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FOOD  FOR  THOUGHT

Something to get 
your teeth into
Frank Chalmers
Editor, Bite W

elcome to Bite, the FSA’s new 
quarterly magazine. 

This fi rst issue, published 
to coincide with the Agency’s 
10th anniversary, has provided 

an opportunity to refl ect on how our work has 
contributed to people in the UK having a safer 
and healthier diet. 

You will detect from the following pages that 
many in the press were surprised that the Agency 
wasn’t stillborn or, worse, adopted as an executive 
agency of the former Ministry of Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Food, which had been a target 
of opprobrium because of its response to the 
BSE crisis of the 1990s.

As the Agency’s fi rst Chair, John Krebs, 
points out, commentators were also aghast 
that the Agency was to be chaired by a scientist. 
But his appointment, and the Agency’s 
determination to base its policies on science 
and evidence, provided us with a solid foundation 
on which to rebuild public trust in food.

The Agency has, of course, experienced 
growing pains, as can be seen in an article by 
our Director of Communications Terrence Collis. 
We have worked with industry on healthier 
reformulation of products and food labelling, 
but we have also had to stand up to vested 
interests and make unpopular decisions. 
Organising one of the largest product withdrawals 
in UK history, and being party to legal action 
against Britain’s biggest confectionary producer 
hasn’t always enamoured us to industry. 
Agency-funded research that concluded organic 
food was no better, in terms of nutrition, than 
conventionally-farmed produce led to pressure 
of a different kind.

By formulating our policies in open Board 
meetings, by publishing the views of our 
independent advisory committees, and by issuing 
publicly our advice to Ministers, the Agency has 
been a beacon of transparency. Even people who 
do not agree with our conclusions acknowledge 

that we are open about how we reach them. 
Last year the Agency’s performance was 

reviewed twice. The Government Offi ce for 
Science carried out an independent review 
of the Agency’s science, which it passed with 
fl ying colours. Government Chief Scientist 
John Beddington went so far as to say that 
the Agency’s approach to the use of science 
was ‘generally impressive’.

The Agency was also included in a major 
review by Consumer Focus of many of the 
country’s key regulators.

Consumer Focus said the Agency ‘has a 
strong consumer-focused culture, operates 
transparently, works effectively in a devolved 
setting and implements good practice evaluation 
techniques. Areas of recent improvement include 
a broader consumer engagement programme 
and a regulatory style which empowers 
consumers to achieve change.’

However, it added: ‘Whilst we did not fi nd 
any areas of signifi cant weakness, we would 
encourage the Agency to give more visibility to 
its work with consumers who are vulnerable and 
to engage more actively with public policy issues, 
such as GM and nanotechnology, which have 
important implications for consumers…’

Discussing major topics before all the basic 
concerns are formulated or understood, is 
exactly what Bite will aim to do. Bite will provide 
stakeholders, consumers and policy makers with the 
opportunity to engage in such discussion. It will also 
provide a forum for exchanging opinion (see Sue 
Davies’s exchange with Tim Smith in this issue).

We hope that involving stakeholders, 
consumers and policy makers in this way is a 
sign, 10 years on, of the Agency’s maturity and 
growing confi dence. In this anniversary issue, 
we have attempted to identify the ingredients that 
have allowed the Agency to address some of the 
challenges of the past decade. Forthcoming issues 
will look to the future and tackle controversial 
themes such as nanotechnology and GM. 
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RECIPE FOR SUCCESS

Written in
black and white

‘Plans for an independent 
food safety watchdog 
have been shelved… after 
lobbying by supermarkets 
and manufacturers.’

THE SUNDAY TIMES
1998

Jeff Rooker
Chair, FSA

Footage from the 1980s of cattle with ‘mad cow disease’ 
may be black and white – and even blurred. But its impact 
still resonates. Jeff Rooker explains how the BSE crisis led 
to the formation of the FSA

U
nconcerned Ministers, frightened 
vets, angry European neighbours,
European Union sanctions and, 
above all, the hideous and painful
death suffered by those who 

contracted the human form of Bovine Spongifor
Encephalopathy (BSE). That was the picture I, 
and others, in a new Government faced when 
we came into offi ce in 1997.

It would be no exaggeration to say that 
confi dence in Government management of food
had been shot to pieces and that BSE – with 

i and salmonella crises – 

e of the way that food safety 
ously been dealt with, the 
dn’t believe anything that 
Ministers said in relation to 
ood. The then Ministry of 
griculture, Fisheries and Foo

MAFF) hadn’t appeared to ha
n basing its decisions on fi rm
ce and science, and had 
a bit of a laughing stock.
s had been going round 
eve me, I’ve fed my child 
herefore our beef is safe.’ 
cientifi c evidence, and a 
an on our beef exports 
f BSE suggested that many 
eighbouring countries 
n’t convinced.

Putting the consumer fi rst
 One advantage the new Government had in 

1997 was that it had a manifesto commitment 
 to create an independent food standards 

organisation. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
m had also commissioned an independent report, 

from Professor Philip James of the Rowett 
Research Institute in Aberdeen, on how an 
independent food agency might operate, and 
this proved extremely helpful in drafting a 

 White Paper on what had to be done.
The White Paper said that ‘the creation of 

a Food Standards Agency would put an end to 
the climate of confusion and suspicion that had 
resulted from the way that food safety and 
standards had been handled in the past…’

Our view was that with an agency that operated 
in an open and transparent way, and that based 
its policies on scientifi c evidence, we could give 

d consumers a food body that they could trust. 
ve One underlying issue that I think sullied a 
 lot of the early consultation was a preposterous 

Treasury line that we had to charge businesses 
to provide fi nances for the Agency. It led to a lot 
of consternation. How would we balance up the 
contributions of the corner shop and the big 
store? What if there was a garden centre that 
sold food? It went against everything we should 
have been focusing on as a regulator.  

Fortunately, the then Secretary of State for 
Agriculture got the agreement of Number 11 
to drop the idea.

the help of the E.col
was the cause.
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FSA 10 years on 
looking back

SUNDAY BUSINESS
1999

‘A powerful new food 
watchdog was launched 
today, with bosses giving 
a fi rm pledge to protect 
public health.’

‘…the watchdog has failed to 
secure its independence because 
its advice to ministers… on 
potentially sensitive issues 
need not be made public.’

2000

And, as press cuttings make clear, 
there were politicians and civil servants  
who, at the last minute, thought they could 
undermine the idea of an independent 
Food Standards Agency and make it an 
‘executive agency of MAFF’. It was a 
preposterous plan hatched at the highest 
levels in MAFF, and I had to personally 
go to Number 10 to get it quashed.

For others, being open and transparent, 
and independent from the day-to-day 
control of ministers was OK in principle, 
but giving the Agency the power and 
authority, at its own behest, to publish 
its advice to ministers was like introducing 
a nuclear option. It’s also worth 
remembering that this principle was 
introduced before there was such a thing 
as freedom of information legislation.

However, the primary reason for the 
Food Standards Agency being set up as 
a non-ministerial department – rather 
than a non-departmental public body 
– was to protect its funding. This is 
why the FSA shows up as a separate 
department with its own funding. If it had 
been a non-departmental public body, its 
funding would be subsumed into a major 
department. Our view was, that if the 
Treasury ever decided in its wisdom to 
actually chop the FSA’s funding then it 
would be known and commented on by 
consumer groups and other stakeholders.

Operating at arm’s length
Government does, of course, benefi t from 
keeping the FSA – and food concerns – 
at arm’s length. When a problem arises 
we have the expertise to provide what 
I’ve always called a ‘comfort blanket’ for 

Ministers. This is 
because it’s not 
the Ministers who 
need to be on TV 
providing explanation and 
advice, it’s the FSA’s scientists 
and scientifi c advisers. 

As far as the EU is concerned – 
which is a big player in the fi eld – this 
also means that we are seen as the 
competent body for food safety but 
also as being apart from Government.

Not many Ministers get the chance 
to do what I did in 1997–99, and, 
having been partly responsible for the 
establishment of the Agency 10 years 
ago, I now feel honoured to have been 
appointed recently as the Agency’s Chair.

Because I have an awareness of the 
bigger picture and know why the FSA is 
here, I feel I can be both an ambassador 
and a champion for the Agency.

Occasionally, we may have to 
remind Ministers what the FSA is 
for, and that they are not in charge 
of it. They are our ‘post box to 
Parliament’. You have to be pretty 
brave to say that to a Minister but, 
nevertheless, that’s the reality.

However, because the Agency’s 
priorities are being open and 
transparent, being evidence- and 
science-based, and putting the 
consumer fi rst, it should also mean 
that no one should ever again be able 
to accuse Ministers, or Government, 
of covering up issues of food safety. 

