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Abbreviations

AMRO   WHO Regional Office for the Americas

ASEAN    Association of Southeast Asian Nations

AU    African Union

CFIA    Canadian Food Inspection Agency

CPLP    Community of Portuguese Language Countries

ECCP    European Commission Contact Point

ECDC    European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control

EFSA    European Food Safety Authority

EREN    Emerging Risks Exchange Network

EU    European Union

EURO    WHO Regional Office for Europe

FAO    Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

IAFP    International Association for Food Protection

ICW    INFOSAN Community Website 

IHR (2005)   International Health Regulations (2005)

INFOSAN   International Food Safety Authorities Network

RASFF ECCP  RASFF European Commission Contact Point

RASFF    Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed

SAR    Special Administrative Region

SEARO    WHO Regional Office for South-East Asia

UAE   United Arab Emirates

United Kingdom  United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland

USA    United States of America (the)

WGS   Whole Genome Sequencing

WHO    World Health Organization

WPRO    WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific

WTO   World Trade Organization
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other seafood. The average time the INFOSAN Secretariat remained actively engaged with an 
event was 10 days (compared to 28 days during the previous biennium). The majority of the 
162 events involved Member States in the European Region, followed by the Western Pacific 
Region, the Region of the Americas, the Eastern Mediterranean Region, the African Region, and 
the South-East Asia Region, respectively.

To strengthen national capacities, the INFOSAN Secretariat supported efforts in Tunisia and 
Ghana by facilitating national, multi-sectoral workshops that focused on building functional 
links between national agencies involved in food safety to better address food safety emergency 
response. 

One priority for the biennium was to continue to engage in regional initiatives to enhance 
participation in INFOSAN. Regional efforts to strengthen INFOSAN in the Americas and Asia 
were sustained and included successful simulation exercises in English, French, Spanish and 
Portuguese. In addition, the fifth and sixth regional meetings of INFOSAN members from the 
Americas were held in Mexico in 2018 and in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in 2019 respectively. 
The fifth regional meeting of INFOSAN members from Asia was held in the UAE in 2019. 

During the biennium, an important strategic objective for INFOSAN was to strengthen 
collaborative partnerships with other international networks, initiatives and agencies working 
towards common goals. The INFOSAN Secretariat continued to collaborate on activities organized 
by the Community of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP), the European Food Safety 
Authority’s (EFSA) Emerging Risks Exchange Network (EREN), and the Arab Food Safety Initiative 
for Trade Facilitation (Arab SAFE). Leveraging existing tools and momentum to amplify the work 
of INFOSAN through functional links to other programs and networks has proven mutually 
beneficial for achieving common goals in the face of limited financial and human resources.

Membership to INFOSAN has continued to grow during the 2018/2019 biennium, increasing by 
8 percentage points with notable growth in the Eastern Mediterranean Region and in the African 
Region; 89% of all WHO Member States now have an active INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point. 
To support new members the INFOSAN Secretariat continued to offer training opportunities, 
including the use of webinars conducted in English, French, Spanish and Portuguese, to provide 
orientation to new members. 

The INFOSAN Community Website is the main platform through which members communicate 
with each other and the INFOSAN Secretariat which now supports more than 600 users globally.  
Members have continued to utilize the discussion forum to ask questions and share information, 
particularly on food safety events of international concern.

As observed in past years, several food safety events captured headlines around the globe in 
2018 and 2019, with news reports citing INFOSAN as a source of information that prompted 
national authorities to act or recognizing the Network for its information-dissemination activities. 
Increasingly, ‘#INFOSAN’ is being used by members on social media to refer to Network activities, 
including during emergencies, increasing the visibility of the Network.  
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The publication of the WHO’s estimates of the global burden of foodborne diseases in 20152 

provides a stark reminder of the high morbidity and mortality wrought by preventable foodborne 
illnesses around the world. With our increasingly globalized food supply, contaminated food 
produced in one country can easily cause illness in other countries, where failures in food safety 
systems result in unsafe food entering the international market. 

The total productivity loss associated with foodborne disease in low- and middle-income countries 
is estimated to cost $95.2 billion USD per year, and the annual cost of treating foodborne illnesses 
is estimated at $15 billion USD. Other costs, though harder to quantify, include losses of farm 
and company sales, foregone trade income, the health repercussions of consumer avoidance of 
perishable yet nutrient-rich foods, and the environmental burden of food waste.

