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1. INTRODUCTION 

Foodborne diseases are common in most countries of the South-East Asia Region. A large 
number of people suffer from communicable diseases caused by contaminated food, including 
drinking water, which can be a major cause of cholera and other forms of epidemic diarrhoeal 
diseases. Foodborne diseases are one of the major causes of malnutrition. The increasing 
use of chemicals in agriculture and in food processing industries has added new health 
concerns resulting from chemical contamination of food. While several countries in the Region 
have food legislation, many lack well-defined national food safety policies and strategies. 

WHO has been working towards the improvement of food safety since its inception. Its 
work involves both technical cooperation with Member Countries to strengthen national food 
safety programmes, and normative functions, i.e. developing the scientific basis for managing 
food safety programmes, international standard-setting, and food safety risk analysis. The 
broad areas in which WHO is particularly active include: 

(1) Development of national food safety policies and infrastructures. This entails 
reviewing and assessing local needs and establishing intersectoral collaboration for 
implementing food safety activities. 

(2) Food legislation and enforcement (food control), which includes components such 
as (a) food standards and codes of hygienic practice; (b) inspection services and 
laboratory analysis, and (c) promotion and training in the Hazard Analysis Critical 
Control Point (HACCP) system as a tool for food safety management. 

(3) Promotion of food technologies of public health importance. Initiatives focus on 
increasing awareness within the health sector of contemporary food-processing 
technologies that will assist in preventing foodborne disease and reducing post-
harvest spoilage and losses of food. 

(4) Education of households/consumers in food safety. This involves education of households in 
hygienic handling of food through liaison with primary health care workers who, by educating 
and informing mothers, play a key role in the promotion of safe weaning food and prevention 
of diarrhoea among infants and young children. Other means of food safety promotion include  
school education, and mass media, etc. 

(5) Food safety in the urban setting. Emphasis is given to improving the hygienic quality 
of street-vended food and food served in food service establishments, including 
canteens and hospitals, and catering firms. In addition, food safety is a major theme 
of the ‘healthy marketplaces’ initiative carried out under WHO’s Healthy Cities 
project. 

Foodborne illness represents a major threat to public health in both developing and 
developed countries.  Accordingly, policy-makers and consumers in many countries are 
examining their national approach to food safety, and this has resulted in the emergence of a 
food safety agenda.  The Fifty-third World Health Assembly affirmed the importance of food 
safety, and identified key actions to achieve safe food for all (WHA53.15). 

2. OBJECTIVES OF FOOD SAFETY PROGRAMME 
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These are: 

(1) To assist Member Countries in developing and implementing national policies and 
programmes in food safety; 

(2) To assist Member Countries in improving national capacity for monitoring, assessing 
and controlling food safety; 

(3) To provide training in foodborne disease surveillance and control as well as in 
analytical methods for monitoring food contamination, and 

(4) To provide consumer education and promote information dissemination. 

3. BROAD REGIONAL STRATEGIES 

A better evaluation of the impact and burden of foodborne disease is urgently needed to set 
priorities for future activities. As foodborne diseases have been increasing, more work needs 
to be done to document disease incidence as well as cause-effect relationships. Member 
Countries should set up systems for laboratory-based surveillance of foodborne diseases, 
covering both outbreaks and sporadic cases, and for monitoring contamination of food. WHO 
will support capacity-building for data collection and surveillance systems and consumer 
awareness on the importance of safe food. 

The following will be the key activities under this integrated food safety initiative: 

(1) To support Member Countries in the development and assessment of national 
control strategies, recognizing their intersectoral nature and focusing on major 
foodborne pathogens, such as salmonella and campylobacter, while developing the 
concept of setting targets for reducing the incidence of the disease; 

(2) In collaboration with other international organizations, to work towards integrating 
food safety into the essential public health functions with the goal of developing 
sustainable, integrated food safety systems for health risk reduction along the entire 
food chain, beginning with primary production in agriculture and following through to 
the consumer; 

(3) To provide technical assistance to developing countries in assessing the burden on 
health and prioritizing disease control strategies through the development of 
laboratory-based foodborne disease surveillance systems and monitoring of 
contaminants in food; 

(4) To support the development of science in the assessment of risks related to food, 
encourage research on the identification of risk factors for the increase in 
foodborne diseases, and promote sentinel and other studies to assess the public 
health impact of foodborne diseases, and 

(5) To advocate communication in readily understandable form among all parties 
affected by foodborne risk in order to permit a useful dialogue among all 
stakeholders in the risk analysis process, including consumers. 

The recommended approach to achieving the objectives of the Food Safety Programme 
is articulated in the 10-Point Regional Food Safety Strategy.  This strategy urges Member 
States to address the following: 
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(1) Food safety policy 

To develop their food safety policies in combination with food security, quality and 
nutrition, consistent with international requirements for participation in international trade. 

(2) Food legislation 

To regularly evaluate and revise their food legislation to ensure that they best protect 
their populations and facilitate international trade in safe food. 

(3) Food control and inspection 

To prioritize food inspection activities according to consumer risk, facilitate the provision 
of training, and develop operating guidelines with adequate support from government. 

(4) Analytical capability 

To strengthen national analytical capacity by the provision of appropriate training and 
resources, and the establishment of quality assurance protocols and procedures. 

(5) Epidemiological systems 

To identify the need for, and the most appropriate approach to, foodborne disease 
surveillance and provide necessary resources. 

(6) Establishing effective working relationships with 
food industry and trade 

To assist food producers, industry and trade to ensure the safety of food and require 
these sectors to participate in providing food safety and quality in all their food products. 

(7) Establishing effective working relationships with 
food service providers and retailers 

To assist both the retail and food service sectors, particularly street food vendors, to 
ensure the safety of food and require these sectors to participate in providing food safety and 
quality in all their products. 

(8) Establishing effective working relationships with consumers 

To assist consumers to become aware of the importance of access to safe and 
nutritious food as well as require them (or their representatives) to participate in national 
efforts to ensure the safety and nutritious nature of food for the community. 

(9) Education and training in food safety 

To recognize the need for, and facilitate a short-term and long-term focus on education 
and training for all sectors of the community in order for each of these to effectively carry out 
their responsibilities in ensuring the safety of food. 

(10) Research in food safety 

To encourage and support a coordinated approach to food safety research and give 
priority to research that aims at providing the necessary data to better manage food safety. 


