Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the White Paper on Nutrition, Overweight and Obesity related health issues, adopted by the Commission on 18 November 2008
1.
Rapporteur: Alessandro FOGLIETTA (UEN/IT)

2.
EP reference number: A6-0256/2008 / P6-TA-PROV(2008)0461

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 25 September 2008

4.
Subject: Commission White Paper of 30 May 2007 “A Strategy for Europe on Nutrition, Overweight and Obesity related health issues” (COM(2007)279 final).
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution welcomes the approach taken in the Commission White Paper; acknowledges the need for actions at European, national and local levels as well as the necessity to involve public and private sectors to tackle obesity. The Resolution shares the Commission's understanding of the multi-factoral cause of obesity, underlines that trends converge despite cultural differences and acknowledges the broader risk of the rising trend of obesity for health systems, societies and economies.

The Resolution addresses the Commission, Member States, regional and local governments as well as the private sector. The Resolution underlines the Commission's role in formulation a common EU approach as well as in promoting coordination and best practice between Member States.

The Resolution puts children as a priority group for actions, but it also stresses the necessity for consumers to be able to make informed choices and to be able to choose healthy products. It calls on actions from the media and advertising sectors and underlines the predominant role of the health sector. It welcomes the inclusion of diabetes and obesity in the FP 7, and calls for more funding for research on factors affecting development of obesity as well as studies comparing and evaluating the effect of obesity prevention interventions.

The Resolution asks for European regulation on transfat and stresses that nutrition labelling should be made mandatory.

The Resolution asks for a more holistic approach to nutrition and to make malnutrition a priority alongside obesity, taken into consideration the considerable costs of malnutrition for the health system.

The Resolution approves the establishment of a High Level Group for Nutrition and Physical Activity and express satisfaction with the ongoing development of European Health Survey systems to collect data and monitor the Health Situation in Europe.

The Resolution recognises the substantial role of self regulation in the fight against obesity and notes with interest the work of the EU Platform and expresses the view that Platform membership should be expended to the internet sector.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

General remarks

The Commission welcomed the Resolution and its broad support it expresses for the orientations taken in the Strategy. The Commission will share the Parliamentary Resolution with the High Level Group on Nutrition and Physical Activity (HLG) and the EU Platform for Diet, Physical Activity and Health to ensure follow-up of the issues identified by the resolution.

In particular, within the HLG, the Commission will intensify its efforts aimed at coordinating national Nutrition policies, and fostering further policy development. The Commission will also facilitate cooperation between the HLG and EU Platform for Diet, Physical Activity and Health.

The members of the EU Platform for Diet, Physical Activity and Health and consumer NGOs, the food industry, advertisers, retailers, the media, etc - are willing to continue devoting time and resources to adopt meaningful actions to reduce obesity and overweight rates. Their commitments to action are made public, and the implementation of these actions is closely monitored.

Regarding the issue of efficacy of self-regulation, the Commission will work toward the production of the Strategy progress report in 2010 which will set the scene for further development of activities to counteract obesity.

The funding mechanisms under the 2008-2013 Public Health Programme will be used in order to address some of the specific requests made in the Resolution which require specific scientific or technical input; where relevant, these could be combined with those of the 7th Research Framework Programme (2007-2013).

Specific issues

Specific requests for activities to be implemented by the Commission and Commission’s responses to those.

· The Resolution calls for the High Level Group to develop guidelines on nutrition policies at schools.

Commission response: Guidelines for nutrition policies in schools are to be developed at national level, but the High Level Group can discuss and share experience as to it.

· The Resolution calls for the Commission to promote Europe-wide information campaigns on the relationship between high energy dense food and physical activity levels needed to burn calories, as well as information campaigns to raise awareness of the risk of abdominal obesity, possible risk in using non prescript anti-obesity drugs and to have greater attention to the problems with malnutrition, inadequate nutrition and dehydration.

Commission response: While the Commission agrees that impartial and well-conceived campaigns can make a major contribution towards improving awareness, the Commission would like to point out that it is not in a position to organise Europe-wide campaigns on Nutrition. Networking and sharing of practise between the European Platform for Diet, Physical Activity and Health and the High Level Group can be used to disseminate best practice as well as provide support appropriate at Commission level.

· The Resolution asks for amendment of the Community law to allow very low VAT on fruit and vegetables.

Commission response: In the field of VAT, the Community legislator has allowed for some flexibility. A reduced rate of minimum 5% may therefore be applied to fruit and vegetables. Within this basic framework, Member States may set their rates without prior authorisation in accordance with their own fiscal or budget policy and other national priorities. Moreover, as shown by the judgment of 3 May 2001 of the EC Court in case C-481/98, there is no obligation for a Member State to apply the same VAT rate to an entire category in Annex III. Notwithstanding the above, according to that same judgment, when applying reduced VAT rates Member States must respect the principle of fiscal neutrality, which precludes treating similar goods, which are thus in competition with each other, differently for VAT purposes. Concerning the application of a very low rate (under 5%), the Commission does not envisage any extension of the scope of the existing zero or super reduced rates, as they are not compatible with the basic principle of a general consumption tax and are only allowed on the basis of derogations applicable to certain Member States.

· The Resolution welcomes the proposed nutrition labelling and asks for mandatory nutrition labelling that is visible, clear and easily understandable for the consumer.

