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CASH NEWS
Happy birthday to CASH!
2006 marks the 10th anniversary of Consensus Action on Salt and Health.  The group was formed in 1996 after the rejection by the Chief Medical Officer of the recommendations on salt in the 1994 COMA (Committee on Medical Aspects of Food) Report.  According to a leading article in the British Medical Journal, this was due to threatened withdrawal of funding to the then Conservative government1. 

The first action of the group was to publish a paper in the British Medical Journal entitled “Salt – overwhelming evidence but still no action: Can a consensus be reached with the food industry?”  GA MacGregor and PS Sever.  BMJ 18th May 19962. 

Due to complete lack of funding and inexperience in media activity, progress for CASH was initially quite slow.  Incredibly, officials at the Department of Health who were responsible for diet were told not to meet with members of CASH, and such meetings that did take place were clandestine.  

Over the next few years CASH was successful in generating a lot of media interest in salt.  Meetings were also held with leading supermarkets and food manufacturers which surprisingly in many cases were well received, for example ASDA and Heinz. 

CASH was also very successful in highlighting the high salt contents of certain foods and with the change of Government in 1997 there was a change of atmosphere in the Department of Health, although even then it was difficult for them to admit that salt was important in the regulation of blood pressure. 

A meeting at the British Heart Foundation re-established the COMA recommendations of reducing salt intake to 6 grams/day for all adults.  This was a good interim target but nothing much happened. 

In 2002, partly thanks to successful lobbying by CASH, Sir Liam Donaldson (the new Chief Medical Officer) re-endorsed the COMA recommendations and said that the target for salt intake for all adults should be 6 grams/day.  During this period, CASH obtained a lot of media publicity and advanced further with food industry pledges to do something about salt.  


Responsibility for the quality of food sold in the UK then moved from the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food to the new Food Standards Agency, which had links with both DEFRA and the Department of Health. 

CASH lobbied the new agency hard to try to ensure that a salt reduction programme would be one of their primary nutritional targets, particularly as 80% of salt intake is hidden in food and the public are not aware that they are eating all this salt, so a strategy of the food industry gradually reducing salt would be successful. 


As the same time, CASH submitted all of the scientific evidence showing that salt was in part responsible in the longer term for the rise in blood pressure in the population and the number of people with high blood pressure.  This evidence also linked the severity of people’s high blood pressure with their salt intake. 

The Specialist Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) eventually reported in 2003 that the evidence on salt was stronger than when the original COMA recommendations were made and recommended the same interim target of 6 grams/day of salt for all adults and for the first time specified targets for children of different ages. 

Research from St George's taken from a meta-analysis of salt reduction studies and the epidemiology of high blood pressure showed that if salt intake were reduced by an average of 6 grams/day, approximately 35,000 deaths from strokes and heart attacks would be saved every year.  Indeed, the quality and sheer weight of research linking salt not only with raised blood pressure, but with other diseases, meant that the Salt Manufacturers Association (which had been very prominent in the 1990s) were no longer listened to.  Newspapers continued to publish CASH's ‘name and shame’ surveys, highlighting foods whose hidden salt content was often higher than seawater.  CASH’s Salt Awareness Days also helped to keep a high profile in the Houses of Parliament and the Food Standards Agency and to maintain public interest in the issue. 

In 2004, the Food Standards Agency funded an advertising campaign to increase awareness of the link between salt and heart disease.  A further campaign was run at the end of 2005.  The FSA is currently working with the UK food industry to implement reductions in the amount of salt added to our foods, with the aim of reaching the 6g a day target and lower targets for children by the end of 2010.  Despite the erosion of some of the targets, the UK is the first country in the world to be carrying out such a systematic reduction in the salt content of foods, and this lead is now being followed by many other countries. 

