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As part of the Nordic Prime Ministers’ green growth initiative, The Nordic Region - leading in green growth, the Nordic Council of Ministers has initiated a project focusing on reducing food waste in the entire food supply chain. The overall aim was to reduce food waste without endangering food safety. The project consisted of three sub projects: 1) Definitions and surveys of food waste from primary production, 2) Date labelling, and 3) Redistribution of food. This report summarizes results from a Nordic project on date labelling and practice of legislations in the Nordic countries, phase 1.

The project group consisted of representatives from Danish Veterinary and Food Administration, National Food Agency in Sweden, Finnish Food Safety Authority Evira, Norwegian Food Safety Authority, Nofima and Ostfold Research. The project had a project leader from Evira (Finnish Food Safety Authority) from the start in august 2013 until April 2014 and then taken over by a Norwegian project leader from Ostfold Research.

The goal of the project was to identify how current food labelling legislation is practiced in four Nordic countries, find out if there are any differences in how the food safety authorities interpret the legislations, and give guidelines to the food business operators. To study the above raised issues, the following activities were conducted:

• Compilation of current legislation and guidelines.

• Survey on how the industry determines the date labelling and the shelf life.

• In depth-interviews with follow-up questions of selected food companies.

The same labelling legislation applies throughout the EU and the countries that have an agreement on the European Economic Area (Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein). The legislation on general labelling and nutrition labelling is merged to a common regulation on food information to consumers (Regulation (EC) No 1169/2011). The FIC-regulation will enter force in all member states in December 2014.

The survey has shown that there are differences in guidelines and how it is practiced. The survey was web-based and 64 companies responded to the survey, representing 87 products (the survey was designed so that the companies could add response for more than one product). One of the main questions was how the shelf life is determined. Most of the companies answered that the shelf life of the products is determined by “Storage experiments in combination with microbiological and sensory analysis” (58%). Some companies also answered that “Experience from other products” (20%) and “Product characteristics” (16%) are important

After analysing the results from the survey, more questions were raised and interviews of selected companies were conducted to obtain more in-depth answers to these questions. The interviews focused on the usage of product date labels “best before” or “use by”. The “use by” label refers to both product safety and quality (microbiological), while the “best before” label refers only to product quality. The interviews were conducted for the following product types:

• Fresh milk, pasteurised.

• Cold smoked sliced salmon, vacuum packed.

• Minced beef without water and salt, MAP-packed.

• Cooked ham, MAP-packed.

• Warm smoked ham, MAP-packed.

• Ready-to-eat salad, containing heat-treated chicken.

• Ready-to-eat sandwich, containing chicken (not N).

For each product type, 2–3 interviews were conducted in each country. A total of 67 interviews were conducted. The completed interviews were compiled and documented in separate reports for each country. The interviews focused on the applications of the legislation, type of labelling “best before” or “use by” and shelf life.

• Type of data label (best before or use by)?

• Why is this date label chosen?

• How long is the durability time (days) and how is it established?

• Processing and packaging technique?

• Other concerns regarding the date labelling (durability/quality/preservatives)?

For all products, there was a major difference in the shelf life.

Fresh milk, cold smoked salmon, cooked ham and warm smoked ham had a doubling of the shelf life in days from the shortest to the longest.

Minced beef had a threefold increase from the shortest to the longest shelf life. The ready-to-eat salads and sandwiches had even larger difference, but it must be emphasized that different packing methods were used for the ready-to-eat products. Therefore, the shelf life is not comparable for these products.

When it comes to the type of labelling, the interviews revealed different use of labelling for smoked salmon, cooked ham, smoked ham and ready-to-eat products. Swedish food manufactures use the “best before” label much more often than manufacturers in the other countries. This is probably because there has been an established practise of the Swedish manufactures to only use the label “use by” if the product is included in the guidance document to Swedish labelling legislation (LIVSFS 2004:27). Both the survey and the in-depth interviews have shown that there are different ways to interpret legislation, for the choice of the date labelling. Results indicate that there is a need for a better understanding and guidance on food labelling terms, since the companies has interpreted the legislation differently.

The project will be continued and the results from Phase 1 shows the following points that may be relevant to further research.

• Identify underlying causes to different labelling and shelf-life between the food companies in the four Nordic countries.

• There is a lack of empirical data where food waste is directly linked to date labelling.

• How much does the length of the shelf life affect the amount of food waste?

• Do manufacturers want to shorten the shelf life of the product to make it seem fresher?

• Do consumers prefer products with shorter shelf life?

• Why do companies in Norway generally set a longer shelf life of their products?

• Would it be possible to harmonize of date labelling and storage temperature in the Nordic countries?

• Durability of a product after opening of the packaging.

The findings presented in this report are part of the Nordic Prime Ministers' overall green growth initiative: “The Nordic Region – leading in green growth” - read more in the web magazine “Green Growth the Nordic Way” at www.nordicway.org or at www.norden.org/greengrowth
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This report focuses on the labelling of the date of minimum durability on prepacked food, one of the reasons identified by researchers for food waste from production to consumer. It presents the results of a Nordic project carried out by researchers in collaboration with national authorities and industry. The project is financed by the Nordic Council of Ministers through the Nordic Green Growth Programme.

In recent years, great attention is paid to food waste and what can be done to reduce the amount of food waste. There have been a number of projects on national, European and global level. A joint Nordic project will strengthen the ability of the Nordic countries to influence this work. The project provides the opportunity to give common Nordic viewpoints in future work on food waste reduction, both in the EU and other international arenas.

The world’s population is increasing while natural resources are limited. A large proportion of the population is malnourished or undernourished. At the same time, we discard about 1/3 of the food produced globally. Reduction of food waste is a three-in-one gain. It increases the amount of available food, reduces the pressure on productive land and reduces the environmental impacts. In addition, it saves money for the consumers. Clear and well founded rules on date labelling and good practices in the entire food chain are of crucial importance to ensure food safety for the consumers while avoiding that food of good microbiological quality is discarded only due to the date labelling.

The project group in the Nordic date labelling project consisted of representatives from Danish Veterinary and Food Administration, Swedish Food Agency, Finnish Food Safety Authority Evira, Norwegian Food Safety Authority and Ostfold Research. Thanks to participants in the project group, the steering group and contributions from others who have provided inputs during the project.

Oslo 10. December 2014
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Bent Høie

Minister of Health and Care Services, Norway

1. Introduction
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The Nordic Council of Ministers has initiated a Nordic project focusing on reducing food waste in the entire food supply chain. The overall aim was to reduce food waste without endangering food safety. The project consisted of three sub projects: 1) Definitions and surveys of food waste from primary production, 2) Date labelling, and 3) Redistribution of food. Organisations involved in the project are food safety and agricultural authorities and research institutes in Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Finland.
This report documents the work and results concerning date labelling in subproject 2. The project addressed how the date label is determined and practiced with focus on reducing food waste. This was assessed by conducting a survey and selected interviews on what considerations Nordic food manufactures make when deciding the date mark.
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