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Comments of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association on the FSIS Proposed Rule on Nutrition Labeling of Ground or Chopped Meat and Poultry Products and Single-Ingredient Products.
We appreciate the opportunity to provide our comments.  Producer-directed and consumer-focused, the NCBA is the trade association of America’s cattle farmers and ranchers, and the marketing organization for the largest segment of the nation’s food and fiber industry.  

The beef industry has always supported information at the meat case that tells its complete nutrition story and helps consumers make educated purchasing decisions.  In fact, the beef industry in partnership with other organizations led the charge in developing the original Nutri Facts program for the grocery meat case before there was a requirement to do so even on a voluntary basis.  

Consumer research conducted in June 2001 shows 43 percent of American consumers are currently aware of nutrition materials for fresh meat and believe the information provided is useful.  Moreover, consumers report using the nutrition information for meat more frequently than for fresh fruits and vegetables, which also abides by a voluntary program, and only slightly less often than packaged foods, which have been governed by mandatory nutrition labeling for more than a decade.

NCBA supports the rule as proposed by FSIS that would:

· require nutrition information on labels of all ground or chopped meat and poultry products while allowing for the continued use of readily identified % lean/% fat nomenclature.

· make mandatory the existing voluntary program (providing the option to list the nutrition information either on the product label or on point-of-purchase materials) for the 45 commonly consumed major cuts of single-ingredient fresh meat and poultry.

However, based on recent research we have conducted with consumers, we suggest some modifications to the proposed rule, most notably in broadening the list of required nutrients on the Nutrition Facts label for meat and poultry products.

Beef’s Nutrient Profile

A three-ounce serving of lean beef contributes less than 10 percent of calories to a 2,000-calorie diet yet supplies more than 10 percent of the Daily Value for nine essential nutrients.  
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According to government consumption data, beef is the number one source of protein, zinc and vitamin B12 in the American diet, and the number three source of iron after fortified cereals and breads.  Additionally, according to definitions outlined in the 1990 Nutrition Labeling and Education Act, beef is an excellent source of protein, zinc, vitamin B12, selenium and phosphorus, as well as a good source of niacin, vitamin B6, iron and riboflavin.

Role of Beef’s Nutrients to Health

Protein
Of primary importance in the growth and development of all body compounds, including growth, stamina, muscle strength and infection resistance.   

Zinc
Needed for growth and repair of tissue, utilization of vitamin A, production of insulin and testosterone.  Zinc protects the body from infection and plays an important role in cognitive development and memory.

Vitamin B12
Found exclusively in animal foods, helps maintain healthy nerve and red blood cells and is needed to make DNA.

Selenium
Acts as an antioxidant to protect cells from damage that may lead to cancer and heart disease.  Also is essential for normal immune functions.

Phosphorous
Of particular importance for bone strength and enabling enzymes and many B-vitamins to function.

Niacin
Helps body control blood glucose and provides energy.  Helps to maintain healthy skin, nervous tissue and digestive track.

Iron
Contains the most efficiently absorbed form of iron, heme iron.  Important for the production of energy and cognitive development.  The Centers for Disease Control has identified iron as the #1 nutrient deficiency in the United States.

Vitamin B6
Helps to metabolize protein into energy and glycogen into glucose for muscle tissue.  Plays a role in the production of insulin and hemoglobin.

Riboflavin
Essential for cell growth and reproduction and making red blood cells, maintaining body tissue and a healthy immune system.

And yet, few Americans know the nutrient density of beef.  NCBA’s consumer research shows consumers are not aware beef is an important source of micronutrients such as vitamin B6, vitamin B12, zinc and niacin.  

Moreover, USDA’s Continuing Survey of Food Intakes by Individuals, 1994-1996, data shows that a large percentage of the population failed to meet 100 percent of the 1989 RDAs for key nutrients readily available in beef.  Nearly 41.5 percent of all zinc consumed comes from the meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs, and nuts food group.  Beef is the number one source of zinc in the diets of Americans, contributing 25.7 percent, and its bioavailability is more than four times greater than high-fiber breakfast cereal.  Zinc deficiencies can have a detrimental effect on brain function – specifically attention span, learning ability, short-term memory and problem-solving skills.  

Iron is another nutrient of public health concern, and iron deficiency remains the most prevalent nutritional deficiency according to the Centers for Disease Control.  CSFII data shows nearly 8 million women and 700,000 toddlers are iron deficient, which is concerning given iron’s role in growth and development.  Childhood nutrition researchers have found that even mild, short-term deficiencies of iron and zinc may impair mental acuity and should be a priority to ensure normal growth and development.

