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The New Zealand breakfast cereal category is
dynamic and responsive to consumer preferences

Madam
We write this letter in response to a short communication
entitled ‘The nutritional quality of New Zealand breakfast
cereals: an update’, published in the December 2017
issue of this journal(1). There are a number of
misrepresentations of the New Zealand breakfast cereal
category in the communication that need to be addressed
by the authors.

Breakfast cereals contribute valuable nutrients to the
Kiwi diet
There is a statement in the introduction of the commu-
nication that many breakfast cereals are ‘energy-dense and
nutritionally poor’(1). This statement cannot be sub-
stantiated. In fact, many, if not most, ready-to-eat cereals
are nutrient rich, containing 25% of the recommended
dietary intake for many B vitamins, folate and Fe. Break-
fast cereal is one of the best sources of dietary Fe for both
Kiwi adults and children(2,3). It is also well known that
breakfast cereal eaters have higher nutrient intakes than
those who skip or eat other foods for breakfast(4). They are
also more likely to meet their fibre targets(4). Many ready-
to-eat cereals, oats and muesli products are high in whole
grains and often contain nuts and seeds, which further
contribute to their intrinsic nutritional value.

The communication also states that many cereals in the
New Zealand market are high in fat(1). There are very few
breakfast cereal products in the market that would qualify
as ‘high in fat’, for which there is no criterion for mea-
surement in New Zealand. The highest mean fat content in
Table 1 in the communication is for muesli at 16·5% or less
than 8 g per 45 g serving. In addition, less than one-third of
the total fat is coming from saturated fat, indicating the use
of non-saturated sources of fat by manufacturers.

Cereal manufacture and labelling are regulated under
the Australia New Zealand Food Standards Code
The introduction to the communication also implies
that there is no governance of breakfast cereal
manufacture or labelling in New Zealand other than under
Standard 1.2.7 in the Australia New Zealand Food
Standards Code(1):

‘There is no regulation of formulation, labelling or
promotion of breakfast cereals in NZ. However, Food
Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ)

implemented Standard 1.2.7 in 2016, which requires
that health claims be present only on foods meeting a
Nutrient Profile Scoring Criterion (NPSC) score of <4.’

This is not the case for regulation in New Zealand. The
nutrition labelling of all breakfast cereals in New Zealand
is strictly regulated under Standard 1.2.8 of the Code(5). In
conjunction, the addition of vitamins and minerals is
regulated in Standard 1.3.2 and there are other stipulated
requirements for cereals in Standard 2.1.1. There are fur-
ther requirements which manufacturers must meet for
allergen warnings and advisory statements as well as the
use of novel ingredients. What is more, not all cereals are
required to meet NPSC as part of Standard 1.2.7. Since
nutrient content claims are governed under this standard,
and do not require a passing of the NPSC.

Mean energy, total fat and saturated fat are not reliable
indicators of the healthfulness of the category
The increases in mean total fat and energy in flakes and
muesli shown in Table 1 of the communication would
not come as a surprise to many working in food devel-
opment in the cereal category. The use of ingredients with
more whole grains, nuts and seeds is evident across
the category, largely due to innovation. This would
explain increases in energy, total fat and saturated fat in
products that were generally low in fat and saturated fat to
begin with. In fact, when it comes to flakes, puffs and
bubbles, there is little opportunity to increase fat in
these products other than with the addition of nuts, seeds
and wholegrain clusters. Growth in granola and muesli,
which are largely oat based and incorporate nuts and
seeds, is also evident with the New Zealand market
showing 30% growth over the last 5 years(6). The addition
of coconut to many cereals, which is also based on
consumer demand, contributes to the fat and saturated fat
contents.

Therefore, an increase in the mean energy, total fat or
saturated fat content of the category is not a reliable
indicator of a negative change in healthfulness. In fact, if
anything, the ingredient profiles of many cereals have
been improved with the use of more whole ingredients
having healthier fat profiles.

