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WHAT IS THE FOODINDUSTRY’SPUBLICRESPONSIBILITY
ANDHow WELL IS IT BEINGMET?

by
Ga6tan Lussier
Deputy Minister

Agriculture Canada
Ottawa, Ontario

In case there are some among this
audience today who think by the topic of
my address I imply a solution of sorts,
let me say, right now, that I have no
pat remedies or quick answers up my
sleeve. I am not a magician. I am the
Deputy Minister of a Department which,
for too long, has had its objectives,
its ‘raison d’?2tre’, misconstrued by the
public . The fact remains that Agricul-
ture Canada is not there simply to serve
the farming interest. It has extensive
responsibilities to the consuming sector
as well, although to some consumers, its
name often acts as a red rag does to a
bull .

And there’s no reason for that.
Consumers should know that it is Agricul-
ture Canada through its food inspection,
research and other regulatory services
that guard the interests of the consum-
ing public on food items whether they
are home grown or imported.

But consumers, in general, don’t
know about that side. They complain
that we don’t do our job, that we act
only in the interests of the farmer, and
that we don’t legislate fast enough or

hard enough when it comes to industry.
Industry says that they’re up to their
ears in government interference which is,
for the most part, useless, expensive
and confusing.

We don’t say anything, unless you
catch us on a particularly sore spot
when we may rise enough to the bait to
put out a very mild rebuttal.

Perhaps it’s time to throw a little
of that caution to the wind and try and
set the record straight. Because,
believe me, what you and I are discuss-
ing today is a topic of vital, and
fundamental importance to every Canadian,
regardless of his social disposition, or
his economic level.

What is the food industry’s respon-
sibility? As I see it, it is to supply
approximately 24 million Canadians with
a constant, high-quality , varied supply
of food at reasonable prices. I don’t
think there are many from the food in-
dustry who would disagree with that

definition, which, in fact, forms an
objective of our national food policy.

But definitions are comparatively
easy. The implementation, and the
achievement of any objective pose prob-
lems which seem to compound themselves.
Suddenly, everyone is an expert. Sud-
denly, everyone is playing semantics.
For example, what is considered reason-
able? The farmers, who are the basic
foundation of the food industry, know
what they consider reasonable, However,
between them and the consuming public
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there is a widening communication gap
with the food trade--and by that I mean
the processors, the distributors, through

to the retailers--being caught in the
middle.

Consumerism has grown, is growing,
and will continue to grow, We are all
consumers; we all pay for goods and
services of one sort or another, and we
all have a right to know that our dollars
are bringing their full value. But, as
consumers, we cannot afford to shift our
responsibility onto others. As informed
and thinking individuals, we cannot, for
example, demand lower prices at the farm
gate in one breath while deploring the
extent of government spending to sub-
sidize and stabilize the agricultural
industry in the next.

What is needed is a far greater
understanding of the complicated process
that we refer to as the food chain. And
that understanding cannot be left to
chance. It cannot be left to hit-and-
tniss reporting in the media. It must be
structured, and it must serve the purpose
of educating the consumer as to not only
the interrelationships of one sector with
another, but also as to the responsible
use of facilities and programs made
available to them by government and
industry.

The emphasis remains, and rightfully
so, on that key word, responsible. I
do not like to see the development of a
food-fad society. A society that runs
from cholesterol one moment and causes a
boom in polyunsaturates, and a drop in
butter and egg sales, only to turn its

combined cholesterol conscience off as
it becomes enamoured with fibre, rough-
age and vitamin E. This is the same
society that, when faced with the fact
that a certain substance in a certain food
can cause a certain reaction or disease,
clamors for government intervention to

remove that substance before it has
even been properly tested. When, as a
result of tests, it is discovered that
things are not as black as they were
originally painted, the same society
turns on government to disclaim, in
horror, the expense of the testing pro-
gram, or the legislation needed to
ensure the public’s safety.

What is needed is an effective
balance to be established and maintained
in the buying and eating habits of
Canadians. And for that, both govern-
ment and industry are going to have to
work together much more closely than
they have ever done before.

The food distribution industry in
Canada has a lot resting on its shoulders.
For a start, the viability of Canadian
agriculture depends on the companies
who buy, process and distribute food.
More and more farm groups complain that
the support they look for from that
sector of the food chain is not forth-
coming. Canadians, increasingly price
conscious, may not know it, but they are
usually pushing grocery carts in which
it is fair to estimate more than 50
percent of the contents is imported.

Of course, our friends across the
border have a lot to commend them when
it comes to regularity of supply,

competitive prices--because of the volume
they handle, and sophisticated packaging.
But I think it is time that Canadian
food suppliers look at themselves and
assess their own position. Are they so
impervious to the trend they are estab-
lishing? Or is it the pursuit of the
big buck which blinds them to the fact
that the more they depend on imported
goods to fill their needs, never mind
for what reason, they are establishing
a dependence on imports which, in time,
can and will erode the independence of
their own companies? What if there
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should be a short supply on any one of
those imports? Prices will rise and, it
well may be, as the supplier turns to
see what alternates are available from
the Canadian market, the erosion may
have reached such a state in that agricul-
tural sector, that no alternates are
available.

I believe in healthy competition.
I also believe in reaching a state of
healthy independence. I want to be
confident that basic Canadian needs can
be met from basic Canadian sources. I
do not want to see us relying too heavily
for any of those basic needs on anyone
other than ourselves.

Today, in Canada, we have, in com-
parison to many other countries, very
cheap food. It’s estimated that, on the
average, every Canadian spends about 18
cents of every take-home dollar on food.
Out of that 18 cents, somewhere between
4 and 5 cents is spent on meals taken in
restaurants, snack bars, and the like.
But that is the average. That means
that among the lower income groups, as
much as 30 percent, and perhaps more, of
every take-home dollar is being spent on
food . And thau is where the quality of
the food becomes all-important.

