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Introduction 

India is facing a public health crisis of rising obesity, diabetes, cancers, hypertension, cardiac diseases, 

renal disease and mental health, the Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs). It is estimated that nearly 

5.8 million people die from NCDs every year out of total deaths of about 9 million, contributing to 

about 60% of annual deaths.1The comprehensive national nutrition survey (CNNS) 2016, shows that 

more than half of the 5–19-year-oldsshow biomarkers of NCDs2.  

 

There is substantial scientific evidence showing that increased consumption of ultra-processed 

unhealthy food/drink products (UPFs) is associated with high risks of NCDs and all cause mortality.3 

Higher consumption of ultra-processed foods (>4 servings daily) was independently associated with a 

62% relatively increased hazard for all cause mortality 4  and a recent meta-analysis showed that 

compared to low consumption, high consumption of UPF increased death risk by 29%5 To create 

healthy food environment global experts call for warning labels on these food products.6 

 

The fact is consumption of unhealthy food and drink products is rapidly rising in India. 7 These 

industrially processed packaged food products are usually high in sugar, salt, or saturated fats, which 

are detrimental to health. At the same time, evidence shows that ultra-processing itself is detrimental to 

the health of people independent of the nutrient content.8According to the World Heart Federation, 

“Poor diet is responsible for more deaths worldwide than any other risk factor, and is a leading cause 

of obesity, type 2 diabetes, and cardiovascular disease”9. Studies show association with renal function 

decline10. In a narrative review in 37 of the 43 studies examined, dietary exposure to ultra-processed 

foods was linked to overweight, obesity, cardio-metabolic hazards, cancer, type 2 diabetes, and 

cardiovascular illnesses, irritable bowel syndrome, depression, frailty problems in adults and all-cause 

mortality. Cardio-metabolic risks and asthma were two of the most common among children and 

adolescents. 11 Artificial sweeteners (particularly aspartame and acesulfame-K), commonly used in 

several food products, are linked to an increased cancer risk12. 

 

The Indian Academy of Pediatrics (IAP)’s “Guidelines on the Fast and Junk Foods, Sugar Sweetened 

Beverages, Fruit Juices, and Energy Drinks” 13 suggested a new acronym ‘JUNCS’ foods, for all 

unhealthy foods (Junk foods, Ultra-processed foods, Nutritionally inappropriate foods, 

Caffeinated/colored/ carbonated foods/beverages, and Sugar-sweetened beverages). It recommended 

limiting the consumption of the JUNCS foods through policy options including front of pack labelling 

(FOPL), restriction of marketing, higher taxation and improved school food environments.  

 

In this statement we focus on the FOPL, which means information to be provided to the consumer 

upfront as a matter of human right as well as a public health intervention14. FOPL has arisen from the 

domain of behaviour change communication as a tool to achieve specifically desired public health 

goals; in this case, the reduction of overweight and obesity and consequent NCDs through the pathway 

of reduced consumption of foods that are too high in salt, sugar and fats as per standards set by the 

WHO (PAHO, 2021).15FOPL is a simple, inexpensive, practical and effective tool to inform consumers 

about the public health implications of the food that they are purchasing for consumption. Currently in 

use are Nutrient warning labels, color-coded traffic lights, Nutri-Score, Health Star Ratings (HSR), and 

Guidelines for Daily Allowance (GDA). Studies do suggest that consumers spend as little as ten 

seconds in selection of food items, therefore a label that would quickly and effectively lead to the 

ability of the consumer to identify unhealthy products would be the need of the hour. 
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The Global Evidence of Impact of Different Labels 

Several countries in the Latin American such as Chile, Mexico16, Uruguay, Brazil, Peru and Israel have 

accepted the use of warning labels as FOPL that has demonstrated change in consumption and 

outcomes. The consumption of sugary beverages in Chile decreased by about 24% after the introduction 

of this policy package including marketing restrictions17.Most studies indicate that warning labels are 

the preferred mode of FOPL in order to reduce the consumption and impact on the immediate problem 

of increase consumption and weight gain18.  

 

'High-in' Warning Labels were found to be most effective, which communicates clear, non-quantitative 

messages about high levels of nutrients of concern and demonstrated the greatest efficacy in reducing 

the perceived healthfulness of a sweetened fruit19. The advantage of warning labels is that; unlike HSR, 

they serve to identify specific harmful components such as salt, sugar and fat. This factor is the most 

relevant to reduce consumption of unhealthy foods and thus prevent NCDs. A meta-analysis of over 

100 research studies published in 2021 indicated that nutrient warning labels are more effective than 

traffic lights and Nutri-Score labels in discouraging unhealthy product purchases and lowering 

purchases of calories and saturated fat20. 

 

“No empirical evidence was found that implementation of traffic-light labeling changed soft-drink 

purchase habits in Ecuador, but there is evidence that it reduced sugar content in carbonated beverages 

in the country.”21 Another study from Ecuador found that traffic-light labeling did not have the expected 

effect of reducing purchases of carbonated soft drinks during its first year of implementation, especially 

those high in sugar. 22 A meta-analysis of five experiments assessing the effects of Health Star 

Rating (HSR) labels on sales found no significant effect on calories or sugar consumed, no impact on 

saturated fat or salt purchased.23Another systematic review showed HSR did not reveal an effect on 

food purchases compared with the control.24 Participants in a shopping trial in Canada who saw "high 

in" nutrient warning signs bought less calories, sugar, and saturated fat from beverages and less calories 

and sodium from foods than those who didn't see the FOP label. Labels such as traffic lights, Health 

Star Ratings, and nutrition grade (i.e., Nutri-Score) did not show much effect.25 

This joint position statement has been developed by the under signed organisations concerning various 

issues of health, public health, consumer rights, food, nutrition, women and children’s health. This lays 

emphasis on the key strategy i.e. FOPL to reduce the consumption of ultra-processed unhealthy food or 

drink products in order to curtail the non-communicable diseases (NCDs). This Statement is developed 

through a consultative process after having comprehensively reviewed the scientific evidence. The 

Statement makes recommendations to the policymakers. 

