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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

I am pleased to welcome you to the Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean and to 

this important training course on foodborne disease surveillance. 

As you are all aware, recent large-scale food scares have made consumers, initially in the 

developed countries but now also in developing countries, aware of the inherent hazards of food. At 

the same time, the overwhelming and often under-resourced task of governments, that of 

guaranteeing food safety has been highlighted. In many countries, consumers had always assumed 

that food was safe if sold in the market, and that only its quality was a relevant factor for them to 

consider. However, dioxin, BSE and other crises have taught them that this is not the case. 
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How to effectively address the problem of controlling the food supply, ideally in a 

preventive manner, throughout the food chain, has become an urgent challenge for authorities all 

over the world. This challenge affects the health authorities perhaps more than other involved 

sectors, because of the increasingly evident and threatening health effects of food hazards. While 

the economic and trade implications of food quality problems are serious, the health impact of 

unsafe food is undoubtedly, in our opinion, the more important issue.  

WHO adopted food safety as a public health priority in 2000. One of the core components of 

the food safety strategy is foodborne disease surveillance. Why so? Whereas a hazard in food is 

often relatively easy to detect and identify, it is much more complicated to actually indicate the risk 

of contracting a disease through ingestion of food contaminated with such a hazard. This is to a 

lesser extent true for microbiological contamination, but certainly applies for chemical 

contaminants. The food safety risk analysis framework, adopted by the Codex Alimentarius 

Commission as the basis for all future standards development (and subsequently adopted by the 

World Trade Organization upon the adoption of the Codex standards for the Agreement on the 

Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures), stipulates a sound scientific basis as a 

requirement for the management of any food risk. In order to be able to implement the risk 

assessments required in this framework, lack of data are often a serious impediment.  

Foodborne disease surveillance is perhaps the only opportunity (apart from costly individual 

studies which are often a burden to the public system) to assess the actual health impact of 

contaminated food, and to provide the relevant data for risk assessment. For this purpose, the actual 

development or strengthening of integrated foodborne disease surveillance systems has become one 

of the priority areas of work within food safety. Integrated foodborne disease surveillance envisages 

the collection of all the information required to describe foodborne diseases, and detect or predict 

trends, so as to make timely recommendations based on fact, with regard to appropriate measures to 

be taken for efficient prevention and control of the risks, over and beyond the management of cases 

or outbreaks. Such integrated foodborne disease surveillance systems, because of their complex 

nature, which requires incorporation into public health surveillance systems as well as other extra-

sectoral systems involved in the food production chain, have proven difficult to realize or maintain. 

The area of work of food control or food safety in itself is complex, requiring collaboration between 

the mandated authorities and, within those authorities, often between different departments. For 
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foodborne disease surveillance, this implies a collaborative approach among epidemiologists, public 

health officials, clinical physicians, persons in charge of food programmes, laboratories, and health 

workers in general, as well as their food monitoring counterparts on the food production side, 

animal health and zoonoses programmes, and so on.  

WHO/EMRO, together with other concerned organizations, has been conducting a series of 

meetings and training courses aimed at strengthening or promoting intersectoral collaboration 

between health and agricultural authorities, as well as with standard-setting bodies. In the area of 

foodborne disease surveillance, a series of training courses for national reference laboratories from 

the health and agricultural sectors that are active in the area of salmonella testing, either in clinical 

or food samples have been organized under the umbrella of the Global Salm Surv project. This 

project is a collaborative effort of WHO, CDC, the Danish Veterinary Laboratory and the Pasteur 

Institute.  

Global Salm Surv is part of WHO's endeavours to strengthen the capacities of its Member 

States in the surveillance and control of major foodborne diseases, and to contribute to the global 

effort of surveillance and containment of antimicrobial resistance in foodborne pathogens. The 

objectives of the network are to strengthen and enhance the capacities of national and regional 

laboratories in the surveillance of salmonellosis and antimicrobial resistance surveillance in 

Salmonella from humans, food and animals through external quality assurance programmes on 

Salmonella serotyping and antimicrobial susceptibility testing; through regional and national 

training courses; and through provision of technical information and methodological support. 

Your countries are part of the Global Salm Surv network, and microbiologists from the 

national health and agricultural reference laboratories have already been trained in the level 1 and 

level 2 training courses. A separate series of French-language training courses is being organized in 

Cameroon, and three countries from this Region have taken part in the recently organized level 1 

training course there. The level 3 training course in the Global Salm Surv training programme aims 

at involving the disease or foodborne disease surveillance officers, in addition to the health and 

agricultural reference laboratories, and at strengthening the network in the countries. The pathogen 

initially addressed in the training courses, Salmonella, has recently been joined by Campylobacter, 

and possibly will be complemented with other foodborne pathogens in the near future. 
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In addition, a number of projects are under way in the Region that all address the 

multisectoral aspect of foodborne disease surveillance in a specific manner, as defined by the 

circumstances in the countries. In Jordan, a special study on the burden of foodborne disease is 

hoped to provide insight into the actual percentage of disease attributable to certain pathogens, and 

the second phase of the study will look into the actual food-pathogen combinations. The study is 

expected to provide insight into the gaps and weaknesses of the public health care system with 

respect to foodborne disease surveillance, and has built-in measures to strengthen this system. In 

Egypt, the results of a special study, combined with data from food monitoring, have led to the 

realization that urgent coordinated action is required, and a task force is being created. In another 

country, a so-called observatory is being created, which will attempt to collect all the data required 

to actually implement foodborne disease surveillance, which are generated by various authorities. 

You will hear more about the projects in Egypt and Jordan later. 

It is envisaged that the networking resulting from the Global Salm Surv project, and the 

‘picture’ produced of the whole food chain, will allow for more coordinated decision-making, 

which eventually is expected to lead towards activities that effectively target the causes of disease in 

a preventive and coordinated manner, rather than treating their effects only.  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

The reason for organizing this pre-level 3 training course is as follows. We believe that by 

introducing you, the disease surveillance officers, to the Global Salm Surv principles and 

approaches before the level 3 training course, we might possibly improve the impact of such a level 

3 training course. We plan to make general presentations on foodborne disease surveillance as well 

as outbreak response, and to present a number of the projects that are under way in the Region. We 

hope that the overall programme will eventually lead to the development of sustainable integrated 

foodborne disease surveillance systems, within the existing structures of food control and disease 

surveillance, for countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, incorporating multisectoral 

involvement in food safety. 

The training components in this training course will cover the areas of epidemiology, 

surveillance and control of foodborne diseases, principles and elements of laboratory-based 
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surveillance systems of foodborne pathogens in animals, food and the environment, as well as 

epidemiological methods and analysis of surveillance data.                                                                                         

We are very glad to welcome our colleagues from WHO headquarters, and CDC Atlanta, 

who have been very much involved in developing the training course, as well as the representatives 

from our sister organization the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, our very 

important partners in assuring that the whole food chain is addressed in our efforts. Also we 

welcome our colleagues from NAMRU-3, our regional collaborating centre in disease surveillance. 

You will be informed about their activities later. 

Let me end by wishing you a good meeting, and I look forward to the outcomes. 

 

 


