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CASH research revealed a health hazard hidden in breakfast cereal bowls
CASH examined 334 breakfast cereals- branded and supermarket branded, on sale in the UK in November 2004. The survey found that over a third (35%) contain more salt per serving than a bag of ready-salted crisps, including Special K, All Bran, Golden Grahams, Cheerios, Shreddies and every brand of cornflakes.

The saltiest cereal found, Quaker Oat Krunchies has a higher salt concentration than seawater – 3.0g of salt per 100g of product. By comparison, Walkers ready-salted crisps contain half this amount of salt – 1.5g of salt per 100g. A 50g bowl of this cereal provides 1.5g of salt – a quarter of the recommended daily amount for an adult. (a standard bag of ready-salted crisps contains 0.5g of salt).
“People think that cereals are a healthy breakfast,” said Graham MacGregor, Professor of Cardiovascular Medicine and Chairman of CASH, “and in some cases this is true – our survey found several cereals with only trace levels of salt. But people need to be aware that some breakfast cereals are as salty as the sea. No parent would think that a bag of crisps represents a healthy breakfast for their children, but in many 
cases cereals actually contain more salt than crisps.”

For a full copy of the press release and survey go to our website (actiononsalt.org.uk) or email: cash@sghms.ac.uk
National Salt Awareness Day January 2005

CASH launched the 6th National Salt Awareness Day on Wednesday 26th of January. The theme for the day was the older population; this group was chosen because they are at greater risk of having a heart attack or stroke compared with the general population. Furthermore, the older population benefit immediately from reducing their salt intake by seeing a fall in blood pressure, and hence a reduced risk of developing heart disease or a stroke.

The main event was held at the House of Commons, between 12.15 and 3pm. There were around 100 guests including representatives from retailers, food manufacturers, caterers, charities, MPs, Department of health, the Food Standards Agency, media and other stakeholders.
Presentations 

MP Debra Shipley introduced the speakers who included: Professor MacGregor, Chairman of CASH, Melanie Johnson, Public Health Minister, Sir John Krebs, Chairman of the Food Standards Agency (FSA) and Barbara Gill, Chairman of the National Federation of Women’s Institute.
Professor MacGregor briefly described why the older population is an important group to target. Then he emphasized that not only hypertensive people should cut down on salt - evidence shows everyone will benefit from salt reduction in the older population (as well as in younger groups) i.e. the whole population will benefit. In particular in the older population, salt reduction reduces risk of stroke across the range of blood pressure. This means you do not need to be hypertensive to have a high risk of having a stroke.
“We are taking about preventing 70,000 strokes and heart attacks if the whole UK population could reduce their salt intake to the recommended levels. In public health terms, this is as important for saving lives as the introduction of clean water and drains was in the 19th century.”
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Melanie Johnson, Public Health Minister, speaking at National Salt Awareness Day

The Minister talked about how the Department of Health and the Food Standards Agency are working together with industry to reduce the amount of salt in processed foods as well as raising awareness on salt and blood pressure with health professionals and consumers.
“We, the Department and the FSA, are encouraged by the large number of companies and organisations in the food industry who have introduced salt reduction programmes. Progress has been made by a large number of organisations but I would particularly like to single out Marks and Spencer and Heinz for the pioneering work they have undertaken in this area. Consumers are already benefiting from this and the action taken by an increasing number of retailers and manufacturers who now label products with the salt content.”

“However there is scope for further reductions and, in particular, in certain food product categories, I would urge all sectors of industry to work together with the Food Standards Agency to enable more progress to be made.”
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Sir John Krebs, Chairman of the FSA, giving a presentation at National Salt Awareness Day

In reviewing progress since the previous year, Sir John said; “last year I said if salt reduction was a journey from London to Edinburgh, we’d only just reached the M25. There aren’t yet any detailed intake figures available to update my analogy, but I’d guess we might now be approaching Watford Gap”.
Sir John went on to say that there were many food manufacturers still not providing figures on salt: “If people are going to chose lower salt products, they have got to be able to find them first. We have written to the food industry emphasising the importance of clear labelling of salt-for which there is consumer demand”.
Barbara Gill, Chairman of the NFWI
She started her presentation by congratulating CASH and more recently the FSA on their work in campaigning to reduce salt consumption. 

