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At the end of the World War II, security of food supply constituted the European Community’s priority. Within a fairly
short space of time it was able to put measures in place to ensure this objective, through the implementation of the
Common Agricultural Policy. Since then, the need for high-quality, safe and healthy food has constantly increased.
Today, in a context where the European public’s tolerance of food risks – unlike other risks connected with daily life – is
close to zero, Europeans expect all possible measures to be taken in order to ensure that foods sold in the EU do not
present any dangers to consumers.
Legislative bodies and all of the actors in the food chain are therefore presented with considerable challenges, and all
the more so as a real revolution has occurred over the last fifty years in the way in which foods are produced, processed
and marketed, as well as in consumer behaviour. Today’s food chain has practically nothing in common with that of the
1950s. Food production is becoming industrialised, new technologies are suddenly emerging in the food chain and trade
is becoming globalised, allowing the appearance of new foods and new competition, as well as new anxieties. Modes of
consumption are changing, to the point that nutritional imbalances are becoming a cause of concern for consumers and
for the public authorities.
Since the creation of the Common Agricultural Policy and at the time of the creation of the single market on 1st January
1993, veterinary surgeons have played a predominant role in the construction of this European model of safe and
healthy food, with regard to foods of animal origin. However, the regular occurrence of crises since that time – from
“mad-cow disease” to the dioxin crisis and from importations of adulterated cooking oil to the recent contamination
of germinated seed by E. Coli bacteria – may give the impression of recurring problems. These numerous potential
dangers, which are variously biological or chemical in nature, and are often accompanied by uncertainty as to the
real level of risk for consumers – as in the case of pesticides, environmental contaminants and genetically modified
organisms – are so many sources of worry for consumers.
The BSE crisis constituted a real turning point in public food safety policies. The announcement by the British
government, in March 1996, of a possible link between bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) in animals and
the new variant of Creutzfeldt–Jakob disease in humans gave rise to a profound and lasting crisis of confidence
amongst consumers. The Amsterdam Treaty, which came into force on 1st May 1999, drew the lessons from this
crisis by prioritising the objective of a high level of protection of human health still further, raising it to the level of a
transverse requirement for all of the EU’s common policies. It also vested the European Parliament with a full role as
co-decision-maker in all measures directly aimed at the protection of public health.
On the basis of the White Paper of 2000, European legislation has been thoroughly revised in order, in particular, to
place science at the heart of public decision-making. The European Commission has been reorganised and a new
legislative and regulatory paradigm put in place for the conquest of the Grail of a food supply that is completely safe in
all circumstances. The result is a wide-ranging and sound body of European law which, in combination with the whole
of the supplementary provisions covering the entire animal and human food chain “from the farm to the fork”, makes
it possible to ensure that European consumers can place their trust in food safety standards which are amongst the
highest in the world.
Nevertheless, recurring crises repeatedly call the model into question. In the end, do these alarms simply serve to
reinforce the effectiveness of the system, or do they rather reveal its weaknesses and limitations?
These questions provide the context in which the various contributors to this issue of The European Files share their
reflections on the most effective ways of dealing with present and future challenges.

Laurent Ulmann
Editor-in-chief, The European Files
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Food safety in Europe:
developments and prospects

The challenge of keeping our food safe in the EU
John dalli
European Commissioner for Health and Consumer Policy

faced crises in the past and we
will face crises in the future. The
challenges of the past have led
us to develop a crisis response
structure which becomes ever
more swift and effective through
the lessons learned in dealing with crises.

A

t the beginning of this year the
news broke that 2300 tons of
potentially contaminated feed fat
had been delivered to 25 German feed
manufacturers. Between 100,000 and
200,000 tons of feed had been produced
with the tainted ingredient. Almost 5000
farms in Germany had accepted delivery
of this product. We were facing the first
major food crisis of 2011.
This year alone we dealt with three
such crises: the dioxin contamination in
Germany, the possible contamination of
imported food after the nuclear accident
in Japan and the E. Coli outbreak that
affected mostly the northern part of
Germany.

Let’s take the example of the dioxin
contamination.
My services were in constant contact
with the German authorities throughout
the dioxin crisis. They immediately
disseminated all information to Member
States through the Rapid Alert System for
Food and Feed (RASFF) and also kept
in touch with the competent authorities in
third countries providing a clear picture to
our trade partners. Commission officials
met with stakeholders in the fats and
oils industry to explore ways of further
strengthening the monitoring of dioxin
in feed. I was in constant contact with

the competent political authorities of
Germany.
The lessons learned? This autumn we
adopted additional measures, which will
help us further reduce the possibility
of incidents in the future. One of these
measures, for instance, provides for the
segregation of the production of fats and
oils intended for feed and food purposes
from the production of fats and oils for
technical uses.

which deals with public health alerts. In
order to ensure co-ordination and clear
lines of communication, it held meetings
with EU scientific bodies and public
health and food safety Authorities almost

While the dioxin crisis was triggered
when it became known that maximum
safety levels have been exceeded
without any actual harmful consequences
documented, the E.Coli crisis caused
death and permanent disability apart from
vast economic damage.
In this case the Commission immediately
activated the RASFF and the Early
Warning and Response System (EWRS),

on a daily basis. The European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC)
was asked to carry out a risk assessment,
which it completed in only two days.
The assistance of European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) experts in co-ordinating
investigations carried out by the
Member State Authorities was crucial in
identifying sprouted seeds as the source
of the outbreak. Actions taken by our EU
Reference Laboratory in Rome also bore
fruit quickly. Within a week, the Laboratory
developed a method to reduce the time
needed to detect the E. Coli bacterium in
food from about six days to 48 hours.

Still the exceptions do occur: we have

Finally, let’s not forget the tremendous
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health, by taking preventive action, by
promoting monitoring and surveillance, by
ensuring the rapid exchange of accurate
information and by further harmonising
controls throughout the food chain.
Let’s be clear about one thing - we will
continue to experience food crisis within
the EU. Events outside the EU will
continue to trigger our prevention and
precautionary mechanisms as happened
following the Fukushima nuclear incident
in Japan.

We can consider such incidents to be
the exceptions which prove the rule.
They stand in sharp contrast with the
fact that in the EU we have in place what
is probably the safest food chain in the
world. An intricate architecture of rules
and regulations applies as a matter of
course in the production of all food and
from farm to fork everyday across the EU.
All imported food is monitored to ensure it
reaches the same safety standards.

6

efforts undertaken to convince those
of our trading partners, which took
disproportionate measures against EU
products, to opt for a more appropriate
response.

This crisis drove us to achieve some
remarkable results through hard, excellent
work but it is never enough. For instance,
we must, and we will, identify what
remedial action can be taken to ensure
the better use of the tools at our disposal
for a better assessment of outbreak
situations and to improve communication
of health concerns. This will help us to
avoid considerable economic losses,
which such outbreaks can cause.

I think that throughout the years the EU
has demonstrated in practice both the
effectiveness of its response and its
openness to learn useful lessons. Over
the years, we have managed to build a
truly robust system that protects the most
important quality of our food - its safety.

We will continue to apply the principle
" prevention is better than the cure "
on which the entire EU food safety
legislative framework rests. We will keep
addressing risks to animal and plant
health, and consequently to human

The European Files
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Food safety in Europe
developments and prospects

Improving food safety to increase consumer safety
Marek Sawicki
Polish Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development

A

gricultural and food sectors are of
huge importance for the European
economy. The European Union
is the world’s second largest exporter
of agricultural products after the United
States of America. The European market
is among the largest in the world. Better
informed and organised consumers have
higher expectations concerning food
safety and quality, which the operators
must meet.
Efficient implementation of tasks
stemming from the EU food safety
legislation requires the appropriate
coordination of activities in the entire
public administration of the EU Member
States.
The European Commission has attached
special importance to food safety for
years. Crises related to BSE and dioxins
demonstrated that ensuring the safety of
animal feed is as important as meeting
the hygiene requirements (self-control of
producers and the related responsibility),
controlling the use of additives and new
production technologies.
All European consumers have the right to
choose a diversified diet consisting of safe,
healthy and nutritious food. Therefore,

8

all information concerning ingredients, processing and the use of
food must be clear and precise.
Food safety is not an independent
issue, but a horizontal policy
linked to other European Union
policies. This policy is an integral part of
the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP),
internal market, consumer protection and
protection of the environment.
The main instrument ensuring food safety
in the EU is the harmonised food hygiene
policy. The policy was implemented
mainly in the regulations constituting the
“hygiene package”, which consolidate,
harmonise and simplify the detailed and
complex food hygiene requirements. The
regulations aim at creating a transparent
food hygiene policy, which would be
applied to all foodstuffs and operators on
the food market.
A single European market in agricultural
products and free trade in food products
are possible thanks to the adoption
and implementation of the Common
Agricultural Policy rules by all European
Union Member States.
One of such rules is the obligation to
establish a coherent system of food
safety and quality control in each Member
State, based on coordination and close
cooperation between the official food
control authorities, in order to ensure food
and feed safety “from stable to table”,
strengthen the protection of consumer
interests and effectiveness of the internal
food market functioning.

The European Files

Official control of food in Poland has
been performed for years by inspections
services reporting to the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development,
namely, the Veterinary Inspection, the
Agricultural and Food Quality Inspection
and the Main Inspectorate of Plant Health
and Seed Inspection.
The supervision of foods in retail trade,
food of non-animal origin and foodstuffs
for particular nutritional uses (e.g.
dietetic foods, foodstuffs for infants
and small children) is exercised by the
State Sanitary Inspection reporting to
the Minister of Health. The supervision
of food in terms of commercial quality
is exercised by the Trade Inspection
managed by the President of the Office
of Competition and Consumer Protection.

The Polish law grants the inspection
services, including the inspection services
reporting to the Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development, the powers to
exercise efficient supervision of the entire
food chain. The European law principle
ensuring food supervision «from stable
to table” is fully implemented in Poland.
The Polish government recognizes the
importance of food safety for ensuring
public health and guarantees the safety
of food produced in Poland. This is
evidenced by an increasing popularity of
agri-food products exported from Poland
to the markets of other European Union
Member States and third countries.
An important element of ensuring food
safety is raising awareness of farmers

and producers of food of animal and
plant origin about food safety standards,
including efficient cooperation with the
authorities supervising food safety. It
is a long process but it will result in an
increased attractiveness of produced
food.

the competence of non-governmental
organisations, i.e. trade unions,
agricultural chambers and associations.
The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development is an active participant of
information programmes and training
courses organised by such organisations.

The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development conducts information
campaigns for farmers with the aim to
inform producers about the possibilities
of increasing competitiveness of their
products. It also runs campaigns
promoting Polish food. The tasks related
to conducting trainings, information
campaigns,
providing
advisory
services to producers and farmers and
upgrading qualifications also belong to

In the face of threats to food safety, such
as recent cases of food contamination
with Escherichia coli, work must continue
to improve the quality of European food
safety standards, particularly with regard
to trade with third countries, and to
increase the competitiveness of European
food compared to food imported from
third countries.

Food of animal origin produced in Poland
is safe, mainly thanks to the fact that:
- The supervision of an official veterinary
officer is ensured at each stage of
production;
- Hygienic qualify of raw materials used
for food production is monitored by means
of collecting samples and performing
laboratory tests under the “National
programme of testing for the presence of
unauthorized substances and chemical,
biological and medicinal product residues
in animals and food of animal origin”;
- Animal health is monitored on an ongoing
basis by the Veterinary Inspection;
- Quality and safety of animal feed is
supervised by the Veterinary Inspection.

