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Choosing the Right Ingredients – the Future for 
Food in Scotland 

 
The Scottish Consumer Council (SCC) welcomes the opportunity to comment on 
the Choosing the Right Ingredients consultation.  The purpose of the SCC is to 
make all consumers in Scotland matter. We do this by putting forward the 
consumer interest, particularly that of the disadvantaged groups in society by 
working with those people who can make a difference to achieve beneficial 
change.  
 
The SCC has been promoting the consumer interest in food policy for many 
years. Two major initiatives, both supported by the Scottish Government, 
(Scottish healthyliving award and Community Food and Health Scotland (CFHS)) 
are located and managed within the SCC office. These development projects 
regularly inform and influence the policy work undertaken by the SCC.  
 
Our combination of strong links to policy issues at Scottish and UK levels as well 
as front-line practical work with both communities and the commercial sector 
through our development projects, gives SCC a powerful insight. 
 
It is extremely difficult for a national food policy to avoid becoming a battleground 
of competing interests, often of unequal strength and influence. The interests of 
Scottish food producers and retailers are not always consistent with those of 
Scotland consumers. The Scottish Government will have to play a vital 
leadership role in balancing these interests and ensuring the Scotland has a 
balanced and sustainable food policy. Ensuring policy translates into effective 
practice, balancing priorities and addressing tensions between interests will 
involve hard decisions that require to be based on a commitment to a truly 
national food policy, strongly lead and clearly focussed on change.   
 
We are encouraged that the work of our two projects is listed as achievements of 
the current administration since coming to power in May 2007: 
 

� Continued to support the healthy living award for food outlets 
� Continued to support community food and health projects in deprived and 

rural areas to offer people a better choice of healthier food  
 
In addition, the SCC set up the Cross Party Group on Food (CPG) in the Scottish 
Parliament and still provides the Secretariat together with the Scottish Food and 
Drink Federation. The CPG held a meeting to discuss the Discussion Document 
where the Ministers Richard Lochhead and Shona Robison shared the platform 
and responded to questions from the floor. Following this, all CPG members 
were asked to submit themes that they would like to have discussed further at a 



 4 

CPG. Two meetings were then organized covering health, inclusion, skills and 
sustainability. The minutes of these proceedings will be sent to you from the CPG 
Secretariat. 
 
A Working Group of the Cross Party Group has been looking at creating a hub to 
improve the food access infrastructure serving disadvantaged communities. A 
separate letter will be sent to you regarding this work which has cross party 
support. 
 
SCC welcomes the document and its cross cutting approach. We are keen to be 
partners in the creation and implementation of a national food policy. Our main 
points are as follows; 
 

Process 
 
Whilst applauding the many issues raised in the document, the process as to 
how priorities are decided is of great importance. Also, the way this policy will fit 
into the UK Cabinet Office Food Project needs to be made clear. This project 
which has been initiated by the Prime Minister is examining the current and 
emerging trends in the production and consumption of food and the key drivers of 
those trends in relation to long term public health policy. The project will examine 
the robustness of the current policy framework for food in the face of current and 
future trends and the various drivers for change, 
 
Since much food legislation originates from the EU with UK negotiating as the 
Member State, it is essential that there is a clear understanding of how a Scottish 
national food policy fits into this landscape. For example there is the current EU 
consultation on Food Information to the Consumer that will cover such issues as 
country of origin and front of pack labelling. 
 
Lessons can also been learnt from the Welsh who are currently also creating a 
food policy. The SCC held a seminar on UK Nutritional Strategies in 2004 with 
representatives from the devolved administrations, WHO and the EU. This event 
demonstrated the usefulness of comparing policies and experiences. For 
example delegations present were interested in the Scottish role of having a 
Food and Health Co-ordinator. For a policy to be cross cutting it was thought not 
only was this essential but it also needed to be at high level to ensure action.   
 
It is also imperative that any initiatives put in place by this policy are monitored, 
reviewed and if necessary updated. This mechanism needs to be put in place at 
the start. Initiatives also need to based on sound evidence and science. 
 

