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ABSTRACT

The impact of drug-foods (tobacco and cane sugar, cocoa and caffeine) and the consequences of their production on the health of both public

and planet are wide ranging and increasing from obesity to pressure on water supply. The world’s food system is dominated by a small number

of global corporations making and promoting drug-foods in myriad forms. The use of sugar-substitute non-sugar sweeteners, and their design

of products, are specifically formulated to be ‘moreish’, to stimulate pleasure responses above and beyond the natural pleasure of eating. In

the UK we can identify these foods, and the corporations that make them, since Value Added Tax (VAT) is applied. We suggest that, for food

and drink upon which UK VAT is levied, advertising and product placement should be prohibited and controls put on branding and packaging.

We further suggest action is taken to: (i) restrain the activities of the companies making these products, (ii) prohibit their sponsorship and/or

partnership with government bodies such as schools and NHS, (iii) ensure these corporations pay the full fiscal and environmental costs of

drug-foods. Our urgent challenge is to act against the sociopathic power of such corporations, for the public health and that of the planet.

Keywords environment, food and nutrition, food choice

It’s time to curb the activities of drug-food companies wreak-
ing damage on human and planetary health.

The global trade in agricultural products began with the
return of the European explorers from the USA. The most
profitable of these products, then as now, were the so-called
drug-foods, a term coined by Sidney Mintz.1 It is time for
us to act against the impact of these drug-foods, and the
consequences of their production on the health of the planet
and on all of us.

First on European shores were tobacco and cane sugar,
later cocoa and caffeine.2 They rapidly became popular, along
with locally made alcohol products that had been consumed
for centuries. Today the world’s food system is dominated
by a small number of global corporations that make and
promote drug-foods in myriad forms. Their use, too, of
sugar-substitute non-sugar sweeteners3,4 and their design of
products such as savoury snacks are specifically formulated
to be ‘moreish’, to stimulate pleasure responses above and
beyond the natural pleasure derived from eating.5–8

The health consequences of over-consumption of these
drug-foods are obvious to us all and they come at a huge finan-
cial and social cost in the burden of obesity9 (varied though
the costs assessments are),10–13 pre-natal and infant malnu-
trition,14 alcohol harm15 and diet-related dental and mental

health care. Alongside the costs with respect to human health,
we also need to consider the financial and environmental costs
of recycling or disposing of drug-food packaging. In the UK
alone, 13 billion plastic bottles are used per year16 and one
company, Coca Cola, reports it sells over 2.5 billion canned
drinks per year in ‘Great Britain’17; worldwide, their sales
of all ‘servings’ including cans and bottles is 1.9 billion per
day.18 Meanwhile Coca Cola, Pepsico and Nestle are ranked
the three worst plastic polluters globally19 despite signing up
to the Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s New Plastic Economy
Global Commitment.20

It is less well recognized that the production of drug-foods
uses a substantial proportion of our increasingly stretched
natural resources. Pepsico, for example, sends 6% of the UK
potato crop to their Walkers crisp factory in Leicester.21,22 It
has been estimated that in 2012, Coca Cola’s water consump-
tion was enough to meet the annual needs of over 2 billion
people,23 a figure greater than the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization estimate that, by 2025, 1.8 billion people will be
living in regions with absolute water scarcity.24
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It is also widely accepted that human health and planetary
health are intrinsically interlinked; both are threatened by
climate change, resource depletion and population pressures.
The Rockefeller-Lancet Commission on Planetary Health rec-
ognized the role of powerful vested interests as a significant
barrier to action.25 The former UK Chief Medical Officer,
Dame Sally Davies in her last Annual Report also reminded us
of the power of vested interests. In a section titled, The lessons

of history, she said: Early on it was recognised that the key driver

of smoking was the existence of an industry with highly sophisticated

strategies to maximise reach and sales.26

The dangers to population health of two of the drug-foods,
tobacco and alcohol, have been accepted for decades, and
some effective measures have been taken against corporate
vested interests to limit their reach and sales. It is easy
to identify companies whose products contain alcohol or
tobacco. Many perceive it to be more difficult to identify the
other drug-food companies. Here in the UK, however, our
use of the Value Added Tax (VAT) system uniquely, precisely
and systematically identifies the corporate vested interests at
the point of sale.

Although most food and drink products are zero-rated
(i.e. there is no tax payable at the point of sale), there are
notable exceptions. Standard rate UK VAT is levied on prod-
ucts with little or no nutritional value, namely many drinks
(but not, e.g. milk), all confectionery, savoury snacks such as
potato crisps and some other products.27 It is of note that
the evidence used to support the 2018 introduction of the
Soft Drinks Industry Levy28 included examples of equivalent
point of sale taxes in other jurisdictions, e.g. the Goods
and Services Tax in Australia.29 The recent Irish Supreme
Court judgement30 that so-called bread sold by the fast-
food chain Subway contains so much sugar that it cannot
be legally defined as bread and should therefore be subject
to their VAT, exemplifies the difference between food and
drug-food.

We suggest that, for food and drink upon which UK
VAT is levied, advertising and product placement should be
prohibited31 and, as with cigarette products, controls are also
put on branding and packaging design.32

As with tobacco and alcohol products, we suggest further
action is taken to restrain the activities of the companies
making and promoting these products and in skewing
the science of what we eat.33,34 As we have an existing
fiscal mechanism in the form of VAT, there need not be
any delay. In addition, this action to curb corporations
could be refined in the future to align the definitions
of food and drink products upon which UK VAT is
levied, with the definitions of high-fat, sugar and salt
foods as identified via Nutrient Profiling35 and the NOVA
classification.36

The Forbes 2018 List of the most powerful food and drink
companies is predominantly made up of those producing
and promoting drug-foods at scale37 with VAT levied on
most of their products. We suggest that for corporations
making and promoting any food and drink products upon
which UK VAT is levied, their sponsorship and/or part-
nership (including commercial partnerships such as vending
machines) with national and local government bodies, nurs-
eries, schools, colleges, universities, research organizations
and the and the National Health Service (NHS), is prohib-
ited forthwith. Furthermore, these corporations should be
charged an Excise Duty to offset societal costs and the fiscal
costs borne by the NHS, as well as raise the price of drug-
food products, as is done with alcohol and tobacco products.
We also suggest limits are put on their use of UK land, soil,
water and energy, as well as consideration given for them to be
a major contributor to a Food Resilience Levy, similar in remit
and purpose to the Climate Change Levy and as previously
proposed by the Birmingham Food Council.38 This would
facilitate reconfiguring the food system so that it is both better
prepared for future system shocks and supportive of human
and planetary health.

Urgent radical action is needed to curb these corporations
as society is facing rapidly declining health of populations
and the planet. Corporate power is, however, considerable.
Indeed, the individual power of one company, Coca Cola,
has been recognized in two recent BMJ papers39,40 Seek-
ing any means by which any of these corporations would
voluntarily curb their commercial activities runs counter to
their raison d’être and is therefore futile. As John Naughton
eloquently describes,41 we can regard corporations as ‘artifi-
cial superintelligences’, amoral rather than immoral entities,
blindly seeking to extend their power and reach, indifferent to
human and planetary interests.

Our urgent challenge is to speak truth to this sociopathic
global corporation power and act against it.
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