Should packaged food content be
labelled? | Explained

What does the report published by the Access to Nutrition Initiative state?
How does a health star rating system work? Why have non-communicable
diseases become so common in India? Can front-of-pack labelling help?
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The story so far: A new report published by Access to Nutrition Initiative (ATN1) a non-
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Also Read: Food packaging should have labels on front about health impact, says
WHO

What were the report’s findings?
The report analysed 52,414 products — including those from popular brands such as

Under this system products are ranked out of 5 on their healthiness, with 5 being the
bestyandaiscorerabover3is considereditoberaliealtiierichioice The system assesses

components of food considered to increase risk (energy, saturated fat, total sugars and
sodium) and offsets these against components considered to decrease risk (protein, fibre
and fruit, vegetable, nut and legume) to calculate a final score that is converted to a star
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Is this the first time?

This is not the first instance of such a finding: in April this year, a report by Swiss NGO,
Public Eye and the global coalition International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN),
found that Nestle’s baby food products sold in India as well as in African and Latin
American countries, had higher sugar content compared to the same products sold in
European markets. While Nestle denied this, the Central government asked the Food
Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) to initiate “appropriate action” against
Nestle.

Why is this of significance in India?
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A large chunk of the NCD burden, experts say, has to do with diets changing over the
past few decades and becoming unhealthier. Citing the Indian Council of Medical
Research’s (ICMR) dietary guidelines, published in April this year, the Economic Survey
of India 2023-24 noted that 56.4% of the total disease burden in India is due to
unhealthy diets. The ICMR report had said the upsurge in the consumption of highly
processed foods, laden with sugars and fat, coupled with reduced physical activity and
limited access to diverse foods, exacerbate micronutrient deficiencies and
overweight/obesity problems.

What about food package labelling?

Activists have, for years, been pushing the government to bring in regulations for front-
of-package labelling of foods that would indicate high sugar, fat and sodium content. A
draft notification: Food Safety and Standards (Labelling & Display) Amendment
Regulation 2022 was brought in, but has made no headway in two years, says Arun
Gupta, convener, Nutrition Advocacy for Public Interest (NAPi). Studies have shown, Dr.
Gupta points out, that labelling on the front of packaged food is effective: in Chile and
Mexico for instance, the consumption of sugary beverages decreased after such
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