INFOSAN has been connecting national authorities worldwide since 2004. Its goal has been to 
prevent the international spread of contaminated food and foodborne disease and strengthen 
food safety systems globally. This has been done by:

1. promoting the rapid exchange of information during food safety events;
2. sharing information on important food safety issues of global interest;
3. promoting partnership and collaboration between countries and networks; and
4. helping countries to strengthen their capacity to manage food safety emergencies.

Since its inception, the INFOSAN Secretariat has facilitated international communications 
between members during hundreds of food safety events; including 162 during the 2018/2019 
biennium, double the number of events dealt with in the previous biennium.

This INFOSAN Activity Report provides an overview of the major events, activities and information 
products relating to INFOSAN in 2018/2019. The report highlights some achievements from the 
biennium, as well as challenges to overcome and areas for improvement. INFOSAN aims to be a 
member-driven network and thus a united and sustained effort must be made by all INFOSAN 
members for the Network to reach its full potential.

2 Further reading: https://www.who.int/activities/estimating-the-burden-of-foodborne-diseases

Introduction

https://www.who.int/activities/estimating-the-burden-of-foodborne-diseases
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INFOSAN Activities

FOOD SAFETY INCIDENT RESPONSE ACTIVITIES 
INFOSAN has been operational during 162 food safety events during the 2018/2019 biennium. 
The level of engagement by the INFOSAN Secretariat in each event varies depending on several 
factors including the countries involved, the severity of the public health impact, and the 
duration of the event. In some cases, the INFOSAN Secretariat plays a facilitating role, ensuring 
that affected members have access to each other’s contact details. In other cases, the INFOSAN 
Secretariat provides technical advice or information to an INFOSAN member regarding a food 
safety event or issue. In many cases, the INFOSAN Secretariat will request information from 
INFOSAN Emergency Contact Points following the receipt of information about a food safety 
event of potential international concern. During complex events involving multiple countries, 
the INFOSAN Secretariat actively obtains and disseminates information to and from INFOSAN 
members regarding food safety events of international concern. A short summary of each food 
safety event is posted on the INFOSAN Community Website. In some cases, an INFOSAN Global 
Alert will also be posted and the entire membership will be notified. 

INFOSAN EMERGENCY INVOLVEMENT IN 2018/2019
Overall, the INFOSAN Secretariat was involved in 162 events during the 2018/2019 biennium 
(see Appendices A and B). The average time that the INFOSAN Secretariat remained actively 
engaged with an event was 10 days, with a minimum of one day and a maximum of 126 days 
(median = 6 days). There were 110 events involving a biological hazard, 29 involving a physical 
hazard, 11 involving a chemical hazard, 11 involving an undeclared allergen and one involving 
an unspecified hazard.

For events involving a biological hazard, Salmonella spp. was most commonly responsible 
(41 events in 2018/2019). These were followed by Listeria monocytogenes (22), Escherichia coli 
(13), Norovirus (6), Clostridium spp. (5), Hepatitis A virus (4), unspecified biological hazards (4), 
Vibrio spp. (3), Bacillus spp. (2), Cronobacter sakazakii (2), Cyclospora cayetanensis (2), Anisakis (1), 
Mycotoxins (1), Pseudomonas spp. (1) and Staphylococcus aureus (1). With regards to chemical 
hazards, events involving excess amounts of heavy metals occurred most frequently (5), other 
chemical hazards responsible for food safety events were Iodine (2), Ciguatera toxin (1), Histamine 
(1), Hydrogen cyanide (1), Methanol (1), Boron (1) and an unspecified hazard (1).

The food categories most commonly involved in the 162 events in 2018/2019 were milk and 
dairy products (23), fish and other seafood products (19), snacks, desserts and other foods, (15) 
and meat and meat products (14).
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SOURCE OF NOTIFICATION
2019

N = 84 EVENTS
n (%)

2018
N = 78 EVENTS

n (%)

2017
N = 44 EVENTS

n (%)

2016
N = 40 EVENTS 

n (%)

2015
N = 37 EVENTS

n (%)

European Centre for 
Disease Prevention and 
Control (ECDC)

2 (2%) 6 (7%) 2 (5%) - 2 (5%)

European Commission's 
RASFF Contact Point 
(RASFF ECCP)

26 (31%) 28 (34%) 6 (14%) - 3 (8%)

FAO Food Safety and 
Quality Unit (AGFF)

1 (1%) 1 (1%) - - -

INFOSAN Emergency Con-
tact Point or Focal Point

45 (53%) 19 (24%) 12 (27%) 10 (25%) 14 (38%)

