
Watchdog! 
The Codex Alimentarius Commission, brainchild of the Joint 
FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme, has developed almost 
200 international standards for a whole spectrum of foodstuffs 

Qs the world's cities expand , 
more and more people depend 
for their daily food on the 

local grocer or the neighbourhood 
supermarket. Their vegetables, fruit 
and processed foods may be grown 
and harvested thousands of miles 
away. And on the long trek from the 
farmer 's field to the supermarket 
counter , a host of health hazards 
will be looking for a free ride. 

Quite apart from the bacterial 
contamination discussed in this is
sue of World Health, there are 
many chemical risks. An over-zeal
ous farmer, for instance, may have 
drenched his crop with a deadly 
pesticide only to learn , too late , that 
this particular compound is prohi
bited in the country where he hoped 
to market his harvest. 

In order to speed up the growth 
of poultry and other livestock, it has 
been the practice for some time for 
farmers to add hormones and other 
drugs to the animals' feed. Twelve 
years ago, according to the British 
Veterinary Record, a number of 
young boys in Italy developed 
breasts after they had eaten quan
tities of veal from calves which 
had received illegal hormonal 
treatment. 

Last · April , several European 
countries reported increased 
radioactivity levels following the 
disastrous fire at the Chernobyl 
nuclear power station in the Soviet 
Union (Chernobyl means " black 
wormwood " in Russian). In the 
aftermath , many countries hastily 
introduced a number of anxious 
restrictions on food imports and 
marketing. 

But each country had its own 
view on what constituted acceptable 
radioactivity levels. Thus, for in
stance, national variations regard
ing just one element, iodine 131 in 
milk, span the scale from 10 to 
2000 bequerels per litre. 

When the initial press over-reac
tion died down, it became clear that 
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what the world really needs is 
a uniform table of acceptable 
radioactivity levels for different 
foodstuffs. Asked about the com
parative health risks of eating food 
contaminated after the disaster, 
Sweden's Chief Veterinary Officer, 
Dr K.G. Linderholm , replied: "It's 
more risky to eat fried chicken." 

So , is there any instrument to 
deal with such issues as these , to 

Spraying rice against insect pests in West 
Africa. The Codex Alimentarius lays 
down safe levels of pesticide residues in 
food. 
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make a brave attempt to put the 
world's house in order in terms of 
protecting consumers' health, and 
facilitating international trade in 
food? Yes, there is. It has been 
around since 1962 under the grand 
name of the Codex Alimentarius 
Commission (CAC) , the brainchild 
of the Joint FAO/WHO Food Stan
dards Programme. Today more than 
two-thirds of WHO's 166 member 
states are also members of CAC. 

Almost 200 international stan
dards have been developed and 
adopted for individual food com
modities. They cover virtually the 
whole spectrum of marketable 
foods: milk and milk products, pro
cessed fruits and vegetables , quick 

frozen foods , cocoa and chocolate , 
sugars, fats and oils , meats and 
processed meat products, fish and 
fishery products, spices and food for 
special dietary uses. A separate vol
ume of the Codex Alimentarius 
contains a general standard for ir
radiated foods. 

Several thousand maximum 
limits for pesticide residues in foods 
have been developed for a wide 
range of chemical compounds used 
to keep crops free from harmful 
insects. The CAC has set maximum 
levels for food additives as well as 
veterinary drug residues and conta
minants in food (basically heavy 
metals) , and has recommended to 
governments a Code of General 
Principles of Food Hygiene, to
gether with codes of hygienic and 
technological practice, covering a 
wide range of commodities. 

Unfortunately, cases still occur of 
foodstuffs entering international 
trade being misrepresented as to 
their nature, substance and quality. 
In order to prevent unsafe and 
substandard foods finding their way 
to the customers' kitchens , the 
Commission developed in 1979 a 
Code of Ethics for International 
Trade in Food. This is an exception
ally useful instrument for many 
countries , particularly in the de
veloping world, which do not yet 
possess adequate food control in
frastructures to protect customers 
against health risks in food and 
against fraud. 

It has taken 20 years to develop 
all these Codex recommendations; 
one of the Commission's main tasks 
in future will be to encourage and 
assist member countries to imple
ment them as rapidly as possible. 
This is not always a simple matter, 
particularly for developing coun
tries. But the long-term advan
tages to all countries in adhering 
to common food standards are 
indisputable. 
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