
 

Slashing salt can save lives—and it won't
hurt your hip pocket or tastebuds

October 30 2023, by Peter Breadon and Lachlan Fox
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Each year, more than 2,500 Australians die from diseases linked to
eating too much salt.

We shouldn't be putting up with so much unnecessary illness, mainly
from heart disease and strokes, and so many deaths.
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https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/eb5fee21-7f05-4be1-8414-8b2bba7b4070/ABDS-2018-Risk-factor-supp-data-tables.xlsx.aspx
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As a new Grattan Institute report shows, there are practical steps the
federal government can take to save lives, reduce health spending and
help the economy.

We eat too much salt, with deadly consequences

Eating too much salt is bad for your health. It raises blood pressure,
which increases the risk of heart disease and stroke.

About one in three Australians has high blood pressure, and eating too
much salt is the biggest individual contributor.

Unfortunately, the average Australian eats far too much salt—almost
double the recommended daily maximum of 5 grams, equivalent to a
teaspoon.

Australian governments know excessive salt intake is a big problem.
That's why in 2021 they set a target to reduce salt intake by at least 30%
by 2030.

It's an ambitious and worthy goal. But we're still eating too much salt and
we don't have the policies to change that.

Most of the salt we eat is added to food during
manufacturing
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https://grattan.edu.au/report/sneaky-salt/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41569-018-0004-1
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/full/10.1161/HYPERTENSIONAHA.119.14240
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/risk-factors/high-blood-pressure/contents/summary
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/blood+pressure/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.5694/mja17.00394
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.5694/mja17.00394
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/sodium-and-salt-converter#:~:text=We%20recommend%20adults%20eat%20less,about%201%20teaspoon%20a%20day
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/sodium-and-salt-converter#:~:text=We%20recommend%20adults%20eat%20less,about%201%20teaspoon%20a%20day
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/salt+intake/
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-preventive-health-strategy-2021-2030?language=en
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Most of the salt Australians eat doesn't come from the shaker on the
table. About three-quarters of it is added to food during manufacturing.

This salt is hidden in everyday staples such as bread, cheese and
processed meats. Common foods such as ready-to-eat pasta meals or a
ham sandwich can have up to half our total recommended salt intake.

Salt limits are the best way to cut salt intake

Reducing the amount of salt added to food during manufacturing is the
most effective way to reduce intake.

Salt limits can help us do that. They work by setting limits on how much
salt can be added to different kinds of food, such as bread or biscuits. To
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7231587/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/food/


 

meet these limits, companies need to change the recipes of their
products, reducing the amount of salt.

Under salt limits, the United Kingdom reduced salt intake by 20% in
about a decade. South Africa is making even faster gains. Salt limits are
cheap and easy to implement, and can get results quickly.

Most consumers won't notice a change at the checkout. Companies will
need to update their recipes, but even if all the costs of updating recipes
were passed on to shoppers, we calculate that at most it would cost about
10 cents each week for the average household.

Nor will consumers notice much of a change at the dinner table. Most
people don't notice when some salt is removed from common foods.
There are many ways companies can make foods taste just as salty
without adding as much salt.

For example, they can make salt crystals finer, or use potassium-
enriched salt, which swaps some of the harmful sodium in salt for
potassium. And because the change will be gradual, our tastebuds will 
adapt to less salty foods over time.
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https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-02-salt-reduction-cases-heart-disease.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-02-salt-reduction-cases-heart-disease.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41371-021-00653-x
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/6/10/4354
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/6/10/4354
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022316622031224
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704534904575131602283791566
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4520464/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4520464/
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurjcn/zvac060.077
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 Australia's salt limits are failing

Australia has had voluntary salt limits since 2009, but they are badly
designed, poorly implemented, and have reduced population salt intake
by just 0.3%.

Because Australia's limits are voluntary, many food companies have
chosen not to participate in the scheme. Our analysis shows that 73% of
eligible food products are not participating, and only 4% have reduced
their salt content.

Action could save lives

Modeling from the University of Melbourne shows that fixing our failed
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https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/healthy-food-partnership-reformulation-program-two-year-progress
https://mspgh.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/4783405/The-Health-and-Cost-Impacts-of-Sodium-Reduction-Interventions-in-Australia.pdf


 

salt limits could add 36,000 extra healthy years of life, across the
population, over the next 20 years.

This would delay more than 300 deaths each year and reduce health-care
spending by A$35 million annually, the equivalent of 6,000 hospital
visits.

International experience shows the costs of implementing such salt limits
would be very low and far outweighed by the benefits.

How to fix our failed salt limits
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To achieve these gains, the federal government should start by enforcing

6/8

https://www.nature.com/articles/jhh2013105
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-02-salt-reduction-cases-heart-disease.html


 

the limits we already have, by making compliance mandatory. Fifteen
countries have mandatory salt limits, and 14 are planning to introduce
them.

The number of foods covered by salt limits in Australia should more
than double, to be as broad as those the UK set in 2014. Broader targets
would include common foods for which Australia does not currently set
targets, such as baked beans, butter, margarine and canned vegetables.

A loophole in the current scheme that lets companies leave out a fifth of
their products should be closed. The federal government should design
the policy, rather than doing it jointly with industry representatives.

Over the coming decades, Australia will need many new and improved
policies to reduce diet-related disease. Reducing salt intake must be part
of this agenda. For too long, Australia has let the food industry set the
standard, with almost no progress against a major threat to our health.

Getting serious about salt would save lives, and it would more than pay
for itself through reduced health-care costs and increased economic
activity.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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