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How the UK government is promoting 
ultra-processed junk food to families
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Introduction

Ultra-processed food is increasingly associated with ill 
health and environmental harms. And yet it makes up 
more than half of the average UK diet, with the highest 
consumption seen in children. 

A growing body of research has 
linked ultra-processed food 
consumption with heart, kidney and 
liver disease, cancer, depression, 
obesity and even early death. 
National governments in many 
corners of the world have adopted 
legislative and other mechanisms  
to limit their citizens’ intake of  
these foods. 

The UK government has not 
followed suit. Despite the UK being 
one of the highest consumers of 
ultra-processed food and British 
children having the highest levels 
of ultra-processed food intake in 
Europe, these products have been 
ignored in UK government guidance 
addressing dietary ill health. Worse 

still, recent efforts to help parents 
and carers choose healthy products 
for their children have actually 
encouraged the purchase of ultra-
processed food and drink. 

We have found products 
encouraging unhealthy snacking, 
artificially sweetened beverages and 
even energy drinks awarded the UK 
government’s Good Choice badge 
and promoted as healthy swaps by 
its NHS Food Scanner App. 

Our campaign calls on UK 
government to stop taking the 
biscuit, remove their Good Choice 
badge from these products and 
support people to eat less ultra-
processed food.
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The evidence links ultra-processed foods with ill health
Ultra-processed foods, or UPFs, are defined by the NOVA categorisation, which was developed by 
the Brazilian physician Carlos Monteiro and his team at the Centre for Epidemiological Research on 
Nutrition and Health (NUPENS) at the University of São Paulo in Brazil. NOVA divides commercially 
available foods into four groups.

A robust and growing body of evidence 
concludes that it would be beneficial to our 
health for us to eat more minimally processed 
and natural foods, including healthy tinned and 
frozen produce. 

Ultra-processed foods, on the other hand, have 
been associated with ill health, including chronic 
disease and heightened mortality risk. Crucially, 
this association extends beyond the nutritional 
composition of these foods. It is not simply 
that ultra-processed foods are high in salt, fat 
and sugar (though they often are); research is 
revealing a more complex picture. 

We know that ultra-processed foods make us 
more likely to eat more than it may be healthy for 
us to do so. A growing body of scientific evidence 
is also revealing the damaging effect that the 
industrial additives and processing techniques 
involved in the production of ultra-processed 
foods have on the gut microbiome and our 
overall health. 

The evidence is now so compelling that ultra-
processed foods have become an issue of 
international concern, with leading academic 
journals, the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) and national governments 
across the globe adopting ‘ultra-processed’ as 
a framing to shape dietary policy and advice for 
citizens on healthy eating. 

We reviewed over 100 papers published in 
academic journals between November 2021 and 
October 2022. They exposed clear associations 
between increased UPF consumption and negative 
health outcomes, including poor liver health1, 
depression2, cardiovascular diseases3, all cause and 
cardiovascular mortality4, higher risk of coronary 
heart disease and cerebrovascular disease5, 
increased risk of COVID-19 infection6, higher risk 
of dementia7, chronic kidney disease8, kidney 
function decline9, inflammatory bowel disease10, 
diabetes11, colorectal cancer12, risk of frailty13 and 
eating disorders14, among other conditions.

Group 1 Unprocessed or minimally processed 
‘whole foods’ 

These include whole fruits and vegetables, 
whole grains, meat and animal products.

Also included are fruits, vegetables, meat and 
animal products that have been processed 
using techniques common in household 
kitchens, such as drying, crushing, grinding, 
steaming, boiling, roasting, chilling, and 
freezing. 

Single ingredient:
Fresh or dried fruit, rice and grains, 
legumes, leafy greens, starchy roots and 
tubers, fungi, herbs and spices, pasteurised 
plain yoghurt, fresh or pasteurised milk,  
tea, water

Multi-ingredient:
Pasta, granola (cereals, nuts and dried fruit 
with no additives including sweeteners or 
salt added by the manufacturer), cous cous

Group 2 Culinary ingredients

Substances obtained directly from group 1 
foods or from nature by industrial processes 
such as pressing, centrifuging, refining, 
extracting or mining. These are used to 
prepare, season and cook group 1 foods. 

