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Thank you for that lovely introduction. I’d like to acknowledge my colleague, Sue Chetwin, 

from Consumer New Zealand. Just as the regulatory system is founded in a Trans-Tasman 

partnership, we have a really important collaboration on the consumer side and I think that’s 

a great thing for consumers in Australia and New Zealand. The question I’ve been asked 

(like the other speakers) to address is whether the food regulation system is fit for purpose, 

but to do so from the perspective of consumers. And in reflecting on that question, I guess 

I’m going talk about the food regulation system as a whole, so not just FSANZ, its role, or 

particular processes that are underway, because FSANZ obviously operates within quite a 

complex political and regulatory framework involving three levels of government in Australia 

as well as of course New Zealand.  

With that broad frame, I want to talk about three broad trends that are changing the needs 

and expectations that we have of the food regulation system and then use those to give 

some thoughts on what I think needs to change. The first trend I want to talk about is the 

fragmentation of sources of advice on food and nutrition issues, largely driven by changes in 

the media industry and how consumers receive information. In the world I grew up in, media 

consisted of TV, radio, and print. Diets were largely conveyed through magazines and 

published books. And messages that were conveyed by these channels were conveyed in 

public, which meant that they were subject to expert critic and scrutiny. Personalised advice 

came from a few reasonably well-controlled channels, primarily health professionals and the 

education system. But of course the way in which advice is conveyed in 2019 is very, very 

different. Most of the new diet fads of the past decade – paleo, anti-carb, keto, anti-sugar, 

have had a mass media element as have the fads of the past, often driven by a celebrity 

chef, or trainer, or influencer. But I would argue that this hasn’t been the main way in which 

they have spread. What has really driven engagement has been large highly engaged online 

communities, where people who don’t even know each other are engaged in exchanging 

personal tips and advice. I Quit Sugar has almost a million followers on Facebook and over 



400,000 on Instagram. That’s more than the ABC. Pete Evans has 1.5 million on Facebook 

and over 200,000 on Instagram. And these are powerful large online communities where 

people are not only receiving information from their chosen guru, but exchanging advice and 

tips on a peer-to-peer basis. And these digital channels are not just changing how people 

are receiving information, they’re also changing the pace with which behaviour is changing.  

The ketogenic diet is a great example. This diet really only hit popular consciousness in 

2018. It’s hard to find many articles on mainstream news websites from 2017 about keto, but 

in 2018, coming out of nowhere, the most popular recipe search on Google was keto recipe. 

And it’s not just social media and online communities that are driving changes in the way 

that consumers receive dietary information. There’s also a trend towards increased 

personalisation of food and nutrition advice. From upwards of 99 dollars, and you can spend 

a lot more than 99 dollars on this, you can order an online DNA test that will tell you about 

your genetic predisposition to break down or store fat along with recommendations about 

what sort of diet that you should pursue. And it’s just not shonky business models on the 

fringe on the internet that are doing this. Big business is also getting on board. According to 

Bloomberg, Nestle Japan is using AI, social media, and home DNA testing kits to create 

personalised diets for consumers. Users of the Nestle Line app submit pictures of their food 

and receive lifestyle change recommendations along with, of course, recommendations 

about which supplements they should use and specially formulated supplements as part of 

the program. Now, I don’t think it’s the role of the food regulation system to respond to all of 

these trends, but I also don’t think that the food regulation system can ignore them. We need 

to ensure that credible fact-based information on emerging trends, fads is readily available 

online. We need to be effectively regulating health claims that are made on the food 

products, something that we do very poorly still. And with the growth of the supplements 

market, our food and therapeutic goods regulators need to be effectively regulating the 

margins between the food and therapeutic goods industries.  

