
The whole problem in a nutshell 
With the Nutrition Information Panel health professionals see at a 
glance if this processed food is high, medium or low in fat, saturated 
fat, sugar or salt. Front-of-Pack traffic lights pass the professional 
knowledge on to shoppers (red for high, amber for medium and 
green for low). 

  
These Kellogg Corn Flakes (sodium 720mg/100g) have six times 
more salt than the low salt foods in the Heart Foundation’s “healthy 
eating pattern” (sodium up to 120 mg/100g).  Kellogg (UK) avoid the 
embarrassment of a red light on a cereal advertised as “healthy” by 
inventing their new Front-of-Pack label, imported into Australia as 
the %DI Counter (shown below): 

Shoppers can see they get 9% of their total sodium intake for the 
whole day from a single 30-gram serving of these corn flakes if their 
daily energy intake is 8700 kJ. 

Five major flaws: 
•  shoppers decide for themselves what 9% of the sodium means— 

they get no guidance;  
•  9% is based on the maximum allowable daily intake (100 mmol 

or 6 grams of salt), which is NOT the recommended daily intake; 
•  traffic lights would tell them clearly at a glance—it means far too 

much salt; 
•  to prevent chronic disease the NHMRC recommends not 6 

grams but a maximum of 4 grams/day (70 mmol); 
•  the Heart Foundation recommends 3.8 grams/day (65 mmol) for 

treating hypertension [1], which means just 30 grams of corn 
flakes give patients with hypertension no less than 14% of the 
recommended salt limit for the whole day. 
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The new Heart Foundation medical policy on salt—Recommend low-
salt and reduced-salt foods as part of a healthy eating pattern—calls 
for a revolution in medical prescribing. Nearly all medical 
prescriptions are for drugs, but the Heart Foundation now says 
prescribe FOOD FIRST and DRUGS SECOND for 3.7 million 
patients with hypertension [1].  Sadly this advice is useless—until 
patients can identify them easily. 

Luckily the government will vote fairly soon on Front-of-Pack food 
labels. One label (traffic lights) could make it very easy for 
everybody to identify good food at a glance—low-salt foods would 
have green lights for salt, with amber lights for reduced-salt foods.  
The food industry’s label lacks this outstanding advantage. 

Why the food industry opposes traffic lights 
• when Britain invented traffic lights the food industry suddenly 
discovered that some British breakfast cereals advertised as 
“healthy” would get red lights for salt and/or sugar; 
• foods with red lights might even be banned from prime time TV 
advertising to children [2]; 
• the food industry invented a new label with no warning lights and 
started a campaign for 21 companies to ignore Britain’s voluntary 
traffic lights and use the food industry’s own label [2]; 
• the Australian Food & Grocery Council (AFGC) imported it and 
called it the Percentage Daily Intake (%DI) Counter; 
• AFGC urges its member companies to adopt it and make it the 
industry standard. 
• shoppers have to make 8 separate judgements on whether each of 
the 8 figures is high, medium or low—without ever seeing any 
guidelines. 

The government vote 
•  the government will vote fairly soon on Front-of-Pack food labels; 
•  the Nutrition Information Panel (or Back-of-Pack label) will stay for 
use by health professionals; 
•  the government will choose one of two Front-of-Pack labels to help 
the shoppers; 
• the choice is between the British government’s traffic light labels 
and %DI Counter invented by the food industry. 
•  gamblers would bet on the food industry—it usually wins [3]; 
• published evidence favours traffic lights—independent surveys 
show they are more likely to alter shopping behaviour, and shoppers 
understand them better, and prefer them [4, 5]; 
•  public health should be evidence-based, but too often government 
policy responds to vested interest and heavy lobbying [3]; 

The government’s vote will either bring medical practice into 
the 21st Century or leave Australian doctors prescribing 
nothing but drugs. 

Copies of this poster 
Sharp copies of this poster can be printed (preferably in colour) in 
any size from A4 to A0 from the PowerPoint electronic original— 
click POSTER 2009 in www.saltmatters.org  

Other breakfast flakes with less salt 
The British supermarket Sainsbury has home 
brand corn flakes with less than half the amount 
of salt (sodium 290mg/100g). Sainsbury traffic 
lights are shown as pie charts, with a fifth light for 
total energy. It looks neat, but surveys show 
consumers prefer the orthodox vertical display.   

Kellogg Just Right Original has huge sales volume (next in popularity to Kellogg Corn 
Flakes), but is so low in salt that sodium is only 30 mg/100g. Unfortunately it would get a 
red light for sugar (the NIP shows 30% sugar).  A footnote points out that over two-thirds 
of the sugar is in the fruit—sultanas make up 17% of this cereal—yet food technology 
apparently requires even more sugar.  

Sanitarium Weet-Bix is Australia’s best-selling ready-to-eat breakfast cereal. It would 
have 3 green lights and one amber (sodium 290mg/100g).  

Sanitarium Lite-Bix.  Sanitarium’s best-kept secret is Lite-Bix (sodium 20mg/100g), in the 
supermarkets since 1990, but often hidden in the health food section.  At present 
Woolworth stock it but not Coles (sometimes it has been the other way round).   Among 
patients referred to the Menzies Research Institute in the 15 years 1990–2005 the 
shoppers who were fond of Weet-Bix were happy to change to Lite-Bix and enjoy the full 
flavour of the wheat grain without additives. It is also cheaper than Weet-Bix and Weet-
Bix Kids.  

Evidence of the food industry’s own opinion of the two labels 
The Australian Food & Grocery Council urges all its member companies 
to adopt the %DI Counter and make it the industry standard—so popular 
it would seem meddlesome, unwarranted and unpopular to change it. 

Voluntary compliance by McDonald’s Family Restaurants is clear 
evidence that this company expects business in Double Quarter 
Pounders to continue as usual despite the frank admission on the Front-
of-Pack label that this single component of a single meal provides 105% 
of the saturated fat, 75% of the total fat, 113% of the protein and 73% of 
the sodium in the recommended limit for a whole day. The industry 
probably agrees with us that the alternative of three red lights (for fat, 
saturated fat and salt) would be embarrassing and might gradually affect 
shopping behaviour. 

TRAFFIC LIGHTS TELL SHOPPERS WHAT THEY NEED TO KNOW—
THE %DI COUNTER HIDES IT 
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The Australian health food company Freedom Foods makes low salt cornflakes of 
excellent flavour with sodium 77 mg/100g.   

McDonald’s voluntary 
use of the %DI Counter 
is evidence that the 
company expects little if 
any effect on shopping 
habits. 

Shoppers appear to see no 
“red lights”, no matter how 
alarming the figures are to 
health  professionals. 

Comments 
• McDonalds display only 7 percentages (fibre is optional); 
•  it may be hardly surprising that shoppers find a row of percentages 

meaningless in the total absence of any guidance. 


