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Obesity is an issue of paramount importance to the Grocery Manufacturers of America and its member companies. The GMA Board of Directors has identified it as a growing problem, and one that was of special concern to the food and beverage industry. At that time, GMA committed itself to helping to solve the obesity problem in America. This commitment led to the formation of two separate and distinct efforts to provide realistic, proactive solutions to help prevent and reduce obesity in America. 

The first was the formation of the American Council for Fitness and Nutrition of which GMA is a founding member. As you will hear from Dr. Susan Finn, the ACFN chair, ACFN’s mission is to work with public policymakers at the national, state and local level to advocate for effective, long-term solutions to obesity. ACFN represents the collective efforts of the food and beverage industry, restaurants, related trade associations and other interested organizations in the obesity debate. 

The second was the formation of the GMA Food & Health Strategy Group made up of senior food and beverage industry executives. The Group’s purpose is to:

· Provide industry leadership to promote science-based efforts that positively impact critical nutrition and public health issues,

· Ensure the global food and beverage industry is a positive force and a valid and responsible partner in addressing the obesity issue, and

· Collect examples of best business practices such as corporate wellness programs and encourage companies to adopt them.

The Group is also committed to working with the Department of Health and Human Services and the U.S. Department of Agriculture as they revise the Dietary Guidelines and the Food Guide Pyramid. In a statement submitted to the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee, GMA outlined 10 principles for developing effective and realistic nutrition and physical activity recommendations for Americans. As a whole, the principles stress the importance of a eating a nutritionally-balanced diet, engaging in regular physical activity and the need for Americans to moderate their food intake to match their level of physical activity. 
These principles are relevant to GMA and the Group’s total commitment to reduce and prevent obesity in America. We believe these principles will help all Americans lead healthy and active lives by giving them information about nutrition and physical activity that is understandable and relevant to their daily lives.

Specific initiatives the industry is spearheading address product innovation, improved labeling, advertising, and working with all stakeholders in the obesity debate – most notably the FDA and other critical policymakers. 
PRODUCT INNOVATION

GMA and the food industry as a whole acknowledge that we play an essential role in providing consumers with safe, nutrition, enjoyable and affordable food. We can make a significant contribution by intensifying our efforts to provide a wide range of nutritious product choices and marketing these choices in ways that promote healthy lifestyles. To this point, we are committed to using our scientific knowledge and technological expertise to continue to research, develop and offer a range of foods to meet many consumer needs, including nutrition, taste, convenience and value. 
While our companies have always been committed to providing American consumers with the highest quality products possible, we have seen a definite shift in consumer demand for more nutritious food choices. Over the past five years, sales of a variety of so called “better-for-you” foods averaged 18 percent growth – a definite sign that consumers are looking for new ways to meet their personal health and nutrition needs, including obesity. And our companies are responding by developing and introducing products, and reformulating existing products to meet this demand. 
IMPROVING LABELING
Earlier this year, FDA announced two significant changes in food and beverage labeling: mandatory quantitative labeling of trans fat and voluntary qualified health claims. GMA is fully supportive of these initiatives as they have already begun to spur additional competition among food companies to develop more and better foods to meet consumer demand for nutritious foods and beverages. GMA also supports additional efforts to improve nutrition labeling, including setting regulatory standards for low-carbohydrate nutrient content claims and conducting consumer research regarding their perceptions of calories and serving sizes.
Trans Fat
In the case of trans fatty acids, GMA supports FDA’s decision to require quantitative labeling of trans fat as a separate line within the Nutrition Facts box. We believe this regulation provides consumers with concise information about the content of trans fat in their foods, and will allow them to make informed choices about which products to purchase based on their own preferences and health needs. However, as GMA has noted in comments submitted to FDA, we firmly oppose any proposals to add any footnote statement to the Nutrition Facts box regarding intake of cholesterol, saturated fat and/or trans fat. Nutrition counseling of this sort is best reserved for off-the-label communications with consumers. FDA should instead focus its efforts on providing consumers with information through new or existing consumer education initiatives.
GMA also encourages the FDA to work with researchers developing new varieties of oils that have healthier nutrition profiles. For example, GMA’s member companies are investing a great deal of time, resources and research into finding alternative oils that do not contain trans fat. Manufacturers are working closely with ingredient suppliers to bring new processing technologies and new varieties of oils to the market. With the FDA’s support for this type of research, the industry is confident that it can significantly reduce the amount of trans fat in the food supply. 
Qualified Health Claims

