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Subject: Govt response to FASD

Kia ora FANNZ

Last week, the Government responded to recommendations from the Health Select Committee (HSC) on their Inquiry into Child Health Outcomes.  Specific FASD recommendations and the Government’s response are as follows: 

HSC Recommendation 51 
We recommend to the Government that the Ministry of Health formulate evidence based guidelines for low-risk alcohol consumption, to be promoted widely, with particular emphasis on alcohol cessation during pregnancy and pre-conception. We recommend that they be formulated within 18 months of this report being published. This could be done by contracting experts in the disciplines of addiction and maternal healthcare. 

Government Response: Accept 
Providing guidance and advice for low-risk alcohol consumption and guidance around alcohol cessation during pregnancy and preconception is part of the Government’s work programme. Current and existing work includes: 

( the Health Promotion Agency’s evidence-based low-risk alcohol drinking advice11 

( promotion of alcohol cessation during preconception and pregnancy through the Ministry of Health’s website12 

( Alcohol and Pregnancy: A practical guide for health professionals,13 which provides guidance for health practitioners around alcohol and pregnancy. 

11 This advice can be found at: www.alcohol.org.nz/alcohol-you/your-drinking-okay/low-risk-alcohol-drinking-advice. It is also published in many of the Health Promotion Agency’s alcohol publications. 

12 The Ministry of Health’s website is www.health.govt.nz. 

13 Ministry of Health. 2010. Alcohol and Pregnancy: A practical guide for health professionals. Wellington: Ministry of Health. URL: www.health.govt.nz/publication/alcohol-and-pregnancy-practical-guide-health-professionals (accessed 16 January 2014). 

The Health Promotion Agency is also planning a multi-faceted three year work programme from 2014/15 to address drinking in pregnancy. This will include wider promotion of the message to not drink alcohol while pregnant or when planning a pregnancy and the reasons for this. 

HSC Recommendation 55 
We recommend unequivocal health warnings that include, at minimum, “alcohol causes brain damage to the unborn child”. This should be achieved within two years of this report being published. 

Government Response: Noted 
The Government supports consideration of mandatory pregnancy warnings on alcohol labels. This is part of the Ministry for Primary Industries’ current work programme. The issue comes under the scope of the Food Treaty14 and was considered by the Australia New Zealand Forum on Food Regulation at their December 2013 meeting. 

The Forum on Food Regulation agreed in 2011 to voluntary, industry-led, warning labels to alert women that they should not drink while pregnant. This voluntary arrangement was for a two-year trial period, after which mandatory labelling may be considered. 

An evaluation is to commence shortly on action taken by the alcohol industry in Australia to put pregnancy warnings on alcohol products. The evaluation will include an extensive consultation process and consideration of economic impacts. Interim and final reports will be provided to Forum on Food Regulation Ministers in March 2014 and June 2014, respectively. 

New Zealand will also be undertaking a quantitative evaluation of the New Zealand industry’s voluntary labelling initiatives. This will be undertaken once the Australian evaluation framework has been circulated to the Forum on Food Regulation. 

The Government will await the outcome of the trans-Tasman Food Regulation process that will consider the evaluations planned for 2014. 

HSC Recommendation 56 
We recommend to the Government that it develop an action plan to combat the harm caused by foetal alcohol spectrum disorder in New Zealand. The plan could be similar to that produced by the Australian Commonwealth Government in 2013, and should include the WHO international prevalence study to establish reliable data for New Zealand. It should be a whole-of-government plan, and include the whole population but target those at risk, recognise that the disorder is preventable, provide access to services for those affected, and support prevention measures by the health and broader workforce. This should be achieved within 18 months of this report being published. 

Government Response: Accept 
The Ministry of Health has a range of initiatives that support reducing alcohol consumption during pregnancy and improving responses for people affected by exposure to alcohol during pregnancy. 

The Government is concerned about the impact of fetal alcohol spectrum disorder on the development of young people. It is developing a fetal alcohol spectrum disorder plan of action and will look to complete this work within 18 months of the Report being published.

***********************************

Noho ora mai

Christine Rogan

Health Promotion Advisor and FASD Project Coordinator
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