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The Strategic Plan in this document builds on World Health Assembly resolution WHA63.3 (May 
2010) and provides a coherent framework for taking action on priority issues in the area of food 
safety and foodborne zoonoses for the period 2013–2022.
 
The Plan was developed with the close collaboration of food safety experts from the three levels 
(global, regional and country levels) of the Organization, taking into account strategies devel-
oped at the regional level and resolutions on food safety that have been adopted by regional 
committees of WHO. Documents that provided a basis for the Plan are listed in Annex 1. The 
final draft was reviewed by external experts from regulatory authorities and academia from 
different WHO regions. WHO is grateful for the constructive comments of the reviewers.

The Plan sets out three global strategic directions and objectives together with more detailed 
activities needed to reduce the burden of foodborne illness. Its three strategic directions are 
inter-linked - actions defined under one strategic direction contribute to the achievement of 
the objectives under another strategic direction. The scope of the Plan covers food safety in 
all ramifications, encompassing the farm-to-table approach and including foodborne diseases 
of zoonotic origin. Therefore, all references to “food safety” or “foodborne diseases” comprise 
aspects or diseases of non-communicable and communicable origin, including foodborne 
zoonoses.

The implementation of this strategic plan is through biennial work plans that will be developed 
at the three levels of the Organization by the respective offices (Headquarters, Regional Offices, 
Country Offices),  in alignment with the WHO Twelfth General Programme of Work (2014-2019).  
This 10-year plan will be reviewed in 2018-2019 to evaluate its implementation and achieve-
ments against performance indicators and ensure consistency with the next General Programme 
of Work. Internal and external reviews will also be performed to verify that the scope and 
priorities are still pertinent and that work undertaken contributes to achieving the stated overall 
goal and outcomes.

INTrOduCTION
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Access to sufficient and safe food is a basic human necessity and essential for creating a world 
without hunger and for achieving poverty reduction worldwide. While everyone is exposed to 
foodborne health risks, it is the poor who are most exposed and vulnerable to these risks. Food-
borne and waterborne diarrhoeal 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 kidney and liver 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.

FOOd SaFETy:
a publIC hEalTh 
prIOrITy
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Serious outbreaks of foodborne disease have been documented on every continent in the past 
decade, illustrating the public health and social significance of these diseases. Foodborne 
diseases not only adversely affect people’s health and well-being, but also have negative eco-
nomic consequences for individuals, families, communities, businesses and countries. These 
diseases impose a substantial burden on health-care systems, trade and tourism, markedly 
reduce economic productivity and threaten livelihood. Yet, the full spectrum of the burden 
of foodborne diseases has never been quantified on a global basis, since foodborne illnesses 
are often under-reported. Policy makers at the local, national and international levels need 
science-based, reliable estimates on the burden of foodborne disease to inform their decisions 
and mobilise resources.

Traditionally, the term “foodborne disease” has been used for illnesses caused by microorgan-
isms, with often acute reactions, such as diarrhoea. However, in order to address the full scope 
of causative agents —of a bacterial, viral, prionic, parasitic or chemical nature— and acute, 
sub-acute as well as chronic diseases, the term foodborne disease is used here in a wide, 
all-encompassing sense. It includes foodborne zoonoses and other risks associated with food 
along the entire food chain, as well as new and emerging health issues associated with food.

The past decade has seen new chal-
lenges to food safety. More people 
expect a wider variety of foods than 
in the past; they want foods that are 
not in season and often eat away from 
home. The integration and consolidation 
of agricultural and food industries, new 
dietary habits, the globalization of the 
food trade and human movements are 
modifying the patterns of food produc-
tion, distribution and consumption.

The globalization of the food trade 
offers many benefits to consumers, 
as it can bring to the market a wider 
variety of foods that are accessible, af-
fordable and meet consumer demands. 
A diversity of foods in a balanced diet 
improves nutritional status and health. 
The global food trade provides oppor-
tunities for food-exporting countries to 

earn foreign exchange, indispensable for the economic development and for improving the 
standard of living of many people. 

FOOD SAFETY: A PUBLIC HEALTH PRIORITY
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FOOD SAFETY: A PUBLIC HEALTH PRIORITY

At the same time, these changes present new challenges to food safety and have widespread 
repercussions for health, for instance by creating an environment in which both known and new 
foodborne diseases may occur in greater magnitude. A single source of contamination may 
become widespread, with global consequences, while longer life expectancy and increasing 
numbers of immunocompromised people result in a larger vulnerable population. 

