To: 
Tim Smith, Chief Executive, Food Standards Agency 

Date: 
25 March 2009

Cc: 
Mark Bush, Nutrition Division


Verity Kirkpatrick, Nutrition Division


Alison Spalding, Sustainable Development


Adam Treslove, External Affairs
Re: Review of Agency’s Advice on Fish Consumption

Summary

The undersigned organisations are writing to you to propose that the Food Standards Agency withdraws its public written consultation “Review of the Agency’s Advice on Fish Consumption”, speedily amends the documentation to include an appropriate range of options for policy change, and reissues the consultation, because:

1. There is, in effect, only one policy option in the consultation document, which makes a mockery of this consultation exercise.  That policy option barely, if at all, differs from existing FSA policy, which is to recommend that people eat at least two portions of fish a week (more than currently), and point people to other sources of information about the sustainability of fish stocks.

2. That policy option does not reflect the Agency’s formal commitment to integrate sustainable development into its policies and practices.

3. The option also does not accord with the recommendation from the Cabinet Office report “Food Matters”
 that the FSA should become a “one-stop shop” for citizens seeking advice about all aspects of food.  Nor does it respond adequately to the recommendation from the Sustainable Development Commission report, “Green, Healthy and Fair”
, to align its advice on fish with the evidence on sustainability.
4. Based on the consultation documents themselves (which over-emphasise the economic significance of the fishing industry) and on a key stakeholder meeting, we believe that the FSA has been too heavily influenced by the fishing industry lobby; hence the absence of a good range of alternative policy options in the review.

A reissued consultation paper should include at least one more policy option, which includes the following elements:

It is very easy to eat a healthy and sustainable diet without eating any fish at all.  However, if you like to eat fish, the best type for health is oily fish such as sardines, mackerel and herring.  To make sure these are available for future generations to eat, choose fish from sources certified as sustainable, such as by the Marine Stewardship Council.  

Similarly, if you like to eat white fish, these should also be from sources certified as sustainable, such as by the Marine Stewardship Council.  This is particularly important as some of the most popular types of white fish are often from endangered stocks.  There are no specific health benefits from eating white fish.  Although white fish is a source of low fat protein, everyone in the UK already eats more than enough protein.

The following organisations agree with the summary of this response, though not necessarily with every detail of the following paper, which has been prepared by Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming.
Caroline Walker Trust – Helen Crawley
Centre for Food Policy, City University – Professor Tim Lang

Environmental Justice Foundation – Steve Trent

Food Ethics Council – Tom MacMillan

Forum for the Future – James Goodman

New Economics Foundation – Aniol Esteban

Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming – Jeanette Longfield

We are writing to you to propose that the Food Standards Agency withdraws its public written consultation “Review of the Agency’s Advice on Fish Consumption”, speedily amends the documentation to include an appropriate range of options for policy change, and reissues the consultation.  We apologise for not having written more promptly after this consultation was issued in January but we simply had not anticipated that the suggested options would be so narrowly restricted, and wholly inappropriate.  Our reasoning is set out below.
1. Only one policy option

Option 1 in the consultation document is to “leave the Agency’s advice on fish consumption unchanged”.  In Annex C, the Impact Assessment of Advice on fish consumption, it is noted that this “would not recognise our wider responsibility to take sustainability into account in our work and is therefore not a credible option” (emphasis added).  It is not at all clear why, therefore, it is included.  It would be defensible if this was simply one of a range of options but, since there is only one other option proposed, the consultation has been issued, in effect, with a single policy option (and one which, in Sustain’s opinion, is wholly inadequate).

Both the main consultation document and the Annex make very brief reference to “other options” some of which, for example, “withdrawing all advice on fish consumption”, are just as lacking in credibility as option 1.  No other options are given any consideration.  Sustain believes that this renders the “consultation” invalid, since the analysis, evidence and discussion is designed to support the single remaining option.  

