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As food production became ever more
complex, market choices ever wider and
media focus on food issues ever greater,
consumers developed heightened interest
in what they were eating and became more
alert to issues related to food safety.
However, an EU survey revealed that the
issues of greatest concern in consumers’
minds were not always those which were of
greatest risk to their safety — for example,
over half felt it likely that they would be
injured in a car crash, which is statistically
inaccurate.

It was with the start of the new century
that the EU really pushed forward in
building up its food safety legislation and
infrastructure. In 2000, the European
Commission published a White Paper
on Food Safety, which underlined the
importance of ensuring the highest possible
standards of food safety and proposed a
radical new approach to achieve them. It
set out over 80 separate actions related to
food safety controls, consumer information
and imports.

A new approach

“The year 2000 marked an important development for food
safety in the EU, with the adoption of the Commission’s
White Paper. This set out an innovative new approach for EU
food safety policy, integrating it into every step of the food
chain. It is largely thanks to this “farm to fork” approach
that European consumers can rely today on one of the
highest levels of food safety in the world.”

Paola Testori Coggi,
Deputy Director General for Health and Consumer
Protection, European Commission.

In 2002, this became a reality as the EU’s
General Food Law entered into force. This
laid down the fundamental principles for
food safety in Europe. It also introduced the
“farm to fork” approach, i.e. the application
of good food safety practices and controls
at each and every point in the food chain
and the necessity for food to be traceable
right back to its original source. The General
Food Law provided a solid base upon which
further important food safety rules, such
as the so-called “Hygiene Package” (see
p.17), were then built at EU level. By the
mid-2000s, a very solid body of EU food
safety legislation was in place.

The General Food Law Regulation also
provided for the creation of the European
Food Safety Authority (see below).
In addition, the Rapid Alert System
for Food and Feed (see p.20) was also
overhauled in 2002. This demonstrated its
effectiveness in 2005 when the red dye
Sudan I - not approved for use in foods
due to health concerns - was discovered in
12 EU countries. A series of EU Rapid Alerts
were issued, enabling products to be quickly
traced back to their source and recalled in
order to protect consumer health.
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The European Commission was very
aware, however, that drawing up and
adopting legislation would not in itself be
enough to ensure safe food for consumers.
Full and proper implementation of the
rules was crucial. The FVO (see p.29)
plays an important role to this end, with
its inspections and follow-up on non-
compliance. However, much also relies
on the national control authorities to
ensure that EU food safety measures are
consistently well implemented. With that
in mind, the EU launched an initiative
entitled “Better Training for Safer
Food” (see p.17).



At this time...

“EFSA is the EU reference body for risk assessment
in the fields of food and feed safety, animal
health and welfare, nutrition, plant protection and
plant health. In close cooperation with national
authorities and in open consultation with its
stakeholders, EFSA provides independent scientific
advice and clear communication to the European
institutions on existing and emerging risks. Our
scientific advice underpins EU food and feed policy
and legislation thus contributing to a safe and
healthy diet for the European Consumer.”

Catherine Geslain-Lanéelle,
Executive Director,
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA).

Meeting fresh challenges

“This was a decade of fast-paced innovation in the
food sector. New technologies and novel products were
raising new questions and presenting more options to the
European consumer. The challenge was to keep pace with
these changes — to understand their impact and harness
their potential benefits, while still ensuring that human
and animal health was fully protected. The Commission’s
approach is to base each decision firmly on scientific advice
and risk analysis, while working closely with stakeholders
on each new development to ensure the most effective and
proportionate response.”

Robert Madelin,
Director General for Health and Consumer Protection,
European Commission.

Genetically modified food

The first commercially grown genetically modified food
crop was a tomato created by Californian company
Calgene called the FlavrSavr. A variant of the FlavrSavr
was used by Zeneca to produce tomato paste which was
first sold in Europe during the summer of 1996.

% of EU citizens and their perception
of the likelihood of different risks
2006

Source: Eurobarometer survey on risk perception
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CYPRUS

lrittor

Fresh and open courgette blossoms are
filled with crushed bulgur wheat- or
rice or meat- mixed with onions and
dried mint. The flowers are packed
tightly into a saucepan to simmer.
They are then left to stand for up to an
hour, to ensure they are cool before
serving. These are eaten as a light meal
or a delicious accompaniment.

POLAND

Beoraszex

Beetroot soup with vegetables
and sour cream, which can

be served as a clear soup with
dumplings. National variations
on this soup are found
throughout Eastern Europe.
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Across the Decades

NOVEL FOODS

The turn of the century saw the pace
of innovation in the food industry soar.
Industry began to experiment with the
idea that plants, animals and different food
ingredients derived from them could be
altered in a way which would improve their
nutritional values and improve the efficiency
of agricultural and food production. Science,
new technology and industrial advances
all fed in to the development of foodstuffs
that were designed to offer more to the
consumer, producer or farmer than their
traditional counterparts.