We feel that we have achieved a great deal in last ten years, and have no intention of ‘letting up’ in our pressure on the food industry to reduce salt levels, and in particular to speed up the reductions that are being made.  Ironically, if the food industry had heeded CASH’s suggestion in 1996 that it remove 10% of added salt (a reduction that is not detectable by human taste buds) each year, every year, we would already be at the target 6g per day.  No consumers would have noticed the gradual changes, and no food companies would be under pressure to make large percentage reductions in order to meet the FSA’s targets.  More importantly, many thousands of people who died of strokes or heart attacks over the last decade would still be alive. 

CASH has now taken the step of going worldwide and set up World Action on Salt and Health (WASH) which will shortly be launched. The group hopes to encourage other countries to follow the example of the UK. 
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New CASH members of staff

Two new members of staff have recently joined CASH. Jo Butten has joined as CASH nutritionist. Jo joins us from Sainsbury’s where she worked for four years before completing a Masters in Public Health Nutrition at the London Metropolitan University where she investigated the foods and nutrition information available to customers at retailers’ cafes. Jo is also overseeing all CASH projects while Dr Emma Mast is on maternity leave. 
We would also like to welcome Naomi Campbell to the team at CASH. She graduated from the University of Ulster with a BSc Honours in Human Nutrition in June 2005. During her degree Naomi undertook a 15 month work placement at The Dairy Council. Since graduating she has worked at the British Nutrition Foundation, where she was PA to the Science Director. Since joining CASH, Naomi’s main responsibility has been in the development of the World Action on Salt and Health (WASH) group.
Complaint to Advertising Standards Authority about Walkers Crisps promotion

On 10 April, CASH submitted a complaint to the ASA about a promotional leaflet, featuring Gary Lineker, advertising Walkers crisps’ reduced salt levels.  Our main complaints were that the leaflet did not state clearly that the salt reductions had been made in only 12 out of Walkers 57 varieties of crisps, thus implying that the salt in all Walkers crisps had been reduced, and that the leaflet only referred to the adult daily limit for salt, not that of children.  Our contention was that parents reading the leaflet would assume that a standard bag of Walkers crisps would provide 8% of the GDA for salt for their children.  In fact, a bag of Walkers provides 25% of the salt GDA for a three year-old.

We also disputed the claim that a bag of Walkers crisps contained the same amount of salt as a slice of white bread.  The leaflet stated that a slice of bread contains 0.5g of salt.  Our position was that this figure is out of date, given that large reductions in the level of salt in bread have been made over the past few years.  We supplied the ASA with salt levels of slices of bread taken from standard own-label medium white sliced loaves bought in March 2006 from Tesco’s, Sainsbury’s, ASDA, Marks and Spencer, Iceland, Somerfield and Morrisons.  All these slices contained 0.4g of salt or less.  Our full survey of 30 loaves, including premium and branded products, showed an average salt content of 0.44g of salt per slice.

The Advertising Standards Authority is considering our complaint and is likely to publish its adjudication in July.  Media coverage of our announcement regarding the complaint appeared in The Guardian, Metro, The Mirror and several regional papers, as well as the Which? website.

A copy of the press release can be found at 

http://www.actiononsalt.org.uk/press_releases/index.htm

Barbecue foods still pose a salt risk

In time for National Barbecue Week and the World Cup, CASH carried out a follow-up to the 2003 survey of barbecue foods. We found that at a typical barbecue meal, obtainable from some of the major supermarkets, of a burger in a bun with a slice of cheese and ketchup, a sausage and a marinated chicken portion, accompanied by coleslaw, Caesar salad and a small portion of Walkers Doritos crisps with a salsa dip still contains, on average, more than the maximum daily recommend intake of salt. The meal purchased from Sainsbury’s contained 6.52g of salt, M&S 6.44g, Tesco 6.41g and ASDA 5.61g.

Children should eat much less salt than adults, but a six year-old eating a barbecue meal bought from M&S consisting of a burger in a bun with ketchup and a slice of cheese would be consuming a whopping 3.28g of salt – which is more their recommended daily limit of 3g.

Media coverage of this survey included a piece in The Scotsman, The Times News in Brief and CASH also gave a radio interview on a regional consumer lunchtime show.