Other key challenges include increasing awareness of the health impact of antimicrobial resistance 
in foodborne pathogens; identifying and assessing the risks posed by newly identified patho-
genic microorganisms and chemical substances in the food supply; evaluating the impact of new 
technologies in food production and processing, including genetic engineering and nanotech-
nology, on consumer safety. Also, changes in animal food production and animal husbandry 
have an impact on the emergence and spread of diseases of zoonotic origin. Food safety and 
food control systems need to adapt to today’s food production and distribution practices, 
moving their focus gradually from the end-product testing to the process control throughout 
the food chain. Education and training of food safety workers need to take these challenges and 
developments into account.

The provision and safeguarding of a safe and sufficient food supply are important in the broader 
context of health security. Health security, the protection of people from urgent threats to their 
health, has been identified by the Member States of the World Health Organization (WHO) as one 
of the five core areas of work for WHO (“Category 5” under the 12th General Programme of Work). 
When a major public health event strikes, we all are at risk, regardless of where we live. Ensuring 
that the food we eat is safe and protected from contamination is an essential element of health 
security, as is ensuring that people are protected from diseases that pass from animals to humans.
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To achieve food safety, strong, functional links must be built between the public health and 
other sectors —particularly the agricultural and animal health sectors— to ensure effective 
cross-sectoral collaboration. The public health sector must play a pivotal role in building a 
community of various stakeholders and partners, who share common goals and responsibilities. 
This partnership should encompass consumer and school education, science and research, 
agriculture and fishery, tourism, trade, industry as well as regulatory authorities. Key players 
need to have timely access to reliable and up-to-date information including emergency alerts 
so that collective actions can be taken. A food safety problem in one country immediately puts 
other countries at risk if it is not addressed promptly. 

Food safety is a critical component for sustainable development. Safer food contributes to less 
illness, and hence increased productivity and improved livelihood. Safe food, conforming to 
international food safety standards, contributes to increased export, hence, increased income. 
Food safety is critical to human nutrition and food security. Poor nutrition and foodborne 
diseases often combine to a vicious cycle of worsening health. Therefore, food safety must be 
systematically integrated into policies and interventions to improve nutrition and food security. 
As the international community moves towards the post–Millennium Development Goal phase 
with a focus on sustainable development goals, food safety is an essential element in improving 
global health and ensuring sustainable development.

FOOD SAFETY: A PUBLIC HEALTH PRIORITY
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WHO has a specific mandate for the protection of public health. WHO Member States have 
recognized that ensuring the safety of food is an essential public health function. 

WHO works to protect the health of consumers through providing: 

 public health leadership 
 technical assistance and cooperation
 normative frameworks 
 science-based policy guidance 
 consolidated health-related data.

In addition to the charges related to food safety in the 1948 Constitution of WHO, the World 
Health Assembly in 1978 requested the Director-General to develop a food safety programme 
and address the control of foodborne diseases and food hygiene. More recently, WHO was 
given the mandate from its Member States to take action in these areas through World Health 
Assembly resolutions in 2000 (WHA53.15) and in 2010 (WHA63.3). This mandate confirmed 
food safety as a public health priority, committed WHO and its Member States to a range of 
multisectoral and multidisciplinary actions to promote the safety of food at local, national and 
international levels and outlined some of the key actions needed to advance food safety.

ThE rOlE OF WhO
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WHO has been involved in food safety for over five decades, collaborating with other interna-
tional and intergovernmental organizations and involving all relevant stakeholders and partners 
throughout the entire food-chain. Many WHO activities in this area are carried out in close 
collaboration with the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)  and with 
the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE).

 

In order to help the international community prevent and respond to acute public health risks 
that have the potential to cross borders and threaten people worldwide, the International Health 
Regulations (IHR 2005) entered into force in 2007. The IHR define the rights and obligations of 
countries to report public health events to WHO and establish a number of procedures that 
WHO must follow in its work to uphold global public health security. Some food safety events 
will constitute public health emergencies of international concern, resulting in the need for 
coordination and collaboration among established networks in the area of food safety and 
foodborne zoonoses —most notably the International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN), 
the Global Early Warning System for Major Animal Diseases, including Zoonoses (GLEWS)— and 
the network of National IHR Focal Points.

