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Cancer Society NZ 
39 The Terrace 
Wellington 6011 
 
Front-of-Pack Labelling Secretariat 
Department of Health, MDP 707 
GPO Box 9848, 
Canberra ACT 2601, 
Australia 
Phone: 1800 099 658 
Email: frontofpack@health.gov.au  
5 June 2020  

COMMENTS ON IMPLEMENTATION PLAN FOR THE HEALTH STAR RATING (HSR) SYSTEM CHANGES 

Dear Front-of-Pack Labelling Secretariat, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the implementation of changes resulting from the 
Health Star Rating System Five Year Review. Please see comments below on behalf of the Cancer 
Society of New Zealand. Overall given the clear public health benefits for the implementation of the 
front of pack Health Star Rating system the Cancer Society NZ supports: 

- The current start date 1 October 2020 being maintained. Covid does not justify a delay to 
that date, particularly when then there is a 2-year implementation period. 

- HSR being mandatory as this will drive consumer understanding, ensure a faster uptake rate 
and over time encourage product reformulation of products so that they are healthier.” 

The Cancer Society of New Zealand (NZ) is a non-profit organisation which aims to minimise the 
incidence and impact of cancer on all those living in New Zealand. We work across the cancer 
continuum with key work areas that include health promotion, supportive care, provision of 
information and resources, and funding of research. Cancer is New Zealand’s single biggest cause of 
death1. The Cancer Society of NZ is providing comment on the front of pack HSR implementation as 
obesity is the main preventable cause of cancer after tobacco2. Food labelling regulation is one of 
the obesity reduction strategies recommended by both the World Health Organisation (WHO) and 
the World Cancer Research Fund International3. This is an effective and equitable intervention to 
help people understand more about food products and reduce the sugar, salt and fat 
manufacturers add to our food.  

The Cancer Society has previously made a number of submissions with evidence-based 
recommendations to improve the HSR nutrient profiling system. We strongly support maintaining 
the current start date and 2-year implementation period for the revised HSR system. We do not 
support delaying the start date. We support implementation of the changes as soon as possible as 
these will ensure the HSR is more strongly aligned with healthy food patterns and dietary 
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guidelines45. Delaying the revised system would further weaken the impact of the HSR as an 
effective nutrition intervention. Manufacturers do have the opportunity under this voluntary 
system to opt out if the implementation period is too prohibitive. Many HSR will not change.  Other 
products may receive higher scores and those manufacturers may want the benefit of this sooner 
rather than later. The Cancer Society feels the starting date and lengthy implementation period 
remains fair and does not think Covid 19 should be a justification to delay wider uptake. 

The current voluntary HSR system has had limited success and uptake by industry with HSR being 
skewed to foods which are already healthier67. This potentially has increased diet and health 
inequities. Māori, Pacific, and people on low incomes in NZ do not find nutrition labels and front-of-
pack labels useful possibly due to the perception that foods using a front-of-pack label are more 
expensive8. Front-of-pack labelling would work best for consumers when available on all 
products9,10. Making the HSR system mandatory will drive reformulation of all foods, healthy and 
unhealthy, and make HSR more relevant to Māori, Pacific, and low income consumers11. The Cancer 
Society therefore supports making HSR mandatory to get the full benefit and uptake for both 
industry and consumers. Therefore, we advocate for the HSR to achieve the 70% uptake target by 
2025.  

The Cancer Society aligns with the concerns of others that industry self-regulation is compromising 
the impact of this preventative health intervention1213. Industry can use food labels as a way to 
make people think the food is healthy when, in reality it’s not14,15. Current labels are not good 
enough to help people identify which products are healthy. A consistent, mandatory front-of-pack 
labelling system is needed as soon as possible.  

While this engagement does not seek input on the changes to the algorithm, we strongly advocate 
any submissions received regarding requests to change the algorithm to reduce its public health 
impact should not be considered. The Health Star Rating is only one of a handful of front-of-pack 
labelling processes worldwide that have allowed extensive involvement by industry nutrient profiling 
criteria16. We note that the World Health Organisation in its Guiding Principles and Framework 
Manual on FOP now explicitly recommends that industry engagement on front-of-pack labelling is 
kept separate from the process of developing scoring criteria. We are aware that industry will be 
involved in this submission process and will likely lobby for a delay. The Cancer Society NZ would like 
to caution the Front-of-Pack Secretariat against delaying necessary improvements to this public 
health intervention, which has already been consulted on extensively. This could potentially further 
undermine the HSR as an effective intervention. We recommend that commercial conflicts of 
interest are noted and given less weighting.  
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had an impact on the health system, including non-Government 
Organisations like the Cancer Society. During the pandemic many health organisations, including our 
own, redeployed staff to focus on the pandemic. Ensuring food labels are honest will help reduce the 
burden on health services by stimulating food reformulation, increasing availability and  
identification of healthier options17,18. Food security, or the ability to easily access enough healthy 
food every day is closely linked to nutritional dietary quality, weight, and health19. Many families and 
individuals living with economic and social disadvantage do not have equitable access to healthy 
food systems. Covid-19 has further highlighted the importance of food security20 and resilience. The 
New Zealand Government has recently announced a $32 million budget to help build food secure 
communities21. Strengthening the HSR as a further public health nutrition intervention should be of 
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upmost priority as a cost-effective way to promote a healthier and more sustainable food supply for 
all22. 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 

 
Lucy Elwood  
CEO Cancer Society NZ  
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