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About Vegan Australia

Vegan Australia is an abolitionist animal rights organisation that campaigns nationally for
veganism. We advocate for a society in which animals are no longer treated as property or
commodities and in which people are supported to live vegan.

Vegan Australia also operates Vegan Australia Certified, a certification program for vegan
products in Australia. Through this work we have practical experience with the growing
range of vegan packaged foods available to the public, including plant milks, vegan
cheeses and yoghurts, tofu products, vegan deli, sausage, burger and ready-to-cook
products, frozen desserts, bakery products, spreads, sauces, condiments, confectionery,
protein products and supplements.

We welcome the opportunity to comment on Proposal P1067 - Health Star Rating System.

Summary of position

Vegan Australia supports mandatory, consistent front-of-pack nutrition labelling, provided
the system is implemented in a way that is fair, transparent and accessible to all members
of the public, including people who are vegan, people seeking to live vegan, and people
who avoid animal products for ethical, religious, cultural or health reasons.

We support the broad proposal to mandate the Health Star Rating system, because a
voluntary system allows selective uptake and reduces comparability between products.
However, we submit that FSANZ should ensure that the mandatory system:

» does not structurally disadvantage vegan foods;
» does not treat animal-based dairy products as the default nutritional benchmark;

* recognises that calcium and other relevant nutrients can be provided by a range of
animal-free foods;

* enables meaningful comparison between products that are used in similar ways;

* includes clear public education explaining that HSR is a nutrition labelling system
only. It does not assess whether animals were used or killed in producing a product,
whether a product is vegan, or the product's environmental, labour, animal rights or
other ethical impacts;

* is accessible and understandable to people with different levels of health literacy;
* is implemented without unnecessary delay; and

* is supported by guidance for small and emerging food businesses, including vegan
businesses.



Response to question 1: Mandatory HSR

Vegan Australia supports FSANZ's assessment that a mandatory HSR system would
better support informed food decisions than a voluntary system.

A voluntary system allows companies to display the HSR on some products and not
others. This can undermine comparability, particularly where the symbol is more likely to
be used on products with higher ratings and omitted from products with lower ratings. If
HSR is to be used as a public-facing nutrition tool, it should be applied consistently.

Mandatory HSR would also assist people who are vegan. Many people seeking vegan
foods need to compare products across a growing and diverse market, including fortified
foods, convenience foods and products intended to replace animal-based foods in
common meals. A consistent front-of-pack system can make this easier, provided the
system is fair to vegan products and accurately explained.

Response to question 4: Calculation of the HSR

Vegan Australia supports the use of a prescribed algorithm, subject to continued review
and improvement.

The algorithm should assess the nutritional profile of the food itself, not the cultural status
of the food or its relationship to animal-based products. Vegan foods should not be treated
as nutritionally inferior simply because they are animal-free, nor should animal-based
products receive favourable treatment because existing food categories have historically
centred animal-based foods.

The HSR system should also remain adaptable. The Australian Dietary Guidelines are
currently under review. International dietary guidance has already moved in some cases
away from treating dairy as a separate food group. Canada's current food guide, for
example, groups lower-fat milk and dairy products within protein foods, alongside plant
foods such as beans, lentils, nuts, seeds, tofu and fortified soy beverages, and advises
choosing plant-based protein foods more often.

This does not mean that Australia will necessarily adopt the same approach. However, it
does show that dietary guidance can change. The HSR system should therefore avoid
embedding assumptions that animal-based dairy is a fixed or permanent food group
requiring special treatment. If the main nutritional rationale for grouping animal-based milk,
yoghurt and cheese with vegan equivalents is calcium and related nutrients, the HSR
system should recognise animal-free sources of those nutrients fairly and transparently.

Response to question 5: Food categories and dairy analogues

Vegan Australia supports the principle of comparing foods that are used in similar ways,
but we are concerned that the proposed dairy and dairy analogue categories may continue
to centre animal-based dairy as the default reference point.

Plant milks

Plant milks should generally be compared with animal-based milks where they are
marketed, purchased and used in similar ways. People use soy, oat, almond, rice, pea and
other plant milks on cereal, in tea and coffee, in cooking and as drinks. It is therefore
practical and useful for the public to be able to compare them with each other and with
animal-based milk products.

However, this comparison should not be framed as animal-based milk being the norm and
vegan products being merely "analogues” or substitutes. The system should present all
relevant products neutrally as foods that perform similar dietary and culinary functions.



