
 

 

 
 
 
 
Aileen Fallon 
Clerk to the Committee on Children and Youth Affairs 
Kildare Street 
Dublin 2 
 
03 August 2018 
 
 
Re: Tackling childhood obesity 
 
 
On behalf of our member companies, Retail Ireland would like to thank the Committee 
on Children and Youth Affairs for this opportunity to formally submit our response on 
tackling childhood obesity. 
 
Operating as a dedicated business unit within Ibec – Ireland’s foremost business and 
employers’ group – Retail Ireland is the leading public affairs, Government relations 
and trade representative body for the entire Irish retail industry. Our members come 
from every sector of retail, including department stores, DIY, electrical retailers, 
fashion and footwear retailers, major supermarket groups, symbol groups, and 
forecourt and specialist retailers. Tackling childhood obesity is an issue of concern for 
several our members and it is in that capacity that we make this submission.  
 
Should you require any further information, Retail Ireland and its members would be 
happy to provide it. To clarify any aspects of this submission please contact Thomas 
Burke, Director of Retail Ireland, at thomas.burke@ibec.ie or by phone at 01-6051558. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Thomas Burke 
Director 
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Re: Committee on Children and Youth Affairs - Tackling childhood obesity 
 

Introduction 

 
Operating as a dedicated business unit within Ibec – Ireland’s foremost business and 
employers’ group – Retail Ireland is the leading public affairs, Government relations 
and trade representative body for the entire Irish retail industry. Our members come 
from every sector of retail, including department stores, DIY, electrical retailers, 
fashion and footwear retailers, major supermarket groups, symbol groups, and 
forecourt and specialist retailers. Tackling childhood obesity is an issue of concern for 
a number of our members and it is in that capacity that we make this submission.  
 
The Irish retail sector is a driving force in the Irish economy employing over 295,000 
people, 70% of these jobs are outside of Dublin. The sector is also the biggest 
contributor to the Irish Exchequer, generating 22% of total tax receipts in Ireland. This 
is 66% higher than Ireland's second largest sector, financial services, which accounts 
for 13%. The Irish retail industry is a critical and positive contributor to Irish society.   
 

Role of Retail within Irish communities  

 
With a footprint in every town and village in Ireland, retail is the country’s most 
geographically and socially diverse industry. Due to this Retail Ireland member 
companies are focused on supporting customers and employees to make healthier 
product and dietary choices, through innovative healthy food product ranges, as well 
as appropriate product labelling, reformulation and targeted customer communication. 
Our members believe tackling obesity and supporting healthy choices goes beyond 
diet. Through a wide variety of CSR programmes, Irish retailers are proud to support 
staff, local people and groups through sponsorship of sports clubs, local and national 
competitions, community fun days and sports blitz’s and promoting sport in schools. 
These initiatives also often include a digital dimension. Irish retailers, in partnership 
with health professionals and other stakeholders, are using their own corporate 
websites and social media platforms to promote customer fitness and healthier 
lifestyle.   
 

Reformulation and calorie reduction  

 
Irish retailers have introduced numerous initiatives aimed at making a positive impact 
on consumers’ dietary habits. These are often tailored to different cultures, habits and 
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consumer demand patterns. These include working with manufacturers and suppliers 
to reduce salt, sugar and fat content in products where technologically possible, safe 
and acceptable to consumers and increasing the amount of ‘positive nutrients’ (such 
as vitamins and minerals) in existing products.  
 
In addition to reformulation, Irish retailers are also reacting to changing consumer 
attitudes to diet and nutrition and now offer an ever-increasing range of healthy 
options in store. Furthermore, retailers are working with manufacturers and suppliers 
to create their own healthy food ranges that contain substantially less calories than 
currently available comparable products, are nutritional and tasty. Such actions 
provide greater consumer choice and make the healthy choice more affordable.   
 
Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that ambitious reformulation and calorie 
control projects are costly and face a range of constraints such as, requiring new 
equipment, additional personnel resources, and are subject to changing EU or 
national legal requirements and food safety regulations.  
 

