SAFE FOODS – Promoting Food Safety through a New Integrated Risk Analysis Approach for Foods

Harry Kuiper1, Hans Marvin1 and Filip Cnudde2

1SAFE FOODS Co-ordinators; RIKILT-Institute of Food Safety, 

Wageningen, The Netherlands 

2 SAFE FOODS Communication and Dissemination Manager;

Wageningen University, The Netherlands 

Email : Filip.Cnudde@wur.nl
Website: http://www.safefoods.nl
ABSTRACT
Within the EU 6th Framework Programme the Integrated Project SAFE FOODS (2004-2008) aims to develop a new Risk Analysis Approach for food safety management, integrating risk assessment of human health, consumer preferences and values, as well as impact analysis of socio-economical aspects.
SAFE FOODS focuses on the improvement of risk assessment methods and risk analysis practices for foods produced by different production practices (high or low input systems) and with different breeding technologies (traditional, genetic modification). Questions are addressed regarding (i) the applicability of new informative profiling methods for the identification of emerging risks in food production, (ii) how information about risk assessment should be communicated to the public and how public concerns can be incorporated into this process, (iii) how effective communication and inclusive public participation in risk management and science and technology policy can be developed, and (iv) the role of institutions involved in risk assessment and management in the light of a broader risk analysis framework taking socio-economical, risk-benefit issues, consequences of introducing novel foods and new production methods into account. 

An important part of the research in SAFE FOODS focuses on the influence which different agricultural breeding techniques and production methods may have on the composition of produced foods. Taking the aspect of food safety into account, the question is asked whether they also carry inherently different risks. In other words: Does diversification in agricultural production systems and breeding techniques lead to diversification in risks? 

Modern profiling methods are being applied to identify differences in food composition which may have consequences for human safety and nutrition. Potato and maize have been selected as model crops and sample material has been collected from field plots in the UK, Germany, Poland, South-Africa and China. Subsequently, the processed samples have been analysed with microarrays (transcriptomics), protein gels (proteomics), Nuclear Magnetic Resonance, Gas Chromatography and High Performance Liquid Chromatography (metabolomics). Currently, a large empirical database is being developed to illustrate the extent of genetic and environmental variation in gene, protein and metabolite expression in potato and maize. A comparison is being made of lines developed using protoplast fusion, traditional and GM breeding, and also of materials grown under high-input and organic farming practices. This will assist our understanding of where new products fit into the concept of familiarity and history of safe use. Other questions that will be addressed are how these new technologies can assist in the risk assessment process and whether they can be applied for routine assessment practices. 
Another workpackage in SAFE FOODS is focusing on stakeholder perceptions and attitudes towards risk analysis of foods. Focus groups studies and a large quantitative survey have been conducted in Greece, Germany, UK, Denmark and Slovenia to identify factors influencing consumer perceptions of effective risk management. The results will provide more insight into the determinants of consumer confidence in risk management practices and will be used to develop guidelines for adequate and targeted risk communication strategies. 

The results of these workpackages – among others – will be integrated in the new risk analysis framework that is being developed in SAFE FOODS. The overall objective of the SAFE FOODS model is to change the scope of decision-making on food safety from single risks to considering foods as sources of risks, benefits and costs that are associated with their production and consumption, and taking into account the social context in which decisions are made.
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