Where calcium is central to category placement, the calcium criterion should apply
transparently and consistently. Vegan beverages that provide calcium at a level
comparable with the relevant benchmark should be categorised in a way that allows
meaningful comparison with animal-based milk and other plant milks. Conversely, if a
beverage is not fortified with calcium, this should be reflected clearly through the nutrition
profile rather than through messaging that implies animal-based milk is inherently required.

Vegan cheese products
Vegan cheese products raise more difficult issues.

Many vegan cheese products are used in the same way as animal-based cheese: sliced in
sandwiches, grated over meals, melted on pizzas, served with crackers or used in
cooking. For these products, it may be useful for the public to compare them with animal-
based cheese products, particularly where they compete directly on supermarket shelves.

However, FSANZ should avoid a system that rewards or penalises vegan cheese products
merely according to how closely they imitate the nutrient profile of animal-based cheese.
Vegan cheese products vary widely. Some are based on nuts, soy or legumes; some are
based mainly on coconut oil or starches; some are fortified with calcium; some are not.
Some may be relatively high in saturated fat or sodium and should be scored accordingly.
Others may provide useful nutrients. The HSR should reflect these actual nutritional
characteristics rather than assume that animal-based cheese is the nutritional model.

Vegan Australia also recommends that FSANZ consider whether the proposed
requirements for cheese analogues are too narrow. If the category recognises only cheese
analogues derived from legumes, some vegan cheese products may be excluded even
though they serve the same practical role as animal-based cheese in meals and food
preparation. FSANZ should ensure the categories are practical, evidence-based and
consistent with how people actually use these foods.

Calcium, dairy and animal-free diets

The current Australian Dietary Guidelines include "milk, yoghurt, cheese and/or their
alternatives”, and calcium is a central reason for this grouping. However, calcium is a
nutrient, not a property of animal-based dairy alone. Calcium can be obtained from a range
of animal-free foods, including calcium-fortified soy or other plant milks, calcium-set tofu,
some leafy green vegetables, almonds, sesame seeds and tahini, depending on the
overall diet.

Vegan Australia submits that the HSR system should recognise calcium in a way that is
nutritionally meaningful and fair to vegan foods. If calcium is used in the algorithm or in
category placement, it should be applied in a way that:

* recognises fortified vegan foods where they provide relevant calcium levels;
» does not imply that animal-based dairy is necessary for calcium adequacy;

» does not exclude vegan products from meaningful comparison simply because their
source of calcium is different;

* remains compatible with any future changes to the Australian Dietary Guidelines;
and

* supports public understanding that vegan diets can provide the nutrients people
need, including calcium.



Response to question 8: Fruit, vegetable, nut and legume
content

Vegan Australia supports recognition of fruit, vegetable, nut and legume content in the
HSR algorithm. These foods are important components of healthy vegan eating and
should be recognised fairly.

We also support including legumes, nuts, seeds, fungi and algae where appropriate. This
is particularly important for vegan foods, which may use legumes, nuts, seeds, fungi or
algae as major ingredients rather than as minor additions.

However, the treatment of these ingredients should be transparent and not create
unintended incentives for highly processed products to appear more nutritious than they
are. The overall nutrient profile of the food remains important.

Response to question 11: Presentation of the HSR symbol as stars

Vegan Australia supports a simple star symbol, provided public education clearly explains
what the symbol does and does not mean.

The stars element may assist consistency and recognition, but it must not be presented or
understood as an overall endorsement of a product.

Response to question 12: Presentation of HSR symbol colours

If colour is considered in the future, it should be assessed carefully after completion of the
review of the Australian Dietary Guidelines.

Colour should not be used in a way that reinforces outdated assumptions about food
groups or gives animal-based foods a visual advantage because of existing food
categories.

Response to question 13: Location of HSR symbol

Vegan Australia supports standardisation of the location of the HSR symbol on food
packaging, as this will improve consistency and reduce selective or confusing
presentation.

FSANZ should ensure that the HSR symbol does not crowd out vegan certification marks,
allergen declarations or other information needed by people avoiding animal products.

Response to question 14: Legibility of HSR symbol

Vegan Australia supports standardisation of the presentation and legibility of the HSR
symbol.

The symbol should be legible and prominent, but it should not make it harder for people to
identify whether a product is vegan.

