
EDITORIAL

Early warning systems for food safety and integrity need
to be anticipative to be useful for preventing food crisis
situations
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The free movement of safe and wholesome food is an
essential aspect of the EU internal market and con-
tributes significantly to the health and well-being of
EU citizens, and to their social and economic inter-
ests. Due to globalisation and the availability of new
technological processes, the European food sector
and the products and services offered are becoming
more and more complex. Unfortunately, consumers’
trust in food—triggered by a number of food scares—
is still weak in several EU member states.

Food safety is a complex issue, has many facets,
and requires the commitment of all stakeholders in
the feed-food chain in order to place feed and food
on the market that is not injurious to animal and
human health. The food chain, however, does not
stop at the point of sale, but at the consumption
stage, where food is prepared and served by cater-
ing services or further stored and processed by the
consumer at the household level. Food safety haz-
ards can be introduced at any stage along the chain
and the resulting risks need to be assessed and
managed. Systems which allow detecting an
emerging issue at an early stage are vital for
informing risk manager, who have to deal with
increasingly complex supply chains spanning the
whole globe. The EU Rapid Alert System for Food
and Feed (RASFF) was already started in 1979 with
the aim of creating a platform for exchanging

information among governments about identified
risks in relation to food or feed and mitigation
measures taken. Similar systems exist at the global
[e.g. FAO/WHO International Food Safety Authorities
Network (INFOSAN)] or national level (e.g. US FDA
Reportable Food Registry). Although the usefulness
of those systems is undisputed, they are reactive;
they collect information about already manifested
hazards/threats but have not the ability to detect
weak signals of probably occurring food safety
events before they unfold. Characteristic features of
such pro-active early warning systems are horizon
scanning, data gathering, intelligence assessment,
networking with stakeholders and statistical mod-
elling for identifying and/or predicting emerging
risks. Such systems have been developed as part of
research programmes funded by the European
Commission (Marvin and Kleter 2009; Bouzembrak
and Marvin 2016), the European Commission’s Joint
Research Centre (JRC) (Rortais et al. 2010), the
European Food Safety Authority (Costa et al. 2016),
or at national level (Müller et al. 2016).

Prevention of fraud in the agri-food chain and
promotion of authentic products is a major element
to assure the commercial success of European high-
value agricultural products on international markets.
Loosing reputation in this area will negatively impact
on competitiveness and profitability of farmers in the
EU. On top, the basic right of European consumers to
have access to authentic products has to be pro-
tected. Marketing standards and EU quality schemes
shall ensure that consumer expectations are met and
enables the functioning of the internal market and
global trade in agricultural products.
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Agricultural products of high commercial value
such as wine and spirits and certain edible oils have
been long since the target for fraudulent malprac-
tices, sugaring and watering of must and wine and
admixture of foreign or refined oils to olive oil being
most common. Recent opinion suggests that organ-
ised crime syndicates are increasingly behind cases of
food fraud and adulteration. Consequently, the
detection and prevention of food fraud requires
strategic planning and investment at the national
and EU level with a proportionate and sustainable
budget. The European Commission created the Food
Fraud Network (FFN) and an IT system, the Adminis-
trative Assistance and Cooperation system, for an
efficient exchange of information related to suspi-
cion of food fraud, which will be linked to other
electronic information systems such as RASFF, TRA-
CES, OFIS. Based on the MedISys tool, the JRC has
created a media monitoring system (JRC Food Fraud
Reporter) to search for signals of food fraud on the
Internet to warn authorities of potentially developing
food fraud cases.

In summary, to ensure the integrity of our food,
supply predictive tools are necessary to complement
the food safety surveillance systems in place in many
countries. A number of initiatives are already
underway at national and supra-national level which
could benefit from exchange of best practice and
cooperation. In addition to food borne hazards,
aspects of fraudulent malpractices should be inte-
grated in such pro-active food integrity warning

systems to protect not only human health and well-
being but also the financial interests of consumers.
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