Single ingredient:
Pressed vegetable oils, butter, sugar and 
molasses obtained from cane or beet; honey 
extracted from combs and syrup from 
maple trees, salt, corn starch

Multi-ingredient:
Salted butter, iodised salt

Group 3 Processed foods

Products made by adding group 2 
ingredients to group 1 foods. Processes 
are used to increase shelf life or modify 
sensory qualities such as taste or form. For 
example, canning, bottling, and, in the case 
of breads and cheeses, using non-alcoholic 
fermentation.

Canned or bottled vegetables and legumes 
in brine; salted or sugared nuts and seeds; 
salted, dried, cured, or smoked meats and 
fish; canned fish (with or without added 
preservatives); fresh bread; fruit in syrup 
(with or without added anti-oxidants); 
freshly made unpackaged breads and 
cheeses.

Group 4 Ultra-processed foods

Formulations of ingredients made by a series 
of industrial processes, many requiring 
sophisticated equipment and technology. 
They typically contain little or no whole 
foods, are ready-to-consume or heat up, 
and are fatty, salty or sugary and depleted 
in dietary fibre, and made using industrial 
additives and processes that wouldn’t be 
found in a household kitchen.

Fizzy drinks (sugary or sweetened); 
crisps and packaged snacks; chocolate, 
confectionery; ice-cream; mass-produced 
packaged breads and buns; margarines 
and other spreads; biscuits, pastries, cakes; 
breakfast ‘cereals’, ‘cereal’ and ‘energy’ bars; 
milk drinks, ‘fruit’ yoghurts and drinks; 
‘instant’ sauces. Many pre-prepared ready-
to-heat products including pies and pasta 
and pizza dishes; poultry and fish ‘nuggets’ 
and ‘sticks’, sausages, burgers, hot dogs, 
and other reconstituted meat products; and 
powdered and packaged ‘instant’ soups, 
noodles and desserts. Infant formulas, 
follow-on milks, other baby products.

The evidence 
links ultra-

processed foods 
with ill health
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This is especially 
concerning for children 
This growing body of evidence also suggests that 
UPFs are of heightened concern for children, with 
negative associations between UPF consumption 
from pregnancy through to childhood. Higher 
frequency consumption of UPFs correlates with 
higher body mass and weight, even among very 
young children15 and a predisposition to the 
development of unhealthy eating patterns later 
in life16. Increasing UPF consumption in the early 
years can even impact on child growth in height17. 

The evidence also revealed an inverse relationship 
between UPF consumption and cardiovascular 
health in adolescents18. Other research links higher 
consumption of UPFs in children with negative 
impacts on metabolic traits, many of which 
increase their obesity risk19. 

One study found that “children in Europe are 
regularly exposed to marketing that promotes 
ultra-processed foods and high-energy drinks, 
which are rich in saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, 
added sugar (ie, refined sugars such as sucrose 
and fructose, and high-fructose corn syrup 
incorporated into food and beverages), and salt”20.

British children have the highest levels of ultra-
processed food intake in Europe21, with under 
14s getting an average 67% of their daily energy 
intake from these types of food. UPFs account for 
an average 63% of daily energy intake across all 
age groups, up from 57% in 200822. 

High UPF consumption in children is associated 
with poorer diet quality23, an increased likelihood 
of living with overweight or obesity later in life24 
and greater increases in adiposity from childhood 
to early adulthood25. Children with higher levels 
of UPF consumption have been shown to have 
higher levels of cholesterol and triglycerides26, as 
well as increases in body mass index (BMI), weight 
and waist circumference27 and the development 
of early childhood caries (tooth decay)28. 

An exploration of the different ways in which 
diet is impacted through the consumption of 
ultra-processed food can be found in the Soil 
Association’s Ultra-Processed Planet29 and Ultra-
Processed Foods30 reports.

There is widespread 
concern about ultra-
processed food 
Evidence compiled for a Food Standards Agency 
and Food Standards Scotland report published in 
May 2022 revealed widespread concern among 
the public about the long-term health and safety 
implications of “over-processed” foods and 
support for regulatory action. Healthy nutritious 
diets were typically associated with minimally 
processed food and wide variety. Many of those 
surveyed for the report felt that food systems had 
become more profit-driven, with natural, fresh, 
healthy food less accessible. They saw access to 
safe, healthy, affordable food as a priority area for 
Government, including through regulation. Nearly 
half of those surveyed wanted regulatory action 
in order to “reduce things added in the food 
process for example E-numbers, preservatives”31.

