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PRESS	  RELEASE	  

30th	  January	  2013	  	  
For	  immediate	  release	  

	  

EUROPEAN	  COMMISSION	  TRIES	  CLOSING	  DOOR	  ON	  PRODUCT	  DESCRIPTORS	  
ANH-‐Intl	  highlights	  challenges	  as	  well	  as	  solutions	  	  
with	  EC	  proposals	  for	  food	  and	  beverage	  ‘generic	  descriptors’	  

Consumers	  around	  Europe	  could	  be	  plunged	  further	  into	  the	  dark	  as	  foods	  and	  
beverages	  stand	  to	  lose	  hundreds	  of	  commonly	  recognised	  descriptors.	  	  The	  outcome	  of	  
a	  European	  Commission	  (EC)	  consultation	  could	  see	  an	  end	  to	  categorising	  descriptors,	  
such	  as	  ‘digestif’,	  'cough	  drops',	  'tonic	  water'	  and	  'digestive	  biscuit',	  under	  the	  
controversial	  EU	  Nutrition	  and	  Health	  Claims	  Regulation	  (NHCR).	  

Monday	  saw	  the	  deadline	  for	  interested	  parties	  to	  submit	  comments	  to	  the	  UK’s	  
Department	  of	  Health	  on	  European	  Commission	  (EC)	  proposals	  for	  one	  of	  several	  
unresolved	  areas	  of	  the	  NHCR.	  	  In	  its	  comments,	  submitted	  yesterday,	  the	  Alliance	  for	  
Natural	  Health	  International	  (ANH-‐Intl)	  –	  a	  UK-‐based	  campaign	  organisation	  that	  works	  
to	  promote	  and	  protect	  natural	  health	  and	  consumer	  choice	  –	  described	  the	  EC's	  
proposals	  on	  generic	  descriptors	  as	  “preposterous”	  and	  “absurd”.	  	  Far	  from	  culling	  
current	  descriptors,	  ANH	  believes	  that	  the	  category	  should	  be	  increased	  to	  cover	  such	  
terms	  as	  'probiotic',	  'prebiotic',	  'antioxidant'	  and	  'sports	  drink',	  amongst	  others.	  	  	  

Commenting	  on	  its	  submission,	  ANH-‐Intl’s	  executive	  and	  scientific	  director,	  Robert	  
Verkerk	  PhD,	  said,	  “It’s	  as	  if	  the	  European	  Commission	  wants	  to	  create	  an	  approach	  for	  
the	  use	  of	  generic	  descriptors	  that	  is	  so	  restrictive	  that	  hardly	  any	  will	  ever	  make	  it	  onto	  
the	  marketplace.”	  	  One	  of	  the	  overriding	  EC	  views	  is	  that	  generic	  descriptors	  should	  not	  
be	  allowed	  if	  consumers	  might	  interpret	  them	  as	  implying	  a	  health	  or	  nutritional	  
benefit.	  	  

The	  EC	  even	  suggests	  that	  companies	  should	  be	  forced	  to	  prove	  that	  their	  chosen	  
generic	  descriptor	  does	  not	  infer	  a	  health	  or	  nutritional	  benefit	  to	  the	  consumer.	  	  ANH-‐
Intl	  stresses	  that	  proving	  a	  negative	  in	  this	  way	  could	  be	  both	  technically	  very	  
challenging	  and	  prohibitively	  expensive	  for	  smaller	  companies	  and	  niche	  food	  business	  
operators.	  
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Even	  more	  remarkably,	  the	  Commission	  suggests	  that	  generic	  descriptors	  could	  be	  
limited	  to	  the	  language	  of	  the	  country	  in	  which	  the	  descriptor	  was	  traditionally	  used.	  Dr	  
Verkerk	  said	  of	  this,	  “You’ve	  got	  to	  wonder	  if	  the	  European	  Commission	  hasn’t	  lost	  the	  
plot	  with	  this	  one.	  	  It’s	  a	  bit	  like	  saying	  that	  Indian	  restaurants	  that	  provide	  after-‐dinner	  
digestive	  seed	  mixes	  would	  have	  to	  refer	  to	  them	  solely	  by	  their	  Sanskrit	  term,	  
mukhwas!”	  	  

ANH-‐Intl	  also	  believes	  that	  some	  of	  the	  EC	  suggestions	  are	  legally	  disproportionate.	  	  
This	  will	  create	  adverse	  affects	  for	  smaller	  companies	  and	  niche	  suppliers	  that	  have	  long	  
used	  generic	  descriptors	  as	  a	  means	  of	  categorising	  the	  food	  or	  beverage	  products	  they	  
sell.	  	  	  