In addition, globalisation meant that new
food substances and ingredients, which
were used in other parts of the world
but were unknown to Europeans, were
being introduced to the EU market. As
a result, there was a steady growth in
previously unknown foods which were
often produced using new technological
procedures. The traits of these products
could not be assumed to be the same as
tried-and-tested, conventionally produced
foodstuffs in the EU and so their safety
for consumption needed to be verified.
Therefore, the European Commission drew
up a new EU Regulation to govern “novel
foods”.

Novel foods are defined as food and food
ingredients which were not used for human
consumption to any significant degree
before the Regulation entered into force in
May 1997. Examples of novel foods which
have been approved at EU level include
“noni juice” (from a tropical fruit) and a
number of dairy products with added plant-
chemicals (phytosterols) which are thought
to help reduce cholesterol.

The Commission was keen to ensure that
the novel foods legislation would not stifle
progress that could bring benefits to the
consumer. At the same time, however,
protecting the health and safety of EU
citizens remained the top priority. Under
EU legislation, novel foods must undergo
a safety assessment before being placed
on the market. They are only allowed to
be used or sold in the EU if they are seen
to pose no risk to food safety or human
health.



efsa

European Food Safety Authority

The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)

EFSA was set up in 2002 and is based in Parma, Italy. Its
role is to provide objective and independent advice and clear
communication. This is grounded in the most up-to-date
scientific information and data available and enables the
evaluation and risk assessment of food and feed. EFSA deals with
a broad spectrum of issues, including food and feed additives,
allergens, animal and plant health, animal welfare, genetically
modified organisms (GMOs) and pesticide MRLs.

GMOs

Genetically modified organisms (GMOs) are
plants, animals and micro-organisms whose
genetic characteristics have been artificially
modified to create a new property. For
example, genetic engineering can be used
to boost a plant’s resistance to a particular
insect or improve the nutritional value of
a food. The first GMOs were cultivated in
the United States in the mid-1990s and by
the end of the decade the Commission was
receiving industry requests for GMOs to
be authorised for use in the EU under the
Novel Foods Regulation.

Labelling
Food and feed made from GMOs have to be marked

with either “this product contains genetically modified

organisms” or “produced from genetically modified (name

of GM product)”.

However, the development and spread of
this new gene-altering technology caused
concern amongst many EU citizens. People
wanted reassurance that GMOs did not
pose any risk to human or animal health,
and that the cultivation of GM crops would
not adversely effect the environment. The
Commission therefore devised a strict
new body of legislation specifically for
GMOs, with a view to protecting human
and animal health and the environment in
a balanced, risk-based manner. Scientific
evaluation and advice became the basis for
any legislative decision on GMOs.

In terms of food safety, genetically
modified food and feed is principally
covered by two Regulations which entered
into force in April 2004. The first provides
the framework for the assessment and
authorisation of GM food and feed at EU
level. All authorised GMOs are listed on a
register available to the public, which is
maintained and regularly updated by the
European Commission. The second deals
with the labelling and traceability of
GMOs once they have been authorised.
Before any GMO can be used or sold in
the EU, it must be scientifically assessed
and its safety verified. The European Food
Safety Authority (EFSA) provides advice
to the European Commission which, in
consultation with the Member States,
has to authorise a GMO before it can be
imported, sold, processed or used for
research in the EU. All GMO authorisations
must be renewed on a ten-year basis.

With regard to the labelling of GMOs,
EU rules require all food and feed made
from GMOs to be marked with either “this
product contains genetically modified
organisms” or “produced from genetically
modified (name of GM product)”. These
labelling requirements also apply to food
which was produced from GMOs, even if
it no longer contains genetically modified
DNA or proteins - for example, oils from
GM crops. The only exception to this
mandatory labelling is where there is
only a tiny trace of GM material present,
below a set minimum threshold. A series of
traceability requirements are also laid down
for anyone involved in the use or handling
of GMOs for food and feed. For example,
information on the presence, origin and
destination of GMOs has to be recorded at
every stage of production and marketing,
and retained for 5 years. This enables the
rapid withdrawal of the product from the
market if any problems arise. There is also
separate environmental legislation
in this area, designed to ensure that the
deliberate release and use of GMOs in
the EU does not pose any threat to the
environment or to biodiversity.
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Food Safety into the Future

The last 50 years have seen remarkable developments and changes in the production, distribution, preparation and
consumption of food across Europe. By and large, consumers have benefited greatly from this evolution and the food
supply situation is very different for Europeans today than it was for their counterparts in the 1950s. Nowadays,
European citizens not only enjoy a stable supply of food, but also an enormous choice of products which are required
to meet very high standards.

However, the past half century has not been without its challenges - from food shortages in the early years to various
food crises over the decades. Securing safe, healthy food for what is now a Union of around 490 million citizens has
required continual commitment, constant reassessment and an innovative approach on the part of the EU. A solid
body of food safety legislation has been set up over the years, along with reliable systems to ensure the protection
of human and animal health. Measures have been adapted and improved in line with the latest scientific information
and technological developments. The result is that Europeans now enjoy one of the highest levels of food safety in
the world.

So where will the EU be 50 years from now? It is almost impossible to imagine the changes that lie ahead. However,
one thing is certain. The EU is ready to respond effectively to any future progress and challenges in the field of food
safety, just as it has in the past.
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