Building on Good practice 
 
It is essential that the policy is grounded on past work and lessons learnt. The 
review of the Scottish Diet Action Plan demonstrated where there had been 
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successes but also gave reasons for missed dietary targets. The SCC held a 
Chairman’s Lunch to discuss the Review and found there was a marked 
consensus on many issues. Our publication Stakeholder Perspectives on the 
Scottish Diet Action Plan Review is a collation of these views. 
 

Omissions 
 
The document does not mention issues with a global context such as carbon 
emissions and food security. Whilst it is understood that these are not Scotland 
specific problems, there should be reference to them. 
 
Food hygiene and food safety are also not covered. These are extremely 
important issues and relate to other areas raised such as skills and education. 
The SCC report Young People and Food Safety- Five Years On found areas of 
poor knowledge amongst thirteen year olds. The Scottish Food Advisory 
Committee reviewed our Recommendations and has asked the Food Standards 
Agency to review their messages on re-heating food, egg storage and use of the 
term “piping hot”.  
 
An SNP manifesto commitment was for free fruit and vegetables for pregnant 
women and primary school children. There is no indication of how such a 
scheme would work. It is essential that the government engage with community 
and voluntary groups as to how to take this forward. Otherwise an unworkable 
scheme could be put forward.   
 
SCC understands that an obesity action plan is being drawn up. This should also 
be linked into the national food policy. 
 

Inclusion 
 
The current discussions around a national food policy have been accompanied 
by aspirations for an ‘inclusive policy’ and ‘shared vision’. How these outcomes 
are to be delivered is as important as dietary goals or ambitions for business. 
Community Food and Health (Scotland) have a history of engaging with some of 
Scotland’s most vulnerable communities and have been promoting the 
discussion within such communities alongside ensuring other stakeholders value 
this contribution. A dozen groups around the country have been supported in 
organising twenty meetings from Easter Ross to East Lothian, ensuring the 
hopes and concerns of communities ranging from young carers to elderly black 
ethnic minorities are heard. These meetings should be reporting individually and 
an independently compiled account of a national conference on the topic will also 
be contributed. 
 
A key point repeatedly raised has been that inclusion in any policy cannot be 
presumed, it has to be pursued. Similarly a common concern has been that any 
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role identified for the community and voluntary sector in any future policy must be 
matched by their capacity to deliver. Local empowerment is crucial to achieving 
desired national outcomes. There is a genuine enthusiasm for the national food 
policy and the strategies and plans that emerge from it to be truly national, 
listening and responding to local voices, not simply dictated by the powerful 
interests.     
 
 

Local food 
 
SCC welcomes the inclusion of local food. Feeding the Interest, a multi-agency 
report including government and ourselves discussed the potential benefits of the 
local food sector to the economy, the environment, communities and health in 
Scotland.  We set up a Local Food Procurement Sub Group under the auspices 
of the Cross Party Group on food to look at perceived barriers and ways to 
address these. It was evident that more work is needed to inform companies how 
to interpret the EU regulations. 
 

Health  
 
The need to address diet related ill health is paramount. This involves changing 
our food culture and raising food literacy and should be seen as a shared 
responsibility for all. Positive attitudes to healthy eating are not matched by 
spending. The food industry should be seen as part of the solution in addressing 
this and used as a vehicle for change. 
 

� Healthy Choices Widely Available and Labelled 
Eating out is playing an increasingly important part in people’s lives, with many 
people now eating out on a daily basis.  Caterers are therefore in a clear position 
to influence what people eat, and it is important that people have access to 
healthier options when eating out.  The healthyliving award, based within the 
SCC, works with caterers across Scotland to increase the provision of healthier 
food within the catering sector.  The award gives recognition to caterers that 
support healthier eating, making it easier for people in Scotland to know where to 
go for healthier food.  The healthy living green apple symbol is used as the sign 
of healthier food, helping consumers make positive, healthy choices about food. 
 