To illustrate the importance of this issue, following is a review of various age groups showing the percentage of Americans with diets that are inadequate in vitamin B6, vitamin B12, iron, and zinc.

PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION GROUPS WITH DIETS 

INADEQUATE IN VITAMINS B6, B12, IRON, AND ZINC


Vitamin B6
Vitamin B12
Iron
Zinc



Children 5 years and under
30.5%
1.7%
41.1%
72.2%

Males 6-11 years
33.1%
2.3%
20.2%
57.8%

Females 6-11 years
46.3%
6%
39.1%
69.6%

Males 12-19 years
46.2%
7.5%
16.9%
65.3%

Females 12-19 years
57.4%
26%
72.3%
76.1%

Males 20-59 years
51.3%
11.4%
13.6%
65.1%

Females 20-59 years
64.4%
29.4%
67.5%
81.3%

Males 60 years and over
58.2%
14.2%
18.0%
80.5%

Females 60 years and over
63.3%
29.5%
40.7%
87.1%

CSFII, 1994-1996.  CSFII, 1994-1996, was evaluated based on 1989 RDAs.  While new RDAs are available, CSFII data using the new RDAs is not available.

Nutrient inadequacies of iron, zinc and the B-vitamins among Americans is a significant issue, as demonstrated in the above chart, and the importance of making consumers aware of this, as well as ways to obtain these nutrients in their diets, cannot be understated.

When red meat is removed from the diet, intake of these important nutrients typically decreases.  The contribution of meat to the nutritional quality of the diet in 504 young adults was observed in the Bogalusa Heart Study.  The percent of young adults meeting two-thirds of the RDA for vitamin B12, niacin and zinc was greater for those in the upper quartile for meat consumption compared to those in the lowest quartile.  Additionally, in studies of young adults on diets with and without animal products, and on self-selected diets with and without animal products, results show that diets containing animal products are more likely to contain adequate amounts of essential nutrients including protein, niacin, calcium, zinc, vitamin B12, selenium and iron.

Additionally, high-quality protein is in increasing demand in the aging population to maintain muscle strength, which contributes to seniors’ ability to live independently, and help the body fight infection.

NCBA cautions FSIS against making mortality assumptions, such as the ones that appear in the proposed rule, based on only one part of meat’s nutrient content.  While diets high in saturated fat and cholesterol have been associated with risk of chronic disease, meat has never been shown to cause such diseases.  In fact, there is a considerable body of research that confirms lean red meat’s role in cholesterol-lowering diets.  The most recent of these studies, published in the June 2000 issue of the Journal of the American College of Nutrition, showed that both lean red and lean white meat are similarly effective in reducing LDL cholesterol and raising HDL cholesterol in Step I diets.  There are eight cuts of lean beef; six qualify for the FSIS “lean” designation and two qualify as “extra lean. “  Additionally, contrary to conventional wisdom, we are not overconsuming foods from the meat group.  Based on CSFII 1994-1996, Americans eat 2.6 ounces of red meat each day (.8 ounces of beef), which is well within the 5 to 7 ounces recommended in the Food Guide Pyramid.  

There is a considerable amount of professional consensus that total lifestyle choices, rather than single foods, have the greatest impact on health.  Given that the nutrients found in meat are difficult to obtain from other food groups, are inadequate in many populations and are essential to health, we believe meat’s role in a healthy diet is irrefutable.  

Consumer Research on Nutrition Information for Fresh Meat Products

Focus group research conducted in April 2001 by Shugoll Research for NCBA, the Food Marketing Institute (FMI), and National Pork Producers Council (NPPC) explored consumer needs, behavior, and preferences for nutrition labeling and demonstrated that consumers want to see nutrition information on fresh meat products.  While information on fat content, calories per serving, cholesterol, and protein in meat is important to consumers, focus group participants also deemed micronutrient information of interest.  In follow-up quantitative research conducted in June 2001 with a nationally representative group of 730 Americans, 41 percent of consumers feel it is important to have information on vitamins, and 32 percent feel it is important to have information on minerals.

It is no surprise consumers are more aware of meat’s fat, saturated fat and cholesterol given that the past 25 years of public health messages have focused largely on the reduction of these nutrients.  Continued oversimplification and overemphasis of fat and saturated fat, however, means consumers often eliminate important foods and food groups rich in essential nutrients that are difficult to obtain in the diet from other foods.  