THE ROLE OF WHO
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To achieve this mission, WHO will promote proactive and efficient national food safety systems and 
maintain an international framework to support national systems through three strategic directions:

strategic direction: Provide the science base for measures along the entire food-
chain to decrease foodborne health risks

Outcome: Increased provision of scientific advice and development and implementation 
of food safety standards, guidelines and recommendations

Performance Indicator: Number of international food safety standards, guidelines, 
recommendations and tools provided that enable Member States to implement prioritized 
actions and interventions to reduce foodborne health risks

strategic direction: Provide leadership and assist in the development and strength-
ening of risk-based, integrated national systems for food safety

Outcome: Increase in the number of Member States with a risk-based food safety 
system and enforcement structures in place

Performance Indicator: Number of Member States assisted in the implementation 
of a risk-based food safety system with enforcement structures in place

leadership and technical assistance

strategic direction: Improve international and national cross-sectoral collaboration, 
and enhance communication and advocacy

Outcome: Increased participation in cross-sectoral networks for reduction in food-
borne health risks, including those arising from the animal–human interface

Performance Indicator: Number of Member States that successfully increased their 
participation in national and international cross-sectoral networks for reduction in food-
borne health risks, including those arising from the animal–human interface

cross-sectoral collaboration

science-based decision-making1

2

3

to lower the burden of foodborne disease, thereby 
strengthening the health security and ensuring 

sustainable development of Member states
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Strong evidence-based decision-making is the foundation for credible and sustainable legal 
and policy decisions. The increasing complexity of questions in food safety now requires more 
innovative approaches to better prioritize, take account of the overall knowledge base and allow 
for rapid integration of new scientific developments.

In the area of food safety, the core international standard-setting function is carried out through 
the Codex Alimentarius Commission, the principal organ of the Joint FAO/WHO Food Standards 
Programme, established in May 1963 in resolution WHA16.42. The elaboration of health-based 
international standards, based on the scientific advice provided by independent international 
expert groups, and their adoption by Member States will improve the safety of food in do-
mestic markets and at the global level. This will also facilitate safe trade in food and contribute 

STraTEgIC 
dIrECTION 1

science-based 
decision-
makingProvide the science base 

for measures along 
the entire food-chain 
to decrease foodborne health risks
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economically to development and to im-
proving standards of living in food-ex-
porting countries. Effective participation 
by all countries in the development of 
international standards is essential to 
ensure that they meet the needs of all 
Member States.

National and international standards 
and policy decisions need to be based 
on transparent, objective and state-of-
the-science risk assessments. WHO is the 
global health authority for the provision 
of independent, international food safety 
risk assessments. This work is undertak-
en in collaboration with FAO, through 
the organization of joint expert meet-
ings. Continuous updates of general risk 
assessment principles and methods are 
important to take into account new sci-
entific developments.

Access to reliable and current information on the incidence of foodborne disease and the occur-
rence of food contamination as well as a better understanding of the health burden of diseases 
related to foodborne risks—expressed in Disability Adjusted Life Years (DALYs)—are critical to 
enable policy-makers as well as other food safety stakeholders to appropriately prioritize and 
allocate resources to foodborne disease prevention and control efforts; to monitor and evaluate 
the effectiveness of measures taken; and to quantify the burden in monetary terms. 

Modern food safety systems, in order to be efficient, rely increasingly on the global availability 
and use of data and other information on foodborne diseases and exposure to food contami-
nants —pathogens, natural toxins and other harmful chemicals— as well as data on the perfor-
mance of controls throughout the food-chain. Therefore, it is essential that effective links are es-
tablished between food control agencies and the public health system. In this way, information 
on food contamination through food monitoring can be linked with foodborne disease data and 
can lead to early warning and appropriate risk-based food control policies. Moreover, the credi-
bility of a national food control system depends on the capabilities of those within the system to 
analyse and act upon those data. Thus, being able to make the most of limited data by perform-
ing trend analyses, modelling and forecasting has become equally important in reducing the 
burden of foodborne disease and facilitating and monitoring an increasingly global food trade.