With more than 750 businesses registered with the healthyliving award, there is 
evidence that the catering sector recognises the importance of making it easier 
for consumers to eat healthily.  It will be important to continue to engage with 
both caterers and consumers to raise awareness of the award, making the green 
apple the recognisable symbol of healthier food and to encourage and support 
people to make healthier food choices 
 
Healthy tasty convenient food also needs to be widely available in the retail 
sector also and if necessary the industry should be helped to reformulate 
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products which are low in fat salt and sugar but still acceptable to the consumer. 
Products should be clearly labelled using one agreed system and the SCC 
supports the multiple traffic light system that is clear, simple and allows the 
consumer to make choices at a glance. We await the results of the Food 
Standards Agency’s independent programme of research to study consumer 
understanding of the traffic light and the Guideline Daily Allowance (GDA) 
scheme.   
 

� Advertising/Marketing 
The food industry should better market and advertise healthy food and drinks. 
Social marketing techniques could be used, for example targeted information 
campaigns.  The industry understands the consumer and this knowledge should 
be harnessed and used to educate them so they are better informed and help 
drive change. 
 
The SCC is one of the organizations calling for the UK Government to introduce 
a 9pm watershed ban on the advertising of foods high in fat, salt and sugar on 
television and the protection of children from other forms of marketing for 
unhealthy food. 
 

� Consumer Information 
Simple health information is needed. The consumer is confused by a plethora of 
messages at the moment which just become background noise. It is essential 
that these are based on good science and that they are distilled into meaningful 
messages or the consumer confidence and trust will be lost. 
 
The media also need to be engaged in this area so that there is more responsible 
reporting of food and health issues. 
  

� Environment 
The environment that choices are made in is also important. SCC is currently 
working on guidelines with the Scottish Government Health and Wellbeing 
Directorate for commercial sponsorship in the public sector. These will cover 
such areas as fast food vouchers being issued at hospitals, sporting events 
sponsored by fizzy drink manufacturers and chocolate/crisps vouchers for school 
equipment. 
 
The SCC is also soon to publish research looking at the choices made by school 
pupils who do not eat school dinners but purchase their food outside school. The 
motivating factors behind this decision have been explored as well as where they 
go and what they buy. There is a need to teach children how to make informed 
choices and that healthy messages should be relevant to them. Retailers should 
be encouraged to provide healthy portable food and this work can tie in with the 
healthyliving award and the current work with neighbourhood shops through the 
Scottish Grocers Federation’s Healthyliving programme.    
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Country of Origin Labelling 
 
SCC understands that this issue is currently part of an EU consultation on the 
provision of food information to the consumer. The SNP manifesto noted that 
“Scottish food producers invest in meeting the highest animal welfare and 
environmental standards ….consumers must be provided with clear and concise 
labelling to allow them to make informed choices”. 
 
SCC has commissioned research on the use of Scottish labelling on fresh and 
frozen meat in the retail sector in Scotland including the consumer understanding 
of “Scotch” and “Scottish” and intend to publish our findings in the early Summer. 
 

 
Conclusion 
 
SCC has contributed over a number of years both in policy and practical terms to 
not only the Scottish Diet Action Plan but also Hungry For Success, as well other 
government food related initiatives. SCC are also investing heavily in 
understanding and connecting with emerging developments of vital interest to 
consumers, particularly vulnerable and disadvantaged consumers. Consumers 
are placing increasing demands on food, for example, in relation to health, 
sustainability and access, and a national food policy should recognise and retain 
a clear consumer focus.  We are in no doubt that any future National Food Policy 
should learn from the past, recognise current trends and plan for the future, lead 
by government, in a tangible, credible and inclusive manner, taking into account 
all links within the food chain.    
 
All published SCC documents mentioned are available on our website. SCC 
would emphasise again our willingness to be a partner in taking this important 
work forward. If you have any further queries please contact Mary Lawton 
(mlawton@scotconsumer.org.uk). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 


