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Abstract  

Chocolate has a fascinating history. Opinions as to what exactly chocolate is are 

based on different traditions and have led to a long chocolate battle within the 

European Union. Some countries claim that chocolate cannot contain any fats 

other than cocoa butter. Is chocolate that contains other vegetable fats even real 

chocolate? Read this interesting European story to find out! 
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 “Nowhere else has nature compressed such a store of 

the most valuable nutrient into such a small space as it 

has with the cocoa bean.” 

Alexander von Humboldt – German naturalist, explorer, 

and geographer 

 

Everybody loves … chocolate 

European chocolate day is observed on July 7. It is considered that on this 

exact day in 1550, the first batch of chocolate beans was delivered to Spain from 

South America. Chocolate quickly conquered Spain and all of Europe afterwards. 

According to chocolate connoisseurs, the pleasure obtained from consuming the 

tasty treat is due to the melting point of cocoa butter being just under the normal 

human body temperature, which leads to chocolate “melting in your mouth”. Dark 

(natural) chocolate is considered as the healthiest kind. Its taste is bitter due to the 

high amount of cocoa that it contains. 

  

The main reason why chocolate lifts our mood so 

well is that it helps produce endorphins – the 

“happy hormones” of the human body. 

 

Chocolate recipes 

Since everybody loves chocolate, it is produced in every European country. 

However, every country has created a different recipe. The French and the Belgians, 

for example, believe that chocolate is made solely using cocoa butter. If any other fat 

is added to it, it is no longer considered chocolate. Yet for over 100 years in Ireland 

and the United Kingdom, a different recipe has been in use – the British and the Irish 



   
 

 

  ©  RCE                                                                                                                                                                           3 | 
 

add milk and other vegetable fats to their chocolate. Due to these conflicting beliefs, 

continental Europeans do not consider the British version to be real chocolate. 

The chocolate dispute in the European Union 

So, what does this all have to do with the European 

Union? And why has this sweet delight provoked a “chocolate 

dispute” lasting nearly 30 years? 

The dispute started when Ireland and the United 

Kingdom joined the European Economic Community in 1973. Irish and British 

manufacturers of chocolate wished to start selling their chocolate freely in the 

common market. However, chocolate manufacturers in countries such as Belgium and 

France resisted, using the argument that this British and Irish “chocolate” is, in fact, 

not real chocolate, because it contains fats other than cocoa butter. 

During the membership negotiations, the United Kingdom refused to accept the 

standard for producing chocolate, which requires only cocoa ingredients. A 

compromise was made – the United Kingdom, Ireland and Denmark would continue to 

produce their type of chocolate, but they would not be able to export it to Belgium, 

France, Italy, Spain, Luxembourg, Germany, Greece, and the Netherlands while it is 

labelled as “chocolate”. 

This is how the chocolate dispute started. Two groups formed with two different 

perceptions of chocolate. The group of the “syncretists” – the United Kingdom, 

Ireland, Denmark, Portugal, Austria, Sweden, and Finland allows the use of vegetable 

fats other than cocoa butter in chocolate and insists that this should be accepted in 

the rest of the European Union. 

The group of the “purists” insists that their opponents should change their 

chocolate recipe and that a common standard should be created, which would allow 

their chocolate to be sold in the entire single market. This group is led by France, 

which has close ties to countries that produce cocoa, such as the Ivory Coast and 

Belgium, which itself has a significant chocolate industry. 
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The compromise 

After a lengthy dispute, the European Union approved Directive 2000/36/EC 

of 23 June 2000 regarding cocoa and chocolate products. The directive provides a 

definition of what is considered chocolate – the product, which is made from cocoa 

products and sugars, and which contains no less than 35 % total dry cocoa substance, 

including no less than 18 % cocoa butter and no less than 14 % dry defatted cocoa. 

Chocolate with added fats that are different from cocoa butter must be labelled as 

“family milk chocolate”. This is what a product made from cocoa products, sugars, and 

milk or milk products, and no less than 5 % milk fats, is labelled as. In fact, this is the 

kind of chocolate that is produced mainly in the “syncretist” countries, such as the 

United Kingdom, Ireland, Denmark, Portugal, Austria, Sweden, and Finland. 

 

 

Pay attention to the label and the 

ingredients of British milk chocolate 

– it is noted that it includes 

vegetable fats 

 

 

and the label of French chocolate, which clearly 

says that it only includes pure cocoa butter, 

without any other vegetable fats. 
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At first glance, it looks like the long-lasting dispute has been resolved. The 

compromise allows chocolate with a maximum of 5% vegetable fat to be sold in the 

entire EU, if the ingredients section says, “includes vegetable fats in addition to cocoa 

butter”, as well as being labelled as “family milk chocolate”. 

The court case 

But is everything happening in accordance with the directive? 

Spain and Italy did not fulfil the directive and restricted the sales of chocolate, 

which includes vegetable fats instead of pure cocoa butter. They insisted that this 

chocolate be labelled as “substitute for chocolate” and not “family milk chocolate”. 

This is when the European Commission turned to the Court of Justice of the 

European Union and filed a lawsuit against Spain and Italy, after they resisted the 

compromise made in the year 2000, allowing small amounts of vegetable fats to be 

included in chocolate, as long as this is indicated in the ingredients on the label. The 

European Court of Justice in Luxembourg found the two countries guilty of violating 

EU legislation. According to the Court of Justice of the EU, “the attempt to force 

manufacturers to label their products as “substitutes for chocolate” would impose 

additional costs to the companies and would have a negative effect on the way clients 

perceive these products, and that would lead to limitations to the free movement of 

goods”.1 

This is how the chocolate we all love sparked some of the longest disputes in 

the history of the European Union. Next time when you go to the store to buy 

chocolate, look at its ingredients to find out which recipe was used in its production – 

the one of the purists, or the one of the syncretists. Regardless, you will come to the 

conclusion that both kinds are very delicious. 

                                                           
1 European Commission v Kingdom of Spain, Judgement of the Court (Sixth Chamber), 16 

January 2003. Case C-12/00. Report of the European Court of Justice 2003 I-00459 
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CONCLUSION: 

 The free movement of goods within the European Union single market is not 

always easy and unimpeded. 

 The creation of common European standards for goods is a difficult task. 

 The member states of the European Union are required to follow European 

legislation, otherwise they risk being sanctioned by the Court of Justice of 

the EU. 

 The Court of Justice of the European Union contributes with its judgements 

to the realization of the free movement of goods within the EU single 

market. 

 Consumers should read the product label carefully before they buy it, so 

they are well informed about its ingredients. 

 Each of the two kinds of this European treat are delicious – try them both 

and decide which one you like better! 

 

 