2. Integrating sustainable development

The FSA’s option for fish advice, in this “consultation” is to “maintain the Agency’s consumption advice, but supplement it (emphasis added) with encouragement to make sustainable choices and advice (or direction toward sources of advice) on how to do this.” This does not reflect the FSA’s own policy on sustainable development which acknowledges that “the different pillars of sustainability interconnect” (emphasis added).  Moreover, the Agency acknowledges that these pillars are environmental, social and economic, and that it will aim to ensure that the interests of consumers in relation to food are protected “while maximising positive impacts (sic) in all areas of sustainable development”.

The consultation document itself states that its aim is “to produce integrated dietary advice” – i.e. not advice that deals with issues separately, simply bolting on additional considerations.  Yet in this exercise, that is precisely what it has done, focusing mainly on nutrition and adding, separately, a vague undertaking to “encourage”, in an unspecified way, more sustainable choices.

This is particularly disappointing given the history of this issue in the Agency, of which the following is only a brief outline:

· In 2004 the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution produces its report, “Turning the Tide”
 which confirms the precarious state of the marine environment and the life it supports.  It recommends, among other things that the FSA urgently explore alternatives to advising increased oily fish consumption since, if this advice was followed, it would further damage the already fragile marine environment.  It has taken the Agency more than four years to respond to this important proposal.

· In the intervening years this issue has been raised several times by Sustain at the twice yearly meetings of the FSA Chief Executive with consumer stakeholders.  This includes in 2005 with Jon Bell, in 2006 with John Harwood, and in 2008 with Tim Smith.

· Professor Tim Lang is among many other eminent food policy experts to have raised this issue with the FSA, including at the sustainable development workshop in December 2007, where Sustain also gave a presentation. 

Thus the Agency has had plenty of time to prepare for this consultation, and ample opportunities to explore with stakeholders a range of options that would integrate sustainable development into coherent advice to citizens about eating fish.  Distressingly, the FSA has not done so.

3. Becoming a “one-stop-shop”

It is widely agreed that it is unhelpful for citizens to be offered conflicting and/or multiple sources of advice, on food as on anything else.  In recognition of this the Cabinet Office “Food Matters” report (noted above) helpfully recommended last summer that the Agency should become a “one-stop shop” for citizens seeking advice about food.  In addition, the Sustainable Development Commission report, “Green, Healthy and Fair” (also noted above), recommended that the Agency align its advice on fish with the evidence on sustainability.
Currently, people can confidently use the FSA as a source of authoritative information on food safety and nutrition.  The Agency rightly takes on the role of interpreting often complex scientific information and translating it into simple and easy to follow advice.  Precisely the same service is needed from the FSA for issues around the sustainability of food  

Frustratingly, the FSA has chosen to avoid this responsibility and instead, its recommended option is to “direct consumers and other stakeholders to reputable sources of advice and data on sustainable fish sources”.  It is no excuse for the Agency to say that it does not have the in-house expertise on sustainable seafood.  As the official source of food advice for UK citizens, it can and does get access to expertise outside the Agency routinely, not least through its series of expert advisory committees on a range of subjects, and through a variety of other routes on an ad hoc and regular basis. Further, the FSA should be developing appropriate in-house expertise to be able to develop and maintain integrated advice over the coming years, to meet the very significant health and environmental challenges we face.

Nor is it any excuse to argue, as the consultation document does, that the Agency wishes to avoid duplication.  The FSA already does duplicate the food safety and nutrition advice available on a myriad websites, from a range of reputable organisations.

A final excuse used in the consultation document is that there is “no single, universally agreed definition of sustainability in relation to fish”.  Equally, there is no single universally agreed definition of a healthy diet – debate continues, even about the role of saturated fat and salt in a healthy diet.  Nor are food safety issues lacking in controversy, as the recent furore about food additives and their effects on children demonstrated.  These debates have not stopped the FSA from taking a considered position on food safety and nutrition, and nor should they. Citizens and food businesses need authoritative guidance from government, especially on issues of such clear concern as sustainable fish. Equally, the Agency will be increasingly called upon to reach positions on a range of food sustainability issues, of which fish is only one.  It is already untenable for the Agency to try to avoid its responsibility in this vital policy area.

In effect, the remaining policy option in the consultation puts citizens in no better position than they are now, since those who are interested can already easily obtain information about sustainable seafood from a wide range of sources (though as yet without the authoritative clarification from government as to how to take steps to achieve both a healthy and sustainable diet).  Indeed, as the consultation document points out, the FSA’s website already includes links to the websites of the Marine Conservation Society and the Marine Stewardship Council, so it could be argued that the consultation document includes no new options at all!

What people would like, what the Cabinet Office and Sustainable Development Commission recommended, and what the FSA’s own policy requires, is a single source of integrated advice.

4. The role of the fishing industry lobby

This raises the obvious question: why has the FSA not developed one or more policy options that would provide this integrated advice?  We believe that the FSA has been too heavily influenced by the fishing industry lobby and draw on two sources of information to substantiate this claim.  

The first are the consultation documents themselves, which place considerable emphasis on the economic aspects of the fishing industry, and on the action that the industry claims it is taking to reduce the environmental damage it causes.  Their claims are repeated uncritically and direct reference is made in the text to fishing industry websites, while those critical of the industry are either not mentioned at all (e.g. Greenpeace) or are detailed only in the Annexes (e.g. Marine Stewardship Council).

The second source is a stakeholder meeting on 16 April 2008 (attended by Sustain and a number of other organisations).  It was very clear that some representatives of the fishing industry (including fish farming as well as wild caught fish) were outraged that the FSA was even reviewing its advice, let alone considering changing it in the light of concerns about fish stocks and damage to aquatic ecosystems from fishing and aquaculture.  Some background documents had been produced for that meeting and they too were attacked vigorously by some industry representatives.

It does not stretch credibility to conclude that the FSA has been lobbied by the fishing industry and/or government departments or agencies that sponsor the industry.  While the Agency must, of course, take account of the economic interests of this industry, since this too is an integral part of sustainable development, the resulting consultation documents – and the sole policy option in particular - indicate that these interests have been given too much weight.  

At the same time, the health benefits of fish consumption, and the Agency’s historical attachment to this advice, has been over-weighted, and this is considered in more detail below.  By contrast, the sustainable development of marine and freshwater ecosystems has been all but sidelined.

5. Another policy option

The FSA’s advice, to eat two portions of fish a week, one of which should be oily, is based on two premises:

· that the omega 3 fats in oily fish can help to reduce the risk of heart disease; and 

· that white fish is a good source of protein which is low in saturated fat.

We agree that the omega 3 fats in oily fish can help to reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease.  Evidence is also accumulating that they are important for good brain development and function, and might contribute to good mental health and well as physical health
.  This makes it all the more important that oily fish continues to be available long into the future, and that we adopt a sustainable approach to fish consumption.  This position is supported by a recent paper in the Canadian Medical Association Journal
 which notes, among other things, that insufficient attention has been paid both to “individual studies and meta-analyses that fail to establish a significant benefit to health of omega-3 fatty acids”, and to “the potential environmental impact of increased fish consumption, given the serious decline in global fish stocks”.    

It is clear that good physical and mental health can be maintained without eating any oily fish at all, as millions of the world’s vegetarians will attest.  Evidence continues to show, moreover, that vegetarians live longer, healthier lives than those who eat meat and fish, and, notably, rates of heart disease are lower among vegetarians.  Thus it is not necessary to eat oily fish to reduce the risk of heart disease.  In fact the Cabinet Office calculated that eating five portions of fruit and vegetables each day would have the greatest impact on reducing heart disease, with an estimated saving of 42,200 lives.  This dietary change would, simultaneously, also reduce the risk of developing a number of cancers
.

Some of the fish most at risk of being over-exploited – either already or in the near future – are popular white fish, e.g. Atlantic cod, plaice, and haddock.  Happily, there are no known disease risk reduction benefits from eating white fish.  While it is indeed a low fat source of protein, advice to eat protein is entirely redundant, since no-one in the UK is at risk of eating inadequate amounts of protein.  Quite the reverse, in fact, and the FSA’s website acknowledges that the majority of the population eats more protein than they need.  Even if it were necessary to consider alternative, low fat sources of protein, these exist in abundance – particularly beans and pulses.  Unlike white fish, these latter have the added advantage of not normally being consumed deep fried in batter, and are also high in fibre which, unlike protein, is in short supply in the average UK diet.

