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Nutrition is recognized as a major health determinant. Unhealthy diets and 
sedentary lifestyles are critically implicated in cardiovascular diseases and 
various cancers, and underpin the increasing burden of chronic diseases 
in Europe /worldwide - notably the escalating prevalence of obesity among 
children and adults. This Symposium on the Mediterranean Diet, organized by 
Aprifel, is therefore timely in addressing issues of critical significance to public 
health. It is also timely given the state of public debate between scientists, 
policy-makers and citizens on appropriate nutritional recommendations for 
health. On the one hand, the prospects of a coherent nutrition policy (for 
Europe) appear tantalizing close with the convergence of evidence based policy 
recommendations from the EURODIET project, the Action Plan produced by 
the SFSP during the French Presidency of the EU in 2000, the promise of a 
Community Action Plan on Nutrition embodied in the Commission’s White 
Paper on Food Safety and, most recently, the WHO Action Plan on Nutrition. 
On the other hand, in the eyes of many citizens, the credibility of the science 

underlying accepted guidelines is currently being challenged by the widely publicized controversy as to 
the health benefits of high-fat vs low-fat dietary recommendations. The Symposium provides us with an 
opportunity to evaluate the most recent scientific evidence on the health properties traditionally associated 
with the ‘Mediterranean diet’ and in so doing to re-assess/debate the bases for a coherent approach to the 
promotion of healthy diets and lifestyles.

The location of the Symposium in Crete is particularly appropriate since the Mediterranean diet of Crete 
has a richly documented history stretching back over 4000 years to the Minoan era. Moreover, the health 
properties attributed to the traditional Cretan diet have been – and continue to be - the source of scientific and 
popular interest for nearly half a century. The Symposium addresses a broad range of themes: components 
of the Mediterranean diet; epidemiological, clinical and biochemical studies of cancers and of cardiovascular 
diseases; interactions between the Mediterranean diet and genetic and lifestyle factors; the current status, 
prospects and dietary recommendations to be derived from the Mediterranean diet. We are confident that 
the outcomes of this Symposium will contribute significantly to the development of coherent nutritional 
recommendations for good health.

Anthony Kafatos
Professor, Director of Preventive Medicine and Nutrition Clinic

University of Crete School of Medicine

Co-chairs: E. Riboli & A. Kafatos

Scientific Committee:
Kafatos, D. Kromohout, S. Renaud, E. Riboli, A. Schatzkin, A. Trichopoulou

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

PREFACES

Health Benefits of Mediterranean Diet
Highlights on Cancer & Cardiovascular Diseases

EGEA 2003

June 5th – 8th, 2003 – Capsis Convention Center, Aghia Pelagia, Crete
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Over the years, researchers and public health authorities throughout the 
world have sought to identify food, nutritional or behavioural factors that 
are likely to play a role as either risk factors, or protective factors in the 
determinism of illness and health quality. Several studies developed on 
cellular, organ, healthy and unhealthy subject, or population models have 
been carried out during the last 30 years. If, in several cases, the existence 
of a link between “nutritional” exposure and certain illnesses cannot (for 
the moment) be asserted by the available arguments, in other cases, on the 
contrary, the convergence of arguments is such that a consensus can be 
reached.

The possible health benefits associated with a Mediterranean diet, based 
on epidemiological studies, were raised more than 15 years ago. Thus, in 
relation to cardio-vascular conditions, the famous Keys international study 
(1986) on 16 cohorts, throughout 7 countries, highlighted a lower cholesterol 

level and a lower cardio-vascular mortality rate in Mediterranean countries compared with countries 
in Northern Europe and America. The prospective MONICA study (1994) has shown a lower incidence of 
coronary conditions in the South of France and in the region of Barcelona (Catalonia, Spain). In relation to 
cancer, descriptive studies of mortality or incidence rates have also found lower rates in Mediterranean 
countries, notably in the case of colon cancer and breast cancer. Other conditions seem to benefit from food 
and nutrients contained in Mediterranean diets: osteoporosis, cataract, deterioration in cognitive functions as 
part of ageing. … Finally, if one considers life expectancy beyond 65 years of age, 4 countries from Southern 
Europe are grouped together just behind Sweden, which benefits from high social standards: France, Greece, 
Italy and Spain.

