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Conflict of Interest, private sector conduct to 
influence food and nutrition sector and the 

safeguards needed



• About myself, BPNI founding and journey 1980s 
onwards

• The Baby Food Law 1993/2003

• Alliance Against Conflicts of Interest( AACI)- 2010

• Nutrition Advocacy in Public Interest (NAPi)-2016

• How these 2 alliances work

• Examples of Conflicts of Interest- scenario in India 
and globally

• Safeguards needed

Overview



• From a government doctor to private practice

• Baby food battles

• 1979, 1981- Birth of a girl and a boy- Lacked 
support for breastfeeding and lactation

• Shift to public health- Founding of BPNI

• Moved to Delhi closed 30 bedded hospital

• Joined IBFAN 1989

• Public Health Activism 

Personal Journey 



• 1991 December 3, BPNI was born at Wardha, 
Gandhi Ashram as a result of training of 
lactation support trainers. 

• Major victory in 1993-Baby food law

• Work : Monitor Baby Food law, lactation 
training, advocacy for maternity protection, 
baby friendly hospitals….

Birth of BPNI ….



• Baby food law that flattened the growth of 
infant formula- it bans its promotion 

• Maternity leave 12 to 26 weeks

• Cash support to economically weaker women

• Breastfeeding rates begin to rise in 2015

• The Nestle Case 1994-2013

• Ongoing struggle 

Major contribution of BPNI and its allies’ 
work 



Sales of Breastmilk Substitutes India and 
China

Sales of BMS in 2016 and projected sales in 
2021  (‘000 Tonnes) 

GHG Emissions due to BMS in 2016 and 
projected emissions in 2021 (‘000 Tonnes 

CO2) 
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Source: https://www.bpni.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Green-Feeding-RC-Carbon-Footprint-10-

Asian-Countries.pdf

https://www.bpni.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Green-Feeding-RC-Carbon-Footprint-10-Asian-Countries.pdf


Nestle Sponsored Clinical Trial with ICMR (2019) 

Source: Govt orders probe into Nestle-led clinical trial

https://www.bpni.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Govt-orders-probe-into-Nestle-led-clinical-trial.pdf


Struggle continues 2025



Nestle on social media Promotion of baby 
foods 



• During the work of BPNI (while working on 
breastfeeding and complementary feeding of 
children-0-24 months), 

• We encountered disturbing situations of COI.

• Interest grew in this work

Focus on policy flaws, COI 



• 1970 the term began to be 
used, esp. in medical 
science.

• Based on principles of 
corporate law : Duty Of 
loyalty by the fiduciaries 
who must put the 
corporation’s interests 
ahead of their own

• Same can be applied to 
government officials or 
lawmakers towards citizens

Peoples’ perceptions 
concerning financial CoI 



New York Times, 2013 presented an 
investigation of a meeting in 1999



• Accountability shifted to 
corporate social 
responsibility(CSR), self-
regulation, and “Voluntary 
Codes”

• Tools such as Public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) and 
“Stakeholder dialogues”, 
flourished

(Utting and Clapp 2008)

• Stakeholder “a person with an 
interest or concern in something, 
especially a business”- (Google 
meaning)

How the “public interest” got swayed



“A conflict of interest is a set of circumstances that 
creates a risk that professional judgement or actions 
regarding a primary interest will be unduly influenced 
by a secondary interest . Institutional conflicts of 
interest arise when an institution’s own financial 
interests or those of its senior officials pose the risk of 
exerting an undue influence on decisions involving the 
institution’s primary interests”
(IOM, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK22942/ )

Definition of conflicts of interest

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK22942/


"A conflict of interest exists  where an individual has an 
obligation to serve a party or perform a role and the 

individual has either: 

1) incentives or 

2) conflicting loyalties,  

which encourage the individual to 

act in ways that breach his or her obligations.”
•Rodwin, M. (2017). "Conflicts of interest in medicine: Should we contract, 
conserve, or expand the traditional definition and scope of regulation?" 
Journal of Health Law and Policy.

Definition as used in the law 



• Revolving door phenomenon

• Inclusion of experts from food industry in 
policy making bodies/expert committees

• Incentives for public 
servants/regulators/policy-makers

• Stock holding of companies by the regulators

• And so on…

COI Stems from…..



• Govt lawyer Gopal Subramaniam 
joins multinational pharmaceutical 
company

• Health Secretary Naresh Dayal joins 
GSK

• Retired Cabinet Secretary TSR 
Subramanian joins MI

• Veena Rao, earlier with MoWCD, 
joins Britannia Industry as Advisor

• PV Bhide retired as revenue 
secretary, got permission to join 5 
companies-NOCIL Ltd, Heidelberg 
Cement India Ltd, L&T finance Ltd, 
GlaxoSmithKline Pharmaceuticals Ltd.

