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food & the fine print
it looks fresh and might even taste fresh, but is the food you buy safe, ethically sourced and 

as nutritious as it seems? holly davis deciphers the complex messages found on food labels.

health.

We might prefer to shop at farm  
gates and growers’ markets but mostly  
we rely on local shops and supermarkets. 
conflicting advice and an overabundance 
of choice is at best confusing, and at  
worst downright depressing. Bold 
marketing statements about a product‘s 
benefits might encourage us to choose 
one brand over another, but what are 
the healthiest choices? reading labels 
is a good idea, but how much do we 
understand what we read? Which labels 
are worth looking and lobbying for and 
which ingredients alert us to leave an  
item on the shelf? here is some practical 
advice for navigating the aisles.

What’s in the bag?

Q  When the item is labelled  
Certified biodynamic or Certified 

organic, what am i buying and can  
i trust it really is what it says?
Biodynamic is the highest-grade organic 
produce. As much as possible, everything 
used in the growing process comes from 
the farm and biodynamic farmers use 
specialised preparations to create the 
richest, most fertile soil.

if an item bears one of the seven 
certification labels, (shown far right) you 
can trust it was grown and produced 
according to strict certification codes  
that support animal welfare and 
sustainable farming practices. certifiers 
are scrutinised by an independent  
auditor from the Australian Quarantine 
and inspection Service, which is run by  

the federal government. Anyone 
convicted of breaking the codes risks 
heavy fines and possibly jail.

the label also means all animals have 
free ranged on biodynamic or organic 
pastures. No genetically engineered 
inputs, antibiotics or other synthetics are 
allowed. certified produce and packaged 
goods must contain 95 per cent certified 
ingredients. the remaining five per 
cent allows for the use of conventional 
ingredients that are not available in  
biodynamic or organic form, such as 
sea salt and some spices. this is not 
perfect, but 95 per cent is still a significant 
contribution to our health and the planet’s. 

i usually buy biodynamic or organic 
meat, butter, grains, root vegetables, soft 
leafy greens, stone fruits, berries, grapes, 
apples and pears. i only buy biodynamic 
or organic chicken, eggs, milk and, as  
i use the zest, citrus fruits. 

Q do free-range hens really  
roam freely? 

A Choice magazine report in June 2008 
stated many free-range eggs sold in 
supermarkets come from flocks of up  
to 120,000 birds and these eggs may 
come off conveyor belts. hens might be 
housed in huge sheds with openings to 
the outside, but there is no guarantee 
they will ever find their way out.

eggs in cartons bearing the Free 
range egg and poultry Association of 
Australia symbol (www.freerangefarmers.
com.au) are guaranteed to come from 
hens that are free to roam in unfenced 

paddocks during daylight hours; there are 
no more than six hens per square metre 
(if there are more than 4,000 birds on the 
property); grass is plentiful so they can 
graze and forage and in times of drought 
they are grain fed. these hens will not 
have been de-beaked so they can graze 
naturally; they lay in straw-filled nesting 
boxes and eggs are collected by hand. 

Free-range eggs are commonly 
reported to contain more folic acid, 
vitamins e, d and B12 and carotenes, 
though Choice magazines study showed 
minimal difference. What i’m certain about 
is that fresh eggs from free-ranged birds 
have better texture, colour and flavour. 

the code of practice established by 
the Australian egg corporation, which 
represents more than 90 per cent of all 
egg producers, says the ‘best before’ 
date must be no more than five weeks 
after the date of laying. in a large-scale 
investigation, Choice reported finding 
many eggs for sale with more than five 
weeks remaining. they see an urgent need 
for a clear national standard of the label 
Free range and tighter regulation. Choice 
would also like to see the USA practice 
introduced, whereby eggs are stamped 
with the date they are packed.

Q  What does the label hormone  
and antibiotic free tell me?

the animal was not fed growth-promoting 
hormones and does not contain antibiotic 
residues. there are 12 antibiotics 
permissible in Australia that act as growth 
promoters. to be labelled Antibiotic ph
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Free the animal must not be treated 
for a designated period before it is 
slaughtered. growth hormones have  
not been given to Australian poultry  
since the 1960s and antibiotics given  
to hens do not affect eggs. 

to be sure no hormones or antibiotics 
have ever been administered you will 
need to buy certified Biodynamic or 
certified organic.

