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Summary of this submission 
I oppose health claims being permitted on sports and electrolyte drinks for the following 
reasons: 

1. The Australian Dietary Guidelines specifically include sports (electrolyte) drinks with 
other sugar-sweetened beverages as products to be limited. 

2. There is no evidence that these drinks are required by anyone doing less than two 
hours endurance activity. Those who engage in endurance activities where these 
products are required are routinely given advice for their chosen activity. 

3. For the vast majority of the population (who do not need these products), health 
claims would be misleading and potentially harmful as they can damage tooth 
enamel and contribute to obesity. 

4. Evidence confirms that consumers perceive foods and beverages bearing health 
claims as ‘healthier’ products. This is false. 

5. Permitting health claims is likely to further expand the current increase in sales of 
sports drinks. This may benefit sellers of these products, but not the public. FSANZ’s 
role is to protect public health and safety. If FSANZ agrees to permit health claims on 
these products, the credibility of FSANZ will be damaged in the eyes of public health 
advocates and the general public. 

 
Submission P1030 
Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission about health claims on sports foods 
and electrolyte drinks. 
 
My reasons for opposing the proposal are detailed below. 
 
Fitting with official guidelines 
The Australian Dietary Guidelines specifically include sports drinks among sugar-sweetened 
beverages that should be limited1. Authorities have also listed specific problems with sports 
drinks. For example, the Committee on Nutrition and the Council on Sports Medicine and 
Fitness states that “excessive caloric intake can result from routine dietary intake of 
carbohydrate-containing beverages such as sports drinks, energy drinks, or soft drinks. This 



excessive caloric intake can substantially increase the risk for overweight and obesity in 
children and adolescents and should be avoided2. 
 
Who needs them? 
Few Australians need sports and electrolyte drinks. The only proven benefits are for those 
involved in endurance sports where the events and training are greater than 2 hours. 
Endurance athletes get specific instructions about any special needs associated with their 
events and training, including when sports drinks and sports gels may be useful. They do not 
need health claims. 
 
The general population does little exercise. Indeed, 62% of do not meet the recommended 
physical activity guidelines and just 13% engage in (self-described) vigorous exercise3. Even 
among the small percentage of those who claim to do vigorous exercise, it is unlikely that 
much of this is extensive enough to require sports drinks and products4. 
 
The majority of those who use sports drinks are not endurance athletes. Users include many 
young people5

 for whom dental decay is particularly pertinent. There is no evidence of any 
advantage for use by recreational sportspeople6. In spite of this, the products are principally 
promoted to those who do not need them7,8. Such promotions have contributed to 
persistent growth in the market for sports drinks9. For the majority of the population, sports 
drinks are commonly consumed as a sweet beverage for hydration or to quench thirst, with 
no expectation of other health benefits10. 
 
Potential for harm 
Since few people need sports drinks, it makes sense to check their potential for harm. Two 
major areas are relevant.  

(a) Very real problems relate to their adverse effects on dental health due to their acidic 
and sugary natures11. 

(b) As the Dietary Guidelines established, there is also good evidence that sugar-
sweetened beverages contribute to the problem of obesity. Subsequent studies and 
reviews since the most recent Dietary Guidelines further support the obesity-related 
problems of sugar-sweetened beverages12. 

 
Although those marketing sports drinks may claim benefits for their products, two problems 
are inherent. The first concerns the accuracy of claims made by those with a conflict of 
interest. A systematic review reported that where there is a no conflict of interest, 83% of 
studies find a significant risk that sugar-sweetened beverages are a risk for weight gain 
whereas where there is a conflict of interest, 83% of studies report insufficient evidence 
that sugar-sweetened beverages are a risk for weight gain13. 
 
A second problem is that some experts claim that promotion of products such as sports 
drinks may even work against real success in sport, giving some people the idea that merely 
using these products will confer some advantage that may make training seem less 
important14. 
 
Healthier products? 



Health claims are likely to add to greater use as the public perceives foods and beverages 
labelled with nutrient and health claims as ‘healthier’ than foods without such claims15. 
 
Both health and nutrition content claims have been used by food companies as marketing 
tools to increase sales and market share16. 
 
Setting a bad precedent 
FSANZ has already established nutrient profiling guidelines for health claims. Because of 
their sugar content, sports drinks are not permitted to carry health claims. This proposal 
seeks to make an exception to the system. This creates at least two problems: 

(a) other products are also likely to request exemption from the established guidelines; 
(b) FSANZ would be seen to be putting the interests of industry above those of public 

health. This would undermine FSANZ’s integrity and reputation. 
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