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1. The issue at stake

In 2009, researchers from the University of Sado Paolo, Brazil coined the term ‘ultra-processed food’
(UPF)." They developed a classification termed Nova, which sorts food and drinks into four
categories: (1) un- or minimally processed foods, (2) processed culinary ingredients, (3) processed
foods (products that mix un- or minimally processed foods and culinary ingredients), and (4) ultra-
processed foods (products that mostly contain little to no whole food). While Nova has now been
updated several times, and many other classification systems have been proposed (often variants
of Nova), Nova has been increasingly used in epidemiological research. A criticism voiced frequently
regarding the Nova classification is however that its criteria lack the degree of precision required to
categorise individual food items consistently, without subjective interpretation.?

Some observational studies have linked the consumption of UPF to adverse health effect, and to a
decrease in nutrient-dense diets? 4. In general, unhealthy diets represent a primary driver of the
global burden of disease, contributing to an estimated 11 million annual deaths from non-
communicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, and type 2 diabetes® 6. In
continental Europe, an estimated USD 407.16 billion in annual health costs are attributable to poor
diets’. As diet is one of the main controllable drivers of health, the contribution of UPF to unhealthy
diets, and potential policy actions, should be investigated.

A large body of research suggests that diets rich in UPF specifically are often associated with
negative health effects — in particular with an increased risk of overweight and obesity® and non-
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communicable diseases®. Other observational evidence points to negative mental health effects
(e.g., anxiety, depression)® 0,

The share of UPF (as a percentage of total energy intake and as defined by Nova) in European
diets varies considerably. It remains below 25 % in some countries in southern Europe (e.g.,
Italy, Cyprus, Greece, and Portugal) but exceeds 35 % in the Netherlands and Germany,
reaching 40 % in other Member States such as Sweden.* In addition, the percentage of the
total amount of energy consumed that is derived from UPF seems to be increasing: in Spain,
for example, it tripled from 1990 to 2010 (11 % to 32 %).* UPF sales have generally stayed
high in high-income countries since 2007 at approximately 200 kg per person per year. 4

The production of these UPF generally relies on cheap commodity crops (such as maize, soy,
and wheat), which allows for lower food prices and higher profitability, but may also have
implications for biodiversity and the environment' 2 3, Indeed, while UPF are widely
discussed in relation to diet-related noncommunicable diseases, it should also be borne in
mind that their production, composition, distribution and consumption are embedded in
broader societal systems that intersect with multiple domains of public policy beyond health?
12141516 These include agriculture, food safety, industry, trade, consumer protection, social
justice, culture, environmental sustainability (including resource use, packaging, and food and
packaging waste), animal welfare, and biodiversity."”

Regarding social justice and the links between socioeconomic status and UPF consumption,
a recent review noted that higher UPF consumption ‘is more prominent among families with
lower socioeconomic status, who are characterized by increasing prevalence of obesity’, and
that ‘lower parental socioeconomic status as well as lower parental educational level have
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been correlated to a higher intake of UPF’.'® Another review noted that ‘food insecurity has
been associated with a 21-56 % greater risk of meeting criteria for UPF addiction’ and
‘persons with lower household incomes are more likely to have obesity if they meet criteria for
UPF addiction’."®

Consumers seem to be somewhat aware of these issues, and recent European consumer
surveys highlight growing concerns among consumers? 2'22_ |n one survey, more than half of
the respondents ‘believe that ultra-processed foods are unhealthy’, ‘will cause health issues’,
and ‘consider ultra-processed foods to be bad for the environment’.?" Some 40 % ‘do not trust
that ultra-processed foods are regulated well enough by authorities to ensure these foods are
safe and healthy in the long term’.?! In another survey?°, respondents most often identified
consuming less sugars, less fat and less ultra-processed foods as ways to improve diets. Past
work of the Scientific Advice Mechanism on diets showed that purchasing decisions are
strongly shaped by marketing, advertising, and the wider food environment, which can limit

informed and autonomous consumer choices? 24, which may be an issue for UPF in particular?
10 25 26

Food processing is an integral part of our food systems. It can ensure microbiological safety,
removing toxins and extending shelf life, and can increase taste and bioavailability of nutrients
through methods such as heating, drying, pasteurising, fermenting, and milling.