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 1
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION 1

a) Provide the scientific basis for decision-making in policy devel-
opment and risk management

WHO, in collaboration with FAO, provides the scientific advice as the evidence base for Codex 
standards, as well as guidelines, recommendations and policy options. WHO has the authority, 
the reach and the convening power in the field of global public health to undertake this es-
sential function. Scientific advice has been provided for decades through long-standing and 
well-established mechanisms—namely, the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Addi-
tives (JECFA), the Joint FAO/WHO Meeting on Pesticide Residues (JMPR) and the Joint FAO/
WHO Expert Meeting on Microbiological Risk Assessment (JEMRA). Emerging and emergency 
issues as well as complex assessments need to be addressed through targeted ad hoc expert 
meetings. Building on the long-standing experience of the Organization in the conduct of such 
expert meetings, other important areas, such as antimicrobial resistance development, will also 
be addressed in a systematic manner. WHO, through its global networks, can ensure that this 
scientific advice is widely disseminated and made as accessible as possible so that it may be 
used as the basis for standard-setting, policy development and decision-making at national and 
international levels, as well as for recommendations developed by other WHO programmes. 
Private sector entities and nongovernmental organizations also make use of the independent 
scientific expert advice and the resulting recommendations provided by WHO.  

strategic actions

i. Carry out independent international risk assessments for priority food hazards, 
including evaluation of the health impact of new technologies

ii. Develop guidance for a systematic approach for the development of rapid risk 
assessment advice for emerging and emergency issues, including a tiered 
approach to risk assessment (“fit for purpose”)

iii. Develop an evaluation framework that allows—in addition to safety—the inclusion 
of other considerations, such as health benefits and socioeconomic consequences

iv. Continue the development of internationally harmonized risk assessment meth-
odology reflecting the state of the science

v. Enhance awareness and understanding of the inter/linkages and relevance of food 
safety in the context of food security, and promote systematic integration of food 
safety into policies and interventions to improve nutrition and food availability
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b) establish international standards and recommendations and 
promote their implementation and importance in public health 

The global distribution of food increases the possibility that contaminated food produced in one 
country could pose a risk in other parts of the world. The establishment of global food safety 
standards, developed with the full involvement of all countries, will help to protect people every-
where from the risks of foodborne disease. The adoption and enforcement of national standards 
consistent with Codex standards will help to ensure a safe food supply globally and will also 
facilitate entry into the global marketplace. 

Since 1995, Codex standards and related texts have become international benchmarks for food 
safety standards under the WTO’s SPS Agreement. WTO Members applying Codex standards 
are considered to be in compliance with their rights and obligations under the WTO. WTO 
Members applying measures stricter than Codex standards may be asked to justify them and 
demonstrate that they are based on sound risk assessment. WHO plays a major role in the 
scientific and public health work of Codex. The Organization provides leadership in ensuring 
that the standards set by Codex are scientifically sound and based on considerations of public 
health and in advocating for the wide implementation of these standards.

strategic actions

i. Strengthen the public health leadership of international standard-setting bodies 
such as the Codex Alimentarius Commission and advocate for the wide implemen-
tation of international standards

ii. Continue WHO’s involvement in and support of the Codex Alimentarius Commis-
sion

iii. Ensure that the independent scientific advice from FAO/WHO expert meetings 
forms the key evidence base for Codex standards

iv. Develop recommendations, guidelines and/or guidance to inform policy decisions 
for emerging and emergency issues

v. Support effective participation of developing and transition economy countries in 
the work of the Codex Alimentarius Commission

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 1
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c) establish new approaches to systematically collect, analyse and 
interpret data and other information to better guide risk analysis 
and underpin policy decisions

All Member States should have ac-
cess to global data and information 
for decision-making. This can be 
very costly in terms of funding, in-
frastructure and expertise needed 
in interpreting the data. WHO,  as 
the global public health authori-
ty, is soundly positioned to provide 
tools and guidance for data sharing 
and interpretation among Member 
States to strengthen the health risk 
analysis process and underpin policy 
decisions.

Building on the expertise and work 
already undertaken by WHO, such 
as the collection of data on monitor-
ing the concentration of chemicals 
in food and antibiotic resistance in 

pathogens, knowledge management tools can be developed enabling that information sources 
be accessed and utilized through a central point. This will not be limited to WHO databases and 
information sources, but will also allow trusted external sources to be integrated for a more 
complete and accurate knowledge base for informed decisions making.

strategic actions

i. Develop databases and tools to collect, improve access to and interpret relevant 
data and other information

ii. Establish and map links between different data sources to facilitate the application 
and interpretation of combined data and increase efforts to share data among 
agencies and Member States 

iii. Strengthen links with national public health systems to integrate health surveil-
lance and food monitoring data and improve understanding of their attribution to 
foodborne health risks

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 1
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d) Provide a comprehensive framework for determining the burden 
of foodborne diseases 

WHO provides internationally recognized methodologies to generate health-related baseline 
data and trend analysis. In the specific area of burden of disease estimation, WHO has a long 
history and considerable experience and is internationally recognized for (a) its public health 
leadership capacity to assemble globally accepted health information and (b) its convening 
power of bringing together both the knowledge and expertise of the individuals and organiza-
tions that have a stake in the estimation of burden of foodborne disease and food safety policy 
development.

