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Definition  
In 1998, Health Canada proposed the definition of a functional food to be similar in appearance to 
a conventional food, consumed as part of the usual diet, with demonstrated physiological 
benefits, and/or to help reduce the risk of chronic disease beyond basic nutritional functions.  
“Functional foods are those foods or food components that are scientifically recognized as having 
physiological benefits beyond those of basic nutrition.”1 Functional foods are also called 
nutraceuticals and can include foods that are genetically modified. The general category includes 
processed foods that are made from functional food ingredients or with health promoting 
additives, such as ‘vitamin’ enriched products and fresh foods.  
 
Functional Dairy Products 
Functional foods are the healthy food products of the future including probiotics, energy-boosting 
foods and those enriched with vitamins and minerals. Dairy products such as yogurt and cheese 
containing probiotics and milk containing omega-3 fatty acids have a prominent position in the 
development of functional foods.  
 
Omega-3 
Omega-3 is considered an essential nutrient that is not produced by the human body and 
therefore, it is important to find dietary sources to get it. Omega-3 acids in most of the products 
are vegetable-based ALA (Alpha linolenic acids) from flax oil (i.e. MEG-3) which are added to milk 
either at the dairy or in milk produced by cattle fed a diet rich in flax or as other flavors are 
currently added to milk. Omega -3 consumption has been rising since 2004 as dairy processors 
launched omega -3 milks, ice creams, cheeses, and yogurts. 
 
Research into Omega 3 has proven that it can stimulate the brain development, concentration 
and learning ability of children as well as promoting heart health in the general population. By 
adding Omega 3 to chilled milk, dairies give consumers easy access to this health-promoting 
ingredient. As consumers’ awareness of these benefits becomes more widespread, the interest in 
Omega 3 enriched products is naturally increasing.  
 
Conjugated Linoleic Acids (CLA)  
Conjugated linoleic acid (CLA) is found almost exclusively in animal products. Dairy products high 
in CLA such as milk, allow consumers to obtain the therapeutic health benefits of CLA by 
                                                 
1Functional Foods and Nutraceutical Industry’s Innovation profile: 
 http://www.innovationstrategy.gc.ca/gol/innovation/site.nsf/en/in02585.html 

http://www.innovationstrategy.gc.ca/gol/innovation/site.nsf/en/in02585.html
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consuming a natural food product. Thus, CLAs provide a good reason for consuming milk and 
milk products in our daily diet.  

Since dairy products high in CLA have tremendous potential within the emerging nutraceutical 
and functional food markets, there is a growing interest in CLA related research work across 
Canada. This will also position the dairy industry as an important contributor to the newly created 
nutraceutical/functional food industry.  

Probiotics 
Probiotics are components present in foods, or which can be incorporated into foods. Probiotics 
have gained increasing acceptance over the last decade and are reported to have many health 
benefits, including combating intestinal infections. Research studies have also indicated that 
probiotic cultures delivered through dairy products may help prevent food-borne infections. In 
fact, all of the major yogurt makers in Canada, including Parmalat/Astro, Yoplait and Danone 
have introduced products with enhanced probiotic features (Table 2) in the last few years.  
 
    Functional foods are an important part of wellness, which includes a balanced diet and physical 
activity. Individuals should consume a wide variety of functional foods, including the examples 
listed in the table below. 

Table 1: Examples of functional components:  

Class/Components Source* Potential benefit 
Fatty Acids   

Omega-3 fatty acids, 
EPA/DHA 

(Eiscosapentaenoic 
acid/Docosahexaenoic 

acid) 
Tuna; fish and 

marine oils Improve mental, visual functions 

Conjugated linoleic acid 
(CLA) 