Advances in food science and technology have enabled the food industry to develop new
processing techniques (such as high-heat extrusion, moulding, hydrolysation and oil
hydrogenation) that allow for faster, cheaper, more homogenous, and more shelf-stable
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production?” 262°, These processing techniques allow the deconstruction of cellular structures
of whole foods, and the reconstruction of entirely new foods with acellular nutrient formulations
to further increase profitability, convenience (e.g. through ready-to-heat and ready-to-eat
meals), and shelf-stability. They can also modify sensory characteristics like flavour and visual
appeal. Furthermore, food processing may also benefit public health, helping address dietary
inadequacies through nutrient fortification when implemented in line with national nutrition
policies (e.g., with iodine). And they may contribute to reducing global food waste, costs, and
domestic labour burdens. Yet, these technologies may also bring new burdens to human,
animal and planetary health (see below).

The question of whether and how regulation can reduce the health impacts related to UPF
consumption has become more prominent globally. In May 2025, the World Health
Organization (WHO) launched a call for experts to develop a WHO guideline for policymakers
on consumption of ultra-processed foods*® and published a preliminary list of working group
members in November®'. Also in November 2025, the academic journal The Lancet published
a special series on ultra-processed foods and human health with a strong call for (regulatory)
action.®? The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) published a report on children and
UPF in 2025 (building on the Lancet special series) that includes policy recommendations.®
The July 2026 issue of the academic American Journal of Public Health features a special
section on UPF and public health.3*

Producing a scientific understanding and defining and managing the ethical considerations of
such a complex, multifaceted issue is challenging. It is an evolving field, with a growing body
of evidence about the health effects of UPF consumption continuously becoming available®®.
Environmental and social impacts of UPF currently seem to be less well understood's.
Consequently, there is a need for an evaluation of the evidence, as also indicated in the Vision
on Agriculture and Food*® and the Safe Hearts Plan®” (see below).

In the light of the above, the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors (GCSA) and the European
Group on Ethics in Science and New Technologies (EGE) are asked to provide Opinions on
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the topic of so-called ‘ultra-processed food’ within the policy context and as per the questions
described below.

2. EU policy background

The European Union and its Member States have a broad and complex range of policies
relating to food, in areas like food safety (including on food additives and contamination), food
production and security, information to consumers and consumer protection, public health,
research and innovation funding, and sustainability. These policies aim to support safe,
healthy and fair food environments, and a competitive food industry in the EU. Based on the
subsidiarity principle, many of these policy areas are Member States’ and regions’
prerogatives (including tax policies, e.g., value added tax), where the EU only supports and/or
makes recommendations.

There is currently no specific legislation in place that explicitly addresses UPF at EU or
Member State level. However, the European Commission’s Communication on a Vision for
Agriculture and Food (COM/2025/75)% — presented in 2025 — specifically mentions that the
Commission will conduct a study aiming to look at the ‘impact of the consumption of [...] so-
called “ultra-processed foods™ in view of its annual Food Dialogues with stakeholders (that
includes consumers, primary producers, industry, retailers, public authorities and civil society).

The subsequent Commission Communication on a Strategy for European Life Sciences
(COM/2025/525)% notes that ‘a lack of clear information about the risks and benefits of the
so-called “ultra-processed foods” can create uncertainty for consumers’ and presents the
intention to ‘seek scientific and ethical advice on so-called “ultra-processed foods” from the
Scientific Advice Mechanism and the European Group on Ethics in Science and New
Technologies’.

The Communication from December 2025 on an EU cardiovascular health plan: the Safe
Hearts Plan (COM/2025/1024)% mentions that the possible links between unhealthy diets,
UPF consumption and the increase in non-communicable diseases make it necessary to
provide clear information to consumers about their available nutrition choices, with a view to
helping them choose healthier food options. The Communication notes that ‘children and
young people are particularly vulnerable to marketing of so-called “ultra-processed” foods and
foods high in fat, sugar, and salt’, and it proposes an evaluation and potential revision of the
Audiovisual Media Service Directive (see below), which includes rules to protect minors from
harmful content.