We’re calling on the UK 
government to address the high 
level of ultra-processed food 
consumption in the UK and its 
associated health risks. Other 
countries have already taken 
relevant action. 

We’re calling for UK government action, including 
revised guidelines to encourage healthier eating 
and action towards reducing the percentage 
UPFs make up in the national diet. 

There is precedent for this. Brazil, Canada, Chile, 
Ecuador, France, Israel, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay 
all encourage, via national dietary guidance, 
labelling or other mechanisms, limiting ultra-
processed food intake among their citizens. 
The World Health Organisation and UNICEF, the 
United Nations’ Children’s Fund, both recognise 
the importance of addressing ultra-processed 
food consumption for ending childhood obesity. 
The UN Food and Agriculture Organization also 
recommends limiting UPF consumption.

But the UK government is 
dragging its feet. 
Government action on healthy diets differs 
between the UK nations. In response to Henry’s 

Children in Europe 
are regularly exposed 

to marketing that 
promotes ultra-
processed foods

Dimbleby’s National Food Strategy for England, 
which raised concerns about ultra-processed 
foods, the UK Government’s Food Strategy White 
Paper, published in June 2022, recognised them 
as contributors to the “overconsumption of high 
calorie foods”, announcing research funding in 
this area32. It’s not clear how (or if) this funding 
will be spent. 

The UK government is not only failing to 
adequately address UPFs, it has u-turned on 
measures announced in 2021 to introduce a 9pm 
watershed on TV advertising and restrictions on 
paid-for advertising of foods which are high in 
fat, salt and sugar online as well as restrictions 
on unhealthy food promotions in stores in 
England. Many ultra-processed foods fall into 
this category. It has halted work on a Health 
Disparities white paper, promised as part of Boris 
Johnson’s government’s Levelling Up agenda. Its 
entire anti-obesity strategy is reportedly under 
review33. In contrast, in September 2022, the 
Scottish government announced it would proceed 
with plans to ban promotions of food high in 
fat, salt and sugar34. The Welsh government is 
also proposing some measures to reduce the 
availability of unhealthy foods but some of these 
are reliant on UK government action35.

Furthermore, in a collaboration with UK retailers, 
the UK government’s Help for Households 
scheme, meant to help families in England with 
rising food and fuel costs, included a package of 
discounts on meals at supermarkets, criticised by 
children’s food experts as ultra-processed and 
lacking in fruit and vegetables36.

Taking the Biscuit6
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Our new investigation 
reveals that the UK 
government is actively 
promoting ultra-processed 
foods when they should 
be encouraging reduced 
consumption of them.
Every January, the UK government launches an 
NHS healthy eating campaign oriented around 
an App and logo as part of its Better Health 
programme. 

Better Health began life in 2009 as “Change 4 
Life”, a public health programme run by Public 
Health England, to encourage families to make 
small but significant improvements in diet and 
activity, including increasing their fruit and veg 
consumption, limiting calorie intake, salt and 
fat, suggesting swaps to lower sugar intake and 
encouraging an active lifestyle. Promoted each 
year on TV and radio, through digital social media 
and direct marketing through schools, NHS 
organisations and local authorities, it has provided 
paper and web copies of free resources, including 
posters and leaflets. 

In more recent years, parents have been 
encouraged to take control of their children’s 
snacking by downloading free “food scanner” 
Apps, which provide information about scanned 
products in store or at home. 

In 2021, “Change for Life” was brought under 
the “Better Health” brand. In January 2022, the 
UK Government’s Department of Health and 
Social Care launched the NHS Food Scanner App. 
Families can download the App and scan barcodes 
while out shopping or on packaged food in home 
deliveries to identify the amount of sugar, saturated 
fat and salt in a product. If a product doesn’t qualify 
for a “Good Choice” badge because it is above UK 
government fat, salt and sugar recommendations, 
“Smart Swaps” are then suggested.

The App doesn’t, however, take into account the 
processing a product has gone through, and we 
were concerned it may be prompting parents and 
families to choose ultra-processed products.

