities (for 
instance, Pepsi’s David Beckham and Britney Spears promotions18) and whilst companies 
vigorously defend their right to be involved in school fundraising activities (for instance Krispy 
Kreme donuts current school initiative19), it is difficult to see how a reduction in these sorts of 
promotions can come about on a voluntary basis. 
 
 
Other areas for action 
 
The campaign for the Children’s Food Bill calls for statutory measures to prevent all forms of 
marketing of unhealthy foods to children.  This is very important because experience from the 
tobacco advertising ban demonstrates that industry will exploit other accessible and available 
marketing routes. 
 
The FSA Action Plan is not comprehensive in this respect.  For instance, it does not consider 
advertising and promotions in children’s comics and magazines, radio promotions, cinema 
advertisements, use of food branding on non-food products and the use of branded educational 
and learning materials in schools.  We believe it should do so. 
 

                                                 
18 See: www.pepsi.co.uk/football/ and www.pepsi.co.uk/music/  
19 ‘Addictive Krispy Kremes sold to schools at half price’, Sunday Telegraph, 30 May 2004 
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Appendix I: Children’s Food Bill Supporters 
 
Support confirmed (as at 18 June 2004) in writing from: 

Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming 
 

www.childrensfoodbill.org.uk
Action Against Allergy 
Allergy Alliance 
Alliance for Childhood 
Arid Lands Initiative 
Association for the Study of Obesity 
Autism Unravelled 
Baby Milk Action 
Biodynamic Agricultural Association 
Blood Pressure Association 
British Allergy Foundation 
British Association for Community Child Health 
British Association for the Study of Community Dentistry 
British Cardiac Society 
British Dental Association 
British Dental Health Foundation 
British Dental Hygienists’ Association 
British Dietetic Association  
British Heart Foundation 
British Heart Foundation Health Promotion Research Group 
British Hypertension Society 
British Institute for Allergy & Environmental Therapy 
Cancer Research UK 
Centre for Food Policy 
Chartered Institute of Environmental Health 
Child Growth Foundation 
Child Poverty Action Group 
Children’s Society 
Coeliac UK 
Co-operative Group (CWS) Ltd 
Community Health UK 
Community Nutrition Group 
Community Practitioners’ and Health Visitors’ Association 
Compassion in World Farming (CIWF) 
Consensus Action on Salt and Health (CASH) 
Coronary Artery Disease Research Association 
Coronary Prevention Group 
Day Care Trust 
Diabetes UK 
Digestive Disorders Foundation 
Eating Disorders Association 
Ecological Foundation 
Elm Farm Research Centre 
Faculty of Public Health  
Family Welfare Association 
Farmers’ Link 
FARM 
Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens 
Food Additives Campaign Team 
Food and Chemical Allergy Association 
Food Commission  
Food and Health Research 
Food Matters 
Foundation for Local Food Initiatives 
Foundations UK 
Friends of the Earth 
General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland 
Gingerbread 
Guild of Food Writers 

Hands Up For 
Haemolytic Uraemic Syndrome Help (HUSH) 
Health Education Trust 
Heart UK 
Human Scale Education 
Hyperactive Children’s Support Group 
International Society for Food Ecology and Culture 
Land Heritage 
Latex Allergy Support Group 
Magic Breakfast 
Maternity Alliance 
McCarrison Society for Nutrition and Health 
Migraine Action Association 
National Children’s Bureau 
National Council of Women 
National Consumer Council 
National Consumer Federation  
National Family and Parenting Institute 
National Federation of Women’s Institutes 
National Heart Forum 
National Obesity Forum 
National Oral Health Promotion Group 
National Union of Teachers 
The National Youth Agency 
Netmums 
New Economics Foundation 
Northern Ireland Chest, Heart and Stroke Association 
Organix Brands 
Parent Organisation Ltd 
Permaculture Association 
Positive Parenting 
Realfood 
Royal College of General Practitioners 
Royal College of Physicians 
Royal College of Surgeons 
Royal Institute of Public Health 
Royal Society for the Promotion of Health 
Scottish Consumer Council 
Scottish Heart and Arterial Disease Risk Prevention 
Small and Family Farms Alliance 
Social Equity in Environmental Decisions (SEEDS) 
Society of Health Education and Promotion Specialists 
Soil Association 
Soroptimist International of Great Britain 
Stroke Association 
TOAST (The Obesity Awareness & Solutions Trust) 
UK Public Health Association 
UNISON 
Vega Research 
Vegetarian and Vegan Foundation 
Viva! (Vegetarians International Voice for Animals) 
Weight Concern 
Welsh Consumer Council 
Welsh Food Alliance 
World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms  
World Cancer Research Fund 
Young Minds                                                   (115) 
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Mr Andrew Kuyk  
C/o Ms Helen Guedalla 
DEFRA sugar Branch 
Room 305 
Nobel House,  
17 Smith Square,  
London, SW1P 3JR 
 
08 January 2004 
 
Dear Mr Kuyk, 

Re: CAP Reform: Sugar consultationRe: CAP Reform: Sugar consultationRe: CAP Reform: Sugar consultationRe: CAP Reform: Sugar consultation    

Thank you for inviting our comments on the above consultation. We have been liasing 
extensively with our members who have specific interest in this Regime and whilst we have 
decided not to provide specific comment on the options at this stage of the Regime reform 
we do have the following principles upon which we feel any decisions should be made1: 
 
Public healthPublic healthPublic healthPublic health    

1. There is an urgent need to address how reform can contribute to a reduction in the 
amount of sugar produced for human consumption (as opposed for other non-food 
uses). World oversupply continues to grow and the European Union is contributing 
significantly to that growth.2 From a public health perspective, sugar is an unnecessary 
and harmful commodity, contributing to dental caries and other major dietary related 
problems such as obesity. There is a cost of the regime to consumers, which reflects 
the high level of protection given to this sector, which, it is suggested, suppresses 
consumption. Yet the institutionalised level of overproduction means sugar is in 
oversupply, and this sugar ultimately gets into the diet.  

