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LABELLING OF PACKAGED FOOD 
Grievance 

MS J.A. RADISICH (Swan Hills) [9.54 am]:  There was a bit of a Shakespearian theme in the Parliament 
yesterday.  The phrase that comes to mind today is “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark”.  I am not 
talking about the town of Denmark in the member for Stirling’s electorate.  I am talking about how something is 
certainly rotten at the level of the federal government.  The front page of yesterday’s The West Australian has an 
interesting article about how the federal parliamentary health secretary, Hon Chris Pyne, is now backtracking 
and seeking to wind back the federal government’s position on the labelling of packaged foods that contain one 
or two fresh fruit or vegetable ingredients.  That is ludicrous.  It is outrageous.  Frankly, I am appalled.  The 
position that is being taken by the federal government makes no sense whatsoever.  It is completely unfounded.  
It is based on an extremely poor assessment of the facts at hand.  The commonwealth has said that at tomorrow’s 
meeting of the Australia New Zealand Food Regulation Ministerial Council, which the Parliamentary Secretary 
to the Minister for Agriculture and Food will also be attending, it will be arguing that it does not want country-
of-origin labelling to be made compulsory for packaged foods that consist primarily of one or two fresh fruit or 
vegetable ingredients but instead wants to have a voluntary code.  This is ridiculous.  What the federal 
government is actually arguing is that in the case of a can of tomatoes or a packet of peas and carrots, for 
example, consumers should not have the right to know where those fruit and vegetable ingredients have been 
sourced from.  That is outrageous. 
Mr D.T. Redman:  Will it also be maintaining that position on foods that are imported? 
Ms J.A. RADISICH:  I believe its position on foods that are imported will remain as it is.   
The Economics and Industry Standing Committee of this Parliament has gone to great lengths to inquire into this 
matter.  The committee spent nine months investigating all the issues surrounding the safety of the foods on the 
shelves in our supermarkets.  The committee made a number of disturbing findings about pesticide residues, and 
the quality and safety of foods that come from certain countries, particularly Thailand and China, and it provided 
significant evidence about that matter in its report.  However, the federal government is now saying not only that 
it does not care where our fruit and vegetable products come from, but also that it does not think consumers in 
Australia have the right to know where their food comes from.  The article states that Hon Chris Pyne has said 
that only one in 10 consumers care about where their food comes from.  The evidence provided in the report of 
the committee, which was tabled on 30 March this year, indicates that upwards of 90 per cent of consumers in 
Western Australia care about where their food comes from.  If Chris Pyne is talking about the number of 
consumers who might base their purchasing decisions on information about country of origin, that is one thing.  
However, it is totally unfounded to assert that consumers do not care where their food comes from.  The article 
states also that Chris Pyne has said that the cost of implementing these changes would be exorbitant.  However, 
the Australian Vegetable and Potato Growers Federation - AUSVEG - has said that the implementation of such 
labelling laws would cost next to nothing.  There is clearly a happy medium in there somewhere.  I believe Chris 
Pyne has got it wrong.  I must point out that I am not talking about ingredient labelling generally.  Obviously 
some highly processed products may have hundreds, or even thousands, of ingredients.  I am talking about 
products that are packaged, whether it be in a can or a bag of some description, and whose principal or 
characterising ingredient is one or two fresh fruit or vegetable products.  I am not talking about a proposition that 
would be difficult to implement.  I believe it would be very easy to implement.   
After the last ministerial council, the federal government asked Foods Standards Australia New Zealand to 
conduct an inquiry into the feasibility and cost benefit of extending country-of-origin labelling to the types of 
packaged goods that I am talking about.  The federal government did not just tell FSANZ that it should do the 
work.  It told FSANZ that it wants it to use the Centre for International Economics to do the work.  That means 
that a right-wing and very dry private economic agency will be conducting this investigation.  What is the 
commonwealth government’s caper?  What is its agenda?  Why is it scaremongering?  Why does it want to deny 
people the right to know where the food that they eat, whether that be off the shelf or in a can, comes from?  
Something is rotten; I hope it is not the food that we eat. 
The Centre for International Economics has produced a report of approximately 94 pages.  The report contains 
some very interesting comments, which, frankly, I dispute.  Everybody knows that when people go to a lawyer 
for legal advice, they can get the opinion that they want.  If they go to another lawyer, they can get the opposite 
opinion.  I am certainly not casting any aspersions on the legal fraternity; in fact, it is a fraternity in which I may 
practise in the future. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  You have covered your backside! 

Ms J.A. RADISICH:  Yes.  Precisely the same principle could be applied to economic analyses.  People can go 
to one economist and get one opinion, and then go to another economist and get the opposite opinion.  The 
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federal government quite clearly decided on the exact conclusion it wanted before engaging an economic 
organisation.  I have a copy of the report, which is available on the Food Standards Australia New Zealand web 
site, for the benefit of anybody who might be interested in looking at it.  The report essentially suggests that a 
requirement for country-of-origin packaging on these goods would cause an on-average cost increase of about 
1.4 per cent, possibly up to 14 per cent for very small low-volume producers.  It also makes the claim that 
horticultural output would be reduced by five per cent, and that the income to horticultural producers and 
workers would be reduced.  It is beyond me to understand how that can transpire as a result of simply stating the 
country of origin of fresh fruit and vegetable products. 