The Communication presents two related flagship initiatives: flagship 2 ‘empowering
consumers through information on food processing in the EU’, through which the Commission
will work towards ‘a new comprehensive food processing assessment system [...] to empower
consumers with transparent, accessible, science-based digital information on food processing
with the aim to ultimately encourage shifts towards healthier diets’, and flagship 4 through
which the Commission will examine ‘appropriate tools, including possible financial actions [...]
to support/fund public health actions on prevention and stimulate food reformulation and
healthier consumer food choices’. For flagship 4, it is explicitly stated that it will be based on
the work of the SAM and the EGE.

38 hitps://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strateqy/strategy-research-and-innovation/jobs-and-
economy/strategy-european-life-sciences en
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The following summary aims to highlight the most important EU policies for addressing issues
related to UPF.

General Food Law and food safety

One crucial existing element of EU food policy is the General Food Law (Regulation (EC)
No 178/2002). It sets out a comprehensive harmonised legal framework that provides the
basis for developing both EU and national food law. It covers the entire food chain, i.e. all
stages of production, processing and distribution of food and feed. The General Food Law
also establishes the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), tasked with providing scientific
advice related to the risks from substances used in the production or contained in food.

Furthermore, the General Food Law establishes certain general principles and approaches to
underpin all subsequent EU and national food law. It states that — in order to achieve the
general objective of a high level of protection of human health and life — risk management
measures can take different forms, varying from information campaigns to bans and
withdrawals of products from the market. When, however, provisional measures are taken
based on the precautionary principle, these must be proportionate and must be reviewed as
soon as new scientific evidence becomes available.

Beyond the General Food Law, there are complementing policies and legislation that ensure
further consumer protection. Regulation (EC) No 1331/2008, for example, establishes the
common authorisation procedure for food additives, food enzymes and food flavourings.
Regulation (EC) No 1333/2008 defines food additives as ‘any substance not normally
consumed as a food in itself and not normally used as a characteristic ingredient of food [...]
the intentional addition of which to food for a technological purpose in the manufacture,
processing, preparation, treatment, packaging, transport or storage of such food results, or
may be reasonably expected to result, in it or its by-products becoming directly or indirectly a
component of such foods’; the technological purpose can be, for example, the preservation of
food. Regulation No 1334/2008 lays down general requirements for safe use of food
flavourings. Additives include preservatives, colorants, and emulsifiers.

Currently over 300 additives are authorised in the EU following EFSA’s safety assessment.
These authorisations do not expire, but the Commission may mandate a re-evaluation in the
light of changing conditions of use and new scientific evidence. Regulation (EU) No 257/2010
mandated a re-evaluation of all additives approved prior to 20 January 2009, for which EFSA
takes into account any relevant new scientific and technical information; this review is still
ongoing (so far, EFSA re-evaluated more than 70% of the 315 food additives).

Regulations on food contact materials (FCM) are another component of food safety legislation:
Regulation (EC) No 1935/2004, the basic act, requires that FCM do not transfer their
constituents onto food at levels that could endanger human health. Regulation (EC) No
2023/2006 sets out rules on good manufacturing practices for FCM. Specific legislation on
materials such as Regulation (EU) No 10/2011 sets out rules on the composition of plastic
FCMs and establishes a Union List of substances that are permitted for use in the manufacture
of plastic FCMs. It is complemented by Regulation (EU) 2022/1616 on recycled plastics.

Food safety is further ensured through the basic principles of EU legislation on contaminants
in food laid down in Council Regulation 315/93/EEC. It states, for example, that food
containing a contaminant to an amount unacceptable from the public health viewpoint shall
not be placed on the market. Subsequent regulations establish specific criteria and acceptable
levels of specific contaminants.