With respect to changes in protein in this category,
it is not realistic to look for significant changes in a cate-
gory that is largely grain based. The addition of nuts can
help together with soya crisps and pea protein, but this is
likely to be in a small group of variants. It is therefore
unlikely that protein in this category will shift very much
over time.
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A bowl of breakfast cereal is physically unable to exceed
daily nutrient targets
The discussion section of the communication explicitly
states that a serving of breakfast cereal exceeds recom-
mended intakes for sugar, Na and fat(1):

‘Unlike the USA, there appears to be little impetus in
either Australia or New Zealand to reformulate
breakfast cereal into a healthier product, despite the
fact that one bowl of cereal can exceed the recom-
mended dietary intake of sugar, Na and fat.’

The Daily Values (DV) or Reference Intakes used in the
Food Standards Code are 90 g for sugars, 2300mg for Na
and 70 g for fat, with 24 g of that from saturated fat based
on a diet of 8368 kJ/d (2000 kcal/d)(5). It is unlikely that a
bowl of cereal would exceed these amounts, especially
since one serving is likely to be between 30 and 45 g of
cereal. Even two servings of any cereal product would not
reach the DV. In fact, a breakfast cereal with 30% sugar
would provide 9 g of sugar per serving, which equates to
10% of the 90 g DV for sugar.

The original communication references the ‘added sugar or
free sugars’ recommendation from the WHO (10% of energy
intake from ‘added or free’ sugars) as the ‘recommended
dietary intake for total sugars’(1). Even in applying this
recommendation correctly, it would equate to approximately
50g of added sugars for adults, 25g for young children and
up to 50g for teenagers. There is currently no cereal that
would reach those levels of added sugar in a serving or even
in two servings. What is more, the most recent national
nutrition surveys in New Zealand showed that breakfast
cereals contribute less than 3% of total daily sugar intakes in
New Zealand adults(2) and 3% in children(3).

This is also true for fat and saturated fat, given that
the DV are 70 g and 24 g, respectively. There is no cereal
on the market that would exceed 70 g of fat or 24 g of
saturated fat in a serving, particularly since the serving size
is likely to be between 30 and 45 g.

The same logic would then apply to Na with a serving
of cereal supplying under 200mg, which equates to
approximately 10% of the suggested dietary target(7).

The statement from the communication listed above is
not factual and is void of reality.

Reformulation in the category has been happening for
decades and is still continuing
The definition of reformulation according to the Oxford
Dictionary is to ‘formulate again or differently’. This
assumes that you are changing an already existing product.
To address reformulation, you would have to examine the
same products over time. Addressing reformulation
performance based on mean nutrient intakes assumes a
level of stability in the market, a stability that we cannot
guarantee. In addition, the methodology used in the
communication is likely to dilute intra-individual variances

over time. This, combined with the shifting sample
group, makes this assessment of reformulation problematic.

The authors of the original communication do
acknowledge that individual reformulations were not
possible to assess, which makes the conclusion that cereal
manufacturers are not doing anything to reformulate their
foods a rather broad assumption(1). Using average changes
in nutrient contents across a dynamic category, to draw
this conclusion, is prone to error. In fact, it is likely that
there was rapid innovation taking place in this category
over the last 5 years. This is evident from the entry of new
brands, which is not recognised in the communication and
could explain changes in mean intakes.

The breakfast cereal category has changed substantially
over the years. Na has been reduced across the category in
line with recommendations; some of the largest brands in
New Zealand have reduced their sugar content(8) and
manufacturers are adding more whole ingredients such as
whole grains, nuts and seeds. All of this contributes to
diverse and nutritious options becoming available to the
New Zealand market.

The communication has made a number of untrue and
misleading statements about the breakfast cereal category
and the authors need to provide clarity for readers around
their conclusions, particularly those statements regarding
cereal exceeding recommended intakes.
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