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February 2006

AN ASSESSMENT OF THE UPTAKE OF FOOD STANDARDS AGENCY GUIDANCE ON
COUNTRY OF ORIGIN LABELLING

This survey was conducted as part of the Agency’s Q02 programme, which aims to underpin

and assist implementation of the Agency’s objective of promoting informative labelling to

help consumers.

Summary

• The Agency issued Guidance on Country of Origin Labelling in 2002. The Agency’s

Strategic Plan contains a commitment to monitor the uptake of this advice.  A

Stakeholder Meeting was held in July 2004 to aid the Agency in designing a survey to

meet this commitment.  The Agency decided that the survey would have the following

aims:

- to determine the extent to which the Guidance was being followed;

- to inform the Food Standards Agency’s approach to future discussions on EU

food labelling controls; and

- to inform a review of the impact of the Country of Origin Labelling Guidance.

• The Agency commissioned Campden & Chorleywood Food Research Association to

carry out the survey.  358 products were sampled and assessment forms devised to

measure the uptake of the Guidance.

• Most products volunteered an explicit declaration of origin or provided one in accordance

with the law.  They were almost always conspicuous and easy to understand even when,

as in the great majority of cases they were given voluntarily.

• Such direct statements normally referred to the country where the product has been

produced or made, most commonly expressed as the ‘UK’.  References to specific parts

of the UK such as ‘Northern Ireland’ or ‘Cornwall’ were far less common.
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• The most common way that origin was implied, either intentionally or unintentionally

was in writing, but other ways such as flags, pictures, emblems, and references to

assurance schemes were frequently seen.  Only a small number of cases involved

qualifications such as ‘Italian Style’.

• The Food Standards Agency's advice on interpretation of the legislation applied to

relatively few products whose origin was implied.  Whilst most of these followed the

advice by giving a distinct declaration of origin, a small minority provided this

information in a small font on the back of the pack.

•  The report concludes that a review of the Guidance might consider recommending:

- Certain forms for explicit statements as these take a number of forms;

- Clarification where a ‘packed in’ statement is used; and

- Clarification for Chinese, Indian and ethnic European dishes.

Background

1. The Food Standards Agency’s stated aims for 2001-20061 included a series of

initiatives to promote best practice in food labelling within the food industry.  One the

stated objectives is to assess the uptake of the Agency’s Guidance on Country of

Origin labelling.

2. In October 2002, the Food Standards Agency published Guidance on Country of Origin

Labelling.  The purpose of this Guidance was to inform industry and enforcement of the

Agency’s view on country of origin labelling with the aims of identifying legislation that

applies to origin labelling, providing non-statutory advice on its interpretation and

providing advice on best practice and encouraging provision of extra labelling

information to that required by law all with the objective of producing better labelling for

consumers.

3. The Agency decided to assess the extent to which their guidance was followed, and

the extent to which it required revision.  In July 2004 the Agency held a Stakeholder

Meeting to assist with planning of the survey.  Consequently, the Agency decided that

the main focus would be whether or not origin was provided on the label.  Cases would

be noted where there might be confusion for the consumer over origin.  It was

recognised that it was easier to provide origin information for less processed products.
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It was emphasised that the assessment of labels needed to be carried out in an

objective manner, but that there would be no further information sought from

companies to check the accuracy of the declarations of origin.

Methodology
4. During January and February 2005, 358 foods were purchased from over 60 major

supermarkets and leading convenience stores located throughout the UK.  Sampling

concentrated on meat and meat products, but avoided unprocessed beef and veal,

where origin marking is required by law, as well as products bearing protected

European Union designations.  The samples were broadly representative of the various

types of meat and meat products generally available to consumers, including poultry,

pork and lamb carcase meats and meat products.  Almost two thirds of the products

were marketed under a retailer’s own name, the remainder being branded items.

5. The samples were photographed, often from several angles, and whenever practicable

a scan of the label was made.  Experienced food law advisers with specialist food

labelling skills individually assessed the label of each product.  Their conclusions were

recorded electronically and assembled into a spreadsheet that was used to analyse the

overall findings and to determine any patterns or trends. All individual product

assessments were also sent to the relevant brand holders, with the opportunity to

comment on the findings.

Results
6. Most of the products sampled volunteered an explicit declaration of origin or provided

one in accordance with the law (69% of all products, 248/358).  They were almost

always conspicuous and easy to understand even when, as in the great majority of

cases, they were made voluntarily (54% of those with explicit declarations, 134/248).

All the products met all legal requirements concerning country of origin declarations.