 
2. As recognised by the WHO, this is a vital issue to tackle as EU consumption should be 

reduced by a half to reach their recommended level of consumption of refined 
sugars.3 Ideally, public protection and funds should, in future, be targeted to support 

                                                 
1 We also have papers on sugar which are available from Sustain ‘Sweet and Sour; sugar production and 
consumption’ (2000)and ‘Sugar Trade and Europe’(2000).  
2 Agra Europe also states that the ‘EU regime has habitually foster the annual production of approximately 30% 
more sugar than the annual average consumption of around 12.75mt’ AE Oct 6th 2000. 
3 For instance, in Europe we currently consume (EU 15) about 100g/day. (FAO) The WHO recommendation is 
50g/day max.  



provision of healthy foods such as fruit and vegetables rather than unhealthy foods 
such as sugar. 

 
Environment and biodiversityEnvironment and biodiversityEnvironment and biodiversityEnvironment and biodiversity    

3. Any reform must be based on principles of environmental sustainability to ensure 
resource protection, enhance biodiversity and conserve landscapes.  Measures funded 
by the taxpayer should encourage more environmentally friendly production in 
Europe, beyond the legal minimum, and encourage conversion to alternative crops or 
land use where appropriate.  

 
4. Encouragement of beet farmers to apply for agri-environment and diversification 

grants under the RDR must be a priority and so further finance for the RDR will need 
to be forthcoming. 

 
Equitable trade policy Equitable trade policy Equitable trade policy Equitable trade policy     

5. As has been well documented by development groups, such as Oxfam and ActionAid, 
there is a clear need to stop the dumping of cheap, subsidised sugar on international 
markets. Poor countries are particularly vulnerable to the effects of dumping, as 
agriculture is usually the backbone of their economies.  

 
6. Subsidised produce which is dumped on the world markets affects low-income 

countries by undermining locally grown or processed products and by depressing 
world prices, sometimes quite dramatically, affecting poor countries’ ability to 
compete internationally. This in turn leads to external costs such as environmental 
pollution, child labour and poor working conditions.  Those who have suffered the 
most have been the poor farmers and sugar workers in low-income countries.  

 
7. Dumping continues to undermine the EU's development co-operation policies despite 

the EU having already explicitly committed itself to ensuring policy coherence 
between its development co-operation efforts and other trade policies4. As a matter of 
urgency, the dumping of sugar (and other agricultural commodities) by the EU needs 
to stop and any regime change must ensure at the very least that export subsidies to 
the sugar sector are eliminated. 

 
8. On market access, the EBA was a welcome, if limited step, and it is essential that any 

changes to the sugar regime are introduced with due care for poor countries 
dependent on revenue from cane sugar exports. Market access needs to be provided 
with appropriate levels of preferences. In addition, aid and assistance should be given 
(particularly where sugar preferences are being eroded) to convert to more profitable, 
value added sugar production, sugar for non- food, or to alternative crops according 
to their own needs and requirements for food security and sustainable production. 
Given the global health threat posed by increasing sugar consumption, policies should 
be promoted which aid the transition from sugar production or to develop alternative 
and sustainable uses for sugar. 

 

                                                 
4 See both the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam (Article 130) and the Union Treaty (Article C). In June 1997 the 
Development Council adopted a resolution “ensuring that agricultural exports and food aid in kind do not 
damage the production capacity and marketing of developing countries”. 



EU farmers and workers EU farmers and workers EU farmers and workers EU farmers and workers     
9. The livelihoods of a small but regionally significant number of EU sugar farmers and 

sugar workers are currently dependent on beet production and processing. Whilst this 
dependency partly derives from the current policy, which ensures an artificially high 
price and allows monopolies in the processing sector, these needs should be 
addressed as Regime reform ideally moves production away from beet.  

 
10. Transitional and diversification aid should be provided through rural development 

and structural funds as appropriate and should be based on sustainability principles. 
It will be imperative to monitor moves to alternative crops to ensure biodiversity and 
environment are not damaged. The use of the Single Income payment on a regional 
basis will allow beet farmers to access direct payments for the first time for land in 
beet production but ideally as beet prices becomes less attractive, reduced acreages 
and therefore less production may result as farmers can grow other crops. To address 
employment issues in communities dependent on beet production and processing, it 
may be appropriate to target aid to create new employment opportunities along the 
food chain.   

 
Given the above, it is not easy to see how any the present options on the table contribute to 
a reform that fits these objectives. Our diverse membership - which includes UK farmers as 
well as environmental and consumer groups, public health bodies and development groups 
– is clear that the above objectives should be paramount in reform discussions. We aim to 
develop a common position on specific policy options during 2004, which will reflect this 
diverse membership and which will help steer the debate away form the rather polarised 
positions, which have characterised it to date.  
 
We hope you find the above useful – it represents a real cross stakeholder level of interest 
and we will be hoping for a reform based on sustainable development principles. We look 
forward to further dialogue and would be happy to discuss this with you. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Vicki Hird 
Policy Director  
 
On behalf of the Sustain and UK Food Group Joint Agriculture and Trade Working Party 



This paper represents the views of its author on the subject. These views have not been adopted or in any way approved by the Commission 
and should not be relied upon as a statement of the Commission's or Health & Consumer Protection DG's views. The European Commission 
does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this paper, nor does it accept responsibility for any use made thereof. 
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