The European Files
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The CAP and Food Security
Bruno Le Maire
French Minister for Food, Agriculture and Fishing

T

he Common Agricultural Policy
has been going through a crisis
of legitimacy for some years. For
some, it is too unequal in the distribution
of its benefits, for others it is too complex
and too far removed from citizen’s
expectations: if the CAP is to remain the
prima donna of European policies, it needs
to be reformed. In order to be legitimate,
the CAP has to be fair in farmers’ eyes,
useful in the eyes of citizens and virtuous
with regard to the environment.

issues are also cultural: agriculture is
a part of our European identity. The
European agricultural model is based
upon the diversity of production, the high
quality of products and the presence of
agriculture throughout the territory. Do
we want to preserve this diversity of
products and types of countryside, or
do we want to empty our rural areas and
cheaply import products of lesser quality,
without any guarantees for health and the
environment?
With food security, a simple means of
re-establishing the legitimacy of the CAP
is within Europe’s reach. For the CAP

E. Coli crisis – have brought the question of
food safety back to the heart of European
priorities. The E. Coli crisis, in particular,
has revealed the shortcomings of the
health aspects of the European system.
All of the lessons should be drawn from
this. I will soon be setting out proposals
on this subject at Brussels. There is no
food safety without a high-performance
system with regard to health, based
upon more effective cooperation between
the medical authorities and the health
authorities, upon a tightening up of the
health rules in plant primary production
and upon the reinforcement of import

These issues are at the centre of the
negotiations in progress concerning the
CAP after 2013, while the Council of
Agriculture Ministers is examining the
proposals presented by the Commission
on 12th of October this year.
This reform is not about technical issues.
The issues are political: what orientation
should be given to the CAP? And by the
same token, in what direction should we
take the construction of Europe? The
issues are economic: do we really want
to abandon a policy which made Europe
the world’s leading power in terms of
agriculture? Do we really want to write off
a sector which makes a large contribution
to our economic growth? Finally, the
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not only affects the future of 12 million
European farmers, it also bears upon
the food security of 500 million European
consumers. The CAP is there to guarantee
safe, high-quality and sustainably
produced food for all citizens. The recent
crises – whether the dioxin crisis or the
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controls. Finally, although Europe
need no longer have any fear of food
shortages and famine, on the other hand,
it should not underestimate the social and
economic risks connected with increased
volatility of food prices.

There can therefore be no food security
without a strong farming sector. In Europe,
a strong farming sector in the first place
means a strong CAP. From this point of
view, the absolute priority is to protect the
CAP budget. We cannot ask producers
to comply with more stringent security in
health matters, more environmental rules
and greater respect for animal welfare,
while simultaneously reducing the CAP
budget. On this question, we have won
our case. Although, in 2009 the European
Commission proposed a drastic reduction
of the CAP budget, today it has been
confirmed that the budget will be
maintained. The Franco-German position
on the future of the CAP after 2013,
signed in September 2010, is henceforth
shared by a majority of Member States.
A strong CAP is also a fairer CAP. From
this point of view, France is in favour
of better convergence of financial aid
in order to reduce the existing gaps
between certain European countries.
The President of the Republic was the
first of the leaders of “major” European
agricultural countries to recognise this.
For all that, there is no question of having
a single hectare-based subsidy at the
European level. This would be deeply
unfair, since it is impossible to deal with all
types of production in the same manner,
regardless of the conditions.
A strong CAP is a CAP which makes it
possible to regulate European agriculture
in a new manner. Total liberalisation of the
agricultural markets would be economic
madness and the first ensuing difficulty
would lead to the demise of thousands of
farms. I will continue to fight for market
regulation. I consider that we have won
our case with regard to the principle,
but as far as the practical details are

concerned, the Commission’s proposals
need to go further.

price volatility and agriculture, adopted by
the G20 on France’s initiative.

A strong CAP is also a greener CAP. I
am in favour, in principle, of making the
CAP green, since this once again makes
it possible to legitimise the subsidies
allocated to farmers; although this still
has to find concrete expression in simple
mechanisms, capable of providing real
incentives. However, at present the
proposals are still too complex and
punitive. The process of making the CAP
environmentally-friendly will only work on
three conditions: it needs to be done in
partnership with farmers and not against
them, it should be simple and clear and it
needs to be lucrative.

Within this framework, Europe’s place
and contribution are central. From the
beginning of the G20’s work, France
clearly turned towards Europe, particularly
in the agricultural domain. On agricultural
questions, we know that we are credible
at the G20 because we represent the
second most important agriculture in
the world and because we stand for a
modernised common agricultural Policy,
at the heart of the European political
and economic project. This is the way
in which the negotiations for the CAP up
to the year 2020 should be approached:
with the conviction that it is our duty as
Europeans to maintain a strong farming
sector, regulated agricultural markets and
a unique model of agriculture and the
food industry. Because without Europe,
there can be no worldwide agricultural
regulation. Without Europe, there can be
no worldwide food security.

What is true of Europe is also true of the rest
of the world. Global food security requires
massive reinvestment in agricultural
development policies, in poor countries in
particular. The food crisis hitting the horn
of Africa bears witness to the dramatic
consequences of underinvestment in
agriculture. Worldwide development
of agriculture, along with agricultural
markets transparency, coordination of
the actors, financial regulation and the
putting in place of emergency stocks are
integral parts of the Action plan on food

The European Files
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Antimicrobial resistance - a threat to modern society
Mette GJERSKOV

Ilse Aigner

Danish Minister of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries

German Federal Minister for Food, Agriculture and Consumer Protection

a resolution on the public health threat of
antimicrobial resistance and up to the annual
European Antibiotics Awareness Day the
18th of November the European Commission
presented a 5 year action plan against the
rising threats from antimicrobial resistance.

I

magine a world without effective antibiotics,
where people may die of infections, which
up till then were easily treatable. Because of
resistance development antibiotics are losing
their efficacy at a rate that was unforeseen
only 5 years ago. At the same time new
antibiotics are few and far between. In just
a few years we may very well find ourselves
in a state of affairs where more of the most
common infections are untreatable.
If antibiotics lose their effect, we lose a fundamental basis for modern society. We need
to take action now if we are to prevent the
further spread of antimicrobial resistance
and thereby ensure treatments for both
humans and animals in the future. Raising
awareness and taking action against antimicrobial resistance is not a novel idea. And my
message is clear: this is a problem we can
solve – if we act.
In 1994-95 the prophylactic use of antimicrobials was prohibited in Denmark and the
profit derived by veterinarians from the direct
sales of medicine was fixed at a very low
level. This combined with the establishment
of formal herd health consultation contracts
between the herd owners and the veterinarians, aimed at promoting preventive
veterinary strategies, led to an immediate
44 % reduction in the total quantity of antimicrobial drugs prescribed by veterinarians.
In 2006 the European Union stopped the
use of antibiotic growth promoters (AGP). In
2011 the European Parliament has adopted
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Food safety and transparancy in Germany

In Denmark we have a longstanding tradition
for the prudent use of antibiotics and as a result
the resistance development is reasonably low.
Since the mid ´90’ies, Denmark has through a
‘One Health’ approach encompassing human
and veterinary medicine sought to optimize
antimicrobial usage and reduce antimicrobial
resistance with the aim of ensuring animal
health and food safety without jeopardizing
future treatment possibilities for humans and
animals.
In 1996 the Danish Integrated Antimicrobial
Resistance Monitoring and Research
Programme (DANMAP) was established.
This integrated approach for the surveillance
of antibiotic consumption and resistance both
in humans and in the food chain, is borne of
the realization that antimicrobial consumption
and resistance development in both animals
and humans are interlinked. Thus resistant
bacteria may transfer from animals to humans
through direct physical contact and through
food.
Over the years, Denmark has launched many
initiatives which successfully have reduced
the superfluous use of antibiotics in agriculture
and consequently curbed the development
of resistance. For example the veterinary
medicines database “VetStat” which allows
us to accurately monitor antimicrobial usage
in production animals. All usage is reported
with identification of herd, veterinarian, animal
species, age group, drug identification,
quantity of drug and date of prescription. This
data allows us to monitor developments and
detect and handle improper, undesirable or
unacceptable use of antimicrobial drugs.
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The information from the VetStat database
is for example used in the recent initiative,
the ‘yellow card’ scheme from July 2010,
which was established to curb the increase
in antibiotic consumption in pig production by
targeting the herds with the highest usage.
The herd owner receives a «yellow card»
when consumption over a period of nine
months is too high, i.e. above fixed limits
for antibiotic use. The initiative has been a
success with a significant decrease in antimicrobial consumption of approx. 25 percent.
Combating antimicrobial resistance will be
a main priority for the upcoming Danish
Presidency of the Council of the EU. Taking
further action within the European Union is
necessary in order for us to meet the global
challenges of antimicrobial resistance. I
strongly believe that we need to motivate
countries throughout EU to implement better
surveillance and improve data collection in
order to put a stop to the misuse and overuse
of antibiotics in both humans and animals.
In addition we need to minimize the use of
the antibiotics that are critically important in
human medicine.
To put these ideas to work, Denmark will
during the Presidency host a large EU
conference, where experts and officials from
both the health and veterinary sectors are to
exchange best practices and discuss possible
solutions to the resistance problem. The aim is
to learn from each other and through inspiring
discussions aspire to implement effective
actions against antimicrobial resistance.
Resistance to antibiotics is a serious health
threat in all of EU. It is a battle we must win.

example in the restaurant and catering sector.
This is based on the fact that, according to the
European Commission, 70 percent of allergic
reactions are caused by non-prepackaged
food.

N

ext year marks the 50th anniversary of
the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).
Time and again, the CAP has shown
how deeper cooperation among nation states
benefits both industry and consumers. That is
why we rightly refer to the CAP as an engine
of European intégration policy. The key
objective of the CAP is to provide the people
of Europe with safe, tasty and affordable
food. I consider myself committed to this
objective for consumers both in Germany and
elsewhere in Europe.
500 million consumers within the European
Union, that is 500 million customers. It is
therefore a matter of common sense for every
producer to take consumer wishes seriously.
Consumers today are more educated than
ever and, when buying groceries, they want
to know how a product was produced, where
it comes from and what ingredients it really
contains.
The Member States and the European
Parliament have created greater transparency
in this regard and agreed on a new EU
Regulation on Food Labelling. It is now
becoming compulsory to state the calorie
content and six nutrients in a clearly arranged
table on packaging. From now on, substances
that can cause allergic reactions must be
highlighted separately in the list of ingredients.
Another new requirement is to label allergenic
substances also on unpackaged foods, for

In addition to the European labelling
requirements, I launched on behalf of the
Federal Government in 2009 an initiative
for clarity and truth in packaging and
presentation of food.This is designed to make
the presentation of food more transparent for
consumers. With 170,000 products on offer
in Germany, there is a significant need for
industry to provide information.
Surveys indicate, for instance, that consumers
attach great importance to regional products.
However, some products fail to live up
to the promises made on the packaging.
Consumers are rightly put out if on a juice
label it says “locally grown fruit” even though
most of the fruit comes from Central America.
That is why on 20 July 2011, the Federation of
German Consumer Organisations launched
the internet portal www.lebensmittelklarheit.
de with financial support from my ministry.
The purpose of this portal is to provide a
platform for critical discussion of information
on food labelling for consumers and industry.
In addition, it gives consumers information on
current marketing trends and food labelling
that is easy to understand. The large number
of visitors indicate that consumers have
readily accepted this service. By having a
factual and fair exchange of information, we
can make good food even better.
Moreover, my ministry is currently working
on standards for a national regional label
for greater transparency and reliability. This
requires a clear definition of each region and of
what parts of a product must come from the stated
region. The aim is to achieve honest labelling.

Pre-emptive consumer protection must always
take precedence over economic interests if the
health of consumers is at risk. We succeeded
in putting a quick end to the e.coli epidemic
and its dramatic repercussions in Germany
in spring 2011. Research institutes and
Federal and Land authorities worked hand in
hand with EU experts. Issuing consumption
warnings was a necessary measure as
human lives were at stake. Owing to quick
results from investigations, it was possible
to lift the warnings for cucumbers, tomatoes
and green salad after a short period of time
and to restrict them to a number of specific
beansprouts. The ad-hoc task force proved
successful in combating the e.coli crisis. We
therefore intend to turn this task force into an
integral crisis management element.
Germany has also drawn its conclusions
from the dioxin case of early 2011 and has
improved safety along the food chain. The
measures taken include clearer rules for
feed production, a tight control net, tougher
sanctions and a dioxin early warning system.
Trade secrets will no longer be accepted as
an excuse in the event of contaminated food.
Consumers have the right to ask authorities to
disclose official testing results. Controls and
deterrence serve both consumer protection
and reputable food and feed companies.
My objective is to strengthen the confidence
of consumers in their food through greater
transparency in a lasting manner – in
Germany and elsewhere in Europe. With
reliable consumer policies, consumers
can have trust in producers, traders and
their products. Clear and truthful labelling
information on food is demand-side economic
policy. It also benefits industry.
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operators generally make on food products for
marketing purposes. Overall, EU provisions in
this area aim at ensuring that all claims on the
European market are scientifically substantiated and do not mislead consumers. We are
equally looking at food composition and how
best to reformulate foods from a nutritional
point of view, namely by reducing fat, sugar
and salt content.

S

ince the publication of the White Paper
on Food Safety back in 2000, throughout
the last decade, the European Union
(EU) has built a comprehensive and
far-reaching legal framework to ensure the
safety of our food. Notwithstanding this, the
work that the EU has been carried out in this
area needs to be completed.