7. Such direct origin statements normally referred to the country where the product had

been produced or made, most commonly expressed as the ‘UK’.  The following formats

were used for these explicit statements: ‘Produced in XXX’. ‘Made in XXX’, Country or

Region specific phrases such as ‘British’ or ‘Cornish’, ‘Product of XXX’, ‘Produce of

XXX’, and ’Origin: XXX’.  References to specific parts of the UK, such as “Northern

Ireland” or “Cornwall”, were far less common.
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8. For those products which did give an explicit statement of origin;

• 245 products referenced a single country or region

• 3 products indicated their origin as “the EC/EU”

• No products used generic phrases such as “origin will vary” or “produce of more

than one country”

• 17 products used multiple or non-specific indications when describing the origin of

their meat ingredient(s) (e.g. “Produced in the UK using UK and/or Irish Pork”).

• Only 6 products declared their origin in terms of a geographical area.  All were

deemed to be readily understandable, and as such did not require additional

country of origin declarations.

9. For the purposes of this survey the term ‘primary produce’ was taken to mean

‘unprocessed’ meat with no added ingredients (e.g. pork chops, chicken breast fillets,

minced lamb etc.).  51 samples were identified as such, of which 94% (48 samples)

gave an explicit statement of their origin.

10. Current guidance recommends that origin be declared for meat ingredients in meat

products.  Of the 307 products to which this requirement applied, 81% (250 products)

failed specifically to indicate the origin of the meat ingredient(s).

11. The most common way in which origin was implied, either intentionally or

unintentionally, was in writing, but other ways, including pictures, flags, emblems and

references to assurance schemes, were frequently seen.  Only a small number of

cases involved qualifications, for example “Italian style”.

• 40% (134/358) carried implied origin (word or non-word) not in an explicit

statement

• The main implications of origin were as follows:

 written (100)

 pictorial references (57)

 assurance scheme logos (38)

 style and type qualifications (5)

 colour schemes (2)
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12. The Food Standards Agency's advice on interpretation of the legislation applied to

relatively few products whose origin was implied.  The guidance recommends that the

true place of origin of a food should always be given if the label as a whole would

otherwise imply that the food comes from, or has been made in, a different place or

area.  88% of products (37 out of 42 samples) to which this recommendation applied

followed this advice by providing a statement of the true place of origin of the food.

The remaining 5 contain references to countries or areas that, in the absence of a more

explicit statement, might be taken to imply the origin of the products, but were not

considered to contravene legislation.  On 7 of the products where implications of origin

were carried in addition to explicit statements of origin, the explicit statements were

often in small font sizes on the back of the packs.

13. As product assessments were not supported by an audit of company practice, whether

or not the primary ingredients of a food were obtained from the same place of origin as

the food itself was not determined by further investigation.  Brand holder responses did,

however, indicate this to be so in two cases.

14. Health marks, which are required on many products of animal origin as an aid to

traceability, logos used to indicate production in accordance with certain assurance

schemes (found on 38 products), and company contact details were not used in a

misleading way.

15. Relatively few samples were purchased pre-packed for direct sale, for example via

supermarket butchery and delicatessen counters.  Nevertheless, no misleading forms

of presentation were noted in such settings.

Legal issues
16. The law requires that all labelling, whether for prepacked or non-prepacked food, be

easy to understand, clearly legible, indelible, easily visible and not misleading to the

consumer.  In relation to country of origin, food labelling rules provide that the place of

origin or provenance of a food are provided if omitting them might mislead the

consumer to a material degree as to the true nature of the food.  The Food Labelling

Regulations are supported by a range of non-statutory Agency guidance, including that

on country of origin labelling. The guidelines have no statutory force but where

companies or individuals are prosecuted courts can take the guidelines into account
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when interpreting the law. Only the courts can decide whether, in particular

circumstances, an offence has been committed.

Conclusions

17. The full report with results and discussion included is available on the Agency website

at www.food.gov.uk.

18. A wide range of terms were used in origin declarations.

19. Origin declarations for meat were widely given on primary produce but less so on

composite meat products.

20. A review of the guidance might usefully address the following points:

• As the use of “packed in …” to fulfil the legal address requirement may be taken to

imply origin, it might be helpful if the guidance recommended that, when used, this

term is clarified by an accompanying, voluntary statement “produced in …” or

“made in …”.

• Whilst there was little evidence of foods which are pre-packed for direct sale being

misleadingly reported, the guidance might also more specifically address such

foods.  Currently the recommendations concerning such products are confined to

just a single paragraph of the Guidance.

• Finally, specific guidance on any geographical clarifications to terms where there is

uncertainty about their link to origin, such as the descriptions of some Chinese,

Indian or ethnic European dishes, would also be helpful, particularly against a

background of increasing globalisation and ethnic innovation.
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Further Information

For further information on this survey please contact:

Ms Janet McKenzie

Food Standards Agency

Consumer Choice, Food Standards and Special Projects Division

Room 115B, Aviation House

125 Kingsway

London

WC2B 6NH

Tel: +44 (0) 20 726 8172

Fax: +44 (0) 20 726 8193

Email: janet.mckenzie@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk


