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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 
It is my great pleasure to welcome you all to the regional workshop “New 

Challenges in Food Safety—The Regional Action Plan”, here in Dubai. Food safety is a 

very hot topic in the Region, in WHO, and indeed in the world as a whole. And in the 

Region, the United Arab Emirates, as major food importers, have over the years been very 

active in trying to ensure food safety and food control, participating actively in committee 

meetings of the Codex Alimentarius and in the Gulf Cooperation Council food standards 

meetings. Two years ago, the Ministry of Health hosted a food safety meeting sponsored 

by the Arab Gulf Programme for United Nations Development Organizations (AGFUND) 

and the Regional Centre for Environmental Health Activities (CEHA) in Sharjah. It is our 

great pleasure to be once again the guests of the Ministry of Health, this time in Dubai. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
Food safety is high on the agenda of the Region.  

 
Food-borne disease outbreaks or contamination are reported with increasing 

frequency, from all over the world. Trade has undergone tremendous change. More and 

more countries in the Region have joined the World Trade Organization (WTO). The 

agreements between WTO and the country are often made with the Ministry of Trade or of 

Commerce; the Ministry of Health is rarely fully involved in the negotiations and may not 

know even what the implications of WTO membership are for food safety. 

 
Food safety is also high on the agenda of WHO.  

  
In September, at the 46th Session of the Regional Committee for the Eastern 

Mediterranean, a technical paper on food safety was presented to the Ministers of Health 

and delegates representing the 23 Member States of the Eastern Mediterranean Region. 

The delegates were given an exposé on the increase in foodborne illnesses, not only in 

developing but also in developed countries. The grave economic losses caused by 

foodborne illnesses were also discussed.  

  

At the individual and family level, illness caused by the consumption of unsafe 

food results in expenditure on care and income lost. At the community level, a cumulative 

burden of foodborne illness, and even death, leads to economic and social losses, through 

expenditure on health care, time lost in seeking care and through lost income of the 

affected individuals and the caregivers. Food manufacturers suffer economic losses, 

directly through the costs involved in the recall of their products and possible payment of 

compensation, and indirectly through loss of credibility. The economic losses suffered by 

countries as a result of rejected food imports or exports are also considerable.  

 

There are a number of reasons for the increase in occurrence of foodborne diseases, 

such as population growth, increase in the population at risk, international trade and travel, 

urbanization, higher consumption of food of animal origin, and food processing 

technology.  
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There are also a number of new challenges in the field of food safety such as the 

emergence and re-emergence of pathogens, new agreements in world trade, the new role 

for Codex Alimentarius in this, and emphasis on the use of the HACCP-system as a 

preventive approach, and of risk analysis as a scientific method. 

 

You will in this workshop be extensively informed of these new challenges and the 

implications they have for food safety in your countries. 

 

Of course food control systems already exist in the countries of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. Unfortunately, in most cases the current control systems are not 

able to cope with the new challenges.  

 

In many countries legislation is not up to date or not flexible enough, standards are 

not in line with international and national needs, food inspection relies largely on end-

product testing rather than on preventive systems of food safety promotion, and neither 

food-handlers nor consumers are aware of proper food-handling techniques to avoid cross-

contamination and foodborne illnesses.  

 

In addition, ministries of health are often not full partners in development of food 

standards and regulations, and many countries do not participate actively in the work of 

Codex.  

 
The many delegates at the Regional Committee who actively discussed the 

technical paper presented confirmed this situation. The delegates were concerned about the 

hazards inherent in unsafe food, and the considerable magnitude of food-borne illnesses in 

the Region. They were aware of the important social and economic consequences of 

foodborne hazards, and recognized the new challenges facing countries in the area of food 

safety.  

 

The delegates adopted the Regional Action Plan to Address Food Safety in the 

21st century which was presented to them and agreed on the need to assess their current 

food safety infrastructure at national level and prepare a comprehensive country profile for 

food safety. They also agreed to establish or strengthen the national food safety committee 

or similar body, and make it operational to implement the national food safety programme. 
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Legislation should be developed and kept up to date in accordance with the latest scientific 

developments, while preventive food-safety management systems based on hazard analysis 

critical control point (HACCP) should be promoted. 

 

Another important issue highlighted by the Regional Committee was the need to 

ensure effective education of food handlers and training of workers in food safety matters. 

It was felt that a Region-wide network for information and notification should be put into 

place including foodborne disease surveillance and information on food which does not 

comply with health standards. 

 

The Regional Committee felt that assistance from WHO would be essential to 

achieve all the above. I am therefore very happy to see you all here in this important 

workshop, which is indeed the first step in implementing the resolution adopted by the 

Regional Committee. I hope that you will benefit from the opportunity to exchange 

experiences among yourselves, and with the resource persons who are at your disposal. 

Our colleagues from the WHO Regional Office for Europe have already, over the years, 

established a number of networking and notification mechanisms, which can be of use also 

to this Region. I am looking forward to hearing about the modalities for collaboration 

proposed by you in this respect. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues,  

 
I said before that food safety is high on the agenda of WHO. It is one of the new 

priorities identified also by the Director-General and the Global Cabinet. A paper on food 

safety will be presented to the Executive Board in January next year. I am sure that your 

experience here will enrich the presentation to the Board and the discussions; the more so, 

as the Chairman of the Board is from this Region. 

 

I wish you a very fruitful workshop, with extensive networking, resulting on your 

return, in an active implementation of the Regional Action Plan for Food Safety. 

 


