
Open letter to Food Ministers’ Meeting: FSANZ decision to allow misleading sugar 
and carbohydrate claims for alcohol must be reviewed.  

 

Dear Ministers, 

Public health and consumer groups are deeply disappointed in the recent Food 
Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) Board decision that gives the alcohol 
industry the green light to use misleading carbohydrate and sugar claims on alcoholic 
beverage labels and in broader marketing campaigns.  

This decision disregards the significant harms alcohol fuels in our community and the 
scientific evidence that shows these claims can cause consumers to inaccurately 
perceive alcoholic products bearing claims as healthier and less harmful to health 
compared to the same product without claims. We believe this decision fails to meet 
FSANZ’s legislative objectives when setting food standards to protect public health and 
safety, to provide adequate information to enable consumers to make informed choices 
and, most notably, to prevent misleading or deceptive conduct. We are calling on Food 
Ministers to request a review of this decision in the interests of the health and safety of 
all Australians and New Zealanders. 

As public health and consumer groups, who work to protect the health and wellbeing of 
our community, we strongly oppose nutrition content claims that are used to market 
alcoholic products. The misleading nature of carbohydrate and sugar claims and their 
use as a marketing tool may misguide people’s ability to make informed choices about 
alcoholic products and distract them from the harms that alcohol causes.    

Alcohol is an inherently harmful substance. Across Australia and New Zealand 
thousands of people lose their lives or are hospitalised each year as a result of 
alcohol.1,2 Alcohol use is causally linked to over 200 disease and injury conditions,3 and 
alcohol is a Group 1 carcinogen, with strong evidence that alcohol use increases cancer 
risk in humans.4 Government public health advice in both nations is to limit alcohol 
intake,5,6 and all labelling and marketing standards set out in the Food Standards Code 
must support these recommendations. 

In 2017, Food Ministers originally raised concerns that sugar content claims were 
potentially misleading consumers and being used to promote alcohol as a healthier 
choice.7 The scientific evidence, including the consumer research undertaken by 
FSANZ, consistently shows that nutrition content claims about carbohydrates and 
sugars mislead consumers to assess alcoholic products bearing claims as healthier, 
lower in energy and less harmful to health, compared to the same product without 
claims.8,9,10,11  



Part of FSANZ’s decision to allow these claims appears to be due to the assessment 
that the misleading effect of the claims on consumers’ perceptions of the healthfulness 
of alcoholic beverages seen in the FSANZ research was small.12 We are concerned 
about this interpretation, given that when a small effect seen in a study is applied to the 
population, its impact can be significant.13,14 

A new analysis from Cancer Council Victoria extrapolated survey estimates of 
perceptions of carbohydrate and sugar claims15 to the wider Australian population. 
This analysis estimates that “over 8.6 million Australian recent drinkers aged 18-65 
years would mistakenly think that alcohol products labelled as low sugar or low 
carbohydrate are better for them.”16   

We believe the current decision fails to account for the broader implication of claims in 
wider marketing campaigns. This proposal, if gazetted, will allow the alcohol industry to 
use sugar claims, which are currently not permitted,17 and continue to use carbohydrate 
claims as marketing tools for alcoholic products despite the evidence showing 
consumers can be misled by them. These claims are often used in marketing 
campaigns, seemingly to position alcoholic products as a good choice for those 
focused on their health and wellbeing: for example, ‘No carbs. No sugar. No guilt.’  This 
contradicts the evidence-based public health message that when it comes to alcohol, 
the healthiest choice is to reduce the amount of alcohol consumed.  The health and 
wellbeing of Australians and New Zealanders must be prioritised ahead of the profits of 
the multi-billion-dollar alcohol industry. 

We acknowledge the extensive work on current alcohol labelling proposals, including 
mandatory energy labelling. However, the FSANZ Board's decision to allow misleading 
and often attention-grabbing, front-of-pack claims may conflict with existing alcohol 
labelling measures implemented by FSANZ and those endorsed by the World Health 
Organization.18 Essential information like alcohol content and pregnancy health 
warnings can help consumers make informed choices, while conversely carbohydrate 
and sugar claims cause consumers to inaccurately perceive products bearing claims as 
healthier, lower in energy, and less harmful compared to those without. 

We believe the FSANZ Board decision fails to recognise the significant harms caused by 
alcoholic products, does not sufficiently prioritise public health and allows alcohol 
companies to mislead consumers. We urge Food Ministers to step in and ask FSANZ to 
review its decision to allow sugar and carbohydrate claims on alcohol products, to 
protect public health and safety and prevent the alcohol industry from misleading 
Australians and New Zealanders about the healthiness of alcoholic products. 
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