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Europe Salt Action Summary
Belgium

March 2008

Salt reduction is one of the nutritional objectives of the National Food and Health Plan in Belgium, a taskforce has been set up to progress the campaign.  A new national communication campaign for salt awareness began in 2009.  Salt intake will be monitored via food basket screenings and a 24hr urine study.  A children’s food consumption survey is in preparation for 2010.

The 4th edition of UHI symposium in Brussels, held in February 2009, had a focus on salt and health.  The event was attended by 3-400 dieticians & GPs.  

Serbia

February 2008

World Salt Awareness Week

The Institute of Public Health of Vojvdina (Serbia) investigated salt content in the food in the market as a project supported by the Novi Sad Assembly, Health Authorities and Preventative medicine experts from the Institute of Public Health.   

Finland

In Finland since the late 1970s various population-wide initiatives have been implemented to decrease the intake of salt in the whole population. These are listed below

· Media.  

The “Helsingin Sanomat”, which is the biggest newspaper in Nordic countries and by far the most influential newspaper in Finland, has played a decisive role in the success of the reduction in salt intake in the Finnish population by increasing the interest of the population and governmental organisations in salt.  Since the late 1970s this paper has published a number of articles emphasising salt as a harmful dietary factor, as well as reporting the availability of sodium-reduced, potassium- and magnesium-enriched healthier salt alternatives, called “mineral salt” or “Pansalt”. Most other smaller newspapers as well as TV and radio channels have reported the same view as Helsingin Sanomat.  

Additionally, a number of surveys have been carried out that compare the salt content of similar products from different brands. The findings from these surveys have been published in newspapers, and broadcast on TV and radio.  Such comparisons have highlighted that similar products may have huge differences in their salt content but taste the same. This has resulted in marked changes in the sales of certain products, which in turn, has promoted product development, which has resulted in products with lowered salt contents.  

· Salt recommendations. 
In Finland the official recommendations to decrease the intake of salt to one half (5g) of the prevailing levels (10g), have encouraged media to take a more clear anti-salt position than might have been the case in the absence of such recommendations.

· Salt labelling legislation
Salt-labelling legislation has been in effect since June 1, 1993.  The Ministry of Trade and Industry, in cooperation with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, prepared new salt labelling regulations to reduce the intake of salt from manufactured food items.  The legislation is applied to all the food item categories which make a substantial contribution to the salt intake of the Finnish population.  Foods that are high in salt are required to carry a “high salt content” warning. A “high salt content” must be labelled, if the salt content is more than 1.3% in bread, 1.8% in sausages, 1.4% in cheese, 2.0% in butter, and 1.7% in breakfast cereals or crisp bread. This warning label has been very effective and has lead to a markedly reduced average salt content of most of the important food categories, for example the average salt content in breads has been lowered by approximately 20% from approximately 1.5% to about 1.2%.  In sausages the average decrease in salt content was approximately 10%. Additionally, for breads, sausages and other meat products, fish products, butter, soups and sauces, ready-made dishes and salt-containing spice mixtures the salt content of these products has to be labelled as a %. Additionally, if food items have a lower than conventional level of salt the food is allowed to display a low salt label. For example, if the salt content does not exceed 0.7% in breads, 1.2% in sausages or 0.7% in cheese then they can be labelled as low-salt. 

· Use of tempting health-related logos. 

Since 1980s an increasing number of companies have replaced common salt with sodium-reduced, potassium- and magnesium-enriched mineral salt, thereby reducing the sodium content of their food products. Such products, including even McDonald’s hamburgers, can display a “Pansalt” logo. This has proved to be a good marketing strategy.  A more recent approach is the “Better Choice” label, launched by Finnish Heart Association in January 2000.  Companies may buy the right to use the label on food items, which have lower salt content and an improved fat composition compared with the average products on the market.  The exact criteria have been set for each food type.  

