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On August 31, 2017, Health Canada initiated the bidding process for a graphic design contract for front 

of package (FOP) labels.  Bidding for the two year contract will close on October 10, 2017, with work 

to begin immediately following bid approval.  Health Canada is planning to implement eventual FOP 

labeling requirements in 2021, alongside previously approved changes to nutritional labeling.  
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In a 2015 mandate letter to the Minister of Health, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau requested that public 

health be promoted, in part, by improving food labels with respect to added sugars.  In October 2016, 

Health Canada identified objectives for creating front-of-package (FOP) labels to help Canadians make 

food choices, as part of the Health Eating Strategy.  Specifically, Health Canada identified a “need [for 

Canadians] to have the right tools to access, understand and use nutrition information to make healthier 

choices.”  Three key nutrients of concern to public health were identified for FOP “high in” labels: 1) 

sodium, 2) sugar, and 3) saturated fat.  Initial threshold proposals for mandatory labeling are based on a 

15 percent daily value of the nutrient for prepackaged foods and a 30 percent daily value for 

prepackaged meals. 

 

 

Table 1: Proposed nutrient thresholds per serving size for “high in” FOP labels 

Nutrient Prepackaged foods Prepackaged meals 

High in sodium 345mg 690mg 

High in sugar 3g 6g 

High in saturated fat 15g 30g 

 

 

Table 2: Proposed nutrient thresholds for “high in” FOP labels for food for young Children
* 

Nutrient Prepackaged foods 

High in sodium 225mg 

High in sugar 1.5g 

High in saturated fat 7.5(8)g 
* 

Children 1 year of age but not older than 4 years of age. 

 

Health Canada is in the process of determining symbols for FOP labeling.  Current strategies detail the 

use of symbols and text to quickly convey the desired message to consumers. 

 

Figure 1: Examples of FOP "high in" symbols under consideration by Health Canada 

 
 

An initial public consultation was held from November 14, 2016 to January 13, 2017.  Additionally, 

stakeholder meetings were held with various industry groups.  Health Canada has indicated that FOP 

label designs should be finalized in 2018. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/health/campaigns/vision-healthy-canada/healthy-eating.html?src=healthy_eating_strat_16&medium=banner_en&content=oct_2016&campaign=health_theme_footer#a1


 

FOP Graphics Development 
Health Canada published a tender on the Government of Canada’s procurement website on August 31, 

2017, seeking bids for a graphic design firm to develop FOP labels for Health Canada as well as a 

compendium and graphics guide to be used in outreach to the food processing industry and by FOP label 

designers.  The tender closed on October 10, 2017 with a contract start date to immediately follow 

approval of the winning bid.  The duration of activities is anticipated to encompass the next two 

Canadian fiscal years (2017-2018 and 2018-2019) with an estimated value of $90,000 CAD plus taxes.
1
   

 

The design process will primarily focus on adapting new FOP labeling symbols from a number of stock 

symbols.  Health Canada indicates that 168 symbols have been compiled, accounting for different sizes, 

permutations, and nutrient combinations.  They indicate that, depending on the design process, 200 

variations of symbols may need to be developed.  Health Canada also indicates that as part of the 

deliverables, two existing FOP labeling symbol formats are to be modified to meet Canadian needs as 

part of the consultation process. These are the “Facts Up Front” voluntary FOP initiative from the 

Grocery Manufacturers Association and the Food Marketing Institute and the Australian Health Star 

Rating FOP labeling system, which uses a five-star rating to identify healthy foods, in which higher star 

counts indicate healthier food choices. 

 

Figure 2- Facts Up Front voluntary FOP initiative example 

 
 

Figure 3- Health Star Rating FOP system example 

 

                

 

 

 

 

 

Under the contract tender, the revision/creation schedule of FOP labeling mock-ups is as follows: 

Timeline New FOP 
Revision of existing 

FOP 

                                                 
1
 The Canadian fiscal year runs from April 1 through March 30 of the following year. 

https://buyandsell.gc.ca/procurement-data/tender-notice/PW-17-00793179
http://www.factsupfront.org/AboutTheIcons
http://healthstarrating.gov.au/internet/healthstarrating/publishing.nsf/Content/About-health-stars
http://healthstarrating.gov.au/internet/healthstarrating/publishing.nsf/Content/About-health-stars


Regulatory Consultation (week 1-2) 

Condiment (1) 

Cheese (landscape orientation) 

(1) 

Sweeteners (1) 

Variety pack (2) 

Cereal (4) 

Popcorn (3) 

Yogurt (3) 

Bar (1) 

Beverages (3) 

Research (week 2-3) 

Salad Dressing (3) 

Crackers (portrait orientation) 

(3) 

Cheese (landscape orientation) 

Cereal 

Popcorn 

Yogurt 

Beverages 

Technical workshop (December 

2017) 

Chocolate spread (1) 

Small package (2) 

Fruit juice (cylindrical shape) (1) 

Assembly kit (e.g. Taco kit) (1) 

Variety pack 

Crackers (portrait orientation) 

Cheese (landscape orientation) 

Cereal 

Yogurt 

Bar 

 

Total 17 14 

 

Additionally, 88 iterations (sizing variations, shape changes based on packaging, inclusion of other label 

claims, etc.) of FOP labeling mock-ups will be required for research purposes.  The FOP labeling 

compendium will include the established 168 FOP labels along with any new mock-ups approved as part 

of the project.  

