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1. INTRODUCTION

On May 20" 2020, the European Commission published the Farm to Fork strategy. In this
framework, the Commission is proposing actions to empower consumers to make healthy food
choices, including the introduction of a mandatory front-of-pack nutrition label. The Commission
intends to further discuss the topic with all stakeholders and to launch an impact assessment on
different options for front-of-pack nutrition labelling. As indicated in the Farm to Fork action plan, a
proposal should be adopted by the end of 2022.

Food labelling at European level is disciplined by Regulation (EU) 1169/2011 on the provision of food
information to consumers (FIC Regulation), which lays down procedures and requirements to ensure
clear, complete and accurate information on nutritional composition of food, thus helping
consumers to make healthier choices. Article 35 of the above-mentioned regulation requires the
Commission to adopt a report on the use of additional forms of expression and presentation of the
nutrition declaration, their effect on the internal market, and the advisability of further
harmonisation in this field.

In accordance with this provision and considering some recent developments at national level as
well as the priorities outlined in the Farm to Fork strategy, this report has been adopted on 20 May
2020.

The following executive summary will provide an overview of the report recently published, which
presents the main front-of-pack (FOP) nutrition labelling schemes currently implemented or being
developed at EU level. It also addresses consumer understanding, effectiveness and impacts of FOP
schemes, as well as the effect of this labelling on health.

This document will serve as preparatory work of AREPO future activity on new food labelling
initiatives at EU level.
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2. EU LEGAL FRAMEWORK

FIC Regulation, covering general principles, responsibilities and requirements governing food
information, including nutrition information, origin labelling, legibility and allergens labelling,
entered into force at the end of 2011.

It requires the vast majority of pre-packed foods to bear a nutrition declaration, often provided on
the back of food packaging, displaying details about fat, saturated fat, energy, sugar, salt. This
declaration can be complemented by a voluntary repetition of its main elements in the principal
field of vision (known as the ‘front-of-pack’), so that consumers can see at a glance the essential
nutrition information when purchasing foods. Co-legislators opted for this form of voluntary
labelling, i.e. left to Member States, in the absence of a FOP nutritional scheme that would be
understandable and acceptable for all EU consumers. Furthermore, other forms of expression
and/or presentation (e.g. graphical forms or symbols) can be used on the FOP in addition to those
contained in the nutrition declaration (e.g. words or numbers), as long as they are based on
scientifically valid consumer research and do not mislead the consumer.

Most FOP schemes are based on nutrient profiling criteria, which categorise foods according to their
nutritional composition and are understood as thresholds of nutrients above which nutrition and
health claims are restricted or prohibited.

3. DIFFERENT FRONT-OF-PACK SCHEMES IMPLEMENTED OR DEVELOPED AT EU-LEVEL

Given the increasing rates of overweight and obesity in most EU Member States and a substantial
burden of diseases attributable to dietary risks, the interest from public authorities in FOP nutrition
labelling has been growing since the adoption of the FIC Regulation. As a matter of fact, it is
increasingly seen as a tool of prevention. Providing additional information, on one hand it could
allow consumers to make healthier food choices, on the other hand it could encourage food
business operators to reformulate products towards healthier options.

Today, several FOP schemes have been developed and implemented across the EU. They can be
divided into:

e nutrient-specific schemes, providing more or less detailed nutritional information on specific
nutrients;

e and summary indicator schemes that rather provide a synthetic appreciation of the
product's overall nutritional quality/healthfulness.

In addition, considering whether a label provides an immediate indication on the nutrient profile of
a product, a distinction is drawn between

e reductive schemes, reduced amount of the nutrition information contained on the back-of-
pack, offering little interpretation of this information;

e and evaluative schemes, evaluative judgement about nutrition information for the
consumer, providing at-a-glance guidance on the relative healthfulness of the product
through interpretational aids, such as symbols, colours or words.

Table 1 in the annex classifies both the public and private schemes (implemented or proposed)
described and provides also information on their developer and where the schemes are used or
proposed/announced
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4, CONSUMER INTEREST, UNDERSTANDING AND REACTION

Consumer surveys conducted in some EU Member States suggest that FOP nutrition labelling proved
to be useful to consumers, filling in an informational gap thus empowering them to make healthier
food choices.

It has been shown that labels on the front of the package receive more attention than labels on the
back of the package. Nevertheless, several features should be taken into account. For instance, some
characteristics can increase attention to FOP nutrition labels, such as larger label size, colours or
whether other information are displayed in the same area of the package. Furthermore, attention to
FOP labelling also appears to depend on consumer age, education level, and health motivation.

