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US Food labelling – a sea change
•

In a first, the US now requires food labelling to indicate presence of GM ingredients.

•

With 80% of US food containing GM ingredients, this provides a wake-up call to US food producers.

•

The new US legislation opens the door for GM-free NZ products.

In the beginning…
As you walk down an aisle at your local supermarket, you may see
people carefully looking at the labels on food products. That person
could be me because I like to read the labels on food I purchase.
New Zealand food labels are straightforward: date marking, name
or description of the good, warning statements, ingredient list and
nutritional information are included along with other product
information on the product to help the consumer make an informed
purchase. There is similar information on US food product labels.
But something recently changed in the US food labelling area that
might have implications for New Zealand agriculture.
Because people want to know what they are eating, food labels
have been around for some time – in the US, for over 100 years.
Labels were originated to help consumers make decisions about the
food they buy and to avoid misbranded or adulterated food and
drink. Although the first labels told a lot about a product,
consumers began to want more information. Information
requirements eventually included a list of all ingredients used to
make the product. Labels further evolved to provide detailed
nutritional information – how many calories or how much fat a
serving contains – and the use-by date for the product. However,
all this information was specific to the characteristics of the product
purchased with no reference to how the product was produced.
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based on recently enacted Vermont law that requires food
companies to indicate, on product labels, if the product contains genetically engineered, or genetically modified (GM),
ingredients. The US grocery manufacturing industry opposed the Vermont law and went to court to overturn it. They
were unsuccessful. The US Congress stepped in and passed a law mandating a national labelling system for GM
disclosure on food products. While not as simple as Vermont’s law, the new national system follows closely what
Vermont started – for companies to tell people whether or not the food they were purchasing contains GM
ingredients.

Approximately 80% of the food sold in the US contains GM ingredients, so the Vermont law, and now federal law
(when signed by President Obama), clearly affects a broad part of the US food system. The direction taken by the new
national mandatory labelling law is consistent with a significant change the food industry seen over the past decade –
consumer interest in the food they consume has moved down the food chain. Some consumers even want to know
production procedures used at the farm level.
The new US labelling laws are the country’s first national effort to move mandatory labelling down the food chain – to
have labels detail not just characteristics of the end product but to report on the characteristics of the ingredients of
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If you look at the shopping preferences of US consumers for organic
(not containing GM ingredients) products, you will see that while the
percentage of sales going to organic production has not changed
much for most of the products, revenue generated has increased
significantly; in some categories, tripling over the past 14 years.
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the final food product. While 64 countries around the world require
GM labelling, including New Zealand, such labelling was voluntary in
the US. It is now mandatory on all processed food products sold in
the US. Traditionally, when discussing GM production in the US, the
focus was on corn and soybeans. There has been a rapid rise in the
adoption of genetic modification by American farmers.
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For example, McDonald’s announced its adoption of “Animal Health
and Welfare Guiding Principles”. McDonald’s does not own beef production facilities so it must work through suppliers
to assure the company’s welfare guidelines are met. In addition to animal health, McDonald’s is moving down the food
chain to support sustainable production in coffee, palm oil, fish and poultry.

The impact of these guidelines on the final product reaching the consumer can’t be measured, as can the calories in a
hamburger, so the entire production chain is monitored. However, this monitoring is a voluntary choice made by
McDonald’s, not mandated by state or national legislation.
A question of ethics?
Voluntary labelling also currently exists for organic food. The US Department of Agriculture certifies that certain foods
are produced in an “approved” manner. As a consequence, those products may be self-identified as “organic” in the
supermarket.
For a farm to become organic is the producer’s choice. Producers can also choose not to go organic and use
conventional farming practices. But what if an organic/non-organic labelling standard, similar to the mandated GM
standard, was forced on all food sold, certifying whether or not there are organic ingredients in the product? The key
difference is that while current organic certification is voluntary, government labelling requirements would not be.
A common theme of the above examples is a company’s voluntary decision to move its focus down the production
supply chain to assure that certain standards are met. Given the recent US government GM labelling legislation, it is a
question how far down the food chain mandatory labelling might go. Since 70% of US hog production and 80% of
chicken broilers consumed are produced in confinement operations – unpopular with a broad range of consumers –
might government labelling be required to assure use of humane animal production techniques in those operations?
Might labelling to confirm use of sustainable agronomic practices be required? Will the government move into the
milking parlour or the tractor cab to require reporting of unpopular production practices at the farm level?
The door is now open for GM-free NZ products
If the US government increases the reach of its labelling requirements, product costs will increase and, as a
consequence, product prices will rise. New Zealand’s production system is much more transparent than in the US, with
no GM production and more of a focus on unprocessed or minimally-processed food. The clean and green export
message, from the last decade, translates into a much less intrusive agricultural production environment in New
Zealand than most other export-oriented countries. As a consequence, as labelling requirements move down the food
chain toward the paddock, New Zealand agriculture is in an excellent position to respond quickly, positively and
profitably to those changes.
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