The FSA’s independence is a tool 
that is necessary and that we throw 
away at our peril. 
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ESSENTIALS

Re-establishing trust in the management of food 
needed an independent Agency with a scientific 
approach to policy-making and a revolutionary style of 
communicating. John Krebs, the Food Standards Agency’s 
first Chair, explains how he established the Agency brand
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FSA 10 years on 
looking back

ESTABLISHING

John Krebs
FSA Chair 2000-2005

M
y appointment as the 
fi rst Chair of the Food 
Standards Agency, in 
late 1999, was greeted 
with incredulity by 

commentators in the know. Tim Lang, 
who was then Director of the Centre for 
Food Policy at Thames Valley University, 
described it as ‘bizarre’ and the late Sheila 
McKechnie, then head of the Consumers’ 
Association, could hardly control her rage 
in the short clip on the BBC news. My 
response was to say that I brought no 
baggage and that an objective, scientifi c 
approach to food safety was what was 
needed in the aftermath of the BSE 
crisis of the 1990s.

I think that the record of the FSA in 
its fi rst few years vindicated this view. 
The Agency rapidly established a 
reputation for openness, honesty, 
impartiality, and a rigorous evidence-based 
stance. Public awareness and trust of the 
Agency steadily increased. Three factors 
were crucial in the fi rst few months.

First, the Board of the Agency (an 
outstanding group of people) decided, 
more or less from the very start, to meet 
in public and to make major food policy 
decisions only in public meetings, without 
rehearsal. At the time this was a radical 
move: I recall attending a cross-
departmental meeting on BSE chaired 
by the then Cabinet Secretary, who talked 
about the importance of openness and 
transparency. When I tentatively suggested 
that this policy might start at home by 
putting the minutes of the meeting on 
the web, this generated a response 
of incredulity.

Second, we were honest about 
uncertainty in the science. An iconic 
moment was a press briefi ng on the 
possible risk of BSE in sheep. The 
question was whether or not the infective 
agent had jumped into sheep: they ate 
the same meat and bone meal (generally 
regarded as the source of the infection) 
as cattle and in laboratory conditions were 
susceptible to BSE. What is more, for at 
least 200 years, the UK sheep fl ock had 
been infected with a related disease, with 
similar external symptoms but apparently 
harmless to humans, called scrapie.

The fact that we were prepared to say 
‘the science is uncertain, we cannot rule 
out a risk; here is our advice in the 
meantime and here is what we are doing 
to reduce the uncertainty’, was a 
revolutionary style of communicating, 
and I recall one well-known journalist 
describing it as a breath of fresh air.  

In a similar vein, I resolved never 
to claim that any food is ‘perfectly safe’.  
Absolute safety cannot be guaranteed. 
All one can say is that a particular kind of 
food meets acceptable safety standards.

Third, we drew on the best expert brains
to tackle particular issues. When we 
reviewed the evidence on whether or 
not promoting high fat, salt and sugar 
foods to children affects their diets, we 
commissioned Professor Gerard Hastings, 
of Strathclyde University, an established 
expert, to carry out the work. Not 

 

surprisingly, the food industry 
commissioned its own expert study, in 
competition with ours, that came to the 
opposite conclusion. We had anticipated 
this and had already established a further 
expert group, chaired by Professor Nick 
Macintosh FRS, to evaluate the two rival 
studies. The important thing here was that 
we chose experts with real authority and 
independence, and did not rely solely on 
in-house expertise.

But the success of the FSA was not 
just about rigorous science. I was most 
fortunate to work with Suzi (now Dame 
Suzi) Leather, who as deputy chair had a 
very strong background in consumerism. 
I recall on the matter of GM labelling, 
where I started from the view that because 
approved GM foods are as safe as their 
conventional equivalents, there is no need 
for further discussion. Suzi, on the other 
hand, saw the consumer’s access to 
information and choice as an independent 
line of reasoning, and justifi cation for a 
policy of labelling foods with GM 
ingredients. Geoffrey Podger, the fi rst chief 
executive, was masterly in reconciling what 
were often confl icting views.

Memories are short, and as the 
Agency approaches its tenth anniversary, 
some people may wonder why it was 
set up in the fi rst place. My view is 
that the need for an independent Food 
Standards Agency is as great now as 
it was in 2000. 

The fact that we were prepared to say 
“the science is uncertain, we cannot 
rule out a risk; here is our advice in 
the meantime and here is what we are 
doing to reduce the uncertainty”, was a 
revolutionary style of communicating.’
John Krebs
Former Chair, FSA
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EXTRA INGREDIENTS

Adding to 
the toolbox 

I
came to the Agency in July 2005 
f rom a background in regulation and 
consumer policy. This was probably 
as dismaying to industry as Lord 
Krebs’ appointment had been to 

the consumer world.
But what my consumer background 

had taught me was that food really 
mattered to people. And quite rightly so, 
for food is a critically important issue for 
the nation, for health and for our economic
prosperity. So joining the Agency was a 
great opportunity to achieve change, 
working at the heart of policy and delivery.

The  FSA had developed an excellent 
reputation in its fi rst years under Lord 
Krebs’ guidance. I found it to be an 
organisation full of intelligent people who 

 

 

 

were hugely committed to the Agency’s 
work. Much effort and thought had gone
into the development of policy, but the 
FSA was facing new challenges – notably
how to deliver those policies and make 
enforcement bite.

So, given that the FSA was not there just
to think great thoughts, but actually to 
deliver an outcome for consumers through 
safe, healthy food and healthy diets, we 
needed to think about the best ways of 

Deirdre Hutton
FSA Chair
2005-2009

The Agency had established its core values when 
Deirdre Hutton became Chair in 2005. The next 
step, she says, was to fi rm up the delivery of policies 
and make sure that enforcement had some bite

 

making things happen on the ground.
My view has always been that 

consumers are best served when they 
have the information and skills to make 
good choices for themselves and where 
there is a competitive, fl ourishing and 
innovative market place. That was what 
I wanted to achieve.

One way of doing this was to work 
more closely with industry to persuade 
them to change and my time at the 
Better Regulation Task Force had 
convinced me that understanding 
companies and markets was essential 
to good regulation. However, the Agency’s 
thinking about regulatory concepts was 
relatively undeveloped and I remember 
blank looks from directors when I talked 
about regulation and ‘working with the 
grain of the market’. Some three years 
later, that phrase was being used back 
to me by staff – a good sign that the 
thinking was established.

The Agency started working on nutrition 
under Lord Krebs. What probably changed 
during my time as Chair, was the Agency 
working even more closely with industry 
and being more effective in persuading 
industry to change its approach.

Progress was often frustratingly 
slow with the inevitable desire to 
reach for a law. But I believe that 
if you can persuade industry of 
your case in a way that wins 
their hearts and minds, 
it leads to voluntary 
changes that may 
in the long run be 
more thought 
through and 
more 
sustainable.

There 
were other 
structural 
changes that 
were put in 
place. I was very 
concerned to ensure we 
had proper governance of 
science so we created the General 
Advisory Committee on Science to 
provide a public audit and challenge 
to the way the Agency and its various 
committees handled science. It has 
been very good for the Agency that such 
a distinguished scientist as Professor 
Colin Blakemore agreed to head up that 
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FSA 10 years on 
looking back

oversight committee.
In another area, the Consumer 

Committee that the Agency had set up a
its inception was not seen to be working
properly – a view with which the Chair of 
that committee agreed. After much 
thought and consultation, we established
the Advisory Committee on Consumer 
Engagement to ensure the FSA used th

best methods of consulting consumers 
and that the information it received 
genuinely infl uenced the subsequent 

policies and their operation.
There were continuing challenges from 

science. We dealt with the ongoing, but 
vastly diminished, issue of BSE, to work 
out whether the protective regime against 
variant CJD was still at a reasonable cost 
in relation to the scale of the risk.

I also recall the Board’s public 
discussion on the fortifi cation of bread 
fl our with folic acid to reduce the incidence 
of neural tube defects in babies as among 
the most challenging of my time. It was 
an example of how the most diffi cult 
policy areas can be discussed openly, 
expertly and with sensitivity to the range 
of issues involved. Board members 
were exhausted by the end but after two 
hours had reached a conclusion they 
were comfortable with.

The quality of that discussion was 
t a testament to the quality of the Board 

 members I was privileged to have around 
me. As Chair, you hope to harness 
other people’s expertise and experience 

 and so, in a real sense, there were no 
achievements during my period as 

e Chair that were mine alone. They were 
achievements of the whole Agency, the 
Board and all those dedicated people 
who work for the FSA. 
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IN THE MIX

From crisis to 
confidence

10    Bite    Spring 2010

Terrence Collis
FSA Director of 
Communications

The Agency has only been around for 
10 years, but for many members of the 
public it’s as if it’s always been there. 
FSA Director of Communications 
Terrence Collis marks out some 
milestones on the Agency’s route 
to maturity and acceptance

W
hen the Food Standards 
Act was passed at the end 
of 1999, Parliament took 
the radical step of creating 
an independent Food 

Standards Agency that would operate at 
arm’s length from Government and be 
open and accountable in its policy-making. 

