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The European Consumers’
Perspective
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Consumers have changed
• Increasingly aware of their health status and the nutritional 

benefits of certain foods…

• …but some still lack basic knowledge or are being mislead by 
various sources

• Increasingly demanding when it comes to content and 
information

• Have an easy access to relevant corporate and product 
information…yet still thirsty for more knowledge 

• Relies heavily on public authorities, particularly in food crises 
situations where they expect immediate response

• Have the ability of commenting publicly on any topic and gain 
traction through the media
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Setting the scene…
The meaning of a healthy diet What changes have you done?
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Main obstacles to a healthy diet
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Influence of advertising on
children
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The European Unions’
Perspective
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General Approach

Past:
Ensure safety and

avoid/manage food crises 
(BSE, contaminations, etc.)

Traceability from farm to fork

Present:
Coordination of Member States’

Approach

Safety is managed

Now attention turned to 
healthy lifestyles and diets

2002
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A view from the different 
institutions

The European Commission

• New approach following the rapid evolution of the consumers and 
the sector:

– Platforms (obesity and alcohol) preferring “name and praise” rather than 
strong mandatory regulation

– Physical activity at the centre of the Commission’s concerns
– Rolled out to other areas including Health & Safety of companies

• Better Regulation � Less/no Regulation

• DG SANCO in the lead…
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But not everyone follows…

• As food and health is becoming a horizontal issue some 
leap forward whilst…

• …others remain in traditional thinking and closely tied to 
long history of specific sectors

• DG AGRI is in this mindset

� Example: soymilk does not exist!
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A view from the different 
institutions

The European Parliament

• Increased role and presence especially on consumer 
issues

• Health and food has always been ideal politically for 
positioning and thought leadership purposes

• Large gaps in level of knowledge from one MEP to 
another
� Specific approach needed
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A view from the different 
institutions

The European Council

• Member States have a role through EFSA

• One food scare in a Member State can spread very rapidly

• EU27 very distinct level of awareness and commitment

• UK, France and Germany remain the leaders in this field

• Very important role on agricultural issues through comitology which 
has undergone review
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Industry’s Response
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Industry’s response

• COMPLIANCE 
• INNOVATION = added value!

Eternal question:

Voluntary approach:
e.g. nutrition labelling, obesity

Positive for marketing purposes
Is it sufficient?

Mandatory approach
No legal uncertainty 

Level playing field (ideally)

If left to industry and insufficient response, 
the Commission will regulate.

e.g. C02 emissions
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CSR and corporate reputation

• At EU level,  CSR Alliance was created and remains 
voluntary

• Increased scrutiny from consumers and NGOs

• Present in a from or another for decades and will be so in 
the future

• Double edged sword:
– Defensive vs. Offensive approach

• Environmental footprint ties into overall CSR approach
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What lies ahead?
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EU Food Policy in a Snapshot
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Conclusion
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Conclusion

• Consumers are changing: knowledge thirsty

• Authorities are on the front line with industry but also see 
a long term benefit in terms of health costs

• Industry’s voluntary approach shows commitment and 
thought leadership but will not cut it in crises times

• What’s next? Question the recipes (salt, sugar, fat,…) -
Nutrition labelling schemes are proposed which one will 
the EU favour?


