ABA Advocate Summary

[ISSUE IDENTIFIER]
Issue: Food Allergen Labeling

Advocate #: adv1081

Interviewee: Paul Abenante, President and CEO

Organization:  American Bakers Association 

Date of Interview: July 2, 2002

Basic Background:

· “We represent the wholesale baking industry, well at least 80% of the industry.  Our demographics are…we have over 350,000 employees.  The work is labor-intensive, and we are chiefly concerned with FDA packaging standards.  We’re the third or fourth largest trucking industry, and we consume 60% of the domestic flour.  We’re also concerned with environmental standards, such as gas plant discharge, and with improving people’s diets.  Overall it’s a $45 to 50 billion industry.”

· “There are four public policy groups.  One, HR and safety, two, transportation, three, regulatory and technology, and four, environment.  We’ve also hired a PR firm to help us develop a strategy for food biotechnology.”

· “They [the Food and Drug Administration, FDA] want to come up with allergen labeling guidelines, but we want a standard format [for allergen labeling].  Kennedy and Lowey have companion legislation to move the FDA.  We’re not too sympathetic towards the legislation, as you can imagine.  The label changes will cost the industry millions of dollars because we’ll have to throw out old packaging, design new ones, and print up new ones.  This is tough because companies look at least six months out.”

· “Partly as a liability trend and partly to maintain consumer confidence in our products, the industry has already begun to resolve this issue on its own.  The FDA is exceeding its authority if the labels require segregation…  In the manufacturing process, if any part of one product is produced on the same production line then it would have to be labeled as possibly containing allergens even though its not in the ingredients.  Imagine a baking company that makes peanut butter cookies and then chocolate chip cookies.  They’d have to either have two separate production lines or label the chocolate chip as being potentially harmful.  This might scare people away from buying them.”

Prior Activity on the Issue:

· “The FDA has held some hearings.  They haven’t issued a ruling yet.”

· FDA hearings

· Senator Kennedy and Representative Lowey have introduced legislation

Advocacy Activities Undertaken:

· Testified at FDA hearings

· Direct lobbied nearly all MCs

· Created informal coalition of food associations and companies that meets weekly

· American Institute of Baking (a “sister” 501[c][3] research organization) has studied food allergen health risk and developed guidelines

Future Advocacy Activities Planned:

· Considering having MC introduce own legislation, perhaps by Senator Frist, an M.D.

Key Congressional Contacts/Champions:

· “[Senator] Frist.  He’s on the HELP Committee, and he’s a doctor, so that gives him a voice.  He’s considering his own legislation.”

Targets of Direct Lobbying:

· Members of House and Senate Agriculture Committees

· Members of the Hosue Energy and Commerce Committee

· Members of the Senate HELP Committee

· All senators.  “We met with Senators.  About 1/3rd agree with us and 2/3rd disagree.”

· FDA

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying: 

· All MCs

Coalition Partners (Names/participants): 

· “We have an ad hoc coalition.  We meet about once a week.  It’s us, some of our larger members that have offices in Washington, the grocery manufacturers, and the National Food Processors.”

Other Participants in the Issue Debate:

· FDA Commissioner

· Dr. Michael Jacobson, president of the Center for Science in the Public Interest

· Senator Kennedy

· Representative Lowey

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence:

· “They [the Food and Drug Administration, FDA] want to come up with allergen labeling guidelines, but we want a standard format [for allergen labeling].  

· “We’re not too sympathetic towards the legislation, as you can imagine.  The label changes will cost the industry millions of dollars because we’ll have to throw out old packaging, design new ones, and print up new ones.  This is tough because companies look at least six months out.”

· “Non-standard labels are too costly.”

· “The FDA is exceeding its authority if the labels require segregation…[and] new shipping and handling regulations.  In the manufacturing process, if any part of one product is produced on the same production line then it would have to be labeled as possibly containing allergens even though its not in the ingredients.  Imagine a baking company that makes peanut butter cookies and then chocolate chip cookies.  They’d have to either have two separate production lines or label the chocolate chip as being potentially harmful.  This might scare people away from buying them.”

· “Ultimately we trust the consumer to make intelligent decisions.  There are millions of people out there now that can read a product’s ingredients and know not to buy it.”

Secondary Arguments and Evidence: none mentioned

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence: none mentioned

Nature of the Opposition: The opposition consists of consumer protection groups that advocate more detailed labeling for possible allergens on all food products. 

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition:

· “Michael Jacobson, he’s the president of the Center for Science in the Public Interest, testified at the FDA hearings and they had really tow points.  One, current labels don’t communicate enough, or don’t communicate it in a way most consumers can understand.  Two, that the industry is not responsible for and illnesses that develop from allergic reactions.”

Secondary Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned.

Described as a Partisan Issue: Yes.

Venues of Activity:

· FDA

· Congress

· House and Senate Agriculture Committees

· Hosue Energy and Commerce Committee

· Senate HELP Committee

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers:  PA said the FDA may have another round of hearings in August or so, but was not sure.  Two bills are also pending in Congress, and Senator Frist may introduce a bill that the industry favors.

Policy Objectives and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo:  The ABA and the food industry are sympathetic towards labeling standards, but think that current legislation is too strong.  If the FDA requires labels, then they want them to be standardized.  The ABA and the coalition has stated that they will cooperate with the FDA to develop labeling standards, but do not want any legislation that binds them.

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience: not obtained

Reliance on Research: In-house/External: American Institute of Baking (a “sister” 501[c][3] research organization) has studied food allergen health risk and developed guidelines

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy: 3.

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy: 1, plus the American Institute of Baking

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets: 

Type of Membership (None, Institution, Individuals, Both): Institutions

Membership Size: “We represent the wholesale baking industry, well at least 80% of the industry.  Our demographics are…we have over 350,000 employees.”  Number of member-companies not obtained.  

Organizational Age: not obtained

Miscellaneous: none

