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0417 114 492
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1  about the Ethical Consumer Group

The Ethical Consumer Group is a community based, not-for-profit incorporated association set up to help facilitate more sustainable purchasing practices for the everyday consumer. 

We produce an annual pocket buying guide - 'The Guide to Ethical Supermarket Shopping', which provides information on common brands and their related companies, and run ‘Shopping with a Conscience’ workshops and supermarket tours. We also hold monthly 'Meal & Movie' nights - exploring what it means to live sustainably within a consumer culture. 

The work of the Ethical Consumer Group has come out of a shared concern that many people although eager to make changes in their buying habits for the better, do not have access to information to make  choices that reflect their values.

We have sold over 60,000 copies of our print guide 'The Guide to Ethical Supermarket Shopping', edition 1, 2 & 3. This year we have so far sold over 17,000 copies of the 2010 edition, released in February, and over 2,000 'Shop Ethical!' i-Phone apps. Our website presently averages between 300 and  400 hits per day. We conducted over 60 workshops on Ethical Purchasing/Shopping in 2009.

This all points to a growing interest by everyday consumers in knowing more about the wider impacts of the products they buy.  People generally have a desire for more transparency about the features and stories behind the products they purchase, as they look to make purchasing choices that better reflect their own values.  

Consumers are coming to independent organisations like our own because there is a lack of adequate information on the label and associated company and industry websites.

This is especially true in relation to our food issues such as food miles, genetic engineering, company ownership and track record, and animal welfare.

2  regarding the Terms of Reference

The terms of reference indicate that this is a comprehensive review of food labelling 

laws and policy. Our contribution in this submission will focus on the policy objective of 'enabling consumers to make informed choices', and present the broad range of issues that should be considered in ensuring that food labelling provides consumers with trustworthy and meaningful information about the food they eat. 

With a view to provide an 'evidence' based approach, we have conducted a simple survey to assess what are the important issues for consumers in making an informed choice about their food purchases. Our goal was to ascertain:  (1) consumer concerns in relation to adequate labelling of food products, and (2)  the usefulness of present labelling.  It was sent to 1,500 people. We had 218 participants completing the survey.  Results are referred to within this submission, and can be seen in the attached pfd.

When asked in our survey if the wider impacts of a products - on people, and animals and the environment - important to you, 98% of respondants said 'yes'.

Additionally some of the background and rationale for our views on particular issues have been well documented by others in their submissions to you. With this in mind we have noted sources without elaborating on details.

We have worked through the questions in the review paper – highlighting changes to present labelling. We have left out responses to questions relating to areas with which we have no experience.

3  Recommendations

Country of Origin Labelling

Presently consumers generally associate 'country of origin labelling' (CoOL) with where the ingredients have come from rather than where the food was made. Presently CoOL incorporates these two components into one label. This is not useful in conveying transparency and product tracibility, which is what many consumers are actively seeking.

When asked in our survey if “there is a need for more clarrity on the meaning of the labels 'Made in Australia' and 'Product of Australia'”, 97% of respondants said 'yes'.

Concerns by consumers relate to foodmiles, supporting local jobs & industry, labour & health standards. In the light of peak oil, which will mean the cost of global transportation will increase, consumers are concerned about the cost of food and therefore seeking to localise as much as possible where their food comes from. Adequate labelling will mean consumers can choose more local produce.

We recommend:

· giving clarrity to each of these areas by stating the percentage that fulfills the claim (to nearest 10%)

· introducing state as well as the country label (and the region where claim of 'locally grown' is used') ie. 80% Made in Victoria, Australia; from 20% local and 80% imported ingredients

Palm oil

There has been a huge wave of public awareness about the links between palm oil in  products (found in one in four food products that we buy ) and the forests of indonesdia and Malaysia  which are being logged for palm oil plantations. Clearing for oil palm plantations an associated burning results in significant greenhouse gas emissions and loss of habitat for orangutans, and other endangered species. 

Presently palm oil can be listed in the ingredients list as ‘vegetable oil’. Australians should be able to choose whether their purchases contribute to the loss of an eco-system and species such as the Orang-utan. Labelling palm-oil helps to show which food manufacturers are not purchasing ethical sources of palm-oil. Labelling will help drive a market for a sustainable palm-oil industry that considers the needs of people and wildlife.

When asked in our survey “Should palm oil be labelled on products?'”, 98% of respondants said 'yes'.

Palm oil is also a saturated fat which leads to heart disease, which falls clearly under the Review objectives of preventative public health.

We recommend:

· compulsory labelling of palm oil for all food products (and other product types too).

Genetic Engineering

Consumers are concerned that present labelling allows for food made from animals fed with Genetic Engineering (GE) feed (meat, milk, eggs, honey) and highly refined ingredients (cooking oils, sugars, starches) and foods unintentionally contaminated by up to 1% per ingredient, as excempt from labelling as GE. 

A significant concern is that without labelling there is no ability to trace whether a health problem is due to a GE component or something else. 

Consumers are also concerned that the Gene Technology Regulator has approved GE crops based on safety reports submitted by the companies seeking approval for the crops, instead of independent review. Given this and that GE in our food has only been around for a relatively short time (introducted in the mid 1990s) and has little history of safe use, consumers seek the right to avoid it if they choose in the interest of their own health and the health of their families.

When asked in our survey “Do you have any concerns about genetic engineered ingredients being in the food you eat?'”, 95% of respondants said 'yes'. 