The EGEA International Conference, organised this year in the beautiful city of Perpignan, is taking stock 
of the situation in relation to certain aspects of the health benefits associated with Mediterranean diet, by 
specifically taking an interest in obesity and diabetes, which also constitute a major public health problem. The 
world’s best specialists, from mecanistic research to epidemiological studies, have pooled together to paint a 
very comprehensive assessment of scientific knowledge in these domains, justifying the recommended basis 
that provides, or will provide, the platform for developed nutritional policy in several countries.

Above all, this Conference demonstrates that we now have at our disposal, a wealth of scientific data 
highlighting the fact that Mediterranean diet constitutes a set of balanced practices and behaviours that 
are very favourable to personal health, and which have the extraordinary advantage of associating health, 
pleasure and conviviality. A useful and superb model for public health managers!

Co-chairs: E. Riboli & P. Vague

Scientific Committee:
J. Blundell, B. Carlton Tohill, MA. Charles, E. Eschwege, E. Riboli, A. Scheen, P. Vague

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Serge Hercberg
President of the National Programme Nutrition-Santé (PNNS)

Health benefits of Mediterranean diet
Obesity & type 2 diabetes prevention

EGEA 2004

May 12th – 15th, 2004 – Palais des congrès, Perpignan, France
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This is the third edition of EGEA, the International Conference on the Health 
Benefits of a Mediterranean Style Diet. Progressively, this Conference is 
taking an important place at the crossroads of scientific evidence and health 
prevention actions. The aim is to establish a consensus on an effective 
strategy to prevent and control chronic diseases such as obesity, diabetes, 
cardiovascular diseases and cancer, which are becoming, according to the 
World Health Organization, leading causes of morbidity and mortality around 
the world. Like infectious diseases, these chronic diseases could be, and 
should be, prevented and controlled on a mass scale by the preservation 
or creation of healthy environments, including healthy food systems. Such 
prevention, however, faces difficulties stemming from the diversity and 
economic consequences of the environmental factors involved, including the 
changing nature and quality of food supplies, food advertising, marketing, 
promotion and food pricing. With the increasing number of meals taken 
away from home, time limitations of consumers, … the food industry has 

responded by increasing the number of convenience foods and the availability of prepared meals, together 
with an increase in portion sizes and per capita availability of fat and added sugar. EGEA constitutes a unique 
and valuable opportunity for the convergence of multidisciplinary approaches, from basic science, health, 
agriculture, communication, to global prevention politicies. Two round tables are being organized to share 
experiences on various strategies available and to define guidelines for health nutrition policies which could 
be implemented at the general population level. With the participation of the best world specialists on these 
issues, the support of the French and Italian Ministries of Health and IARC-WHO, this conference is fully 
in line with the global strategy of the World Health Organization concerning nutrition, physical activity and 
health. It is my sound conviction that this conference will again be a success story!

Co-chairs: E. Riboli & D. Greco

Scientific Committee:
G. Berglund, A. Drewnowski, D. Greco, S. Panico, E. Riboli, B. Rolls, N. Wareham

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Pr Ambroise MARTIN
Professor of Nutrition, University of Lyon

Member of the steering committee of the French national nutrition health policy

Health benefits of Mediterranean style diet
From scientific evidence to health prevention actions

EGEA 2005

May 18th – 21st, 2005 – Montecitorio Eventi, Rome, Italy
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It is a pleasure for me to introduce this book of abstracts for the EGEA conference entitled 
«The Role of Fruit and Vegetables in the Fight Against Obesity». Fruit and vegetable 
consumption is a key facet of a balanced diet, which is important not only for the prevention 
of obesity but a range of other serious illnesses as well. We need to find new and innovative 
solutions to improving the consumption of fruit and vegetables, and I am confident that an 
event such as this will contribute to new thinking in this area.

As the Commissioner for Health, I have been observing the worsening in the diet of 
Europeans in all countries in the recent decades with regret. I believe that it is important for society to 
support individuals and families in the quest to eat well. It is clear to me that we must be proactive in Europe 
if we are to turn around the frightening trends we are witnessing.