Indeed, globalization, market interdependence
and innovation are only a few amongst the
factors which require the EU to keep up
its food policy with the pace of new trends
and developments. For this reason, the EU
- and the European Commission in
particular - is constantly reviewing its priorities
and legislation with a view to making them
fit to respond to the current challenges and
those we have ahead of us.
Against this background, I would like first
to refer to the efforts which the European
Commission has deployed in order to
ensure the appropriate management of food
scarcities in Europe. Since the establishment
of a common food policy at European level,
an integrated and efficient system of official
controls has been put in place in order to
prevent crisis such as those occurred in the
‘90s from happening again.
More recently, due to the growing concerns
for the obesity epidemic, which is being
experienced by society in many developed
countries, the attention of the EU has started
focussing also on the health aspects of the
food we eat.
It is in this context that the European
Commission has been recently legislating on
health and nutrition claims which business
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This range of legislative and policy tools
which we are relying on, should ultimately
contribute to counteract the rising of obesity
and cardio-vascular diseases trends within
the European population and, in particular,
amongst our children.
Consumers’ expectations and needs have
been similarly taken into consideration in
the recently adopted legislation on Food
Information to Consumers. The Regulation
provides for a set of rules designed to make
sure that food labelling is at once legible,
easy to understand and not misleading.
Additionally, consumers will be given information concerning the presence of allergens
both in pre-packed and loose foods.
As regards pesticides, the European
Commission seeks to reduce the overall
impact of such substances on health and
the environment, by encouraging low-input
or pesticide-free cultivation and by substituting the most toxic pesticides with safer
ones. Between 1993 and 2010 the EU has
already considerably reduced the number of
pesticides on the market, with an extensive
review that has led to the phase out of about
70% of existing products.
In 2009 a new legislative framework was
adopted, which further strengthened the
existing legislation by introducing stricter
rules to exclude from approval pesticides that
can cause cancer, gene mutation, alterations
of the endocrine system and that are toxic
for reproduction (e.g. they can cause malformations), while at the same time safeguarding
the competitiveness of EU agriculture. The
new legislation aims at the sustainable use
of pesticides, by reducing associated risks
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and impacts through promotion of alternative
techniques, better training and education
of users, as well as improved quality and
efficacy of pesticide application equipment.
Whilst the safety of our food will continue to
represent a priority for us in the European
Commission in the years to come, the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates
that by 2050 food production will have to
increase globally by 70% in order to meet the
needs of a population of around 9 billions.
This latter constitutes a great challenge for
an international player like the EU and which
can be addressed only by improving our
production efficiency through investing in
research and innovation as well as fighting
against food waste.
Today in Europe about 89 million tonnes of
food is wasted every year along the entire
food chain. That is 180 kg per person a
year! Without any prevention measures it
is expected that the total annual amount of
wasted food will reach 126 million tonnes by
the end of this decade. This situation poses
significant challenges to the sustainability of
the food chain and it is a striking example of
inefficient use of resources. In this area the
Commission is fully committed to addressing
this issue and has thus started, together
with all interested parties, to consider ways
to minimise food waste and optimise food
packaging without undermining food safety.
Lastly, we are currently looking at the definition
of ‘nano’ as set out in the Commission
Recommendation on the definition of
nanomaterial with the objective of making it
suitable for the food sector. This will ensure
effective implementation from food safety and
consumer information point of view whilst
allowing innovation.
As we now have the appropriate legal and
technical tools to react rapidly and proportionately to any food crisis, we now have to
consider collectively the role of food safety in
a world where growth, jobs and innovation are
the key elements to meet the challenges in
the years to come.

T

he confidence of European consumers
and trading partners was badly shaken
by the food crises of the late 1990s
and early 2000s. In response, the European
Commission’s White Paper on Food Safety
in 2000 introduced the concepts of a
science-based food regulatory system and
the functional separation of risk assessment
and risk management. It laid the groundwork
for Regulation (EC) No. 178/2002 which,
as well as introducing the General Food
Law, established the European Food Safety
Authority with its emphasis on scientific
excellence, independence, transparency,
openness – many of the factors deemed to
be lacking during the BSE and dioxin crises in
particular. These, along with responsiveness,
are our core values which we strive to uphold
and the guiding principles of all our work.
EFSA’s core task is to provide independent
scientific advice for Europe’s risk managers,
so that the measures they take to protect
consumers and environment have a robust
scientific basis. Complementary to this,
EFSA’s Founding Regulation provides us with
a mandate to communicate independently
on risks to the food chain to a wide range
of target audiences. To successfully achieve
its mission, EFSA relies on the availability of
scientific expertise coming primarily from the
Member States but also from outside Europe
when required. The Authority’s scientific
advice is produced by ten Scientific Panels
and an overarching Scientific Committee,
supported by the organisation’s scientific
secretariats. The scope of their work

encompasses the entire food chain and this is
reflected in the 2500 scientific outputs EFSA
has produced to date. These outputs have
had a profound impact on public health in
the Union over the past ten years and have
contributed significantly to many of Europe’s
achievements in diverse areas of public health
such as: the reduction by half of human cases
of Salmonella in the five-year period to 2009;
the increasing compliance with pesticide
residue limits in our food supply; the safety
assessment of food additives used in Europe;
the establishment of dietary reference values
for nutrients; and the resolution of urgent
food issues such as the recent outbreaks of
Shiga toxin-producing E. coli in Germany and
France.
While all our work is ultimately aimed at
protecting public health and the consumer,
an increasing proportion of it also supports
innovation of the agri-food sector. Before
new food products – often resulting from
new or emerging technologies such
as nanotechnology or biotechnology –
are authorised for use in the European
market, EFSA performs a rigorous safety
assessment. The risk assessment of novel
products presents significant challenges for
risk assessors as the available data may be
limited and significant scientific uncertainties
may exist; for risk communicators explaining
these uncertainties, the limitations in risk
assessments and the risk-benefit of new
technologies are also challenging. Healthrelated claims on foods are also assessed by
EFSA before authorisation and in mid-2011
we reached a significant milestone with the
finalisation of our assessments of almost
3000 so-called “general function” claims,
the culmination of three years work by
EFSA’s Scientific Panel on Dietetic Products,
Nutrition and Allergies. The work will enable
the Commission to draw up a list of permitted
claims that industry can use in its advertising

and will engender consumer trust in the
products they are buying. It also clarifies the
quality of evidence needed to support a claim
and in so doing enables industry to establish
the research programmes to support its innov
ation.
To ensure that its works is relevant to
stakeholders, Member States and partner
institutions, and to access relevant data that
may be held for example by industry, EFSA
has built a broad programme of cooperation
and consultation. The Advisory Forum is
the vital link to the Member States with its
representation of all 27 national food safety
agencies. EFSA’s Stakeholder Consultative
Platform includes representation of EU-wide
organisations working in areas related to
the food chain, and it assists EFSA in the
development of its overall relations and policy
with stakeholders. In addition, EFSA works
closely with the Commission, from which it
receives the majority of its mandates, to ensure
that there is a common understanding of the
framing and prioritisation of the mandates it
receives and coherence in communications
on risks associated with the food chain.
Responsibility for food safety in Europe rests
with every operator in the food chain – from
the farm to the plate. By engaging all the
key players and integrating their input into its
scientific activities, EFSA has a pivotal role in
ensuring the food on the plates of our citizens
is both safe and nutritious.
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carbohydrate content, sugar, proteins
and salt.

F

ood is one of the European Union’s
most regulated fields. Not a single
category eludes Brussels legal
surveillance. Indeed, it ranges from food
and animal feed to additives, sweeteners,
the addition of vitamins and minerals and
dietary supplements. This legal arsenal
should reassure European citizens.
The same logic of “regulation-protection”
prevailed in 2011 when the European
Parliament and the Council adopted a
new law on food labelling. From then
on, it has become mandatory to display
the country of origin. This is an important
step toward meeting the dual expectation
of consumers to know the origin of the
products they purchase and to promote
as much as possible local and seasonal
products. And as to every rule there is
an exception, the derogation granted to
mono-ingredient products such as coffee,
tea and chocolate… is expected to
facilitate the supply of these food chains
which have to get their basic ingredients
from all around the world, depending on
the harvests. To every gourmet’s delight.
Some additional positive points ought to
be mentioned: allergens must be clearly
stated on the ingredient list and seven
essential nutrients must appear on the
product label in legible font: energy
value, fat content, saturated fatty acids,
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More generally, enhanced consistency
is rightfully expected from the European
Commission in its approach to food
issues. Let’s take two recent examples:
on the one hand, we cannot “wield the
stick” at manufacturers offering them,
through a new regulatory proposal, to
repeal the “dietetic product” label in the
legislation on specific foodstuffs1 and, on
the other hand, offer a “blank cheque”
to producers with the idea of lifting the
ban on meat and bone meal for pig and
poultry feed.
Fifteen years after the mad cow crisis
and the 200 casualties due to the
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, meat and
bone meal may operate its comeback in
Europe. Precautionary measures have
obviously been taken in order to avoid
repeating past mistakes, for instance
keeping the ban on feeding animal protein
to ruminants, which are supposed to eat
grass, or feeding animals with proteins
derived from the same species. However,
this is an issue that is of very great
concern in several respects. Not only
has it been rejected by the majority of the
European population but it has not gained
the support of farmers, processors nor
retailers. As long as the quality of proteins
is not guaranteed, reintroducing meat
and bone meal is ethically unacceptable.
The expertise gained by the European
Food Safety Authority since its creation
in 2002 and its clearly expressed view
to establish an airtight food chain
assessment system will enable the
European Union to efficiently address any

The European Files

new issues that will arise in the coming
years. Food intolerance is increasing
quite alarmingly, with 2% of the adults
and between 3 and 5% of the children
in Europe suffering from gluten, lactose,
fructose or even histamine intolerance.
Obviously, even the best European
legislations can hardly have an effect
on the increase in food intolerances and
allergies. In the coming years a shift in
priorities and a common sense approach
must prevail within the European Union.
In order words: less regulations and a
tougher control over food supply are
needed. Furthermore, the standards that
are applied to the food produced within
the European Union must also be applied
to imported foodstuffs. GMOs in organic
food, pesticide residues in baby food or
food contamination through antibioticresilient bacteria are not inevitable.
The paradigm should be changed and
action taken in order to guarantee that
European food quality and security
always go hand in hand.

1.An impact assessment by the Commission
has shown that companies have resorted
to the current legislation on dietetic food
in order to circumvent a stricter European
legislation on nutritional and health claims.

T

he impact of bovine spongiform
encephalopathy
(BSE)
will
forever be embedded in the
British consciousness as a result of
what happened in the 1980s and 90s.
The UK Food Standards Agency was
established in the wake of the crisis,
by an Act of Parliament, to rebuild the
eroded consumer trust in food. At our
inception we gave a firm commitment to
being completely open and transparent
in our policy making to help us rebuild
this trust. The public would see exactly
what informs our policy making, how
conclusions are reached and decisions
made.
This commitment to openness goes
hand in hand with a second principle, to
base our decision making on science.
To build trust amongst the British public
we’ve relied on robust science that has
withstood being peer reviewed, as it is this
additional level of scrutiny that reassures
those without a scientific background.
Science can never prove that a food is
safe to eat, but we can use it to assess
risks and importantly, acknowledge
uncertainties. Science can also provide
reassurance that decisions were reached
using the best available evidence,
rather than being driven by any other

motivations, political or otherwise. But
this can’t always be the case. Sometimes
other factors will come into play and
social, economic and political factors
will need to be considered. In these
instances I believe it is important to have
the courage to be open about this, and
not be tempted to hide behind scientific
uncertainty.
Clearly, it is important that there continues
to be a core of research funded by
governments or independent research
institutions. The FSA spends around
€28M a year on research. One of our top
priorities is to reduce the incidence of
Campylobacter in poultry. Back in 2008
the FSA carried out a major survey which
found that Campylobacter was present
in 65% of fresh retail chicken in the UK.
Some of our work involves looking at
new treatment methods, such as the
use of lactic acid as a decontamination
treatment on poultry carcasses.
Methods like this have potential benefits
especially where hygienic processing is
not completely effective at removing all
pathogens. We are also funding research
to find out more about the organism to
help our understanding and how to tackle
it. Working in partnership with industry,
bio and social scientists - as much needs
to be done to change the behaviour of
people at home - we have set ambitious
goals to reduce the levels of the organism
on UK-produced chicken by 2015. Of
course we hope the results of our work
will ultimately benefit the rest of Europe
where the issue of Campylobacter is also
a major public health problem.

current system of hygiene enforcement
in the European meat industry. The
system was devised over a century ago
to deal with visible risks such as TB and
parasites, the main public health risks at
that time. The regime needs modernising.
We are carrying out extensive work to
bring in a more, risk-based approach
to inspections and we hope the results
of our research will both feed into the
work of EFSA and be considered by risk
managers when discussions begin to
review the legislation governing official
meat controls. Not only should the new
controls provide better health protection
for consumers, but also be more cost
effective, take better account of animal
health and welfare considerations, and
not be an obstacle for the international
trade of meat. Crucially though, they
will be based on robust and up-to-date
science.
I am pleased that my colleagues in other
Member States are in agreement that a
new system is needed, and that the issue
is now firmly on the European agenda.
Hopefully in the next few years we will
have a system that will better protect
consumers right across Europe.
As member states working towards
a common goal, it’s important we
communicate with one another and share
knowledge gained from the application
of robust science. And openness should
be a fundamental principle held by each
and every one of us in our joint goal of
protecting consumers throughout Europe.