To date no reliable data on the full magnitude and extent of foodborne diseases exist. Assessing 
the burden of foodborne diseases from all causes (microbial, parasitic, chemical and natural 
toxins) requires a multidisciplinary approach to arrive at meaningful results that integrate all 
relevant data.

strategic actions

i. Strengthen the capacity of countries in generating baseline and trend data on 
foodborne diseases 

ii. Encourage food safety stakeholders to utilize such estimates in analyses of the 
cost-effectiveness of interventions as well as the development of food safety 
standards and policies

iii. Provide baseline and trend estimates on the global burden of foodborne diseases 
for a defined list of causative agents of microbial, parasitic and chemical origin 

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 1
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Promoting food safety and reducing risks at the human–animal interface, including threats from 
foodborne zoonoses, require an ongoing effort and cannot be approached from one direction 
only. The complexity of public health threats requires effective cross-sectoral collaboration to 
increase efficacy, efficiency and sustainability of interventions.

WHO focusses on facilitating and improving closer collaboration among the public health, animal 
health, agriculture and other relevant sectors, to guide risk assessment and management and to 
align communication. By promoting cross-sectoral activities and partnerships among WHO Mem-
ber States, technical institutions, nongovernmental and intergovernmental organizations, as well 
as industries and other key stakeholders, WHO aims to increase efficiency and avoid duplication of 
efforts and confusion about the roles of the various sectors involved in food safety. WHO, in close 
collaboration with FAO and OIE, provides leadership in global efforts to reduce the risk at the hu-
man–animal interface in order to prevent and control public health risks from foodborne diseases.

STraTEgIC 
dIrECTION 2

cross-sectoral 
collaborationImprove international and 

national cross-sectoral 
collaboration, enhance 
communication and advocacy
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION 2

a) Promote cross-sectoral collaboration and information sharing 
to optimize the response to foodborne health risks, including 
outbreaks

Many Member States still lack the necessary surveillance capacity for outbreak detection, 
assessment and response. In addition, foodborne disease outbreaks go undetected, in part due 
to lack of communication among the human, veterinary, agriculture and food sectors. WHO, 
with its partners, has a number of networks and tools in place to address these gaps.

The Global Foodborne Infections 
Network (GFN) was established to 
strengthen national and regional 
integrated surveillance, investiga-
tion, prevention and control of food-
borne and other enteric infections. 
The network promotes integrated, 
laboratory-based surveillance and 
fosters intersectoral collaboration 
and communication among micro-
biologists and epidemiologists 
in human health, veterinary and 
food-related disciplines. Strength-
ening this network through target-
ed, needs-based capacity building 
efforts is key in further developing 
fast-reacting and interconnected 
response systems.  

Another important aspect of ad-
dressing health threats is early warn-
ing based on robust assessment to 
inform action and encourage time-
ly communication. In response to 
threats such as the avian influenza 
virus H5N1 and severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), the Global Early Warning System for 
Transboundary Animal Diseases, including Zoonoses (GLEWS), was jointly established by WHO, 
FAO and OIE. GLEWS builds on existing internal systems of the three participating organizations 
to confidentially track and verify events in order to improve harmonization and decrease dupli-
cation. It embodies a unique cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary partnership for early identifica-
tion and assessment of health risks at the human–animal–ecosystem interface.
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION 2

To ensure a comprehensive approach, GLEWS links with INFOSAN to ensure and promote seam-
less action throughout the food value chain within the human–animal–ecosystem interface. IN-
FOSAN is a voluntary global network of food safety authorities and provides an important plat-
form for the rapid exchange of information in the case of food safety crises and for sharing data 
on both routine and emerging food safety issues. 

GLEWS and INFOSAN rely on functional and sensitive indicator- and event-based integrated 
surveillance systems geared towards early and reliable detection of health events in countries. 
This monitoring is done in close collaboration with the WHO Alert and Response Operations 
program as part of WHO’s event detection activities, and working under the umbrella of the 
International Health Regulations (2005). This also enhances the provision of a wider range of 
expertise and ensures that public health, food safety and veterinary networks are engaged in 
early warning, information exchange and risk assessment.