Finally,	  ANH-‐Intl	  argues	  that	  the	  approach	  for	  applications	  for	  generic	  descriptors	  is	  
premature,	  given	  that	  the	  European	  Food	  Safety	  Authority	  (EFSA)	  has	  not	  yet	  
completed	  its	  evaluation	  of	  more	  than	  1500	  botanical	  health	  claims	  that	  were	  put	  on	  
hold	  by	  the	  EC	  over	  2	  years	  ago.	  	  

ENDS.	  

CONTACTS	  

Robert	  Verkerk,	  PhD,	  executive	  and	  scientific	  director,	  ANH-‐Intl;	  tel	  +44	  (0)1306	  646	  
600,	  email	  info@anhinternational.org	  	  

EDITOR’S	  NOTES	  

Download	  ANH-‐Intl	  comments	  on	  the	  European	  Commission	  Working	  Group’s	  
discussion	  on	  generic	  descriptors:	  
http://anh-‐
europe.org/sites/default/files/130128_ANH_consultation_input_generic_descriptors.pd
f	  

While	  generic	  descriptors	  were	  always	  factored	  into	  the	  original	  text	  of	  the	  EU	  
Regulation,	  passed	  in	  2007,	  it’s	  only	  now	  that	  the	  EC	  is	  trying	  to	  reach	  agreement	  on	  
how	  applications	  should	  be	  handled.	  	  

Download	  copy	  of	  request	  for	  comments	  from	  UK	  Department	  for	  Health	  (dated	  17	  
January	  2013,	  page	  2)	  
http://anh-‐europe.org/sites/default/files/IP_Update_Jan_2013_CWG_Final.pdf	  

	  
Whilst	  the	  ANH-‐Intl	  has	  challenged	  many	  of	  the	  suggestions	  made	  by	  the	  European	  
Commission	  Working	  Group,	  it	  has	  also	  offered	  solutions.	  	  This	  includes	  the	  use	  of	  
disclaimers	  on	  labelling	  and	  related	  commercial	  communications	  that	  leave	  no	  doubt	  in	  
the	  consumer’s	  mind	  that	  any	  health	  or	  nutritional	  claim	  implied	  by	  the	  descriptor	  has	  
not	  been	  evaluated	  by	  the	  European	  Food	  Safety	  Authority	  (EFSA).	  	  ANH-‐Intl	  also	  
proposes	  that	  conditions	  of	  use	  could	  be	  approved	  alongside	  the	  generic	  descriptor	  that	  
gave	  the	  consumer	  background	  information	  about	  the	  traditional	  use.	  
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About	  the	  ANH-‐Intl	  
www.anhinternational.org	  	  
[see	  www.anh-‐europe.org	  for	  European	  website]	  

Alliance	  for	  Natural	  Health	  International	  is	  an	  internationally	  active	  non-‐	  governmental	  
organisation	  working	  towards	  protecting	  and	  promoting	  natural	  approaches	  to	  
healthcare.	  ANH-‐Intl	  campaigns	  across	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  fields,	  including	  for	  freedom	  of	  
choice	  and	  the	  use	  of	  micronutrients	  and	  herbal	  products	  in	  healthcare.	  It	  also	  operates	  
campaigns	  that	  aim	  to	  restrict	  mass	  fluoridation	  of	  water	  supplies	  and	  the	  use	  of	  
genetically	  modified	  foods.	  Through	  its	  work	  particularly	  in	  Europe	  
(www.anheurope.org)	  and	  the	  USA	  (www.anh-‐usa.org),	  the	  ANH	  works	  to	  accomplish	  
its	  mission	  through	  its	  unique	  application	  of	  ‘good	  science’	  and	  ‘good	  law’.	  The	  
organisation	  was	  founded	  in	  2002	  by	  Dr	  Robert	  Verkerk,	  an	  internationally	  acclaimed	  
expert	  in	  sustainability,	  who	  has	  headed	  the	  organisation	  since	  this	  time.	  The	  ANH	  
brought	  a	  case	  against	  the	  European	  directive	  on	  food	  supplements	  in	  2003,	  which	  was	  
successfully	  referred	  to	  the	  European	  Court	  of	  Justice	  in	  early	  2004.	  The	  ruling	  in	  2005	  
provided	  significant	  clarification	  to	  areas	  of	  EU	  law	  affecting	  food	  supplements	  that	  
were	  previously	  non-‐transparent.	  

	  

	  


