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COMMENTS ON THE COMPOSITION OF THE WHO GUIDELINE DEVELOPMENT GROUP ON “ULTRA-PROCESSED FOODS”
Options
Option 1: Full Letter (ready to submit)
Subject: Comments on the Composition of the WHO Guideline Development Group on “Ultra-Processed Foods”
Dear Members of the WHO Selection Committee,
We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the provisional composition of the Guideline Development Group (GDG) tasked with developing dietary guidance on what has been referred to as “Ultra-Processed Foods” (UPF).
We respectfully wish to raise several concerns regarding the balance of expertise and science, the representation of scientific disciplines, and the sequencing of work underpinning this process.
A. Absence of a Clear and Globally Accepted Definition
The GDG has been convened before a clear, broadly agreed-upon, scientifically validated definition of what is being termed as “ultra-processed foods” has been established. Proceeding to develop dietary guidance in the absence of a scientifically acceptable food classification system, risks embedding ambiguity into global recommendations and may undermine the robustness and clarity of any future guidance.
B. Lack of Representation from Food Science and Food Technology Disciplines
We note with concern that no member of the provisional GDG holds an active professional qualification in food science or food technology—disciplines central to understanding processing operations, food matrix modifications, ingredient functionality, nutrient stability, and the technological transformations that occur in modern food systems.  In addition, none of the provisional GDG has extensive experience in food toxicology, clinical nutrition, and practical applied food and nutrition among impoverished populations, especially in pediatrics, maternal health and geriatrics.
Numerous highly qualified food scientists and technologists applied to participate, yet none appear in the GDG composition. This omission significantly limits the panel’s ability to fully assess processing-related science, and risks compromising the technical applicability and global relevance of the resulting guidelines.
C. Intellectual Conflicts of Interest and Lack of Perspective Diversity
We acknowledge the expertise of the proposed experts. However, many GDG members have been public advocates of the NOVA classification system and the UPF concept, having endorsed public statements or scientific positions asserting predetermined conclusions about UPFs.
WHO’s own expert selection principles call for “representation of different trends of thought, approaches and practical experience”. When a significant portion of the panel already subscribes to the same classification framework—indeed one still under scrutiny—this raises reasonable concerns about intellectual conflict of interest and the unlikelihood of n open, balanced, and objective evaluation of the evidence.
This concern is amplified by the inclusion of individuals who developed or actively promoted the NOVA system while declaring no relevant interests. This situation, even if unintentional, compromises the perception of neutrality expected of a WHO guideline panel.
D. Risks of Confounding Food Processing with Formulation
Several classification systems—including the one the majority of GDG members endorse—conflate processing operations with formulation characteristics, leading to systematic misclassification of:
a. Foods nutritionally fortified with essential micronutrients,
b. Shelf-stable foods needed in remote or resource-limited locations, and
c. Specialized products used in nutrition assistance, humanitarian relief, and treatment of malnutrition.
d. Extruded, plant protein-based foods of substantially elevated sustainability characteristics
A guidance framework that inadvertently “vilifies” these foods could have unintended and harmful consequences in public health. As the foundation of food aid programs and emergency nutrition interventions, such processed foods support over one billion people in low- and middle-income countries. Undermining their legitimacy or acceptability would directly oppose global efforts to reduce hunger, micronutrient deficiencies, and child wasting—thereby impeding progress toward the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Food product category d) concerns a significant portion of new developments within the past decade for plant-based alternatives to animal products, especially meat analogues, which have the greatest impact on the potential for improving sustainability on a global scale.

In light of the concerns outlined above, we respectfully request that WHO:
1. Review and rebalance the composition of the GDG to include qualified experts in food science and technology, and
2. Ensure a diversity of scientific and medical perspectives, reducing over-representation of individuals already subscribed to and/or advocated for the NOVA-UPF narrative, and
3. Sequence the work such that definitions are clarified before guidance is drafted. 
We remain available to support WHO in ensuring that the development of dietary guidance proceeds on a foundation that is scientifically rigorous, globally applicable, and aligned with public health objectives.
Respectfully,

Name
Affiliation
Option 2 — Individual Paragraphs For Members To Use Separately
Below are modular paragraphs that members may use independently or combine as desired:
A. Absence of Definition
“There is currently no internationally agreed scientific definition of what constitutes an ‘ultra-processed food’. Developing dietary guidance without a clear definition on food classification schemes, that are enshrined in science, risks embedding ambiguity into global recommendations and may undermine their credibility and applicability.”
B. Missing Expertise From Food Science and Technology
“It is concerning that the GDG includes no experts with professional qualifications in food science or food technology—fields essential for understanding processing technologies, food matrix transformation and behavior, nutrient stability and their bioaccessibility/bioavailability, food safety, and technological innovation.  Some qualified experts in these areas applied but none was selected.”
C. Intellectual Conflicts of Interest
“A substantial number of GDG members are public proponents of the NOVA-UPF framework, having endorsed letters or publications supporting predetermined views on the topic. This cluster of similar perspectives raises concerns regarding intellectual conflicts of interest in the implementation of one-sidedly based dietary guidelines and does not align with WHO’s requirement for panels to represent ‘different trends of thought’.”
D. Risks to Food Aid, Fortification, and Malnutrition Programs
“Classification systems that conflate processing with formulation risk stigmatizing foods that are fortified, shelf-stable, or designed for humanitarian feeding. These foods form the backbone of programs addressing micronutrient deficiencies and severe acute malnutrition in low- and middle-income countries. Any guidance that disincentivizes their production or use would jeopardize nutrition access for over a billion vulnerable people and undermine progress toward the SDGs.”

E. Risks to Sustainability goals by undermining the animal-plant paradigm switch
Classification systems that ban specific processing methodologies like extrusion processing risk stigmatizing foods forming the base of a paradigm switch to more plant-based food products for the sake of environmental sustainability.

F. Need for Balanced Perspectives
“With such a high proportion of the GDG already committed to the NOVA framework, it is difficult to see how the panel can provide a balanced and objective assessment of the evidence. Broader representation is essential to ensure credibility.”
G. Request for Reconsideration
“We respectfully request that WHO reconsider the composition of the GDG to ensure the inclusion of food science and technology experts, and to guarantee the balanced representation of differing scientific viewpoints, in line with WHO’s own expert selection principles.”
Updated 25 November 2025
2/8
image1.png




