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March 5, 2021 

 

 

 

The Honourable Patty Hajdu, PC, MP 

Minister of Health  

Health Canada 

Brooke Claxton Building, Tunney's Pasture 

Ottawa, ON K1A 0K9 

 

Sent by e-mail: hcminister.ministresc@canada.ca 

 

 

Dear Minister: 

 

We are writing to express our alarm over your department’s plans to press forward with “plain language 

labelling” regulations for natural health products (NHPs) early in 2021, and to ask you to instruct your 

department to immediately pause this decision and consult meaningfully with stakeholders.  At the 

roundtable your officials hosted on February 24th to reaffirm these plans, they heard stakeholders assert 

with one voice that these regulations, in their current form, would have a devastating impact on our 

sector while delivering little, if any, benefit to the Canadians who use these products.  

 

Our concerns over the impact that these regulations will have are long-standing.  On July 13, 2018, our 

associations and several others representing the manufacturers of NHPs wrote to your predecessor, 

Hon. Ginette Petitpas-Taylor, PC, MP, to raise our objections when the department first announced its 

plans to proceed with an approach based on the 2014 plain language labelling regulations for non-

prescription (over-the-counter) drugs [attached].  At the time, the OTC PLL regulations were in the 

process of being implemented and it had become clear that the costs to industry would vastly exceed 

your department’s estimates (well in excess of $100 million, versus the $3-4 million published in the 

Regulatory Impact Analysis Statement developed by your department).  This negative impact has been 

further underlined by the disappearance of nearly one in six marketed OTCs from the Canadian market 

since implementation of those regulations began.  

 

Against these costs, the regulations on their own would provide very little benefit to Canadians.  A 2019 

review authored by University of Toronto Professor Heather Boon1 concluded that “regardless of what 

information was on the label, changing labels alone was unlikely to have a significant impact on 

consumer behavior.” 

 

 

 

 
1 Boon et al, A Systematic Narrative Review of the Evidence for Labeling of Natural Health Products and Dietary Supplements, J 

Altern Complement Med 2019 Aug;25(8):777-788. 
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In view of our experience with OTC PLL, the prospect of repeating this failed approach with NHPs was 

alarming in 2018.  To have it emerge as the department’s top regulatory priority for our sector as 

Canada continues to struggle with the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic is unacceptable in 2021.  The 

economic costs will be even more damaging to an industry still reeling from the pandemic’s impact.  

 

This is particularly true for the NHP sector, which has a higher proportion of small and medium-sized, 

Canadian-owned enterprises than the OTC sector. The NHP sector will be further challenged by the fact 

that these products often contain many ingredients, rendering it impossible to apply the required 

formatting changes without expanding package sizes or packaging materials.  Further, given that most of 

the impacts would be one-time redesign/reconfiguration costs, they will be much harder to absorb with 

the much lower sales volumes per product in the NHP sector relative to the OTC sector.  Taking into 

account these factors and the fact that there are 8-10 times as many NHPs on the market as there are 

OTCs, the costs arising from this approach are likely to be many times the $100 million impact from OTC 

PLL. 

 

Proceeding with the current proposal at this time also completely ignores the changes in consumer 

behaviour that have accelerated during the pandemic, moving toward a much higher reliance on digital 

and online sources of products and information.  The Health Canada proposal is premised on providing 

users of these products better information at the point of purchase, yet it does not take into account 

how quickly the point of purchase and how consumers access and use product information is changing 

for many Canadians. 

 

The plain language labelling requirements have other costs as well, including completely unnecessary 

environmental waste as the product labels and packaging need to be increased to accommodate the 

new requirements. For example, the typical volume of production for a single painkiller package is 1.5 

million units.  The yearly additional waste created by Health Canada’s plain language labelling regulation 

for the production of that one product is 77 additional pallets of paper (676 more trees), plus nine 

additional truckloads for transport and a swimming pool-worth of extra water consumption.  

 

We note that in his most recent mandate later, Treasury Board President Jean-Yves Duclos was directed 

to “apply a climate lens to all government decision-making and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 

government operations by 40 per cent by 2025, and to net-zero by 2050.”  Given the marginal benefit, if 

any, that the plain language labelling proposal would provide Canadians, your department’s plan clearly 

would not pass this important environmental test. 

 

Our associations are eager to continue working with your officials toward a modern, evidence-based 

regulatory framework for self-care products.  We have all been active participants in the consultations 

from the time they were launched in 2016 until they were interrupted by the COVID-19 public health 

emergency.  We are deeply alarmed by the department’s decision to simply resume its pre-pandemic 

agenda without pausing to consult with stakeholders to assess the impact of the pandemic on our 

operations and consumer behaviour and the ongoing challenges we face.  
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For these reasons, we are echoing the recommendations of the House of Commons Standing 

Committee on Finance 2021 Pre-budget report entitled, “Investing in Tomorrow: Canadian Priorities for 

Economic Growth and Recovery,” calling on regulators to ”consult with stakeholders and consider  

compliance costs before changing product labelling requirements.”  Specifically, we ask you to pause 

your department’s plan to proceed with PLL for NHPs this spring and instruct your officials to instead sit 

down with stakeholders and explore the impact the pandemic has had on priorities within the proposed 

self-care framework, with a view to revisiting this proposal in that light. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 
Michael Graydon     Aaron Skelton 

Chief Executive Officer     President and Chief Executive Officer 

Food, Health & Consumer Products of Canada  Canadian Health Food Association 

 

 

     
Tony Cheung      David Pelletier 

President      President 

Chamber of Chinese Herbal Medicine of Canada  Canadian Natural Products Association 

 

 

 
Peter Maddox 

Direct Sellers Association of Canada 

 

 

 

c.c.: Sabina Saini, Chief of Staff to the Minister of Health 

 Leo Newman, Senior Policy Advisor to the Minister of Health 

 

https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/43-2/FINA/report-1/
https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/43-2/FINA/report-1/

