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In response to a request made by a member of the Executive Board, this 
report gives information on the nature and activities of the Codex 
Alimentarius Commission, an intergovernmental body established in 1962 to 
implement the Joint FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme and whose dual objective 
is the protection of consumers' health and the facilitation of international 
trade in food. It is an intersectoral and multidisciplinary programme, 
involving many areas besides the health sector. In many countries, however, 
the health sector is not as closely involved in the programme as would be 
desirable. The Board might therefore wish to consider how the participation 
of the health sector could be increased, and how to take greater advantage of 
the work of the Commission. 
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Codex committees dealing with general subject matters, such as food hygiene and 

labelling; and 

(3) Coordinating committees dealing with regional matters: these are four in number, 
and are known as the Regional Coordinating Committees for Africa, Asia, Europe, and 
Latin America and the Caribbean. 

A list of the subsidiary bodies of CAC, with indication of the host government, can be 
found in the organogram attached as Annex 2 to this document. 

1 The Codex alimentarius is a collection of internationally adopted food standards 
presented in a uniform manner. It also includes provisions of an advisory nature in the form 
of codes of practice, guidelines arid other recommended measures to assist in achieving the 
purposes of the Codex alimentarius. The publication of the Codex alimentarius is intended to 
guide and promote the elaboration and establishment of definitions and requirements for 
foods, to assist in their harmonization and, in doing so, to facilitate international trade. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. The Codex Alimentarius Commission (CAC) was established in 1962 to implement the Joint 
FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme. This programme was set up at that time following increased 
worldwide interest in reducing non-tariff barriers to international food trade and in 
safeguarding the health of the consumer. This interest resulted in recommendations by the 
eleventh session of the FAO Conference and the twenty-ninth session of the Executive Board of 
WHO to establish the above programme, the purpose of which is to protect the health of 
consumers and to ensure fair practices in the food trade; to promote coordination of all 
work on food standards undertaken by international governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations; to determine priorities and initiate and guide the preparation of draft 
standards through and with the aid of appropriate organizations； to finalize standards and, 
after adoption by the Commission, to publish them in the Codex alimentarius^- either as 
regional or as worldwide standards. 

2. The Commission is served by a joint FAO/WHO secretariat based at FAO in Rome, with the 
exception of the WHO Joint Secretary in Geneva. The work of the secretariat consists of 
planning and organizing, in collaboration with member countries, the meetings of the various 
Codex committees, organizing the meetings of the Executive Committee and the sessions of the 
Commission, producing the voluminous documentation required for the meetings, and scientific 
work in connection with the process of international food standardization, 

3 . Funds initially came from voluntary contributions, particularly from the food and food 
chemical industries, but it quickly became clear that the degree of interest shown by 
governments warranted support from the regular budgets of both Organizations. From 1966 
onwards, this support was established for the joint secretariat, with a cost-sharing 
arrangement whereby FAO and WHO provide 75% and 25% respectively of the annual budget. FAO 
also provides additional substantial support largely in the shape of internal translation and 
printing of Codex documents. 

4 . Individual member governments host and fund sessions of most Codex committees (see 
paragraph 5 below). Member governments are responsible for costs incurred in participating 
in the work of the Commission. The joint FAO/WHO budget for the work therefore remains low, 
as most of the expenses are borne by its member countries. 

5. The Commission has established 27 subsidiary bodies, known in the main as Codex 
committees. All these bodies are intergovernmental in character, and most of them are hosted 
and chaired by member governments which have elected to undertake this responsibility at 
their own expense. The subsidiary bodies can be divided into three broad groups as follows: 

(1) Codex committees dealing with specific food commodities: 
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CODEX STANDARDS, CODES AND GUIDELINES 

6. Almost 200 international standards have been developed and adopted for individual food 
commodities. These are published as volumes of the Codex alimentarius, and the work is still 
going on. A number of general standards, as distinct from the commodity standards, have also 
been developed, such as those for the labelling of prepackaged foods, and the labelling of 
food additives when sold as such. These are also published as volumes of the 

Codex alimentarius. 