GMA strongly supports FDA’s pre-market notification system for proposed qualified health claims submitted by food companies and others. As longtime supporters of qualified health claims for foods, GMA firmly believes this system will allow the food industry to get the newest health information on to the food label and into the hands of consumers – empowering them to make in-store comparisons. More importantly, the ability to use qualified health claims (e.g.; “Scientific evidence suggests but does not prove that eating 1.5 ounces per day of most nuts, as part of a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol, may reduce the risk of heart disease.”) will provide food manufacturers with yet another incentive to develop and market new nutritious products. 
GMA does have serious concerns about consumer perception of how qualified health claims will be used. There is a common misperception in the media that the market will now be flooded with “snake oils” and that the food industry will pursue claims with minimal scientific support (i.e.; claims ranked as “C” or “D” by FDA). These beliefs are entirely inaccurate. 
GMA’s member companies have built their success upon consumer trust in the quality of their brands – a trust that our companies intend to maintain by pursuing only those claims that can be substantiated by a credible body of science-based research. Examples of the types of claims GMA member companies may pursue include: “low-fat dairy foods may reduce the risk of hypertension” and “omega-3 fatty acids may reduce the risk of heart disease.” 
GMA also fully supports and commends the FDA for their flexibility in accepting consumer research data submitted by the International Tree Nut Council that helped determine the actual wording of the first approved qualified health claim. GMA believes the FDA should use this as a model for developing future qualified health claims because consumer research can significantly inform the decision-making process. More importantly, consumer research can ensure that the most effective wording is used in a qualified health claim based on the FDA’s “reasonable person” standard. 
Nutrient Content Claims

For years, our member companies have quietly and consistently reduced the level of calories and certain nutrients in the brand-name products. This includes finding ways to make incremental, continued reductions of sodium and fats in foods. In many cases, these reductions are not significant enough to warrant nutrient content claims such as “Reduced Sodium” or “25 Percent Less Fat.”

GMA believes it is important for FDA to consider way to encourage companies to continue to make these incremental changes that, when adopted broadly, could have a significant impact on consumer health. As FDA reviews the expected report from the Institutes of Medicine/National Academy of Sciences Committee on Uses of Dietary References Intakes, FDA should consider what incentives might be appropriate to spur continued industry efforts on this front, including revisions to nutrient content claim standards. 
Low-Carbohydrate Claims

With the growing popularity of low-carbohydrate diets, the food industry is seeking ways to respond to consumer demand for foods that meet their dietary and weight loss goals. This means developing and promoting foods that are low in carbohydrates. However, there are no government regulations defining what constitutes a “low-carb” claim for foods. 
Therefore, at the request of its members, GMA will submit to FDA a citizens’ petition outlining our recommendation for the definition of a low-carbohydrate claim in early 2004. GMA believes that this request is consistent with the FDA’s publicly stated mission of providing more and better nutritional information to consumers, a mission that GMA supports wholeheartedly. We hope to work with the FDA to establish clear guidelines for the use of this nutrient content claim in order to provide consumers with consistent nutrition labeling information. 
In the interim, GMA members, the makers of the world’s most trusted brands, are acting responsibly, as they always have, to determine what is the best way to meet consumer demand for low-carbohydrate foods, and to provide foods that safe and accurately labeled. We are determined to maintain the hard-earned trust that we have earned from consumers around the world. We hope the FDA will address this planned request as soon as possible.  
Food Label Consumer Research
As with other aspects of the label, calorie and serving size information within the Nutrition Facts panel must be conveyed to consumers in a way that is meaningful and relevant to how consumers live, work and play. In order to address emerging questions about consumer perceptions of the Nutrition Facts box, calories and servings sizes, GMA plans to commission consumer research that will explore several points, including:

· How consumers use the food label to obtain calorie information.

· How to more effectively communicate calories in single serving packages.