With the widespread rise in obesity, there is a renewed public focus on diet and health. As major stakeholders 
in the debate – be it as public health policy makers, food producers and retailers, academics or doctors – it is 
for us to capitalise on this public awareness as an opportunity to reinforce healthy behaviours.

For the European Commission, 2007 is an important year for nutrition and physical activity. The EU Platform 
for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health will complete its second year of work.

This year will also see the adoption of a White Paper on nutrition and physical activity. This White Paper will 
set out the role that the Commission can play to support Member States in the prevention of ill health caused 
by poor diets and low levels of physical activity.

I welcome the decision of the conference organizers to focus on this topic, and I am sure that – given the 
excellent standard of the abstracts – the conference will contribute positively to our knowledge and ideas on 
the subject, and act as an inspiration to policy development.

Co-chairs: E. Riboli & M. Laville

Scientific Committee:
ML. Frelut, P. Galan, M. Laville, T. Norat

Honorary Scientific Committee:
J. Blundell, A. Drewnowski, T. Lang, M. Laville, T. Lobstein, E. Riboli, B. Watzl

Organizing Committee: Aprifel, Freshfel, AREFLH

Conference supported by: DG SANCO, DG AGRI, EU Platform for Diet, Physical Activity and Health

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Markos Kyprianou
European Commissioner for Health

The role of fruit and vegetables in the fight against obesity

EGEA 2007

April 17th – 18th, 2007 – European Commission, Brussels, Belgium
April 19th, 2007 – Sofitel Brussels Europe, Brussels, Belgium
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It’s a great honour for me to contribute to this very important publication following 
this year’s Fruit and Vegetable Summit. Events like this play a crucial role in our 
ongoing efforts to encourage greater consumption of fruit and vegetables, as part of 
our strategy to address chronic diseases and the growing problem of obesity.

Last June, European Union agriculture ministers unanimously backed wide-ranging 
reforms to the Common Market Organisation for fruit and vegetables. My hope is that 
the reforms, which came into force on 1st January, will play a major role in promoting 
consumption and thus make a significant contribution to improved public health. 
Despite plentiful production and great need for the product, the truth is that many 
people simply don’t buy and eat as much fruit and vegetables as they should - as their 

waistlines and medical bills bear witness. Besides the need to overhaul an old-fashioned support system, 
one of the main purposes of the reform is to encourage consumers to eat more of these healthy products.

With this is mind, Producer Organisations will be able to include promotion of F&V consumption in their 
operational programmes. There will be an additional €6 million under our general promotion regulation 
for the promotion of F&V targeted at children in schools. And there will be an €8 million budget for free 
distribution of F&V to schools, hospitals and charitable bodies, which will be 100 percent financed by the EU.

The Commission is also currently carrying out a feasibility study and a public consultation into the creation 
of a school fruit and vegetable scheme, which would be part-financed by the EU budget and would hopefully 
encourage children to eat more fruit and vegetables from an early age – a habit they would then carry into 
their adult lives. We hope to complete this work by July and I would welcome all contributions to the debate. 
The battle against disease and obesity requires action on many fronts. We in the European Commission are 
determined to play our part and what better way than to promote the consumption of our top quality European 
fruit and vegetables.

I salute the work you are doing at the Fruit and Vegetable Summit. I think it fits very well with what we are 
doing in Brussels. Good nutrition isn’t rocket science, but it will take a concerted effort to teach the younger 
generation a few good habits.

In striving to achieve this, your efforts and our policy reforms go hand in hand.

Fruit and vegetables summit

EGEA 2008

May 27th – 30th, 2008 – Unesco, Paris, France

Co-chairs: E. Riboli & S. Hercberg

Scientific Committee:
E. Bere, A. Drewnowski, M. Chauvet, L. Dube, P. Galan, D. Herman, K. Lock, A. Martin, T. Norat, B. 

Rolls, E. Valceschini, D. Veschambre

Presented by EGEA – IFAVA

Co-sponsored by the World Health Organization (WHO)

With the participation of the European Commission

With the support of the French Ministry of Agriculture

With the technical cooperation of the Food and Agriculture organization of the United Nations 
(FAO)

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Mariann Fischer Boel
Commissioner for Agriculture and Rural Development
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This year’s EGEA conference, the sixth in a successful series that started in 2003, addresses 
the Social and Health Benefits of Balanced Diets with special focus on The Role of Fruit and 
Vegetables.