Its aim was to win back trust in the 
management of food – something that had 
been destroyed during the BSE crisis – by 
putting consumer interests fi rst in relation 
to all aspects of food safety and standards.

Other articles in this issue show that the 
Agency has been completely transparent 
in its working. Regular open Board 
meetings are held to decide on policy, 
and our publication of research and 
surveys – whether or not the results are 
welcomed by industry – shows that we 
are fi rm in our commitment to being open 
and putting the consumer fi rst.

However, to be sure of gaining people’s 
trust you also have to act consistently, be 
prepared to take on vested interests and 
make unpopular decisions.

In terms of its practice, the Agency 
adopted a ‘broader church’ strategy, 
working with the food industry, with other 
Government stakeholders, Europe and 
consumer groups to instigate best practice, 
provide effective incident response and 
help people make healthier food choices. 
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FSA 10 years on 
looking back

This approach proved very successful 
in the Agency’s salt campaign (see also 
Gill Fine’s article). The Agency co-opted 
industry, made its case based on science, 
and worked hard to make the campaign 
a joint one. Add to the mix some truly 
excellent advertising (it’s diffi cult to forget 
Sid the Slug), howls of outrage from the 
Salt Manufacturers Association and you 
have a campaign that was both 
controversial and effective. 

What the salt campaign has achieved 
(we recently launched phase four) is 
not just a 1g per day reduction in average 
adult salt consumption but also industry 
reformulation of some of the nation’s 
favourite soups and breads. 

This consensual approach has also 
worked well on front-of-pack labelling, 
though the Agency has not yet been 
able to bring all the parties together to 
implement its preferred labelling scheme. 
Our hope is that a scheme that combines 
elements of both interpretation and 
guideline daily amounts will be taken up by
all the major retailers and manufacturers.

Ten years ago, such initiatives wouldn’t 
have been possible and there wouldn’t 
have been the commitment on both sides 
to tackle the issue. Another item in the ‘too
hard to tackle’ basket was the advertising 
of food to children. In September 2003, 
the Agency published a comprehensive, 

 

 

peer-reviewed, independent research 
project, ‘Does food promotion infl uence 
children? A systematic review of the 
evidence’. The review concluded that food 
promotion to children does have an effect 
on their food choices and behaviour. 

However, the journey from this report 
to the disappearance of certain types of 
foods from TV advertising was a long one 
and the Agency was at the sharp end of 
a well planned trade-press campaign. 
The controversy concerned the Agency’s 
nutrient profi ling model, a simple scoring 
system to work out which foods were high 
in saturated fats, sugars and salt. But, 
using the old epithet that what doesn’t kill 
you makes you stronger, we have moved 
on and learnt from the experience. 

More dramatic was how, in February 
2005, the Agency tackled the issue of 
Sudan 1 – a bright red dye that makes 
excellent shoe polish but is less appealing 
in food. The Agency and food industry 
worked well together to get more than 
650 products removed from shelves.

A review of the incident expressed 
concern that the Agency might not have 
explained the risk posed by Sudan 1 
clearly and acted proportionately. 

We took on board this criticism and are 
now careful to express risk in a relevant 
and helpful way. This was certainly the 
case in June 2006 when salmonella was 

discovered in Cadbury chocolate and the 
company removed more than 1 million 
chocolate bars from sale. We were 
conscious of the need to explain the 
risk clearly and why it was right for 
the company to remove the products.

We also thought we were being clear 
when we published in July 2009 an 
independent review of the nutritional 
benefi ts of organic as opposed to 
conventionally produced foods. The study 
found that there were no important 
differences in the nutrition content of 
organic food. The Agency came under 
attack from a number of sources, but 
the sad fact is that entrenched opinions 
often don’t welcome challenge.

It’s been a tremendous fi rst 10 years 
for the Agency. We’ve learned a lot, made 
a difference to people’s attitudes to food, 
and been clear, open and honest about 
what people should do if something 
goes wrong. But we’re not new anymore, 
which is why we are continuing to 
change and evolve. 

We would like to think that the challenge 
of ‘mad cow disease’ has been met: in 
1999 there were 2,283 cases of BSE and 
last year only 11. But we now have 
different challenges to address, and to 
meet them we have to stay fresh, jealously 
guard our independence, and never forget 
who we are here to serve. 
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BALANCED DIET

Nutrition
helping consumers make healthier choices

Gill Fine joined the Agency as Director of Consumer Choice and Dietary 
Health because she wanted to work for an organisation that put food 
at the heart of its work. Five years on, that heart beats stronger 
than ever, she says

Gill Fine
FSA Director of 
Consumer Choice 
and Dietary Health

M
y passion has 
been to help people 
enjoy their food and 
understand what 
good nutrition is all 

about. Five years ago, when I was 
appointed Director of Consumer 
Choice and Dietary Health at the 
Agency, I realised that I’d found 
my perfect job.

What I didn’t realise then 
was just how much my role, 
and particularly the Agency’s 
nutrition activities, would 
evolve and grow.

always 

Salt and saturated fat
Salt was a particular draw
me as I’d previously been
member of the Scientifi c 
Advisory Committee on 
Nutrition and was closely 
involved in its report on Sa
and Health. One of the ke

challenges the Agency faced in 2004 
was how to work effectively with 
business and give recognition to 
those companies that already had 
salt reduction programmes in place.

Many businesses felt that the 
Agency had a ‘name and shame’ 
policy, which they thought was 
unfair and counterproductive. 

A lot has changed since then – 
the nation’s salt intake is dropping, 
due to a combination of efforts by 
businesses to reformulate foods 
and the Agency’s consumer 
awareness campaigns. 

This progress has been in part 

nge 
rt 

rrifi c. 
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much 
 

n 
ed 
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progress it has made.
We have learned lessons from 

the salt work and this approach 
to working with industry has been 
extended to other areas, such as 
saturated fat and labelling.

Over the past few years, the 
Agency’s staff have been more 
proactive in visiting businesses to 
fi nd out about the challenges that 
they face when reformulating their 
products. This has led to much more 
constructive dialogue with industry 
and has also helped drive progress.

Front-of-pack labelling
Front-of-pack labelling is another area 
that has seen considerable change 
over the past fi ve years. In 2004 
there was very little front-of-pack 
information, but today it is totally 
different. However, I feel that what’s 
sometimes termed ‘the battle 
between GDAs and traffi c light labels’ 
has been deeply unhelpful. It misses 
the point about the similarities in the 
schemes: both approaches give 
consumers information and both 
concentrate on the same nutrients. 
We now need to look to the future 
and fi nd ways to move towards an 
integrated approach, which will 
benefi t consumers. 

 for 
 a 

lt 
y 

due to the development of more 
collaborative work with a wide ra
of organisations – and the suppo

from consumer 
organisations 

has been te
Also, the Ag
adopting a 

more positive
‘name and 
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FSA 10 years on
looking back

 

Although there’s been a lot of progress since 
2004, some massive challenges still remain 
and the FSA has a key contribution to make 
to help improve public health in both 
nutrition and food safety.
Gill Fine

’
Director of Consumer Choice and Dietary Health

Catering
One of the more recent successes 
has been the work with the catering 
industry. Excellent relationships have 
been developed with many of the 
major companies in the catering 
industry. Some of these businesses 
wouldn’t have thought of working 
with us in the past but now, here 
we are working with 21 companies 
willing to put calorie information 
on their menus. I think that this is 
a great example of collaborative 
working and, again, it’s excellent 
news for consumers.

Challenges ahead
Of course, it’s not just nutrition 
that is important. There are 
many other aspects of food 
on which the Agency works 
to protect consumers. These 
include allergens, additives 
(including colours), food 
supplements and novel foods. 
In my view, the FSA does, without 
doubt, ‘punch above its weight’, 
and I believe it’s largely down to the 

 challenges still 
remain and the 
FSA has a key 
contribution to make 

 to help improve public 
health in both nutrition 
and food safety. 

Food is a fascinating and complex 
area that needs to be taken seriously 

 and that’s why I came to the Agency 
in the fi rst place. It puts food and the 
consumer at the centre of its work, 
and, if you look at the new Agency 
Strategy for 2010–2015, it is very 
clear that it will continue to do so. 

y 

ifi c

 
as
n 
 

.

e 

good use of evidence in developing
our policies and our focus on clearl
communicating the science to 
consumers. The research we do is 
fundamental to the Agency’s scient
base. Sometimes we don’t shout 
about this enough. Some of the 
research that the FSA has carried 
out in consumer choice and dietary
health is recognised internationally 
world class, for example our work o
folic acid, salt, allergies, GM, calorie
labelling and front-of-pack labelling

Although there’s been a lot of 
progress since 2004, some massiv

Bite    Spring 2010    13



ROUND THE TABLE

What could we do better?