The tripartite collaboration among WHO, FAO and OIE recognizes that countries may require 
support in establishing effective strategies for improving preparedness for and response to 
a variety of zoonotic health threats, including foodborne diseases. Work within the tripartite 
framework aims at supporting the strengthening of national strategies and systems to improve 
governance, infrastructure and national legislation to enable veterinary and public health au-
thorities to carry out key functions. Further aspects are the development of processes to address 
gaps and strengthen collaboration of human and animal surveillance systems to allow sharing 
of epidemiological and pathogen-related data in order to facilitate timely analysis and response. 
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strategic actions

i. Facilitate rapid exchange of food safety information among INFOSAN members 
and provide technical support to improve response to international foodborne 
outbreaks and food safety emergencies

ii. Share technical information on foodborne health threats to allow identification of 
data gaps and for integrated risk assessment, prevention and control

iii. Establish cross-sectoral linkages among human and animal surveillance systems to 
minimize duplication of monitoring, reporting and delivery systems and facilitate 
integrated risk assessments

iv. Develop an efficient capacity building mechanism to better integrate disease and 
epidemiological data with laboratory surveillance data

v. Establish and foster global frameworks and mechanisms to ensure strategic align-
ment and collaboration with other sectors, particularly the agriculture and animal 
health sectors 

b) ensure risk communication and health promotion/education in 
support of foodborne disease prevention 

Effective communication of information on risks associated with hazards in food is an essential 
and integrated component of the risk analysis process.

WHO supports foodborne disease prevention through the development of messages and ma-
terials aimed at assisting Member States in promoting food safety throughout the production 
chain and across sectors.

There is a need to provide targeted and accurate information and health messages in clear 
and understandable terms, to promote awareness and understanding of a specific food safety 
issue. WHO develops tools to assist countries in developing sustainable, preventive educational 
programmes. As an example of a global health message rooted in scientific evidence, WHO has 
developed the Five Keys to Safer Food message, which explains the basic food hygiene princi-
ples that individuals all over the world should know to ensure safe food handling practices to 
prevent foodborne diseases.

There is also recognition that women play a key role in food production and preparation and are 

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 2



24

an efficient target for food safety education to promote change that improve health. Education of 
women in food hygiene goes beyond foodborne disease prevention. The adoption of safe food 
production and handling practices will have a positive impact on the overall hygienic behaviour 
of members of families and society, which will contribute to improved community health and to 
the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals that aim to reduce poverty, empower 
women, reduce child mortality and improve access to basic sanitation.

strategic actions

i. Develop specific messages and information for policy-makers, risk managers and 
end users to promote food safety along the farm-to-table continuum, including 
integration of food safety in nutrition and food security programs 

ii. Advocate and ensure that the results of scientific assessments are communicated 
in an easily understandable form to permit dialogue among stakeholders, includ-
ing consumers

iii. Empower women through food safety education

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 2
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In order to detect, prevent and manage the public health risks associated with contaminated 
food or diseased animals entering the food-chain, countries need comprehensive systems 
covering activities in many sectors, from primary production to the consumer. Effective and 
resilient national food safety systems are crucial for all other relevant work, as they form the 
basis for activities to reduce food-related public health threats and therefore also enable Mem-
ber States to meet their obligations under the IHR. Coordinating health systems across various 
sectors —particularly the agricultural, animal and human health sectors— facilitates sustainability 
and will allow gaps and overlaps along the entire food-chain to be identified and managed.

While the detailed components and priorities of a food safety system will vary from country to 
country, systems need to comprise the following key components:

STraTEgIC 
dIrECTION 3

leadership 
and technical 

assistanceProvide leadership and assist 
in the development and 
strengthening of risk-based, 
integrated national systems 
for food safety
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The foundation is a set of modern food safety laws and regulations with a focus on human 
health protection, which identify mandates and areas of responsibility. The development of 
relevant and enforceable food safety laws and regulations is essential to support a credible 
system and build the confidence of consumers and trading partners. It is important that food 
safety laws and regulations define a clear mandate to food safety and other relevant agencies 
to prevent and manage food safety issues. To the extent possible, modern food safety laws 
should not only embed the necessary legal powers and prescriptions to ensure food safety, but 
also allow the food safety authority 
and relevant agencies to build pre-
ventive approaches into the national 
food safety system.