We interrogated the App  
and mapped out the 
products carrying the  
UK government’s Good 
Choice badge.
In response, we tested the App on popular snack 
foods sold in supermarkets and ran a small survey 
of parents and guardians, between 22nd July and 
30th September 2022, based on their use of the 
Food Scanner App. They were asked to download 
the App and use it to scan the barcodes of three 
snack products in kitchen cupboards, in store 
or on a home delivery from the following list 
that their children enjoyed the most or that they 
bought the most often for their children.

•	 Savoury snacks (crisps, meat snacks,  
cheese portions)

•	 Sweet snacks (sweets, chocolate, cereal bars, 
biscuits, cake, fruit-based snacks etc) 

•	 Drink (fizzy drinks, flavoured milk, squash). 

They were asked to use the information received to 
answer the questions in our survey and to scan an 
alternative product if a product didn’t scan or a scan 
resulted in a “product not found” response. Further 
questions covered their experience of the App.

What we found –  
the UK government 
is offering a stamp 

of approval to ultra-
processed foods, 

encouraging families 
to purchase  

unhealthy foods

Healthier Choice?
We picked out the following products as 
prime examples of ultra-processed products 
awarded Good Choice badges or similar 
and promoted as ‘good’ or ‘healthier’ choice 
swaps or given a ‘High Five’ by the NHS 
Food Scanner App. They are all produced 
by companies in the 2021 Top 100 Food & 
Beverage Companies37, based on sales, or 
well-known British brands. Given the number 
of products thought to be part of the App’s 
database, we cannot say whether they are 
the worst in terms of their impact on health.

•	 McVitie’s Rich Tea Biscuits 

•	 Lost the Pot Noodle

•	 Pepsi Max Cherry No Sugar Cola

•	 Alpen Light Cereal Bars  
Chocolate and Fudge

•	 Kingsmill blueberry pancakes

•	 Monster zero sugar energy drink

•	 Mr Kipling Bakewell Sponge Slices

•	 Aero Chocolate Caramel Bubbly Mousse

•	 Jacob’s Mini Cheddars Nibblies

•	 Richmond Sausage Hotpot
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Parents and carers agreed 
with our findings
Our survey respondents agreed, offering the 
following comments in response to a question 
about whether they thought a tool such as the 
NHS Food Scanner App may be a helpful way to 
encourage families to eat more healthily.

The majority of respondents had to use the App 
on more than one product to get a successful 
scan. Supermarket own-brand products were 
identified as scanning less successfully than other 
products. 

Respondents were also not keen on the swaps 
suggested by the App. More than half of the 
respondents who answered our question about 
whether they would buy the swap instead of the 
product they scanned said they would not buy 
the Good Choice swap. 

Testing of the Food Scanner App by ourselves and 
our survey respondents revealed 104 products 
that had been awarded a “Good Choice” badge 
or similar endorsement. 80% of these products 
were ultra-processed foods and drinks and often 
included sweet treats with less sugar or saturated 
fat than the product scanned but containing a 
long list of ingredients which would never be 
found in a home kitchen, including a number of 
different sugar alternatives, emulsifiers and other 
additives.

Good Choice badges were awarded to fizzy 
drinks including Pepsi Max Cherry No Sugar 
Cola, which contains sweeteners such as 
Aspartame and Acesulfame K. A Good Choice 
badge was also awarded to Trident Soft Sugar 
Free Strawberry Gum as a swap for a BEAR 
Strawberry Yo Yo, a popular (if sugary!) snack 
for young children. This chewing gum also 
contains Aspartame and Acesulfame K, as well 
as sucralose. Aspartame has been associated in 
research published in 2022 with an increased 
risk of cerebrovascular events (such as stroke) 
and acesulfame potassium and sucralose with an 
increased coronary heart disease risk38. 

Monster Energy Ultra Black, a zero sugar energy 
drink was awarded a “High Five, go go green!” 
endorsement, despite evidence linking the 
consumption of energy drinks with negative 
health outcomes and these products containing 
warning labels which state ‘High caffeine content. 
Not recommended for children or pregnant or 
breast-feeding women’. 

