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Labelling law was never going to please all
One last column about nutrition labelling for packaged foods, which the Legislative Council voted on last week. The debate focused on the government's proposal to exempt products sold in small volumes, but only if the packages had no health claims, like low fat, which can mislead consumers into thinking the product is healthy.
Food distributors and their political allies, along with the foreign consulates of food-exporting countries, mounted a fierce campaign to include these products in the exemption. The Consumer Council, medical bodies, dieticians and parents' groups fought back, demanding that the government stick to its plan.
In the Chinese-language press, it was treated as the public good versus vested interests. Critics accused the food lobby of putting profits ahead of public health. They said it was risky to exempt items that only a few people use because the industry might use the loophole to put more items with misleading labels on the market.
In the English-speaking media, the picture was different. The industry organised a very effective public-relations campaign aimed at a core market of these low-volume goods: people who come from, or had lived in, western countries. Thousands of products, the lobby claimed, would disappear from the shelves. The English press reported it more as a consumer-rights issue.
Eventually, under a lot of pressure, the government decided to give in to the food lobby and exempt low-volume items that make health claims. But this caused an uproar among medical and parents' groups.
As chairman of the subcommittee on this proposal, I had found their case more convincing, but I could see officials' point of view. So, reluctantly, I voted for the concession. What happened next was a surprise: the government very narrowly lost the vote, with opposition coming mainly from pro-democrats and independents like Anson Chan Fang On-sang. So the original proposal won, after all.
Some supporters of the food lobby accused the government of deliberately losing the vote. That is not what I saw. Several legislators I know well were under such pressure from officials that they broke promises made to consumer groups to vote against the concession. That took serious lobbying.
The vote did show that, with an election coming in September, many legislators - whose voters, after all, largely follow the news in Chinese - were not in a mood to compromise. When the campaigning starts, we can expect candidates who voted on the public health side to point fingers at those who voted for the “vested interests”.
This incident also highlighted the attitude of some functional constituency electorates when their interests conflict with those of the community. To some observers, they seemed to think they should have an automatic right to veto anything they don't like. It was a reminder that they don't.
However, the government's change of mind reflected a willingness to listen. Consumers of these western-produced foods are small in number, but they were articulate and persistent. While the food lobby probably exaggerated the impact of labelling, some consumers had genuine fears about losing access to specialised products.
It is a pity that the debate divided to some extent along cultural or ethnic lines. But this probably reflects a gap in awareness about nutrition between the local and the more international parts of the community. To put it in very simplistic terms, the relatively affluent and educated expatriates and returnees can probably look after themselves. The local majority of the population, however, are getting into junk food - and diabetes, obesity and so on - at a worrying rate.
It was impossible to please everyone with this issue. My hope is that informative labels will help reverse the rise of diet-related disease among Hong Kong people.