“The NFWI has been campaigning throughout its history to improve the nation’s diet and health. In recent years this concern has particularly focused on the decline of practical food skills throughout the population, and the increasing health risks associated with our over reliance on processed foods, which are generally high in salt, sugar and fat.”

“We very much welcome the moves taken by the food industry to date to reduce salt in their products, and hope that it won’t be a matter of too little too late. Yet we are very concerned that some parts of the food industry still complain that the salt reduction targets are too harsh. Their reaction to the Food Standards Agency was very disappointing. They complain that the consumer won’t eat the products because they will taste too bland. Well, if they taste too bland without salt they need to be reformulated to make them tastier with less salt. If that’s not possible, then perhaps we would be better off without them.”

“We must send out clear signals to manufacturers that we are not prepared to put up with the current levels of salt in foods. As consumers, we will support those companies that have the courage to act, and shun those that don’t.

But in order to do so we need better food labelling. I would like to believe that I am food literate, but I have difficulty calculating the amount of salt in many products. We need clear labelling of salt content not sodium, and greater clarity about portion sizes. Labelling needs to be clear and consistent and if manufacturers aren’t willing to take the lead in improving food labels, then the Government must.”
She concluded by saying “What is certain is that we can no longer afford to sit back; we need to act now and to act decisively. The WI will continue to lobby to improve the nations diet and WI members will also continue to do so both by their actions at home and in their communities. Salt reduction is not just a matter of taste; it is a matter of improving my health, your health and the whole nation’s health.”

At the end of the presentations, a question and answer session took place. Below are some of the questions that were raised;
Jack Winkler from Food and Health Research asked “Would the Department of Health be willing to undertake a name and shame strategy against those companies refusing to make salt reductions?” 
as many companies have been resisting changes for a long time. Melanie Johnson responded by saying that the Department would continue talking with the industry.

Nigel Murray from Losalt asked “Would the Minister give us her assurance that the Government will stay with the project of salt reduction until the 6g target is met and not be diverted or allow the campaign to falter before this objective is met?” 
In response to his question the Minister replied by saying that the Department of Health would continue with the project of salt reduction but would also be asking for sugar and fat to be reduced at a later date.

Margaret Phillips, from Help the Aged asked the FSA "Will the FSA ensure that an older person is included in the shopping basket survey, as they tend to purchase differently from a family?” The FSA replied that they would be considering this.
Professor Bob Michell, CASH member raised the point that although it is very important that the food industry continues to remove enough salt so that the nation can easily consume less than 6g per day of salt. He went on the say that “both human and animal data shows we need far less than 6g of salt per day and  that humans only need around 2g salt per day and in terms of evolution we only needed 0.5 g of salt. Animal studies show that most adult mammals only require 0.6mmol/kg of sodium.”

Sir John Krebs agreed that once the 6g salt figure had been achieved by the food industry the salt guideline figure would be lowered further.
Stands
Four stands- Co-op, Asda, Birds Eye and Losalt displayed literature about the work they have been carrying out on salt reduction.

Resources

A factsheet was developed by the CASH Nutritionist Penelope Gilbert to highlight the effects that salt has on the older population. It provides information on the main health concerns for this older group, regarding high blood pressure, heart attacks, strokes, osteoporosis, oedema, Meniere’s disease and cancer of the stomach. It also provides advice on ways to reduce salt in order to reduce the risk of high blood pressure, osteoporosis, strokes and heart attacks. 
If you would like a copy then please email cash@sghms.ac.uk
Also a poster was produced to highlight the fact that it is never too late to cut your salt intake. For the older population “Cutting your salt intake could seriously improve your health- immediately!” For a copy of the poster, please email cash@sghms.ac.uk

Other events 

1066 complimentary health professional packs were distributed at the end of 2004 throughout the UK, including Ireland, Wales and Scotland. Packs were sent to health professionals (including dietitians, nutritionists and health promotion units) 14%, leisure and fitness centres (16%), hospitals (7%), GP surgeries (52%), health charities (7%), educational institutions (3%), food industry (0.6%) and government organisations (0.4%). 