The next trend I want to talk about is the fragmentation of food supply chains, which has 

come up briefly in the earlier presentations. And again here, digital technology is 

transforming the way in which we find, receive, and consume food. Nielsen reports that the 

online grocery market has grown 25 percent in the past year and while much of the growth is 

driven by large items such as pet supplies and beverages, there is also steady growth in 

fresh produce and fruit. But we’re not just doing our traditional grocery shopping through a 

new channel, we’re also buying different types of products―the food product is changing, in 

particular, through the growth of meal kit deliveries businesses like Marley Spoon and 

HelloFresh. Marley Spoon co-founder, Fabian Siegel, told fund managers in February this 

year that his business was selling about 400,000 meals with recipes a month in Australia 

through 2018. Nielsen research indicated that about 1.5 percent of Australian households 

had made a purchase through HelloFresh or Marley Spoon. And if our market followed the 

same trends as the US market, we could expect that to grow to one million Australian homes 

in the next 12 months.  

It’s not just on a large scale we’re seeing a shift in food products and how they’re being 

supplied. Channels like Facebook are also creating opportunities for much smaller 

businesses. Just using my local area as a test case within the last two weeks, I’ve seen 

posts to local Facebook groups by home-based businesses selling things as diverse as 

spanakopita, Chinese dumplings, and Mexican meals. Now, these are all great innovations if 

they’re hitting consumer needs, but they do create significant challenges for our traditional 



approaches to food regulation, which are largely formed upon the notion of people either 

eating out in restaurants or buying their food through traditional bricks and mortar grocers. 

And I don’t think we’re doing enough to think about how we adapt our approach to food 

safety and nutrition to these new channels. So, how do we help a consumer compare a pre-

packaged or semi-prepared meal bought at a major supermarket to a recipe suggestion that 

comes with a meal kit? How do we translate our thinking on front of pack labelling, which is 

largely formed on the basis of people looking at things in the supermarket aisle to an online 

shopping experience? And how do we guide and police the health claims that are made 

around new types of products such as home delivery meal kits?  

The final trend I want to touch on, which is perhaps the most important for regulators and for 

the system as a whole, is the decline of trust in major institutions. This is not unique to the 

food industry. It’s an international trend. Rachel Botsman wrote extensively about it in her 

book, “Who Can You Trust?” which was published in 2017, and she pointed to a few major 

reasons for this shift. One is a sense of inequality of accountability that people haven’t been 

punished when really bad things happened such as during the global financial crisis. The 

second is declining trust in experts. The third is the way in which technology is creating 

online echo chambers in which our own views and fears are reinforced. This trend has also 

been remarked by the Edelman Trust Barometer, which has been measuring trust for many 

years. A decline in trust in institutions across government, media, businesses, and NGOs 

has been reported in recent years. And in its most recent report, 2019, they found that only 

one in five people internationally felt that the system was working for them. But as Rachel 

Botsman argues, it’s not a net decline in trust that’s going on. It’s actually a transfer of trust, 

so a transfer of trust away from major institutions towards the crowd. People are placing their 

trust in peers, most often people they don’t even know but who appear to share some sort of 

affinity as a result of the communities within which they move online.  

This has really profound implications for our system of food regulation, which in many ways 

depends on trust in major institutions as sources of reliable information. We can no longer 

assume that just because our message comes from an institution that we describe as trusted 

or a government agency that people will believe it. As a live example, some of you may have 

noticed the campaign that’s currently running in relation to Health Star Ratings 

commissioned by the Department of Health. I’ve been tracking it on Facebook over recent 

weeks and I’ve been reading some of the comments. Just a selection of some of those I’ve 

seen in the last week, somebody called Lynnette said: “The companies that pay the most get 

the best star ratings”. Another Lynne said: “Strawberry jam has two stars. Honey only has 

one. Doesn’t generate a lot of faith in the star system”. Another person related a story about 

how her family likes to play a game where they go down the breakfast cereal aisle and try 

and guess which of the sugary cereals has the highest and most absurd level of stars. These 

sorts of comments are consistent with CHOICE research which has found that although 

awareness of the system is growing, only 57 percent of consumers trust it. And I know the 

recently published draft report reported that levels of trust are growing, but my concern is 

that we may have actually created a significant segment of consumers who are just never 

going to trust the system and we won’t be able to win them back. So, this signals we can’t 

just assume trust. We’ve got to work actively to build it and we’ve got to avoid making 

decisions in the design of regulation systems that actually undermine trust, because once 

you’ve got it, it’s very, very hard to win back.  



