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The right to know what we are eating
I used to eat instant noodles. Not often, but from time to time. Then, in an Asian supermarket in the United States, I picked up a familiar brand from Hong Kong. It was exactly the same as here, except for one thing: a label detailing nutritional information. I never knew how much fat and salt there was in one pack. 

It changed me in two ways. First, I stopped eating instant noodles. And second, it convinced me that we needed better labelling here in Hong Kong. 

That was several years ago. Since then, more and more jurisdictions have adopted labelling requirements. Hong Kong has been working on it since 2002. At first, the proposal was to require labels on all packaged foods, specifying levels of energy (calories) plus nine nutrients: protein, carbohydrate, total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sugars, dietary fibre, sodium and calcium. This list, which follows the American model, was referred to as "1+9". 

The response from food-producing countries' consulates, retailers and other interest groups was fairly negative. They pointed out that, like all regulation, labelling rules would involve compliance costs. Hong Kong's market is small, and 90 per cent of our food is imported. 

In some cases, they warned, small distributors might close because of the burden of getting products tested and attaching new labels to millions of packages. Some less-common products might go up in price or disappear from the shelves. 

These were fair points. A cost-benefit analysis would show that such rules would raise the government's costs as well, to pay for promotion and enforcement. But the potential benefits are very great. If people reduce their intake of fat, salt and other substances, we would see fewer heart and kidney diseases, obesity, diabetes and cancers. Officials calculated that up to HK$11 billion could be saved over 20 years. 

The lobbyists started to make counter-proposals. In particular, they sought to reduce the number of nutrients that would be listed. Ideally, they would have preferred the so-called "1+3" option: energy, plus protein, carbohydrate and total fat. This would bring down their costs. However, it would also reduce the long-term benefits of labelling. 

After considering various other options, the government has proposed a "1+6" solution ("1+9", minus dietary fibre, cholesterol and calcium - the formula used in Australia). Even so, the food importers and retailers are not happy. They claim that 20 per cent of products would no longer be available, including niche goods like some health foods and ethnic and organic products. 

The government concedes that there would be trade and other economic costs. Officials worked out that one proposal, a two-stage "1+5" formula, would have cost between HK$1.7 billion and HK$1.9 billion over 20 years. But the benefits, in terms of reduced disease, would have been HK$10.5 billion. 

With more and more overseas markets now making this sort of labelling compulsory, many imported packaged foods on sale here come with some sort of nutrition labelling. So we may be getting some of the benefits already. But do people understand what the labels tell them? 

Our airwaves and billboards are already full of government advice on a wide range of subjects. But there is a very good case for some of this publicity effort to be devoted to reminding people about the need to monitor what they eat and how to use food labels to help them do so. 

Last week, the World Cancer Research Fund released a report on the links between diet and cancer. It confirmed that being overweight and eating too much fat and salt increase the risk of cancer. I hope people are listening. There was a time when people said a typical Hong Kong diet was healthy, but no more. This is a public health matter: we have a right to be informed.