Cheese, meat 
products 

May improve body composition, 
may decrease risk of certain 

cancers 
Prebiotic/Probiotics   

Lactobacillus Yogurt, other dairy 
May improve gastrointestinal 

health 
Minerals   

Calcium 
Yogurt, low-fat 
dairy products 

May reduce the risk of 
osteoporosis 

Vitamins   

A Milk, eggs 

May contribute to maintenance of 
healthy vision, immune function, 

bone health 

B3 (Niacin) 
Dairy products, 
poultry, eggs 

Helps support cell growth, helps 
regulate metabolism 

B12 (Cobalamin) Milk, eggs 

May contribute to maintenance of 
mental function; helps regulate 

metabolism 

Biotin Dairy, eggs 
Helps regulate metabolism and 

hormone synthesis 
* Examples are not an all inclusive list.  
Source: International Food Information Council: www.ific.org/nutrition/functional 

http://www.ific.org/nutrition/functional
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There are a wide variety of functional foods available and there does not seem to be any slowing 
down in the rate of development of new functional foods. The majority of those available are dairy 
products such as milks enriched with calcium and iron, cheeses, eggs containing omega-3 fatty 
acids/oils and yogurts containing probiotics.  

Table 2: Examples of functional dairy foods currently on the market in Canada include: 

Processors Brands Products Functional Components 

Agropur Natrel Pro Milk Beverage 
Calcium, Probiotics, 

Omega-3 
  Natrel   Omega-3, Probiotics 
  Astro Bio-best  Yogurt  Omega-3 

Parmalat Beatrice Vitalité Premium Milk Calcium 
  Beatrice Chocolate Milk Omega-3 

  Lactantia Vitalité Milk Beverage 
Calcium, Vitamins, 

Probiotics 

Saputo Dairyland,  Premium Milk 
Calcium, Probiotics, 
Omega-3, Vitamins 

  Milk 2 Go   Calcium Extra 
Kraft Kraft Live Active  Cheese Probiotics 

Neilson Dairy 
Ltd. 

Neilson Dairy 
Oh! Premium Milk DHA, Omega-3 

Danone Canada 
Inc. Actimel Yogurt Probiotics 

Source: Euromonitor International and Processor's websites 
 
Functional Food Industry in Canada 
The functional and nutraceutical industry in Canada has the potential to grow and capitalize on 
tremendous global marketing opportunities. Canada’s research oriented industry includes globally 
recognized food and nutraceutical companies such as Ocean Nutrition Canada (omega-3 fatty 
acids), Bioriginal Food and Science (essential fatty acid oils), Forbes Medi-Tech (plant sterols) 
and Institut Rosell (probiotics). Canadian functional foods and nutraceutical companies are 
considered one of the best in quality and innovation.  
 
• According to Statistics Canada’s Survey (2005) on functional foods, there were approximately 

389 firms in Canada engaged in activities related to either functional foods or nutraceuticals 
during 2004-2005. These firms reported about $2.9 billion in sales from functional products. 

• In 2004, the Global Market Review of functional foods estimated that Canada spend over 
$2.7 billion on functional foods per year with Canadians spending more than $212.32 per 
capita CAD on nutritional food products annually. 

 
• According to the Canadian Health Food Association, approximately 65% of Canadian 

manufacturers export and 70% import the ingredients of nutraceuticals and functional foods 
to complement their production. 

 
Health Regulations in Canada 
There are no specific regulations regarding functional/nutraceuticals foods in Canada. All the 
foods fall under the provision of the Food and Drugs Act and Regulations. Therefore, the claims 
proposed for functional foods/nutraceuticals are normally considered within the definition of a 
drug. 
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The Natural Health Products Directorate (NHPD), however, is the regulating authority for natural 
health products for sale in Canada. Some products for example, Ocean Nutrition Canada’s 
branded omega-3 ingredient are currently regulated as pharmaceutical under the NHPD.  
 
Global Market 
Global functional food market includes five major European markets that are UK, France, Spain, 
Germany and Italy, plus US, Japan and Australia. According to Euromonitor International’s report 
on global fortified/functional foods in 2006, Japan is the largest fortified and functional products 
market at US$1.9 billion. These major functional food markets are increasingly setting up 
nutrition, health and well-being units to ensure that the products they launch will meet the 
increasing demand for good-tasting foods and drinks with a healthy nutritional profile.  
 
A few examples of functional food products in the global market include:  
 
U.S. 

• Nestlé’s fat free probiotic dairy drink, Sveltesse Optimise is low in calories and contains 
26% of the recommended daily allowance of calcium. 