Q  Why should i look for the 
fairtrade label?

purchasing products labelled Fairtrade 
supports the socio-economic 
development of disadvantaged producers 
who may otherwise be exploited. A cup  
of coffee or a bar of chocolate tastes a 
whole lot sweeter knowing the grower 
received a fair price and working 
conditions. look for this label on an 
increasing number of items including 
bananas, coffee, tea, cocoa, chocolate, 
sugar, fruits, nuts, oils, seeds and grains.

Fairtrade labelling organizations 
international (www.fairtrade.net) 
coordinates Fairtrade labelling globally, 
sets Fairtrade standards and campaigns 
for changes in the rules and practices of 
conventional international trade. in 2008 
the organisation benefited approximately 
1.5 million workers and farmers in 59 
developing countries across Africa, Asia 
and latin America. you can strengthen 
your support by asking your suppliers 
about the origin of foods they buy and  
by requesting Fairtrade products. 

Q  how do i know if a food  
contains gluten?

Anyone shopping for someone with an 
allergy or intolerance to gluten – a protein 
found in wheat, rye, barley and their 
relatives such as spelt and triticale – can 
rest assured that anything labelled gluten 
Free is safe for them to eat. 

A product labelled Wheat Free may 
contain other grains with gluten, or  
by-products such as malt, malt syrup,  
malt extract and malt vinegar.

look out for any of the following as 
they usually indicate grains containing 
gluten have been used: stabilisers, starch, 

flavouring, emulsifier, and hydrolysed 
plant protein.

the label gluten Free does not 
necessarily mean the product is a healthy  
option. it is still worth reading the list of 
ingredients to see what you are getting. 

Q  i eat sugar free foods to  
control my weight but have  

heard the artificial sweeteners some  
of these foods contain can cause  
health problems. What should i buy?
check the type of sweetener used and 
look out for the inclusion of starches  
that will raise the calorie content.  
choose foods that contain natural  
sugars over products with added  
sugars. Natural sugars are those 
contained within an ingredient, such  
as the sugars in fruits, and are not  
added as separate ingredients. Added 
sugars will be listed as an ingredient  
and you will see them on the label as 
syrups, malt extracts, concentrated  
fruit juice or words ending in ‘ose’. 

it is true that several artificial 
sweeteners are associated with health 
risks. i don’t buy foods with ingredients  
i don’t know and would eat a small 
amount of a naturally sweetened food 
before consuming these. Better still, buy 
sun-dried fruits. one or two dates will 
satisfy the sweetest tooth and provide 
valuable fibre and nutrients.

 

Q  if i see no artificial Colours,  
no artificial flavours, or  

no preservatives i assume it’s a 
healthier option, but is it? 
A product that does not contain one  
may easily contain the others and even 
when it says it is free of them all, it is  
worth looking to see what else it does 
contain and in what proportions. Anything 
that is free of artificial flavour, for instance, 
may be loaded with added fats, salt  
and sugars. Salt and sugars are also 
excellent preservatives, so it’s always  
worth checking a preservative-free  
product too. A product that promises  
no artificial colours can be loaded with 
corn syrup and other sugars, or many 
other less-than-desirable ingredients. 

Labels to look for...

Australian Certified 
Organic and Biological 
Farmers of Australia; 
ww.australianorganic.
com.au and www.bfa.
com.au.

Australian Quarantine  
& Inspection Service; 
www.aqis.gov.au.

Bio-dynamic Research 
Institute and 
Demeter Bio-dynamic 
Agriculture; www.
demeter.org.au.

AUS-QUAL Ltd;  
www.ausqual.com.au.

National Association 
for Sustainable 
Agriculture Australia; 
www.nassa.com.au.

Organic Food Chain;  
www.organicfood 
chain.com.au.

Tasmanian Organic-
Dynamic Producers 
Inc.; www.tasorganic 
dynamic.com.au.

Safe Food Production 
Queensland; www.
safefood.qld.gov.au.

Fairtrade Labelling 
Organizations 
International;  
www.fairtrade.net.

Free Range Egg and 
Poultry Association  
of Australia symbol;  
www.freerange 
farmers.com.au.
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Q Will foods labelled Light,  
Low fat, and fat free help  

me to control calories?
Not necessarily. A label saying light means  
the food must contain at least 25 per cent 
less fat than the full-fat version; low Fat 
means it must contain a maximum of 3g of  
fat per serve; Fat Free means a maximum  
of 0.15g of fat per serve. Beware of thinking 
these products are a healthier choice, 
which may lead you to eat more of them. 
Flavour is carried by fat, so frequently 
these foods contain lots of refined sugars 
and starches to make up for the missing 
fats. i prefer to eat the more satisfying  
full-fat options and eat less of them! 