Nutrition information and labeling programs are only useful if they inform consumers of the major nutrient contributions each food makes in the diet.  After all, the philosophy behind nutrition labeling is to provide consumers with information about the foods they eat so they can make informed decisions.  Only telling half of a product’s nutrient story, at best, communicates very little and, at worst, is misleading to consumers.  Consumers have the right to know – and want to know – beef is one of the principle sources of protein, iron, zinc, vitamin B12, niacin, and vitamin B6 in the diet.  Each plays an important role in promoting good health. 

Consumers agree.  In the April 2001 focus groups, there was consensus among all respondents that:

· American consumers have a right to know the micronutrient values found in fresh meat products

· The Federal government has an obligation to provide micronutrient information to the public

· Meat producers, manufacturers and retailers should be willing to disclose the information

This labeling rule should provide consumers with comprehensive nutrition information.  In addition to the currently required nutrition information, it is important that on-pack and in-store materials include the essential micronutrients found in meat.

Today’s Nutrition Facts panel is required to list nutrients such as vitamin C, vitamin A, and calcium that clearly are not available in meat.  However, the panel does not require zinc and B-vitamins.  Labeling of zinc and the significant B-vitamins found in meat should be required – not voluntary - in the label ruling for meat.  They are necessary for good health and difficult to obtain from foods other than meat. 

In the June 2001 quantitative study, consumers said they were much less interested in knowing which nutrients have levels of zero percent in fresh meat.  Given a choice of two draft label executions, consumers preferred more than 3 to 1 the label that included meat’s micronutrients to the label listing only the currently required nutrients.  In fact, 60 percent of frequent label readers most preferred this label treatment.

Our research also shows there is an assumption among consumers that if a nutrient is not listed on the label, then the value of that nutrient in the product is zero percent.  Full disclosure of the nutrients provided in foods is considered more credible and trustworthy among consumers.  Consumers believe that nutrition information empowers them to be smarter shoppers and make more informed product choices.  It also allows them to monitor their health and the health of family members more effectively.  Therefore, any nutrition information program for fresh meat needs to provide consumers meat’s significant nutrients that are important to health.

Ground Beef Labeling and % lean/% fat Nomenclature

We believe the proposed rule for labeling ground beef and poultry products (on-pack label and continued use of % lean/% fat) would create the most informative and clear consumer communications.  Consumers need to be able to identify the ground meat they’ve been buying for years by the name they have been using to identify the product. 

According to a nationally representative telephone survey conducted initially in 1994 and again in March 2001, 34 percent of consumers use the name of the cut (ground chuck, ground sirloin, ground round), and 23 percent of consumers use % lean/% fat indicators to identify the ground beef they purchase.  

In the 2001 research, when asked the meaning of the phrase, “% lean/% fat,” the participants’ most common response (40 percent) was that the phrase indicates the fat percentage or fat content (not grams of fat or Daily Value). This is not unlike the 1% and 2% nomenclature used to identify milk.  When asked what information they use to determine the fat content of ground beef in the grocery store, 57 percent said it was the name or label on the package of ground beef and 17 percent named the nutrition label, which is available in some supermarkets already.

Consumers clearly understand the % lean /% fat nomenclature indicates the fat composition of ground meats.  Consumers use this nomenclature to quickly and simply differentiate between ground meats.  In our research, consumers were able to discern that a product labeled 70% lean / 30% fat has a higher fat content than a product labeled 80% lean / 20% fat. No research participant, either in 1994 or 2001, associated the % lean/% fat nomenclature with % Daily Value.  During this time (from 1993 to 2000), 90% lean ground beef grew 34 percent (pounds per households), 80% to 89% grew 6 percent and less than 80 percent declined 19%.

The marriage of the % lean/% fat nomenclature with a Nutrition Facts panel will benefit consumers.  With the current nomenclature, consumers will be able to continue to differentiate ground meat by its name and composition. The addition of the Nutrition Facts panel on ground meat will allow consumers to determine how a serving of ground meat fits into their overall diet.

The beef industry recognizes that a mandatory labeling program could create labor and equipment challenges for the retail and packing industries as well as significant accuracy challenges as it relates to meat ground from trimmings at the store level.  While the beef industry wants consumers to have nutrition information about its products, we urge FSIS to work with the retail industry to find the least disruptive and most cost-efficient way to implement the rule, including a phased-in approach.  For beef ground at the store level, we would encourage FSIS to consider allowing retailers to make a statement such as “not more than 25% fat” for a 75% lean/25% ground beef product that respects the analysis limitations behind the meat counter. 