The important role of food, particularly fruit and vegetables, when it comes to health and 
wellbeing is widely recognised not only by scientists and physicians but also among the 
general population. Associations have been repeatedly found between a high consumption 
of fruit and vegetables and lower risks of obesity and several diseases such as diabetes 

mellitus type 2, cardiovascular diseases, or certain types of cancer. Recent insights into these effects will be 
presented at this conference.

However, implementation of this knowledge in everyday life is still going slowly. Thus, while the populations of 
Europe and other industrialised countries fortunately do no longer suffer from severe hunger, undernutrition 
- especially with regard to certain micronutrients - is still an issue in vulnerable groups, among them lower 
social classes. Indeed, in the latter, financial constrains appear as a major obstacle to increasing consumption 
of fruit and vegetables as well as other nutrient-dense foods that would contribute to a healthy nutrition. At 
the same time, this population group is also at high risk of overweight and obesity with the associated non-
communicable diseases. Limited access to nutrition education and information aggravate the problem.

Improving the diets of low income groups should therefore be given more attention in public health and 
nutrition policy programmes. Steps in this direction have already been taken and some results will be 
presented during this conference.

Children are another important target group for nutritional intervention as nutritional habits are broadly 
adopted in childhood. Moreover, they present a population group that is particularly sensitive to nutritional 
shortcomings. Part of this conference will be dedicated to experiences from kindergarten and school 
food programmes that are in place in many countries and aim at increasing children’s fruit and vegetable 
consumption.

As can be seen from this short overview, the presentations of this conference cover a broad field of research 
relevant to the subject and again many esteemed colleagues have paid heed to our invitation. Their 
contributions make this conference a promising event.

Social and Health Benefits of Balanced Diet
The role of Fruit and Vegetables

EGEA 2010

May 5th – 7th, 2010 – European Commission, Brussels, Belgium

Co-chairs: I. Elmadfa, L. Hoelgaard

Scientific Committee:
I. Elmadfa, A. Aikenhead, J. Brug, D. Crawford, T. Lang, T. Norat, S. Panico, E. Riboli, H. Verhagen

Organizing Committee:
Aprifel, European Agriculture and Health Consortium, Freshfel, AREFLH

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Ibrahim Elmadfa
Director of Institute of Nutritional Sciences, University of Vienna
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I am honoured to introduce this book of abstracts for EGEA’s 7th international 
symposium promoting a diet rich in fruit and vegetables. I welcome the title of this 
year’s event “healthy diet, healthy environment within a fruitful economy: the role of 
fruit and vegetables”. Indeed healthy diets contribute to making people healthy; and 
healthy people are the driving force of a healthy economy.

As the EU Health Commissioner, I believe there is a sound economic case for health 
promotion. This is why I will continue to urge EU countries to invest in disease prevention 
and health promotion to improve people’s health and quality of life. Doing so will help 
avoid higher societal costs down the line.

Nutrition, as we all know, is an important determinant of health. A balanced diet, with high consumption of 
fruit and vegetables, helps prevent a number of chronic diseases and improves health outcomes across the 
board. This is good not only for the individual but for the economy as a whole, as a population in good health 
makes for an active and productive workforce, and also alleviates the burden on health and social budgets.

So, how is the EU doing in terms of fruit and vegetable consumption? The joint EC/OECD “Health at a Glance: 
Europe 2014” paints a worrying picture. In the European Union, the proportion of citizens eating vegetables 
every day ranges from 41% to 95% with an average of 58%. This means that 42% of Europeans eat no vegetables 
at all during an average day! When it comes to fruit, only 61% of our citizens eat fruit daily, meaning that 39% 
eat no fruit at all in an average day. Little wonder, then, that the rate of overweight and obesity amongst 
adults exceeds 50% in no less than 17 EU countries. The Commission is keen to promote fruit and vegetable 
consumption, especially amongst the young and fosters exchange of best practices to promote good nutrition 
in a number of dedicated platforms.

The EU-financed fruit scheme continues to provide school children with fruit and vegetables to help shape 
healthy eating habits. In addition, a number of interesting projects to promote healthy nutrition are being 
piloted in several European countries. One, called “My healthy family”, encourages children, older people and 
pregnant women from less wealthy regions in Hungary and Poland to eat more fruit and vegetables.