Guiding and informing consumers on healthy choices  

 
In recent years, consumers have become increasingly aware of the ingredients in their 
food and drinks. Retail Ireland member companies place very significant emphasis on 
the provision of meaningful and unambiguous information to consumers. It is for this 
reason that our members go above and beyond national legislative requirements in 
providing nutritional information and safe use and handling information and lifestyle 
advice on own label products and in the provision of information about the other 
products sold in store. Within stores, retailers are also drawing consumers attention 
through promotions to healthier products, portion control and making the healthy 
choice attractive and easy. Whether through colour-coded nutrition labels, nutrition 
symbols or Front of Pack Guideline Daily Amount (GDA) labels, retailers adopt 
different approaches to communicate nutrition information in an easily understandable 
way.  
 

Voluntary Code of Practice  

 
Retail Ireland’s members are committed to playing their part in tackling the obesity and 
overweight problem in Ireland and are engaging and working with government 
departments and agencies to achieve shared goals. Retail Ireland was an active 
member of the Department of Health’s Working Group in developing the Code of 
Practice for Food Marketing, Promotion, Sponsorship and Retail Product Placement. 
The purpose of these codes is to ensure that foods high in fat, especially saturated fat, 
sugar and salt are marketed, advertised and promoted in a responsible way, thereby 
reducing the exposure of the Irish population to marketing communication concerning 
these foods to exert a positive influence on healthy eating patterns. 
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Under the codes, the retail food industry in Ireland undertakes to operate the specific 
rules for retail product placement as detailed below in addition to any relevant general 
rules applicable to all codes: 
 

1. Active promotion of the consumption of 5 to 7 portions of fruit and vegetables a 
day by customers in store through point of sale materials and other online and 
offline communication platforms. 

2. Provision of meal deal offers that deliver choice for customers in order to 
promote a healthy balanced diet. 

3. Where practical, the provision of a HFSS food free checkout option to 
customers to allow the use of a checkout lane that does not stock HFSS foods. 
In retail environments with 4 or more checkout bays, a minimum of 1 in 4 bays 
should be free of HFSS foods. Other outlets with less than 4 checkouts are 
encouraged to provide 1 non-HFSS checkout, where practical. 

4. Provision of calorie labelling information in food service areas such as delis 
and hot food counters.  

 
Retail Ireland believes the focus now must be on effective roll out and implementation 
of the codes and we call on the Minister for Health to quickly bring together the key 
stakeholders to develop the promised technical guidance document which is required 
to bring the Voluntary Codes of Practice to life.  
 
It is also important to note that these new codes sit alongside and complement 
existing voluntary and statutory measures that Irish retailers are complaint with such 
as the Advertising Standards Authority of Ireland (ASAI) Code of Standards for 
Advertising and Marketing Communications in Ireland and the Broadcasting Authority 
of Ireland (BAI) General Children’s Commercial Communications Code. 
 

Food Taxes 

 
In May 2018, Irish retailers began to administer the Sugar Sweetened Drinks Tax 
(SSD tax) on behalf of Revenue, following a lengthy consultation process with the 
Department of Finance. For those retailers deemed as a Sugar Sweetened Drinks 
Supplier, the collection of this new tax has added to the cost of doing business.  
 
An SSD tax is effectively an additional tax on soft drinks, to which VAT already 
applies. The Government estimate that the SSD tax collected in 2019 and subsequent 
years will be €40m per annum1. Unlike the United Kingdom, the Irish Government 
does not plan on investing the funds raised through this tax into reformulation or 
health initiates. In the UK, all revenues raised through the levy will directly fund new 
sports facilities in schools as well as healthy breakfast clubs, ensuring children lead 
healthier lives2. Retail Ireland continues to recommend that the money accrued by the 
                                                      
1 DEPARTMENT OF FINANCE, GOVERNMENT WELCOMES EUROPEAN COMMISSION APPROVAL OF SUGAR-SWEETENED DRINKS TAX, ACCESSED 17 JULY 2018 

<WWW.FINANCE.GOV.IE> 

2 GOV.UK, SOFT DRINKS INDUSTRY LEVY COMES INTO EFFECT, ACESSED 17 JULY 2018, < HTTPS://WWW.GOV.UK> 
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SSD tax should be directed to support investment by industry into research and 
development on reformulation and health initiates to support healthier lives. To ensure 
that this new tax is meeting its stated targets, Retail Ireland recommends that the 
effectiveness of the SSD tax is regularly measured and reviewed.  
 