Another challenge for us is to work with
our partners in Europe to look again at the
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as to the harmlessness of GMOs subject
to authorisation. The numerous conflicts
of interest which have been revealed in
recent years within the EFSA OGM Panel,
to a large extent explain why its members
take such a restrictive view of biosecurity.

E

uropean legislation on GMOs is
based on two main principles: prior
assessment of risks to the environment
and health, and a system of traceability and
labelling for authorised GMOs. In spite of
gaps (such as the absence of compulsory
labelling for products from animals fed
on GMOs) the various Regulations and
Directives applying to GMOs form a coherent
whole. The controversy arises from the implementation of the statutory requirements for
risk assessment.
Annex II of Directive 2001/18/EC, on the
release of genetically modified organisms
into the environment, provides for the
assessment of direct, indirect and cumulative
risks with regard to OGMs, as well as
for the identification of areas of scientific
uncertainty. The latter point is crucial, since
it is precisely in situations of uncertainty that
the precautionary principle can be applied
to risk management, allowing the deferment
of product authorisations. However, in
spite of heated debate within the scientific
community, the GMO Panel of the EFSA – the
European food safety agency in charge of risk
assessment – has never issued a negative
recommendation on any GMO authorisation
request and has never made any mention
of scientific uncertainty. In addition, it should
be recalled that all of the GMOs cultivated
in the world are either herbicide-tolerant or
insecticide-producing plants. The impact of
the presence of herbicide residues has not
been assessed, tests on mice are far from
being systematic and their time-scale is in any
case too short and their statistical power too
limited to make it possible to draw conclusions
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The Commission therefore never succeeds
in obtaining the qualified majority which
would legitimatise the GMO authorisations
that it issues. Moreover, in disagreement
with the work of the EFSA, several Member
States have therefore taken safeguard
clauses against the only transgenic maize
currently authorised for cultivation in Europe.
The Council of Environment Ministers
of December 2008 thus called for risk
assessment measures to be reinforced and
for the socio-economic impact of GMOs to be
taken into account.
As in numerous other cases (such as BPA
and aspartame), this controversy well
illustrates that a strict legislative framework
alone is not enough: it is crucial to ensure
that assessments are carried out under
conditions of openness and independence. It
is also necessary for the legislature to ensure
that independent scientific literature is taken
into account, since numerous products are
assessed solely on the basis of data provided
by the manufacturers themselves, data which
in most cases is not accessible to the public
or to independent scientists, being classified
as “confidential business information”.
As for traceability, it is not only the necessary
condition for labelling and for the provision of
information to consumers. It should, in theory,
also make it possible to withdraw GMOs in
case of the identification of problems after
they have been placed on the market. In
addition, the absence of traceability can
give rise to enormous costs. For example,
in 2006, American exportations of rice were
found to be contaminated with an experimental transgenic maize produced by Bayer
CropScience, not authorised for cultivation.
On 17th March 2011, in the face of incurred
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losses, a jury ordered the company to pay a
fine and damages amounting to 136.8 million
dollars (96.39 million euros).
This problem of the contamination of conventional and organic agriculture by GMOs is
subject to no more than recommendations
on “coexistence” at the European level, the
Commission considering subsidiarity to be
the best approach, in view of the diversity
of farming practices between regions and
countries. The fact remains that numerous
farmers and governments are asking
themselves the following question: Given
the absence or low level of the agricultural
benefits expected from GMOs, and in view
of the additional costs that their cultivation
is liable to impose on the other sectors, why
authorise their cultivation?
After years of controversy, national bans on
the cultivation of GMOs, though authorised
at the European level, have finally led the
Commission to put forward the proposal that
the right to prohibit the cultivation of GMOs on
their territory should be left to Member States.
However, the Commission’s proposal does
not contain the legal elements necessary
to make this right effective in the face of a
court or the WTO. Parliament has therefore
strengthened the text, by a large majority,
in order to allow States to invoke additional
environmental grounds supplementing those
assessed at the European level, as well as
the socio-economic impact of GMOs, in order
to justify bans. The case is henceforth in the
hands of the Council, which is taking a long
time to work out a common position.
The controversy over GMOs cannot be
separated from the broader issues of the
future of the European agricultural model
and can therefore not be dealt with in a
satisfying way solely through an “internal
market” perspective. Ideally the system
should therefore move from “risk governance”
to “innovation governance”, so as to allow
democratic debates on the direction of
research choices.

T

he global food system will face
unprecedented challenges over the
next 40 years. On the demand side,
the global population could reach nine billion
by 2050 while on the supply side competition
for land, water and energy will increase1.
Sustainable intensification will be needed, to
produce more food on the same area of land
while reducing the environmental and energy
impact.
Investment and research in modern
technologies will be essential in light of the
magnitude of the challenges for food security
in the coming decades. In this context, the use
of a new technology should be encouraged
provided that its human and environmental
safety as well as its productivity benefits
are considered rigorously on a scientific and
case-by-case basis.
In Europe, legislation on Genetically Modified
Organisms (GMOs) has been in place since
the 1990s with the key objective to protect
health and the environment. Its cornerstone
is science-based decision-making based on
thorough risk assessment.
A key feature of the EU legislation on GMOs
is to require GM food and feed to comply with
specific labelling and traceability rules. The EU
GMO labelling and traceability requirements
aim to inform the consumer and user about
the product, hence allowing them to make
an informed choice. The EU has accordingly
developed robust detection and traceability

schemes. It has set up the EU Reference
Laboratory for Genetically Modified Food and
Feed, hosted by the Joint Research Centre
(JRC), the European Commission’s in-house
science service.

are facing: food security, climate change, and
depleting fossil fuel resources. Biotechnology
is recognised as a key enabling technology
in the transition to a green, low-carbon and
resource-efficient economy.

The JRC provides support to the
implementation of EU legislation on GMOs,
in particular through the validation of GMO
detection methods and production of
GMO certified reference materials. These
activities contribute to global harmonisation
of GMO detection and to legal certainty for
international trade in food and feed and
therefore support the sustainability of the
global agricultural food and feed production
flow. The JRC also supports the development
of best agricultural practices for segregation
of GM and non-GM food/feed at the first point
of the supply chain (the farmers), by operating
the European Coexistence Bureau.

And the perspectives are there: The EU
has a strong innovation potential in the
bio-economy based on a wide range of
technologies including biosciences and
nanotechnologies. Many European food,
chemical and biotechnology companies are
world leaders in their respective areas.

Since the 1980s, the European Commission
has invested over €300 million in research
on the biosafety of GMOs and supported
more than 500 independent research groups
studying the safety of biotech products.
Many of these research projects have been
launched to provide the factual evidence to
address public concerns about the potential
environmental impact of GMOs, the safety of
the food chain, the co-existence of GM and
non-GM crops and risk assessment strategies
in Europe.

Delivering on the full potential of the
bio-economy in Europe now requires an
increase in both public funding and private
investment in knowledge generation and
exploitation. Indeed, an increase of EU
public funding for bio-economy research
and innovation has been proposed by the
European Commission for the period from
2014 to 2020. The public contributions should
be complemented by private investments and
active collaboration between industry, the
research community and policy makers to
develop a successful bio-economy in Europe.

As one of the key elements of the Europe
2020 “Innovation Union” flagship initiative,
the European Commission has recognised
that the «bio-economy» can help to create
economic growth, competitiveness and jobs
in Europe.
The bio-economy can make an important
contribution to addressing three major
societal challenges that Europe and the world

1. (1) Foresight. The Future of Food and
Farming (2011). Final Project Report. The
Government Office for Science, London.
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N

anotechnology is synonymous to a new
set of concepts, processes, materials
and applications that have started
to revolutionise a wide range of sectors.
The technology is also expected to have a
major impact on the whole of the food chain
- from production to processing, packaging,
storage and consumption. However, most
food related applications of nanotechnology
are currently at an early stage, with the main
focus of current R&D on improving nutritional
value, hygiene, and safety of food products.
The concepts behind nanotechnologies
derive from nano-sizing of materials that
can enable a better control and ‘fine-tuning’
of properties to suit a particular application.
For example, nano-sizing of agrochemicals
(e.g. pesticides, veterinary medicines) may
improve their efficacy and enable more
targeted use in food production. Similarly,
nano-sized antimicrobials and detoxifying
substances may enhance safety of animal
feeds. The use of nanomaterials is also
shaping up the development of sensitive and
cheap nano(bio)sensors that can provide
rapid on-site diagnosis of plant and animal
diseases. All these can enable a reduction in
the use of potentially harmful chemicals that
are widely used by the agricultural sector,
without compromising safety of foodstuffs
leaving the farm gate.
Packaging is currently the largest area of
nanotechnology applications within the food
sector. The main applications are in the
form of lightweight but stronger packaging
materials based on nanomaterial-polymer
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composites with improved mechanical and
functional performance. A lot of R&D is
aimed at innovative labels that can monitor
quality, safety, and security of the packaged
food products. Such developments are
likely to contribute significantly towards
enhancing safety and quality, and prolonging
the shelf-life of packaged foodstuffs, thus
enabling a reduction in the unnecessary
waste of foodstuffs around the world.
Nano-sizing of nutrients and supplements is
also reported to enhance uptake and bioavailability in the body, which could contribute
towards maintenance of health and wellbeing
of the consumer through diet. Similarly, the
technology is being used to develop new and
improved food tastes and textures, and for
reducing the levels of fat, salt, colours, and
preservatives in processed food products.
The use of nanomaterials is also opening up
new and efficient ways for water treatment,
filtration, and desalination, which are of
special importance to many developing
countries where clean potable water can be
in a short supply, and as a result, food and
water-borne illnesses are prevalent.
Despite the obvious benefits, food related
applications of engineered nanomaterials
have also raised certain concerns over
potential risk to the consumer. It is known that
our food materials are composed of a variety
of natural structures, many in the nano-scale,
but these are digested and assimilated in the
body. The concerns relate mainly to potential
intake via food of insoluble and persistent
nanoparticles, the properties and effects
of which are currently not fully understood.
A reassuring aspect in this regard is that
such developments are not taking place in
a regulatory vacuum, and any food related
applications of nanomaterials will have to go
through a process of safety evaluation and
approval in the EU1. In this regard, EFSA has
recently published two Scientific Opinions
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that provide an appraisal of safety considerations2 and guidance on risk assessment of
applications for food and feed3. The Opinions
highlight the need for, and provide a structured
guidance on, case-by-case evaluation of the
safety of nanomaterials in food, feed and
packaging applications before placing them
on the market.
For further reading:
Chaudhry, Q. and Castle, L. (2011) Food
applications of nanotechnologies: An
overview of opportunities and challenges for
developing countries, Trends in Food Science
and Technology, http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
tifs.2011.01.001.
Chaudhry, Q., Castle, L. and Watkins,
R. (Editors) (2010) Nanotechnologies in
Food, London, Royal Society of Chemistry
Publishing, ISBN 978-0-85404-169-5.
Chaudhry, Q., Scotter, M., Blackburn, J.,
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research effort in supporting selective
breeding of established farmed species, while
investigating the essential biological functions
of potential new candidate species (including
reproduction, nutrition, health and diseases
etc) and integrating this knowledge in the
production cycle.