So they’re my three broad trends. Just briefly I’d like to make some observations about what 

I think needs to change in response to them, and I think there are three things. First, the 

system needs to move faster. I did notice Robyn mentioned the ministerial priority about an 

agile and responsive food regulation system and I think that’s exactly what we need. And 

that includes getting better at responding to changes in consumer needs and behaviour. I 

spoke earlier about the growth of the anti-sugar movement. Well, of course, there’s been a 

parallel process within government that could’ve responded in part to rising consumer 

interest in sugar. Obviously, the Blewett Review recommended in 2011 that added sugars be 

labelled separately. Acting on that advice would be consistent with the World Health 

Organisation advice. But some eight years later, we’re still waiting for any significant action 

on the issue. The last public communiqué from the Forum on Food Regulation in October 

last year said that ministers noted that it remained an important issue and a timeline for this 

work will be provided to the next Forum meeting. Meanwhile, consumer interest in sugar 

content in foods continues to grow and you get this widening of the gap between what 

consumers are interested in and what the system is delivering for them. So we need to be 

able to move faster, especially where there’s a strong alignment between consumer interest 

and public health evidence.  

I acknowledge that that’s not FSANZ’s fault. It’s not a job just for FSANZ because it operates 

within a complex system, but it does require, I guess, a consistent approach from 

stakeholders, all of us, to actually try and help the system to move faster, because 

otherwise, there is that risk that it becomes increasingly irrelevant.  

The second thing I think needs to change is that our institutions need to be better at 

engaging with the crowd online. Now, this is not an easy thing, particularly in a world of 

celebrity chefs, trainers spruiking diet programs, cookbooks, or diets that at best have a 

spurious evidence base, or at worst, are outright dangerous. It’s also a world of paid 

influencers―makes it very hard. And I think it’s challenging for regulators or public servants 

to engage directly in online conversations because to do that will often require a tone of 

voice that’s very hard to adopt when you have a public role. But I think there is still a role that 

the regulators and government bodies can play. Producing factual, engaging, shareable 

material is one of the best ways. You don’t have to actually be a protagonist in the debate 

yourself as a regulator, but providing material that individuals engaged in online communities 

can use is one way to ensure that there are at least some facts in the debate, facts from a 

reliable source. And I don’t see enough evidence of government public agencies thinking 

about their role in online communities in this way.  

Finally, to come back to the issue of trust, we need to approach big debates and big 

decisions in the system in ways that engender and build trust rather than undermining it. 

Most of the criticisms of the Health Star Rating scheme embedded in those comments I 

referred to a moment ago have got a bit of truth about them. They reflect compromises in the 

way in which the scheme was implemented, the way in which the algorithm was designed. 

And while to some extent the consensus-based approach to Health Star Ratings was one of 

its strengths, I also think it was one of its greatest weaknesses, because it led to decisions 

like the “as prepared” rule which allowed Milo to give itself 4.5 stars. That was always going 

to do damage to trust in the system.  

So, in an age where consumers are inherently suspicious and don’t trust the system, we 

need a system to look out for their interests, with regulators, government bodies that are 



deeply engaged in the science, driven by fact rather than a drive for consensus, willing to 

stand up to industry to ensure outcomes that reflect the best nutritional advice. I think we’re 

at a really interesting inflection point. Consumers are engaged in decisions about food, food 

sourcing, nutrition, what they eat, and where it comes from more than ever. And the 

challenge for the system is to respond to that interest by meeting consumers where they are, 

providing fact-based information that responds to rapidly changing needs. So, this is a huge 

opportunity to help consumers in the advancement of public health. We just need to make 

sure that we get it right. Thank you. 
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