These different measures have resulted in a progressive and marked decrease in the average intake of salt in the Finnish population. Parallel to this reduction in salt intake there has been a reduction in average population blood pressure. For example there has been more than a 10 mm Hg reduction in diastolic blood pressure. This reduction in blood pressure largely explains the decrease of strokes and heart attacks. There has been an 80% reduction in the death rates both from stroke and heart disease in the middle-aged population, which can help account for the reduction in overall mortality in Finland which has decreased so much that the life expectancy has increased by several years among both women and men.  

Since both obesity and alcohol consumption have increased this fall of blood pressure can largely be explained by the decrease in salt intake. The findings in Finland are consistent with an overall beneficial effect of a comprehensive population-wide salt intake reduction.

Spain Feb 2008
The forthcoming Meeting of the Spanish Society of Hypertension is going to be conducted in April, whereby our Spanish representatives intend to spread the WASH activities to a collective group including the Minister of Health, who are involved in the impact of salt in health.

France

In France, Government policy and recommendations from various organisations have changed completely in the last 5 years. In 2000, the problem of a high salt intake in France and its effect on health were almost totally ignored. Today, the French Food Standard Agency (AFSSA), the National Academy of Medicine, the National Food Prevention program have all considered the evidence and recognise the problem and call for action. 

In 2002 a French Salt Working group was convened. AFSSA brought out a report of the salt working group - “Guide values for salt consumption, 2002” - which gives recommendations on the salt reductions to be made. The recommendations of the working group aim for a 20% reduction in average salt intake spread over 5 years, so that average intake of salt will fall from 10g salt/ day to 7-8g of salt /day within 5 years. 

Among its recommendations there were a number of initiatives aimed at the consumer, catering industry, food industry and health professional. 
Initiatives aimed at the consumer :
· Awareness raising campaigns to promote the health advantage of salt reduction;
· Educate consumers as to how to reduce salt intake;
· Specific publicity aimed at mothers of young children should be put in place, so that children become accustomed to eating only lightly salted food.

Initiatives aimed at the Catering Industry:
· By working with school caterers and the school cafeteria, young people will be encouraged to eat lightly salted foods. For example, children’s access to salt cellars on tables will be avoided or restricted;
· Training for catering staff on reducing the use of salt will be promoted.

Initiatives aimed at the Food Industry:
· Industry will be encouraged to produce low salt foods and foods with reduced salt content;
· Industry will be encouraged to adopt the slogan on their products: “The salt (sodium) content of this product has been carefully studied; there is no need to add salt”;
· Sodium should be included on a label when a claim is being made, otherwise labelling is optional;
· Sodium content should be in grams per 100g or 100ml and, if necessary, per serving.

Initiatives aimed at the Health Professionals:
· Any nutrition training given to health professionals should include the health implications of salt. This includes the production of relevant education materials such as, leaflets, education letters etc.

However, despite these recommendations no significant change in the salt content of processed foods and salt labelling has been observed by the food industry, except for a few limited actions. Bakery is the only sector that has undertaken real action to reduce the salt content of bread in some French regions. Unfortunately, there is no strong lobbying from physicians and scientists to promote actions. The two main consumer associations (Union Fédérale des Consommateurs and Institut National de la Consommation)  try to keep the subject alive but there is very little response from the government who are still very much influenced by the food industry.

Ireland

In 2005 the Scientific Committee and the Nutrition Subcommittee of the Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI), published “Salt and Health: Review of the Scientific Evidence and Recommendations for Public Policy in Ireland”. The Committee found that the balance of evidence favoured a link between high salt intake and raised blood pressure. It was estimated that a 6g reduction in the population average intake of salt could result in a reduction in stroke deaths of approximately 600 per year in Ireland and a reduction in deaths from ischaemic heart disease of approximately 1,100 per year.

The FSAI has a long term goal to reduce the average population intake of salt from 10 g a day to 6g a day by 2010 through partnership with the food industry and State bodies charged with communicating the salt and health message to consumers. Salt reduction undertakings by the food industry are posted on the FSAI website (http://www.fsai.ie/industry/salt/salt2.asp). In brief, some of the achievements that have been made include, a 11% reduction in the salt content of breakfast cereals since 2003 and a 10% reduction in the salt content of bread, soups and sauces since 2004.
There have been a number of campaigns targeted at the public to raise awareness about the harmful effects of salt on health. The Irish Heart Foundation ran an awareness-raising campaign in 2004 under the banner of Irish Heart Week, with the theme “Time to cut down on salt?”. In May 2005, Safefood the Food Safety Promotion Board launched a campaign outlining the need to reduce salt intake, “How much salt is good for you?”  Both campaigns highlighted the main sources of salt in the Irish diet and practical ways to choose a low-salt healthy diet. The key message in both campaigns was that adults should consume no more than 6 grams/day.

