Royal Society for Public Health response to the IPPR Environmental Justice
Commission call for evidence on nature, food and farming
The Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) is an independent health education charity, dedicated to
protecting and promoting the public’s health and wellbeing. We are the world’s longest-established
public health body with more than 6,500 members drawn from the public health community both in
the UK and internationally. Our External Affairs team develops policy and campaigns to promote
better health and wellbeing on issues including obesity, food, and healthy environments.
Our work on food and farming has developed over the past few years, and our Chief Executive,
Shirley Cramer CBE, is a Commissioner on the RSA Food, Farming and Countryside Commission.1
Food systems determine both public health and environmental outcomes, and we need a system
that prioritises human and planetary health. As an organisation we are engaging with the National
Food Strategy2 to ensure that public health and wellbeing is a focal consideration for the new food
system, alongside protecting the environment.
We know that a diet that is good for health is also good for the planet – according to the EAT Lancet
Commission,3 we should be eating less and better meat, and more plants – the ‘planetary health
diet’. Given our public health expertise, we feel best placed to respond to the sustainable food and
diets section.
How can Government (and others) champion a reduction in consumption of carbonintensive foods
and promote sustainable diets in a way that is accessible for all?
Reduction in consumption of carbonintensive foods
By carbonintensive foods we are referring more broadly to meat, highly processed food, and food
that is high in fat, salt and sugar (HFSS), as these types of food are often damaging to human and
planetary health.
Fiscal measures have proved successful and could be utilised for reducing consumption of
carbonintensive foods. The tax on cigarettes and other tobacco products has raised the monetary
cost of smoking, which is partly responsible for the reduction in smoking rates. The Soft Drinks
Industry Levy used tax as a lever to encourage product reformulation;4 although this may not have
had a direct impact on consumption, to avoid paying the tax manufacturers changed their products
to contain less sugar.5 A tax on meat, ultra-processed food, and HFSS products could either reduce
consumption by raising the price, or could encourage manufacturer reformulation to contain less
taxable elements, in order to avoid paying extra costs. The result of either outcome could mean an
overall reduction in consumption of carbonintensive foods, but this idea needs further exploration
and a full impact assessment to ensure it would not exacerbate health inequalities.
Advertising restrictions could be enforced for carbonintensive products, in a similar manner to the
current advertising ban for HFSS products during television programmes aimed at children under 16.
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RSPH supported the UK Government consultation proposing to introduce further advertising
restrictions for HFSS products on TV and online, as there is a clear link between advertising exposure
and consumption behaviour in relation to food.6 If the aim is to move the dial away from foods that
are bad for health and the environment, advertising can play a role in shifting the balance in favour
of the planetary health diet.
If we draw comparisons with smoking, labelling is another potential lever to reduce carbonintensive
food consumption. Cigarette packets are covered with warnings about harm, with an aim to reduce
smoking, and Chile has applied this model to food. In 2016, warning labels were introduced on the
front-of-pack for HFSS products, and the result has been a significant drop in sales and consumption
of beverages with these warnings7 (data is currently not available for other products). We could
adopt this style of labelling, demonstrating not only the cost to human health but also to the
environment.
Promote sustainable diets in a way that is accessible for all
A common barrier to accessing healthier food (including plant based products such as fruit and
vegetables which are also less demanding on the environment) is the price; unhealthy foods, which
are often carbonintensive, are on average three times cheaper than healthy foods.8
Consumers may need to be incentivised to adopt the planetary health diet. As part of our own
research into UK supermarkets, we found that 61% of the public want supermarkets to have more
offers on healthier products such as fruit and vegetables, while 46% want fewer promotions on
unhealthy products. Subsidies could be put in place as an aid to moving towards a more plant-based
diet.
Additionally, schemes such as Healthy Start should be promoted more. Healthy Start entitles
pregnant women and low-income parents to free vouchers for milk, fruit and vegetables and infant
formula.9 It was reported last year that 130,000 families missed out on these vouchers.10 If we want
to promote sustainable diets in an accessible way, we should begin by utilising the systems already
in place designed to achieve this.
Finally, we need to change the narrative to normalise the planetary diet, and educate on its
importance for health and the environment. We all need to be talking and acting on this; there is a
role for healthcare professionals, the Government, educators and industry to discuss having a
sustainable diet with patients, the public, children and the workforce. To have a meaningful impact
on health and the environment, this needs to be on everyone’s agenda.
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