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Lights Back on at Health Canada:
Minister to Right-size Rule Books for
Food Labelling/Marketing and Conflicts of Interest

October 24, 2016 (MONTREAL/OTTAWA): Bill Jeffery, LLB, Executive Director of the Centre for
Health Science and Law (CHSL), made the following statement on Minister of Health Dr. Jane Philpott’s
address to the Canadian Cardiovascular Congress in Montreal this morning:

“Minister Philpott set-out plans for delivering on nutrition-related election commitments and ensuring
that Canadians get independent, evidence-based advice about nutrition, including:

e Restricting marketing to children using a regulatory approach that has yet to be determined;

¢ Significantly reducing trans fat and sodium in processed foods by regulatory measures;

¢ Mandating changes to back-of-pack nutrition and ingredient labels, and developing a much
more impactful mandatory front-of-pack nutrition label system, informed by a variety of
approaches that are already implemented or proposed by nearly two dozen governments. (Since
the 1960s, the Government of Canada has hosted a U.N. organization that sets guidance
standards for food labelling to protect health and reduce unjustified barriers to trade.); and

e Updating the 2007 edition of “Canada’s Food Guide” using a consultation approach that keeps
industry at arms-length and efforts to influence officials transparent to the public through
proactive disclosure of communications.

According to the World Health Organization and the Seattle-based Institute for Health Metrics and
Evaluation, every year, poor diet causes approximately 50,000 premature Canadian deaths due to
heart disease, stroke, cancer and diabetes because people don 't consume enough fruits, vegetables,
and whole grains (that companies often avoid using in healthy amounts), and get too much sodium,
refined grains, free sugars, and saturated and trans fat (that companies often add to food to seduce
their customers’ palates and/or extend shelf-life). For example, if a family of four maintained
current levels of sodium consumption using only unprocessed ingredients, someone would have to
refill a typical salt shaker every day. Health Canada should be better tracking nutrition-related losses
of healthy life expectancy over time to gage the success of prevention policies and focus priorities.

Taking account of ingredients (not only nutrients) is key for a good front-of-pack scheme. For
instance, the U.K.’s nutrient-based traffic light labels unfairly flatter nutritionally vacuous sugary
Coke/Pepsi label with two green lights (and diet drinks with three) because they are low in saturated
fat and sodium. Reducing the health and economic burden of preventable illnesses means that
companies that refuse to reformulate foods or that financially depend on manipulating children with
marketing gimmicks will lose-out. Federal and provincial governments would also be wise to align
nutrition policy with nutritionally idiosyncratic food tax rules and a long overdue national school
meals program. Better to exempt from tax (and serve to kids) fresh fruit salad than Froot Loops.

On the down-side, Minister Philpott indicated that her government will soon push ahead with a suite
of reforms to back-of-pack labelling rules proposed by her predecessors that her officials estimate



will cost upwards of $700 million to implement. Those reforms would still grossly understate the
amounts of sodium and added sugars in foods in relation to dietary guidance. For instance, nearly
all potato chips and sugary breakfast cereals would not appear to be high in sodium or sugar,
respectively. This is because Health Canada still intends to use the Daily Value of 2,300 mg for
sodium even though the Sodium Working Group and Health Canada’s own dietary advice urge most
adults to aim for 1,200-1,500 mg of sodium per day. And, the new Daily Value for added sugars is
tone-deaf to the World Health Organization’s decades-old advice to zero-in on “‘free sugars” (sugars
isolated from whole foods by processing) in nutrition guidance, instead of total sugars. For example,
a typical can of pop contains more than 150% of the WHO's daily target for free sugars, but only 35%
of Health Canada’s DV for total sugars.

Early this year, a World Health Organization commission and the Conservative-dominated Senate
Standing Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology recommended front-of-pack nutrition
labelling and restrictions on marketing to children. The Senate Committee also recommended reforms
to Canada’s Food Guide and conflict of interest safeguards.”

For more information, contact: Bill Jeffery at the Centre for Health Science and Law at
BillJeffery@HealthScienceAndLaw.ca or 613-244-7337 (ext. 1) or 613-565-2140 (mobile).

Background on CHSL : The Centre for Health Science and Law is a non-profit health advocacy
organization and publisher of Food for Life Report. The Centre accepts no funding from industry or
government and the, soon to launch, Food for Life Report carries no advertising. Bill Jeffery led a
public campaign from 1996 to 2002 for mandatory nutrition labelling for the now-defunct Canadian
operations of U.S.-based Center for Science in the Public Interest. He was a member of the Ministerial
Trans Fat Task Force (2004-2006) and Sodium Working Group (2008-2010) which penned unanimous
recommendations with the (publicly stated) support of industry for the measures the government will
soon implement. He also helped flag—along with a cadre of print and broadcast investigative
reporters and health bloggers—the involvement of industry in shaping the 2007 Food Guide. Bill has
advocated expanding Quebec’s Supreme-Court-tested ban on advertising all products to children
nationally and to older children and federally regulated food labels through amendments to the federal
Competition Act and Food and Drug Regulations. Since the late 1990s, he has participated in
negotiations of the U.N. Codex Committee on Food Labelling on behalf of the International
Association of Consumer Food Organizations.
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