A copy of the press release can be found at 

http://www.actiononsalt.org.uk/press_releases/index.htm
WASH update

We have recently completed a document for the Malaysian Minister of Health, detailing the need for a salt reduction strategy in Malaysia. Hypertension is becoming an ever increasing problem in Malaysia where cardiovascular disease now accounts for 28% of all deaths. Although there are no data on the actual salt intake of the Malaysian population, typical dietary habits would suggest that salt intake is somewhere in the region of 10-20 g/day. One of the main sources of salt in the Malaysian diet includes sauces and seasonings such as monosodium glutamate, light soy sauce and fish sauce, which would contain between 2.6-4.6g salt/tablespoon. In addition, a large majority of Malaysians would have their dinner at hawker centres most days. A single serving of some of these dishes contribute to more than the WHO recommendation of 5g salt/day. For example, a bowl of Mee curry contains 6.1g salt/bowl. The report highlighted that a salt reduction intervention in Malaysia would have immense benefits for the general population, and it has been estimated that a modest reduction of 5-6g/day in salt would result in about 15,000 deaths in Malaysia being prevented.
RESEARCH NEWS
Outcome study shows beneficial effects of switching to potassium enriched salt
A study reported in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition (83:1289-96) showed that switching from regular salt to potassium-enriched salt had a long-term beneficial effect on CVD mortality and medical expenditure in a group of elderly veterans in Taiwan. Kitchens in veteran retirement homes were given either potassium-enriched salt (experimental group) or regular salt (control group) for 31 months. Persons in the experimental group lived 0.3-0.9 years longer and spent significantly less (≈ UD £426/y) on inpatient care for CVD than the control group. The effect was likely to be due to a major increase in potassium and a moderate decrease in sodium thus indicating switching to a potassium-enriched salt can save lives and medical costs. Blood pressure was not measured.
INDUSTRY NEWS
Waitrose pioneer FSA traffic light signposting
Waitrose were the first retailers to implement the Food Standards Agency’s traffic light signpost labelling system in March 2006. Waitrose has initially launched traffic light signposting across its range of sandwiches with plans for the new format to be rolled out to other products, including ready meals and pizzas.

Products are given red, amber or green code on the front of each pack according to levels of fat, saturates, salt and sugar per 100g.  Red indicates higher levels, amber medium and green low levels.  The criteria for the red, amber and green bands have been set by the Food Standards Agency.  Waitrose is also providing full information on the same key nutrients for the whole product on the front of the pack and the Guideline Daily Allowances on the back of packets. 

Sainsbury’s had previously implemented their own colour coded ‘Wheel of Health’ initiative and ASDA will follow with a system following the FSA recommendations.

Leading food manufacturers unite on common front-of-pack nutrition labels.

On 9 February 2006 five of the UK’s biggest food manufacturers announced they had agreed to take a common approach to front-of-pack simplified labelling.  Danone, Kellogg’s, Kraft, Nestlé and PepsiCo have committed to putting Guideline Daily Amount (GDA) information on the front of their products.

The scheme will consist of symbols on the front of packs across showing the amount of calories, sugar, fat, saturates and salt per portion. However there will be no traffic light scheme as recommended by the FSA adding confusion to the current state of labelling.
UK NEWS

FSA publish new salt targets
On 21 March the Food Standards Agency published voluntary salt reduction targets for food manufacturers and retailers with the aim to further encourage a reduction in the amount of salt in a wide range of processed foods. The Agency consulted with over 250 different organisations, including a wide range of consumer groups, public health bodies, academics and independent food technologists, as well as food manufacturers and retailers in order to set the targets. 

The targets apply to salt levels in the 85 food categories that contribute most to the amount of salt in our diet. These include everyday foods such as bread, bacon, ham, breakfast cereals, cheese and convenience foods such as pizza, ready meals, savoury snacks, cakes and pastries and will be reviewed in 2008. 

Details of the targets can be found at: http://www.food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2006/mar/salttargets

CASH published a press release highlighting the role of industry pressure in the erosion of these targets compared with those the FSA proposed in August 2005. Media coverage appeared on the front pages of The Daily Mail and The Times, with coverage also appearing in The Sun, The Mirror, The Express and The Financial Times.  Graham MacGregor appeared on the Today programme on Radio 4 and BBC TV Breakfast News. CASH also gave interviews on a number of regional radio shows. The Times then followed up with an article on the amount of salt present in a number of everyday products from the target categories.

Nutrient specifications for school caterers
On 19 May the FSA published target nutrient specifications (TNS) for a range of manufactured foods used in school meals throughout the UK. The TNS have been developed to assist caterers in meeting the wider minimum standards for school lunches also launched on 19 May by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES). The specifications, which are voluntary, set maximum levels for total fat, saturated fat, sodium/salt and sugar in a range of manufactured foods, including bread, poultry products, soups, sausages and burgers.

More information on these standards, which apply to food served at lunchtimes and food other than lunch (e.g. vending machines/tuck shops), are available at

http://www.food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2006/may/nutrientspecs

FSA survey shows more people are checking labels for salt

The FSA’s sixth Consumer Attitudes to Food survey indicates we are taking a more active interest in our food and diet, with more of us checking labels for salt and sodium. The 2005 survey shows that 53% of people now check labels for salt/sodium content (up from 22% in 2000). 

There were also increases in the number of consumers who claim to be eating more vegetables, salads and fruit compared to a year ago, and a rise in the number of people claiming never to eat ready-made meals.

More detailed information about the survey results is available at: http://www.food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2006/mar/consumer2005
FSA Board agrees principles for front of pack labelling
The FSA Board has agreed its recommendation for a consistent approach to front of pack labelling. The Agency's recommendations are based on four core principles developed as a result of extensive consumer research and feedback from supermarkets, manufacturers, consumer and public health groups. 

Sainsbury's and Waitrose are the first retailers to use the recommended colour-coded approach on products and Asda will follow shortly. The Agency says it will work with food businesses and consumers to monitor and evaluate take-up and impact of the scheme. 

The FSA Board recommended that front of pack labelling schemes should:

· provide separate information on fat, saturated fat, sugar and salt

· use red, amber or green colour coding to indicate whether levels of these nutrients are high, medium or low

· use nutritional criteria developed by the FSA to determine the colour code

· give information on the levels of nutrients per portion of product.
More information available at: http://www.food.gov.uk/news/pressreleases/2006/mar/signpostingmarch
Ofcom consults on “junk” food advertising to children

Ofcom, the independent regulator and competition authority for the UK communications industries, has completed a new round of consultation regarding food and drink advertising to children. Ofcom has proposed four methods of controlling “junk” food adverts, combined with a stricter code from the Committee on Advertising Practice that would ban celebrities and famous cartoon characters from appearing in food and drink commercials targeted at children under the age of ten.  The four proposals are:

· A ban on “junk” food advertising and sponsorship from all shows specifically made for children or those of “particular appeal” to children.

· A ban on all food and drink commercials and sponsorship from those shows.

· A limit on the volume of food and drink adverts when children are most likely to be watching, at breakfast time and between 3pm and 8pm on weekdays and from 6am to 8pm at weekends.

· A combination of any of the first three proposals.

More detailed information about Ofcom’s proposals is available at: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/media/news/2006/03/nr_20060328
To see CASH’s response visit: 

http://www.actiononsalt.org.uk/press_releases/index.htm

Report from FSA Consumer Stakeholder Forum May 2006
Salt Update

Rosemary Hignett from the Food Standards Agency’s Nutrition Division updated stakeholders on the continuing work on salt reduction including the publication of voluntary salt reduction targets for 85 different categories of processed foods and the development of a self-reporting framework for industry, which will enable the FSA to monitor industry progress against the targets. The Agency will be reviewing the targets in 2008 when it will consider what more needs to be done to ensure that progress continues to be made towards achieving the 6g maximum recommended salt intake.