In 2006, Safefood launched ‘Ready Salted – Six Weeks to Change Your Tastebuds’ which was primarily aimed at employees and caterers in the workplace setting. The campaign ran for six weeks during which registered companies displayed information materials including posters, tray-liners and table tent cards. 

The Irish Heart Foundation is due to launch a new awareness campaign on blood pressure. This will provide another opportunity to get the messages about salt reduction across.

Norway
In Norway health authorities have recommended a reduction in dietary salt intake since the beginning of the 1980s. The current recommendation given by the Directorate for Health and Social Affairs in collaboration with the National Nutrition Council in 2005 is:

A gradual reduction in the average intake of salt to 5 g/day is desirable in the long term. In a shorter time perspective the population target is 6 g/d for women and 7 g/d for men. The salt intake should also be limited for children. For children below 2 years of age salt intake should not exceed 1.25 g/MJ (239 kcal), in order to prevent children becoming accustomed to a diet with a high salt content.

Actions

Advice concerning salt intake has been included in general public information since the 1980s. Additionally, in the 1980s and early 90s there were a number of initiatives to reduce population salt intake including:
· The National Nutrition Council held two national conferences with representatives from the food industry, non-governmental organisations and experts in nutrition and health. The first conference was in 1984 - “How can we help the consumers to reduce their salt intake?” the second conference was in 1987 -  “Salt in the food”. The aim of the conferences was to increase the awareness of the health implications of salt intake and to discuss how the industry could help consumers to reduce their salt intake by reducing the salt content of their food products. 

· In some parts of Norway the local food control authorities started projects where they encouraged the local food industry and bakers to reduce the salt content in their bread and meat products by doing repeated salt analysis of their products. They had some success; some of the producers reduced the salt in their products.

· In the beginning of the 1990s the National Nutrition Council approached the National Food Control Authority, requesting that maximum levels of salt in certain food groups such as meat products and cheeses be set. The Council also asked the Food Authority to introduce mandatory declaration of salt content in foods. However, at present there is no regulations regarding salt content in foods, and it is not a legal obligation to label the salt content of food products. The National Nutrition Council has recently repeated its request for declaration of salt content in foods.

Despite achievements that had been made previously there does not appear to be any continuation of the work started, and there has been very few initiatives concerning a reduction in population salt intake and the salt content of foods over the last ten years. 
Sweden
The Swedish food industry (Svenska Livsmedelsverket, SLV) have developed a special labelling system for healthy foods known as the Keyhole Mark, but only foods that were low in fat and high in fibre could display the Keyhole.  A recent study at Göteborg University however, showed that men aged between18-20 years had a very high salt excretion (around 11.7 g/day) and the highest quartile was as high as 17.5 g/day. These data were taken very seriously by the Food Standards Agency in Sweden and the Keyhole mark has now been extended to foods that are lower in salt.  However, meat and fish products are apparently exempt from the Keyhole labelling as the manufacturers refused to agree to this.  Nevertheless, work is continuing on reductions in salt intake in Sweden and there is to be a meeting about salt at the Swedish Medical Society in November 2006. 

UK

In the UK the average adult consumes around 9-12 g of salt daily, twice the amount of salt that is recommended (6g). The main source of salt in the UK diet is salt that is added in food processing and manufacture, and in catered and restaurant/takeaway food. This accounts for around 80% of salt intake and is hidden in foods, e.g. bread, some cereals, meat products and ready prepared meals not expected to be salty by the public. A number of organisations in the UK are working to put pressure on the food industry to reduce the amount of salt added to their foods (through PR and meeting with the industry) whilst at the same time educating people to be more salt aware. 