 

We the undersigned; 

Appreciating the fact that FSSAI is working towards the FOPL and the NITI Aayog is considering 

policy measures like FOPL, higher taxation and restriction on marketing of unhealthy foods to reduce 

the consumption of unhealthy foods26,27; 

Knowing that NCDs can be curtailed by reducing the consumption of unhealthy food products and 

drinks, restriction of marketing of ultra-processed foods especially to children and Front-of-Pack 

Warning Labels on the food products; 

Knowing that WHO Southeast Asia region (SEARO) has developed comprehensive nutrition profile 

models to categorise the food products and drinks whether they are high in a particular nutrient like salt, 

sugar or fat based on extensive expert consultations and country experiences including India28, and that 

the World Health Organisation has provided guidance on food marketing as well as development of 

FOPL29,30; 
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Concerned that the FSSAI’s has taken a decision to include ‘Health Star Rating’ (HSR), a threshold 

which is 2-3 times higher nutrient content than recommended by WHO, and the addition of positive 

nutrients, in the draft regulation; 

Concerned that the FSSAI has provided exceptionally long transition period of 4 to 5 years for 

implementing these measures on a mandatory basis; 

Concerned that conflicts of interest prevailed at several consultations held to arrive at the decision; 

Aware that ‘misleading marketing’ continues aggressively and targeted at children, and the food 

industry makes health claims by use of ‘jaggery’ in place of sugar or with the use of some fiber, fruit or 

nuts and conceals the sugar content, which is the key information; 

Aware that food industry uses ‘health claims’ occupying the FOPL, which confuses messages; 

Realising that aggressive marketing and absence of FOPL contributes to increasing consumption of 

unhealthy food/drink products; 

Knowing that it is the responsibility of the Government of India to warn the consumers about which 

food product is safe to consume and which is not; 

Noting that the steps being taken by FSSAI may not help to achieve the intended objectives going by 

the scientific evidence; 

Emphasising that scientific evidence, which in this case favours warning label on the unhealthy 

packaged food products, should guide the development of a public health policy to reduce the 

consumption of UPFs and the NCDs,; 

 

Recommend the following actions based on scientific evidence, in order to achieve the objectives to 

reduce the consumption of unhealthy ultra-processed food products high in sugar, salt and fat and to and 

contribute to the reduction of NCDs; 

1. ‘Warning labels ‘in ‘symbols’ or as ‘high in’ or ‘excess of’ nutrients of concern should be 

mandatory in the draft regulation of labelling and display and not the Health Star rating. 

2. Thresholds for salt, sugar and fats should be based on the WHO SEARO’ nutrient profile 

modeling. 

3. Positive nutrients like fruit, vegetable, nuts, and fiber should not be weighted for labelling as 

these are used for making health claims for marketing. 

4. Marketing of unhealthy foods/drinks targeting children should be immediately stopped through 

legislation. 

5. Decisions on such public health issues should be made without any conflicts of interest even at 

a consultative level, interaction with the food industry may happen on a separate platform to 

hear their suggestions and discuss with experts to make decisions with public health interest in 

the center stage.  

6. Once the notification on FOPL is finalized, a maximum of 12 to 18 months may be given to the 

food industry to comply with. 

7. Government should lead a comprehensive public campaign through health systems, on which 

foods are safe to eat and which are not. 
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Developed by 

Nutrition Advocacy in Public Interest (NAPi) http://www.napiindia.in/ 

Endorsing Organisations 

1. Alliance for Sustainable & Holistic Agriculture (ASHA)-Kisan Swaraj Network 

2. Association of Physicians of India (Malwa Branch) 

3. Breastfeeding Promotion Network of India (BPNI) 

4. Centre for Science and Environment (CSE) 

5. Commonwealth Association for Health and Disability(COMHAD) 

6. Consumer Voice 

7. Cuts International 

8. Epidemiology Foundation of India (EFI) 

9. Indian Academy of Pediatrics (IAP) 

10. Indian Association of Preventive & Social Medicine (IAPSM) 

11. Indian Public Health Association (IPHA) 

12. Indian Rheumatology Association (IRA) 

13. Initiative for  Health & Equity in Society (IHES) 

14. Kidney Warriors Foundation 

15. Non Communicable Diseases Prevention Academy (NCDPA) 

16. Obesity Surgery Society of India (OSSI) 

17. Pediatric and Adolescent Nutrition Society (PAN) -IAP Nutrition Chapter 

18. People's Vigilance Committee on Human Rights (PVCHR) 

19. Public Health Foundation of India (PHFI) 

20. Public Health Resource Society (PHRS)  

21. The Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda. 

22. Foundation for People-centric Health Systems (FPHS) 

23. Diabetes India 

24. Indian Society of Nephrology  
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