CASH enquired about the amount of work that the Agency had done to asses the impact on the ‘seriously eroded’ targets on the 6g day by 2010 target. Rosemary Hignett explained that it was very hard to make a mathematical assessment as the model was very complex.  Although this model was originally used, a new assessment would involve prohibitive recalculations as there are 85 categories, each with a huge range of products. 

The Agency indicated that monitoring data to assess population sodium intakes will be available later this year and will indicate how much progress has been made so far. A member asked what would be done if the urine samples showed that there had been no progress. Rosemary Hignett explained that the urine analyses would be taken into account in the 2008 review. 
CASH asked what the plans were to address the issue of back of pack declaration of salt and sodium. Rosemary Hignett explained that the most effective route to giving this information was with front of pack labelling as this gives clear information on salt content. Another member asked what could be done about salt levels in foodstuffs sourced form outside the UK, as these were significant.  Rosemary Hignett explained that the Agency was working hard with EU Member states the European Commission to encourage wide work with businesses. 

The FSA is now in the early stages of developing phase 3 of its consumer education campaign on salt, which will be launched in March/April of 2007.  The Agency will be working closely with a wide range of stakeholders to do this.

Signposting

The Agency’s updated stakeholders on their recommendations for a voluntary front of pack signpost labelling approach discussed elsewhere in this newsletter. Additionally, the Agency has begun exploring how to independently assess the impact of its recommended approach to front of pack signpost labelling, and other front of pack key nutrient schemes that are in use in the marketplace on consumer behaviour.

CASH expressed concerned that the increase in the per portion salt criteria was not in line with the Agency’s own advice on the level of salt that constitutes a lot of salt and that this increase was not in the interest of the consumer.  CASH also highlighted that the per portion criteria for all other nutrients (fats, saturates and total sugars) accounts for 30% of the GDA whereas salt accounts for 40%. Furthermore, the consumer may be confused because of the discrepancy between the Agency’s advice and the criteria that has been set for marking salt per portion as high red. Rosemary Hignett explained that there had been very difficult decisions to make seeing that in order to keep industry on board progress has had to be made in small steps.  The levels will be reviewed in 2008.

INTERNATIONAL NEWS

Tougher European laws on nutritional and health claims made on foods
On 16 May the European Parliament voted to accept tougher rules for nutritional and health claims made on foods.

The agreement between the Council and the Parliament:

· includes the heavily disputed section ‘Article 4’ concerning nutrient profiles (aimed at preventing the use of health claims to promote foods with high quantities of sugar, salt or fat), but states that the nutritional profiles will be laid down by the Commission in consultation with the food industry and consumer bodies on the basis of information from the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA);

· means that foods with high content of more than one of the elements fat, sugar or salt will be banned for carrying a nutritional claim (a food high in both fat and sugar can't claim to be low in salt);
· obliges a manufacturer who wants to put a nutrition claim on a food, 'low salt' for example, to indicate also whether the food is high in fat or sugar.

All new health claims on food will need to be registered with the EFSA. The EFSA will have 5-7 months to check a new claim before it is allowed to go on sale. A 'register' of authorised health claims will be developed so that manufacturers will not need to go through the authorisation process each time they wish to introduce a product with a particular health claim.
The US AMA initiates salt campaign
In June 2006, The American Medical Association (AMA) (a national group representing 250,000 doctors) overwhelmingly agreed to support a campaign targeted at restaurants and processed foods manufacturers to half the amount of sodium in their foods during the next 10 years. The AMA also pressed the Food and Drink Administration (FDA) to cease the rule that allows salt and its component sodium to be treated as "generally recognized as safe". Although the AMA cannot force the food industry to comply with their recommendations, they do hold very persuasive powers. Its support will also make it hard for the FDA not to review the sodium issue. The AMA also stated that ‘‘the FDA needs to improve requirements for the labelling of sodium on processed food products’’.

FEEDBACK?

We would like some feedback on our quarterly newsletter. Any thoughts, suggestions and comments would be most welcome. In particular let us know which information you find most useful or what you would like to know more about. Please email to cash@sgul.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@sgul.ac.uk 

Website: www.actiononsalt.org.uk
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