The Agency needs to step 
up its efforts to ensure that 
international standards are 
consumer-focused, says 
Sue Davies from Which?

Sue Davies
 Chief Policy Adviser, 
Which?

See more about Sue 
on page 16

Tim Smith
Chief Executive, FSA

Dear Tim,

The FSA was born out of the BSE crisis, 
escalating food poisoning, and a failure to 
get to grips with nutrition policy. There was
an inherent confl ict of interest in the way 
food issues were handled and little 
transparency about how policies 
were arrived at. 

The Agency has led the way in terms 
of transparent, evidence-based decision-
making, including open Board and 
scientifi c committee meetings. Food 
incidents have been handled more 
openly and effectively and the Agency 
has driven the nutrition agenda so that 
once controversial issues, such as 
front-of-pack labelling, marketing of foods 
to children and reformulation, are being 
taken forward, making it easier for 
consumers to eat healthily. Its consultative 
approach means that stakeholders have 
input throughout policy development. 

But the recent E.coli inquiry and 
campylobacter in chicken survey show 
that meat safety remains an issue. 
Old fashioned adulteration, such as 

fi nding pork proteins in chicken, still 
goes on and many consumers are 
still struggling to follow dietary advice. 
The complexity of the supply chain 

 and new production methods such as 
nanotechnologies, cloning and a renewed 
focus on GM foods require the FSA to 
pro-actively identify and address the 
issues raised for consumers. 

The Agency cannot afford to be 
complacent. It needs to step up efforts 
to ensure EU legislation and international 
standards are consumer-focused and 
work with other Government departments 
to ensure joined-up policy, while guarding 
its own independence. Reducing 
administrative burdens on industry, 
for example, must not undermine 
FSA work to put consumers fi rst.

There are some fundamental issues 
that still need to be tackled. Almost 10 
years on, the need to work openly, be 
independent and to make sure that it 
always puts the consumer fi rst should 
be as much of a priority for the Agency 
now as when it was established.
Sue

Dear Sue,
You are right to say that many food 
problems remain. I have been very 
impressed by how our many stakeholders 
have engaged with us over the past 
12 months or so in developing our new 
strategic plan. It shows that interest in 
food issues is no less now than when 
the FSA was set up. I would never claim 
that food safety is ‘sorted’. New challenges 
arise every year as the recent(ish) dioxin 
incident all too well shows. But great 
advances have been made over the 
past nine and more years. Incidence 
of foodborne illness is down by 16.4%. 
This is a welcome fi gure and one that 
has been achieved by much effort by 
many people. We have also worked 
with others to develop sophisticated 
detection methods to prevent incidents, 
such as last year’s melamine in milk 
contamination – delivering further 
protection for consumers.  

We are making progress on healthy 
eating. Few now question the adverse 
impact eating too much salt has on our 
health. Many are taking positive steps to 
reduce their salt intake, assisted by the 
excellent work many food manufacturers 
have done to reformulate their products. 
We would estimate that for every gram 
that people cut from their diets 6,000 
lives a year will be saved.  
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We still need to 
drive change and 
ensure joined  
up advice.
Tim Smith

’
Chief Executive, FSA

I am proud that much of this work has
been achieved by working in partnership 

 

 

 

 

 

with the food industry rather than having
to resort to regulation. By using this 
approach we can make sure interventions 

s  
n.  
  

 
 up 

are tailored rather than the ‘one size fit
all’ approach that comes with regulatio
I can reassure you that the work we do
to reduce administrative burdens on 
food businesses will never compromise
consumer protection. The FSA was set
to protect the interests of consumers and
that remains our overriding principle.
Tim

Dear Tim,
There have been achievements with clear 
health benefits, but the Food Standards 
Agency must do more on food safety  
while common types of food poisoning  
are increasing, remain poorly understood 
and the complexity of the supply chain is 
regularly presenting new hazards. 

Things are also moving too slowly 
around healthier eating. Greater promotion
of calorie labelling when eating out will  
be positive, but the lack of consistent, 
meaningful labelling on front of pack 
remains a problem – and EU debates 
around claims risk adding confusion whic
the FSA must prevent. As price is often  
a barrier to healthier choices, the FSA 
should also focus more on the role of 
financial incentives.

Food choice also involves numerous 
factors – what’s in our food, how and 
where it was made, for example. The  
FSA therefore shouldn’t neglect its duty  
to ‘protect other consumer interests in 
relation to food’ besides health – 
something it often struggles with. 

It is reassuring that you say reducing 

 

h 

administrative burdens won’t affect 
consumer protection. The salt work is a 
good example of an effective partnership 
approach. But the food sector is diverse and 
interests rarely so aligned. The FSA mustn’t 
be afraid to regulate when necessary or to 
ensure effective enforcement. 
Sue

Dear Sue,
I am very pleased we have published our 
Strategy for 2010–15. I am very grateful  
for all your and others’ input. You’ll know 
that even at the 11th hour representation 
from Which?, the Food and Drink 
Federation and LACORS prompted us  
to make changes relating to consumers’  
other interests in relation to food. No  
one can say we don’t listen!

Our purpose is to deliver safe food  
and healthy eating for all. We want to  
build on our tremendous achievements  
of the past 10 years. The outcomes  
we want to achieve are clear, as are  
our priorities. These, of course, may  
change over the five year period  
because we, like the food sector,  
can’t stand still. We are the regulator  
for a very innovative sector and our  
work must keep pace.

Work on healthy eating isn’t slow.  
We now have healthy eating commitments
from more than 40 of the UK’s largest  
food suppliers, and 18 of the 19 food 
businesses with more than 250 outlets 
nationwide have signed commitments.  
The businesses that have made healthy 
eating commitments serve some 8 million 
meals a day. That is enormous coverage, 
and an impressive achievement in a 
relatively short amount of time.
Tim

 

Dear Tim, 
It is certainly the case that the food sector 
is innovative and anyone that deals with it, 
including Which?, must keep pace. This 
has brought enormous benefits for 
consumers, but can also occasionally  
lead to new risks or other concerns for 
consumers trying to keep pace with how 
their food is produced and what is in it. 
The Agency must, therefore, never lose 
sight of why it was set up – and keep  
one step ahead of these developments  
so that it can ensure it is able to act in  
the consumer’s interest as outlined in  
the Food Standards Act. 

With four in five consumers telling 
Which? that they are still trying to eat 
healthier diets during the recession, we 
believe that now, more than ever, further 
innovative work to improve access to,  
and information about, healthier choices  
is needed, including helping consumers  
who are on a tighter budget. 

Healthy eating commitments from 
industry have moved a long way, but the 
FSA still needs to drive further change  
and ensure joined up advice. There are 
many barriers to tackle and consumers  
will increasingly expect to be in a position 
to make more sustainable as well as 
healthy and safe food choices.
Sue

Dear Sue,
I agree. There is much to be done.
Tim

Got something to say? 
bite@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk
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GETTING A FLAVOUR

Name: Sue Davies

Current position: 
Chief Policy Adviser, 
Which?

Previous position: 
Environmental Health 
Officer – Milton Keynes 
Borough Council

Driven by: 
Ensuring food is safe, 
ensuring consumers 
know what they are 
buying and making it 
easier to eat healthily.

A lot has  
got better, 
but there are 
always further 
challenges.
Sue Davies

’
Chief Policy Adviser, Which?

Who’s Sue  
at Which?

S
ue Davies is the Chief Policy 
Adviser at Which?, working on 
food issues. This means she is 
responsible for developing and 
representing Which?’s policy  

on food, to ensure that consumer issues 
are tackled. She is also a member of the 
Management Board of the European Food 
Safety Authority and the Council of Food 
Policy Advisers. She was awarded an MBE 
in 2003 for services to food safety. Prior  
to working at Which?, she worked as an 
environmental health technical officer  
for Milton Keynes Borough Council.  

Q.What made you take up the 
cudgels on behalf of consumers?

A.Which? was the ideal place to work 
to investigate and highlight issues 

that needed to be addressed. I want to 
ensure food is safe, that it’s not a constant 
struggle to eat healthily, that we know  
what we are buying and can make  
proper choices.

Q.How important is food as part 
of this?

A.Food has always been important 
to me. My grandmothers used to 

entertain me by teaching me to cook;  
I loved home economics and despite being
told I should do something more 
mainstream, did a degree in it. That said, 
my social life probably revolves a bit too 
much around enjoying good food.