Public health

EU policies supporting public health aim at improving health and preventing diseases. The
EU4Health programme (established by Regulation (EU) 2021/522) is the dedicated funding
programme for 2021-2027%. It aims to, among others, strengthen healthcare systems,
promote innovation in the health sector, promote good human health, and improve disease
prevention — including the diagnosis and treatment of communicable and non-communicable
diseases, in particular cancer.

EU4Health also funds Europe’s Beating Cancer Plan*®, which includes an initiative aimed at
reducing ‘the presence of carcinogenic contaminants in food’ by setting maximum level limits
for additional contaminants. Its many actions include improving cancer prevention by making
healthy foods more available, improving consumer information and health literacy, and
addressing the marketing and advertising of products linked to cancer risks.

In 2022, the EU launched the ‘Healthier together’ initiative against non-communicable
diseases*'. It aims to support EU countries in identifying and implementing effective policies
and actions to reduce the burden of major non-communicable diseases and improve citizens’
health and wellbeing, including through lifestyle and dietary changes.

Since 2008, EU reformulation frameworks were agreed with Member States to contribute
towards achieving population intake levels and dietary patterns in line with national, European
Food Safety Authority and World Health Organization (WHO) recommendations. #?

Consumer protection and information

Other EU policies relevant for prevention include the Audiovisual Media Services Directive
(AVMSD; 2010/13/EU), which encourages ‘media service providers to develop codes of
conduct regarding inappropriate audiovisual commercial communications, accompanying or
included in children’s programmes, of foods and beverages containing nutrients and
substances with a nutritional or physiological effect, [...] excessive intakes of which in the
overall diet are not recommended’.

More generally, Regulation (EC) No 1169/2011 on the provision of food information to
consumers (FIC) establishes the general principles, requirements and responsibilities
governing food information (including advertising, ingredients list, food origins, and in
particular food labelling). It considers the differences in the perception of consumers and their
information needs, while ensuring the smooth functioning of the internal market.

39 https://health.ec.europa.eu/funding/eu4health-programme-2021-2027-vision-healthier-european-
union_en

40 hitps://commission.europa.eu/topics/public-health/european-health-union/cancer-plan-europe en
41 https://health.ec.europa.eu/non-communicable-diseases/healthier-together-eu-non-communicable-
diseases-initiative _en
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In 2026 the Commission also launched a public information campaign about the EU's food-
safety rules (publishing factsheets on, e.g., food additives, contaminants, labelling, and safe
packaging).*?

Food production and availability

As regards the production of healthy food, at EU level, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
is one of the EU’s most significant policies in terms of budgetary expenditures, and it impacts
the production, quality and sustainability of agricultural commodities and raw material inputs
into the food chain in the EU. The CAP also aims to ensure that consumers have access to
affordable food while supporting the income of farmers. One of its strategic objectives is to
improve the response of EU agriculture to societal demands on food and health, including the
provision of high-quality, safe and nutritious food produced in a sustainable way. The 2025
Vision on Agriculture and Food proposes a prioritisation of CAP support for ‘production of
agricultural products which are essential for the EU’s strategic autonomy and resilience’®.

The Communication on an EU strategy on the rights of the child (COM/2021/142) and the
European child guarantee* from 2021 provide a comprehensive EU Strategy to ensure the
protection of rights of all children, and secure access to basic services for vulnerable children.
This includes the goal that EU Member States should guarantee effective access of children
in need to healthy nutrition. The Strategy explicitly notes that ‘during the past 30 to 40 years,
the increased availability and affordability of ultra-processed, unhealthy foods led to escalating
overweight and obesity’. Globally, the Strategy calls ‘for food systems to deliver nutritious,
safe, affordable, and sustainable diets that meet the needs and rights of children’.
Internationally, the EU recognises that ‘every child has the right to proper nutrition’ and
promotes ‘good nutrition, healthy diets, and food security’.5

Within the EU, Regulation (EU) No 1308/2013 on ‘establishing a common organisation of the
markets in agricultural products’ provides for the EU school scheme?*®. It aims to support viable
food production and promote healthy eating habits among children by encouraging the
distribution and consumption of fruit and vegetables, milk and certain milk products in schools.
It also supports educational measures (lessons, farm visits, school gardens, tasting and
cooking workshops) that inspire and inform students about healthy eating habits. In 2025, the
Commission tabled a proposal for a revised Council Regulation on this aid scheme.*’

