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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

On behalf of the World Health Organization Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean, I have pleasure of welcoming you to this intercountry meeting on 

promotion of food safety, here at the Regional Centre for Environmental Health 

Activities, CEHA, in Amman, Jordan. I would especially like to thank His Excellency the 

Minister of Health, Dr Faleh Alnasser, for assisting WHO in the organization of this 

meeting, as well as CEHA, for their kind support in hosting and supporting us in their 

centre during the coming two days.  

Food safety is receiving increasing attention, a development that has various 

causes. To start with, in recent years food safety crises, such as dioxin contamination, the 

BSE phenomenon, and the epidemic of foot and mouth disease, have occurred and have 
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been reported on with increased frequency, a fact that has alarmed both politicians, 

governments and especially consumers, and has moved many to action. Another cause is 

the establishment of the World Trade Organization and the consequent development of 

the Agreements on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures and on 

Technical Barriers to Trade. WTO now has 142 members, 11 of which are in our Region. 

Then are bound by their membership to use international standards, guidelines and 

recommendations where they exist, and to harmonize their national measures with the 

international standards, guidelines and recommendations on food safety, as developed by 

the Joint FAO/WHO Codex Alimentarius Commission. 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

At last years’ World Health Assembly a landmark resolution was adopted on food 

safety. Among its recommendations, the resolution called upon Member States to adopt 

food safety as one of their essential public health and public nutrition functions. In the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region, the Regional Action Plan to Address Food Safety in the 

21st Century and a technical paper on food safety were presented to the Regional 

Committee in 1999. The Regional Committee adopted the plan and urged the Member 

States to assess their food safety infrastructure and prepare a country profile for food 

safety; to establish or strengthen the national food safety committee or similar body, and 

make it operational to implement the national food safety programme; to develop 

legislation and keep it up to date in accordance with the latest scientific developments; to 

promote preventive food safety management systems; to ensure effective education in 

food safety matters; and to carry out research and data collection, including foodborne 

disease surveillance and the exchange of information on food that does not comply with 

health standards. 

To follow up on this Regional Action Plan, a Regional Workshop entitled ‘New 

Challenges in Food safety – the Regional Action Plan’ was convened in the United Arab 

Emirates in December 1999, in which participants from almost all the Member States, 

some of which are represented here, were briefed extensively on the new challenges in 

food safety and the implications these have for food safety. The assessment and review of 
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the food safety situation was initiated during this meeting. Activities at national level 

were planned. In their plans, many countries incorporated extensive reviews of their food 

safety systems, updating of their legislation, and improvement of the system as a whole, 

rather than small components thereof. Some countries are currently finalizing their food 

safety profile and action plans, and an extensive review of food-related legislation is 

under way in most of them. 

Most of you have just attended the intercountry workshop on Emerging Food 

Safety Issues and Consumer Protection, held over the past three days here in Amman, 

Jordan, by the Arab Federation for the Consumer in collaboration with the United 

Nations Food and Agriculture Organization and WHO/EMRO. The objective of the joint 

workshop was the improvement of overall food quality, safety, and consumer protection 

through: one, promotion of public awareness of emerging food safety concerns, such as 

biotechnology, foodborne disease surveillance, BSE; two, fostering the participation of 

consumers in risk communication, a role to be considered when identifying partners and 

institutions in the national food safety situations, and to be carefully integrated in the 

national plans of action for food safety; and three, improvement of the participation of 

consumer representatives in decision-making processes concerning food safety. This can 

be effected by providing forums for discussion and interaction, and the development of 

joint workplans. Not only were consumer issues addressed, the workshop also provided a 

platform for interaction by food safety officials from various national institutions and 

consumer association representatives. Some of the emerging issues in food safety were 

addressed, such as consumer protection, international trade, food quality, microbiological 

and chemical contamination of food, BSE, biotechnology and food-borne disease 

surveillance. Most if not all of these issues are of paramount importance in the Region. In 

this intercountry meeting it is envisaged that all countries report on their current food 

safety status, and that two specific issues receive more focused attention, namely 

foodborne disease surveillance and food safety networking.  

At this point I would like to mention that during this week, though we are 

covering a lot of ground subject-wise, the intention was not to cover all food safety 

issues. For instance the concept of risk analysis, partly addressed in the FAO/WHO/ILSI 
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Regional Workshop in Risk Analysis, Exposure Assessment, in January this year, 

requires more attention, and efforts are underway to continue the series of training 

activities on the subject.  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I would like to reiterate that the collection of data by means of the questionnaire 

that was distributed to all Member States, though seemingly a tedious task, will provide, 

when finalized, an invaluable tool for the definition of national plans of action and 

priorities in food safety. Food safety, being a multisectoral field, inherently requires a lot 

of collaboration, and this can usually only be effectively ensured if the whole planning 

and implementation process is transparent and recorded. I am therefore looking forward 

to your country presentations on the current status of food safety. 

The subtitle for this meeting is ‘the Regional Food Safety Network’. Realizing the 

power of networking in providing rapid feedback and ensuring efficient communication, 

a recommendation on a regional network was made in the 1999 regional workshop on 

new challenges in food safety. I hope that the regional network will become a reality in 

this meeting, as a working group session on the subject has been planned. A presentation 

on a global initiative, the Food Web initiative, should provide some useful insights for the 

development of the regional network. 

Foodborne disease surveillance is a subject that is not often incorporated in food 

safety programmes. In most cases this is the result of a historical development, where 

disease surveillance has been the responsibility of a different department, and often the 

need for incorporation of foodborne disease surveillance in food safety programmes has 

not been evident. With the presentation on the subject and the subsequent working group 

sessions, these conceptions should change, and the urgency for incorporation of 

foodborne disease surveillance in food safety programmes will become evident. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

I expect that the content of this workshop, and your deliberations during the 

workshop, will lead to concrete action in your countries, to achieve the goal of SAFE 

FOOD FOR ALL. I would once again like to thank both the Government of Jordan and 

CEHA for hosting us in this conducive setting. Finally it remains only for me to wish you 

a successful workshop, and a pleasant stay in this wonderful city, Amman. 

 

 