When asked in our survey  if “it is adequate that present labelling allows for food made from animals fed with GE feed and highly refined ingredients and foods unintentionally contaminated by up to 1% per ingredient, as exempt from labelling as GE”, 91% of respondants said 'no'.  

We recommend:

· All foods derived from GE crops must be clearly labelled, including highly processed products such as oils, starches and sugars from GE crops; and meat, milk, cheese and eggs from animals fed GE feed. 

· GE crops should only be approved if they are proven to be safe 'beyond reasonable doubt' using evidence from independent, long-term, published studies - measuring indicators relevant to human health.

See further information in submissions by MADGE and Gene ethics.

We also recommend the labelling of Nanotechnology.  All foods, food packaging and production processes which entail the use of nano-materials be labelled, as they have no history of safe use in the human food supply.

Animal welfare 

Presently animal-derived food products are labelled with a confusing, poorly defined and unregulated labelling terms, including: caged / battery eggs; barn laid eggs; freerange, open-range or range eggs; grain fed; bred free-range; organic and bio-dynamic. None of these terms have a nationally consistent legal definition, or enforceable standards. A suite of voluntary standards and third party certification schemes of varying regulation have resulted in the big producers redefining the terms to suit themselves. 

When asked in our survey “Do you think there should be more clarity on the standards connected to voluntary labelling claims. (ie. free range eggs)? ”, 99% of respondants said 'yes'. 

We recommend:

· introduction of mandatory labelling of the production method of animal-derived food products (especially meat, eggs and dairy)

· first involving defined standards, modelled on existing voluntary standards such as FREPA (eggs). Including clarrity on terms such as 'Free range' and ' bred-free range' which are intrinsically misleading due to the mental image created by the term.

· then an audit system to enforce standards.

See more information in the Humane Society International submission.

Transfats

Presently Trans fats are found in foods that contain hydrogenated oils, usually added to make fried food crisper, and has been linked to several health concerns including increased LDL (bad) cholesterol and an increase in heart disease risk. Denmark banned food with more than 2 percent trans fats two years ago, but thus far has been the only country to impose such a severe restriction. Labelling of transfats would encourage manufacturers to seek substitutes. Cheap food ingredients are seen as good for the economy, at the expense of the public's health.

We recommend:

· Label all transfats.

Seafood labelling

Presently many different names for the same fish are used. Consumers have no way to identify clearly the type of fish, where it was caught, or the fishing method used - all necessary in choosing a purchase that is more or is less sustainable.

When asked in our survey “In terms of knowing where fish has come from, and the fishing method involved, is present fish and seafood labelling adequate?  ”, 90% of respondants said 'yes'. 

We recommend:

· all point-of-sale and package labelling of seafood and seafood products to be labelled in accordance with the Australian Fish Names Standard.

· The catch area, as defined by the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) spelled out in words (not as a number), and the name of the stock where each species contained in the product came from (e.g. Georges Bank stock)

· the production method (‘wild caught’) for each seafood species contained in the product

· the gear type (e.g. trawl) and exact fishing method (e.g. bottom otter trawl or mid-water trawl; purse seining or purse seine with fish aggregation device) used for each seafood species contained in the product. 

See more information in the Greenpeace Australia Pacific Oceans submission.

Nutrition - health

Presently excessive sugar, fat and salt all play a part in ongoing health problems for a growing number of people.

We recommend:

· introduction of a traffic light labeling system for an at-a-glance indication of sugar, salt, fat content in a product, as recently introduced in the UK. http://www.eatwell.gov.uk/foodlabels/trafficlights/ This is a way to encourge manufactures to reduce these components in their foods. 

· consistency with method for labelling additive numbers. Using numbers is likely to be more useful, given if they want to be referenced, they are easier to identify rather that long names.

Brand owner

Presently although there are often many companies associated with a product, including the brand owner, or owners, the manufacturer, distributor, importer or trademark licensee, these companies and their parent companies, are not listed on the label. 

When asked in our survey “There are often many companies associated with a product. Do you think that it is important that the companies connected with a product be listed on on the label? ”, 63% of respondants said 'yes – all companies', and 34% said 'yes - just major companies (ie. parent, manufacturer)'.

We recommend:

· as a minimum, specify the manufacturer of the product and the brand owner, with both their parent companies if different from primary company. Additonally, we recommend labelling includes the country where they are based.

Full product ingredient disclosure

Presently manufacturers can use catch-all "ingredients" that do not to tell consumers what is in the products - "fragrance," "spices," etc.

We recommend:

· complete accounting of all ingredients in product. 

· all front of package promotional terms and claims must be supported by the information contained in the ingredients list. eg. If the claim is "No trans fats" then there must be NO hydrogenated oils in the ingredient list.. 

· introduce percentages for top 3 items in ingredient list. eg. corn 50%, wheat 40%, malt 10%, etc. or corn 90%, wheat 5%, malt 5%, etc. (in this case we'd know if majority of the product is wheat or just small amount).

Further information resource 

Additonally we recommend all claims made on a product label are further explained on a company website or other independent publically accessible resource. This will encourage disclosure and be a means for the public to be able to scrutinise the integrity of a claim and specifics of what a label means.

We recommend:

· a database be set up with website interface accessible to the public that contains all labeling claims. Including voluntary (natural, chemical free, environmentaly friendly) and mandatory claims (country of origin, free range). Manufacturers are required to list all claims, front or back of packaging, on the website with a explaination of the specifics of the claim. Label approval is subject to this.
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