Q.Are things getting better or 
worse, with regard to food?

A.A lot has got better, but there are 
always further challenges. We no 

longer have the kind of food scares that 
dominated the 1990s and we’ve started 
to get a grip on nutrition aspects, but 
there’s always something new. The food 

 

sustainability/security debate is obviously 
fundamental, and complex food 
production means there’s always a new 
technology or type of food fraud to keep 
everyone on their toes.

Q.What’s the most pressure you’ve 
had in a job? 

A.Addressing the World Health 
Organization’s Ministerial Conference 

on Obesity in Istanbul on behalf of 
international public health and consumer 
groups still stands out as one of the most 
daunting moments, but it was great at the 
same time. 

Q.What personal achievement has 
given you most satisfaction? 

A.It would have to be working on 
Which?’s campaign to establish  

an independent food standards agency.  
It made anything seem possible.

Q.What’s the worst job you’ve 
ever had?

A. Working on the line in an ice lolly 
factory as a student (I was too  

slow, causing the lollies to back up) or 
investigating blocked drains when I  
worked in environmental health.

 

Q.If you were stranded on a desert 
island and could only take one 

piece of music what would it be?

A. My music taste is eclectic. My 
favourite album of 2009 was 

probably the Kings of Leon (but I also 
resort to occasional Carole King moments).

Q. Do you have a secret 
passion?

A. I’ve always been very into 
camping, and more recently 

discovered fencing. 
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SIMMERING

Integrated approach 
to consumer advice
The nature of the food debate is changing, and the Food 
Standards Agency is working hard to ensure consumers 
can obtain up-to-the-minute Government advice and 
information on one website, writes Richard Neville 

A
longside the growing 
awareness of healthy and safe 
eating, concerns are increasing 
about global warming and food 
security. Choosing what to eat 

seems more and more complicated.
The Food Standards Agency is helping 

consumers make these choices by 
developing a new website that brings 
together Government information on all 
food issues in one place. Due for launch 
in spring 2011, the site will build on 
eatwell, the Agency’s consumer advice 
and information website. The biggest 
change will be the integration of existing 
content on healthy and safe eating with 
information on environmental and wider 
sustainability issues, but a wide range 
of other new topics will also be added. 

The need for more integrated 
information and advice was identifi ed 
in the Cabinet Offi ce report, ‘Food Matters: 
Towards a Strategy for the 21st Century’ 
(July 2008). The work to make this a 
reality is now under way through the 
Integrated Advice for Consumers 
(IAC) project. 

So how will the new site be different? 
Existing online information about healthy, 
safe and sustainable diets tends to address 
topics in isolation. And, in the case of 
sustainability, isn’t always presented in 
a very consumer-friendly way. The new 
site will address this by bringing together 
information in a way that encourages 
consumers to think about the different 

implications 
Take the iss
for example.
interested in
or seasonalit

of their food choices. 
ue of locally produced food, 
 Consumers might be 
 this topic from a freshness 
y angle, in the context of food 
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Niman, who is leading the IAC 
for the FSA, says: ‘This project 
jor expansion of eatwell, but 
ely the aim is the same. It’s 
iving people the information 
ed to make informed choices 

what they eat.’
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onstitutes 
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new topics for the Agency 
will include practical advice 
and tips on losing weight, how 
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to breastfeed, and information and 
guidance for parents on food served in 
nurseries and schools. 

Developing the site is a major exercise 
in cross-Government working, and the 
FSA is working closely with a wide range 
of central Government and other 
stakeholders to gather the most reliable 
and up-to-date information. As the former 
eatwell manager, Liz Niman feels she is 
well placed to tackle the top priority for 
the new site: ‘It’s all about putting 
consumers fi rst,’ she says. ‘The barrage 
of messages about food choices can 
be a bit bewildering. This makes it even 
more important for consumers to know 
where to go to get trustworthy and 
independent information.’ 
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ON THE MENU

And now for the 
next five years… 
FSA Board member Margaret Gilmore outlines the 
Agency’s Strategy for 2010–2015 

Margaret Gilmore
FSA Board member

I
t’s been more than two years in 
the making and the subject of many 
hours of, at times, heated debate. 
But the Food Standards Agency’s 
Strategy for 2010–2015 has now 

been published and our priorities set for 
the next fi ve years. 

The Agency’s Chief Executive Tim 
Smith and his team must take credit for 
much hard work. We on the Agency’s 
Board built on their ideas, and on 
responses to consultations, and have 
agreed a blueprint to take us into the next 
decade with high aspirations and a clear 
focus on what we want to achieve.

Ensuring food is as safe as possible, 
and putting the consumer fi rst, remain 
the two key criteria that underpin 
everything we do. That means getting 
to grips with enforcement and food 
labelling, for example, ensuring more 
consistency in both areas.

And we’re committed to maintaining our 
independence, and to the guiding principle 
that our work must be based on scientifi c 

evidence. Beyond these rules though, 
the new document is very different from 
the strategic plans we’ve had before.

Gone are specifi c, but arguably 
unrealistic targets that have sometimes 
undermined our successes. Was the 
salt reduction target in the previous plan 
unachievable in reality? It hasn’t been 
reached, although signifi cant progress 
towards the target has been made. 

This time, instead of specifi cs we’ve 
prioritised the direction of work within 
the Agency.

Reducing campylobacter in chicken 
is, for instance, a high priority. We can’t 
set a specifi c target for reduction because 
the scientifi c advice we’ve received doesn’t 
justify that – but we will support work to 
this end, monitor it carefully, and regard 
it as a failing if there’s no reduction.

Inevitably then, the new strategy 
includes strong emphasis on governance 
and oversight – and new criteria against 
which we can check we’re making strong 
progress towards our goals.

To this end, there are fi ve overriding 
strategic aims. First, we’ll be looking for 
more action abroad to prevent bad food 
coming into the UK, whether fraudulently 
or imported through offi cial channels. 
This means better intelligence and horizon 
scanning, with risk-based, targeted 
monitoring as food arrives here, 
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FSA 10 years on 
looking forward

We on the Agency’s 
Board have agreed a 
blueprint to take us 
into the next decade 
with high aspirations 
and a clear focus 
about what we 
want to achieve.
Margaret Gilmore

’
FSA Board Member
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ON THE MENU

and stronger ties with agencies and 
governments overseas. The appointment 
of a staff member to Brussels is providing 
a vital route into the rest of Europe and, 
we hope, to countries beyond where the 
biggest challenges lie.

Our second strategic aim is to see that 
food produced or sold in the UK is safe 
to eat – hence prioritising a reduction in 
campylobacter in chicken as part of a 
wider plan to tackle foodborne disease.

Two further key priorities deal with 
ensuring food products and catering 
meals are healthier, and consumers are 
more able to make informed choices 
about food and a safe, healthy diet.

This means further work on portion 
sizes, and reducing levels of saturated 
fat, salt and calories in food products. 
It means we must plough on with the 
diffi cult task of trying to bring about 
standardised and effective labelling 

of food. And it means more 
information on hygiene and 
calories for example, especially 

when people eat out.
Our fi fth and fi nal overriding 
aim is to see that food 

regulations are effective, 
risk-based and 
proportionate. They need 
to be clear so that we 
can persuade all food 

business operators 
and others to 
take on their 
responsibilities to 
produce safe food, 
raising standards 
where required. 
The regulations 

Outcome
Imported food 

is safe to eat

Outcome
Consumers understand 

about safe food and 
healthy eating, and 

have the information 
they need to make 
informed choices

Outcome
Food products 

and catering meals 
are healthier

Outcome
Food produced or 

sold in the UK 
is safe to eat

Outcome
Regulation is effective, 

risk-based and 
proportionate, is clear about 
the responsibilities of food 

business operators, and 
protects consumers and 
their interests from fraud 

and other risks
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FSA 10 years on 
looking forward

We will respond to global changes in 
the food supply chain and continue 
to work hard to deliver our services 
effi ciently, ensuring the best use of 
public money.
Tim Smith

’
Chief Executive, FSA

must be designed to best protect 
consumers and their interest from all 
types of risk, including fraud. 

The Board began debating the strategy 
more than a year ago. And, as is ever the 
case, we soon produced a lengthy wish 
list of extra things we felt the Agency 
should do.

At the same time it was becoming 
increasingly clear that we, like most other 
Government-funded departments, are 
likely to face budget cuts. Tim Smith 
was left trying to work out just how the 
Agency was to achieve more – with less – 
during the next fi ve years.

Something had to go, he warned. 
We scrutinised every corner big and small. 
We argued long and hard about our work 
on health, and the crucial role the Food 
Standards Agency plays in healthy eating.

