The Secretary

Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

E-mail: <community.affairs.sen@aph.gov.au>

Dear Sir,

Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee Inquiry into the Australia New Zealand Food Authority Amendment Bill 2001

The Bill before the Senate has been referred to Committee because it changes:

1. the way ANZFA operates

2. the make up of the Ministerial Council and Board.

These changes were made without public consultation.  As a nutritionist involved in public health, I believe the proposed changes will create potentially serious conflict with ANZFAs primary objective of public health and safety.

Food regulation must primarily protect public health and needs to be under the jurisdiction of Ministers for Health.  Issues such as trade and agriculture should not impinge on primary objectives of health and safety.

Australia should heed the current lack of confidence in the food supply in Britain, due at least in part to those involved in trade and agriculture silencing health fears about BSE for some time, until health concerns were forced to the forefront.

At times, commercial interests seek to override public health concerns in food legislation.  This occurred in Australia during 2000 over issues such as adequate labelling of nutritional and ingredient content of foods and also the presence of genetically modified ingredients in foods they defined as ‘substantially equivalent’.  Sections of the food industry and their representative bodies attempted to put the interests of food companies above the public health needs of Australians, as seen in their public statements and submissions to ANZFA.

The Health Ministers examined the issues and responded to calls from consumers, the Public Health Association and many of us working in public health, and voted to amend the proposed legislation in ways more favourable to public health and also to public confidence in the food supply.

By expanding the Ministerial Council to include Ministers from other areas, the proposed Amendment would weaken the influence of Health Ministers, who are the only ministers whose portfolio includes public health.

Changing the balance of the Food Authority Board to allow five members directly representing the food industry will also decrease the influence of independent public health professionals and medical researchers working in food-health related areas and diminish the independence of the Food Authority in favour of giving more power to those with vested interests in the outcomes of various areas of food legislation.  This not only has the potential to produce undesirable public health outcomes but will also further undermine the public’s confidence in food laws.

There is no doubt that food influences health.  In Australia, almost two-thirds of men and half of all women and 21% of children are now overweight or obese.  As well as being classified by the World Task Force on Obesity as an independent health risk, excess weight increases:

· type 2 diabetes (the incidence is rising rapidly and Diabetes Australia now estimates it affects 1.2 million Australians);

· hypertension (the most common reason for Australians visiting their GP and giving rise to huge health costs for anti-hypertensive medications)

· coronary heart disease (which decreased from 1968, but has plateaud at a still high level and is expected to rise)

· problems due to arthritis (also increasing as the population ages)

Other diet-related health problems such as osteoporosis and bowel cancer are also increasing.

With such high levels of diet-related health problems, Australia needs to consider food legislation to favour diminishing diet-related disease.  Trade and agriculture must be secondary considerations, yet this Amendment has the potential to allow trade and agricultural concerns to override public health considerations.

The processed food industry already exerts considerable influence over ANZFA through constant contact and representation from the Australian Food and Grocery Council (AFGC).  It is highly likely that AFGC members would be the food industry representatives appointed to the proposed restructuring of the ANZFA Board.

According to written information I have from the Scientific Director of AFGC, this body represents over 80% of the dollar value of Australian food companies and has approximately 120 members.  The same spokesman for AFGC has also publicly stated that there are more than 2000 food companies in Australia.  This means that AFGC represents just 6% of total food companies.  Giving more power to AFGC members may benefit major processed food companies, but would not necessarily benefit the majority of food companies.

As can be seen by various submissions made to ANZFA by AFGC and other processed food companies, public health is seen as secondary to the profit interests of industry.  From a government’s perspective, it does not make sense for public health initiatives to be subsumed by vested industry interests and if this Amendment is passed, Australians will almost certainly react against such decisions.

The public can also be expected to react adversely to the proposed changes to the Bill being made without extensive consultation with experts in public health.

I ask that the Senate Committee seriously consider the points raised and ensure that the Amended Bill is not passed.  The legislation is not in the interests of the public health and will undermine public confidence in the Australian food supply.  Any Food Authority needs not only to be beyond the influence of vested interest, but also be seen to be independent. 

Yours sincerely,

Rosemary Stanton OAM

PhD. BSc. CNutr/Diet. Grad Dip Admin. APD