Beyond diet 

 
Obesity is the result of an imbalance of calories in versus calories out. Therefore, all of 
government, key stakeholders, including the Irish retail sector, need to play their part 
in tackling obesity and promoting a healthy lifestyle. The retail community is stepping 
up to the plate in this regard. For example, our pharmacy members actively work 
within stores and their communities to improve health and wellbeing and promote a 
more active lifestyle. Several stores within this category of retail provide products and 
supports to breastfeeding mothers and sell a wide range of products to support 
weaning and the transition to adult foods. Pharmacies provide a wide range of 
vitamins and nutritional supplements to complement a healthy diet in both children and 
adults. Furthermore, they support customers of all ages, to make positive changes in 
their lives, by providing services to help customers manage their weight, stop 
smoking, be more health aware and physically active. Through a wide variety of CSR 
programmes, Irish retailers are proud to support and sponsors sports clubs, local and 
national competitions and promote sport in schools. The support of such events 
greatly assists in getting children active and helping to rebalance the energy in, energy 
out equation. Without this support from Irish retailers, many of these great initiatives 
simply would not happen. 
 

Retail’s supply chain  

 

Retail Ireland is very aware of global trends in fighting obesity, a number of Ireland’s 
grocery companies are members of international symbol groups or are owned by 
global brands. Therefore, many retailers, through their supply chains, are aligned to 
international and European codes of practice to promote nutrition and healthy eating 
amongst children, while also adhering to national legislation and regulations on 
reformulation and obesity reduction targets. As two thirds of products on supermarkets 
shelves have either been manufactured in the UK or transited through the UK for 
delivery to Irish shops3, a large proportion of food sold in Ireland is manufactured to 
meet international strategies on reformulation and reducing obesity. Due to the size 
and complexities of the modern grocery supply chain, Retail Ireland believes that 
weight problems and obesity should be addressed at a wider European level in order 
to have the greatest impact. This would allow the EU and its Member States better 
access to the facts about weight problems and obesity and a common framework to 
inform this debate.  
  

                                                      
3
 IIEA, Brexit and the Distribution Sector, accessed 10 July 2018, <www.iiea.com> 
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Conclusion 

 
Through these and many other actions, our members are committed to working 
together with manufacturers, suppliers, stakeholders and government, to play our part 
in the fight against weight gain and obesity in children and adults alike.  
 
To continue this work, we believe the following recommendations should be 
considered: 
 

 Retail Ireland would like to see the money accrued by the SSD tax be directed 
to support investment by industry into research and development on 
reformulation and health initiates to support healthier lives. To ensure that this 
new tax is meeting its stated targets, Retail Ireland recommends that the 
effectiveness of the tax is regularly measured and reviewed.  

 Consumer education is key to realising lasting changes in life-style and eating 
habits. Retail Ireland would like to see a greater use of education programmes 
to support and deliver policy goals in this area.  
 

 Due to the complexity and international aspects of the retail supply chain, 
Retail Ireland believes that weight problems and obesity should be addressed 
at a wider pan European level in order to have the greatest impact.  
 

 Retail Ireland would like to see more focus on physical activity amongst school 
children and families in Ireland, as obesity trends can only be reversed if more 
active lifestyles are supported and encouraged. 

 As an industry we are committed to building on the significant achievements 
already realised by continuing our work with manufacturers and stakeholders 
to support consumers to make healthy and balanced choices. Therefore, any 
move to legislate in this area should not undermine this ongoing work, should 
complement voluntary initiatives and be outcome focused.  

 
Retail Ireland supports members to address these issues by facilitating the sharing of 
best practice and engaging with retail’s supply chain across the EU, in co-operation 
with EuroCommerce, our European Trade Association. Retail Ireland acknowledges 
that grocery retailers have a role to play in the area of health promotion and, as stated 
above, we are committed to engaging and working with government departments and 
agencies to achieve these shared goals. 
 
Should you require any further information, Retail Ireland and its members would be 
happy to provide it. In order to clarify any aspects of this submission please contact 
Thomas Burke, Director of Retail Ireland, at thomas.burke@ibec.ie or by phone at 01-
6051558. 
 