 

Health Canada Outreach on FOP 

Beginning in October of 2016, Health Canada held meetings and information dissemination sessions 

with various stakeholder groups concerning Canada’s Healthy Eating Strategy and FOP labeling.  A full 

account of meetings to date is available on the Government of Canada’s website. 

 

Proposed approaches to FOP labeling have revealed divisions between consumer advocacy groups and 

the food processing and retail industries; consumer advocates generally support the “high-in” FOP 

labeling approach.  Industry groups have raised concerns with the approach, including:  

 The proposed “high-in” system would not align with major trading partners, whereas a Facts Up 

Front style of FOP label would provide the desired information in a format similar to other 

countries; 

 Foods with naturally occurring sugars that exceed the recommended amounts based on the 15 

percent daily value would no longer be eligible for “no sugar added” label claims; 

 The Proposed approach is negative in focus and symbols (e.g., stop sign) are too strong;  

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/health/campaigns/vision-healthy-canada/healthy-eating/meetings-correspondence.html?_ga=2.2648756.586024353.1506092676-586329715.1504009411


 Products rich in many “good” nutrients, but with naturally occurring higher levels of fat and 

sugar, would be subject to FOP labels, while nutrient deficient products could be exempt from 

FOP labels; 

 FOP labels could divert consumer attention away from the Nutrition Facts table, which provides 

the complete nutritional profile of the product; 

 Consumer testing by focus groups included an insufficient number of consumers. 

 

Health Canada addressed the above concerns by stating that the FOP labeling symbol design process is 

ongoing, that label claims about vitamins and healthy nutrients would still be permitted on front-of-

package, and that more consumer research would be completed before designs are finalized. 

 

September 2017 Health Canada Webinar  

On September 18, 2017, Health Canada held a professionally facilitated stakeholder meeting and 

webinar event to discuss the Health Canada FOP label initiative with in-person representatives from 

Health Canada, food and beverage industries, and public health stakeholders as well as many on-line 

participants.  Health Canada reiterated that the FOP label initiative is meant to create a consistent and 

credible source of information that will help Canadians balance key nutrients of public health concern.   

 

Health Canada noted that current plans would include using black and white for labeling to reduce cost 

for companies and that the nutrient “high-in” symbol would be similar to Chilean FOP labels (see note 

below).  Recounting that Health Canada’s first round of consultations on proposed FOP labeling 

generated approximately 1,600 comments, Health Canada indicated it would conduct further consumer 

analysis before finalizing the FOP approach and labeling symbols.  Canada is targeting a 2021 

implementation date for FOP labeling to coincide with the implementation deadline for changes to the 

Nutrition Facts table, which were approved in 2016. 

 
Note:  Canada raised concerns about the Chilean FOP label development process at the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Committee on several occasions between March 

2013 and June 2016.  In March of 2013, Canada expressed concern that they had not received proper 

notification from Chile about the amendments, that the amendments deviated from international standards, 

that there was no apparent scientific basis, and that the amendments would be more trade restrictive than 

necessary.   

 

Food and beverage industry stakeholders raised several concerns during the discussion, including: 

1) “Stop sign” and/or “yield” symbols could be misconstrued as food safety symbols due to 

their similarity to the Canadian workplace hazardous materials information system (WHMIS) 

symbols; 

2) FOP labels could deter consumers from consulting the Nutrition Facts table, preventing  them 

from understanding the complete nutritional profile of a product; 

3) Much of the nutritional information of a product is not captured by an overly general FOP 

label; 

4) Other countries are using color-based FOP labels that include more information, such as 

caloric content; 

5) The need for Canada to align any FOP labeling system with systems used by major trading 

partners; 

6) Health Canada does not appear to have modified its proposal or process to incorporate 

feedback from stakeholders provided through the consultation process. 

