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1. Introduction to the 
EU Food and Drink Sector



The EU food and drink industry



The national picture



FoodDrinkEurope
Membership

25 National 
Federations

(incl. 2 observers)

27 EU Sector 
Associations

21 Liaison 
Companies



2. The context: 
nutrition and health in the EU 



Global population growth



An ageing European population



Global double burden of NCDs



Obesity prevalence in adults

Age standardized prevalence of obesity in women aged 18 years and over, 
2014

Age standardized prevalence of obesity in men aged 18 years and over, 
2014

Source: WHO



Obesity prevalence in children

Health behavior in school-aged children (HBSC) Study, 2013/2014 survey

According to estimates 
from the WHO’s 
Childhood Obesity 
Surveillance Initiative 
(COSI), around 1 in 3 
children in the EU aged 
6-9 years old were 
overweight or obese in 
2010. 



Some ‘encouraging’ trends



Obesity and NCDs

Multi-factorial

Multi-sector 
action (public 

and private 
actors)

Variety  
Moderation  

Balance



EU Strategy on Nutrition, Overweight and 
Obesity Related Health Issues

• Launched in 2007

• Based on 2004 WHO Global Strategy on Diet, Physical 
Activity and Health

• Health-in-all-policies, “whole-of-society”

• Unique mix of regulation and self/co-regulation

• Different levels of competences/action



EU Strategy on Nutrition, Overweight and 
Obesity Related Health Issues

Regulatory

‘Self-/co-
Regulatory’

National public health 
policies 

(regulatory + self-regulatory)

EU Member State levelEuropean Union level

Int. organisations

(Policy) recommendations

High Level 
Group on 
Nutrition 

and Physical 
Activity

EU Platform 
for Action 
on Diet, 
Physical 

Activity and 
Health



Relevant EU Policy Documents

• EU Framework for National Initiatives on Selected 
Nutrients
• Salt Framework (2008)
• Saturated Fat Annex (2012)
• Added Sugars Annex (2015)

• EU Action Plan on Childhood Obesity (2014)

• Council Conclusions on Food Product Improvement 
(2016)



3. Food taxes – what do we know 
today?



Definition of food taxes

“(Discriminatory) food taxes” are taxes/excise duties 
targeting individual foods or ingredients aimed at 

achieving set public health objectives (e.g. obesity)

vs. 

Value Added Tax (VAT) on foods



Overview of food taxes in Europe
Denmark: 

“Saturated fat 
tax” repealed in 

2013

Finland: 
“Sweets and ice 

cream tax” 
repealed in 2017

France: 
SSB tax (incl. zero-

& low-calorie 
drinks). Tax on 

caffeinated drinks 
abolished

UK: 
SSB tax envisaged 

in 2018

Belgium: 
Abandoned plans to 
extend 'sugar (SSB) 

tax‘ in 2016

Hungary: 
Tax levied on food 

products containing 
high levels of salt, 
sugar and other 

ingredients

Portugal: 
SSB tax as of 2017



European Commission study on food taxes

• “Food taxes and their impact on competitiveness in the 
agri-food sector” (July, 2014)

• Undertaken in the context of the High Level Forum for 
a Better Functioning Food Supply Chain

• Undertaken by an independent external contractor 
(Ecorys)

• Impact on: 
• Consumption 
• Competitiveness, profitability, trade 



Impact on consumption of taxed goods

• Increase in price = decrease in consumption (in theory)

• However:
• Price inelasticity 
• Substitution effects (brand substitution, product substitution)
• “[…] substitution has important implications for the total 

health effects of food taxes because a food tax aimed at 
reducing consumption of one product or ingredient, may in 
fact increase consumption of other products”



Impact on consumption of taxed goods

• Consumer prices:
• No clear and uniform transmission 

of taxes to consumer prices 
(reduced margins)

• Food taxes are regressive –
hitting poorer consumers most!  

• Cross-border shopping

• Impact on public health remains uncertain
• Limitations of empirical studies (mostly broader category level data) and 

modelling studies (demand elasticities used to predict consumer purchase 
behaviour)

• Transferability/extrapolation issues
• Conflicting/inconclusive evidence



Impact on competitiveness, profitability, 
administration, trade

• Difficult to administer from a government and business point of 
view
• Notably if tax is levied on ingredients (specific tax) or tax base is highly 

differentiated and complicated
• Confr. DK “saturated fat tax”

• Prone to state aid/anti-trust issues (confr. FI “confectionary tax”)

• Generates investment uncertainty



Impact on competitiveness, profitability, 
administration, trade

• Negative impact on competitiveness at company level, particularly SMEs 
(confr. HU, FI)
• “It may be more difficult for SMEs to mitigate the impact of food taxes on profitability by 

means of product reformulation or increased profitability on substitute products due to 
their smaller product line.” 