Response to question 15: Declaration of algorithm
components

Vegan Australia supports transparency in the declaration of algorithm components,
including dietary fibre, calcium and fruit, vegetable, nut and legume content where these
affect the HSR or category placement.

Transparency is especially important for vegan foods, where fortification and ingredient
composition may affect how products are rated. It will also assist enforcement and public
trust.



Where calcium is used to determine category placement or scoring, consumers should be
able to understand that calcium may come from animal-free sources.

Response to question 19: Other comments
Consumer education

Vegan Australia strongly supports public education as part of any mandatory HSR system.

Education should explain that HSR is intended to assist comparison between similar
packaged foods. Many people may interpret a higher star rating as meaning that a product
is better overall, or better in every respect. This would be misleading.

Public education should make clear that HSR does not assess:
* whether a product is vegan;
* whether animals were used, confined or killed in producing the product;
* animal rights impacts;
* environmental impacts;
* climate impacts;
* land use;
* water use;
* labour conditions;
» cultural or religious suitability; or
* whether a product is consistent with a person's ethical commitments.

This is particularly important because animal-based foods may receive a moderate or high
HSR despite involving animal use. A high HSR must not be allowed to operate as a broad
endorsement of a product. It is a nutrition rating only.

The education campaign should also explain that a lower HSR on a particular vegan
product does not mean that vegan diets are unhealthy. It means that the particular
packaged food has been rated according to the HSR algorithm. Vegan diets, like all diets,
should be assessed as whole dietary patterns, not by one packaged product.

Vegan access and public participation
A mandatory HSR system should make vegan eating more accessible, not harder.

People living vegan often need to read labels carefully. They may need to check
ingredients, nutrition panels, allergen statements, fortification and certification marks. A
clear HSR can assist, but only if it is applied consistently and does not obscure other
important information.

FSANZ should ensure that the HSR symbol does not crowd out vegan certification marks,
allergen declarations or other information needed by people avoiding animal products. The
symbol should be legible and prominent, but it should not make it harder for people to
identify whether a product is vegan.

Vegan Australia also encourages FSANZ to consider the impact on small vegan
businesses. Many vegan food producers are small or emerging businesses. Clear
guidance, worked examples and reasonable implementation support will be important.



Transitional arrangements

Vegan Australia supports a reasonable transition period, especially for small businesses,
but does not support unnecessary delay.

The HSR system has existed for many years and the public health rationale for consistent
labelling is clear. A transition period should allow businesses to make practical label
changes, but it should not postpone the public benefits of mandatory HSR for several
years without strong justification.

FSANZ should consider targeted guidance and support for small businesses rather than
relying on a long transition period that would delay implementation for all products.

Recommended amendments and safeguards
Vegan Australia recommends that FSANZ:
* proceed with mandating the HSR system,;

* ensure vegan foods are assessed on their actual nutritional profile, not against
animal-based products as a presumed norm;

» allow meaningful comparison between products that are used in similar ways,
including vegan milks and, where appropriate, vegan cheese products;

* review the proposed dairy analogue categories to ensure they do not exclude
relevant vegan foods because of narrow ingredient assumptions;

* recognise calcium from animal-free sources fairly and transparently;

* ensure the HSR system remains adaptable to any future changes in the Australian
Dietary Guidelines;

* require public education that explains HSR is a nutrition label only and does not
assess animal use, animal rights, environmental impact or whether a product is
vegan;

* provide clear guidance and worked examples for small businesses and vegan
producers;

* ensure the HSR symbol does not obscure vegan certification marks, allergen
information or other information needed by people avoiding animal products; and

* avoid excessive implementation delays.

Conclusion

Vegan Australia supports mandatory front-of-pack nutrition labelling through the Health
Star Rating system, provided the system is fair, transparent and properly explained.

A mandatory HSR system can help people compare packaged foods. It can also support
people who are vegan or seeking to live vegan, if vegan foods are treated fairly and if
calcium and other nutrients are recognised independently of animal-based food
categories.

However, HSR must not be presented or understood as an overall endorsement of a
product. It does not address whether animals were used, confined or killed. It does not
address animal rights, environmental impacts or whether a product is vegan. These
limitations must be made clear through public education.

Vegan Australia urges FSANZ to implement HSR in a way that supports informed nutrition
decisions while respecting the rights and practical needs of people who live vegan.
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