Products containing processed meat, which has 
been widely linked to an increased mortality risk, 
were also awarded Good Choice badges. 

The UK government is actively endorsing, 
through its Food Scanner App and Good Choice 
badge, industrially-processed products that can 
cause ill health. This exemplifies how detached 
the government’s healthy eating guidance has 
become from the science linking ultra-processed 
food with poor health outcomes.

It doesn’t offer 
alternatives such as 

fruit, nuts, seeds; just 
other processed foods, 
some of which contain 

ingredients I don’t 
think are healthy

Only if it suggests 
healthier swaps 

e.g. swap slimline 
lemonade for water 
rather than saying 
it’s a good choice

Good to make 
families aware 
of nutrients in 

food but may not 
be providing the 

healthiest options 
for snacks.

Why buy biscuits 
slightly lower in 

sugar when I could 
be encouraged to buy 

fruit instead

Some of the recommended 
[products] are still just as 
processed. Not once was 

fresh fruit, crackers or plain 
yogurt recommended.  

Giving fizzy drinks a good 
choice award because they 
contain no sugar sends out 

the wrong message
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So where can families get UK government-endorsed 
advice about ultra-processed food? 
Aside from its Food Scanner tool, the App 
includes a “more info” option to click on, 
explaining the App’s features and providing links 
to the Better Health website as well as healthy 
recipes, including 17 pudding and snack recipes. 
These recipes rely on raw materials assembled at 
home, the vast majority of ingredients non-UPF 
in contrast to the App’s focus on packaged foods, 
a high percentage of which are UPF. A further 
link takes you to the “Healthier Snacks for Kids” 
page on the Better Health website which claims 
“veg and fruit snacks are always the best choice, 
but if the kids are having packaged snacks, just 
remember to aim for 2 a day max”. It’s also 
possible to sign up via the App to a newsletter 
with weekly recipes and tips for increasing fruit 
and veg intake. 

The “Healthier Snacks for Kids”39 page on the 
Better Health website states that “DIY snacks can 
be healthier and often cheaper than packaged 
ones”. It also suggests swapping “biscuits, sweets 
and chocolate muffins for healthier snacks like 
fruit and chopped veggies, plain rice cakes, toast 
with lower-fat spread or a fruited teacake”. All of 
this additional advice appears to contrast starkly 
with the App’s promotion of ultra-processed, 
packaged snacks. Significantly, not one of our 
survey respondents clicked on the link in the App 
that would have taken them through to the Better 
Health website for this additional information. 
Furthermore, the Better Health website only 
seems to accidentally propose alternatives to 
UPFs. Ultra-processed food is neither defined 
nor criticised (or even mentioned); a missed 
opportunity for UK government advice on 
reducing consumption of these foods.

We submitted two Freedom of Information 
requests to the Department of Health and Social 
Care, asking for information about the criteria used 
to justify a product being awarded a Good Choice 
badge and the App’s links to food businesses. 

We asked: 

•	 Please provide the full list of products 
that qualify for a Better Health Healthier 
Families “Good Choice” badge on the 
packaging.

•	 What criteria are used to determine 
a product’s qualification for a Better 
Health Healthier Families “Good 
Choice” badge?”

•	 Is the data gathered by the NHS Food 
Scanner App shared with any third 
parties outside government? Please 
provide details.

•	 Has the Better Health Healthier Families 
campaign (previously ‘Change4Life’) 
received any funding from food 
businesses over the past 5 years? 
Please provide details

In response, the Department provided a list 
of products awarded the UK government’s 
Good Choice badge and the Office for 
Health Improvement and Disparities’ “Good 
choice badge nutrition guidelines for 
partners”, which provide details for retailers 
and manufacturers of the criteria under 
which a product is awarded the badge. They 
said they had not received funding from food 
businesses over the last five years and that 
the Good Choice guidelines – determining 
the use of the badge – were consistent with 
government dietary recommendations for 
saturated fat, added sugar and salt

13Taking the Biscuit

Placing an NHS-endorsed 
‘Good Choice’ badge on 
ultra-processed foods plays 
into the hands of a handful 
of businesses, instead of 
taking action to address  
the health impacts of  
these products. 
Ultra-processed cakes and baked goods, including 
biscuits, make up 10% of the UK shopping basket40. 
This is significant, considering these foods are 
discretionary; unnecessary for a healthy diet and 
often high in saturated fat and added sugar or salt 
and low in fibre. Public Health England reported that 
children consume almost 400 biscuits a year41.