• Trade, Single Market flows: more empirical data needed
• “Production often occurs in the Member States using local employment. Moreover, there 

are large numbers of local SMEs that manufacturers work with, mostly active in bottling, 
packaging, advertising and retail. Therefore food taxes can have a direct effect on local 
employment, as well as a trickle down effect on employment through the value chain.” 

• Not popular with employers' associations and trade unions





How sustainable and effective are food taxes 
as policy measure?

If the tax is used:
• As ‘cash-cow’ for 

the Treasury? 
• For ‘ring-

fencing’?
• As ‘incentive’ for 

reformulation?
• Quick fix 

solution to 
tackle obesity?



4. Actions by the 
European food and drink sector



EU food and drink industry action

• FoodDrinkEurope is founding member of the EU Platform for Action on Diet, 
Physical Activity and Health (since 2005)

• Industry recognizes shared responsibility to tackle obesity and NCDs

• Food industry action focuses on:
• Product formulation and innovation (incl. portions)
• Consumer information
• Responsible marketing and advertising to children
• Promoting healthy lifestyles
• Supporting research

• Actions at local, national, EU and global level

• (Pro-)active participation in discussions at EU level on product reformulation (e.g. 
Added Sugars Annex), food information to consumers, responsible marketing and 

advertising, etc.



Eat & Live Well

www.eatandlivewell.eu

http://www.eatandlivewell.eu/


Some examples of actions

Product formulation and innovation
In 2016, Agrokor launched in Croatia a whole 
range of meat products (over 90 products) that 
contain 25% less salt.

The Estonian Federation (ETL) reported on food 
reformulation examples by its local companies 
(e.g. 23% decrease of sugar content in dairy 
product, ketchup with 30% less salt and 40% less 
calories, etc.)

Research
DSM is a partner of the DO-HEALTH project, 
a clinical trial designed to support healthy 
aging in European seniors and to establish 
whether vitamin D, omega-3 fatty acids, and 
a simple home exercise program will prevent 
disease at older age and thereby prolong 
healthy life expectancy.

Consumer information
The German Federation (BLL) developed an 
infographic which describes the most 
important changes and innovations 
introduced by the Food Information to 
Consumers Regulation.

Promoting healthy lifestyles
The Romanian Federation 
(Romalimenta) run a national 
campaign providing information 
about the benefits of a balanced 
nutrition, daily physical activity 
and sports to 116,340 pupils in 
the primary cycle from 252 
schools in five cities, to 3,000 
teachers and over 200,000 
parents.

Partnership
The Scottish Food and Drink Federation
(SFDF) worked with around 50 small and 
medium-sized food producers, to help them 
improve the healthiness of their products 
through the Scottish Government funded 
Reformulation Programme. This led to salt 
and calorie reductions of various products of 
local family bakers and butchers.



Monitoring 2016

Pillar Key results

Product formulation and 
innovation (incl. portions)

52 case studies by signatories (12 National Federations, 9 
European Sector Associations, 13 companies), including 14 
new case studies submitted in 2016 

Consumer information 18 case studies (of which 12 by National Federations, 3 by 
European Sector Associations, 2 by companies and 1 
FoodDrinkEurope action), including 6 new case studies 
submitted in 2016

Responsible marketing and 
advertising to children

21 case studies (of which 10 self-regulatory codes by 
National Federations, 3 best practice promotion through 
national pledge programmes, 4 EU sector-led self-regulatory 
pledges, 3 company-led success stories and 1 major EU 
Pledge), including 4 new case studies submitted in 2016

Promoting healthy lifestyles 47 case studies (12 National Federations, 4 European Sector 
Associations, 12 Companies and 1 consortium), including 8 
new case studies submitted in 2016



Importance of partnership in driving change
Example: Danish Wholegrain Partnership

Retailers

Danish Veterinary 
and Food

Administration 
(government)

Health NGOs
(the Danish 

Cancer Society, 
the Danish
Diabetes 

Association, 
and others)

Industry (Confederation 
of the Danish Food and 
Drink Industry, bread 

manufacturers, cereals 
manufacturers, flour 

millers)



5. Conclusions



Conclusions

• Discriminatory food taxes not sustainable in the long-run
• Hurting consumers, farmers and companies – particularly SMEs
• Uncertain health impact due to various interacting variables and adaptive 

consumer behaviour and business corrections
• Good government policy?

• Instead, working together towards more balanced diets and 
healthier lifestyles more likely to result in faster, more durable gains 
for health

• Opportunity for Estonian Presidency of the EU to take leadership role 
and drive nutrition and health progress – private sector stands ready 
to support



“Enjoy Food, Today and Tomorrow”



www.fooddrinkeurope.eu

@FoodDrinkEU