We worried over what would happen if 
the Agency stopped its work on labelling. 
Would anyone else have the patience to 
take on board European Union food law, or 
the inclination to work so hard at bringing 
industry on board, as the FSA does? In the 
end we decided overwhelmingly we 
couldn’t give up this strand.

But cutbacks remain on the cards. 
And that’s in part why there is structural 
change and streamlining going ahead. As 
the Meat Hygiene Service (MHS) becomes 
part of the organisation it will share 
corporate resources. The strategy includes 
plans for a new FSA Operations Group 
with the work of the MHS at its core. 

As Tim Smith explains in his 
introduction to the strategy, ‘we will 
respond to global changes in the food 
supply chain and continue to work hard to 
deliver our services effi ciently, ensuring 

Priorities include:

Reducing foodborne disease
Tackling campylobacter in
chicken as a priority

Imported food
Risk-based, targeted checks of 
imports at ports

Consumer understanding and choice
Promoting the adoption of a single, 
simple and effective front-of-pack 
labelling approach

Healthier food
Reducing levels of saturated fats, salt 
and calories in food products

the best use of public money’. 
We on the Board plan to do our bit too. 

We’re looking at ways of cutting our costs 
– and our performance will continue to 
be scrutinised independently. We bring 
diverse skills and are a close team, very 
aware of the responsibility we have for the 
Agency and the fact if it all goes wrong 
the buck stops with us! 

The unique non-executive set-up of 
the Board was established because of 
the need for independent governance at 
a time when the public had largely lost 
faith in the ability of Government to see 
that our food was safe. That’s one reason 
why we still put such importance in 
wide consultation with stakeholders. 
Our Chair, Jeff Rooker, emphasises this 
in his foreword to the strategy: ‘We act 
collectively in the public interest and 
are committed to ensuring the Agency 
continues its vital purpose – safe food 
and healthy eating for all.’ 

He continues: ‘This strategy, developed 
in consultation with all of our stakeholders, 
defi nes that purpose and sets out the key 
objectives, priorities and outcomes. These 
will continue to ensure that consumers can 
have trust and confi dence in the food they 
buy and eat.’ 

The Agency is 10 years old this 
year. It’s done well in its fi rst decade – 
rebuilding and maintaining public trust 
where some other regulators have not, 
improving food safety and increasing 
consumer awareness about healthy food. 
If the Strategy for 2010–2015 achieves 
its ambitions too, the next decade should 
bring inspirational change in the way 
consumers eat and in the way industry 
produces safe food. 
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GETTING A FLAVOUR

Covering all the angles

We have to  
be strong 
enough  
to make 
decisions that 
are right.’

t

Margaret Gilmore
FSA Board Member

Name: Margaret Gilmore

Current position:  FSA Board member

Previous position: 
Senior Home Affairs Correspondent at the BBC

Driven by: 
Ensuring food is safe and ensuring consumers 
know what they are buying

F
SA Board Member Margaret Gilmore 
is a writer, broadcaster and analyst 
specialising in homeland security  
and the environment, and a Senior 
Research Fellow with security 

think-tank the Royal United Services Institute.  
For 19 years she worked for the BBC, as senior 
Home Affairs Correspondent and earlier as 
Environment and Agriculture Correspondent.

She has won awards for her work on BSE  
and variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (vCJD),  
the human form of the condition, genetically 
modified crops and climate change. She is 
married to a TV producer. They have one son  
who is 11 years old and has a nut allergy.

Q.What made you want to join 
the Board? 

A.I thought I could bring useful experience 
to the Board with my understanding of the 

workings of Government, the media and the way 
he public and consumers respond to things.

Q.Was your work on BSE and vCJD before 
the FSA was established?

A.Yes. In the late 1990s I covered the BSE 
Inquiry every day for nearly a year. I spent  

a lot of time in Brussels as the crisis developed.  
I got to know the leading politicians, scientists, 
producers and consumer groups involved and  
so had insight from every angle. 

Q.Has the Board lived up to your 
expectations on openness, transparency 

and putting the consumer first? 

A.Yes – and I work very hard when preparing 
for Board meetings to consciously go 

through all the papers from the viewpoint of a 

consumer, in case there’s an angle we’ve missed. 
As a Board, we have to be strong enough to  
make decisions that are right because they are 
science-based, and to change our minds if the 
scientific evidence develops or changes, without 
being intimidated by politicians, industry or the 
public, who may not always like our decisions.

Q.Was it scary discovering your son had 
a nut allergy? 

A.No. We were pretty ignorant about allergies 
and it never occurred to us he would suffer 

from them. Our GP recognised the symptoms and 
suggested we get him tested. It’s scarier now we 
know what’s possible, especially when he begins 
to show signs he’s reacting to an allergen. Food 
labelling is vital in our family and if a label is not 
clear about ingredients and allergens, then he 
can’t eat that food and we don’t buy it.

Q.What’s the worst job you’ve 
ever had? 

A.Maybe working as a student clearing dirty 
dishes in a basement canteen during a  

heat wave – I learned what it’s like to be treated  
as if you are transparent or inferior.

Q.If you were shipwrecked on a desert 
island and could only save one book, 

what would it be? 

A. Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë or 
the poems of T.S. Eliot.

Q.Do you have a secret 
passion?

A. I play the piano and support Reading 
Football Club. My favourite foods are 

chocolate and potatoes (not together)!
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SECOND HELPINGS

Please may we  
have some more?
People who attend Agency events always take home useful advice. But, as Maria 
Tocher explains, sometimes participants feel they’ve only scratched the surface, 
and they’d like the Agency to be able to do much more

 

I
ain and Debbie Sutherland, from Ardrossan, 
in Scotland, learned a lot about food when 
they attended one of the FSA in Scotland’s 
recent ‘Recipe for Success’ events.

The cooking and information show really 
helped them improve their knowledge about 
cooking and kitchen hygiene, they say. The advice
offered by the celebrity chef taking part made 
them think more about their diet, and now they’re 
really enjoying their time in the kitchen. As Iain 
says, they now realise it’s ‘often just as quick to 
cook from fresh, and certainly more fun (and 
tastier) than waiting for the microwave to go ping!’

They also feel that they’ve learned a lot about 
kitchen hygiene and are now very conscious of 
not mixing fresh and cooked meats, or using the 
same surfaces for the preparation of meat, fish 
and vegetables. ‘Recipe for Success also 
reinforced our awareness of the need to separate 
products within a fridge and ensure that fresh 
meats don’t “drip” on to other food,’ says Debbie. 
Iain says he’s also learned that it’s ‘much more 
important to check your ingredients are cooked 
right through, rather than to stick to the timing  
and quantity from a book’.

Iain (42) and Debbie (52) now also claim to be 
much more likely to look at the information on 
food labels. ‘I look for the breakdown of saturated 
fats, salts and sugars in the packaging,’ Debbie 

Sometimes  
I find it 
confusing to 
compare like 
for like when 
the labels 
take different 
formats. A 
standard  
type of label 
would be 
much easier 
to compare.
Debbie Sutherland

’
Participant in ‘Recipe 
for Success’ workshop

says. ‘And if the contents aren’t displayed clearly  
I tend to move to a different product.’

But is that enough? Are they satisfied at being 
able to cook from scratch and make more-
informed choices? 

‘Sometimes I find it confusing to compare like 
for like when the labels take different formats,’ 
says Debbie. ‘A standard layout of label would 
make it much easier to compare.’

Iain is also dissatisfied with some other aspects 
of food, because he is aware that certain ‘meat’ 
products might have very little meat in them.  
He explains that chicken is often so enhanced 
with water that when it’s cooked it looks nothing 
like what’s on the packaging.

‘Surely, these foods could just be outlawed,  
and other countries not allowed to export  
inferior products enhanced with flavourings  
and containing only the minimum of what is 
claimed on the packaging.’

He says that he totally trusts the nutrition 
advice that is issued by the FSA, but he’s not sure 
who should be pushed on food safety. ‘I wouldn’t 
know what department is responsible,’ he says. 
‘Environmental Health? Trading Standards?’

And might more be done to protect consumers? 
‘Consumers should be told that they shouldn’t just 
“assume” that the picture on the packaging is a 
true representation of what’s inside,’ Iain says.

‘People are now increasingly aware of the 
advice about eating poor quality food with a  
high sugar, salt and fat content. But what will  
it do to us? We know that smoking causes cancer; 
what does eating too much salt, sugar and fat  
do to us?’ he asks. ‘And how much is too much?’

It’s clear that Iain and Debbie think that in 
Scotland, as in the rest of the UK, the FSA  
still has a lot of work to do. 
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FRESH AND NATURAL

Ten for ten
Ten children, ten years old, ten years after the formation of the 
Food Standards Agency. Clare Bayley asks them about nutrition 
and food safety, and what they’ll be eating in ten years’ time

What reasons (apart 
from the taste) might 
make you not want to 
eat certain foods?

