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Wom'en in their own homes can be 
cqnsider~d as the authors and managers 
of their own 11 food safetyprogrammes,"' 
whicb they have developed within the ' 
limits of.. their knowledge and beliefs 

by H.abiba H. ,Wassef 

Whether a breast-feeding 
mother or a housewife, 
woman is always associated 

with feeding and food. It is one of 
her natural roles in life to be re
sponsible for preparing and serving 
the food to her family and de
pendents. 

Since the beginning of mankind, 
food gatherers-principally also 
women-had the task of identifying 
the edible foods and discarding the 
non-edible or harmful ones. They 
thus had the extra task of finding 
food that was also safe. In early 
times, " edible" and "safe" were 
probably synonymous when applied 
to food. 

In our modern times, the issue is 
no longer whether food is "edible" 
or "non-edible". Practically all 
foods now available for consump
tion are edible, and yet not all 
edible foods are safe. So women 
need to be aware of the subtle 
hazards and to recognise the 
dangers of edible food becoming 
unsafe. 

People all over the world have 
progressively developed food safety 
habits that are culture specific. A 
wide variety of religious teachings 
and restrictions deal directly with 
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food practices, but to these must be 
added customs, traditions, taboos, 
societal norms and local habits . 
Many traditional practices seek to 
protect food from known and iden
tified hazards, but certain food 
practices and habits may actually 
invite such hazards. Women, by 
virtue of their natural role as foods 
managers, are the keepers and 
propagators of this socio-cultural 
heritage. 

Some age-old customs can be 
regarded as straightforward safety 
measures, underlining the wisdom 
of boiling milk and heating food , 
preserving goods by sun or air dry
ing, salting or freezing (as is done in 
snowbound areas), cutting meat in 
small pieces so that it cooks 
thoroughly, or peeling fruit. Other 
popular taboos may be conducive to 
food safety: the belief that latrines 
should never be in the middle of a 
home, or that food left uncovered 
should be discarded as it may have 
become "visited" by an "un
known" danger. Analysis of na
tional recipes and food practices 
around the world would reveal that 
a great many of them are nothing 
but food safety measures. 

Some food-related practices that 

increase the danger of contamina
tion include eating uncooked meat 
or fish, or using dangerous spices or 
food additives. (A practice that is 
harmful to infants and children is 
to restrict milk and food for them 
during diarrhoea! attacks, since this 
actually endangers life and can be 
fatal.) 

A national programme which 
seeks to protect the safety of food 
will include a number of measures 
and interventions that extend to 
and cover different sequences in the 
food system or food chain- the long 
process from farm production 
through manufacture, storage and 
sale to preparation and eating. The 
effects of such a programme at the 
home or community level are lim
ited, so that even when there is such 
a national programme, the respon
sibility for food safety at the con
sumer end rests commonly in the 
woman's domain. She has full 
charge of procuring foods, storing, 
preparing, preserving, cooking and 
serving them. Mismanagement at 
any point in this sequence may 
result in illness for her family. Of 
course, women also make an ex
tremely important contribution to 
food production, especially in the 
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Making bread in the Eastern Mediterra
nean region. Women bear most respon
sibility for food safety at the consumer 
end of the food chain. 
Photo WHO 

agricultural economies of develop
ing countries. 

Legislation and other control 
measures are mainly concerned 
with public catering, with food that 
is involved in trade and commerce, 
or with food handling and serving in 
institutions or the public at large. So 
these control measures have limited 
impact on the family home and are 
virtually absent in subsistence rural 
economies where most of the food 
eaten is produced locally and where 
communities depend mainly on 
their own produce. It is also hard to 
apply them in poor peri-urban set
tings where economic stress is great 
and living conditions are difficult. 
The level of education of a com
munity represents an important 
constraint. What has to be recog
nised is that food handling in the 
home is usually out of the reach and 
jurisdiction or action of a food 
safety programme. So however suc
cessful or strict a food safety 
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programme is, its good effects are 
nullified if food is mishandled in 
the home. 

At this consumer end of the food 
chain, the risk of contamination can 
be high. Of particular importance is 
the cleanliness of the drinking 
water, since water itself can be a 
source of contamination of food or 
kitchen utensils. Environmental 
sanitation-proper measures for 
disposal of excreta and waste, hy
giene in the home, insect and ro
dent control-is crucial in circum
stances where food is exposed to 
infection and contamination. 

As the food manager in the 
home, the woman will have her own 
particular notions and methods for 
protecting the family food from 
"spoilage". She sees to it that other 
members of the family respect her 
set of rules, and teaches the young 
ones how to abide by them, even 
when outside the home. 

Women can be regarded as the 
authors and managers of their own 
food safety programmes, which 
they have developed according to 
the limits of their own knowledge 
and beliefs. 

They have their own traditional 
methods for testing this spoilage 

-which medical science would often 
recognise as microbial contamina
tion. Throughout the ages, and to a 
great extent successfully, they have 
used their five senses as a good 
laboratory for detecting food de
terioration. They inspect the aspect 
or colour, touch and feel the texture 
and consistency, check the odour, 
taste and even listen- the fizzing 
of fermenting foods can be better 
heard than seen. 

Packaged foods 
Such simple methods have 

proved to be very effective. But it is 
commonly observed that this once 
useful heritage of food-related be
haviour tends not to be applied to 
modern processed tinned, frozen, 
and packaged foods. Many women 
feel a world apart from these inno
vations and are at a loss how to 
cope when faced with foodstuffs 
presented in these unfamiliar forms. 
They may be unable to read the 
signs of spoilage-since the colour, 
texture, smell and look will be un
usual. Furthermore, a feeling of 
false safety is inspired by the attrac
tive packaging. How can something 
so pretty be "bad" ? 

Clearly there is a need to 
familiarise these traditional food 
managers with the advantages and 
pitfalls of modern food technology. 

Protecting foodstuffs at the level 
of the home-the responsibility of 
the womenfolk-can be considered 
as an essential ingredient for the 
success of health care at the primary 
level. Food safety is a common 
denominator in many areas of dis
ease prevention, disease control 
and health promotion, for instance 
in protecting child health, prevent
ing food-borne diarrhoea! disease 
and parasitic infections, or avoiding 
nutritional disorders. 

In recognition of this, WHO is 
currently encouraging field collab
oration and joint planning of ac
tivities in such related programmes 
as maternal and child health, diar
rhoea! disease control and nutrition 
promotion. The search is on for 
approaches which identify the risk 
situation, and for strategies adapted 
to the social and cultural setting and 
to locally available resources. Al
ways practically minded, women 
will readily listen to counselling that 
is pertinent, acceptable and feas
ible, and that will make them better 
food managers in the home. • 
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