“We love eating”, another family-oriented initiative, encourages conscious eating with a diet that includes 
colorful fruits and vegetables, and more physical activity for people in seven European cities.

The abstracts in this book are a reflection of the wide range of issues we need to address to promote healthy 
diets, from advertising to agriculture, and provide a source of inspiration for policy makers and stakeholders.

Chair: E. Riboli

Scientific Committee:
M-J. Amiot-Carlin, M. Caraher, M. Caroli, N. Darmon, M-L. Frelut, F. Gomes, J. Halford, P. 

James, T. Norat, R. Nugent, S. Panico, E. Riboli, G. Riccardi

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Vytenis Andriukaitis
European Commissioner for Health and Food Safety

Healthy diet, healthy environment 
within a fruitful economy: the role of F&V

EGEA 2015

June 3rd – 5th, 2015 – Fiera Milano, Milan, Italy
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We are honoured to introduce the booklet for EGEA’s 8th international conference, particularly as this year’s 
focus on «Nutrition & Health: from science to practice» is very timely. Our society is increasingly aware of 
the role good nutrition plays in maintaining good health, preventing diseases and hence keeping not only our 
population healthier but also our economy more resilient. We are responsible for Health and Food Safety and 
for Agriculture and Rural Development, respectively, therefore we are acutely aware of just how intricately 
connected these areas are.

We are happy that this unique international conference on nutrition and health is, once again, focusing on 
fostering multi-disciplinary knowledge and strategies for evidence-based policy making. By bringing together 
scientists, medical professionals, producers, whole and retail sellers, foodservice and policy makers, EGEA 
is facilitating the discussion on how to keep our agriculture sustainable, our food nutritious and safe and our 
population healthy.

Nutrition is one of the most important health determinants. A balanced, nutritious diet helps to prevent a 
number of chronic diseases, extend life expectancy and improve people’s overall quality of life at every stage. 
This is why the European Commission promotes the ‘’health in all policies’’ approach, bringing together all 
sectors and all levels of government.

One child out of three is overweight or obese in the EU – this is a very alarming situation that requires urgent 
action. We are particularly aware and focused on linking children’s nutrition to the European Pillar of Social 
Rights, together with education, equal opportunities and social inclusion. Our farmers and food producers 
are working on improving the nutritional quality of food and making healthier food options – with less salt, 
sugar and fat – easily available and affordable.
Together with EU governments, we are discussing the ways that will help us to apply all possible tools, 
such as food labelling, taxation, marketing, education, empowering families and increasing physical activity, 
particularly in children.

Co-chairs: E. Riboli & M. Laville

Scientific Committee:
E. Riboli, M. Laville, M-J. Amiot-Carlin, J. Breda, M. Caroli, M-L. Frelut, J. Halford, P. James, J-M. 

Lecerf, L. Letrilliart, K. Lock, A. Martin, T. Norat, S. Storckdieck, D. Weghuber

Scientific Coordinator: S. Barnat

Vytenis Andriukaitis
EU Commissioner for 
Health and Food Safety

Phil Hogan
EU Commissioner for 

Agriculture & Rural 
Development

Nutrition & Health
From Science to Practice

EGEA 2018

November 7th – 9th, 2018 – Marriott Hotel, Lyon, France
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We are moving increasingly towards nutrition-sensitive agriculture and promoting good eating habits more 
broadly. The EU School Fruit, Vegetables and Milk Scheme is an excellent example of how the EU and our 
agricultural producers can support Member States to promote healthier eating habits in children. In addition 
a Teachers Resource Pack has been created to help young people learn more about food production and the 
wider role played by farmers. Public procurement of food in schools is another tool that Member States can 
use to improve children’s nutrition. Already more than a decade ago, the European Commission launched 
the European platform for action on diet, physical activity and health. The platform led to more than 300 
initiatives designed to promote better nutrition and physical activity in the EU, including a Thematic Network 
on "Stimulating fresh fruit and vegetable consumption for healthier European consumers" as part of the 
European Commission’s EU Health Policy Platform. And, as recently as June 2018, the Council of the European 
Union adopted conclusions on "Healthy nutrition for children: the healthy future of Europe".