W

ith a world production of 52.5
million tonnes (98.4 billion USD)
in 2008, aquaculture is one of the
important sectors that according to FAO
(Food and Agriculture Organisation of the
United Nations), make an essential contribution towards meeting several Millenium
Development Goals, including those related to
food security. But aquaculture has also many
other advantages and bears an interesting
potential for energy production (macro and
microalgae) as well as bioremediation and
wider environmental services.
The aquaculture industry in Europe heavily
relies on science and technology. It aims at
producing safe and healthy aquatic food for
the consumer, while complying with relevant
EU legislations. European aquaculture
products are among those displaying the
higher quality, safety and environmental
standards in the world. This industry driven
sector has rapidly grown from the 1960’s
to reach 1.3 million tonnes in 2006 (20% of
the European fish production) for a value of
2.9 billion €. To allow aquaculture meet the
promises of the "blue revolution" and become
an essential element of the European and
world food supply in the future, several
challenges where science and technology are
key need to be addressed.
One of the main challenges concerns
the successful domestication of aquatic
organisms with appropriate biological and
economic potential for future food production.
This will involve a significant and coordinated

Another important challenge that calls
urgently for scientific support concerns the
feeds used in some aquaculture segments.
Research has contributed in dramatically
reducing the quantities of fish meal and fish
oil in aquafeeds to less than 15% in several
species without significant side-effects.
Investigations are carried out to explore
and provide alternative sources (including
of terrestrial origin) for aquaculture feeds
that allow the sector to have the flexibility in
providing cost efficient feeds tailored to the
nutritional needs of each farmed species and
taking into account the prices’ volatility of the
different ingredients on the global markets.
Moreover, science can offer to aquaculture
an important asset: by shaping the feeds it is
possible to tailor the final product to the nutritional needs of the consumer and the specific
demands of the markets, while guaranteeing
the absence of contaminants.
The interaction between aquaculture and
the ecosystems is another challenge where
science and innovation have an essential
contribution in unlocking the potential for the
development of the sector by supporting the
implementation of an ecosystem approach
to aquaculture. Research is essential not
only for minimising and mitigating potential
environmental impacts of aquaculture but also
for anticipating and adapting to the potential
effects of climate change on farmed species.
Sound scientific knowledge is also needed
on the social and economic dimension of
the sector to allow aquaculture competing
in the global markets. Aquaculture can play

an important role in wealth creation, in local
and regional structuring and development
and therefore in social cohesion. Essential
issues concern maritime spatial planning
allowing the integration of aquaculture in the
coastal zones and the exploitation of the huge
potential available offshore. Research is also
essential to assess the economic potential of
farmed species, to understand the seafood
value chain and the global markets dynamics,
as well as to develop tools allowing production
planning and efficient marketing.
Another example where innovation will be
central is the potential of biotechnology applications for the development of aquaculture
such as algae cultivation for energy
production, pharmaceutical or cosmetic.
To boost science and technological
innovation, it will be essential to adequately
address the needs mentioned above, at the
appropriate scale (local, regional, international), through a participatory approach
involving all the stakeholders concerned
including the European Aquaculture
Technology and Innovation Platform (EATIP).
Mechanisms required for mobilising, coordinating and optimising the available (public
and private) funds for research will have to be
put in place while assuring that the outcomes
of this collective effort are valorised by the
potential end users in the seafood chain
and by the society. It will be essential to take
advantage of the momentum offered by the
reform of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP)
which calls for an increase in aquaculture
production and supply of seafood in the EU.
Further opportunities will emerge from the
planned Bioeconomy for Europe Strategy and
from the future EU Research and Innovation
Framework Programme "Horizon 2020" which
will aim at strengthening the contribution of
aquaculture in the global seafood security.
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Chemical risks and their impact on food safety
Richard H. Stadler, PhD
Nestlé Product Technology Centre

W

e are continuously exposed
to chemicals - of natural or
anthropogenic origin - in our
foods and that are hazardous or undesired.
Consumers today feel less confident in being
able to judge the risks associated with chemical
contamination of the food they eat, including
uncertainties of emerging technologies such
as nano and bioengineering. This mood is
partly reflected in the 2010 Eurobarometer
survey that captured the views of more
than 26 000 European consumers’ and their
perceptions of food-related risks. Given
the multitude of national, regional and even
global food scares implicating chemicals that
include - amongst others – the presence of
for example mineral oils, dioxins, pesticides,
heavy metals, it is not at all surprising that
consumers tend to worry more about the
unintentional presence of chemicals in food
rather than bacterial contamination or health
and nutrition issues.
However, the many food issues that
make headline news remind us that we
need to further improve the management
of chemical risks from "farm-to-fork".
Consumers justifiably do not care where
failure occurred, they simply do not expect
the food safety system to fail. Consequences
for the agricultural sector, manufacturers and
their suppliers, distributors, retailers, food
service entities, and of course consumers
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can be serious, leading to a loss of trust in
the functioning of the system, and damaging
reputations of companies and sectors.
Chemical contaminants in foods can cause
serious harm or even death, as highlighted
in the recent melamine case in China, which
in fact was related to fraudulent practice.
Globalization of our food supply is today a
reality and the risks need to be assessed
accordingly, taking a global view and having
thorough knowledge of often divergent
food safety standards, local agricultural
practices, possible fraudulent behavior, new
technologies or ingredients and their inherent
risks.
In Europe, positive initiatives are ongoing
to enhance consumer and environment
safety, such as REACH (Registration,
Evaluation, and Authorization of Chemicals).
For a myriad of chemicals the toxicological/
exposure data needed to conduct a thorough
risk assessment are simply lacking. The
REACH chemicals policy became effective
in mid 2007, the guiding principle being that
companies themselves thoroughly assess the
risks of the chemical substances that they
import, manufacture and sell. The advantages
over the long term will be the use of and
exposure to relatively safer chemicals. Food
manufacturers and their suppliers, including
the packaging industry have to comply with
the manifold legal provisions for foodstuffs
and materials in contact with food, which are
well embedded in the existing European legislative framework. For example, in the case of
food ingredients and food contact materials,
framework Regulations, complemented by
specific provisions, ensure a harmonized
approach to new compound/material authorization and evaluation.
As it progresses, REACH will help phase out
the more toxic agrochemicals with a very low
acute reference dose (ARfD). The introduction
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of EC 396/2005 harmonizes the MRLs of
pesticide residues in food and feed of plant
and animal origin in the European Member
States, and has resulted over the past few
years in lower frequency of excursions above
MRLs. Monitoring exercises by government
laboratories in many cases show higher
violations of Maximum Residue Levels
(MRLs) for certain agricultural produce from
non-EU countries. However, products with
residues above the MRL do not systematically
indicate a health risk to the consumer, as the
maximum levels are not set at the margins
of what can be considered "just acceptable"
from a toxicological perspective. To protect
one of the most sensitive consumer groups,
Directive 2006/125/EC has established
"default" levels for pesticides in processed
cereal-based foods and baby foods for infants
and young children, essentially set to 10 parts
per billion (ppb) in the final product as ready to
eat, or lower in the case of certain, more toxic,
substances. The 10 ppb rule is not based on
toxicological evaluation. It essentially reflects
the limit of detection for many compounds
using state of the art detection methods.
In today’s heterogeneous regulatory
landscape the legal minimum may not suffice,
manufacturers need to consider going beyond
- in cases less stringent or absent - national
law, and adapt internal policies that provide
compliance with the strictest law. To manage
such issues particularly in non-EU countries
is a major challenge and may have far
reaching implications on agricultural practices
and procurement.
However, testing of incoming goods at the
factory gate is only a verification that appropriate measures introduced at the farmers and
feed producers levels are indeed effective,
complying to legal standards and/or customer
specifications. The polychlorinated biphenyls
(PCB) /dioxin incidences recorded in the

Republic of Ireland in 2008, and more recently
in 2010 in Germany and The Netherlands,
and beginning 2011 again in Germany,
indicate that still better management must
be exercised upstream of the food and feed
chain. We need to understand where the
system is most vulnerable, identify potential
points of carry-over and other sources of
contamination, and exclude those suppliers
with questionable practices.

Not surprisingly, the list of chemicals found
in food at low levels, but raising concern
due to their potential toxicological effects, is
continuously growing, primarily due to more
powerful analytical detection techniques.
Food-borne toxins created during the cooking
of foods, either in the kitchen at home or
during the processing of foods in a factory,
have in recent years resurfaced. Examples
are acrylamide and furan. In the case of

Other sources of exposures to chemicals
that have raised concern in recent years
are components of packaging materials
and food contact materials, exemplified by
2-isopropyl thioxanthone, ITX (a photoinitiator
used in UV cured inks printed on the
bricks) and semicarbazide (originating from
azodicarbonamide, a blowing agent used in
the metal closures). The latter issue was in
fact identified and raised to health authorities
by the food industry. Consequently, efforts in
both cases were immediately undertaken to
search for safer alternatives.

acrylamide the food industry - represented by
its umbrella organization FoodDrinkEurope
- has taken voluntary action following the
ALARA principle (as-low-as-reasonablyachievable) to reduce acrylamide in the
pertinent foods where practically feasible.
The development of the so-called “Acrylamide
Toolbox”, last updated in September 2011,
identifies those measures that can be applied
successfully to mitigate acrylamide. Given that
the majority of FoodDrinkEurope members
are small and medium sized enterprises, it is
pivotal that relevant information is addressed

directly to such enterprises, illustrated by the
“Acrylamide Pamphlets” that are referenced
on the European Commission’s website.
The likelihood of finding chemical substances
in our foods that are undesired or considered
as health hazardous has today probably never
been greater. The challenges are to assess
the real risks of chemical contaminants to
public health, a joint endeavor that requires

an agreed approach to risk assessment and
close consultation with all stakeholders. Our
common goal is to ensure that the food safety
system across the food chain is robust, and
equipped with the necessary resources.
Food business operators are today more than
ever aware of their primary obligation, which
is to ensure that the products they place on
the marketplace are safe for consumption.
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Growing obesity: education versus patronization

Renate SOMMER

Koen Van Dyck

Group of the European People’s Party (Christian Democrats),
Committe on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety

Head of Unit of Unit G4 in SANCO,
Responsible for «Food, Alert System and Training»

A

ccording to recent studies, more than
half of the total adult EU population is
overweight. Out of those, more than 15
percent are obese thus being at high risk of
chronic illnesses such as heart disease, high
cholesterol and type 2 diabetes. In light of
these facts, it is more than understandable
that policy makers at EU and national level
want to act. The «Pandemic of the 20th
century» does not only have an effect on the
health of individuals, but implies also high
costs for national health services and overall
business. However, the weapons that are
being fired at this new threat are completely
ill-fitted. The actual root causes of the growing
pandemic are the missing links of consumers
to the production and nutritional value of
certain foods and the lack of exercise due
to modern lifestyle. Instead of addressing
these problems through information and
education campaigns and real incentives for
consumers, many European policy makers
avoid the elephant in the room. The reason
is simple: Addressing the actual root cause
would mean to acknowledge their responsibility for the failure to prevent the crisis and
to invest large amounts of money into the
training of paediatricians, nursery and school
teachers and the population at large. Instead,
it seems to be much easier to blame allegedly
unhealthy foodstuff and «prevent» consumers
from eating these via warning symbols, bans,
additional taxes and censorship.
The first indication for this new approach was
the Health Claims Regulation. The original
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Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF):
a success model in the fight against
health risks

aim to protect consumers from misleading and
untrue health claims is laudable. Meanwhile
80% of existing or upcoming claims could
be unmasked as being unscientific and will
not be allowed on food products. However,
the proposal to develop profiles on the
nutritional value of foods overstates the
Commission’s case. The idea that individual
food products may only be advertised if they
do not exceed unrealistic threshold values
for certain nutrients is a censorship and
completely unscientific. The reluctance by
EFSA to develop such profiles and failure by
the Commission to come up with their own up
until today is proof enough.
The second attempt to decree our citizens
a healthier lifestyle was the sparse realistic
Commission proposal on «Food information
to consumers». With the idea to label an
excess of mandatory nutrition information
on front of pack, the Commission wanted to
force consumers to actually read this, not
taking into account consumers’ behaviour: An
overload leads to a refusal of any information!
The proposed font size of 3mm would have
been no guaranty for legibility but would have
lead to bigger packages and thus a massive
increase of package waste. Last not least
the mandatory «package slip» that would
have resulted from this proposal, be it for
prepacked or non-prepacked (!) food, would
have put unproportionate financial burden on
SMEs, especially handcrafters, thus jeopardizing thousands of jobs and endangering
regional specialities.
Fortunately, in the end, we managed to
strike an acceptable balance between the
necessary amount and quality of information
for the average consumer and feasibility
for producers. After all, we cannot align the
new labelling rules to specific patient groups
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but have to keep in mind the needs of the
majority of European citizens. Unfortunately,
this sense of proportion is not shared by all
member states. The discussion on the traffic
light system with its red warning points as
voluntary labelling scheme continues in some
countries. The introduction of sales taxes on
fat-laden food, a new form of communist-style
incapacitation, is an attack on our freedom of
choice. But what is most shocking though is
the complete disregard of many policy makers
for scientific evidence:
They ignore generally the efforts of industry,
which lowered the contents of harmful TFAs
in food products to an insignificant amount.
They ignore that the threshold values for the
differentiation of the red, amber and green
traffic light points are random and unscientific.
They ignore the abundant doubt by experts
on the correlation between high salt intake
and blood pressure, one of the major justifications for all these efforts to reduce the salt
content of food. And they ignore that a combination of foods makes the daily diet, not a
single product.
If we do not manage to re-adjust our policy
towards a science-based, realistic approach
without constantly reacting to populist
tendencies, we will risk alienating our citizens.
After all, it is our task to enable consumers to
make their own choices, not to educate them.