7. Maximum limits for pesticide residues in foods, known as "maximum residue limits" 
(MRLs), are being developed for a wide range of chemical compounds in many food commodities. 
These limits are published as a volume of the Codex alimentarius. Like the standards, they 
are submitted to governments for acceptance after adoption by the Commission. 

8. Maximum levels for contaminants in foods - principally heavy metals _ have been 
established in Codex standards for various foods. These levels have now been amalgamated 
into one volume of the Codex alimentarius for easy reference. This list is not exhaustive, 
and will be supplemented as further Codex standards are adopted and as work on environmental 
contaminants continues. 

9. In the same way, maximum levels for food additives appear in many of the standards and 
have been published separately as a volume of the Codex alimentarius. Again, this list is 
not exhaustive and will be supplemented in the light of future work. As well as maximum 
levels for food additives, the Commission has developed other general principles and 
guidelines in this area, which form part of the same volume. 

10. Codes of hygienic/technological practice have been developed for a wide range of food 
commodities, along with a Code of general principles of food hygiene. Unlike the standards 
and maximum limits for pesticide residues, these codes of practice are not subject to the 
acceptance procedure (see paragraph 13 below) but are sent to governments as recommendations 
of the Commission. They are advisory in nature, and how they are used is the decision of the 
member countries. These codes have also been published in the Codex alimentarius, and a 
number of further codes are still in the process of being developed (for example, on 
salvaging of damaged canned products, on pre-cooked and cooked meals in mass catering, and on 
production and processing of spices). 

11. A Code of practice for the operation of radiation facilities used for the treatment of 
foods has also been adopted by the Commission and published, together with the Codex general 
standard for irradiated foods, in a volume of the Codex alimentarius. 

12. A Code of ethics for international trade in food has been developed and sent to 
governments for implementation in consideration of the fact that many countries, particularly 
in the developing world, do not yet have adequate food control infrastructures to protect 
consumers against health risks in food and against fraud. Its objective is to establish 
standards of ethical conduct for the use of all those engaged in international trade in food 
or responsible for regulating it. 

ACCEPTANCE OF CODEX STANDARDS AND "MAXIMUM RESIDUE LIMITS" 

13. There are several methods by which governments may accept Codex standards and maximum 
limits for pesticide residues (MRLs), which have been developed over a period of years. 
Under the General Principles of the Codex alimentarius, governments may accept them in one of 
three ways: full acceptance; target acceptance; and acceptance with specified deviations 
(or limited acceptance in the case of MRLs). The meaning of each type of acceptance and the 
obligations which governments assume as a consequence of acceptance are too lengthy to go 
into here, but are explained in the Sixth Edition of the Procedural Manual of the Commission. 

14. Acceptance, or other utilization, of Codex standards and MRLs is important, as they are 
the result of a wide measure of international agreement and cooperation evolved over a period 
of years. They are compatible with the norms considered by FAO and WHO as best guaranteeing 
the protection of the health of consumers and the facilitation of international trade in 
foods. The Codex secretariat publishes at intervals "summaries of acceptance" for Codex 
standards and MRLs. 



EB79/34 Add.l 
Page 4 

HEALTH PROTECTION ASPECTS OF THE WORK OF THE COMMISSION 

15. These aspects are mainly dealt with in connection with the work on food additives, 
pesticide residues, veterinary drug residues and other contaminants, food hygiene, food 
irradiation, nutritional requirements, labelling, and various recommendations concerning 
foods for special dietary uses. Once a technological need has been established, the 
appropriate Codex committees ensure that there is no known health risk involved before 
endorsing the use of a substance or practice• In this context, the appropriate Codex 
committees rely to a large degree oil the advice of FAO/WHO scientific bodies such as the 
Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives, the joint FAO/WHO meetings on pesticide 
residues, the Joint FAO/IAEA/WHO Expert Committee on the Wholesomeness of Irradiated Food, 
and the expert consultations and working groups on microbiological criteria for foods. 