All these programmes and initiatives, including EGEA’s 8th conference, provide a robust framework to address 
the issue of healthy nutrition and support Member States’ efforts to reach the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals and promote healthy lifestyles. We know that this is a formidable task that requires everyone to work 
together. It now depends on all of us to put this to use, discuss, cooperate, exchange best practices, learn 
from our successes and mistakes alike, and achieve sustainable change. Healthy nutrition is definitely is one 
of the best investments we can make together in our future generations.

Vytenis Andriukaitis
European Commissioner for Health and Food Safety

Phil Hogan
EU Commissioner for Agriculture & Rural Development
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European action to increase fruit and vegetable consumption

To address the growing challenge of chronic diseases - cancer, coronary heart 
disease and obesity - on health, the economy and development, EGEA 2007 adopted 
the following statement, following valuable input from Egea scientists,

• DG Health and Consumer Protection,

• DG Agriculture,

• DG Research,

and the WHO Regional Office for Europe:

Increasing fruit and vegetable consumption is an important part of comprehensive prevention of chronic 
diseases. Currently only a minority of European citizens eat the daily recommended amount of 400 g of fruit 
and vegetables.

The WHO European Charter on counteracting obesity sets goals for curbing the epidemic and reversing the 
trend in children and adolescents by 2015.  It recommends increasing consumption of fruit and vegetables.

The German government has given, during its Presidency, commitment to increase fruit and vegetable intake 
by 2010, so that 20% more people are consuming at least 5 portions of fruit and vegetable each day; and that 
by 2010, an extra 30% of catering (such as kindergartens, schools, cafeterias and old people’s homes) serve 
healthy meals, which include fruit and vegetables.

The 2007 EGEA conference «The Role of Fruit and Vegetables in the Fight Against Obesity» has identified a 
number of effective and innovative solutions to increase consumption of fruit and vegetables.

Among these effective solutions, three main areas of action should be given priority:

• Increase access to and availability of fruit and vegetables in school 

• Improve information on the health benefits of fruit and vegetables and increase advertising

• Reduce social inequalities in fruit and vegetable consumption

The role of fruit and vegetables in the fight against obesity

EGEA 2007

STATEMENTS
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Rising rates of food insecurity and rising rates of obesity represent a dual burden for global public health. We 
continue to see high rates of chronic diseases that are largely preventable through a healthier diet. 

Improving diet quality has to be seen by all as an urgent priority for global public health

– High consumption of vegetables and fruit is associated with higher overall diet quality and also with 
healthier lifestyles

– Emerging evidence indicates that fruit and vegetable consumption may also play a role in weight control. 
By contrast, inadequate consumption is clearly associated with elevated risk of chronic disease

– Increasing consumption of vegetables and fruit is the key to improving diet quality for all

Ensuring that all populations, including disadvantaged ones, have equal access to affordable fruit   
and vegetables requires an alliance between agriculture, health, and public policy

– Ensuring access to healthy diets by lower income groups should be a priority for public health

Key focus areas for effective population-based interventions, programs and policies must include   
schools, worksite, community settings, and the media

– In particular, we urge the EU and other national governments to move forward quickly to fund and 
implement the School Fruit Scheme

We call on the World Health Organization (WHO), Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) to continue to 
provide strong global leadership in promoting increased consumption of fruit and vegetables worldwide. All 
member countries are urged to fund, develop, and implement comprehensive, coordinated, and sustainable 
policies and programs to improve access to health-promoting vegetables and fruit. Such measures, brought 
about through a convergence between agriculture and public health will significantly reduce the global burden 
of chronic disease.

Fruit & Vegetables Summit

EGEA 2008

"We need to do more"

Fruit and vegetable consumption is well below recommended levels throughout the EU, especially in low 
socioeconomic groups.

