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Pack Nutrition Labelling Webinar of the WFPHA  
 
 

A Pledge on Front-of-Pack Nutrition Labels 
 

 
Background 
Unhealthy diets, alongside tobacco, harmful alcohol use, and physical inactivity are the major risk factors for 
non-communicable diseases (NCDs) including cardiovascular diseases, cancer and diabetes (8). The World 
Health Organization (WHO) estimates NCDs kill 41 Million people every year, equivalent to 71% of deaths 
globally, over three quarters of which occurred in low-and middle-income countries (9). Unhealthy diets are 
also associated with overweight and obesity. Since 1980, the number of people suffering from obesity has more 
than doubled (10). In 2016, more than 1.9 million adults were overweight and 41 million children under age 5 
were overweight or obese worldwide (11).   
 
Front-of-Pack Nutrition Labelling (FOPNL), which applies to pre-packed foods and beverages, is a core 
component of the emerging ‘essential’ package of policy recommendations to address the growing global 
burden obesity and diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs) (1).  Healthy diets, based around fresh 
fruits, vegetables, legumes, nuts and whole grains with limited amounts of free sugars, sodium, saturated and 
trans fat are key in the prevention of NCDs (2).  
 
Food systems and food environments are changing rapidly, which pre-packaged foods and drinks more readily 
available in all parts of the world. Pre-packaged foods are often high in these nutrients ‘to limit’, and thereby 
linked to increased risk of overweight, obesity and diet-related NCDs.  
 
Existing nutrition information, typically appearing on the back-of-pack, has proven of limited value in helping 
the majority of consumers to understand the relative healthiness of packaged foods. New forms of FOPNL 
attempt to simplify nutrition information and provide this in an easy to understand form on the front-of-pack to 
help inform consumers and help them to make healthier choices. 
 
 
International Progress 
More than 30 governments have led the implementation of, or supported development of FOPNL, with action 
increasing in recent years (12, 18). Labels have been implemented in a variety of designs, providing information 
ranging from the content of a set of individual nutrients to the nutritional quality of the product overall; 
providing positive and/or negative judgments; implemented under voluntary or mandatory arrangements; and 
led by a variety of government, industry or civil society actors.  
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Examples adopted include ‘traffic lights’ in the United Kingdom and Ecuador, the ‘Health Star Rating’ 
implemented in Australasia, the Nutri-Score adopted in France and mandatory ‘stop sign’ warning labels 
implemented in Chile, Uruguay and Peru and recently proposed in Canada. Evidence regarding the impact of 
these schemes is still emerging, but suggests they can be effective in stimulating healthier choices (3, 4, 5, 20, 
21). Some evidence also suggests these labels can stimulate companies to reformulate products towards 
healthier recipes (6, 7). While voluntary schemes are still more common, an increasing number of countries are 
adopting mandatory schemes, likely to have potential for greater public health impact. 
 
 
Nutrition labelling, international trade law, and the role of Codex, the international food standards 
agency 
 
Regulation of nutrition labelling falls under the remit of not just the health sector, but also trade. Because food 
is traded across borders, food labels also cross borders, yet labelling requirements can differ between countries. 
The proliferation of FOPNL worldwide can thus create ‘technical barriers’ to the free movement of foods, 
making them of interest to the World Trade Organization (WTO), and particularly the WTO Agreement on 
Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT).  
 
It is mandatory labelling requirements, which are of interest to the WTO. Proposals by five countries for 
mandatory FOPNL have been subject of discussion in WTO committees surrounding whether they were ‘more 
trade restrictive than necessary’ to achieve their legitimate public health policy goals. Importantly, none of these 
discussions have proceeded to a more formal dispute (13).  
 
As FOPNL have proliferated worldwide, there has also been increasing interest in development of an 
international standard in this area. The international food standards agency, or Codex, is a joint program of the 
UN Food and Agriculture Organization/WHO Food Standards Program. The Codex Alimentarius Commission 
is the decision-making body of Codex which meets once a year, and reviews and ratifies the work of subsidiary, 
specialist committees that cover topics including nutrition and food labelling.  Codex has a dual mandate: to 
protect consumers’ health and to ensure fair practices in the food trade. Its aim is to harmonize on a voluntary 
basis national trade and food labelling regulations to ensure food safety and food quality (14).  
 
Codex has existing guidelines on nutrition labelling, but these provide limited guidance on FOPNL. In 2016, at 
the 43rd meeting of the Codex Committee on Food Labelling (CCFL-43), Codex started to undertake new work 
to develop further guidance in this area (19). Any definition, guidance or specifications developed are important 
because Codex is a recognized standard setting body by WTO, used by countries in policy development and 
potentially referenced in international trade disputes regarding food.  
 
To date, there has been significantly higher representation of food industry compared to public health actors in 
Codex processes (15, 16). There is a potential conflict of interest between public health priorities and industry 
objectives, in particular, when establishing criteria that will be used to define the nutritional quality of foods and 
beverages for the purposes of FOPNL. Public health input into Codex discussions on this topic is critical given 
its potential role in promoting healthier diets.  
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In 2018, the World Federation of Public Health Associations became a formal Codex Observer, facilitating 
greater input from public health voices in this process. 
 
 
Scope and Purpose 
The use of FOPNL by governments is likely to continue to increase rapidly. Countries including Argentina, 
Canada, Brazil, South Africa and others are known to be considering adoption of similar schemes. 
The manufacturers of unhealthy packaged products often wield power in development of national and 
international policies on FOPNL, and it is essential that public health and consumer views and evidence are also 
strongly represented. 
 
 
Fields of Application 

• National Public Health Associations and their Members 
• Consumer Organizations 
• National Governments 
• Regional Public Health Entities 

 
 
Call to Action on FOPNL 
We call on all governments, health organizations and consumer groups to take action in order to promote 
healthy nutrition, protect consumers, and prevent or reduce obesity and other diet-related NCDs using the 
recommended evidence-based policies included in the WHO Global Action Plan (cite), and the strategies 
highlighted in the WFPHA Global Charter for the Public’s Health (17). 
 
 
The WFPHA Recommends its members, partners and governments: 

• Promoting awareness of the role of FOPNL as only one component of the necessary comprehensive 
strategies to promote healthier diets, and the need for FOPNL to be aligned with existing measures 
including food-based dietary guidelines  

• Supporting development and implementation of robust and evidence-based, government-led FOPNL at a 
national level to guide consumers towards healthier choices and incentivize healthier reformulation by 
industry   

• Supporting sharing of innovation and best-practice in development and implementation of FOPNL 
nutrition labelling, promoting harmonization where relevant while recognizing the right of countries to 
implement those policies most appropriate to their populations and food supply 

• Supporting public health actors to advocate in Codex processes around FOPNL, by providing input to 
their national Codex Contact points, becoming members of their national Codex delegation, engaging 
with formal ‘Observers’ to Codex including WFPHA, or by applying for Observer status themselves 
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