
 

 

Public Consultation: Feasibility study on options to limit unhealthy food marketing to children 

The Food Intolerance Network supports an explicit definition of safety for all consumers including 
children, which covers nutrition and effects of food on both short and long-term physical and mental 
health, attention and behaviour. Children are more vulnerable to food additives than adults, due to 
their smaller size. Pilot trials and studies with up to 1 million students in schools (1-5) have found 
profound effects on all these aspects due to food additives. 

The Health Ministers' Policy Statement is comprehensive: “all those aspects of food consumption 
that could adversely affect the general population or a particular community’s health either in the 
short-term or long-term, including preventable diet-related disease, illness and disability as well as 
acute food safety concerns.” Therefore a limited focus on brands and marketing is only part of the 
story. 

The world’s largest scientific review (6), involving nearly 10 million people, recently found that UPFs 
(ultra-processed foods) are associated with higher risks of multiple health problems and the Global 
Burden of Disease Risk Factor Estimate (7) from 1990 to 2016 revealed that diet was the leading 
cause of death in the USA. So there are many good reasons to limit children’s access to these foods 
(8) and ensure that they are free from harmful substances. 

The National Healthy School Canteens – Guidelines for healthy foods and drinks supplied in school 
canteens (9) – published by the Australian Government Department of Health and Aged Care, 
already recommends restricting 14 artificial colours, more than those six identified in the $2 million 
Southampton study (10). These results led to foods containing most common artificial colours 
carrying a mandatory warning in the EU (“may have an adverse effect on activity and attention in 
children”) but the same scientific evidence that convinced EU (and Californian) regulators to act was 
dismissed in Australia/NZ.  

Not all food additives are bad; there are only 56 of concern (11). But a critical issue is emerging: due 
to consumer apprehensions about the health risks of Ultra-Processed Foods (UPFs) including food 
additives, the food industry has responded with a Clean-Label initiative to hide additives from 
consumers. They remove chemical sounding ADDITIVE names and numbers and replace them with 
innocent-sounding INGREDIENTS. Such foods commonly include a health claim “no artificial 
preservatives” or “no added MSG” because they have been made in a laboratory by fermenting or 
concentrating natural ingredients. This Clean-Label approach by the food industry is gaining 



momentum to the extent that, for some previously regulated additives, there are now far more ways 
in which they are added as unregulated INGREDIENTS than as regulated ADDITIVES.  

This means that consumers no longer know what is in their food. For one additive class of particular 
concern (12), the propionate preservatives in bread, other flour products and processed meats (280-
283), there of the 19 ways in which they can be added to food, but only 8 are regulated by food 
standards and must appear as additives on labels. The rest are no longer regulated. Bread is eaten by 
children on a daily basis and it is our view that many children are affected on a daily basis by these 
additives. 

The Food Intolerance Network urges this feasibility study to RECOMMEND: 

• that the definition of healthy food excludes those 56 food additives proven to affect children in 
health, attention and behaviour; 
 

• that the National Healthy School Canteens Guidelines be updated to exclude those 56 food 
additives proven to affect children in health, attention and behaviour; and 
 

• support for an initiative to bring unregulated additives into regulation as needed and insisting 
that functional ingredients carry the number of the previously regulated food additive to which 
they are chemically identical so that consumers can choose safer foods. 
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ADDENDUM March 2024 in submission 

As referenced in the detailed submission above, spurious health claims are now part of the food industry Clean-Label 
initiative to hide additives from consumers. They remove chemical sounding ADDITIVE names and numbers and replace 
them with innocent-sounding INGREDIENTS. Such foods commonly include a health claim “no artificial preservatives” or 
“no added MSG” because they have been made in a laboratory by fermenting or concentrating natural ingredients. This 
Clean-Label approach by the food industry is gaining momentum to the extent that, for some previously regulated 
additives, there are now far more ways in which they are added as unregulated INGREDIENTS than as regulated ADDITIVES. 

Only one country to my general knowledge has successfully taken on a major food company in this way: India in 2018! 
Under Indian regulations, foods with any ingredient that naturally contains MSG cannot add a label “No added MSG” on 
their packaging, as this could give a misleading impression that the product contains no MSG. This is where Nestle went 
wrong in India and it has agreed to remove the ‘No added MSG’ claim on their packaging. While free glutamates are 
naturally present in many foods, consumers are being actively misled about the ADDED levels in products strongly labelled 
as “no added MSG”. 

Then India went on bravely in 2019: The Food Safety Standards Authority of India will ban 'frivolous' terms such as 
'natural', 'fresh', 'traditional', 'premium', 'best' and more on the labels of processed foods unless these meet certain 
standards. In the meantime, these are the 'trending food claims', largely unregulated, now used on Australian/NZ food 
labels: 100% Natural,  Vegan,  Superfood,  Free Range,  Healthy,  Made in Australia, and Live cultures, according to soldout 
workshops run by FoodLegal http://www.foodlegal.com.au/events/   https://www.foodnavigator-
asia.com/Article/2018/11/28/No-more-false-claims-FSSAI-finalises-ban-of-frivolous-terms-on-processed-food-labels  See 
also blog on how India fixed the 'no added MSG' scam 

And in 2021 India took another giant step with a  draft standard for vegan products as “those foods or food ingredients 
that have not made use of any ingredients, additives and processing aids of animal origin including milk and milk products, 
fish, poultry and meat, egg or egg products, honey or honey bee products, materials of insect origin like silk, dyes, 
chitin/chitosan etc or ingredients that are clarified using animal sourced products e.g., bone char used in sugar bleaching, 
isinglass in clarifying beer etc.” In the rest of the world, processing aids are totally hidden and increasingly used. 
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