
Energy Labelling of Alcoholic Beverages 
 
Notes from Workshop held by Ministry for Primary Industries, Wednesday 5 July 2017  

Attendees 
• New Zealand College of Public Health Medicine – Rachel McLean 
• Rosie Pears, Principal Policy Adviser, HPA 
• DB Breweries - Amber McEwen, DB Public Affairs  
• Spirits New Zealand - Robert Brewer, Chief Executive 
• Advertising Standards Authority – Hilary Souter, Chief Executive 
• Dietitians New Zealand – Jane Wyllie  
• Alcohol Healthwatch – Dr Nicki Jackson, Director 
• Mary-Ann Carter, Manager Nutrition and Physical Activity, HPA 
• Lion Breweries - Sara Tucker, Lion Public Affairs 
• Fruit Wine and Cider Makers of New Zealand – Mark Atkin 
• Countdown Supermarkets – Tim Carroll, Merchandise Manager for Liquor 
• Dietitians Board - Sue Domanski, Registrar 
• Dr Harriette Carr, Deputy Director of Public Health 
• Activity and Nutrition Aotearoa – Alison Pask, Health Promotion Manager   
• New Zealand Winegrowers - Nicola Crennan, External Relations Director 
• New Zealand Food and Grocery Council - Carole Inkster 
• Consumer New Zealand - Olivia Wannan 

General comments 

• A general comment was made as to why there was a focus on obesity in the draft 
discussion document, and the link between obesity and consumption of alcohol. More 
research is needed into what consumers want, and gaps need to be identified, as well as 
whether the provision of this information would lead to behaviour change. Industry know 
(from its own research) that there is a connection for consumers between sugar and 
energy, but not alcohol and energy. A broader education campaign is needed, in order to 
drive consumers to look at a label for the information. However the label should not be 
looked at in isolation as a solution.  

• Each different stakeholder group indicated that the information provided needs to be 
meaningful for consumers. More research is needed on the best ways to reach 
consumers. The limited information available shows that many don’t read or understand 
labels.  

• It is likely that different approaches are needed to reach different groups of consumers, 
including age groups. For the young adult population off-label information is likely to be 
most effective an example of which is an education campaign on YouTube. The energy 
icon from the Health Star Rating (HSR) that is used on non-alcoholic beverages could be 
worth investigating. However, some general consumer evidence, not specific to energy 
labelling, exists that consumers like to have information at point of sale and do not go 
elsewhere to look for it. 

• It was noted that for industry, the impact of any intervention goes beyond Australia and 
New Zealand. Given that many New Zealand wines are exported and the significant 
proportion of alcohol sold in New Zealand is imported, there is a strong wish that any 
approach taken in Australia and New Zealand would align with global requirements to 
avoid having to have different approaches to different markets.  
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• For example the EU Commission has invited in March 2017 the alcohol industry to 
develop, within a year, a self-regulatory proposal aiming to provide information on 
ingredients and nutrition of all alcoholic beverages and the New Zealand industry is 
looking to see what these proposals might be. 

• Others noted that a law doesn’t necessarily solve the issue, it also needs a compliance 
scheme.  

Status Quo 

• Public health groups noted that the continued exemption for alcohol from Nutrition 
Information Panels means a lack of information for consumers. We are pretending that 
alcohol is an energy free drink when it is not. There needs to be a good reason to 
continue the exemption for alcohol and this is not evident. In addition, nutrition content 
claims imply alcohol could be a healthy product. Consumers have changed since the 
exemption was given so maintaining the exemption for alcohol without a current reason 
is not acceptable for public health stakeholders. In addition, alcohol harm (and 
regulation) is a wider government issue. Is alcohol a drug, or a food?  

• Industry noted that there is a large amount of space used on a label for little provision of 
information (i.e. mostly ‘zero’ values in the Nutrition Information Panels (NIPs)) and 
prescriptive technical requirements. They questioned the value of this. Industry also 
noted that currently there is a calculation required by consumers to determine energy 
from alcohol as the NIP, if on the label, gives the total energy and does not specify the 
energy from alcohol in the product. However, it is not known if consumers want 
information regarding total energy or the energy from the alcohol. They could be more 
interested in the energy in total in a product – not alcohol itself, and may view sugar as 
more harmful. More research could be needed.  

• There also needs to be general consumer information available beyond product labels to 
inform consumer of the inherent energy in alcohol. Industry are likely to have more 
information on websites in the near future if status quo remained. Labelling is an 
outdated medium and there is a need to future-proof the way the energy information is 
provided. However, it was noted that those consumers that read labels do want to know 
the energy content of alcohol products, and giving the information on a label is enabling. 

• DB/Lion Breweries are placing voluntarily NIPs on beer as their research shows that 
consumers want this information on labels. There are increasingly more NIPs in the 
spirits category - including some RTDs through Diageo. There is a marketing advantage 
to alcohol companies who do provide nutrition information. However in order to have the 
NIPs, the testing is rigorous and costly. Craft brewers are potentially not large enough to 
absorb the costs.  

• It was noted by some that the likelihood of unintended consequences is low and limited 
to a marginal proportion of the population who are knowledgeable on the topic already, 
and those consumers are able to find the information currently even without it being on 
the label of the product. However, some unintended consequences of putting standard 
drink information/ alcohol content information on labels include young women eating less 
food to allow for alcohol; and higher illicit drug use (noting this was largely speculation).  

