November 12, 2007

Division of Dockets Management

HFA-305

Food and Drug Administration

5630 Fishers Lane, Room 1061

Rockville, MD 20852

VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL
Re:  FDA’s Request for Comments on Food Labeling:  Use of Symbols to Communicate Nutrition Information (Docket No. 2007N-0277)
To Whom It May Concern:

The American Beverage Association (ABA) welcomes the opportunity to submit comments pursuant to FDA’s request on the topic of Food Labeling:  Use of Symbols to Communicate Nutrition Information.

The ABA is the national trade organization representing the broad spectrum of companies that manufacture and distribute non-alcoholic beverages in the United States.  Our members are producers, marketers and distributors of virtually every non-alcoholic refreshment beverage, including bottled waters, teas, sports drinks, energy drinks, water beverages, fruit juices, fruit drinks, milk-based beverages, full-calorie carbonated soft drinks, mid-calorie carbonated soft drinks, and diet carbonated soft drinks.  It is on behalf of our members that we submit these comments.

Summary of ABA’s position:

ABA urges the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to continue to allow food and beverage manufacturers to voluntarily use nutrition symbols and other supplementary forms of package labeling as means to communicate important nutrition information to consumers.

Discussion:
In the July 20, 2007 request for comments, FDA refers to the increasing use of nutrition symbols in both the U.S. as well as in the international marketplace as a means of communicating important nutrition information to the consumer.  In many ways, FDA’s interest in this area is a natural extension of previous initiatives by the Agency, which sought ideas on ways to best address the complex obesity issue.

· On March 11, 2003, FDA Commissioner Mark B. McClellan created FDA’s Obesity Working Group (OWG).  He charged the group with the responsibility of preparing a report that outlined an action plan to confront the multi-factorial issues associated with obesity, focusing on developing recommendations that FDA could consider.

· On March 12, 2004, the OWG issued its report, Calories Count:  Report of Working Group on Obesity.  Included in the report was the recommendation that FDA publish an advance notice of proposed rulemaking (ANPRM) to seek comments on ways to increase the prominence of caloric information on the food label.  
· On April 4, 2005, FDA published an ANPRM, Food Labeling; Prominence of Calories (70 FR 17008) which requested such related information.  The Agency asked interested parties to consider a number of options; dual-format labeling of nutrition information, front of package labeling, etc.  
In its July 20, 2007 request for comments on nutrition symbols (72 FR 39815), FDA notes the increasing use of nutrition symbols by food manufacturers and solicits information and comments about current practices and the impact on consumers.  FDA also notes that several companies have already taken a voluntary approach to communicating important nutrition information to consumers. 

ABA supports the continued use of voluntary approaches to accurately convey important supplementary nutrition information to consumers.  ABA believes that such information, when used in a manner that is complementary to the Nutrition Facts panel and when combined with sustained and creative education initiatives, can be an important tool for helping consumers achieve diets that contribute to good health.
Several ABA member companies have already taken the lead in exploring a number of progressive means to convey important nutrition information to consumers.  In 2005, several beverage companies pioneered the use of dual format labeling as a means of supplying the consumer with nutrition information for both the serving size as well as for the entire package.  Recently, some beverage companies have voluntarily provided nutrition symbols on product packages as a means to educate consumers and assist in making beverage selections that can, as part of overall dietary choices, contribute to good health.  All of these voluntary initiatives are indicative of the beverage industry’s commitment to providing supplementary nutrition information that is meaningful, useful and conspicuous.  
As consumer research on this issue continues to evolve, it is anticipated that other progressive means of conveying supplementary nutrition information will be developed.  It is important that companies continue to be allowed a full range of options in the presentation of factual, scientifically-based nutrition information.  This flexibility will enable manufacturers to tailor nutrition information to the differing needs of consumers, providing pertinent, product-specific information that enables consumers to make informed dietary choices. 

ABA applauds the Agency’s recognition of the diverse nature of the food marketplace as evidenced by its request for comments on this and related issues.  ABA and its member companies share FDA’s goal of addressing nutrition issues and support the continued use of voluntary approaches to accurately convey important nutrition information to the consumer.
Respectfully submitted,

Michael T. Redman

VP, Scientific, Technical and Regulatory Affairs

American Beverage Association