 
U.K. 

• St. Ivel Advanace by Dairy Crest is milk enriched with omega-3. 
 
• Nestlé’s probiotic drinking yogurt, Munch Bunch Drinky Plus is aimed at children. 

 
France 

• Lactalis’s Primevé and Coralis’s Arilait are examples of milk enriched with omega-3. 
 
Japan 

• Meiji Onaka Ikiiki produces a lactic acid beverage containing probiotics to help improve 
digestive system. 

• Yakult’s probiotic yogurt keeps intestines healthy and functioning well. 
 
Market Trends 
The functional food industry has the potential to support environmental initiatives, reduce health 
care costs, foster economic development in rural communities, and help growers to diversify.  
As understanding of the health benefits of dairy products increases and consumer awareness of 
these health benefits grows, demand for new and improved functional dairy products is likely to 
rise.  
For example: 
• According to Euromonitor analysis, the global functional food market is expected to grow and 

will likely achieve an annual average of up to 14% in the coming years.  
• According to Euromonitor analysis on functional drinks in Canada, the overall expected 

volume growth of functional drinks in 2005 was 8%. The energy drinks growth was 64% in 
volume and 124% in value.  

• AC Neilson, a market analysis company, predicted that global sales for functional foods will 
hit $167 billion by 2010. 

 
Future Outlook  
The future of functional foods will undoubtedly involve a continuation of the labeling and safety 
debates. As consumers become more health conscious, the demand and market value for health-
promoting foods and food components is expected to grow.  
 
Before the full market potential can be realized, however, consumers need to be assured of the 
safety and efficacy of functional foods. Education is necessary to raise awareness among people 
about the health benefits of functional foods. In addition, the functional/nutraceutical industry and 
government need to work together towards regulatory reforms and continue research in this field.  



 

 - 5 -

 
 
References 
 
-Statistics Canada, Functional Foods and Nutraceutical Survey (2005): 
<http://www.statcan.ca/english/freepub/88-003-XIE/88-003-XIE2006003.pdf> 
 
-Performance functional foods-Market Research Reports:  
<http://www.researchandmarkets.com/reportinfo.asp?report_id=305237> 
 
-Euromonitor International; Report on Global Fortified/Functional Foods & Beverages 2006 
 
-Functional Foods, Canada Liberalises Regulations: 
<www.ffnmag.com/ASP/> 
 
-Canada’s Functional Food and Nutraceutical Industry, AAFC: 
<http://ats-sea.agr.ca/supply/factsheets/3312_e.pdf> 
 
-International Food Information Council, IFIC: 
<www.ific.org/publications> 
 
-Health Canada Regulatory Context:  
<http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/label-etiquet/nutrition/claims-reclam/nutra-funct_foods-nutra-
fonct_aliment_e.html> 
 
-Milk Producer Article: Accent on growth (January 2007) 
 
-Report on Daily Dose of Dairy: <www.foodincanada.com> 
 
-AC Neilson market survey (2005) on Functional Foods & Nutraceutical Industry 
 
 
For further information, please contact: 
Priyanka Vanaik 
Dairy Industry Analyst 
Markets & Trade Team, Dairy Section 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 
1341 Baseline Road, Tower 7, Ottawa, ON K1C 0C5 
Email: vanaikp@agr.gc.ca 
 
 

http://www.statcan.ca/english/freepub/88-003-XIE/88-003-XIE2006003.pdf
http://www.researchandmarkets.com/reportinfo.asp?report_id=305237
http://www.ffnmag.com/ASP
http://ats-sea.agr.ca/supply/factsheets/3312_e.pdf
http://www.ific.org/publications
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/label-etiquet/nutrition/claims-reclam/nutra-funct_foods-nutra-fonct_-5-aliment_e.html
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/label-etiquet/nutrition/claims-reclam/nutra-funct_foods-nutra-fonct_-5-aliment_e.html
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/label-etiquet/nutrition/claims-reclam/nutra-funct_foods-nutra-fonct_-5-aliment_e.html
http://www.foodincanada.com
mailto:vanaikp@agr.gc.ca