Q Which additives in particular 
should i look out for? 

these 10 additives are among those  
linked to serious health complaints. 
102 tartrazine A colouring linked to 
hyperactivity, skin rashes, migraines, 
thyroid problems and chromosome 
damage. Banned in Norway and Austria.
123 amaranth A colouring linked to 
hyperactivity, asthma and eczema. Found 
in fruit spreads, ice-cream, processed fish 
and confectionary. Banned in US (1976), 
russia, Austria, and Norway.
151 brilliant black bn and pn  
A colouring linked to bowel disorders, 
hyperactivity and asthma. Banned in  
US and much of western europe.
282 Calcium propionate A preservative 
known to cause behavioural and learning 
problems, skin irritations, headaches, 
migraines and asthma. Found in fruit  
and vegetable juice, spreads, drinks, 
noodles and mayonnaise.
320 butylated hydroxyanisole  
An antioxidant asthmatics and aspirin-
sensitive people should avoid. causes 
metabolic changes and accumulates in 
body fat. Found in dried milk products, 
nuts, instant mashed potato and bubble 
gum. Banned in Japan in 1958 and not 
permitted in foods for infants and children.
407 Carrageenan A thickening agent, 
linked to ulcerative colitis and damage to 
immune system. Not suitable for infants 
and young children. Found in infant 
formula, baby food and dairy products.
621 Monosodium L-glutamate (Msg) 
A flavour enhancer linked with asthma, 
hyperactivity, depression, mood changes, 
sleeplessness, nausea and migraine. 
mSg has also been linked with infertility, 
convulsions and abdominal discomfort. 
Found in take-away foods and highly 
processed frozen meals.
635 disodium 5 / ribonucleotides  
A flavour enhancer that can cause itchy 
skin rashes, hyperactivity, sleeplessness 
and mood changes. Asthmatics should 
avoid. Banned in some countries.
952 Cyclamates or cyclamic acid  
An intense sweetener. tests on rats 
revealed links to testicular and embryo 
damage. Found in tinned fruits, spreads, 
chewing gum, soft drinks and sauces. 
Banned in Uk and US in 1970.
967 Xylitol An intense sweetener derived 
from the birch tree. has been linked to 
diarrhoea, stomach upsets and tumours  
in animal tests.

A label worth lobbying for: Genetically modified
Australians do not currently have the opportunity to make the most informed 
decisions about whether to consume these controversial foods. The first crops 
of genetically-modified (GM) canola were planted in early 2008 and have quietly 
entered the food chain. Loopholes in our existing laws mean some GM foods are 
exempt from labelling. For example, canola oil – a common ingredient – made 
from 100 per cent GM canola does not need to be labelled as ‘Genetically 
Modified’. The law states a GM food or ingredient does not have to be labelled 
as such if there is no trace of novel DNA and/or protein in the finished product 
and it does not have different characteristics, such as nutrition or cooking time, 
to its conventional counterpart. The refining process used to produce canola 
oil removes all trace of canola DNA and protein. The Greenpeace True Food 
Guide (www.truefood.org.au) lists foods containing GM ingredients. Its ratings 
are more stringent than Australian labelling laws and reflect the use of highly 
processed GM-derived ingredients and animal products from animals feed with 
GM stock feed. If you want to see Austrlaian labelling laws changed, visit  
www.truefood.org.au to lobby the Food Standards Australia and New Zealand. 

What to Consider 
before you shop 
• choose quality over quantity and buy 
food that’s been grown in well-nourished,  
chemical-free soil; you will be supporting 
the planet and everything living on it. 
• eat a balanced diet that includes plenty 
of vegetables; you will have less need for 
processed products. 
• distinguish between food and food-like  
products. All food is eventually perishable.  
in a supermarket, most of the perishable  
foods are found in the perimeter aisles. 
• if nutrients need to be added it’s 
because the naturally occurring nutrients 
have been destroyed. 

books and Websites
Read The Label: The Complete  
Guide to Buying the Best Food in  
Australia by Judie davie (random  
house, $25.95).

The Chemical Maze: Your Guide to Food 
Additives and Cosmetic Ingredients  
by Bill Statham (possibility.com, $15.95).

In Defence of Food: The Myth of  
Nutrition and the Pleasure of Eating  
by michael pollan, (penguin Uk, $32.95).

For a complete list of food additives,  
visit www.foodstandards.gov.au.  ■

if nutrients need to be added it’s 
because the naturally occurring 
nutrients have been destroyed.