Regulation  

• It was noted that regulation is a level playing field for all and a mandatory approach could 
be an incentive for industry to formulate products with less energy / lower alcohol. 
Regulation would force the change through quicker. 

• It was noted that a different way of mandating a statement of energy for alcohol should 
be explored - i.e. not a NIP but a declaration of energy. Industry also noted that the 
requirement for a NIP if a product makes a claim should be decoupled from a NIP.   
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• The main messages to date from Government have been from overconsumption from 
alcohol. If this labelling can reduce alcohol intake it will be a good outcome. Would this 
intervention drive behaviour and would separating out alcohol as source of energy on the 
NIP contribute to the desired outcome? Ideally it should be a mixture of mandatory and 
industry initiatives. There is potential high level of cost but there are parallels with similar 
products, e.g. small juice (non-alcohol) producers are required to provide a NIP.  

• The cost of labelling is high – is this the best spend for the desired health outcome, i.e. 
will people read the label? E.g. 25,000 labels are needed to get economies of scale, and 
industry could need to change a label every 6 months to accommodate this. In addition, 
time from production to the shelf can get up to five years for some wines. However, 
different testing schemes could help with costs – e.g. testing for alcohol content and then 
calculating energy rather than testing for energy which is expensive. A threshold of 
production before it becomes a requirement could be a useful option (low production = 
low impact on population). There is also a NIP calculator tool on the FSANZ website 
which can help offset costs.  

• The cost impact to industry of having to provide information on energy level (no matter 
by what means it is done) depends largely on the level of accuracy required. Testing of 
the batches are a significant cost to producers and a huge barrier for producers who 
produce small volumes. Consideration should be given to an approximate or a generic 
value.  

• Regulation most likely won’t capture on-licence sales, so is unfair on labelled product. 
However, it was noted that this anomaly exists anyway, as alcohol served in bars and 
restaurants is not required to be labelled with alcohol content.  

Co-regulation/ Self-regulation/voluntary 

• Industry noted that there can be elements regulated by government, then the rest left up 
to industry. The ideal co-regulatory model is where best practice is defined, with as much 
standardisation as possible, but it is not compulsory. Those who do not comply are 
therefore not up to scratch in the eye of the consumer, and therefore there is an 
incentive to comply. The HSR system is a successful example.  

• Technology is in development – e.g. applications for consumers to calculate calories 
from energy content. This should be incorporated as part of any standard or guidance 
material.  

• Industry noted that voluntary approaches work because there is peer pressure within the 
industry, and strong guidance from industry organisations has been shown to be 
effective (for example pregnancy warning labelling uptake). Industry is willing to work on 
voluntary approaches because they are often consumer driven which is the incentive for 
industry. A benefit of voluntary approaches for industry is that they generally allow for 
more flexibility and the impact on industry is smaller. 

• The industry noted that the threat of regulation will drive initiatives and Government 
should not underestimate the power of industry to self-regulate. For example, industry 
has limited alcohol content of Ready to Drink (RTD) under a Code of Practice, and 
retailers then will not sell this product if it does not meet the Code of Practice. Millions of 
litres of alcohol will be removed from supply this way.  

• If there are voluntary rules, this disadvantages ‘best practice’ industry, i.e. those that will 
abide by a voluntary scheme. Public health groups noted that only the major players will 
comply and it would not cover the whole market. For smaller players, there would be a 
trade-off between the volume produced verses actual impact on consumption. The view 
of public health bodies is that self-regulation does not work.  
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• There is also frustration at the slow speed of implementation if left as voluntary. There 
are concerns from public health stakeholders on the speed of adoption of 
self-regulatory/voluntary schemes by industry, and the delay this causes for consumers 
to have access to the energy information. There are examples from the past, such as the 
HSR, that the speed of adoption is slow. Mandatory regulation would force the change 
through quicker. 

• There are advantages of a self-regulatory model, as each member is watching other 
members and will complain. The Advertising Standards Authority is made up of 
representatives from advertising, retailing and media and if there is a breach, retailers 
can be informed and the product will not be sold.  

• If a voluntary scheme is not enforced, it is worthless. A robust process around 
compliance is needed (either MPI or industry based). The ability of consumers to make a 
complaint and be upheld is what is important.  

Other non-regulatory interventions 

• Other sources of information such as in-store information and information on websites is 
all thrown into the pot internationally. There is a potential market advantage to be seen 
as responsible and provide this information. 

• Diageo has Smart Labels (accessed via smartphones) and this could be the way of the 
future for lots of labelling information. Smart Label is not a replacement for an actual 
label, but industry wants the freedom to pursue this. This means information to 
consumers can change faster, and mitigate costs of label change.  

• It was noted that there is no label or information for consumers who consume 
unpackaged alcohol. However others noted that standard drinks and alcohol content are 
mandatory on labels, but not mandated in hospitality environment (i.e. not unusual for 
this disparity). In addition, if energy information was ubiquitous on packaged products; 
this will raise awareness in other settings. There is energy information provided on fast 
food menu boards in both America and Australia, which has parallels. 
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