EGEA recommends:

• Provide economic incentives to increase fruit and vegetable consumtion to low socioeconomic groups 
in the EU

• Promote and strengthen collaboration between sectors - health, agriculture, social, environment for 
joined up policy action

• Improve the effectiveness of the EU School Fruit Scheme through more effective implementation, 
guidance, accompanying measures and clear criteria for evaluation

• Build an ambitious strategy incorporating effective use of media and social marketing tools to promote 
increased consumption of fresh fruit and vegetable

Social and Health Benefits of Balanced Diet:
The role of Fruit and Vegetables

EGEA 2010
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Global nutrition and agricultural communities need to 
find innovative ways to create and support healthy eating 
environments and promote policies to increase fruit 
and vegetables (F&V) production and consumption. The 
aims are to improve public health, profitability of F&V 
growers and sustainability of the production systems. One 
way, among others, of achieving this is through taking 
biodiversity and nutrient-density of crops into account.

The problems of ill health throughout the world are now 
dominated by four major non communicable diseases 
(NCDs) - cardiovascular disease, chronic respiratory 
disease, cancer and diabetes – with escalating overweight/
obesity rates, particularly in children, amplifying these 
immense societal burdens.

The co-existence of undernutrition, micronutrient 
deficiencies, NCDs and overweight/ obesity reinforces 
a renewed need to consider health and nutrition as a 
primary societal goal which requires a transformation in 
our food systems. 

The financial costs of these eating patterns and nutrition 
related epidemics are already threatening health care and 
services (even in highly developed countries) and are now 
significantly impeding national economies. 

As the leading cause of death globally, NCDs were 
responsible for 38 million (68%) of the world’s 56 million 
deaths in 2012. More than 40% of them (16 million) were 
premature deaths under age 70 years with the burden of 
disability from NCDs being far greater. 

The number of people with NCDs have increased due to 
the global rise in overweight and obesity which now costs 
the world $2 trillion /year. Furthermore, over 1 billion 
adults are expected to be obese by 2030 if no major effort 
is made to reverse the current trend.

There is evidence that F&V consumption decreases the 
risk of cardiovascular diseases, obesity and diabetes, as 
well as certain types of cancer. Diet and physical inactivity 
accounts for over 10% of all global disabilities with F&V 
being dominant factors. This means that billions could 
be saved each year with disabilities markedly reduced if 
F&V intakes reached the recommended amount (at least 
400g/d). 

In their efforts to reduce the prevalence of NCDs, most 
developed as well as developing countries and governments 
acknowledge the World Health Organization’s declaration 
for increased F&V consumption. Yet national F&V dietary 
recommendations are often at odds with the same 
country’s agricultural or food policies. A few examples 
illustrate this situation:

• Many high-income countries continue to provide 
producer subsidies for other products, such as grain 
crops and meat/dairy products, with little support for F&V 
production, leading to a global deficit in F&V supply and 
consumption.

• In the United States, F&V should make up 50% of 
consumers’ plates/portions based on “MyPlate” dietary 
recommendations; yet the Department of Agriculture 
devotes less than 1% of its farm subsidies to support 
research, production and marketing for those foods and 
the whole of the US landscape is distorted by massive 
excess cereal production for animal feeding and subsidized 
export. In the U.S., the commodity crops receiving the 
largest amount of agricultural subsidies are grains, 
livestock, and dairy and under current agricultural policy, 
farmers are penalized for growing ‘‘specialty crops’’ (F&V) 
if they have received federal farm payments to grow other 
crops. 

• In Europe, a fall of the consumption of fresh F&V has 
been observed over the last decade (nearly one piece of 
F&V per day/person). Yet, in the EU, close to €40 billion 
is spent on the farming sector with less than 3 % going 
to F&V sector while it delivers close to 18 % of total 
agricultural production value in the EU. 

In the US and Europe, studies have shown that access 
and availability to fruit and vegetables are not evenly 
distributed among populations compared to less healthy 
products. Issues of access and availability can be tackled 
through proactive planning. 

Besides the health aspects, the global agenda is now also 
dominated by climate change and the need for planetary 
sustainability, with locally produced F&V being much 
better than animal foods, for minimizing climate change 
and promoting sustainability. This reinforces the need 
for a coherent strategic shift in the food supply chain, 
manufacturing, retailing and in consumer demand. This 
is now accepted by Heads of State at the 2011 UN General 
Assembly. However, practically no coherent initiatives 
have been yet properly implemented. 

Policy responses that focus on increasing F&V 
consumption can achieve significant gains. In high-
income countries, most existing policies focus on school 
feeding initiatives and broader health promotion.

