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Ladies and Gentlemen,

As Vice-Chairman and Chief Operating Officer of the Danone Group, it is my distinct honour to declare this award giving ceremony for the 2001 Danone International Prize for Nutrition officially open.

I should first of all like to welcome you to the Palais Ferstel, a magnificent palace built in the 19th century during the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. It presents a harmonious blend of styles, cultures and eras that conveys the very soul of Austrian architecture.

We are here tonight to award the 3rd Danone International Prize for Nutrition. But why this prize? Throughout its history, Danone has been actively committed to promoting health through its products. In fact, 80 years ago the company's first yoghurts were prescribed by medical doctors to treat intestinal infections, and were sold in pharmacies. Today, Danone products are far more widely distributed, but health remains a core concern and a motivating factor in our quest for innovation.

In this respect, the last two years, which have been marked by a refocusing of the Group's activities on its 3 major products (fresh dairy produce, biscuits, water), all of which are driven by the common desire to contribute to well-being and health, constitute a decisive stage in the Group's history. This has also meant a refocusing on a limited number of strong international brand names, such as Danone, Evian and Lu, some of which may now be found on all 3 types of products: fresh dairy produce, biscuits and water.


Every day, more than 100 million Danone Group products are consumed in nearly 120 countries around the world. While the links between diet and health are being scientifically tested daily with increasing success, we continue to gauge our role in the field of public health.


Firstly, we have made quality a top priority and endeavour to offer all our consumers flawless products that deliver maximum safety guarantees. Transparency is a basic principle for the Danone Group and one that has led, in particular, to the development of an innovative GMO detection system. The new system, which enables us to offer total ingredient traceability, has now won international recognition and is available to everyone.


Our innovation policy, driven by consumer satisfaction, has also led to the development of products that cater to everyone's tastes and eating habits, products that give pleasure and contribute to health and well-being.


A recent manifestation of our policy is the creation of Danone Vitapole, the Danone Group's International Centre of Research and Development. The centre, located in Palaiseau, south of Paris, will eventually bring together under one roof more than 600 persons, researchers, engineers and technicians. Its purpose is to constantly strive towards a deeper understanding and improved use of the natural qualities of ingredients, to optimise production processes, to better control taste parameters to satisfy consumers’ needs and to continually improve the products' nutritional properties to make health our first pleasure. Besides its own programme of activities, Danone Vitapole also develops research programmes in partnership with other internationally-renowned food companies or public research institutions, in various countries, in order to advance major concepts in nutrition.


To anticipate needs, to advance scientific knowledge and make it available to everyone have always been key elements of our innovation policy. For this reason, aside from conducting these applied research activities, the Danone Group has made major efforts to support basic research into nutrition and to provide training for education and health professionals (doctors, dieticians, etc.) in the field of nutrition. Such efforts led, 10 years ago, to the founding of the first Danone Institute in France in 1991 and the Danone International Prize for Nutrition in 1996.

Today, we have Danone Institutes in 14 countries, involving more than 180 renowned independent nutrition scientists. They have supported over 300 local research projects, organised around 25 scientific symposia, published dozens of books and newsletters for health professionals and sent out millions of informative and educational pamphlets.

Increasingly, the Danone Institutes find themselves consolidating forces to contribute to the development of large-scale projects, such as the organisation of international symposia or the implementation of ambitious research programmes. Take, for example, the research project dealing with "early nutritional factors possibly leading to childhood obesity", developed via the Danone Institute network. With the recent funding from the European Union, this project should eventually help better define the optimum nutritional balance in children aged 0 - 1 and will put to the test a new early indicator of childhood obesity. The project involves 8 countries and 5 European Danone Institutes (Italy, Spain, Germany, Poland, Belgium) and is a good illustration of the way in which the Danone Institutes, through a series of local and international campaigns, help daily to increase an understanding of the links between diet and health in the interest of public health.

Thanks to the involvement of members and their pursuit of scientific excellence, I believe that the Danone Institutes have acquired a rock-solid reputation in the scientific community and I should like to take this opportunity to extend my warmest thanks to all members.

With regard to the Danone International Prize for Nutrition, as I was saying at the beginning, we have now reached the 3rd in the series. Founded in 1996, with the scientific backing of the French Foundation for Medical Research, the 120,000 Euro Prize is awarded to promote research in nutrition and emphasise the impact of diet and nutrition on our health. The 3rd Prize thus gives the Danone Group the chance to underline its commitment to improving our knowledge of nutrition and therefore everyone's health.


In 1997, we were delighted to award the Prize to Professor Vernon R. Young of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Boston, USA, for his outstanding achievements in the field of proteins and amino acid metabolism. In 1999, the Prize went to Professor Leif Hallberg of Göteborg University, Sweden, for his lifelong research on iron.

This year, the Jury has decided to award the Prize to Professor Alfred Sommer and his team at the Johns Hopkins School of Hygiene and Public Health in Baltimore, USA, for all their work on vitamin A deficiency and its impact on health. Professor Barbara Schneeman, who chaired the selection phase, will go into more detail regarding the reasons for this choice and what exactly the research work entailed.

Dr. Sommer, I'm not a nutrition specialist myself, but when reading your biography, I was immediately struck by the sheer scale of the work undertaken by you and your team. During your numerous trips to foreign countries, including Indonesia, Bangladesh, Zimbabwe, India and Nepal, you succeeded in mobilising not just local teams of scientists, but thousands of men and women in order to carry out a series of unique epidemiological studies. Not only did you highlight widespread vitamin A deficiency in children, but also the role it plays in blindness and childhood mortality.

Thanks to your determination, you then managed to convince health authorities at the highest level to alter their nutritional recommendations and introduce vitamin A supplementation policies, thus preventing hundreds of thousands of cases of blindness in children and saving millions of children from premature death by infection.

We can only praise such exemplary research work, not just for its irreproachable scientific quality, but also, and above all, because it illustrates the way in which nutrition can save millions of lives and serve humanity as a whole.

Professor Sommer, on behalf of the Danone Group, the French Foundation for Medical Research and everyone here tonight, it is my distinct pleasure to congratulate you on this work and I hope that this Prize will contribute to public awareness and recognition of your work and help further your research into vitamin A.

Before handing over to Professor Barbara Schneeman, I should like to thank all the scientists who took part in the 2001 Prize selection procedure and who thus guaranteed its smooth progress (27 of them in total, virtually all of whom are with us tonight). Furthermore, I sincerely thank the IUNS (International Union of Nutrition Sciences) for having made it possible for Professor Alfred Sommer to present his work this afternoon to participants of the 17th International Congress of Nutrition during a Special lecture. I should also like to take this opportunity to thank Professor Elmadfa and his team on the professionalism with which they have organised this conference.

I now hand over to Doctor Bernard Dastugue, member of the Scientific Council of the Fondation pour la Recherche Médicale, partner of this Prize.