Lastly, an EU code of conduct on responsible food business and marketing practices (the
‘Agri-Food Code’) was drawn up in 2021by the signatories in consultation with the Commission
as part of the European Green Deal and the Commission’s Farm to Fork strategy. It aims,
among others, to promote sustainable and ethical practices across the food sector. This
includes to improve food consumption patterns via improving the nutritional composition of
food products/meals through product reformulation, while taking into account, where
appropriate, food-based dietary guidelines and other relevant policies.

43 https://food.ec.europa.eu/food-safety/campaign-2026/campaign-overview en

44 https://commission.europa.eu/strateqy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/rights-
child/eu-strateqy-rights-child-and-european-child-guarantee en

45 hitps://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/climate-environment-and-enerqy/nutrition-
and-food-security en

46 hitps://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-agricultural-policy/market-measures/school-scheme-
explained en

47 https://commission.europa.eu/publications/school-fruit-vegetables-and-milk-scheme-eu-school-
scheme en
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Environment and waste

As regards sustainability and environmental impacts of and on food, the European
Commission adopted the new circular economy action plan (CEAP; COM/98/2020) in March
2020 to reduce pressure on natural resources. It is also a prerequisite to achieve the EU’s
2050 climate neutrality target and to halt biodiversity loss. On food, specifically, the plan
proposes to set targets on food waste reduction (regulated by Commission Delegated
Decision (EU) 2019/1597), consider specific measures to increase the sustainability of food
distribution and consumption, and establish rules for the safe recycling into plastic food contact
materials.

On food waste, the 2025 amendment of the Waste Framework Directive ((EU) 2025/1892)
introduced binding food waste reduction targets for Member States to achieve by 2030: -10 %
in processing and manufacturing, and -30 % (per capita) jointly at retail and consumption
(restaurants, food services and households).

As regards packaging waste, the Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation 2025/40
(PPWR) regulates what kind of packaging can be placed on the EU market, as well as
packaging waste management and prevention measures. It includes restrictions on certain
single-use plastics, and minimising substances of concern, including PFAS.

More generally, the 2021 European Climate Law (Regulation (EU) 2021/1119) mandates
Members States to ‘take into account the particular vulnerability of the relevant sectors, inter
alia, agriculture, and of water and food systems, as well as food security, and promote nature-
based solutions and ecosystem-based adaptation.’

Research, innovation, and startups

Research and innovation in the EU aim to support all of the above goals through varying
means.

Horizon Europe, the EU’s flagship research funding scheme*®, has a focus on ‘chemical risk
assessment’ and a ‘European Research Area for health’ under Cluster 1 (of Pillar 2), and on
‘fair, healthy and environmentally friendly food systems and primary production to
consumption’ under Cluster 6. Horizon Europe also includes relevant EU Missions, on
Cancer*® and on Soil*.

Two strategic approaches — currently under revision — drive EU R&l actions: the Strategic
approach to EU Agricultural R&I®%', and Food 2030%2. The coming EU Agricultural Research
and Innovation Strategic Approach, planned for mid-2026, aims to secure the long-term
competitiveness, sustainability and resilience of the EU’s agri-food sector, forestry and rural

48 hitps://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-
and-open-calls/horizon-europe en

49 hitps://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-
and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/eu-mission-cancer_en

%0 https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-
and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/soil-deal-europe en

51 https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/overview-vision-agriculture-food/research-innovation/strategic-
approach_en

52 https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/research-area/environment/bioeconomy/food-
systems/food-2030 en
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areas, and contribute to the objectives of the Vision for Agriculture and Food and other
Commission initiatives. Food 2030 is the research and innovation policy framework supporting
the transition towards sustainable, healthy and inclusive food systems, that respect planetary
boundaries. It is in line with and supports the goals of the European Green Deal, the European
Life Sciences strategy, the Biotech Act and the Bioeconomy strategy. Its main goals are to
support ‘nutrition for sustainable and healthy diets’, food systems supporting a healthy planet’,
‘circularity and resource efficiency’, and ‘innovation and empowering communities’, while
addressing the major research and innovation gaps and boosting innovation in the food sector.