Biscuit sales reached nearly £3bn in 202042. 
United Biscuits, which owns McVitie’s, Jacob’s, 
Carr’s, Crawford’s and TUC has an annual revenue 
of £868,000,00043. McVitie’s products are 
commonly promoted as Good Choice swaps by 
the NHS Food Scanner App.

Sales of discretionary UPF products contribute 
nothing to our health and are part of the UPF dietary 
pattern associated with poor health outcomes. 

They already make up a disproportionate 
percentage of our diet, yet the UK government is 
prompting families on tight budgets to spend their 
precious money on them – pouring pounds 

into the pockets of food industry actors while 
contributing to dietary ill health, including  
in children. 

Ultra-processed biscuit products such as those 
made by McVitie’s also pose significant risks to the 
environments in which ingredients such as palm 
oil and cocoa are produced44. Ethical Consumer’s 
Ethiscore gives United Biscuits a rating of 
only 3/20 (a ‘worst’ rating) for environmental 
reporting, carbon management, palm oil sourcing 
and managing workers’ rights45.

Other common swaps include Alpen cereal bars. 
Alpen is owned by cereals giant Weetabix, whose 
annual revenue is £335,010,00046. Weetabix 
scores only 6.5 of 20 available points in Ethical 
Consumer’s ethics and environmental rankings 
for cereals, with ‘worst’ ratings for environmental 
reporting, palm oil sourcing and managing 
worker’s rights47. 

Good Choice swaps also 
include products made by 
Coca-Cola, who scored only 
1.5/20 marks on Ethical 
Consumer’s Ethiscore table 
for soft drinks and has been 
named as the world’s worst 
plastic polluter. 

They also scored a ‘worst’ rating for managing 
workers’ rights48. The Coca-Cola Company’s 
annual revenue is £25 billion49.

While these companies are just an illustration of 
those whose products are promoted by the NHS 
Food Scanner App, the ‘Change4Life’ campaign 
has been controversially linked to food businesses 
from the beginning. When the campaign first 
launched it was in partnership with commercial 
partners including Tesco, Asda, Pepsico, Kellogg’s, 
The Co-operative Group, Spar, Costcutter, and 
Nisa. The campaign still seems to be playing into 
the hands of food business today, with several 
brands receiving notable endorsements through 
the Good Choice badge.

The low-cost supply chains and aggressive 
marketing strategies associated with UPF 
products promote excess consumption and make 
the industry highly profitable50, despite the risks to 
people’s health and the natural environment. 
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Join us in calling for action to address 
ultra-processed diets by the Secretary of 
State for Health and Social Care, Steve 
Barclay, by signing our petition. 

With your help we can re-balance the UK 
diet away from ultra-processed foods and 
address the many health related harms 
their over-consumption causes. 

Sign our petition at

www.soilassociation.org/causes-
campaigns/taking-the-biscuit

We need superpowers to resist  
ultra-processed foods! 
It seems to take superpowers to resist UPFs. They are found everywhere, 
are cheap, moreish and widely advertised. They are almost impossible  
to avoid. 

UK government guidance ignores our excessive consumption of these 
products, including by our children, and even promotes sales through 
the use of its Good Choice badge and Food Scanner App.  

The UK government needs to catch up with the science and enact a policy 
response, as other governments globally are doing. It needs to prioritise 
people over corporate profits, especially in a cost-of-living crisis.

UK government guidance is deeply 
flawed, here’s what it should do instead

Remove its Good Choice badge from ultra-
processed products, including in the NHS Food 
Scanner App

Introduce dietary guidelines to address UPFs

�Introduce a percentage reduction target to reduce 
UPF consumption levels in the UK to more healthy 
levels by 2030 

�Talk to families about their experience of ultra-
processed foods, and work to ensure that healthy 
foods are more accessible and affordable.

1.

2.
3.

4.

Sign our 
Petition

https://www.soilassociation.org/causes-campaigns/taking-the-biscuit/
https://www.soilassociation.org/causes-campaigns/taking-the-biscuit/
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