Revolving Door



• We began to identify conflicts of interest as a 
situation both nationally and globally

• Corporates are slowly entering into our lives at the 
cost of our health, nutrition and well-being. It 
included public policy, new vaccine introductions, 
and grabbing infant and young child feeding and 
nutrition policy

• It is then the idea of convening AACI struck

• 2010 I gave this call to about 15 persons joined

AACI



• The Alliance Against Conflict of 
Interest (AACI) is an alliance of 
organisations and individuals 
working in various sectors –
doctors, lawyers, women's and 
children's health groups, activists 
and media. AACI takes up cases 
with clear conflict of interest and 
brings them to the notice of the 
parties involved, the government 
and media. AACI aims at having a 
legal protection from conflicts of 
interests in all sectors in public 
policy.

AACI work





• It highlighted COI in all 
sectors

• COI was now being 
talked about in media

• Member Parliament got 
involved and proposed 
a private members Bill 
to prevent COI but it did 
not get through. 

AACI’s work made some impact



Safeguards Bill in Rajya Sabha 2011



NAPi’s work https://www.napiindia.in/

https://www.napiindia.in/


Major work on policy analysis and 
monitoring marketing



Contd.



Concrete examples and case 
studies

How FSSAI Exempted Food Industry 
from the Baby food law





Policy Exempts FSMPs from IMS Act 



Danone and Abbott  SPONSORED Annual Convention of NNF 2017 





Reach us at: www.bpni.org 

 

 
 

BPNI’s STATEMENT OF CONCERN 
 

FSSAI’s ACTION TO EXEMPT SPECIAL FOODS FROM IMS ACT 
  
BPNI supports government’s efforts to support children born with inborn metabolic errors (IEM) 
and to ensure availability of special foods for these children. However, BPNI condemns the 
continued efforts of the FSSAI to keep foods for special medical purposes (FSMPs) out of the 
IMS Act. We believe the exemption to FSMPs is a flawed policy as we believe all baby foods 
should be under the purview of IMS Act. 
  
The exemption for FSMPs came out of the FSSAI steering committee at a time when a front 
organization of the baby food industry (which also manufactures FSMPs) IYNCI was part of this 
committee. Infant Young Child Nutrition Council of India (IYNCI) was formed by the four big 
baby food multinationals Nestle, Danone, Abbott and Mead-Johnson. We appreciate the fact 
that the FSSAI has now heeded out cautionary advice regarding conflict of interest and removed 
IYNCI from the Steering Committee. 
 
BPNI respects the Infant Milk Substitutes Feeding Bottles, and Infant Foods (Regulation of 
Production, Supply, and Distribution) Act 1992, and Amendment Act 2003. IMS Act is a strong 
law that restricted the growth of milk formula in India. According to  the Euromonitor reports, in 
India sales of baby formula from the years 2008 to 2012 grew from 24,428 to 27,783 Tonnes; 
whereas during the same period, in China, where the law is not that stringent, sales went up 
from 294,800 to 560,000 Tonnes. When we curtail the promotion of baby foods it results in 
enhancing breastfeeding and save babies. 
 
A recent global report [1]“Don't Push It: Why the formula milk industry must clean up its act “ has 
hailed IMS Act to be one of the most effective tool to curtail promotion of baby milk. The report 
shows the deterrent value of IMS Act in India. Major food companies like Abbott, Danone 
and Nestle have been heavily implicated in this report for violating norms in many countries 
pushing their milk formulas. These companies continue to look for ways to escape the 
jurisdiction of the IMS Act in India. 
 
FSSAI indicates that special foods for IEMs fall under the category of foods for special medical 
purposes (FSMP) and in January 2018 listed four types of foods under FSMP category 
these are: i) foods for low birth weight babies, ii) for babies with an allergy to cow's milk, 
iii) for babies with lactose intolerance and iv) babies with inborn errors of metabolism 
(IEM). 
 
BPNI’s analysis reveals that FSSAI has allowed import of 93 products including foods for IEMs 
(66), hypoallergenic infant formulas for use in cow's milk allergy, (18), infant formulas for lactose 

It led to exemption to special foods from existing law, and we had to 

fight for 2 years to reverse the decision.





GAIN wanted to control Infant and young 
child feeding 2008



How baby food industry is in hand and 
gloves with UN via SUN



Robert Black

Member

Nestle 

Creating Shared Value 
advisory committee, 

received financial 
remunerations from 

Nestle

Lead author of the article 
‘Maternal and child 

undernutrition and overweight 
in low-income and middle-

income countries’ in the 
Lancet Series on Maternal and 

Child nutrition, 2013



Food Industry Domination in 
Policy Development on food 
labelling on front of the pack



• 22/28 persons who 
attended the meeting 
from the food industry 
e.g.

• Coca Cola, Dabur, 
Haldiram, 

• Kellogg’s, Mondelez, 
General Mills, 

• Nestle, Danone, 
Pepsico, Marico and 
HUL.

The consultative Group at FSSAI



How Big Food Operates



2002 : Global move  by Gates



• Signed up with Kraft Foods Inc., Procter & Gamble Co., H.J. 
Heinz and vitamin manufacturers Roche and BASF Corp. 