I

n 2009, RASFF celebrated its 30th
anniversary with an international conference
inviting officials and stakeholders involved
in food safety from around 100 countries all
over the globe. During this memorable event
there were discussions of how RASFF could
respond to stakeholder expectations, global
food safety crises and future challenges to
the EU food safety system.
Having evolved from a voluntary system in
the early eighties exchanging information
between designated contact persons for
each country on «serious and immediate»
health risks, it emerged quite soon that such
information exchange had huge benefit.
Therefore, already early on RASFF was used
for cross-border exchange of information
between Member States on non-compliance
issues regarding food safety legislation.
Following several food safety crises around
the turn of the century, RASFF was expanded
with information exchange on «feed safety»
and the control of the food chain was
completed. Around the same time, more and
more health risks, such as antibiotics, were
found in products of animal origin imported
from third countries when they were checked
at EU border inspection posts. At that time a
system for sharing such information between
border inspection posts was not yet in
operation and RASFF was given this task as
embedded in Regulation 178/2002, the new
cornerstone EU food law. Nowadays, for food
and feed of animal origin, such an exchange
of information takes place via the TRAde
Control and Expert System (TRACES).

Therefore, although it was still operating
as a simple network of contact points,
RASFF gradually became more
formalised and more widely used. Notification
to RASFF showed a curious self-enforcing
effect: when one country reported a new food
safety issue, other countries would program
such controls themselves and report back to
RASFF when they confirmed the problem.
This put the pressure on operators and
exporting countries to take the measures that
were necessary to remove the risk. Numerous
examples exist, such as illegal dyes in spices,
mini jelly cups risking suffocation of children,
etc.
When in 2011 the Enterohaemorrhagic
Escherichia coli (EHEC) crisis broke out in
Germany, RASFF was ready and prepared
to handle the massive and complex stream of
information that usually follows after identifying
the “culprit” product. But the problem
scientists faced was just that: identifying what
food product was at the basis of this devastating outbreak. Certain notifications of the
detection of EHEC bacteria lead to confusion,
in particular since the EHEC notified was
later not confirmed or found not to be linked
to the outbreak. Media and other professional
communicators jumped the gun immediately
linking these findings to the outbreak even
when this was not confirmed, after which the
RASFF system was, unjustified, blamed for
the ensuing economical disaster for farmers.
RASFF is not a risk communication system.
Most information that circulates in RASFF is
not available for the public, if that would be at
all possible, giving the specialised and confidential nature of the information. The public
can visit http://ec.europa.eu/rasff and use the
RASFF Portal database to search for RASFF
notifications on a food or feed of interest or on
a particular hazard but should be aware that
national authorities and not RASFF will give
them full information if a food can cause them
harm and should not be consumed.

Back to the EHEC crisis. When finally the link
was made with fenugreek sprouts, identified
also in an outbreak in the southwest of France,
the tracing and information exchange within
RASFF really kicked off. With the help of the
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), first
information was traced back to three batches
of fenugreek seeds from Egypt, imported
through Germany. After that, Member States
relied on each other’s information to trace
forward any seed or sprout mixes that had
included the incriminated fenugreek and
withdrew them from the market. Most of this
was accomplished within two weeks. Overall,
100 follow-up notifications with detailed
traceability information were made to the
original RASFF notification by France that
had lead to the identification of fenugreek as
the source of the outbreak.
Over the years, RASFF has been shaped to
serve multiple purposes, focussing always
on its core task, which is to ensure quick
and comprehensive information exchange
about product recalls and withdrawals, when
a serious health risk is at stake. After more
than thirty years of operation and continuous
development of the system, further reflection
is ongoing on how RASFF could progress in
the years to come, taking also into account
the experience gained during the EHEC
outbreak. Less is more. There could be
merit in linking RASFF with other networks
in which food safety risks and enforcement
data are gathered and exchanged, rather
than attempting to collect and share all that
information within RASFF. In the end this will
make RASFF a stronger tool in assisting in
the management of the next food safety crisis
when it comes along.
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Tackling the most serious of all food safety concerns:
the EU’s role in reducing obesity
Caoimhín MacMaoláin
Lecturer in Food Law, EU Law and International Trade Law, Trinity
College Dublin

O

besity is now considered to be the
largest global public health problem.
Incredibly, the Red Cross reports that
there are many more obese people in the world
than there are suffering from malnutrition. We
have plenty of food for everyone, yet almost
1 billion starve. These are the most significant
food safety and security crises. European
Union law and policy can be used to reduce
the rates of both.
Since the BSE crisis, the European Union
Institutions have become very efficient in
dealing with traditional food safety concerns.
A whole range of initiatives have been
introduced to minimise the instances and
effects of contaminated products entering
the food chain. Most new food laws now
contain safeguard clauses, enabling Member
States to take interventionist action where
a potential risk to health is identified. Rapid
Alert Systems facilitate the exchange of
information between relevant authorities to
bring a co-ordinated response to reducing
the spread of illness and disease. The
establishment of the European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) has created a focal point for
the latest scientific assessments, highlighting
possible dangers before they pose a real
threat to consumers. The combination of the
initiatives first proposed in the White Paper on
Food Safety in 2000, and then realised in the
General Food Law Regulation of 2002, have
minimised the potential for food to present
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Paper on a Strategy for Europe on Nutrition,
Overweight and Obesity-Related Health
Issues that ‘labelling is an important tool to
inform consumers about the composition of
foods and help them [to] make an informed
choice’. When the new food labelling
regulation passes into law there will be, for
the first time, an obligation placed on food
business operators to include nutritional
information on almost all prepackaged foods.
This is not enough. The information will be
presented in a similar manner to that which
has gone before – and which has been the
subject of much criticism in the past. Use of the
potentially more user-friendly colour-coded
system will remain voluntary and additional
to the traditional tabular presentation. The
consumer who is unable to decipher the
scientific detail on nutritional values, and who
remains unaware of just what these values

immediate detrimental consequences for
our well-being. Despite this, vast swathes of
the population are suffering the chronic, and
too-often terminal, consequences of poor
diet. Cancer, heart disease and diabetes
have taken over as the more pressing,
yet less considered, concerns for EU and
Member State policy makers. A new direction,
rebalancing attention towards nutrition, is thus
required, if we are to reduce the damaging
impact that eating the wrong foods is having
on human health.
Some Member States have now started to take
unilateral action to combat these rising rates
of obesity. Denmark has introduced a ‘fat tax’
on foods containing higher levels of saturated
fat. Other governments are considering
doing the same. However, we have to
question whether this is really the best way
of protecting consumers from suffering the
ill-effects of poor diet. The wrong foods may
be targeted and the imposition of a punitive
charge may have little impact on consumption
levels. It is here contended that what is really
required is a change in policy that improves
awareness amongst consumers about how
important a healthy diet is and how to improve
eating habits. European Union legislation has
a major role to play in this process.
The key tool that can be used to inform people
about the nutritional value of food is labelling.
Many Member States have, since the
introduction of the framework directive in 2000,
established new formats for imparting vital
details about the potential dangers contained
in foods. This has been primarily done
through the use of colour-coded ‘signpost’ or
‘traffic light labels’. A ‘red’ symbol for fat would
indicate dangerously high levels. ‘Amber’
signifies moderate levels, and ‘green’ is used
for safe levels of the nutrient concerned. The
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should be, will continue to be largely oblivious
to the long-term dangers of much of the food
that they eat.
The key to unlocking information is education.
There will be continued consumption of
vast quantities of poor quality food until
nutrition labelling becomes clear and easy
to understand. It may be that we will always
over-indulge even if this problem is rectified,
but at least then it will be done on the basis
that we are fully informed consumers who
can make our own decisions on that basis.
Emphasis in schools and hospitals, public
awareness campaigns and clear instruction
from science on the value of food, coupled
with a single, harmonised, ubiquitous and,
most importantly, clear labelling system will
help us to achieve this aim. There is reason to
be optimistic that this will eventually happen.

A label that both informs and educates may
very well develop out of the commitment that
the Commission will review the operation of
the new labelling requirements with a view to
modifying the format used. Until this happens,
labels will continue to conceal the true dangers
of nutritionally inferior and unsafe food.

problem with this is that EU rules on the free
movement of goods prevent Member States
from making any of these labelling schemes
compulsory. As a result, many different
variations of these schemes have been used
by producers and retailers. A system that
was designed to provide clear information to
consumers about the composition of foods
instead leads to confusion. This, coupled
with the fact that traditional nutrition labelling,
as established by EU directive in 1990, is
constantly criticised for the way in which it
prescribes that information be presented, has
led to a situation where the consumer remains
ill-informed about the potential long-term
dangers of foods due to the presence of high
quantities of fats, salts and sugars therein.
Many obvious refinements, too detailed to
enumerate here, suggest themselves.
The Commission has recognised in its White
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Zoonoses: prevention and control through the
Med-Vet-Net Network
André Jestin
ANSES
Coordinator of the Med-Vet-Net Network of Excellence (2003-2009)

General presentation of the Med-Vet-Net
European Network:
The overall objective of Med-Vet-Net is to
develop a European network for the integration
of the research activities of 16 research
institutes with public health or animal health
missions in order to improve research on the
prevention and control of zoonoses, with a
particular attention for food-borne zoonoses.
The activities of the network are based on
the typical threefold organisation of networks:
setting up of virtual institute, definition of a
strategy of integration of research activities
and organisation of internal and external
communication for the general public. The
virtual institute comprises 15 European
public research institutes from 10 Member
States. A 16th partner is responsible for the
communication activities. Governance of this
virtual institute is provided by a Governing
Board, with an elected chairman at director
level from all partners. This Governing Board
is helped by an Advisory Panel comprising
representatives of the main international institutions: WHO, ECDC, EFSA. The network’s
scientific activities are undertaken by the
Co-ordinating Forum, which comprises a
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scientific representative from every partner.
The Forum draws up a common scientific
strategy for all partners, which consists first
in determining the main scientific thematics:
detection and control, epidemiology, hostmicrobe interaction and risk research. The
priorities of the network are then implemented
in research projects. Thanks to a series of
three calls for proposals, 25 research projects
have been funded.

from other Member States will ensure the
future of the network. In conclusion, the
Med-Vet-Net network has managed to
achieve its integration objectives through
the implementation of collaborative research
projects and to ensure a permanent future for
the structure by creating an Association.

Including medics, veterinarians, epidemiologists, risk analysts, statisticians, immunologists,
microbiologists, food scientists & molecular geneticists

Permanent future of the virtual institute
and sustainable integration of the
research activities:
The network has started thinking about
ensuring a permanent future for the virtual
structure, a reflection which has materialised
into the setting up of an association of
research institutes funding with their own
means collaborative research programmes.
The Association being committed to work for
the development of knowledge on zoonoses.
Scientific partnerships between the research
institutes members of the Association are
made possible through funding from partners,
Member States via the ERA-NET scheme
and the European Commission. New partners
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Information and safety of products: transparency as
corner-stone of consumer confidence

Control and Safety: the role of the Food and Veterinary
Office (FVO) of the European Commission

Monique Goyens

Director General of BEUC1
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Michael SCANNELL
Director Food and Veterinary Office, Directorate-General for Health
and Consumers

expects public authorities and business to be
provided with objective, clear, understandable
and adequate information on consumer
products and in particular about potential
risks and benefits linked to them.