Labeling of Ground Meat and Poultry Products versus Single-Ingredient Fresh Meat and Poultry

The beef industry wants the nutrient contributions of beef communicated to Americans simply, clearly and accurately. 

Because ground meat products have greater consistency and uniformity in their composition, such as how much fat versus lean is contained in a product, retailers can create a standard, on-pack label that provides accurate, reliable nutrition information.  Several supermarket chains already include full Nutrition Facts labels on their ground beef products.  

On the other hand, there are several inherent variabilities with whole muscle cuts (such as steaks and roasts) that would make it extremely difficult to create an on-pack program that is simple, clear and accurate.  

For instance, there are 156 cuts of beef, each having up to four trim levels and five potential grade classifications, which would require more than 3,120 different labels to identify nutrition information for beef alone.  When fresh veal, fresh pork, and fresh lamb are added, the total number of labels jumps to 3,333.  Add in the number of poultry cuts – skin on, skin off – and the numbers continue to increase.  For the consumer this would be endlessly confusing: Labels on cuts identified by the same name but with a different grade or trim will list entirely different nutrient data within the same meat case.  Differences among retailers create further consumer confusion.

Moreover, a label on these whole muscle cuts may do these cuts an extreme disservice.  These labels would represent what was in the package, not what a consumer may choose to eat, since many consumers remove the skin or trim the fat from their meat and poultry.  Unlike ground meat products – not to mention every other packaged food – the benefit of fresh whole muscle meat is that consumers can see and remove the fat from their food.  For beef, simply trimming external fat from a steak or roast may reduce the total fat content by an average of more than 50 percent.
Therefore, point-of-purchase materials that provide government-approved averages are the most effective way to ensure useful and accurate nutrition information for single-ingredient fresh meat and poultry in today’s marketplace.  Doing so also prevents the possibility that the cost associated with a vast number of labels would be passed on to the consumer.  Point-of-purchase materials such as brochures and posters are the simplest way for consumers to use the information in the manner they wish, which is to be able to easily compare various cuts of meat and poultry.

Using the USDA database for all analysis of whole meat cuts is preferred as a means of compiling information into a central location, since it will provide a standard set of numbers and nutrient content for products. This approach is best for a number of reasons.  First, it provides consumers with consistent information.  Consumers will see the same information on point-of-purchase materials and posters in the meat department across different retailers and begin to truly understand the nutrient contributions of meat to the diet.  It also simplifies the burden on the industry and the government, which will be monitoring the program for compliance and accuracy.  The beef industry believes this “averaged” data is appropriate for point-of-purchase materials because consumers expect the data provided on a poster or brochure to be an official average.  These “averages” are not appropriate on-pack, however, where consumers justifiably expect a label to accurately define the exact nutrient content of that package. 

Naturally, a well-designed point-of-purchase program will help consumers use the information.  The only way to assess whether a design is readable and understandable is to test point-of-purchase materials with consumers.  We urge FSIS, before making a decision regarding design, to work with industry to consult with consumers on what they find useful in point-of-purchase materials.
Conclusion

America’s cattle producers want consumers to be fully informed about the important nutrients meat, and in particular, beef offers.  Beef contributes valuable nutrients to the diet, including protein, zinc, iron, vitamin B12, selenium, phosphorus, niacin, vitamin B6 and riboflavin.  For this reason, the beef industry believes on-pack and point-of-purchase materials should include meat’s essential nutrients.

The beef industry supports the continued use of % lean/% fat because consumers understand this nomenclature for what is – a name based on composition – and use it to make their ground beef selections.  The addition of a Nutrition Facts panel will allow consumers to determine how a serving of ground meat fits into their overall diet.  We urge FSIS to work with the retail industry to determine the least disruptive, most flexible way to accomplish this nutrition information goal.

The simplest, clearest and most accurate way to convey nutrition information for single-ingredient, fresh meat and poultry is to make mandatory the current voluntary program.  Labeling individual whole muscle cuts would require more than 3,300 different labels. This would further confuse consumers as well as inaccurately represent the consumers’ ability to control the fat content of these products.  Moreover, point-of-purchase materials such as brochures and posters are the simplest way for consumers to use the information in the manner they wish, which is to be able to easily compare various cuts of meat and poultry.

Thank you for your time and consideration.  NCBA is available to provide additional information, and we look forward to the Department’s final rule.  

Sincerely,

Jay O’Brien
Mary K. Young, MS, RD

Chairman, Nutrition and Health Committee
Executive Director, Nutrition

National Cattlemen’s Beef Association
National Cattlemen’s Beef Association
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