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1. Introduction 

The Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean held a regional 
meeting of food safety focal points in Cairo, Egypt on 25–27 
October 2011. Food safety focal points from ten countries of the 
WHO Eastern Mediterranean Region attended. 

The objectives of the meeting were to: 

 Exchange information on food safety programmes and food 
control systems 

 Identify practical actions to strengthen national food control 
systems 

 Promote the establishment of regional and subregional networks 
 Identify opportunities for improving cooperation in promoting 

food safety 
 Introduce risk assessment, management and communication 

skills and techniques in food safety 
 Develop country plans for the coming two year period. 

The meeting was opened by Dr Mohamed Elmi, Regional Adviser, 
Food and Chemical Safety, who delivered a message from Dr 
Hussein A. Gezairy, WHO Regional Director for the Eastern 
Mediterranean. In his message, Dr Gezairy stressed that food safety 
was a significant and growing concern in the WHO Eastern 
Mediterranean Region as well as in the rest of the world and he drew 
the attention of the meeting to the 1999 Regional Plan of Action for 
Food Safety, to the growing complexity of worldwide food trade and 
consumption patterns, to recent major food borne disease outbreaks 
affecting the Region, to the World Health Assembly resolutions  
(WHA53.15 and WHA63.3) recognizing the impact of food safety 
on public health, and, lastly, to the work of FAO and WHO in food 
safety. Thus, the message set the context for the full understanding 
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of the above objectives and ended with a wish for concrete plans of 
action to emerge from the meeting in order to promote food safety in 
our countries and to achieve the goal of safe food for all. 

2. Summary of discussions 

The discussions focused on different aspects of food safety in the 
context of the Region. This included the strengths, weaknesses, 
challenges and opportunities of the food safety programmes in 
Member States. In addition, presentations on the importance of 
revised and updated food laws, the introduction of the International 
Health Regulations (IHR 2005), the use of nano-technology in food 
risk assessment in food and total diet studies led to discussions on 
the regional status in these areas. 

Presentations and discussions showed that most of the Member 
States of the Region are in need of updating their food laws. Many 
national food laws date back to the 1970s and some are even older. 
The area of food safety has developed significantly since then and 
discussions reflected the difficulties in dealing with current issues in 
food safety based on old legislation that may not even deal with 
some of the issues in question. Some countries are in the process of 
revising food laws and a few could present recently updated food 
laws. It was agreed that this should be an area of priority for all 
countries. However, it was also recognized that developing food 
legislation is a slow process and that particularly in certain Member 
States the legal process is very complicated and slow. 

Following a presentation on the use of risk assessment tools and 
techniques in food safety, discussions showed a strong desire to use 
this scientific approach to practical food safety problems. Some 
participants expressed the need for practical ways to obtain guidance 
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on the subject. WHO and FAO web resources were demonstrated to 
the participants, including examples of the work of the JECFA (Joint 
FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives) and JEMR (Joint 
Meeting on Pesticide Residues). 

A presentation on the design and execution of total diet studies 
highlighted the usefulness of total diet studies in combination with 
risk assessment. By combining these two tools, it is possible to 
estimate exposure over time to the risks in question. Total diet 
studies are particularly useful when dealing with food safety risks 
over long periods of time, such as the risks presented by pesticides, 
food additives, biotoxins etc. Discussions showed that the Region 
suffers from an almost complete lack of total diet studies, although 
initiatives in the area are under way in a few countries. While it is 
possible to use data from total diet studies from countries outside the 
Region with different dietary consumption patterns, using these 
studies will reduce the accuracy of estimates of exposure to food 
risks in the Region. 

A presentation of the outcome from the 2010/2011 regional food 
safety questionnaire followed by individual country presentations, 
led to detailed discussions on the various elements of the national 
food safety systems, together with an analysis of where gaps and 
constraints warrant special attention by the respective food safety 
authority. Discussions focused on current regional status and trends 
and served as a lead in to the development of recommendations. 
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3. Recommendations 

To Member States 

1. Revise and update food laws and standards in accordance with 
international standards. 

2. Where possible, establish a single competent authority to control 
food safety activities. 

3. Adopt a risk-based approach in food control and inspection 
activities. 

4. Participate actively at regional and international levels in Codex 
Alimentarius activities and disseminate scientifically based 
standards. 

5. Ensure consumer awareness education in food safety issues. 
6. Ensure training of food handlers and other relevant workers in 

food safety. 
7. Improve food inspection systems through systematic capacity-

building of food inspectors. 
8. Include principles of Hazard Analysis and Critical Control 

Points (HACCP) as a legal requirement for food business 
operations. 

9. Ensure research and data collection for foodborne disease 
surveillance. 

10. Establish food recall and traceability procedures and control 
mechanisms. 

11. Enhance and maintain analytical capabilities in food laboratories 
through: 
 Provision of appropriate equipment 
 Capacity-building of laboratory personnel 
 Development of standard operating procedures and safety 

protocols 
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 Participation in external quality assurance systems (EQAS) 
and accreditation of laboratories 

 Development of the capacity to detect, assess and manage 
foodborne disease outbreaks and incidence. 

To WHO  

12. Develop a guidance document on food law and disseminate it to 
Member States. 

13. Advocate with countries for the establishment of a single 
national food safety authority where possible, and for the 
inclusion of HACCP as a legal requirement. 

14. Continue to provide technical support to countries for 
strengthening their food control systems and specifically for 
implementing the activities recommended in the meeting. 