Commission response: The Commission proposal for a Regulation on the provision of food information to the consumers proposes that nutrition labelling should be included on the majority of processed foods delivered to the final consumer. It is proposed that the nutrition information should be expressed as the amount per 100g or per 100ml or, under specified conditions that would allow comparison of similar products, per portion. The Commission proposal is currently discussed in Council and in Parliament.

· The Resolution calls for scientific analyses of the role of flavour enhancers.
Commission response: Flavour enhancers, are tightly regulated in the EU under the food additives legislation and are subject to a rigorous safety assessment and authorisation procedure. Flavour enhancers are permitted to be used in foods up to a certain maximum level which is set in the legislation on the basis of their safety. The amount of the substance used depends also on its technological need which differs according to the food matrix. The food additives legislation requires that all authorised food additives, including flavour enhancers are under continuous observation and re-evaluated by the European Food Safety Authority, whenever necessary in the light of new scientific evidence.

· The Resolution asks for a comprehensive review of the health impact on the CAP.

Commission response: CAP reforms have over the last 16 years moved away from product oriented support towards decoupled income support. Therefore the present agricultural production is almost completely demand driven and can no longer be influenced by support instruments as regards orientation towards certain products. Therefore, in relation to health issues, it is the demand that has to be changed not so much the CAP.  Demand has to be influenced by proper information of the consumer of health aspects in relation to agricultural products and processed food or by stimulating the consumption of healthy products by specific schemes (school milk and school fruit).

· The Resolution calls explicitly for an EU-wide ban on artificial trans-fatty acids.
Commission response: The Commission is committed to using the appropriate means available to promote consumer protection and health. It is, thus, encouraging initiatives that can help prevent the development of cardiovascular disease in Europe, for which trans fatty acid consumption is a risk factor, in addition to overall fat intake and the intake of saturated fatty acids. The Commission believes that dietary habits depend on many different factors and influencing them is a very complex exercise that requires a variety of actions. These should be proportionate and take into account the respective competence and responsibilities of the European Community and its Member States. In that framework the Commission is both encouraging the adoption of self-regulatory measures and considering regulatory ones. The extent of the latter would certainly be influenced by the effectiveness of the former. Commitments of the EU Platform for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health have been undertaken that target the reformulation of products to reduce the content of trans fatty acids. It is expected that these commitments contribute to the reduction of the consumption of trans fatty acids in Europe.
· The Resolution sees the voluntary approach in the Audiovisual Media Service directive (AVMD) on advertising of HSSF-products as a step in the right direction, that has to be monitored closely and if not successful stricter proposals should be put in place.

Commission Response: Television viewing and advertising of foods are one of the important factors that influence children's food choices. Art. 3 e (2) AVMSD places an obligation on the Member States and the Commission to encourage media service providers to develop codes of conduct regarding audiovisual commercial communications (thus television advertising, but also teleshopping, sponsorship and product placement) to children of fatty foods. The provision gives Member States a legal basis to address their national media service providers (meaning both broadcasters and providers of on-demand services) with the aim of setting self-regulatory structures for fighting the obesity among children. Both Member States and the Commission are obliged to monitor the implementation of this provision in order to assess the effectiveness of the systems in place. The Commission has to submit to the European Parliament, the Council and the European Economic and Social Committee a report on the application of the Directive not later than December 2011. This report should assess, among other things, the issue of television advertising accompanying or included in children's programmes. A similar report shall be submitted every three years thereafter. If the report demonstrated that the self-regulatory approach has failed, stricter regulation could be introduced.  However, there are no grounds for predicting already at this stage that self-regulatory measures might prove to be insufficient. The examples of Member States that have successfully introduced the self-regulation in this field show that non-binding regulation can work well enough and can effectively contribute to fighting obesity among children.

In the Nutrition White paper, the Commission underlined that at this stage, it will pursue promoting voluntary approach at EU level due to the fact that concerned stakeholders can potentially act quickly and effectively to tackle rising overweight and obesity rates. The Commission will assess this self-regulatory approach and the various measures taken by industry in 2010 and determine whether other approaches are also required.
As regards effectiveness of self-regulation in this area, the standards defined in the Adverting Self-regulation round-table report should apply and are being taken into account in the industry's efforts to improve self-regulatory schemes throughout the EU.
· The Resolution asks for the Commission, in order to have tools for early identifications of risk individuals, to develop anthropometric indicators for obesity as well as including such measurements in the Health examination Survey and in the European Health Interview survey.
Commission Response: Under the framework of the European Health Survey System the commission will collect physical, anthoprometrical and biological measurements using for this the future European Health Examination Survey (EHES). It will survey question modules on patterns of nutrition and on physical activity in using the ongoing European Health Interview Survey (EHIS). Both surveys constitute effective tools for policy-makers and for all actors involved in order to improve knowledge and the exchange of best practices in the fight against obesity.

· The Resolution encourages the Commission to further research and studies as to factors in obesity development.
Commission response: In FP7 call 1 and 2 the Commission has already devoted more than 40 million € to diabetes/obesity alone. It is planned to include specifically obesity & food related issues also in call 3 as well as call 4. Projects on the interrelation between diet, genes, obesity/ metabolic syndrome and early programming was been funded in FP6 with 53.4 Mio€. Over the Public Health Programs projects in the area of nutrition and physical activity ranging from exchange of best practise, developing of educational tools, to different types of data gathering have been and are currently funded.
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