Maybe the colour. If 
you gave me, say, purple 
fi sh fi ngers I probably 
wouldn’t eat them. Or 
anything with hazelnuts 
in, because I’m allergic 
to hazelnuts.

Do you ever help to cook at home? 
If so, what sort of things do you 
like to cook?

I have been lately because I’m doing 
a Cub badge. I’ve been cooking chips, 
spaghetti and meat, for example sausages.

Which foods might make 
your diet unhealthy?

Lots of crisps would be 
unhealthy. And actually I 
heard that a lot of tuna can be 
bad for you because it gives 
you [mercury] poisoning .

What’s your favourite 
food or favourite meal?

Spaghetti with pesto.

Which foods might 
help you have a 
healthy diet?

Carrots, and pasta, 
cheese, milk, salmon 
and eggs. But to be 
honest you can eat 
chocolate too if you 
keep it balanced. 

Ed Logan Tyler TobyChilli

24    Bite    Spring 2010



T
en-year-olds at St John’s Church 
of England Primary School in 
north London are very aware 
of the importance of healthy 
eating. It’s a subject they cover 

in every year of Key Stage One, and the 
school has achieved Healthy School Status.

But while most of the children 
interviewed are aware of allergies, and 
the benefi ts of eating plenty of fresh 
fruit and vegetables, a decade on from 
the formation of the Agency, their 
understanding of what might make 
food unsafe is less developed. 

They were unanimous in identifying 
too much sugar and too much salt as 
the main culprits that make your diet 
unhealthy. But only two understood that 

the ideal is to achieve a balance of 
different food groups, and only a tiny 
minority know about food labels.

They all love chocolate, sweets and 
crisps, and several display an impressive 
maturity, acknowledging both their love 
of sweet things and the need to restrict 
their intake.

All are happy to rely on parents’ or 
carers’ judgements that the food they are 
eating is safe, and they identify the person 
preparing the food as being responsible 
– even if it’s they themselves who are 
cooking. Two thought that the shop selling 
the food should ensure it is healthy and 
safe. None mentioned the FSA (except a 
journalist’s son, and he’d been primed!).

Most enjoy eating the foods they are 

most familiar with. Half said pasta was 
their favourite food. Only one out of 
ten said that they would avoid eating 
something because it might not be healthy 
– for the rest it’s the look that counts. If 
they were given purple fi sh-fi ngers, as one 
girl suggested, or sheep’s eyes, as another 
mentioned, they wouldn’t touch it however 
healthy it was.

Most thought that in 10 years’ time they 
would be consuming a largely similar diet. 
Several thought that they might be braver, 
and might dare to eat such unappealing 
foods as spinach, mushrooms or porridge. 
One boy was, however, brave enough to 
admit he would probably have a much 
less healthy diet when he controlled 
what he bought and ate himself. 

What kind of diet or foods 
do you think you’ll be 
eating in ten years’ time?

Probably things like 
mushrooms and avocados, 
because when you grow 
up you get braver about 
trying things.

Do you know anyone who has 
ever been ill because of the food 
they ate? 

My Dad ate mussels and he 
threw up on the motorway, twice. 
We stopped the car once but the 
second time he used a plastic bag. 
I think that’s kind of put me off 
eating mussels.

If you had friends round 
for your birthday party, 
is there anything you 
should check with them 
before they eat the 
food?

If they have any allergies 
or if they’re vegetarian.

Who do you think is 
responsible for making 
sure your food is safe?

I think the people in the 
supermarkets and the 
people that make it are 
responsible. They’ve got 
to make sure it’s all safe.

Did you have breakfast this morning? 
If you did, what did you have?

I had olives, an egg and an orange. 

Honey Fatma Natasha Archie Tom
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The appliance 
of science
The Agency’s reputation is founded on the independence 
and quality of the science that underpins its work. FSA 
Chief Scientist Andrew Wadge outlines how the effective 
use of science will be key in meeting the challenges 
of the future

Andrew Wadge
FSA Chief Scientist

S
cience is at the heart of the 
Agency’s work. About 50% of 
the Agency’s staff are scientists, 
and the science- and 
evidence-base that underpins 

our policies and advice is contributed to by
independent expert advice from outside 
the FSA, by our own science and evidence
gathering, and through our engagement 
with the wider international scientifi c 
community. 

Our new Science and Evidence Strategy
for 2010–2015, due to be published soon, 
will set out how we will use science and 
evidence to deliver safer food and healthier
diets, to support the delivery of our 
Strategy for 2010–2015, test progress, and
inform our work in the future.

 

 

 

 

 

A solid foundation
In April last year, the Government Offi ce 
for Science published its Science Review 
of the Agency, which praised our practice, 
use and management of science. Looking 
back over the past 10 years there are 
numerous examples that illustrate how we 
have used robust scientifi c evidence as the 
basis of our policies and advice. Highlights 
are shown over (Path of progress).

Facing the future
We have achieved a lot, but will have 
to build on this and raise our game to 
meet the challenges ahead. We need 
to reduce foodborne disease using 
a targeted approach, tackling 
campylobacter in chicken as a priority 
(see over, Joining forces…).

Further work is also needed to ensure 
healthy food choices are available for 
consumers. We have to continue work to 
reduce levels of saturated fat, salt and 
calories in food products, to focus more 
on robust evaluation of what interventions 
actually work in changing diets and what, 
in turn, this means for people’s health.

Bite    Spring 2010    27



 

 

BUBBLING UP

And we need to understand better 
consumer attitudes on diet and learn ways 
to infl uence behaviour, as well as delivering
effective risk-based controls for food.

To do this we have to develop further 
our use of the social sciences and take 
a multidisciplinary approach, bringing 
together expertise and evidence across 
different disciplines. All this takes place 
within the wider context of huge, global 
challenges that will affect our work on 
food safety and healthy diets. We need to 
work with our colleagues in the UK and 
internationally on the challenges presented 
by climate change, food security, 

globalisation, and the risks and opportunities
arising from new technologies.

Climate change and food security are 
high on the agenda of governments across
the world – climate change has specifi c 
implications for food safety and food 
security. The Agency has recently funded 
work by the University of East Anglia to 
assess the potential impacts of climate 
change on our policies and our ability to 
deliver safe and healthy food. The report 
is due to be published soon and will help 
us support the UK population in making 
healthy, safe and sustainable choices that 
facilitate climate change mitigation.

 

 

Path of progress

A solid foundation
•  Our science has helped develop and 

target our work to reduce foodborne 
illness and track progress, and we 
have seen a dramatic fall in foodborne 
disease since 2000. However, 
FSA surveys show campylobacter 
levels remain high, and reducing 
campylobacter in chicken will be a 
priority for us in the coming years.

•  Our annual tracking of foodborne 
disease helps us identify and 
prioritise areas of concern. One 
specifi c issue is illness from Listeria 
monocytogenes, particularly for 
people aged over 60 years, where 
the incidence has more than doubled 
since 2000. This issue shows how 
we benefi t from the advice and 
collaboration of our independent 
scientifi c advisory committees. 
The Advisory Committee on the 
Microbiological Safety of Food advised 
there was no information to suggest 
an increase in the virulence of listeria. 
Our Social Science Research 
Committee (SSRC) then considered 
whether changes in behaviour might 
explain the increase. As a result, 
we issued advice on safe food 
handling for the over-60s, and 
further work is being considered.

•  Our research on food allergy and 
intolerance has helped the Agency 
develop robust consumer advice. Last 
year, the Government revised its advice
to women on eating peanuts during 
pregnancy and while breastfeeding, 
following a review conducted by the 
Committee on Toxicity (COT).

•  Advice on caffeine consumption 
during pregnancy was also issued, 
based on the advice of the COT.

Healthy eating
•  Our saturated fat campaign launched 

last year was based on: cross-
disciplinary research, exploring the 
relationship between portion size, 
energy intake and weight gain; 
research to establish consumer 
understanding about the health effects 
of fat and infl uences on behaviour; and 
communication research.

•  The salt campaign, which entered its 
fourth phase last year, was based on 
research into consumer awareness and 
attitudes to salt intake, the targeting 
of advice and work with industry to 
reduce consumers’ intake of salt. 
Progress is tracked with robust 
scientifi c evidence on salt intakes – 
showing a signifi cant fall in average 
daily intakes, from 9.5g in 2000/01 to 

8.6g in 2008. This is encouraging, 
but there is still a long way to go to 
reduce average intakes to the 
guideline maximum of 6g/day. 

