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Learning outcome
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of 

food safety as a public health priority as defined 
by the World Health Organisation (WHO).

Course content
Food safety: a public health priority
Access to sufficient and safe food is a basic human 
necessity, essential for creating a world without 
hunger and reducing poverty worldwide. While 
everyone is exposed to foodborne health risks, it is 
the poor who are most exposed and vulnerable to 
these risks. Foodborne and waterborne diarrhoea 
diseases kill an estimated 2.2 million people 
annually, most of whom are children. Diarrhoea 
is the most common foodborne illness caused by 
pathogens, but other serious consequences include 
organ failure, brain and neural disorders, reactive 
arthritis and death. Chemical food contamination 
may cause non-communicable diseases, in 
particular cancer, and can also affect reproductive 
health and the immune system.

Serious outbreaks of foodborne disease have been 
documented on every continent in the past decade, 
illustrating the significance of these diseases. 
They also have negative economic consequences 
by imposing a substantial burden on healthcare 
systems, markedly reducing economic productivity 
and threatening livelihoods.

Traditionally, the term “foodborne disease” has 
been used for illnesses caused by microorganisms. 
However in order to address the full scope of 
causative agents, of a bacterial, viral, prionic, 
parasitic or chemical nature, the term foodborne 
disease is used by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) in a wide all-encompassing sense. It includes 
foodborne zoonosis (disease transmitted to humans 
from animals) and other risks associated with food 
along the entire food chain, as well as new and 
emerging health issues associated with food. 

Food Safety
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Food Safety Facts

Despite the fact that foodborne diseases are 
among the most widespread problems of 
public health concern, not more than 10%, and 
sometimes as low as 1%, of the real incidence 
of foodborne diseases are reported.

It is estimated that the reduction of foodborne 
diseases by 10% would save 5 million people 
from getting sick. 

Adapted from ‘Food Safety: A public health priority’ © Indian Journal of Public Health

Food Safety Challenges

• Poverty: people living in poverty are the most 
exposed to foodborne health risks

• Demographic and environmental 
developments: an ageing population, increasing 
migration, emergencies, climate change and 
extreme weather events are putting more people 
at risk

• Changing lifestyles: urbanization, travel, eating 
more food outside the home and new food 
trends are also increasing exposure to the risk of 
foodborne disease

 • Globalisation: allows for a wider variety of food 
available to consumers, and offers opportunities 
for exporting countries. However the food chain 
becomes longer and more complex, creating an 
environment where known and new foodborne 
diseases, hazards and risks may spread more 
easily, and facilitates the long-distance 
transmission of pathogens

• Antimicrobial resistance: an increasing public 
health problem. In EU countries, for example, 
Salmonella and Campylobacter show significant 
levels of resistance to common antimicrobials 
used in humans and animals

• Population growth: As the world’s population 
grows, the intensification and industrialisation 
of agriculture and animal production to meet 
increasing demand for food creates both 
opportunities and challenges for food safety
World Health Organisation – Food Safety
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These challenges put greater responsibility on 
food producers and handlers to ensure food 
safety. Local incidents can quickly evolve into 
international emergencies due to the speed and 
range of product distribution.

The 2011 E-coli outbreak in Germany and France, 
linked to contaminated fenugreek sprouts, led to 
almost 4000 cases in 16 countries and 55 deaths, 
and an estimated US $ 1.3 billion in losses to 
farmers and industries.

The provision of a safe and sufficient food supply 
are important in the broader context of health 
security. Health security, i.e. the protection of 
people from urgent threats to their health, has been 
identified by WHO as one of the five core areas of 
their work. Ensuring that the food we eat is safe 
and protected from contamination is an essential 
element of health security. Food safety is a critical 
component for sustainable development. Safer food 
contributes to less illness, and hence increased 
productivity and income. 

Global Situation

Unsafe food poses global health threats, 
endangering everyone. Where food supplies are 
insecure, people tend to shift to less healthy diets 
and consume more unsafe foods in which chemical, 
microbiological and other hazards pose health risks. 
WHO wants governments to make food safety a 
public health priority to ensure that food producers 
and suppliers, along the whole food chain, operate 
responsibly and supply safe food to consumers.