Coverage by the media 

There was significant media attention with coverage on 109 radio stations, which included 64 studio interviews and 45 playing the audio feature. Total audience reach was over 8 million.

In national newspapers stories were written in the Daily Mail, Daily Record and Daily Express. Other articles were in British Baker, the Press Association and the Grimsby Telegraph.
Other organisations highlighting the day

The event was listed on six websites including; The National Heart Forum’s news briefing, St George’s Hospital website, Heart UK, Count me in calendar, Foresight and the times two supplement. 
Articles were placed in the December edition of Digest, produced by Heart UK, the St George’s Newsletter, the autumn edition of Digest, produced by Sustain. Stroke News- October edition and the Scottish Consumer Council’s autumn and winter newsletter. An article was also written for a new magazine called Later Living.

Supporters and sponsors of the day

We are thankful to the following organisations for providing us with an unrestricted educational grant: The British Heart Foundation and Help the Aged. 

The following organisations supported our Day as part of their commitment to reducing the salt content of foods: Asda, The Co-op, Birds Eye and Tesco.

Salt survey in the older population

CASH conducted a pilot study to find out what the older population understand about salt and any misconceptions that they may have. The aim of the pilot was to explore older people’s perceptions of salt and salt labelling. Results were highlighted at this year’s 6th National Salt Awareness Day.
The survey was conducted in September 2004 at a London Pensioners Fund Conference and the Nutrition and Health Show. CASH used an interviewer-administered questionnaire which attendees were asked to fill in.
A total of 103 people were surveyed: 28% (50-59 yrs), 28% (60-69 years), 27% (70-79 years), 5% (80-89 years), 2% (90+) and 10% that did not report their age. There was an approximately equal distribution of men and women, 47% and 53% respectively.

Key findings:

· Nearly all (95%) knew that salt causes blood pressure to rise.

· Only 1 in 5 knew that salt is linked with osteoporosis (18%) and stomach cancer (19%). 

· One in four (26%) either did not know how much salt they should be eating in a day or got the figure wrong.

· Only 70% of the older people surveyed were aware that the majority of salt comes from processed foods, compared to 100% of MPs, 89% of health professionals and 87% of teachers who were asked the same question in last year’s research. 

· The majority of participants were unaware of hidden salt levels in four given foods. 75% did not know that cornflakes were the saltiest of the four products.

· Only 33% of the older population are aware that salt contains sodium.  This compares with 67% of MPs, 71% of teachers and 68% of health professionals who were asked the same question last year.

· Almost two in three 63% did not know the relationship between sodium and salt or got it wrong. There is a definite lack of understanding and knowledge about the difference between salt and sodium as 24% said that salt and sodium were exactly the same and 22% had no idea about the relationship between salt and sodium. 

· The majority of respondents (69%) said that present sodium information on labels is not comprehensible.

· 81% of respondents would like to see salt labelled in one of two formats, either with salt content per serving or just the salt content

For a copy of the full survey findings, please contact us at cash@sghms.ac.uk 

FSA Signposting labelling proposals
In November 2004 The Food Standards Agency put forward five food labelling designs tested by independent researchers. 

The aim is to provide ‘at a glance’ information on the front of packaging about the nutritional content of foods, which will make it easier for people to make healthier food choices. The agency has asked for all stakeholders to comment on the nutrient profiling by the 25th of February 2005. 
The five different designs are as follows:
1. Option A – Three band System or ‘simple traffic light’. This consists of either a green – (eat plenty), amber – (eat in moderation) and red – (eat sparingly) depending on whether the food is high, medium or low in salt.
2. Option B – Five band system or ‘Extended traffic light’. This consists of five categories, eat plenty- dark green, light green- eat often, yellow-eat in moderation, light red- eat less often, dark red- eat sparingly.

3. Option C – A healthy logo, which appears on such healthy foods like fat free yoghurts, wholegrain cereal etc.

4. Option D – ‘Key Nutrient’. This type of labelling breaks down the four key nutrients (fat, salt, sugar and saturates) and places a high, medium or low traffic light for each of these.
5. Option E – GDA Key Nutrients. This provides more detailed information on the amount of salt, fat, sugar and saturates in the product along with the GDA (Guideline Daily Amount) - how much you should be eating in a day.