· How calorie labeling might impact consumer behavior.

· How consumers react to and incorporate low- and reduced-calorie products in their diets.

As GMA pursues this research, we believe it would be extremely valuable to collaborate with FDA regarding our research protocol, and hope that this might be possible. When completed, we also hope to work with the FDA to use the findings to develop improved consumer education messages about the caloric value of foods in a way that is applicable to consumer’s daily lives. 
ADVERTISING

Informing consumers about products and services available to them is essential if they are to enjoy the benefits of the options that food companies provide.  Educating consumers, especially parents and their children, how to meet their individual needs, tastes and preferences through the proper balance of activity and nutrition empowers consumers to maintain a healthy weight.  Advertising is an important means of communicating that information and a critical element of the competition that drives innovation.

Every advertiser knows that effective advertising depends on consumers’ trust and respect. Accordingly, the members of GMA have a longstanding commitment to responsible advertising and marketing practices. The food industry is continuing to ensure that its communications with consumers accurately portray the products, their intended uses and the benefits they deliver. The industry is continuing to ensure that its advertising and marketing practices do not encourage overeating or inappropriate consumption of foods.   In addition, the industry is seeking ways to utilize its marketing capabilities to communicate healthy lifestyle messages to consumers through multiple media (from labeling to advertising to websites) and many channels (from retail customers to workplace environments).

The self-regulatory system managed by the National Advertising Review Council (“NARC”) deserves much of the credit for the truthful and responsible advertising that consumers see today.  In the food sector, voluntary compliance with the decisions of the National Advertising Division (NAD) and the Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU) ensures that advertising meets the highest standards of truth and accuracy.  Moreover, adherence to CARU’s Self-Regulatory Guidelines of Children’s Advertising has fostered advertising that promotes balanced diets and healthy life styles.

Despite these successes, the public is largely unaware of CARU’s positive impact on children’s advertising. The effectiveness of self-regulation derives from stakeholders’ appreciation of its role and advertisers’ participation in its procedures. To this end, GMA today sent a formal request to NARC asking that it embark on a campaign to raise the visibility of its role and to expand its monitoring of food and beverage advertising through the National Advertising Division and CARU. More specifically, we are urging CARU to publish a white paper explaining its principles, guidelines and decisions applicable to food advertising. GMA has also urged all of its members to support CARU, and to adhere to CARU’s “Self-Regulatory Guidelines for Children’s Advertising,” several of which apply directly to diet, health and nutrition.  

ENGAGING ALL STAKEHOLDERS
In terms of collective action with FDA, GMA firmly believes that is necessary for all stakeholders to work with the FDA in a partnership to promote the administration’s prevention messages embodied in the “HealthierUS” initiative. We know the Department of Health and Human Services is launching public service announcements in collaborations with the Ad Council next year, and we would like the opportunity to work with you to leverage our “collective reach” through our products and distribution channels to get FDA and HHS’s obesity prevention messages out to the general public.

To that point, GMA applauds the Department of Health and Human Services and the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s efforts to provide consumers with better information about nutrition, physical activity and the importance of striking the right balance between the two in order to lead a healthy lifestyle. We support the administration’s efforts to get more and better information into the hands of consumers so that they can better choices for themselves.

CONCLUSION
The food and beverage industry is committed to helping arrest and reverse the growth of obesity around the world. Achieving this goal will require multiple strategies, the integrated efforts of many sectors and long-term resolve. We are committed to doing our part and will support others in doing theirs. We look forward to our continued partnership with FDA and HHS in achieving our shared goal of combating obesity in America. 

Thank you for your time. I’m happy to answer any questions you may have.
# # #

GMA is the world’s largest association of food, beverage and consumer product companies. With U.S. sales of more than $500 billion, GMA members employ more than 2.5 million workers in all 50 states. The organization applies legal, scientific and political expertise from its member companies to vital food, nutrition and public policy issues affecting the industry. Led by a board of 42 Chief Executive Officers, GMA speaks for food and consumer product manufacturers and sales agencies at the state, federal and international levels on legislative and regulatory issues. The association also leads efforts to increase productivity, efficiency and growth in the food, beverage and consumer products industry.

