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FOR OUR FUTURE: Users of electronic eco-labelling will be able to review and rate products in 
terms of its impact on biodiversity and other issues. Picture: Bongiwe Mchunu 

Words such as “free range” and “organic” on a product are a magnet for those who embrace greener 
options for the sake of their own health and that of the planet.  

But often the images these words evoke for the consumer doesn’t quite match the reality.  

For example, as I reported in this column in January, Fair Cape dairy products’ labels featured the 
words “free range”, “juicy pastures” and “our mooing mamas have plenty of natural grazing”.  

In reality, the cows were mostly housed in sheds.  

Turns out that while Fair Cape has gone to great lengths to create decent living conditions for their 
Friesland cows and to embrace environmentally friendly farming methods, the labels were 
misleading because the cows live in feedlots, albeit cushy ones, and are fed mixed rations.  
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Responding at the time, a Fair Cape spokesman said: “We did not call the milk ‘Free Range’, we 
called it ‘Fair Cape Free Range’ – that is, Fair Cape’s take on free range.  

“The cows live in super comfort in spacious surroundings; they can choose between basking in the 
sun or lazing in the shade; they eat only natural feeds, with no animal by-products; no artificial 
hormones are added and they receive daily health check-ups.”  

The cows weren’t let out into the field because they thrived in cool climates and easily suffered 
from heat stress.  

The spokesman admitted that the words such as “graze” and “pasture” should not appear on the 
packaging. This has since been rectified.  

Knowledge is power when it comes to consumer choices. What if we had the ability to access 
instant information about a product’s environmental impact, the living conditions of farmed animals 
or the carbon footprint of clothing, enabling us to make informed choices?  

With the launch of South Africa’s eLabel (electronic eco-labelling) this month, that’s now possible, 
to a certain extent.  

eLabel is a collaboration of civil society organisations including Fairtrade-SA, the World Wildlife 
Fund’s Southern African Sustainable Seafood Initiative, Project 90x2030, SA National Biodiversity 
Institute, Compassion in World Farming SA, as well as nutritionists, vets, farmers and human rights 
activists.  

They review and rate products in terms of their packaging, the carbon footprint of their life cycle, 
the impact of the product on biodiversity, the standards of animal treatment, social justice issues, 
and health concerns.  

Users are able to register – free of charge, but not anonymously – to access the eLabel database of 
product information at www.elabel.org  

Registered users can read posts, comment, upload relevant articles and videos and post questions.  

This information will soon also be available via mobile apps. Once you’ve downloaded the app, 
you’ll be able to scan the product barcode and automatically access the information relevant to that 
product, from the eLabel servers.  

Thus far the eLabel team has reviewed a few thousand products that will soon be available on the 
website, but to initiate the process and get consumers interacting with the site, 15 “previews” were 
posted on the site at the weekend.  
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