Everyone can contribute to 
making food safe
Policy-makers can:
• respond to and manage food safety risks along the 

entire food chain, including during emergencies
• think globally and act locally to ensure the food 

produced domestically is safe internationally

Food handlers and consumers can:
• be aware of the food they use by reading labels 

on food packages, making informed choices and 
becoming familiar with common food hazards

• handle and prepare food safely, practicing the 
WHO Five Keys to Safer Food 

The WHO response
WHO aims to facilitate global prevention, detection 
and response to public health threats associated 
with unsafe food. They have adopted a ‘farm to fork’ 
approach in order to identify and focus efforts on 
those points of the food production chain where 
contamination of food is most likely to occur or 
most likely to be prevented. To reduce the burden of 
foodborne diseases, WHO is working with countries 
to build and strengthen national food safety systems 
in order to effectively manage their food supply. 

Adapted from ‘What is WHO doing to help countries improve  
food safety’ © 2017 WHO

Food safety in Europe
Over the last few decades a succession of high 
profile food scares has shaken consumer confidence 
in the safety of food products. In the EU these 
food scares were the major driving force for the 
establishment of food safety legislation in order to 
restore confidence in the food supply chain.

The EU’s food safety policy covers food from farm to 
fork. It is designed to guarantee:
• safe, nutritious food and animal feed
• high standards of animal health and welfare and 

plant protection
• clear information on the origin, content/labelling 

and use of food

Adapted from ‘Strategic Plan for Food Safety Including 
Foodborne Zoonoses 2013–2022’ © 2017 WHO
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EU strategies
•   Early warning system 

The EU operates a rapid early warning system 
(RASFF) to protect people from food that does not 
comply with European food safety rules. When a 
threat is spotted, alerts go out across the EU.

 
•  Traceability and risk management 

Whenever significant outbreaks of animal disease 
or food poisoning affect European consumers, 
EU authorities can trace the movement of food 
products all the way up the production chain. 

•  Basing decisions on sound science 
Science underpins EU food safety policy. The 
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) provides the 
European Commission with independent scientific 
advice when dealing with a food safety scare.

Adapted from ‘Food Safety in the EU’ © European Union,  
1995–2017

What is being done in the UK?
The Food Standards Agency, an independent 
Government department, is responsible for food 
safety in the UK. Their strategy for 2015 -20 
entitled ‘Food we can Trust’ recognises the growing 
challenges around food safety.

Three consumer rights underpin their work: 
1. The right to be protected from unacceptable 

levels of risk
2. The right to make choices knowing the facts
3. The right to the best food future possible

© Crown Copyright Food Standards Agency

Food safety is only ensured by the shared 
responsibility of everybody involved with food from 
the professional to the consumer. All along the food 
chain, various procedures and control mechanisms 
are implemented to assure that the food which 
reaches the consumer’s table is fit for consumption 
and that the risks of contamination are minimised 
so that everyone benefits from safe food. However, 
zero risk within food is difficult to implement 
and it is also important to be aware that the best 
legislation and control systems cannot fully protect 
consumers against those with criminal intentions.

Summary of key facts 
• Access to sufficient amounts of safe and 

nutritious food is key to sustaining life and 
promoting good health.

• Unsafe food containing harmful bacteria, viruses, 
parasites or chemical substances, causes more than 
200 illnesses, ranging from diarrhoea to cancers.

• Foodborne and waterborne diarrhoeal diseases 
kill an estimated 2.2 million people annually, 
including many children.

• Food safety, nutrition and food security are 
inextricably linked. Unsafe food creates a 
vicious cycle of disease and malnutrition, 
particularly affecting infants, young children, 
elderly and the sick.

• Foodborne diseases impede socioeconomic 
development by straining health care systems and 
harming national economies, tourism and trade.

• Food supply chains now cross multiple 
national borders. Good collaboration between 
governments, producers and consumers helps 
ensure food safety. 

Adapted from ‘Food Safety – Key Facts’ © World Health 
Organisation

Conclusion
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Discuss what The World Health Organisation is doing to ensure food safety for all.2

Revision Questions

Outline how food safety is being controlled within the European Union and the UK.3

Explain why The World Health Organisation considers food safety to be an important health priority.1

Area for further study
Conduct an investigation into current global 
food safety challenges.

A UK based investigation into a recent food 
safety challenge could also be conducted.