The majority of studies suggest that evaluative schemes that use colour-coding, and especially
colour-coding combined with a graded indicator, help consumers of various ages, socio-economic
status, and cultural background in identifying more healthful products.

When colour-coded nutrient-specific labels are used to decide between the healthfulness of foods,
consumers seem to find it more important to avoid reds than choosing greens.

Evaluative schemes seem to help consumers to gauge the healthfulness of products better than
reductive schemes and seem to be more effective than reductive labels when consumers need to
compare products that are difficult to compare.

Type of consumer should also be considered: evaluative labels seem more effective on hedonically
motivated consumers, while reductive schemes might be more effective on health-motivated
consumers.

5. FOP IMPACT ON HEALTH

To directly measure whether FOP schemes improve consumers' diet and health in real life, it would
be necessary to observe their daily eating choices over the long term. Given the difficulty to set up
such studies and prove causality, there is not enough empirical evidence to draw conclusions on
the impact of FOP label use on the healthfulness of diets and on health itself.

Some studies looking at associations between the quality of diets of volunteers and nutrition-related
diseases, suggest that diet quality, evaluated by the dietary index underlying the Nutri-Score
scheme, is associated with lower risk of cardio-vascular disease, cancer and overweight. Another
study, which involved five different FOP labels, concludes that FOP nutrition labels have the
potential to help decrease mortality from diet-related non-communicable diseases, with effects
depending on the type of label tested and Nutri-Score appearing the most efficient.

The literature also warns on some potential unintended effects of labelling on the diet. Particularly,
perceiving a food as healthy could increase intake of the food due to less guilt and inappropriately
large portion sizes may also result if a FOP label fails to signal limited healthfulness of the food.

6. POSITIONS AND POINTS OF VIEW

The European Commission report lays stress on the heterogeneity of positions on the matter from
EU Institutions, Member States and stakeholders as well as International organisations.

Since the adoption of the FIC Regulation, Council has called upon the Member States and the
Commission to encourage voluntary labelling of foods. As concerns the European Parliament, no
specific resolution has been adopted, while the European Committee of the Regions invited the
European Commission to propose a “mandatory, single European colour labelling system, in which
colours would be applied on a basis of 100 g units, on the front of food packaging throughout the
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EU, providing consumers with clear information on the sugar, salt and fat content, encouraging
healthier eating patterns.”

With regards to Member States, experts from certain EU national competent authorities favoured
reductive FOP schemes providing nutrient-specific information, based on portion sizes, without
evaluating foods and are concerned that under evaluative FOP schemes some traditional products
and regional specialities (e.g. cheeses, edible oils, meat products) might display labels that deter
consumer purchase. On the contrary, other MS favoured evaluative schemes arguing that such
schemes are helping consumers make healthy food choices.

Consumer representatives and public health associations favour a common approach for FOP
nutrition labelling and a colour-coded FOP nutrition labelling. They support Nutri-Score in particular,
which has also been the subject of a European Citizens’ Initiative (‘PRO-NUTRISCORE’) calling on
the Commission “to impose simplified Nutriscore labelling on food products”. Associations of
dietitians have a similar position about colour-coded schemes and are in favour of one single robust
labelling scheme throughout the EU.

EU farmers and their cooperatives, although recognising the contribution of nutritional information
in adopting a healthier and more balanced diet, oppose colour-coded schemes focusing only on
negative nutrients since they consider that this would ignore the overall nutritional contribution of
agricultural products that are rich in essential nutrients. Furthermore, they believe that such
schemes could negatively affect some agricultural products that cannot be easily reformulated
because of their compositional or traditional characteristics.

7. CONCLUSIONS

The European Commission report gave an overview of the main front-of-pack (FOP) nutrition
labelling schemes in place as well as consumer understanding of it and the consequences on health:

e |t confirmed the potential of FOP schemes to help consumers make health-conscious food
choices compared to a no label situation.

e Through the review of some studies, it has shown that evaluative FOP schemes using
colour-coding, like Nutri-Score, seem to be more effective to consumers for measuring the
healthfulness of a product since they can provide an immediate understanding of a label.

e On the contrary, there is not enough empirical evidence to draw conclusions on the
positive impact of FOP label on consumers’ diet and health, since a research on this aspect
should consider consumers’ daily eating choices over the long term.

e Plus, other studies stressed how perceiving certain food as healthy could lead to indulge in
excessive intake of food or large portion sizes, thus affecting consumers’ dietary habits.

e Finally, the report also deals with the potential impact of FOP schemes on food
reformulation, warning that some agricultural food products cannot be easily reformulated
due to their compositional or traditional characteristics.

