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protect consumers
By Nuraina Samad Q’

KUALA LUMPUR, Mon. -
Food labelling should be done in
the public interest and not for
economic or business reasons,
Dwahathir  Moha-
mad said today.

.__ - ---- ,---.

The Prime Minister cited the
label “no tropical oil” on food-
stuff in certain developed coun-
tries as an example of labelling
for economic purposes.

He said it was not being done
as a food safety barrier because
other developed countries were
not known to exercise such con-
trol.

“There is no proof that tropi-
cal oil is harmful. They regard
tropical oil to be so and to be the
cause of heart disease. But the
consumption of palm oil in that
country is too small for it to be
the cause of such diseases
among the population,” he told a
Press conference after opening
the six-day First Asian Confer-
ence on Food Safety at the Shan-
gri-La Hotel.

Dr Mahathir, elaborating on
certain points he made when
opening the conference, said
there should be on’e safety stam
dar.d for food for the whole
woild as everyone should be
protected from consuming food
that was harmful.

“The problem we have now is
that food safety standards
differ . . . wlrlle  one country is

ready to accept a certain stan-
dard, others impose higher
standards. Sometimes the sa-
fety standards have nothing at
all to do with ensuring that food
is safe.”

The labelling of food for econ-
omic and specifically for busi-
ness interest& is a’n abuse of the
laws on labelllng. he said.

Earlier, opening the confer-
ence, Dr Mahathir said the la-
belling of food, like “no tropical
oil” in developed countries,
would not only mislead con-
sumers but question the role of
food control authorities in those
countries.

He said ingredient labelling,
required by law, was meant to
inform consumers and not to de-
ceive them.

About 490 local and interna-
tional participants are attend-
ing the seminar.

On public awareness, Dr Ma-
hathir said it was important for
both scientists and journalists
to make food issues clear to the
public.

In the final analysis, the lan-
guage used to instil food safety
awareness among the public
must be non-scientific and ac-
curate, he said.

As for the mass media, the
Prime Minister ‘said they
should be more izsponsible in
their reporting ai,d not cause
alarm with their “media out-
break”.

Dr Mahathir said Malaysia
gave priority to the importance

of safe food but added that this
did not mean it had overcome
the problems associated with
food which was not safe for con-
sumption.

He said the country was com-
mitted to doing everything pos-
sible to prevent tragic incidents
like the one in 1933 in which 13
children died.

Dr Mahathir said given the
scarcity of world resources,
priority must be given to the
never-ending process of im-
proving the provision of basic
human needs and economic in-
frastructure.

He said the safety of food was
a complex issue which affected
health authorities, producers
and consumers.

The failure to comply with
food safety standards around
the world had resulted in deaths
of many innocent victims,
losses to food companies in
terms of closures, loss of con-
sumer confidence, hospitalisa-
tion and compensation.

Dr Mahathir said that for this
reason, developing countries
had to collectively overcome
the many constraints facing
them by having adequate and
effective laws and regulations,
which needed to be constantly
updated to keep pace with
changes in social structures,
food habits, modern agriculture
and food technology.

He said there was a need for
proper infrastructure and basic

laboratory facilities to be pro-
vided and for inspection ser-
vices to be upgraded.

Besides this, he added, inter-
national co-operation was vital
for the training of human re-
sources to ensure that the im-
plementation of safety stan-
dards was effective.

Dr Mahathir said there must
be community awareness of is.
sues on food safety which must
be integrated into primary
health care systems.

Consumers, he added, had a
key role to play in ensuring food
safety as their increased know-
ledge and awareness could help
them protect themselves and
their families.

The conference is jointly or-
ganised by the World Health  Or-
gdnisation,  Health Ministry,
Malaysian lnstitutc  of Food
Technology, ihc Washingion-
based  Internatiohai  Lift
Sciences Institute (iLSIj aild
the Malaysian Agricultural Re-
search and Development, in co-
operation with the Federation
of the Institutes of Food Science
and Technology in Asean.  the
Food and Agricultural Organi-
sation of the United Nations,
ILSI Australia and the Inicma-
tional Union of Food Scicncc
a n d  Techliology  ,I-

More thai;  42 wurkrnb  -;IL;,-~;:
are being @e&eirte$ by dclc-
gates from Asia and the Pacific
region, Switxerland  and the .Un,
ited States.
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