There is no question in my mind
that consumers are right when they
demand more nutrition identification.
The only thing I question is how that
information is going to be supplied and
how it is going to be used.

Is it enough merely to state nu-
trient values on cans and packages?

Will it be read and understood enough to
justify the expense it’s going to cost
the food industry? In a recent survey
in the United States, for example, it
was estimated that only two percent of
total shoppers read the nutritional la-
belling on cans, and slightly less then
one percent understand it.

I can understand an industry which has
already faced a $50 million plus price
tag on the implementation of the March
1976 labelling requirements, not being
over enthusiastic to rush into further
labelling details. And yet somehow,
with the whole question of nutrition as
one of supreme importance, the consumer
has a right to that information--partic-
ularly in today’s economic environment
when it is becoming more and more
important to know what each food dollar
buys in terms of health.

In 1974, when the Food Prices
Review Board was still active, it was
estimated in one of their reports that
a family of four could enjoy a nutritious
diet for a total of about $2,000 a year.
This was , of course, a diet that allowed
for very few frills but it was a diet put
together for the lower-income family
where every dollar counted. The same
report pointed out that families in this
category were, through sheer lack of
knowledge, spending well over $3,000 for
food which was worth, in nutritional
terms, far less.

And yet, when I see the constant
flow of slick, high-priced commercials
which sail past my eyes when I get the
chance to watch television, I wonder how
much of that advertising cost is reflected
in the price of the end article. And
how much every dollar counts. All
through those commercials I see the stress
being put on convenience,

With the tendency of women to
stay within the work force on the in-
crease, today’s food stress is on speed

and on convenience. But why shouldn’t
convenience be equated with something
other than a second-class product, when
it comes to nutrition? The traditional
egg-and-bacon breakfast has given way to
the ready-to-eat breakfast cereal with
its 50 percent and over sugar content.
Lifestyles are changing, in some cases
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women are the breadwinners--bread, of
course, full of natural fiber--and the
husband is staying at home and relying,
more often than not, on convenience
foods . If both partners are working,
the chances are that their mainstay in
life is the snack bar, a local hamburger
chain, or the frozen food counter in
their grocery store where, because of
their eating-out experiences, the trend
will be towards heat and eat foods.

The frozen food industry is respond-
ing to the growing trend. Already
freezer counters are beginning to feature
whole pizzas, fried chicken and hamburgers
bearing the familiar packing of our
largest hamburger chain.

For the shopper who just doesn’t
know, there’s not much guidance. on
television, the commercials emphasize
the speed of preparation, the ease with
which a meal is ready to serve. When
the prospective grocery buyer turns to
the pages of the local paper to check on
what supermarket is featuring what
special this week, the emphasis is on
price. Two cents off here, three cents
off there, and never a word of nutri-
tional value for dollar anywhere.

I’d like to see the industry pick
up the educational ball and develop a
program that would work to enrich what-
ever informational programs government
can develop. For example, it shouldn’t
be too costly for supermarkets to ad-
vertise a nutritional food basket for a
family of four that features their own
products, plus, perhaps, a set of menus
for the week. This way, the average
shopper, caught between pressures of job
and family, would be encouraged to buy
wisely, as well as having the problems
of family menu planning reduced.

But the shopping experience only
represents, if you like, the tip of the

iceberg. By the time the item is
sitting in the grocery cart, unless the

shopper has developed that sense of
responsibility towards his or her own
diet, then all the good intentions in
the world can be lost in the stress of
the moment.

Studies have proved that the el-
ements of good nutrition can be taught.
The method of teaching is all important.
I would like to see our whole educational
system in this country move towards
giving courses in responsible consumer-
ism, whether it be of services offered,
or goods bought. But, most of all, I
would like to see the elements of wise
nutrition taught to everyone in elemen-
tary school.

Why is it, for example, that at
that well-known hamburger stand, no
balanced meal is provided? Why is it
that pop and milk but not apple or grape
juice can be bought? Why is it that
fresh fruit is not offered, or, for that
matter, fresh salad other than the
mandatory slice of tomato and lettuce in
the hamburger.

We are all consumers and, therefore,
it is in our collective interests, to
improve not only the standards of food
but to upgrade food knowledge at all
levels. Obviously, the onus for this
must fall upon the two segments of
society most closely involved--the
government and the food industry. One
cannot work effectively without the
other. Any information program started
by the government would come to nothing
if there were no follow up at the
practical, supply level.

It is our responsibility to evolve
a balanced approach and it is my hope that
through continuing dialogue, industry
and government will be able to live up
to their collective responsibilities.
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In February, there will be a seminar
dealing with the facets of a new food
strategy. It is my expectation that
this event will mark a milestone in the
development of government-industry rela-
tions in the food sector. In the mean-
time, I think it is incumbent on us all
to remember that we are stronger if we
act together and that very little can
ever be accomplished through fragmenta-
tion.

At the moment, Canadian consumers
are getting a lot of food for their
dollar in comparison with the rest of the
world. What we have to ask ourselves is,
what is that food worth in nutritional
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terms? So far as quantity is concerned,
the industry has delivered. We, at
Agriculture Canada, through our
services which are designed to ensure
that actual quality of food sold meets
high health standards, know that the
food that is sold is fit for consump-
tion. But what about the nutritional
quality? Who is doing the short changing
there?

I think the answer lies in the
hands of industry, government and con-
sumer alike. And I think it is our
responsibility to do everything we can
to achieve a happy balance of conven-
ience, price attractiveness and nutri-
tional excellence.
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