Similarly, some of the nutrients common in fish – iodine, niacin and selenium – are not in short supply in the British diet and there are plentiful alternative sources of these micronutrients.  Indeed some of them are found in shellfish, which themselves can be a good source of omega 3 oils and can be produced sustainably.  It is therefore particularly unfortunate that the FSA has excluded shellfish from this consultation process and is only now seeking comments on the availability of shellfish data.  This exercise should have been completed years ago, and certainly soon after recommendations were made to the Agency about this policy area.

We therefore recommend that the Food Standards Agency add the elements of the following option to a new consultation exercise reviewing its advice on fish consumption:

It is very easy to eat a healthy and sustainable diet without eating any fish at all.  However, if you like to eat fish, the best type for health is oily fish such as sardines, mackerel and herring.  To make sure these are available for future generations to eat, choose fish from sources certified as sustainable, such as by the Marine Stewardship Council.  

Similarly, if you like to eat white fish, these should also be from sources certified as sustainable, such as by the Marine Stewardship Council.  This is particularly important as some of the most popular types of white fish are often from endangered stocks.  There are no specific health benefits from eating white fish.  Although white fish is a source of low fat protein, everyone in the UK already eats more than enough protein.

The Agency should keep its existing advice on restricting consumption of certain types of fish which is directed at special groups such as pregnant and breastfeeding women and those likely to conceive.  The FSA may also wish to promote to people the under-utilized, environmentally sustainable species to help relieve the pressure on the more traditional seafood species.
Our proposed new option has a number of advantages over that proposed by the FSA:

· It integrates health and sustainability advice into a single, simple message, according the Agency’s own sustainable development policy and the Cabinet Office recommendation.

· It gives sufficient weight to the protection of fish stocks and of marine and freshwater ecosystems.

· It provides a sharper focus on health, with the emphasis on oily fish (where the gap between advice and consumption is largest), rather than fish in general.

· It recommends a trusted and successful mark of sustainable fish – the Marine Stewardship Council – which is already being used by major retailers, and public and private sector caterers.

· It is very likely to attract considerable publicity, which will help to raise awareness of the issues around sustainable seafood.

This latter is an advantage because, as the consultation document notes, FSA advice on fish has been largely ignored by the public to date.

In terms of disadvantages, it is not clear what impact this advice would have – if adopted - on fish consumption and, therefore, on the fishing industry as a whole, particularly given the current problem of low awareness.  However, it should bolster the market for fish from certified sustainable sources, and encourage those in the industry not already part of this process to join it.  Sustainability is, of course, in the long term interests of the fishing industry as well as everyone else.  Insofar as there are costs associated with the change from unsustainable to sustainable fishing practices, it will be for the industry, government and other stakeholders to decide on the level of public assistance that might be needed for this transition.  In the current economic crisis there would almost certainly be widespread support for government investment in systems, training and equipment to support a sustainable seafood industry, and in alternative sources of employment where necessary.
Next steps

A change in the FSA’s advice on fish consumption is long overdue and, while we hope the FSA will agree to reissue its consultation to include at least the additional option outlined above, if not more, we also hope this does not delay the process still further.  However, in the context of the four years or more this process has already taken, another 12 week consultation would not be disastrous, if it led to greatly improved advice by the Agency.

We realise that the Agency will regard this proposal as a radical departure from its usual procedures, and we would be more than happy to meet to discuss any of the issues raised.  However, the evidence shows that radical measures are needed.  The Food Ethics Council’s most recent magazine “Fish: All washed up?” catalogues in horrifying detail the disaster that is the current fishing industry.  Just three quotations illustrate the point:

· Only eight fish stocks of a total of 47 found around the British Isles are known to be in a healthy state
.

· At the global level, each ton of fish caught uses almost half a ton of fuel
.

· If current trends continue, all global fisheries could collapse by 2048
.

For human health, there are plenty of other foods to eat.  For those in the industry, there is a thriving certified sustainable fishing industry – or other jobs.  However, once fish stocks are gone, they are gone forever. The FSA must now play its vital part in ensuring that healthy stocks of fish remain for the benefit of future generations.
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