Cutting edge techniques
Our research contractors provide us 
with high-quality science, developing 
new techniques that can have a real 
impact. Examples include:

•  Research to develop alternatives 
to the mouse bioassay for shellfi sh 
toxins. A new high performance liquid 
chromatography method funded by the 
FSA and developed by the Centre for 
Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Science is now providing robust 
assurance on the safety of shellfi sh 
for UK consumers (and by replacing 
a previous test, saved the destruction 
of about 7,000 mice annually).

•  Work in our authenticity research 
programme has developed a 
‘lab-on-a-chip’ platform for accurate 
sizing and quantifi cation of DNA 
fragments, suitable for routine 
screening of food samples and 
checking for food fraud. This method 
has also been used in the genetic 
modifi cation (GM) research 
programme to improve screening 
of GM ingredients in foods.
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As an evidence-based organisation 
making extensive use of scientists, 
the Agency in many respects is already 
operating to the high standards looked 
for in the Science Reviews.
Professor John Beddington

’
Government Chief Scientifi c Adviser, 
in a review of the Agency’s science

Joining forces on campylobacter

Campylobacter will continue to be a key area for our 
research. But there are real challenges to developing 
the evidence base we need to provide a solution. 
Last year the Agency, along with the Biotechnology 
and Biological Sciences Research Council and the 
Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs, 
hosted a joint Campylobacter Strategy Workshop. 
The aim of this workshop was to bring together 
researchers with representatives of the poultry indust
to explore and prioritise research activities to feed into
practical outcomes in the control of campylobacter in
the food chain, from pathogen to humans. We will be
an international conference on campylobacter to be h
this year, to discuss interventions for tackling the orga
building on this work.

ry 
 
fection in 
 supporting 
eld later 
nism, 

Emerging risk
We must remain constantly vigilant to 
threats and, if possible, predict and 
intervene before they impact on food 
supply. We have an important role to 
play in collating and analysing data from 
disparate sources to predict where the 
next threats will come from. We will build 
our horizon scanning and intelligence-
gathering, with help from our scientifi c 
advisory committees, to identify emerging 
or re-emerging risks from globalised trade, 
climate change or technological innovation.

Working with others
Partnership is a key part of the Agency’s 
strategy, including in our science work, 
and with shared challenges and a climate 
of fi nancial constraints it assumes an ever 
greater importance. The Agency already 
has a signifi cant amount of collaborative 
funding in place – in 2008/09 about a 
quarter of our research spend went to 
projects co-funded with partners in the 
UK, EU and beyond.

As a member of the Chief Scientifi c 
Advisor’s committee network, led by the 
UK Government Chief Scientifi c Adviser 
Professor John Beddington, I will be 
working with other departmental chief 
scientifi c advisers to ensure science is in 
place to address the key policy challenges, 
such as environmental change and health 
and wellbeing.

I want to see us build on the increasing 
focus on partnership, as refl ected in recent 
cross-Government and cross-funder work 
to develop a joint approach to food 
research, and on food security, in 
response to the Cabinet Offi ce report 
Food Matters and elsewhere. We will need 

to translate this potential into concrete 
joint working and deliver real impacts. 
This will mean being open to more fl exible 
approaches to the way we do our science, 
for example looking at larger scale or 
longer-term work. If we can develop more 
co-ordinated approaches focused on 
delivering excellent evidence with impact, 
we can provide real-world (and world-
class) solutions to these shared problems.

Perceptions of risk
Food, of course, also has social and cultural 
dimensions. Nobody wants their food safe 
but joyless. Lifestyle changes are leading to 
different food consumption patterns and will 
pose new challenges to the Agency’s work 
in the fi elds of nutrition and dietary 
exposure. In addition, consumers have 
growing expectations in relation to aspects 

of food, such as sustainability, ethics and 
animal welfare and, through increased 
access to information, they are more 
informed than ever before. 

The Agency is embarking on a key 
new social science survey – the Food 
Issues Survey – in March 2010, to help 
us get a better, more robust picture of 
some of these issues. The survey will 
collect quantitative information on the 
nature and prevalence of attitudes, 
beliefs, values and behaviours towards 
food-related issues across the UK. 

If we can bring all these different 
facets of our science to bear, across the 
Agency, our research programmes, and 
our independent science advisers and 
partners, then I believe our science and 
evidence will help us deliver safer food 
and healthier diets. 
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HOT DISH

FSA10:
24 February

Ensuring safe food and 
healthy eating for all

The Food Standards Agency is to host a major conference on 24 February 
at the QEII Conference Centre, in Central London

FSA10: ‘Ensuring safe food and healthy eating for all’ will bring together 
stakeholders from around the UK to discuss how to ensure safe food 
and healthy eating for consumers. The conference will be webcast live 
and will include an interactive session that will allow consumers and 
stakeholders to discuss the implementation of the Agency’s strategy.

Agency Chair Jeff Rooker will deliver a keynote speech to the conference, as will:
•  Gwyn Burr, Customer Director, Sainsbury’s 
•  Sue Davies, Chief Policy Offi cer, Which?
•  Robert Madelin, Director General, DG Sanco, European Commission 
•  Cllr Paul Bettison, Chair, Local Authorities Coordinators of Regulatory Services

To ensure the programme is as current as possible, additional speakers were 
being confi rmed as this issue of Bite was going to press. For an updated programme 
go to: www.food.gov.uk/fsa10

Tim Smith, the Agency’s Chief Executive, will introduce a debate to identify 
and consider what new measures might help the Agency better deliver its strategy. 
This session, entitled ‘working in partnership to ensure safe food and healthy eating 
for all’, will be webcast live to enable consumers and stakeholders from around the 
UK to participate and shape Agency activity.

The session will consider: 
•  how the Agency can work more effectively with stakeholders to improve 

regulatory compliance to ensure safe food and,
• w hat are the most effective ways in which the Agency, and stakeholders, 

can ensure positive dietary change
For those of you unable to attend the conference, you are invited to participate 
in this session at: www.food.gov.uk/fsa10 before 24 February.

The conference will also include a panel debate, led by FSA Chief Scientist 
Andrew Wadge, that will consider how the Agency uses science and evidence 
to ensure safe food and healthy eating. Professor Douglas Kell, Chief Executive 
of the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council, plus others, 
will take part in this debate.

Jeff Rooker

Sue Davies Tim Smith

Gwyn Burr

For further information on FSA10: Ensuring safe food and healthy eating for all, go to: 
www.food.gov.uk/fsa10; email: fsa10@glasgows.co.uk; or telephone: 01772 767738.
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BITEBACK

Bite kcab
If there’s a topic you’d like to get your teeth into, send Bite a letter or email. We won’t 
be able to publish everything. But, as extracts from our Chief Scientist’s blog show, 
nothing is off the menu, and we’ll aim to highlight areas you feel strongly about

Pasteurised milk 
is best
FSA: Now, whilst I am sometimes 
prepared to live dangerously, and enjoy 
the occasional bacon buttie (as part of 
a healthy, balanced diet, of course!), 
I personally would no more eat raw 
milk than raw poultry. Pasteurisation 
was introduced for a good reason, 
namely to kill off the bugs that can 
be harmful and potentially deadly.

BLOG COMMENT

Being brought up on a farm, I had 
raw milk exclusively until I was 16 and 
suffered no apparent ill-effects. I am a 
vet student and therefore now have a 
greater understanding of the dangers 
involved. I have to say that despite 
being fi t and healthy I would never 
consider drinking it now.

On organic food
FSA HOT
TOPIC

To me, the main take-home message from this report is that in 
order to eat a healthy diet it doesn’t matter if it’s made up of organic 
or conventionally produced food. Surely that’s good news for all of us?

BLOG COMMENT 1

How can the FSA… justify such 
blatant fi ddling of the results?

BLOG COMMENT 2

The Soil Association really is batting 
in the dark when it quotes ‘more 
than 100 scientifi c papers published 
from the EU QLIF (Quality Low 
Input Food) project’, countering 
the claims in the FSA-sponsored 
review… only 4 are in peer-reviewed 
journals – the rest are conference 
papers and abstracts and thus 
carry little weight…

Ignorance isn’t bliss
FSA: Lucy Mangan, writing in Saturday’s Guardian… 
thinks we have deprived her of her right not to face up to 
the fact that some things might not be very good for you.

BLOG COMMENT

To suggest that the Food Standards Agency allows people 
to make informed choices is simply not true. It continues 
to propagate the low fat = healthy dogma.

> Next 
issue

Nanotechnology
Nanotechnology: miniscule components 
with massive implications for food 
production.
What might be the risks for consumers? 
What might be the benefi ts?
And what might be your views?

For discussion without dogma, see the 
next issue of Bite.

@@ Send your letters to: The Editor, Bite, Food Standards Agency, Aviation House, 125 Kingsway, 
London WC2B 6NH; or email: bite@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk 
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