Food Policy Working Group

Brussels, 29 November 2021

To:

European Commissioner for Health and Food Safety, Ms. Stella Kyriakides

DG SANTE Deputy Director-General for Food Sustainability, Ms. Claire Bury

DG SANTE Director for Food and Feed Safety, Innovation, Ms. Sabine Jlilicher,

DG SANTE Head of Unit D1 for the Farm to Fork Strategy, Ms. Alexandra Nikolakopoulou DG
SANTE Head of Unit E1 for Food Information and Composition, Ms. Sabine Pelsser

The Whole Grain Initiative, joined by the co-signatories of this open letter, would like to bring to the
attention of the European Commission some key considerations as part of its commitment to
introduce Front-of-Pack Nutrition Labelling (FOPNL) in its landmark Farm to Fork Strategy, which aims
to promote a shift to healthy, nutritious and sustainable diets.

In line with the two-fold policy objectives of improving the nutritional quality of consumers’ food choices
and encouraging food business operators to reformulate products towards healthier options, the
endorsing stakeholders urge the Commission to ensure that whole grains are included into any
FOPNL to be proposed and, should the scheme be underpinned by an algorithm, that whole
grains be integrated into such a system.

FOPNL encourages individuals to make informed dietary choices by providing simplified information on
the key nutritional characteristics of food products based on scientific criteria. It is important that there
is greater alignment between FOPNL systems and evidence-based dietary guidelines, as well as
national health and nutrition policies to truly empower people in identifying healthier options. Notably,
whole grains are often included in food-based dietary guidelines but often excluded from FOPNL.

The World Health Organization (WHO) recognises FOPNL as an important policy tool for promoting
healthy diets and preventing obesity and diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs)'. Addressing
the immense burden of NCDs has become an increasingly pressing priority both globally and in Europe,
especially in light of the devastating impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Tackling lifestyle-related risk
factors, including diet, is integral to preventing and reducing premature mortality from NCDs. There is
consistent evidence that regular consumption of whole grains (around three servings per day)
is associated with a lower risk of developing NCDs, such as cardiovascular disease, obesity,
type 2 diabetes and certain cancers. Moreover, a recent study also identified that children who
consumed more than 1.5 servings of whole grain every day had 40 percent less risk of being obese
than children who did not consume whole grain, highlighting the potential of adequate whole grain intake
in mitigating risks for childhood obesity2. High in fibre, vitamins, minerals and other bioactive
compounds such as antioxidants and phytochemicals, whole grains play a major role in healthy diet
patterns, as highlighted in several recent meta-analyses?.

Despite this evidence, the consumption of whole grains remains alarmingly low in Europe as elsewhere.
According to the Global Burden of Disease study, in 2017 low intake of whole grains was the leading
dietary risk factor for NCDs in almost all WHO regions, with approximately 3 million deaths and 82

"' World Health Organization. (2019) Guiding principles and framework manual for front-of-pack labelling for
promoting healthy diets https://apps.who.int/nutrition/publications/policies/quidingprinciples-labelling-promoting-
healthydiet/en/index.html
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31809-9 ; Schwingshackl et al. (2017), Amer Jour Clin Nutr,
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million Disability Adjusted Life Years (DALYs) worldwide, In Europe, 664.000 deaths and 14.2 million
DALYs were attributed to a diet low in whole grains#5.

To increase whole grain intake, many governments have emphasised whole grains in their food-based
dietary guidelines. However, such efforts should be complemented with the provision of clear and
consistent guidance on the whole grain content of food products to drive healthier food choices in line
with the dietary guidelines®, and encourage food manufacturers to include more whole grains in their
products. There is evidence in some Scandinavian countries, where whole grain has been successfully
integrated in FOPNL schemes, that this has contributed to reversing low whole grain intake levels
among the population”. Accordingly, the inclusion of whole grains in the EU-wide mandatory FOPNL
system, and the nutrient profile models and algorithms underpinning it, may provide an opportunity to
further promote whole grain foods and boost whole grain intake levels in the EU.

The integration of whole grain as a beneficial component into any FOPNL is possible, regardless
of the preferred system. Notable examples include the Scandinavian Keyhole logo and the Finnish
Heart symbol, which include whole grain for the relevant food categories. While scores such as Nutri-
Score do not include whole grain, they do provide precedent for inclusion of other ingredients such as
fruit and vegetables (as opposed to nutrients only). In determining what constitutes meaningful whole
grain content in a food product, the consensus definitions developed by the international, multi-
stakeholder working groups of the Whole Grain Initiative may be useful (please see the definition of
Whole Grain as an Ingredient® and the definition of a Whole Grain Food®). Moreover, recent research
has shown that the inclusion of whole grain in the Nutri-Score is feasible and would make the scheme
more aligned with dietary guidelines™.

We look forward to the introduction of clear and consistent information on the whole grain content of
foods across the EU with the new, harmonised FOPNL system, allowing individuals to consciously
choose options to attain the optimal levels of whole grain intake associated with health benefits.

The Whole Grain Initiative stands ready to address any questions or provide further information and
scientific evidence on the topic as needed.

With kind regards,

Jan de Vries, Whole Grain Initiative Vice Chair

4 GBD 2017 Diet Collaborators. (2019) Lancet, Health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries, 1990-2017: a
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