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Briefing Note for Policy Makers, February 2010

Maximum Permitted Levels – consumers need your support!


1. The Food Supplements Directive

The Directive* was finalised and Published in the Official Journal in May 2002. At present it deals with vitamin and mineral supplements (with provision for extension to other categories in the future). The two key areas are:

a. It establishes lists of permitted nutrients and nutrient sources. 

b. It provides for the setting of maximum permitted levels at which such nutrients may be present. 

Despite welcome interventions by Ministers, the outcome will be the removal from the UK market of thousands of safe and popular products unless there are substantial positive developments.

2. Maximum Permitted Levels

Article 5 of the Directive provides that maximum permitted levels (MPLs) for nutrients will be set taking into account several factors. That process first required European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) to produce a report on the maximum safe level of intake for each nutrient.  

EFSA’s work is complete. The EFSA figures have gone to the Commission, which will use them as the starting point for producing a list of proposed maximum permitted levels for nutrients in supplements. The figures will then be considered by the Member States in Standing Committee.

So the commission will produce figures based on safety as the UK is asking?

No. The Commission will start with the Upper Safe Level and “risk manage” that figure downwards to take into account nutrients present in other food sources, including those added to fortified foods. It will also “take into account” the “population reference intake” (the daily amount established as necessary for avoiding disease of nutritional deficiency, nothing to do with safety or optimum nutrition). The Directive does not define what “take into account” actually means, giving the Commission considerable flexibility. The Commission should follow the scientific risk assessment model produced by expert industry scientists from the trade bodies ERNA and EHPM.

Is this all speculation and years away?

No. The fact is that the process is already well underway and must be influenced now. The Commission has published consultation papers and continues with a programme of meetings with all 27 Member States to discuss the setting of dose levels. The Commission is expected to come forward with specific proposals for Maximum Permitted Levels in the very near future. 

Latest news from the Commission is that doses will be set at low levels and that the UK can expect to lose access to higher potency supplements as the price to be paid for achieving the single market.

3. So what happens now?

The Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, must honour the commitment made by the previous Prime Minister to use all political influence to persuade the European Commission and his counterparts in other Member States to safeguard our higher potency supplements. This is a priority.

The UK Food Standards Agency has agreed to find a solution that permits the continued availability of higher potency supplements on the UK market. The new Minister, Gillian Merron MP is supporting that effort, but there is little evidence so far of success on the part of the Agency in persuading either the Commission or other Member States to support its position.

4. What Can our Elected Representatives do to help?

a. Please ask the Minister immediately to redouble the UK’s efforts to achieve an acceptable outcome. 

b. Please write to the Health Commissioner in Europe, asking her to ensure that safe and popular higher potency food supplements remain easily available to consumers:

Commissioner John Dalli

Health and Consumer Protection Directorate 
EUROPEAN COMMISSION 
DG Health and Consumer Protection 
B-1049 BRUSSELS

5. Where can I find out more?

Consumers for Health Choice

Southbank House, Black Prince Road, London SE1 7SJ

Tel: 020 7463 0690

www.consumersforhealthchoice.com  

* http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2002:183:0051:0057:EN:PDF


