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Dear Sir

I submit the following to your inquiry.  The issues are vitally important to our industry.  We would welcome an opportunity to discuss this directly with you.
Who we are:
The Queensland Aquaculture Industries Federation (Inc) (QAIF) represents all sectors of the Queensland farmed seafood industry and the Queensland pearl industry.

Our Industry
The Queensland aquaculture industry produces about $90 – 100M of produce each year.  It is a significant employer in rural and regional Queensland and is a “high value adder” delivering fresh gourmet produce to all the capital cities.

The farmed seafood sector in Queensland produces about 30% of the value of seafood produced in the State and is continuing to grow.  It is sustainable and is providing a high quality, reliable replacement for the now limited stocks available from the capture sector.

Terms of Reference

This submission reflects industry concerns relating to TOR 5 & particularly 6 below
Consider principles and approaches to achieve compliance with labelling requirements,

and appropriate and consistent enforcement.

5. Evaluate current policies, standards and laws relevant to food labelling and existing work

on health claims and front of pack labelling against terms of reference 1-4 above.

6. Make recommendations to improve food labelling law and policy.
Country of Origin Labeling at Point of Sale

Some years ago, national legislation provided for country of origin labelling for fish and produce and prepared food items from delicatessens.

Recommendation

The legislation should remain in place.

This legislation is strongly supported by our industry.   It adds value to consumers and industry:
· Consumers want to know where their produce comes from.
· This is clearly demonstrated by the significant shift in sales of Australian farmed seafood once country of origin was displayed.  This is despite a very significant price premium for Australian product. 

· Compliance costs do not appear to be high. 

· We suspect some substitution occurs, but this is not significant.  In other words compliance is good.
· Policing and deterrence costs are not high or a significant impost on retailers.

· All economists agree that a competitive market will deliver maximum consumer benefits.  But, an explicit condition for efficient markets is accurate information.  In the absence of country of origin labeling, the use of iconic Australian species names such as Barramundi for imported product inevitably leads consumer confusion.  There is good argument that country of origin labeling for seafood is providing considerable consumer benefit. 
Seafood Country of Origin Identification in Prepared Foods 
Fish for retail sale as a raw product is now required to display country of origin labelling.  This same requirement to provide accurate information is not extended to the prepared food industry, in particular restaurants, fast food shops and caterers.  When consumers see Barramundi on menus, they expect to be served an iconic Australian fish.  This is especially the case in tropical tourist Australia.  The name Barramundi alone strongly suggests Australian origins. Unfortunately, the species name Barramundi has been extended to what was formerly Asian Sea Bass.  It does not meet the same environmental production standards of Australian fish.  But it is sold as barramundi so frequently customers are being served significantly inferior imported product when just by ordering Barramundi they have an expectation of quality Australian product.  

One might argue that an informed market would adjust to such quality issues over time.  Our experience is that the market is not well informed and people do not repeat a poor eating experience. The image of the Australian industry carefully built up over many years and underpinned by quality standards and strict environmental regulation is now being severely damaged by the present lack of labelling requirements.  Consumers deserve better than this. Our industry deserves better than this.

It is likely that this problem will grow.  There are several iconic Australian fish species that are farmed for the gourmet fish trade. This includes Murray Cod and other inland fresh water species such as Jade and Silver Perch.  Red Claw Crayfish is a native fresh water species from tropical Queensland that is now farmed and features as a gourmet menu item in leading restaurants particularly in far North Queensland.  We know that brood stock of some of these animals have been exported and there are farmed industries for at least some of the species overseas. We can foresee a situation where farmed native Australian species are imported for domestic consumption.  Per se this is not a problem.  We believe freshness and Australian production systems produce a quality product that can survive in an informed market place. The problem arises because of the very iconic “Australianness” embodied in the name causes confusion.  

Europe has addressed this issue by regulating specific food names to regions or production techniques.  Champagne, Port, Roquefort , Parmigiana, Burgundy are some examples.  Some years ago we sought similar “naming rights” for some Australian species names to assist define their local production origins.   We were strongly advised that Australia would not support such a system for the use of the name Barramundi. In the absence of exclusivity we believe country of origin labelling for prepared foods is required to avoid confusion and avoid consumers erroneously believing they are being served Australian produce when it is in fact imported. 
Is this possible?  

A year ago the Northern Territory required all food outlets to provide written information on menus and other point of sale material of the country of origin of fish species used in the preparation of food. This has been well received.  Its introduction was underpinned by an education program.  The advice of Northern Territory producers is that it has been successful and there is a high compliance by restaurants.  We understand that compliance costs are low.

Recommendation
Country of origin labelling for seafood be extended to restaurant and prepared food items.

We believe our call will be strongly supported by the wild caught sector.  It is clearly popular with the public as consumers.  It will enhance Australia’s reputation as a producer of high quality food.  
Significantly, this request is being supported by the restaurant industry. Already, quality restaurants take great pride in specifying the origins and production practices of key menu ingredients.

Who will oppose it? 

Probably seafood importers will oppose it.  Why?  Because they are the beneficiaries of consumers who believe they are receiving Australian product when they order by iconic Australian species names.  
But there would not be a great compliance cost and hence there would be no significant regulatory impost by such a requirement.  Rather, country of origin labelling results in a better informed market.  The consumer benefits!
Made in Australia Packaging Labels on Seafood

The “Made in Australia”  and “Product of Australia” labelling is well accepted and generally has served consumers well.

However, this industry has examples where the use of the “Made in Australia” labelling is clearly intended to mislead and confuse consumers.

1. Imported fish labeled as “Made in Australia”

We believe that there have been cases of whole fresh fish being flown into Australia, de-headed, filleted and then sold as “made in Australia”.  This may be legal. But clearly, if it is labelled “Barramundi – Made in Australia”, the intention is to deceive the consumer about the true origins of the food they are eating.

2. Packaged Imported Fish sold as “Made in Australia”

There is a ludicrous situation where an imported fish fillet can be put in a box in Australia and then sold as “Made in Australia”. Clearly, the essential product – the fish which not only forms the basis for the product but is essentially what is being is sold and purchased actually as has nothing to do with Australia.  This is presumably legal if the “value” of the product is embedded in packaging formed in this country.  But the product that is sold does not have anything to do with Australia.
When consumers see frozen prepared barramundi in the supermarket cabinets labeled “made in Australia from local and imported ingredients” they have a right to know the country of origin of the fish used in the preparation of the product is in fact not Australia.  Perhaps the only thing Australian will be a small amount of breadcrumbs.  There is no really significant transformation of the product. 
Recommendation 
Product labels pertaining to the country of origin for seafood be required to accurately reflect the product in a way that does not lead consumers to think that the fish they are purchasing as a packaged product is Australian when it is not.

No doubt similar concerns arise with fruit juices and other products packaged in Australia using overseas sourced ingredients.

But, the problem is especially intense for our industry as the species are iconically Australian.  Orange juice is a global commodity.  Barramundi, redclaw, silver perch and ocean kings all have uniquely Australian connotations and any reasonable consumer would see “Made in Australia” for a prepared meal ready product as implying they are Australian – especially for something as basic as a piece of barramundi coated in bread crumbs.  The legislation needs better to reflect common sense.
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