The Commission's Biotech Act | proposal from 2025 aims to expand EFSA’s mandate to
encompass all aspects of nutrition and to enable it to provide advice concerning the nutritional
properties of food products and practices.

Lastly, the EU startup and scaleup strategy (COM/270/2025) aims to ‘address the needs of
innovative companies throughout their development’, including ‘fostering innovation-friendly
regulation’.

3. Request to the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors and the European Group on
Ethics in Science and New Technologies

Given the complexity of the issues related to UPF, particularly as regards their impact on
health, evidence about possible human health risks related to UPF consumption should be
identified. The impact of UPF production should also be analysed, including on the
environment, socioeconomic impacts, as well as ethical, moral, legal and equality issues.

Considering this policy background, the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors (GCSA) and the
European Group on Ethics in Science and New Technologies (EGE) are asked to answer the
following questions:

GCSA:

With regard to supporting flagships 2 and 4 of the Safe Hearts Plan, and considering the
Vision on Agriculture and Food and the Life Sciences Strategy, what scientific
considerations should underpin EU policies in fostering healthier diets in view of what is
known about the health effects of consuming so-called ‘ultra-processed foods’ (UPF)? In
answering this question, the following sub-questions should also be addressed:

a) Which are the prominent definitions for UPF and classifications including a UPF
category, and to which extent can they constitute an appropriate and effective basis
for policymaking?

b) What is the current state of scientific knowledge about the health effects of UPF?

c) What are the patterns of UPF consumption in the EU?

d) Based on available scientific evidence, which criteria/markers could be used to
develop a useful assessment of the health effects of these foods? Such
criteria/markers should be specific enough to inform work aiming to empower
consumers to shift towards healthier diets and to contribute to targeting other national
or EU wide public health measures that improve dietary intakes. To identify those
criteria/markers, the following should be considered, among others: degree/type of
ultra-processing, energy density, nutrients, ingredients (e.g. food additives and

53 hitps://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strateqy/strategy-research-and-innovation/jobs-and-
economy/eu-startup-and-scaleup-strateqy en
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flavourings)®, portion sizes and consumption frequencies, and the role of individual
foods in providing essential nutrients and contributing to meeting dietary intake
recommendations.

EGE:

With regard to the Safe Hearts Plan, considering the Vision on Agriculture and Food and
the Life Sciences Strategy, what ethical considerations should guide policy action in the
EU on addressing ultra-processed foods (UPF) from production to consumption, including
in relation to health protection, the right to access to adequate and nutritious food,
consumer protection and autonomy, social justice, corporate responsibility, animal welfare
and environmental impacts? In answering this question, the following sub-questions
should also be addressed:

a) What ethical and societal challenges arise from the evidence on the patterns of
UPF production and consumption across the EU and their links with social
inequalities, and economic dimensions (e.g. retail offer, availability, labour, pricing,
market concentration, data collection and ownership)?

b) What ethical and societal challenges arise from the environmental externalities
associated with UPF across their value chains in the frame of the European Union’s
broader food-system sustainability and social equity objectives?

The scoping questions for both groups should be analysed by reviewing the relevant evidence
— from all relevant disciplines, including the social sciences, humanities, environmental
sciences, medical sciences and psychology, food and nutrition sciences, and public health —
with a systemic approach that considers the complexity of all aspects of the issue. The
analysis should also consider and point out where evidence is credible, limited or missing, and
how the evidence base could be improved (research gaps). The two Groups will coordinate
and, where relevant, discuss issues that relate to the expertise of both groups. The Opinions
should not focus on food security outside of the EU or on diets of people with specific needs.

The science and ethics advice should be delivered by Q1 2027.

54 N.B.: The safety of individual substances per se is subject to EFSA risk assessments, as part of the
pre-market EU authorisation process.
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