Comprehensive school food policies that set strict 
nutrition standards can increase children’s consumption 
of F&V. Evidence shows that making F&V available in 
schools (e.g. through food or nutrient-based standards 
and school fruit schemes) has a positive impact on daily 
F&V intake.

Such programmes work by overcoming barriers in terms 
of access to F&V and by encouraging children to learn 
healthy taste preferences and dietary behaviours that 
have been shown to extend beyond the school gate.

By contributing to increased daily F&V intake, food 
standards and school F&V programmes also help children 
eat wellbalanced and diversified diets while meeting 
dietary and energy recommendations and achieving a 
balanced caloric intake. Nevertheless, such efforts may 
be overwhelmed by the hundred fold greater marketing of 
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unhealthy foods (High in Fat, Salt and Sugar- HFSS).

Modest regulatory and fiscal measures have been 
introduced but these are negligible compared with the 

huge, decades long, supply led subsidies by the EU and 
US which have induced the current distorted food system. 
Changes are needed to both the food system and food 
environment to influence the choices people make.

Marketing and advertising
1. Support the F&V sector’s promotion and marketing 

efforts.
2. Involve the advertising and food industries, the media 

(TV, internet, radio, print, cinema, etc) and the retailers 
in taking into account F&V public health messages.

3. Regulate food marketing to children to reduce both 
the power of, and children’s exposure to, marketing of 
unhealthy foods.

Healthy foods in public institutions
1. Establish F&V programmes in schools and extend 

provision from primary to secondary schools to create 
a seamless approach.

2. Set nutrition standards for foods provided in schools, 
universities, public worksite and health care 
institutions (e.g. in meals, vending machines).

3. Use public procurement as a tool to enhance F&V 
consumption by adapting guidelines and rules for 
public bodies (schools, hospitals and other health 
facilities, prisons, canteens) to use more fresh F&V in 
their menus.

Healthier retail environment
1. Reinforce the responsibilities of public sector in 

developing policies and infrastructure to increase 
access and availability to F&V in supermarkets and 
retail outlets, especially in underserved areas.

2. Planning authorities ensuring that access and 
availability to fruit and vegetables are part of municipal 
governance eg provision of markets for local produce.

Fiscal interventions and incentives
1. 1. Set incentives for retailers and other outlets to 

increase the availability of healthier foods, especially 
fresh F&V.

2. Use economic and fiscal tools to create incentives 
for healthier food choices; this should combine a mix 
of tax-subsidy schemes. A tax on sugar, sweets and 
sweetened beverages should be studied alongside 
subsidy schemes for F&V for the potential to induce, 
among others, higher consumption of healthier 
alternatives such as F&V and to gauge any possible 
adverse effects of direct taxes.

3. F&V subsidies or vouchers to increase economic 
access for low-income consumers using tax-
significant proceedings.

Food system
1. Ensure there is an adequate supply of F&V available 

to retailers.
2. Support and encourage the F&V supply chain to ensure 

that F&V reach consumers in minimally processed 
forms.

3. Support F&V production through similar policy 
instruments used for grain, meat and dairy production 
while taking account of the perishable nature of F&V 
and their nutrient composition (biodiversity).

4. Support F&V research to encourage farmers to 
increase their production of a variety of F&V, especially 
of micronutrient rich varieties and cultivars in line with 
countries’ agro ecology and production capacities. 
Increased production rates will also increase 
jobs, creating a win-win situation for agriculture, 
employment and health.

To enhance F&V consumption efficiently, there is an urgent need for
coherent policies that promote healthy eating in the areas outlined below:

A. Information and education
1. Authorize the use of consensual scientific research recommendations for claims on the benefits of fresh F&V 

consumption. Adopt nutrient profiles and health claims legislation in the EU based on WHO guidance.

2. Reinforce the role and responsibilities of public authorities in informing consumers on the positive assets of 
fresh produce and the benefit of a healthy diet rich in F&V.

3. Incorporate nutrition into the curricula in national education systems : it is important to develop food chain 
curricula linking production and consumption systems so that what is produced and consumed is also 
ecologically sustainable.

4. Develop nutritional guidelines for health professionals so that coherent nutrition advice and support is provided 
to the public and the media.

B. Food environment
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