
Obesity Best Practices Workshop - 29 October 2004: 
Conclusions and follow-up 

 
1. Feedback from the Obesity Workshop is by and large positive. Most participants felt 

the selection of presentations adequately covered the ground which the Round Table 
needs to explore, and contained useful elements for further discussion. There were 
however some regrets that the debates were not sufficiently focussed on the presentation 
and discussion of concrete examples of best practices, and that there was too little focus 
on the energy output/physical activity side. The structure of the Workshop has proved 
useful, and could be maintained for organising further discussions within the Round 
Table process. 

2. The role of nutrition labelling as a tool for influencing consumer food choices was 
highlighted. There was broad agreement that there is a need for providing clear and 
meaningful information to the consumer on food labels, that such information should be 
short and comprehensive and that it should be presented in a format that is sufficiently 
harmonised to keep the market open and flexible enough to allow rapid response to 
evolving consumer needs. The intended revision of the nutrition labelling rules was 
welcomed, even more so as improving the presentation of the information appears 
sometimes to be hampered by existing legal provisions. The advantages and 
disadvantages of certain voluntary initiatives for the presentation of foods in ways that 
would facilitate consumer choices (e.g. signposting/traffic lights, symbols like the “key 
hole” and the “healthy heart”) were outlined.  

Action: The existing information and that forthcoming from ongoing research 
should be carefully considered in the process of preparing proposals for the 
revision of the current nutrition labelling rules reflecting, in particular, on 
how choices leading to an improved overall diet could be facilitated for the 
consumer. 

Since a scientific basis is necessary the advice of the European Food Safety 
Authority should be sought. Appropriate activities on nutrition information 
and education to enable consumers to understand and use nutrition 
labelling should be developed in parallel (see below).  

3. Regarding general consumer (and children’s) education, there was broad agreement on 
the need for multi-stakeholder campaigns, in which 

− the relevant stakeholders agree on (and are prepared to invest in) a coherent 
and comprehensive approach; 

− consistent messages are given from a wide range of players over a longer 
span of time; 

− local stakeholders play an active role (schools, restaurants, shops, local 
food producers/farmers, local media, local Government…); 

− adequate nutrition and physical activity related training is provided for 
health professionals, teachers and educators, decision makers in catering 
and retail establishments…  

− the focus is on replacing “obesogenic” environments by environments 
which make it easier for the consumer to make “healthy” nutrition choices 
and practice physical activity. 



The French Fleurbaix-Laventie project can be considered a show case for such an 
approach. Also, the German “Platform” provides a strong multi-stakeholder approach. 

Action: the Round Table will need to discuss how local approaches like the 
Fleurbaix-Laventie project can be “multiplied”, how national schemes like 
the German Platform can yield sustainable results at local levels. 

The European Network on Nutrition and Physical Activity, which brings 
together Government experts, health NGOs, consumer organisations and 
academia could be a suitable platform for exploring the large-scale 
introduction of such multi-stakeholder schemes. 

Consumer organisations, the food industry (including the retailers), 
Governments and schools could design education campaigns aimed at 
developing “nutrition labelling literacy” of the consumers, aimed at 
fostering their skills to understand nutrition labelling information. The 
Community can help to identify best practice for the design and running of 
such campaigns and organise exchange of experience. 

The physical activity side needs to be an integrated part of all such 
approaches, as in the French and German examples mentioned above. 
Particular attention needs to be paid to raising awareness of the necessary 
balance between energy input and energy output, and to the creation of 
environments which encourage physical activity (low-threshold outdoor 
and indoor sport facilities accessible to all, safe cycling paths, safe 
footpaths to schools, showers and changing rooms at workplaces, 
reinforcement of physical activity in school curricula…). 

4. As far as advertising/marketing/promotion is concerned, the definition of our state of 
knowledge gives rise to more controversy. Some argue that self-regulation is in place 
and already working well, and that the effects of advertising on children’s diets are not 
scientifically established. Others tend to see advertising to children, especially for 
energy-dense products, as a major element of the “obesogenic” environment. 

Action: Presently, advertised diets appear to differ drastically from recommended 
diets. The Round Table will therefore need to examine more closely the 
scope for closing this gap. 

Schools, possibly together with other players, need to develop children’s 
“media literacy”. 

On the basis of available concrete examples (certain snack manufacturers 
not targeting children under eight, certain soft drink producers removing 
their products from vending machines in primary schools…), the Round 
Table could examine how limits on advertising of energy-dense foods 
(mainly snacks, confectionary and sugar-sweetened soft drinks) to children, 
and on marketing of such products in schools, could operate on a broader 
scale.  

5. Regarding product development and product composition, the food industry gave a 
series of examples for products that are reduced in energy, fat, sugar and salt; the 
consumer organisations pointed to the enormous differences of nutrient composition in 
similar products, suggesting that a lot more can be done in this vein. 



Action: The Round Table could examine how fast the range of products reduced in 
energy, fat, sugar and salt can be further extended, and how the concerting 
of advertising and marketing efforts on products which can be considered 
the “healthier choice” could relate to this. 

Economic operators and consumer organisations could assure that 
consumers are informed about the benefits of choosing the low 
energy/fat/sugar/salt… products. 

The catering industry, including fast food outlets, could propose more 
energy-reduced meals/”healthy alternatives”, and adjust portion sizes 
where necessary. 

6. Cutting across the above issues, and in order to secure concrete outcomes from the 
process, the Round Table will need to now in more detail look at possibilities to draw 
these threads together in an EU–wide process with both added value and subsidiarity. 
Already on the table are the following questions regarding the nature of the 
commitments made in the process, and their verification: 

− Will economic operators publicly commit to a measurable and sustained 
increase in the amount of staff time and money that they would put into 
good nutrition activities? 

− Will the processing and retail arms of the food chain agree to sit with all 
other interested parties in drawing up bench-marks for their healthy eating 
campaigns? 

− Will the economic operators accept non-profit interested parties as part of a 
process to verify that the promised private actions really are taking place? 

 