BENEFITS DERIVED FROM THE WORK OF THE COMMISSION 

16. Internationally agreed standards and codes of practice, when implemented, contribute 
positively to consumer protection in the following ways: 

(1) combating food spoilage through proper handling, storage, processing, packaging and 
transport procedures and various methods of food preservation. These methods include 
simple processes such as drying and salting, as well as more advanced technology such as 
canning, freezing and irradiation; 

(2) minimizing foodborne diseases caused by biological and chemical contamination; 

(3) controlling adulteration, misrepresentation and fraudulent practices; 

(4) assuring adequate nutrient composition and availability in foods; 

(5) providing important information to consumers on product ingredients, shelf-life, 
nutrients and handling practices. 

17. In addition, the Commission and its subsidiary bodies offer an international forum to 
promote mutual understanding among countries on matters related to health, safety and 
environmental problems, attended by national representatives and experts of widely differing 
disciplines and backgrounds such as nutritionists and sanitary engineers, toxicologists and 
legal experts, microbiologists and marketing personnel. Moreover, the results of expensive 
and highly specialized scientific investigations are made freely available to all countries, 
which is of particular benefit to those countries which do not have the means of carrying out 
such work themselves. 

18. There are a number of measures that the Commission can take to aid its member countries 
in their food safety work - also at the level of primary health care. This may principally 
take the form of encouraging member countries, through the Codex regional coordinating 
committees, to establish adequate food safety/food control programmes which include the 
participation of primary health care workers and the involvement of individuals, families and 
communities. The Commission has requested the coordinating committees to monitor progress in 
this direction in their respective regions. It is anticipated that a formal monitoring 
process may encourage Member States to enhance national efforts and technical cooperation in 
food safety. 

19. International standardization can ensure improvement in technical communication and 

mutual understanding； the facilitation of international exchange of safe foods; the removal 

of technical barriers to trade； the transfer of scientific information; the protection of 

products and consumer confidence, and the assurance of safe, sound and wholesome foods in 

international commerce. 

UTILIZATION OF CODEX STANDARDS AND RECOMMENDATIONS BY MEMBER COUNTRIES 

20. As indicated in paragraph 14 above, the Codex secretariat monitors the acceptance of 
Codex standards and publishes the results periodically in a "summary of acceptances". 
Although steady progress continues to be made as regards the receipt of acceptances, some 
countries still have difficulties in accepting the standards. The reasons for this are 
manifold and complex and are engaging the attention of the Commission. Several countries 
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which have difficulty in notifying formal acceptance of standards have indicated that they 
are prepared to permit entry of products in conformity with the standards. This is very 
useful because it helps to facilitate international trade and is a recognition that products 
in conformity with Codex standards are essentially wholesome and safe foods. Two case 
studies - one in Brazil and the other in USA - have been initiated with a view to assessing 
the effects and benefits of Codex standards for these countries. A report on these two 
studies will be put before the seventeenth session of the Commission in July 1987. 

21. The major factors inhibiting some countries from notifying acceptance and implementation 

of standards include the following: 

(1) Policy or legal constraints: existing food laws may be unsuitably framed for the 
incorporation of Codex standards； or they may not be updated with sufficient regularity 
to ensure the incorporation of newly adopted standards; or problems may be encountered 
with the format and content of Codex standards. Many countries therefore, have to 
adjust their national legislation before they can indicate any form of acceptance. This 
necessarily takes time and resources. 

(2) Lack of facilities: countries may find themselves without the necessary financial 
or technical infrastructure to assess the significance of Codex standards for the 
purpose of implementation and incorporation into food legislation. 

(3) Lack of awareness of the benefits to be derived from Codex recommendations. 

22. Codex recommended international codes of hygienic/technological practice, which are not 
subject to any formal acceptance procedure but are offered in the form of advice to member 
countries, have been quite useful to some; further information on their utilization is being 
developed. A request to member countries was put out by the Codex secretariat in February 
1985 for information on how the codes of practice were used by national regulatory 
authorities and by industry. Although only a small number of responses were received, they 
were all very positive• At the sixteenth session of the Commission in July 1985, a number of 
other countries stressed the importance they attached to the codes. The Commission agreed 
that countries should be encouraged to embark upon case studies of the effect of the codes in 
improving commodity distribution systems. Reports on utilization of the codes should be 
reviewed by the Codex regional coordinating committees. 

