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KNOW HOW
FOOD LABELLING

Food provenance is a hot but often confusing 
topic. Read our guide to understand what the 
labels stand for and what the jargon means

DO YOU KNOW 
WHAT YOU’RE
really 
eating?

AFRISCO 
ORGANIC 
CERTIFICATION
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? AFRISCO 
(Africa’s Farms Certified Organic) is an 
organic certification company for the SA 
market and exports. AFRISCO organic 
certification is accredited by IFOAM,  
the International Federation of Organic 
Agriculture Movements. See afrisco.net 

MOIRA SAYS “AFRISCO’s standards are 
strict, and only products that meet their 
criteria are certified. They’re credible.”

NIGEL SAYS “Until such time as there’s 
proper legislation relating to organic  

Do you know what these 
labels stand for?

food in this country, I’d be very cautious of 
any certification body, regardless of their 
accreditation.”

TRUSTED LABEL? Diana Callear, AFRISCO 
managing director, says, “The logo is used 
by people who are organically certified  
to the AFRISCO standard, which is 
equivalent to the EU standard.”

FAIRTRADE  
CERTIFICATION MARK
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? Fairtrade is an 
ethical certification that promotes more 
equality and sustainability in farming. The 
rigorous standards set by Fairtrade focus 
on improving labour and living conditions 

for farmers, and aim to promote a way of 
farming that doesn’t harm either people or 
the environment. See fairtradelabel.org.za 

MOIRA SAYS “This is 
largely about ‘clear-
conscience’ purchases. 
From a nutritional 
perspective, Fairtrade 
offers no benefits,  
but ethically they do 
contribute to fairer trade practices.”

TRUSTED LABEL? Lynsay Sampson, 
marketing and PR officer for the Fairtrade 
Label South Africa, says, “To ensure that 
Fairtrade remains credible, the certification 
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X WHAT’S IN MY FOOD?
Dietitian Jo Travers explains what food nutrition labels actually mean
LABEL SAYS No added  
sugar/unsweetened 
“No added sugar” doesn’t mean that 
the food will have a low sugar content. 
It may contain ingredients (such as 
concentrated fruit juices) that have a 
naturally high sugar content, which  
is just as bad for your oral health. It 
may also contain artificial sweeteners. 
HEALTH WATCH These labels can be 
dangerous for diabetics who monitor  
their sugar intake. 
KEEP IN MIND “No added sugar” doesn’t 
always mean low-kilojoule. Added starch 
can bump up the kilojoule count. Also, 
manufacturers often replace sugar with 
artificial sweeteners and sugar alcohols, 
such as lactitol, sorbitol and xylitol, which 
may act as laxatives.

LABEL SAYS Light/lite 
This legally has to be 25% lower in at 
least one typical value (like fat or sugar) 
than standard products. Look at the 
nutritional label on the back of the item 
for the full picture. A ‘light’ product 
could contain 25% less fat, but still  
have the same amount of kilojoules  
as a standard version of the product. 
HEALTH WATCH Sugar levels in  
these foods may be high, so check  
the ingredients list. A useful tool 
to use short-term, though, as a 
low-fat diet is linked to a lower 
risk of heart disease, diabetes, 
and some cancers. 
KEEP IN MIND Portion control  
of healthy foods is a better way  
to lose weight.

of the entire product supply chain  
is audited by FLO-CERT – the 
independent certification body for 
Fairtrade production processes and 
products. This makes Fairtrade the 
most recognised and trusted ethical 
certification system in the world.”

THE HEART MARK
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? The Heart 
and Stroke Foundation of South Africa 
offers the Heart Mark endorsement 
programme to food producers and 

LABEL SAYS All natural/  
100% natural 
These products don’t contain artificial 
colours, flavours or preservatives and 
have no synthetic ingredients. The 
product won’t have been pasteurised, 
bleached or hydrogenated, but it may 
have been smoked, baked or distilled. 
HEALTH WATCH There’s no research  
that proves that natural products are  
better for you. Most additives haven’t  

been shown to be bad for you. 
KEEP IN MIND Just because 
something is natural” doesn’t 
mean it’s good for you. It  
can still have lots of sugar,  
fat or kilojoules. Check  
the ingredient list and the 
nutrition facts panel.  >> 

manufacturers. Products are tested  
by an independent laboratory for the 
established criteria of saturated and trans 
fats, cholesterol, sodium, added sugar and 
fibre (where applicable). See 
heartfoundation.co.za/heart-mark

MOIRA SAYS “I have questions about the 
compliance criteria used by 
the Heart Mark – how can 
water carry a Heart Mark 
when no type of water 
contains any of the 
nutrients that affect  

heart health? However, these products do 
offer consumers assurance  
that they are suitable to 
include in a healthy diet.”

NIGEL SAYS “The Heart 
Mark is credible. It’s been 
around for ages and  
is run by knowledgeable 
people with a proven  
track record.”

TRUSTED LABEL? Erika Ketterer, dietitian 
at the Heart and Stroke Foundation, says, 
“All Heart Mark products must apply for  
and meet the Heart Mark’s strict nutritional 
criteria, as informed by the most recent 
scientifically sound nutrition evidence. 
They are tested in an independent 

accredited laboratory to ensure that  
they meet the nutritional standards set.” 

WWF-SASSI LOGO
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? The Southern 
African Sustainable Seafood 
Initiative has one main goal: 
to stop our oceans from 
being over-fished. Their list 
of Green (most sustainable), 
Orange (reason for concern) 
and red (unsustainable or 
illegal to buy/sell) fish are 
the benchmark for fish purchases across 
South Africa. See wwf.org.za/sassi

MOIRA SAYS “SASSI has  
done a great job in creating 
awareness about sustainable 
fishing practices. It has forced 
retailers to toe the line and only 
sell fish that are in large supply. 
An ethical buy, but no difference 
in terms of nutrition.”