I

n a liberal economy, markets function on
the basis of consumer trust in the safety
of products which are put on sale. Food
scandals like BSE (mad cow disease),
melanin in milk or – more recently – the
E-coli scandal have damaged consumer
confidence in the food chain. It was actually
only after the mad cow crisis in the nineties
that decision-makers became aware that
action was needed to re-establish consumer
trust in the food chain. The European Food
Safety Agency (EFSA) was created with the
objective to provide independent scientific
advice to risk managers. But EFSA itself
has had to work on improving its own transparency – something which remains an
ongoing challenge. Presently, EFSA has
become a reliable interlocutor but the question
of consumer trust does not stop at EFSA.
In essence, the legitimate expectations of
consumers as regards products sold on the
market, be it food products or others, is that
those products are safe. Consumers assume
that products which are on sale have been
verified by an authority or company who
bear the final responsibility. This explains
why, when the safety of a product, especially
a food product, is questioned, it results in a
dramatic loss in consumer confidence; such
scares are perhaps even more damaging
to the food market as food is an essential
product one cannot live without.
There are several factors which contribute to
consumer confidence. Among them, transparency is a main element. A 21st Century
consumer is more critical and demanding and
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This is the reason why there is a multitude
of legislation which regulates the information
given to consumers in terms of food safety:
expiry dates, ingredients, storage conditions,
nutritional values, risk of allergies, preparation
advice, lot numbers, producer information
provide a consumer with the essential information to choose the product which meets his
expectations in terms of quality but especially
in terms of safety.
It is essential that the information which is
given to consumers is done in a transparent
manner: on the one hand, the information
needs to be trustworthy, and on the other, all
relevant information needs to be disclosed.
In this context, the food industry’s attitude
regularly proves paradoxically true: on the
one hand, they decisively campaign to limit
regulatory provisions on production criteria of
food products, arguing that it is sufficient to
inform consumers about the characteristics
of a product and thereby leaving it up to its
market power to eliminate products which are
less adequate; on the other hand, they fight
fiercely against any improvements when it
comes to improving information to consumers
– be it legibility, its relevance or its content –
thereby limiting consumers’ possibilities
to make informed choices. It is especially
regrettable that the food industry is reluctant
to communicate about the use of new technologies, especially nano-technology. This lack
of transparency, due to a real or imaginary
absence of communication between food
producers and ingredient suppliers, is
unacceptable and results in consumers being
suspicious about the industry reasons for
hiding this information and, in the end, the
risks linked to these technologies.
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This attitude is not very helpful in generating
a climate of trust – something the sector is
in dire need of. It is however particularly
crucial that transparency is improved all
along the production and supply chain,
especially as regards pricing: whereas the
price of production and retail distribution are
in most cases known, the intermediate steps
in the food chain are characterised by a huge
opacity. This is even more disturbing in times
of economic crisis.
A transparency policy does not stop at
communicating clearly and objectively with
a consumer about the characteristics of a
product. It also entails the possibility for
a consumer to usefully communicate with
the public authority or the industry about
its needs, expectations and criticisms. In a
market economy, this is another means of
the consumer to play its role of watchdog as
regards the safety and quality of consumer
products. This means that, on a political
and commercial level, public authorities and
industry need to create space for dialogue
with consumers and establish procedures
for consultation and follow-up of results.
Unfortunately, decisions taken by risk
managers are not always transparent which
can make consumers wonder what interests
they represent.
Consequently, it is crucial that consumers are
assured that their suggestions are effectively
taken into consideration/account and lead to
actions taken by authorities or industry. This
also constitutes an important factor of trust in
the good functioning of the market.
1. With thanks to my colleagues Ms. Ruth
VEALE, Head of the Food, Safety, Health
and Environment department and Mr.
Johannes KLEIS, Head of Communications

Role and responsibilities of the FVO
The FVO’s role is to carry out audits in
Member States and third countries. These
aim to verify that controls on food safety,
plant health, animal health and animal
welfare are carried out in accordance with
EU law. Effectively, the FVO is key to proper
enforcement of the controls essential to a
safe food supply chain. This serves the twin
objectives of public health protection and fair
trade in food products. These objectives are
mutually supportive and consistent with the
Commission view that high levels of safety
are an essential investment in well functioning
markets. The legislative basis for FVO audits
is laid down in Regulation (EC) No 882/20041
on official controls and in particular Articles 45
and 46.

Origins
The FVO has its origins in a number of
crises in the 1990s which seriously damaged
consumer confidence in the safety of the
food chain with significant economic costs
and market disruption. An important fault line
in these crises was the lack of oversight by
the European Commission of enforcement of
controls in the Member States. The European
Parliament in particular insisted that the
Commission needed an audit service to
ensure that legislation was properly enforced.
Originally, the intention was to establish the
FVO as an independent EU Agency. However,
it was instead established as a Directorate
of the Directorate General for Health and
Consumers (SANCO) within the Commission.
The incoming Commission under President
Prodi in 1999 decided to assign SANCO a
much enlarged role and responsibility for
the oversight of the safety of the food supply

chain. This decision was part of a package
which included also fundamental reform of
relevant EU legislation and the creation of the
European Food Safety Authority. The FVO
was established in Ireland and currently has
a total staff of about 170.

Modus Operandi
The FVO audits are carried out under an
Annual Programme drawn up within the
Commission services and in consultation
with the Member States. There are approximately 250 specific audits each year, split
roughly 60:40 between Member States and
third countries. These audits focus on the
systems in place to ensure enforcement of
safety-related controls. The public authorities (or "Competent Authority") are expected
to provide the assurances that they have
the necessary systems in place to ensure
that food business operators respect their
obligations to market only safe food.

very transparent manner. Reports on audits,
including correspondence on the response to
recommendations are published.

Impact on other EU policies
The work of the FVO provides a critical insight
into the operation, on-the-ground, of controls
essential to safety. The focus is on identifying
where weaknesses in the implementation
of controls create unacceptable risks. The
audits also serve to highlight where controls
and their legislative basis are ambiguous,
ineffective or in need of updating. They are
therefore invaluable to the ensuring that there
is a sound regulatory framework which is up
to date and effective.

The FVO audits are carried out "on the spot"
following extensive preparations including
follow-up to previous audits, reviews of
legislation, trade data, control measures in
place and information on expected problems
and risks. The audits in the EU focus in
particular on the control plans which Member
States are required to draw up under EU
legislation. In the case of third countries, the
focus is on the safety of exports to the EU and
applications for market access, for higher risk
food products in particular.

The FVO audit reports also provide an
important snap-shot of the situation in key
sectors of the food chain in both Member
States and third countries. This has spill-over
benefits for the wider regulatory, trade and
development policies of the EU. For example,
the FVO has very regular contacts with the
public authorities in third countries aimed at
assuring them that the EU has an effective
control framework and that food exports from
the EU are safe. Similarly, the reports provide
important information to the development
community on where to target investment
aimed at upgrading standards. This role
was very important in the most recent enlargements of the EU from 15 to 27 Member
States.

The audits are generally accompanied by
recommendations for corrective action, which
in turn the auditee is expected to respond to
with an action plan. There are mechanisms
in place to ensure that recommendations
are systematically followed-up. In some
cases, where the risks are considered to
be unacceptable, or the corrective action is
insufficient, stronger action is taken including
restrictions on trade and legal proceedings.
The audit work of the FVO is carried out in a

1. OJ L 165 of 30 April 2004
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etc.), which sometimes give rise to worries
amongst consumers, are also subject to
continuous controls. Before being placed
on the market, all additives undergo prior
assessment by the European Food Safety
Authority, in order to demonstrate that they do
not present any danger to health.

T

he European Union places great
importance on all of its citizens being
able to eat food of the same high level
of quality, whether this food is produced locally
or in another country, within or outside of the
EU. Today, it is the area of the world with the
greatest level of protection in terms of food
hygiene standards. Moreover, traceability
constitutes the keyword for strategy in this
field. The companies in the human food and
animal feed sectors, whether producers,
processors or importers, have to make sure
that all foodstuffs and animal feed, as well as
the ingredients of which they are composed,
can be traced along the entire length of the
food chain, from the farm to the table. In
order to guarantee the safety of foodstuffs
and animal feed, the European Union
imposes rules with regard to their labelling
and traceability. All new food products go
through an assessment procedure before
being authorised for the European market.
Following the BSE crisis, labelling of beef
and beef-derived products thus became
compulsory. In particular, the place of birth of
the animal has to be mentioned, as well as
the place of slaughter and cutting.

The diversity of our farming areas also
occupies a pre-eminent position in supporting
the quality of our products. Food safety does
not mean food uniformity. By protecting
our regional foods and certain production
methods such as organic farming, Europe
intends to promote the wide variety of
its production to best advantage. A good
example of this is the Protected Geographical
Indication (PGI) system, an official European
label of origin and quality, making it possible
to defend geographical names by pointing out
the specificity of their origin.

The food additives present on our plates,
such as E162, E300 and E957 etc. (preservatives, colourants, antioxidants, flavourings
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However, the quality of this food depends
above all on our agricultural production
system. In this respect, the Common
Agricultural Policy is largely responsible for
what we put on our plates. The food price
crisis of 2007-2008 came as a reminder of
an obvious fact that had been overlooked
for too long: the primary role of agriculture is
not simply to produce goods for the market
but, above all, to preserve the security and
independence of Europe’s food supply and
to contribute to supplying food to the rest of
the world. This crisis showed that high food
prices were ethically unacceptable and that
regulation of these prices was necessary.
Last month, at the instigation of the President
of the French Republic and of the Agriculture
Minister, Bruno Le Maire – who wanted
to make the fight against volatile prices in
agricultural raw materials one of the central
topics of the French Presidency of the G20
– and with the support of our European
partners, we reached an historic agreement
on a five-point action plan: openness, market
regulation, the fight against speculation, aid
for sustainable development of agriculture (in
particular in the poorest countries) and better
international coordination with regard to the
management of agricultural and food crises.

employs over 4 million people in 310,000
companies, generates an annual turnover in
excess of 965 billion euros and feeds over
500 million consumers.
Farmers have agreed, and continue to
agree, to make major efforts in order to
adapt their mode of production to the market
and to new social expectations. In order
to continue investing in and developing
Europe’s agricultural potential, they need
tools and policies at the European level, in
order to stabilise their incomes and improve
their competitiveness and ability to innovate.
These conditions are necessary in order
to establish equitable relations between
the partners along the whole length of the
value chain and guarantee that competition

with third countries takes place on an equal
footing.
The European agricultural model, with its
demanding standards which reflect consumer
demands and social concerns, is a fundamental part of our heritage and needs to
be preserved, while taking the demands of
competitiveness in today’s global markets into
account. This will be at the centre of future
negotiations for the Common Agricultural
Policy beyond 2013.
These provisions as a whole constitute a real
asset for European industrial competitiveness
since, in most cases, exporters bringing
goods to the EU only have to comply with a
single series of regulations and requirements,

rather than twenty seven different series.
This avant-gardism on the part of the EU
sometimes involves additional costs and work
for exporters, who have to make sure that their
products are certified as fit for consumption in
EU countries.
This aspect is essential, since how can we
ask stockbreeders to comply with what are
among the strictest health and environmental
standards in the world, if we simultaneously
leave our borders wide open to products which
do not comply with the same obligations? It is
absolutely essential for freedom of exchange
of our food products to be based upon the
principle of reciprocity.