In addition to legislation, national 
governments need modern and 
updated food standards —in 
particular, horizontal standards 
that address the issues involved in 
achieving food safety objectives. 
Enforcing such standards requires a 
food-chain that is highly controlled 
and supplied with appropriate data 
on contaminants, hazards and risk 
management strategies. In develop-
ing or adopting standards, countries 
should adopt Codex standards to 
the extent possible.

Standards must be based on sol-
id scientific advice, and building 
risk assessment competence in the 
country or region is an important 
element. This will ensure that stand-
ards are adapted to the existing con-
ditions and are capable of delivering 
the level of public health protec-
tion expected when implemented 
appropriately. The development of 
international norms and standards 
to assist Member States is covered 
under Strategic Direction 2.

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 3
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION 3

effective food inspection and enforcement services to administer and implement food 
regulations are required, with clear structures and accountability. Well-trained and highly qual-
ified food inspectors are critical.

As support to the inspection services and for the collection of epidemiological data, laboratory 
services have a key function. These will supply the entire system with data and information 
about the hazards and risks associated with food and with data on foodborne diseases collected 
by the national disease surveillance system. Information on foodborne diseases may be linked 
with food monitoring data and will lead to appropriate risk-based food control strategies and 
the development of early warning systems for outbreaks and product contamination. Improving 
efficiency and preparedness should also include use of modern information technology for 
improved data collection, evaluation and sharing.

education and provision of timely information and communications to food producers, 
consumers, food inspectors and workers along the food-chain are becoming an increasingly im-
portant part of food safety systems and require cross-sectoral collaboration. The provision of 
guidance and tools for this aspect to assist Member States is covered under Strategic Direction 3.

Although regulatory and institutional frameworks vary among countries, the international obli-
gations under which they operate are the same globally, such as the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (the SPS Agree-
ment), which uses Codex standards as international benchmark, and the IHR. Assisting Member 
States in understanding and implementing international obligations and facilitating cross-sectoral 
collaborations to align their governance and frameworks can be effectively accomplished by WHO.
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a) assist countries in building and strengthening risk-based 
regulatory and institutional frameworks

strategic actions

i. Assist countries in analysing and improving their systems and legal frameworks, 
including infrastructure for food safety; the cross-linkages and gaps in or con-
straints to communication; and collaboration between administrative levels and 
among sectors

ii. Develop and provide practical tools to ministries for strengthening cross-sectoral 
collaboration to address foodborne health threats at the national level

iii. Work with the animal health sector and other relevant partners in regions and 
countries to assess and strengthen food safety systems and legal structures 
between organizations and institutions

b) Increase countries’ capacity to manage food safety  risks in 
emergency and non-emergency situations 

strategic actions

i. Assist countries in implementing Codex and other adequate standards at the 
national level

ii. Assist countries in the establishment and refinement of systems to monitor, assess 
and manage food safety incidents and emergencies

c)  assist countries in the development and strengthening of 
enforcement structures

strategic actions

i. Implementation of food inspection and control services with qualified personnel

ii. Development of laboratory capacity at national and regional levels

iii. Introduction of modern information management systems and information sharing

STRATEGIC DIRECTION 3
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This Strategic Plan builds on World Health Assembly resolution WHA63.3 (May 2010) and provides 
a coherent framework for taking action on priority issues in the area of food safety and foodborne 
zoonoses for the period 2013–2022, and forms the basis of the WHO Twelfth General Programme 
of Work (2014-2019) for the program area food safety in Category 5. 

The scope of the Plan covers food safety in all ramifications, encompassing the farm-to-table 
approach and including foodborne diseases of zoonotic origin. Therefore, all references to “food 
safety” or “foodborne diseases” comprise aspects or diseases of non-communicable and commu-
nicable origin, including foodborne zoonoses.

The Plan sets out three global strategic directions together with objectives and more detailed 
activities needed to achieve the overall mission:
 
To lower the burden of foodborne disease, thereby strengthening the health security and ensuring 
sustainable development of Member States
 
The three strategic directions are as follows:

1. Provide the science base for measures along the entire food-chain to decrease food-
borne health risks

2. Improve international and national cross-sectoral collaboration, enhance communica-
tion and advocacy

3. Provide leadership and assist in the development and strengthening of risk-based, 
integrated national systems for food safety