TRUSTED LABEL? Wisaal Osman, seafood 
consumer outreach officer at WWF-SASSI, 
says, “WWF-SASSI is neither an eco-label 
nor an endorsement of specific products. 
We simply aim to provide good information 
with a database of different fish species  
so that consumers can make the right 
seafood choices.”

NIGEL SUNLEY, one of 
SA’s top food-labelling 
experts, is also a food 
science and technology 
consultant who owns 
Sunley Consulting,  

a company that provides technical 
support to the food industry.

‘The WWF-SASSI 
initiative simply 
helps consumers 
make informed 
seafood choices’

MEET OUR EXPERTS 

MOIRA BYERS is  
an expert in food 
regulation and labelling, 
and is director of Chill-e 
Food Consultants. 
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LABEL SAYS Low fat  
This means products contain less  
than 3g total fat per 100g in solids and  
1,5g fat per 100ml in liquids. When it 
comes to saturated fat, the food can 
only be labelled “low in saturated fat”  
if there is no more than 1,5g for each 
100g or 0,75g for each 100ml. 
HEALTH WATCH Trimming fat from your 
diet can help lower overall kilojoule intake 
but don’t banish it altogether. Aim to get  
25 to 35% of your total kilojoules from 
foods with good fats (polyunsaturated and 
monounsaturated), such as olive oil, nuts, 
seeds, avocados and fatty fish, like salmon. 
KEEP IN MIND When removing fat, 
manufacturers often add extra sugar  
or starch to keep products palatable.

LABEL SAYS Freshly squeezed  
The orange juice is made from oranges, 
not from concentrate, it hasn’t been 
pasteurised and it shouldn’t contain 
any added sugar.
HEALTH WATCH A recent study by Ciudad 
University in Madrid found that paying for 
‘freshly squeezed’ juice because you think 
it’s healthier might be a waste of money, 
unless you consume it within minutes of  
it being squeezed, as the vitamin content 
deteriorates very quickly. Prepared juices 
sold on supermarket shelves have similar 
nutritional characteristics. 
KEEP IN MIND Fresh fruit juice has about 
8tsp of sugar in each glass in the form of 
fructose, which makes it almost as high in 
kilojoules as Coca-Cola.

LABEL SAYS  
Free from  
‘Free from’ claims don’t 
always mean what you 
might expect. It depends on 
the process and the product. 
Gluten-free and wheat-free 
foods almost inevitably 
contain slight traces as sometimes  
it is either impossible or prohibitively 
expensive to remove all traces, says 
Owen Frisby of the SA Association  
for Food Science and Technology. 
HEALTH WATCH Traces can affect anyone 
who suffers from very severe allergies. 
Contact the manufacturer if in doubt. 
KEEP IN MIND Check the ingredients  
and look for “may contain traces of”.  >>

WHAT’S IN MY FOOD?

‘In a worldwide 
recession, price 
inevitably beats 
origin for many 
consumers’

PROUDLY SA STAMP
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? The Proudly 
South African stamp signals an assurance 
of high quality local 
products – produced  
in South Africa – that 
contribute toward job creation in  
our country. See proudlysa.co.za 

MOIRA SAYS  
“This is purely about ethical or feel-good 
buys. We are part of a global economy and 
in a worldwide recession, so price beats 
origin for most consumers at the moment.”

TRUSTED LABEL? Dalene du  
Preez, Proudly SA marketing  
and communication manager,  
says, “Proudly South African 

encourages consumers to ‘buy local’. If  
we are supporting local industries then  
we are ensuring that those jobs can be 
sustained, that we will be stimulating 
entrepreneurship in SA and that we  
are investing in our own economy. 

ORGANIC LABELS
WHAT DO THEY MEAN? Organic farming 
is a legal term in many countries, but, in 
SA, the law is still in draft form, so there is 
no official legislation. Generally speaking,  
it means that no artificial fertilisers or 
pesticides are used during production. 

MOIRA SAYS “Personally, I think that 
organic products are often over-priced  
(a simple case of supply and demand),  

but consumers believing  
in the benefits are often 
willing to pay the premium.”

NIGEL SAYS “I am very 
sceptical about any organic 
claims, and will remain  
so until such time as  
South Africa has proper 
regulations in place.”

BOTTOM LINE? South Africa does not  
yet have government regulations  

about what can be called ‘organic’. 
However, there are currently 10 
different organisations that say  
they give organic certification in  
SA, including AFRISCO, which claims 

to be the only South African organic 
certification company that’s accredited  
by IFOAM.

FREE RANGE LABELS
WHAT DO THEY MEAN? There is no  
law in South Africa that defines ‘free  
range’ yet, but, in general, it means  
that animals are not caged and have 
access to daylight for at least part of  
their life. Bear in mind that the label  
does not mean produce is organic or 
healthier, though.

MOIRA SAYS “Free range is an ethical 
dilemma. If it’s important that you know  
the animals you eat were able to roam 
before being slaughtered, then free  
range, if clearly defined and controlled,  
is a must. For those who don’t care, free 
range is just another marketing term.”

NIGEL SAYS “I like to go with what 
government does – although they’re far 
from perfect, they do set the standard.  
At present, there are no governmental 
regulations in place regarding production 
of free range products.”

BOTTOM LINE? Producers don’t need  
to belong to any scheme to produce  
‘free range’ products, but poultry farmers, 
for example, have the Southern African 
Poultry Association Code of Practice  
that specifies what free range entails  
in reasonable detail.