The European Union therefore has to
endeavour to guarantee the safest and most
affordable food products for consumers, while
making sure that the European food sector
is as effective, competitive and balanced as
possible. The food supply chain in fact makes
a large contribution to the European economy,
combining agriculture, the food industry and
food retailing which, taken together, represent
more than 7% of employment in Europe. More
specifically, the European food sector alone
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A

ccording to the World Health
Organisation (WHO), more than two
billion consumers throughout the
world suffer from problems related to unsafe
fraudulent or counterfeit food products, a
considerable source of profit for international
criminal organisations and local Mafias.
At a time when the worldwide economic
crisis is dominating the news, it is worthwhile
to remember that everyone is concerned
by the safety of food products. Obviously,
this crisis is one of the primary concerns of
governments in both hemispheres. However,
while the South primarily needs to fight for
the survival of its population, the North must
ensure that the quality of life and safety of its
inhabitants do not worsen.
Yet, in the northern hemisphere, and particularly in the European Union, consumer law
is prevalent in food matters. In which category
do we classify the rights that protect the
consumer? How do common-law jurisdictions,
whose legal traditions developed from English
law, treat the question of consumers’ rights
compared to civil-law countries, which have a
tradition of Roman, French or Dutch law? And
what do those countries do that have a hybrid
legal system?
There is no simple answer to this question.
In certain cases, the principles of consumer
protection are incorporated into uniform
commercial codes, in which all goods and
services sold are subject to an implicit
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"marketability" guarantee, which means that
the goods or services are adapted to their
envisaged use. The commercial codes may
also provide for obligatory procedures to
remedy faults in products or services. As the
common-law countries have legal systems
originating in English law, which is based on
the application of law by courts at each new
event or case, legal precedent in matters of
consumer protection must also be studied to
determine which legal precedent exists.
Consumer protection may also be treated as
an extension of criminal law, if we consider the
existence of commercial offences such as the
manufacture and marketing of intrinsicallydangerous products, as well as aggravated
deception or the intention to harm the lives
of others, which may cause damage to the
social order.
Consumer protection is also involved in
the contractual process and in the way in
which the parties to a contract frame their
agreements. In the common-law countries,
for example, there is an implicit obligation
for "good faith and fair negotiation" in each
contract. This means that each party to the
contract must do everything within their
power to honour the terms of the contract and
respect the rights of the other party.
Consumer protection may also be thought
of as a question of civil or human rights: the
right for consumers to organise themselves,
to have access to information and public
services such as water, health facilities and
electricity, and to defend their interests;
and above all to make their choices in full
knowledge during the purchasing process.
Finally, consumer protection may also be
a political objective, a framework for public
policies in favour of consumers: the social
objective of the sound regulatory framework
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for consumer protection.
Is consumer protection a right or a policy?
The United Nations guidelines on consumer
protection, adopted in 1985 and revised in
1999, propose a list of objectives qualified
as "legitimate requirements": the right to
defence, the right to information, the right
to safety, the right to choose, the right to
consumer education, the consumer’s right
to redress, the freedom to form groups of
consumers, promotion of appropriate types
of consumption and the economic interests
of consumers. Several of these objectives
appear to originate in human rights, such as
the right to safety, which echoes the safety
of the person in the universal declaration of
human rights. The freedom to form groups of
consumers and the availability of channels for
redress may also be attached both to political
freedom and the right of access to justice.
The defenders of consumers must therefore
take into consideration and assess the relative
importance of these numerous objectives in
favour of consumers in their own countries.
Counterfeiting, particularly Counterfeitingcrime© (harming the health and safety of
deceived consumers) is, quite obviously, a
breach of consumer safety, and therefore of
their rights. Not doing anything to prevent
deception amounts to considering the rights
holder as the public authority responsible for
the risks incurred by consumers. Effectively,
totally-free markets and full contractual
freedom are not enough to ensure the
protection of consumers. A counterfeit product
may under no circumstances exonerate the
rights holder when the latter has not set up
educative resources allowing consumers to
determine the true from the false. Also, the
public authorities cannot be excluded from
the problem as long as they have not obliged

rights holders to respect the consumer in the
process of choosing.
One of the possible means of analysing
consumer-protection objectives is to examine
the various stages of the contractual
relationship between consumers and
suppliers and identify the possible "pressure
points" where the regulatory authority could or
should intervene to protect consumers.
In the pre-contractual phase, the legislator
may impose regulations to ensure that
consumers have access to all necessary information for making a choice. These regulations
include education on product authenticity,
content labelling and how everyone can
distinguish the true from the false. For this
purpose, the technological developments
of mobile telephony and the Internet now
allow interaction between manufacturers
and consumers, so that all questions can be
answered in real time.
In the post-contractual phase, the regulatory
authority may determine the conditions for
access to channels for redress, which should
be affordable, effective and fair. It may also
establish rules that reverse the burden of
proof (in favour of the consumer) so that it is
incumbent upon the stronger party (generally
the rights holder) to prove that it did not act
inappropriately and that it provided all information to consumers to prevent them being
deceived.
In return, if the rights holder has done what
should have been done, with or without
the support of the public authorities, the
consumer may under no circumstances seek
redress against the latter. It is a preventive
and deterrent win-win approach where
everyone gains and where, finally, the loser is
the counterfeiter.

Public or private law?
It is clear that the objectives of consumer
protection are of various natures and that
they may therefore be subject to both private
and public regulation. They may also involve
other forms of public intervention, which do
not necessarily require the application of
regulations, such as government promotion
of consumer education and/or government
investment in this education.
The government may exercise control over
rights holders and their products, including
over the services that it supplies itself and
which must be regulated as rigorously as
any other service supplied to consumers
via its administration. The government may
be assisted in this task by the vigilance of
consumers themselves and through the
defenders of consumers, who establish
methods for collecting information on
complaints and infringements (and share it
with the government).
The resolution of private disputes is regulated
by legal means of dispute resolution or by
alternative methods for the resolution of
conflict, particularly the use of an independent
mediator, who deals with the services supplied
by the government in numerous countries.
This creates direct interaction between
the parties and, we may hope, definitively
resolves the problem of the consumer/rights
holder.

effectively apply the regulations, to collect
information and to take an official position
based on this information, and to educate the
public in their rights.
So, can consumer law converge with
human-rights law?
Given the risks run by consumers in matters
of Counterfeiting-crime©, the duty of any
rights holder in relation to human rights,
and especially the manufacturer, is an
extension of their economic interest. Indeed,
the creation of long-term shareholder value
cannot take place without the creation of
long-term value for society. This search for
«shared value» engages the manufacturer in
a process that goes beyond just compliance
with laws relative to intellectual property and
extends to the entire sphere of influence of
the consumer: guarantee on the origin of raw
materials, guarantee of technical compliance,
co-operative distributors, transparency in
manufacturing processes, education of
consumers and guarantee of authenticity.
Human rights constitute the very basis of this
value creation. It means firstly preventing
direct or indirect breaches, and secondly
guarding against any complicity (according to
criteria of causality, severity, contribution and
predictability).

Institutional framework for the protection of
consumers against Counterfeiting-crime©
In the end, the main objective of consumerprotection regulation is to protect consumers.
A satisfactory institutional framework for
consumer protection must be finalised
concomitantly. Public organisations may
be created, and should be, to check and
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F

ollowing an initial surge in agricultural
prices in 2008, and with prices back at
their highest levels since summer 2010
and famine threatening the Horn of Africa,
food security has now become paramount on
the international agenda.
A wide range of factors can explain these
recurrent crises: population growth and
changes in eating habits in certain regions,
a lower increase in agricultural productivity,
higher energy prices, the rapid development
of biofuels, a succession of extreme weather
events viewed by many as a sign of climate
change and the emergence of new players
on the agricultural derivatives markets.
As always with issues of such complexity,
the vast number of factors involved and the
inter linkages with the economic, financial
and social spheres call for a comprehensive
policy response that encompasses the
various fields concerned: water and natural
resource management, property rights,
storage infrastructure, energy, transport and
distribution networks, credit systems, science
and technology, and nutrition. Of course,
such a response should also include sound
macroeconomic and development strategies,
in particular with regard to poverty reduction.
As noted by the G 20 Ministers of Agriculture
in Paris in June 2011, trade plays an essential
part in all of this.
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The impact of price volatility on food security in Europe

Trade is in fact a viable, cooperative alternative to the temptation to strive for food self
sufficiency. Even if food self sufficiency were
possible, which is unlikely, it would involve
redirecting labour and capital resources from
the most productive and efficient sectors to
areas of production that are less so. This
would have a negative impact on national
income by reducing purchasing power, one
of the key factors in food security. In some
cases, such a policy choice would also be
detrimental to the environment (deforestation,
excessive pressure on water resources, etc.).
Trade, as opposed to self sufficiency, is
an effective transmission belt connecting
the «land of plenty to the land of want»,
connecting consumers and the agricultural
production areas that are vital to global food
security.
Its real importance should not, however, be
exaggerated, as only a relatively limited share
of staple goods are traded internationally (i.e.
around 7 per cent of rice and 20 per cent of
wheat).
The World Trade Organization’s role is
therefore crucial in that it promotes consistent
and predictable trade measures through
binding and transparent rules.
The WTO Agreement on Agriculture, resulting
from the Uruguay Round concluded in 1994,
was a landmark achievement. It initiated a
reform process aimed at establishing a fairer
and more efficient agricultural trading system
through specific commitments and enhanced
rules in the areas of domestic support, export
subsidies and market access.
And yet this Agreement is still far from perfect.
With a view to making the system fairer, the
developing world has placed the agricultural
negotiations at the heart of the Doha Round,
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regard, Europe recorded the world’s worst
adverse development for the past 20 years,
with the exception of some CIS countries.

launched in 2001, declaring them to be the
«engine» of the Round.
The new disciplines emerging from the Doha
Round, namely the substantial reduction
of trade distorting agricultural support, the
reduction of tariff barriers and the elimination
of export subsidies, would enable many
countries, in particular developing nations, to
derive greater benefits from their comparative
advantages in agriculture.
At the same time, the WTO rules would
leave room for manoeuvre, in particular
for developing countries, and especially
for the most vulnerable among them. The
compromise proposal on agriculture currently
on the Doha negotiating table maintains these
flexibilities, including those for agricultural
policies with food security objectives. Such
flexibilities include differentiated reduction
rates, a special safeguard measure to protect
developing countries from import surges, and
more favourable rules for building up stocks
for food security purposes.
Lastly, the Doha Round could also lead to
improved disciplines on export restrictions.
Although such measures are used by some
countries to deal with inflation or prevent food
shortages, they exacerbate the situation in
importing countries by reducing available
supply. Existing rules in this area have
proved to be inadequate over recent years
and it would be useful to strengthen them.
While opening trade under the WTO rules
based system is by no means a miracle
solution, it is our essential contribution for
building global food security. The adoption
of the reforms embedded in the current Doha
Agenda would most certainly mark a step
forward in this respect.

T

he activities of the European Food
Security Authority (EFSA) are for now
more focused on preserving human
health than the risk of quantitative food
shortage, even though Europe ranks among
the very best regarding both food security
aspects. We note, however, that the world
is changing and that the performance of food
importation contracts - whether human or
animal nourishment since one can indirectly
affect the other - is not as guaranteed as it
was fifty years ago. Without establishing selfsufficiency in food production as a rule, those
agricultural products which are strategic
should only be subject of importations in
Europe with some degree of caution, since
the energy lesson from the 1970s should not
be underestimated. Be that as it may, the
volatility of agricultural prices, which substantially rose in the mid-2000s, affects European
food security in varying capacities.
1. It has an impact on food access
inasmuch as the spectacular wheat price
spikes (the second highest monthly volatility
during the past 150 years) recorded in 2008,
then in the spring of 2011, represent genuine
constraints for modest income households,
even in developed countries.
2. Such volatility shrinks capital stock and
agricultural growth by scaring away potential
investors in the sector. Agricultural innovation
and research are even more affected. In this

3. Price volatility has a negative global
impact on farmers’ incomes, and this impact
is all the more socially destabilizing because
we are talking about small farms, without
any means to cushion this type of shock. In
this respect, European farmers should make
better use of the CAP second pillar incentives.
4. Such volatility also has a health and
environmental impact. In difficult times,
companies strive to ensure customer satisfaction at lower prices and costs––a degraded
production practice when prices hit rock
bottom. To deal with this, it is also important
that yields are uncorrelated from prices, and
the use of various additives is very often
harmful to food crop safety.

C. As far as strategic agricultural commodities are concerned, realistic safeguarding
clauses must enable each country that so
desires not to drift too far from a 75/25 ratio
between domestic production and importations. In such imperfect markets, the loss
of wellbeing, as defined assuming a world of
certainty and efficient markets, is more than
compensated by consequential food security
gains. If we must be draconian regarding
potential agricultural export controls, we can
be less restrictive in dealing with rational
regulation of strategic importations of food
products.
Against this background, the think-tank
momagri is working on a world organization
for agriculture, in order to tone down the
excesses of deregulated free markets and
prevent protectionist threats that are looming
here or there.

These four types of negative effects are
calling for three types of efforts from European
authorities:
A. We need to reinvest in agriculture,
to develop agricultural innovation and
encourage farm restructuring.
These
agricultural requirements should become a
worldwide directive.
B. Europe must also search for rational
regulation of short-term capital flows. The
G20 Summit must enable Europe to initiate
financial - and especially banking - regulation
that will make speculation less profitable and
curb the volatility of agricultural commodity
prices. All international monetary experiments
have taught us this lesson. Even the most
fervent advocates of free markets are strongly
recognizing the difference between free trade
and unfettered “hot money” flows. We did
forget that it was the explicit objective of the
post-World War II reconstruction.
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