The report claims that the market is already catering for consumers who are sensitive to country-of-origin 
labelling.  That is not correct.  The printing on the labels of cans off the supermarket shelves states that the 
product is made from imported ingredients.  There is no compulsory country-of-origin labelling.  The market is 
not catering for demand.  The report states that there is no strong evidence of public benefit.  How does one 
assess public benefit?  Consumers have a right to know the place of origin of the food they eat.  I ask the 
parliamentary secretary to take this issue to the ministerial council tomorrow. 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton - Parliamentary Secretary) [10.03 am]:  I begin by saying that the Western 
Australian government is very clear in its understanding that country-of-origin labelling and improved labelling 
generally of foodstuffs is a priority for consumers throughout Western Australia, and indeed a priority of the 
Western Australian government. 

Mr D.T. Redman:  So you support the recommendations of the report. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  As the member knows, the government will respond in due course.  That is not the issue we 
are dealing with today.  We are trying to get the rest of the country up to the standard that Western Australia has 
now embarked upon.  The Buy WA First program is a very good example of Western Australia leading the way 
in recognising both consumer and producer interests.  It has fought very hard to establish, even on a voluntary 
basis, the code of the Buy WA First program. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  It is not working. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  It has worked better than any other program in Australia established by any other 
government.  I believe that is a mark of a government willing to take on the issue.  The proposal emerging from 
the FSANZ debate now is a step above that and is an advance on that process; there is no doubt about that.   

The member for Swan Hills has raised a very important issue, which I believe is of interest to many members of 
this chamber; that is, even the advance that is now being discussed at the FSANZ level does not enforce some 
very basic standards for labelling of whole packaged goods.  This is where Western Australia has a very real 
difficulty with what is being proposed nationally, and a very real difficulty with the use of the Trade Practices 
Act in its current form to determine consumer rights and entitlement to information.  I will give members an 
example.  At the moment if we proceed with the FSANZ standard that is now being discussed and will be the 
subject of discussion at the food standards ministerial meeting tomorrow in Melbourne, at the point of sale of a 
single tomato on a shelf it will be a requirement to identify it as either Australian or imported.  However, the 
same requirement will not apply to a tomato inside a jar or tin, with no other ingredient whatsoever; in other 
words, the moment a tomato is placed in any form of package, the requirement to inform the consumer will be 
dropped.  I believe that is the starkest example I can give members.  There will be no change in the number of 
ingredients involved in the produce; it might be transformed, but it will not be an elaborately transformed 
product.  I am using the tomato as an example.  I am talking about a fresh tomato on the shelf compared with a 
tomato contained in a tin or jar with no other ingredients.  There is a move from a requirement to identify the 
country of origin of the fresh produce -  

Mr D.T. Redman:  That is not what you said. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  That is exactly what I am saying.  

Ms J.A. Radisich:  We know what you mean. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The obligation relates to the fresh produce.  The moment it is transformed, it moves away 
from the obligation that is being proposed under the FSANZ regulations.  We do not agree with that.  We think it 
is absolutely wrong.  It is not a difficult or onerous obligation on processors, labellers or packagers if the 
ingredients are still in such a simple form.  In my discussions with the Minister for Agriculture and Food, he put 
forward the very strong view, which he has advocated for some years, that the extent of obligation for country-
of-origin labelling for fresh packaged produce should extend to up to two or three ingredients. 
Mr D.T. Redman:  That is not the position that the report has set out. 
Mr A.D. McRAE:  I am not talking about the report; I am actually talking about what will be going on 
tomorrow in Melbourne.  If the member wishes to raise a grievance about the issue he is discussing, he will be 
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more than welcome to do so, but at the moment I am responding to the member for Swan Hills, who has raised a 
matter that is up for discussion in Melbourne tomorrow.  Given that I have a minute and a half left in which to 
respond to this grievance, we should deal with the matter raised by the member. 
Ms J.A. Radisich:  Parliamentary secretary, could I ask you to explain to the house what information the 
Department of Agriculture and Food has provided to the government and retailers to enforce the changes that are 
coming into effect in June? 
Mr A.D. McRAE:  That is a really important point, and probably more germane to the issues that we are dealing 
with today.  The new country-of-origin labelling regulations are, as I have said, a significant improvement.  They 
will provide consumers with a great deal more information on the origin of food products than has previously 
been the case.  Western Australia has been a leader in the process of arguing for those new standards.  
Businesses and retailers are being provided with a phase-in period.  The first stage of the new regulations for 
labelling will come into force on 8 June of this year.  The second tranche of those regulations that deals with 
unpackaged pork product will come into effect on 8 December of this year.  The third tranche, dealing with 
packaged foods, will come in a year later; that is, on 18 December 2007. 
I have brought with me some country-of-origin labelling information pamphlets, which are now being distributed 
by the Department of Agriculture and Food.  That is being done in conjunction with local government 
authorities.  I seek leave to table those for the remainder of today’s sitting. 
[The papers were tabled for the information of members.] 
Mr A.D. McRAE:  I encourage members to look at the pamphlets.  They will see that at a state level Western 
Australia continues to lead the argument for new standards for labelling.  The government will continue 
tomorrow to argue that consumers not only demand, but also are entitled to have, greater knowledge of the 
ingredients in their food products. 
 


