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The Beverage Council of Ireland Position Paper

Obesity
Ireland’s soft drinks sector has consistently demonstrated a proactive and progressive commitment to health through a mixture of self-regulation, product innovation and strategic partnerships with Government and other relevant stakeholders. The sector wants to encourage responsible consumption of all its products and therefore advocates that soft drinks should be enjoyed as part of a balanced diet and healthy lifestyle.
The Irish Diet is currently too high in fat and too low in carbohydrate. According to Prof. Pat Wall, co-director of the National Nutrition Surveillance Centre at UCD, Obesity is a complex and multi-factorial issue. The emerging consensus among academics and health professionals is that responsibility is shared between Government, regulators, health professionals, schools, work places, parents, carers, the food and beverage sectors and individuals. The problem is two-fold. As a nation, we are doing too little physical activity, but also eating more than our energy requirements. Both of these issues need to be addressed.  The scientific literature has consistently shown that individuals who consume a high carbohydrate diet including sugar are thinner than those who consume a high fat diet
. Contrary to popular myth, all soft drinks are in fact fat free and account for only 2% of adults’ daily calories intake and 3% of childrens'’
. 
Consumed in moderation and as part of a balanced diet, soft drinks can indeed contribute to a healthy lifestyle due to their hydration and functional properties. A healthy diet must include adequate fluid intake of about 1.5 – 2.5 litres each day. Around 80% of the body’s hydration requirements comes from beverages and while drinking water is frequent and obvious, all beverages - juice, milk, tea, flavoured and/or sweetened beverages - are hydrating and can contribute to meeting daily hydration needs.  Consumers are more likely to drink more and stay better hydrated if they like the taste of the fluid that they drink. The soft drinks industry is committed to offering even more beverages that provide great taste, convenience and hydration. 
The soft drinks industry is continuously innovating to increase the number of new beverages with low- or no-calorie content as well as introducing light versions of existing beverages. However, given the negative effects of over-indulgence in any food or drink, the sector wants to encourage responsible consumption of all its products and therefore advocates that soft drinks should be enjoyed as part of a balanced diet and healthy lifestyle.
Obesity is broadly believed to be caused by people doing too little physical activity and eating in excess of their energy requirement. Simply put, calories in and calories out do not balance as they should. Research from the Irish Universities Nutritional Alliance (IUNA)
 shows that calorie intake across the country’s population has remained constant over the last 20 years. At the same time however, calorie expenditure has reduced dramatically as a result of lifestyle changes and less physical activity. 
Physical activity has been proven repeatedly to be key to a healthy lifestyle. However, the recent Slan Report
 highlights that nearly a third of all Irish adults lead quite sedentary lifestyles 
with either no or low rates of exercise, while the latest State of the Nations Children survey
 reports that only 55% of children are physically active for four or more days a week.

Industry Commitments
The Irish soft drinks sector is proactive in its approach to obesity. The Industry has invested heavily in product innovation and research providing choice, variety and also consumer education. The Industry has also responded to and continues to address obesity trends resulting in a rise in consumption of no/low calorie variants from 28% in 1988 to over half of all soft drinks consumed at 57%
 currently. 

The industry has introduced a wide range of voluntary initiatives, well ahead of other European countries, on important issues like labelling, consumer information, marketing, promotions, vending machines and distribution in schools. Most of these are now encapsulated in the UNESDA
 commitments which fall under the EU’s Platform for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health. 

Recently, the entire domestic soft drinks industry rolled out the Guideline Daily Amount (GDA) system, which empowers consumers to make informed choices. The nutritional composition, including the percentage of sugar, is simply depicted on each product package and allows purchasers to easily quantify calorie intake. This in turn enables individuals to buy the beverage that is most appropriate for their lifestyle and physical activity levels.

Through innovative animation tools like Liquids4Life (www.liquids4life.ie), the sector is pioneering the way in promoting fun and creative ways to educate children about healthy lifestyles. It is hoped that by convincing children of such benefits the message will filter through to parents as well. 

Going forward, the Beverage Council of Ireland is eager to work with the Government, relevant stakeholders and the public to advance new initiatives on obesity, including the follow-up of the concrete recommendations set out by the National Taskforce on Obesity. 
About the BCI

The BCI is the representative body for the Irish soft drinks sector, covering soft drink, fruit juice and bottled water products. It embodies approximately 60 companies country-wide, which in turn employ about 6,000 people in the manufacture and distribution of non-alcoholic beverages. Every year, the industry sells more than 800 million soft drinks in hundreds of different flavours, shapes and sizes through some 40,000 sales points throughout the country, generating in excess of €200 million in VAT revenue. 
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� Dr. Mary McCreery, Independent Nutritional Consultant at the Blackrock Clinic





� IUNA – Irish Universities Nutrition Alliance





� The Slan Report (2007) is a national survey of Lifestyle, Attitudes and Nutrition in Ireland and is produced by the Department of Health and Children.





� The “State of the Nation’s Children – Ireland 2008” is a report produced by the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs in association with the CSO and NUI Galway.





6 The Glass is Half Full – The 2009 Republic of Ireland Soft Drinks Market Review – The Beverage Council of Ireland/Zenith 





� UNESDA is the European industry association representing a substantial part of the total non-alcoholic beverages industry, with 28 national member associations. 
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