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A submission to the Senate inquiry into definitions of meat and other animal products from the 

Australian Farm Institute, addressing: 

1. The potential impairment of Australian meat category brand investment from the 

appropriation of product labelling by manufactured plant-based or synthetic protein brands,  

2. The health implications of consuming heavily manufactured protein products which are currently 

being retailed with red meat descriptors or livestock images, and 

3. The immediate and long-term social and economic impacts of the appropriation of Australian 

meat category branding.  

 

1. Introduction 

The terms of reference for this inquiry seek to uncover detrimental effects of the presentation, 

labelling and marketing of non-animal protein products on the meat industry, its producers, and on 

consumers.  

The Australian Farm Institute exists to deliver analysis on priority farm policy issues, and promote 

evidence-based policy solutions that maximise the economic and social wellbeing of our farmers. As 

such, the AFI has considered these matters carefully. 

This submission explores in brief two primary issues. The first is the economic forecast for the 

Australian meat sector in light of the projected substitution of alternatives for animal protein. The 

second is the implications for consumer trust of a continued dichotomous framing of meat versus 

alternatives as a zero-sum market, and the role of presentation and labelling in either building or 

undermining that trust. 

 

2. Supply and demand forecasts 

The dietary needs of a growing population will inevitably result in increased demand for protein, and 

this will continue to come from both animal and plant sources. The forecast global demand for 

protein is strong and will accommodate substantial growth in both sectors.  

In AFI’s recent report on the opportunities and challenges of alternative protein in the Australian 

market (Admassu et al., 2020), an economic analysis was conducted to estimate the value of protein 

demand to 2030 and the proportion of this value attributed to each food category. Assumptions 

were made in the modelling in relation to the ratio of exports to domestic consumption (remains 

similar to current levels) and substitution of animal protein with alternative proteins. Assumptions 

for alternative protein substitution rates were based on evidence from literature and stakeholder 

consultation and were as follows: 9% for meat products, 15% for dairy, 2% for fish, 1% for eggs and 

2% of grain used for animal feed.  
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The results of this analysis (Figure 1) show that, even with the assumed substitution rates, the value 

of animal protein demand will be approximately $8.9 billion higher in 2030 compared to 2018. 

Both meat and non-meat segments will rise together, and while we are likely to see a small but 

notable rise for alternative proteins in some markets, increased demand for all protein sources from 

a globally rising population and increasing middle class consumer segment will exceed any perceived 

market loss from growth in the consumption of alternative proteins.  

 

 

Figure 1: Estimated value of additional protein demand in 2030 ($million) - BAU with projected 
animal protein substitution for alternative protein product. Source: (Admassu et al., 2020) 

 

3. Consumer trust  

This economic analysis shows no supply/demand threat to traditional animal protein from 

alternative protein sources, providing business is not disrupted by legislative or regulatory 

interventions. Consumer trust is crucial in mitigating the impact of disruption and this trust can be 

significantly damaged by the social conversations surrounding products.  

Some marketing language used by alternative protein companies portrays animal proteins in a 

negative manner, using misleading or inaccurate information. While consumer law cannot prevent 

the expression of a negative opinion, it is incumbent on law-makers to ensure any public claims 

made about a company’s or competitor’s products are truthful and accurate. 

Generalised statements on environmental stewardship issues such as water-use and greenhouse gas 

emissions do not consider or portray the wide range of farming management practices utilised in the 

animal protein sector. The Changing Landscape of Protein Production report recommended that the 

animal agriculture industry should adopt strategies to foster a proactive approach in promoting the 
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benefits of particular protein products (especially animal-sourced products) and ensure 

misconceptions do not threaten the industry’s image (Admassu et al., 2020). 

The general conversations surrounding this space, including information shown on product labels, 

influence consumer trust for better or for worse. Some alternative proteins labelling and marketing 

claims are “promulgating misinformation, fear and uncertainty” which could have unintended 

consequences for both protein segments (Van Eenennaam, 2021).  

Warring factions do not engender trust in a community, nor in a marketplace. Many of the claims 

and counter-claims made by alternative protein providers about meat and vice versa relate to the 

sustainability of food systems – a wickedly complex issue.  

The binary constructs of ‘real vs. fake’ or ‘clean vs. dirty’ reflect key flashpoints in this increasingly 

strident debate (Sexton et al., 2019). The dichotomous framing of plant versus animal; synthetic 

versus natural; alternative versus real etc. is combative and will ultimately impact not only consumer 

choices but also which stakeholders are willing to participate in proposed solutions (Van 

Eenennaam, 2021). 

 

4. Truth and transparency in labelling  

Consumers naturally have a right to truth in labelling and should not be misled when purchasing 

products. Australian laws and regulation govern labelling of food products, including Australian 

Consumer Law, contained in the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 as well as individual State and 

Territory Fair Trading Acts. Food Standards Australia and New Zealand (FSANZ) administers food 

labelling requirements through the Food Standards Code, which states that labels cannot provide 

misleading, false or deceptive representations to misinform consumers (Food Standards Australia 

New Zealand, 2017).  