• To add nutrients, such as iron, folic acid and vitamin A, to food 
products they sell in poor countries.

• Provide governments with technical assistance for fortifying 
food staples, such as rice, maize meal, wheat flour, oil, sugar, 
soy sauce and salt.

• GAIN helps in favorable tax rates and friendly regulations

• Fund public relations campaigns for a governmental "seal of 
approval."

•

BIG FOOD and GAIN



All BIG food part of it, and policy came into 
being despite science and public health noise.

• WFP

• DSM

• Cargill

• Sight and Life

• Tata Trusts

• GAIN

Food Fortification centre created at FSSAI



Britannia Nutrition Foundation partnering with MoWCD
and Education in 9 States 

Source:https://www.britannia.co.in/article/britannia-nutrition-foundation



FSSAI partners with Nutraceutical Company Herbal Life 
and CII for Eat Right Summit (2023)

Source: https://fssai.gov.in/event_info.php?ei=18



McDonald’s greenwashing  through CSIR-CFTRI 
collaboration and roping Chef Sanjeev Kapoor 

Source:Why is NAPi accusing McDonald's of greenwashing, condemning CSIR-CFTRI collaboration? - The 

South First

https://thesouthfirst.com/health/why-is-napi-accusing-mcdonalds-of-greenwashing-condemning-csir-cftri-collaboration/
https://thesouthfirst.com/health/why-is-napi-accusing-mcdonalds-of-greenwashing-condemning-csir-cftri-collaboration/
https://thesouthfirst.com/health/why-is-napi-accusing-mcdonalds-of-greenwashing-condemning-csir-cftri-collaboration/
https://thesouthfirst.com/health/why-is-napi-accusing-mcdonalds-of-greenwashing-condemning-csir-cftri-collaboration/


ILSI Coca Cola seemed to have influenced 
the labelling policy



Food Processing Ministry 19 members committee includes 
industry representatives (2025) 

Source: Union Govt sets up committee to tackle ‘misleading’ advertisements on 

processed foods | India News - The Indian Express

https://indianexpress.com/article/india/union-govt-committee-tackle-misleading-advertisements-processed-foods-9822474/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/union-govt-committee-tackle-misleading-advertisements-processed-foods-9822474/


Mondelez makers of High Sugar products 
and Govt partners



Lilly and Foundation for Peoples centric 
Health System





Mess of Food Corporations



What are safeguards?



• Civil Society : oppose the use of term 
“Stakeholder” “Multi stakeholder platforms”

• Demand  for legal frameworks and guidelines 
to prevent and manage Conflicts of interests. 

• The State has the duty to protect public 
interest 

Solutions 



The OECD Guidelines Managing Conflict of Interest in the Public Service (2003) 

summarise as key to a modern approach to CoI policy among others, the duty to: 

· “Identify the risks to the integrity of public organisations and public officials” 

· “Ensure that effective procedures are deployed for the identification, disclosure, 

management, and promotion of the appropriate resolution of conflict of 

interest situations”
1
 

 

How	to	identify,	assess	and	adequately	address	a	CoI	situation?	
Enclosed a draft checklist by Professor Marc Rodwin  

with adaptions by Judith Richter 

20.11.2015 

 

 

ANALYZING (primarily INDIVIDUAL) CONFLICTS OF INTEREST:  

A CHECK LIST 

 

I) Is there a conflict of interest? – Identifying a CoI 

 

1) Who is the actor and what is his/ her designated role? (actor: e.g. a) a person in a 

position of trust such as a nutrition/medical professional, civil servant b) a 

professional organization; a public institution etc.) 

 

2) To whom does the actor owe a legal or ethical duty? (e.g. physician to patients,  

research subjects etc depending on their role; UN bodies: to the “peoples”/public) 

 

3) What is the nature of that duty or obligation? (e.g. the duty to protect, promote 

and fulfil peoples’ human rights to health; adequate food and nutrition including 

freedom from hunger)  

 

4) Does the actor have a financial (or other close) tie, a secondary role or a 

secondary activity that creates a risk that the actor will not fulfill their duty or 

have a split loyalty? (e.g. via sponsorships of activities or initiatives;  a physician 

or nutritionist also acting as researcher; or a public official, scientist or public 

interest NGO member also being on the board of a health related transnational 

corporation) 

 

5) When the actor exercises professional discretion [his/her freedom to act on his 

own judgement]
2
 can the actor promote his/her own financial interest or the 

financial interest of a third party? 

                                                
1
 OECD (2003). Managing conflict of interest in the public service: OECD Guidelines and country 

experiences. Paris, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, executive 

summary, p. 15, http://www.oecd.org/gov/ethics/48994419.pdf 
2
 Based on https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discretion 

 

Safeguards- Tools to identify



Guidelines by OECD  

It has all the tools for any Nation to develop its guideline



Thank you !