In line with its commitment in the Farm to Fork strategy and given the results presented in this
report on the potential of FOP schemes, the European Commission concludes that it seems
appropriate to introduce a harmonised mandatory FOP nutrition labelling at EU-level as well as
further analysing and reflecting on the strong link between nutrient profiling and FOP nutrition
labelling.
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Table 1 - Typologies and formats of FOP nutrition labelling schemes implemented/proposed/announced at Member States’ and UK level

Taxonomies put forward in the literature

Examples of FOP schemes

Developer

EU
Member
State

Description

Nutrient-
specific
labels

Numerical

Non-
directive

Reductive (non-
interpretative)

Reference
Intakes label

Private

Across
the EU

It provides numerical information on how much energy and
nutrients are present in a portion of a food and how much
this represents as a percentage of the daily reference intake
(introduced in 2006 by the association of the European food
and drink industry).

Nutrinform
Battery

Public

IT

In January 2020, Italy notified to the EC a draft Decree
recommending the use of this voluntary front-of-pack
scheme. The scheme is based on the Reference Intakes label,
with an added battery symbol indicating the amounts of
energy and nutrients in a single serving as percentage of the
daily intake.

Colour-
coded

Semi-
directive

Evaluative
(interpretative)

UK FOP label

Public

UK

Traffic light scheme: in 2013, the UK formally introduced a
voluntary FOP scheme combining colour-coding and
percentage reference intakes. It is supported by a guide
adopted by the UK authorities. It provides information on the
content of fat, saturated fat, sugars and salt, and the energy
value by serving or portion of the food. Colours are used to
classify those nutrients as 'low' (green), 'medium' (amber) or
‘high’ (red).

Other 'traffic
light' labels

Una racidn de 3 galletas (30g) contiene:

108 17¢ 029 Ol O2¢ 13g

Private
(retailers)

PT, ES

Some retailers in Portugal and Spain developed their own
FOP nutrition label based on a traffic light format that adds
colours to the Reference Intakes label.

Evolved Nutrition Label (ENL): developed in 2017 by six
multi-national food and drink companies. It combines the
Reference Intakes label with colours similar to the UK FOP
scheme but being more lenient between amber and red for
products considered to be consumed in small portions. It was
suspended in November 2018.
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Summary
labels

Positive
(endorsement)
logos

Graded indicators

Directive)

Evaluative
(interpretative)

Keyhole logo

Public

SE, DK, LT

First FOP logo system in the EU, introduced by the Swedish
National Food Agency in Sweden in 1989. It is a voluntary free-of-
charge label in the form of a symbolic green representation that
identifies the healthier choice within 33 defined food groups (e.g.
bread, cheese, ready meals), based on nutritional criteria such as
the level of fat, sugars, salt, wholegrain or fibre. The logo cannot
be used on products that have a low nutritional value, such as
salted snacks or soft drinks.

Heart/Health
logos

NGO

Public

F1SI

HR

Heart Symbol - Better choice: the criteria for using the symbol
(fat, salt, sugar and/or fibre content) are defined for nine main
food groups. The right to use the label is granted by experts
nominated by the Finnish Heart and Diabetes Associations and is
subject to a charge;

Protective Food: also called “Little Heart”, introduced in Slovenia
in 1992 by the Society of Cardiovascular Health and promoted by
the government. It applies to pre-packed foods that meet
specified nutrition criteria;

Healthy Living: the Institute for Public Health of Croatia is
mandated to grant the right to use this logo on foods that meet
specific nutrition criteria.

Healthy
Choice logo

Private|

CZ, PL

Phased
outin NL

Owned by Choices International Foundation, it identifies healthier
options within food groups. The category-specific criteria are
based on the levels of saturated and trans fatty acids, added
sugar, salt, dietary fibre and/or energy. The criteria are
applicable to all food products, including snacks and soft drinks.
Companies paying a membership fee to the national Choices
organisation can use the logo on eligible products.

Nutri-Score

NUTRI-SCORE

Public

FR (2017),
BE (2019)

ES, DE, NL,
LU to be
adopted

Based on the UK Food Standards Agency nutrient profiling model,
it indicates the overall nutritional quality of a given food item.
The label is represented by a scale of five colours, from dark
green indicating food products with the highest nutritional
quality to dark orange for products with lower nutritional quality,
associated with letters from A to E. The algorithm to calculate the
nutritional score considers both negative (sugars, saturated fats,
salt and calories) and positive elements (protein, fibre, fruits,
vegetables, legumes and nuts).
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