https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/canada-fairs-country-report-0
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Browse/FE_B_004.aspx?StartDate=01%2f03%2f2013&EndDate=30%2f11%2f2017&SubjectId=39&SearchPage=FE_B_003&
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Browse/FE_B_004.aspx?StartDate=01%2f03%2f2013&EndDate=30%2f11%2f2017&SubjectId=39&SearchPage=FE_B_003&
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/FE_S_S007.aspx?AllTranslationsCompleted=1&StartDate=01%2f03%2f2013&EndDate=30%2f11%2f2017&SubjectId=39&Id=116624&MeetingId=104984&CdevContext=3&PageAnchorPosition=116624&SearchPagePageNumber=10&SearchPageCurrentIndex=0&SearchPageViewStatePageIndex=&SearchPageStartRowIndex=0&returnedPage=..%2fFE_Browse%2fFE_B_S005.aspx&IsNotification=False&DreReference=&SearchPage=FE_B_003&Query=&Context=&btsType=&CatIdsHash=-661194786&
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/hc-sc/migration/hc-sc/ewh-semt/alt_formats/pdf/occup-travail/whmis-simdut/symbols-signaux-eng.pdf


 

Other recommendations for further discussion included: how FOP labels could impact the branding of 

products (especially for smaller or irregular packaged items), bilingualism, the impact of FOP label 

designs for the visually impaired, cost implications, the fairness of exempted foods and products, and the 

importance of coordinating the implementation timeline with the Canadian Food Inspection Agency 

nutritional labeling changes.  With regard to the issue of fairness, certain notable disparities included the 

prospect of labeling nutrient-rich dairy products with “stop signs,” while under certain scenarios 

nutrient-poor processed products could have no label at all.  As well, industry voiced concerns that the 

sugar content of 100 percent fruit juices might be treated no differently from beverages with added 

sugars.  

  

During a lively exchange, food and beverage industry stakeholders clearly favored symbols similar to 

the U.S. Grocery Manufacturers Association’s Facts Up Front approach, while public health groups 

preferred labels incorporating stop/yield signs and “high-in” information.  The Canadian Beverage 

Association presented details of their own consumer research, in which the majority of respondents 

indicated that they will consume an unhealthy product even when healthier options are available if the 

unhealthy product is their choice.  When asked to indicate their preferences for FOP label design, 37 

percent of consumers indicated that color would be preferred and 25 percent indicated that a “high-in” 

warning would be desired.  However, when presented with possible FOP symbols, 65 percent indicated 

a preference for a color-coded design similar to Facts Up Front, with 21 percent opting for a “high-in” 

stop sign approach.   

 

Health Canada noted that consumer research panels have indicated that more simplified systems, such as 

stop or yield sign symbols, are better suited for consumers of lower cognitive levels.  Additionally, 

while consumers indicate preference for a colored and more informative symbol, consumers are better 

able to select “healthy” products when faced with stop sign-style FOP labels.   

 

On November 2, 2017, Health Canada published a report on the September 18 Stakeholder Engagement 

Meeting, available here.  

 

Earlier Health Canada FOP Labeling Evaluation 

In June 2017, Health Canada presented the following evaluation of several FOP labeling options at 

Public Health 2017, the Canadian Public Health Association’s annual conference.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Pros  Key Cons  

 

Highlights both positive and negative 

attributes 

 

No clear risk to health for low and medium levels of nutrients 

is a challenge for a mandatory approach 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/health/publications/food-nutrition/labelling-stakeholder-engagement-meeting-september-2017.html#a5-4
https://www.cpha.ca/public-health-2017-0


 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 Potential for health halo effect 

 

 

Balances positive and negative 

attributes of foods in one score 

 

 

Complex, category-specific algorithm makes it difficult to 

enforce 

No clear and consistent relationship between score and risks 

to health is a challenge for a mandatory approach 

 

 

Positive approach to key nutrients of 

concern 

 

 

Same as above 

 

 

Compatible with legislation 

Strongest incentive for reformulation 

and innovation 

 

 

Message is explicitly negative and warning symbols may be 

perceived as too strong 

 



 

Points of Contact for the FOP Graphic Design Contract: 

 

Signing authority 

Maya Villeneuve, Associate Director 

Bureau of Nutritional Sciences, Food Directorate 

Frederick G Banting Building, 251 Sir Frederick Banting Driveway 

Tunney’s Pasture, Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0K9 

Tel: 613-960-4740 Email: maya.villeneuve@hc-sc.gc.ca 

 

Project Management/ Technical Lead 

Vanessa Lien, Nutrition Project Coordinator 

Nutrition Regulations and Standards Division 

Bureau of Nutritional Sciences, Food Directorate 

Frederick G Banting Building, 251 Sir Frederick Banting Driveway 

Tunney’s Pasture, Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0K9 

Tel: 613-960-4683 Email: vanessa.lien@hc-sc.gc.ca 

 

Administration and Invoicing Questions 

Heather Gage, Administrative Officer 

Bureau of Nutritional Sciences, Food Directorate 

Frederick G Banting Building, 251 Sir Frederick Banting Driveway 

Tunney’s Pasture, Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0K9 

Tel: 613-957-3826 Email: heather.gage@hc-sc.gc.ca 
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