While the name of a product shown on the label must not be misleading or false, descriptions can be 

further defined in the name label so that the nature of the product is clear. There are several 

examples of this principle outside the meat sector, such as ginger beer, coconut milk and peanut 

butter. Although these items do not contain the defined terms in their name (beer, milk or butter) 

the additional descriptor added to the name provides information to consumers about what the 

product is. It could be argued that including ‘plant-based’ as an additional descriptor in front of the 

words meat, beef, pork or chicken meets the same legal standards as coconut milk or peanut butter, 

as the full description has provided additional context to consumers.  

Yet the letter of the law may not be sufficient to engender consumer trust. Are people being misled 

by the appropriation of traditional meat descriptors for alternative protein products?  

A survey of 1000 Australian consumers conducted in July 2021 found that 64% expected plant-based 

products to contain animal protein if its packaging presented at least one of the following attributes: 

o Describes the product as ‘meat’ 

o Uses images of meat animals  

o Uses words like ‘beef’, ‘chicken’, and ‘lamb’ 

More than half of respondents (56%) said plant-based meat packaging should not be allowed to use 

any of the three features above. 



   

4 - Submission on the definitions of meat and other animal products - Australian Farm Institute | August 2021 
 

However, net misattribution for each plant-based meat product averaged at 25% of respondents. 

Those most likely to mistake plant-based products for meat were aged over 65, spoke a language 

other than English with family and friends, and had a household income of $40,000 p/a or below 

(Pollinate, 2021).  

This survey reported on consumer intentions rather than purchasing behaviour. It would be difficult 

to imagine that many consumers who had mistakenly purchased an alternative product due to label 

confusion would continue to do so after feeling deceived. In light of this, the health and economic 

implications of misleading descriptors or packaging would seem to be low. 

The specific definition of meat and other animal products on labels is not the only term considered 

when deciding whether misleading or deceptive action has taken place. The Food descriptors 

guideline to the Trade Practices Act published by the Australian Competition and Consumer 

Commission (ACCC) notes that the overall representation of a product’s labelling is considered in 

regarding the principle ‘do not mislead’ (ACCC, 2006). For example, the placement and font sizes of 

words and use of images or graphics will contribute to a consumer’s overall impression of a product.  

In addition, product location on supermarket shelves can either aid or abet consumer clarity of 

choice. Products such as peanut butter and ginger beer are not found next to butter or beer in 

shops, whereas alternative meat products are usually quite close to or co-located with their animal-

based counterparts (albeit generally well segregated with signage).  

Supermarket product placement is not a role for food regulators, but consideration should be given 

to the potential for confusion that current regulation allows. As noted earlier, the diminishment of 

consumer trust is a concern for both market segments. 

 

5. The inquiry’s concerns 

5.1 Potential impairment 

There is no evidence of a supply/demand threat to traditional animal protein sources in the current 

business environment. Even with similar levels of substitution as exist today, there will be sufficient 

demand for protein to 2030 for growth in animal agriculture sectors. However, negative associations 

resulting from marketing claims of some alternative protein products could potentially impair the 

meat sector by decreasing consumer trust. 

5.2 Health implications 

Although many alternative protein products have equivalent or more protein content than animal 

protein sources, other important nutritional components are not at equivalent levels in both 

products (Admassu et al., 2020). Alternative protein products must list their ingredients on their 

labelling (like all other food products in Australia and New Zealand), meaning that consumers are 

already provided information on the processed nature of the product. Like meat products, 

alternative protein products are also required to include relevant allergen and any relevant health 

implications on their labels. For example, some plant-based milk alternatives must include warnings 

that it is not a suitable milk substitute for children under a particular age due to the lower calcium 

content (FSANZ, 2021). 
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5.3 Socioeconomic impacts 

Traditional animal agriculture and alternative protein industries can coexist and complement one 

another. The production of protein products to meet the increasing demand from a growing 

population is not a zero-sum game. The opportunity of alternative proteins production in Australia is 

additional to opportunities to the animal agriculture sectors, and in some cases alternative protein 

production can offer diversification options for Australian producers. 

 

6. Conclusion 

In short, we cannot find any evidence to support the concern that existing definitions of alternative 

protein products are currently causing economic harm or impacting consumers’ health on any 

meaningful scale. 

Economic analysis shows that there is no fundamental supply/demand threat to the Australian 

animal proteins sector from alternative protein products in the coming decade, unless disruptive 

regulatory intervention forces a change in the market. 

A range of existing laws and regulations govern food labelling in Australia, including the Food 

Standards Code (administered by FSANZ) and Australian Consumer Law (administered by the ACCC). 

Under FSANZ, meat analogue products are already required to include clearly labelled information 

on allergen, health concerns and ingredients. Consumers can make informed choices regarding 

health properties from these labels. 

Rather than deception of meat-eating consumers causing a reduction of market share, the more real 

danger is that misleading or opaque product labelling reduces consumer trust in both the meat and 

alternative protein sectors.  

We also caution proponents of zero-sum, dichotomous narratives in both animal and non-animal 

protein camps that cultivation of an ‘us versus them’ mindset creates consumer mistrust which 

detrimentally affects both market segments. 
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