Consensus Action on Salt and Health 

In conjunction with the food industry, Department of Health and the Food Standards Agency (FSA), Consensus Action on Salt and Health (CASH) seek to ensure that the salt target of 6 g per day for all adults and much lower targets for children are achieved by 2010. This is being done by persuading the food industry to reduce the salt content of food gradually and by a campaign to the public about the dangers of eating too much salt, and the importance of trying to reduce salt intake.  All the major retailers (supermarkets) and food manufacturers now have plans to reduce the salt content of food, and in particular Kelloggs, Unilever and Marks & Spencer have already carried out major reductions in the salt content of many of their foods so that many of them are well below the levels of other countries. 

There has also been a reduction in the concentration of salt in bread although this is difficult to quantify exactly, but is probably around an average of 15% over the last four years. Heinz has substantially reduced the salt content of many of their products. For example Heinz Baked Beanz now contain 32% less salt than they did in 1997.  Birdseye, which was previously owned by Unilever have reduced salt across their range of products by 19% since 2002.
Consensus Action on Salt and Health (CASH) holds a National Salt Awareness Week annually – the theme for the week in January 2006 was ethnic minority groups, with emphasis particularly on black, Afro Caribbean and South Asian populations who are at a much greater risk of dying from a stroke than the average population.  This resulted in a large amount of media publicity – major newspapers, radio and television all picking up the story – and throughout the year CASH  have been successful in getting large amounts of coverage about the dangers of eating too much salt and highlighting foods that are still very high in salt.


CASH also sends out a large amount of resources – leaflets, documents and posters – on the importance of salt reduction and how to achieve this, and receive a lot of media coverage which raises consumer awareness about the effect of salt on health. 

Based on the success that CASH has achieved in the UK, CASH has set up World Action on Salt and Health (WASH), to encourage action on salt worldwide, to achieve a reduction in dietary salt intake around the world to lower the global incidence of cardiovascular disease.
Food Standards Agency

The Food Standards Agency (FSA) launched a campaign to the public on the dangers of eating too much salt (Sid the Slug) (http://www.salt.gov.uk/index.shtml). Several million pounds has been spent on this and a survey conducted by the FSA in March 2005 showed that of all the food concerns, currently the greatest amongst the public was salt intake. The Agency have carried out research to track the progress of the campaign which indicated a 32% increase in the number of people claiming to make a special effort to cut down on salt. The FSA has recently launched a further advertising campaign, drawing attention to the difficulties of understanding food labels and trying to promote a clearer form of food labelling, and making the public more salt aware encouraging them to eat no more than 6g of salt/day.  The third phase of the campaign is to be run in Spring 2007.

Additionally, following extensive consumer research, the FSA have introduced a new front of pack labelling scheme, known as Traffic Light labelling. The intention of the system is to make it easier for consumers to choose a healthy diet by providing ‘at glance’ information about the nutritional content of foods. It rates fat, saturates, sugar and salt in a product as either high (red), medium (amber) or low (green)). It is front of pack, therefore if the salt content is highlighted as red consumers can instantly identify that this product contains a lot of salt. Currently, this labelling scheme is voluntary and not all of the major retailers i.e. Tesco have adopted this scheme. However, the FSA are campaigning for traffic light colours used in all supermarkets and by all food manufacturers

British Heart Foundation 

The British Heart Foundation (BHF), a UK charity, has been working with the UK Food Standards Agency (FSA) and Government on reduction of salt in food. The BHF supported the FSA Sid the Slug Salt awareness campaign by producing a booklet on salt http://www.bhf.org.uk/publications/uploaded/new_salt_5.0.pdf
 

In an effort to highlight the salt in the Asian diet, with support from both the FSA and QUIT in October 2005 the BHF launched a "Healthy Ramadan Campaign". British Muslims have a higher than average premature death rate from coronary heart disease - which is 46% higher for men and 51% higher for women. For more information please click on the following link

http://www.bhf.org.uk/news/index.asp?secID=16&secondlevel=241&thirdlevel=1728&artID=7577.