23. There is increasing evidence of the use of Codex standards and codes of practice in 
trade contracts even in countries which have not formally accepted Codex standards. This 
shows their growing significance as an important and authoritative reference source for 
trading and consumer protection purposes. Moreover, reports from some member countries to 
sessions of the Commission and the regional coordinating committees make it clear that the 
Codex codes of practice are widely used for the drafting of national codes of practice. It 
should not be assumed, however, that all Codex member countries are making sufficient use of 
the Codex material, although there is certainly evidence that difficulties are being 
addressed and overcome, and that governments are changing their laws and practices to be able 
to respond positively to Codex recommendations. It would also not be realistic to measure 
the success of the Codex programme simply in terms of the numbers of full acceptances 
received by the secretariat, although full acceptance will remain the aim. Encouragement 
from the WHO Executive Board for countries to make fuller use of Codex material could play a 
crucial role in furthering the work of the Commission. 

FUTURE DIRECTION OF THE WORK OF THE COMMISSION 

24. It is likely that the majority of the Codex commodity committees will complete their 

work in the current decade and be adjourned sine die. The seven Codex general subject 

committees, however, have activities which will require their continuation, and the regional 

coordinating committees will continue to meet annually or biennially according to practice. 

25. A number of possible new areas for international standardization include tropical fresh 
fruits and vegetables, chilled foods and alcoholic beverages. It will be for the Commission 
to decide whether or not to undertake work in these areas. The latest Codex general subject 
committee, on residues of veterinary drugs in foods, established in 1985, has only just begun 
its extensive task. Work on methods of sampling is also still in the early stages and may 
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require the establishment of a separate Codex committee, on sampling, to expedite progress. 
Further work is expected oil the nutritional aspects of the Commission's activities, in the 
framework of the Codex committee on foods for special dietary uses. Greater emphasis should 
be laid on food safety, particularly through the means of the regional coordinating 
committees. High priority also has to be given to the establishment of a new Codex committee 
dealing with environmental contaminants (including radionuclides and mycotoxins). 

26. Last but not least, the Codex Alimentarius Commission will have to continue and 
intensify its efforts to promote greater acceptance and implementation by countries of Codex 
standards, maximum residue limits, and other recommendations, and in making better known 
throughout the United Nations system and the world in general its aims and objectives. 



MEMBERSHIP OF THE CODEX ALIMENTARIUS COMMISSION* 

AFRICA ASIA EUROPE LATIN AMERICA NORTH AMERICA 

5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 

19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 

23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 

35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 
AO. 

Algeria 
Benin 
Botswana 
Burkino Faso 
Burundi 
Cameroon 
Cape Verde 
Central African 

Republic 
Chad 
Congo 
Egypt 
Ethiopia 
Gabon 
Gambia 
Ghana 
Guinea 

Guinea-Bissau 
Côte d'Ivoire 
Kenya 
Lesotho 
Liberia 
Libyan Arab 

Jamahiraya 
Madagascar 
Malawi 
Mauritius 
Morocco 
Mozambique 
Nigeria 
Senegal 
Seychelles 
Sierra Leone 
Sudan 
Swaziland 
United Republic 

of Tanzania 
Togo 
Tunisia 
Uganda 
Zaire 
Zambia 
Zimbabwe 

41. Bahrain 
42. Bangladesh 
43. Burma 
44. China 
45. Democratic Kampuchea 
46. India 
47. Indonesia 
48. Iran (Islamic 

Republic of) 
49. Iraq 
50. Japan 
51. Jordan 
52. Democratic People's 

Republic of Korea 
53. Republic of Korea 
54. Kuwait 
55. Lebanon 
56. Malaysia 
57. Nepal 
58. Oman 
59. Pakistan 
60. Philippines 
61. Qatar 
62. Saudi Arabia 
63. Singapore 
64. Sri Lanka 
65. Syria 
66. Thailand 
67. United Arab Emirates 
68. Viet Nam 
69. Democratic Yemen 

0. Austria 
1. Belgium 
2. Bulgaria 
3. Cyprus 
4. Czechoslovakia 
5. Denmark 
6. Finland 
7. France 
8. Germany Federal 

Republic of 
79. Greece 
80. Hungary 
81. Iceland 
82. Ireland 
83. Israel 
84. Italy 
85. Luxembourg 
86. Malta 
87. Netherlands 
88. Norway 
89. Poland 
90. Portugal 
91. Romania 
92. Spain 
93. Sweden 
94. Switzerland 
95. Turkey 
96. United Kingdom of 

Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland 

97. Union of Soviet Socialist 

Republics 
98. Yugoslavia 

99. Argentina 
100. Barbados 
101. Bolivia 
102. Brazil 
103. Chile 
104. Colombia 
105. Costa Rica 
106. Cuba 
107 Dominican Republic 
108. Ecuador 
109. El Salvador 
110. Grenada 

1. Guatemala 
2. Guyana 
3. Haiti 
A. Jamaica 
5. Mexico 
6. Nicaragua 
7. Panama 
8. Paraguay 

119. Peru 
120. Suriname 
121 Trinidad and 

Tobago 
122. Uruguay 
123. Venezuela 

124. 
125. 

Canada 
United 

of An 
States 

SOUTH-WEST PACIFIC 

126. 
127. 
128. 
129. 

Australia 
Fiji 
New Zealand 

Countries listed according to the regions of the Commission. 
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STRUCTURE OF THE CODEX ALIMENTARIUS COMMISSION 

C O D E X A L I M E N T A R I U S 
COMMISSION 

SUBSIDIARY BOD丨ES 

OF THE 

FAO /WHO 

SECRETARIAT 

EXECUTIVE 

COMMITTEE 

RULE IX , 

I.(a) i 

JOINT FAO WHO COV.MITTEE 

OF GOVERNMENT EXPERTS 

ON THE CODE OF 

PRINCIPLES CONCERNINC 

MILK AND 

MILK PRODUCTS 

ADVICE FROM 

OTHER BODIES 

JOINT 

FAO /WHO EXPERT 

COMMITTEE ON 

FOOP ADDITIVES 

JOINT 

FAO ' IAEA /WHO /EXPERT _ 

COMMITTEE ON FOOD “ 

IRRADIATION 

JOINT FAO /WHO 

MEET丨NC ON “ 

PESTICIDE RESIDUES 

RULE IX 

l ( b ) . l 

I RULE IX 

I l.(b) .2 

• WORLD-WIDE GENERAL 

’ SUBJECT CODEX 

COMMITTEES 

WORLD-WIDE 

COMMODITY CODEX 

COMMITTEES 

REGIONAL CODEX 

COMMITTEES 

REGIONAL 

:0-0RDINATINC 

COMMITTEES 

• JOINT U . N . E . C . E . -CODEXJ 

I ALIMENTARIUS CROUPS | 

T 

RESIDUES OF 

VETERINARY 

DRUCS IN FOOC 

(USA) 

ADDITIVES 

(Netherlands) 

PESTICIDE 

RESIDUES 

(Netherlands) 

ANALYSIS 

AND SAMPLING 

(Hungary) 

: C O C O A PRODUCTS 

AND CHOCOLATE 

(Switzerland) 

SUGARS 

(United Kingdom) 

CENERAL 

PRINCIPLES 

(France) 

PROCESSED 

FRUITS 

AND VEGETABLES 

( U . S . A . ) 

LABELLING 

FATS AND OILS 

(United Kingdcir.) 

• E D I B L E ICES 

(Sweden) 

f SOUPS AND 

BROTHS 

(Switzerland) 

FOODS 

DIET 

•OR SPECIAL 

ARY USES 

(Fed.R sp. Germany) 

FISH AND FISHERY 

PRODUCTS 

(Norway) 

VECETABLE 

PROTEINS 

(Canada) 

• N A T U R A L 

MINERAL 

WATERS 

(Switzerland) 

AFRICA 

• N A T U R A L 

MINERAL 

WATERS 

(Switzerland) 

• N A T U R A L 

MINERAL 

WATERS 

(Switzerland) 

ASIA ASIA 

EUROPE EUROPE 

MEAT HYC丨ENE 

(New Zealand) 

PROCESSED 

MEAT AND 

POULTRY PRODUCTS 

(Denmark ) 

LATIN 

AMERICA 

t THE 

CARIBBEAN 

CEREALS,PULSES 

AND LECUMES 

( U . S . A . ) 
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Adjourned sine die. 


