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Brussels, 3 March 2006

Conference on Food Labelling

15 – 16 February, Rotterdam, The Netherlands

The meeting, attended by 23 Member States, Norway, Iceland and Canada, was organised to exchange ideas on how to convey messages clearly and transparently to consumers whilst lessening the burden for the industry.

The purpose of the conference was to identify, through a brainstorming session, ways and means to strike the right balance between information, clarity and feasibility for all operators. 

The programme of the conference consisted of two parts. The first day opened with a morning session where presentations were made by all the key-stakeholders and continued with after-noon workshops. The second day was devoted to discussing the outcomes of the first day between European Members States and European Commission.

European stakeholders reflecting on the labelling issue were: Rob Dortland (Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport – The Netherlands), Angelika Mrohs (CIAA), Sylvie Pradelle (BEUC), Noelle Vonthron (EuroCommerce), Chris Dabner (National Association of Master Bakers, UK). 

The presentations delivered by the speakers are attached in the annex. 

During the after-noon workshops the participants brainstormed on the following questions:

1. What needs are not being met by current labelling requirements? 

· Clear information in relation to methods of production;

· Requirements in relation to small packages could be improved;

· Rules on legibility should be clarified;

· Nutrition information should be provided consistently;

· Information in relation to ingredients should appear on alcoholic beverages labels;

· Clear rules for Health Claims should be agreed on;

· Guidance on “May contain” should be harmonised;

· Rules for non-pre-packaged food should be harmonised;

· “Country of origin” should be regulated;

· Other points to be improved besides labelling requirements were: 

· Consumer education in order to facilitate understanding,

· Reduction of the administrative burden, 

· Elimination of barriers to trade, 

· Improvement of the consistency in implementation of law and 

· Better enforcement.

2. Is any information less important?

· Nowadays labels are crowded with information, but the groups were torn in their decision of what was essential and what could be seen as additional information. 

· Health risk and diet related data on the label such as additives, allergens and nutritional information was considered to be primordial. 

· No agreement was reached in respect to less important information, but some felt that the following could be included: QUID, country of origin, GMO, marketing information, processing info, MAP (modified atmosphere packaging), lot indication and details about irradiation of food. 

· Re-introducing the 25% rule was mentioned as a way forward to simplification.

3. How could the information be presented?

· Differentiation should be made between essential information to be presented on label and other information that may be distributed through alternative channels such as: leaflets, pull out labels and internet;

· Presentation could be improved by re-grouping information and, in particular, differentiating between marketing information and non-marketing information;

· The idea of EU standard format was mentioned;

· Improvement of multi-lingual labels should be further explored;

· The use of symbols and pictograms should be considered. 

4. How could be the way forward?

· It was widely accepted that

· Labelling was a complex issue;

· Improvement to the labelling rules was needed;

· The responsibility should be shared between the main players: producers, consumers and government;

· More research should be undertaken in order to that the proposed modifications to the rules are science based. 

· European authorities should look into improving rules in relation to legibility, 

· Give serious consideration to new technologies.

The second day of the meeting was reserved to officials from the European Commission and Member States. Basil Mathioudakis gave a presentation from the Commission’s DG SANCO and the group was supposed to further discuss the outcome of the brainstorming form the previous day.
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