CASH strongly supports this research as it has advocated changes to labelling since it was set up. “Salt is currently labelled in such a confusing and complicated way that we welcome a simple, nutritionally based system that is easy to follow and would allow consumers to make healthy choices.”
Further information can be found on the FSA website (http://www.food.gov.uk/foodindustry/Consultations/ukwideconsults/nutrientprofiling)
Sainsbury’s launches new labelling
In January 2005, Sainsbury’s launched a new colour coded wheel of health on the front of food labels. This is currently being trialled in around 50 products.
The wheel of health label provides ‘at a glance’ information on the amount of fat, saturated fat, salt, added sugars and calories in a serving. Also on the back of the pack they provide the average daily guidelines for healthy eating.

Food Standards Agency soups survey

The FSA undertook a survey in soups in the Autumn of 2004, looking at 77 samples of soups in supermarkets including fresh, canned and dried soups. They found a total of 69% of the products provided a quarter or more of an adult’s maximum recommended daily salt intake. The average salt content of a portion of fresh soup was 1.6g, contributing 27% of the recommended maximum daily salt intake.
For information on the soups survey please go to: (http://www.food.gov.uk/science/surveillance/fsis2004branch/fsis6904)
NCC Rating Retailers for Health
The NCC- National Consumer Council produced a report called ‘rating retailers for health’ in December 2004. 

They developed a health responsibility index based on a series of consumer focused health indicators which measured the UK’s largest food retailers’ practices in four key areas. These health indicators included
1. The sodium nutritional content of ten everyday own label foods.

2. Labelling information

3. In-store promotions

4. Customer information and advice

This was measured for each indicator by determining a desirable target, based on best practice. Scores were then placed on a scale of one to ten (ten awarded for reaching the desirable target level). Then to calculate the overall health responsibility index score for each retailer, they have given equal weighting to each of the four key areas; this allows supermarkets to be assessed relative to each other.

In summary they found that none of the supermarkets shone in all the categories and all of them need to make more changes in all of the health indicators. “They could really make a difference by cutting salt, sugar and fat, improving labelling and information, doing more to promote healthier foods and taking sweets off the checkout.”
For further information please go to the National Consumer Council website at 

http://nccdev.keymedia.info/cgi-bin/kmdb10.cgi/-load299159_nccviewcurrent.htm
Department of Health launches the white paper
Choosing health - making healthy choices easier, the Government’s White Paper on public health, was published in November 2004. The document sets out a new approach for delivering sustained improvement in the health of the public. 

The White Paper contains significant policy initiatives in areas such as smoking in public places, the promotion of food to children, and action to address sexually transmitted infections. It also details the role of the NHS together with partners in central and local government and the voluntary and commercial sectors in delivering on this crucial agenda.
In terms of work on salt, they are continuing to “work with industry to develop voluntary action based on: targets for reducing sugar and fat in food, and guidance on portion sizes.”
“We will work with industry, advertisers, consumer groups and other stakeholders to 
encourage new measures to strengthen existing voluntary codes on food and drink promotion to children, including; setting up a new food and drink advertising and promotion forum and contributing funding to new health initiatives and positive health campaigns.”

For a copy of the full report go to

http://www.dh.gov.uk/assetRoot/04/09/47/61/04094761.pdf
Kellogg’s changes to labelling

Kellogg’s have now decided to label the levels of sugar, salt and fat on the front of their cereal packets. The label includes a bar chart showing how a typical bowl contributes to the guideline daily amounts (GDA) of seven nutrients. 

Feedback on Newsletter

We would like some feedback on our quarterly newsletter. Any thoughts, suggestions and comments would be most welcome. In particular which information you find most useful or would like to know more about.

Please email to cash@sghms.ac.uk
For further information contact:

CASH, Blood Pressure Unit, St George’s Hospital Medical School, Cranmer Terrace, London SW17 ORE Tel: 0208 725 2409 Email: cash@sghms.ac.uk 

Website: www.actiononsalt.org.uk
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