WHO headquarters event-
based surveillance*

6 (7%) 19 (24%) 11 (25%) 15 (37%) 8 (22%)

WHO Regional Office for 
Africa (AFRO)

- - 1 (2%) - -

WHO Regional Office for 
the Americas (AMRO)

1 (1%) 2 (2%) 7 (16%) 4 (10%) 5 (14%)

WHO Regional Office for 
Europe (EURO)

3 (45) 1 (2%) 5 (11%) 10 (25%) 5 (14%)

WHO Regional Office for 
the Western Pacific (WPRO)

- 2 (2%) - 1 (3%) -

WHO Regional Office for 
the Eastern-Mediterranean

1 (15) 1 (1%) - - -

TABLE 8
SOURCE OF NOTIFICATION OF INFOSAN EVENTS, 2015-2019

EVENTS IN FOCUS

Outbreak of listeriosis in Europe linked to the consumption of frozen vegetable products

In mid-2018, a protracted outbreak of Listeriosis3  was reported 
across five Member States of the European Union and was 
linked to frozen vegetable products distributed to over 120 
countries. The INFOSAN Secretariat worked in collaboration with 
the European Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF) as 
well as with INFOSAN members in the exporting countries to 
identify and share export details with recipient countries. During 
this event, information sharing through INFOSAN helped to 
facilitate the recall of affected products, the provision of public 
health advice to consumers, and the implementation of risk 
management measures to reduce exposure to the implicated 
products around the world. This outbreak serves as a reminder 
to consumers that frozen raw vegetables should be cooked or 
heat-treated properly before consumption.

* Includes surveillance activities conducted in different departments of the Health Security and Environment Cluster

3 https://www.who.int/foodsafety/areas_work/infosan/Listeriosis-ContaminatedVegetables/en/ 

https://www.who.int/foodsafety/areas_work/infosan/Listeriosis-ContaminatedVegetables/en/
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CAPACITY BUILDING ACTIVITIES

NATIONAL CAPACITY BUILDING WORKSHOPS

National workshop to strengthen collaboration and awareness of INFOSAN in Tunisia

In March 2019, the INFOSAN Secretariat facilitated a two-day national workshop in Tunis, Tunisia, 
organized in collaboration with l’Agence Nationale de Contrôle Sanitaire et Environnemental 
des Produits of Tunisia. The workshop gathered stakeholders in Tunisia involved in various areas 
related to food safety to sensitize them to the activities of INFOSAN and to strengthen and 
reinforce INFOSAN in Tunisia. The objectives of the workshop were to: 

1. Identify opportunities and means to strengthen the national INFOSAN network, in 
particular, national intersectoral collaboration, partnerships and information-sharing 
on food safety issues, including in emergencies; 

2. Provide a clear understanding of what INFOSAN is and how it works during an 
international food safety emergency (considering the IHR 2005); 

3. Discuss and clarify the roles of the INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point and INFOSAN 
Focal Points of the various ministries/authorities concerned; 

4. Provide hands-on training on the INFOSAN Community Website; 
5. Clarify when and how to issue food safety alerts as part of a national food alert 

system; and 
6. Develop a common understanding for a national integrated approach to the 

management of food safety events.

Upon conclusion of this workshop, participants were better informed about INFOSAN and 
gained a deeper understanding of their roles and responsibilities as Network members. Follow-
up actions included the designation of additional INFOSAN Focal Points in Tunisia and sustained 
efforts to strengthen national communication on matters of food safety.

National INFOSAN Workshop to strengthen collaboration and communication for a 
national food safety alert system in Ghana

In October 2019, all national authorities with a stake in food 
safety met together in Accra, Ghana for a three-day workshop 
focused on strengthening the national food safety alert system. 
The specific workshop objectives were to: 

1. Identify opportunities to strengthen the National Food 
Safety Alert System, specifically national cross-sectoral 
collaboration, partnership, and information sharing on 
matters of food safety, including emergencies;

2. Clarify when and how to issue food safety alerts as part of a 
National Food Alert System; and 
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3. Develop a common understanding for a national integrated approach to food safety 
event management. Using presentations, discussions and exercises, participants 
were able to develop concrete actions for the short-, medium- and long-term that 
will support the development of the national food safety alert system. 

Most notably, it was agreed that the Ghana Food and Drugs Authority would lead the drafting 
of a national food safety emergency response plan, taking into consideration the available 
guidance from FAO and WHO and utilizing the template on IHR/INFOSAN communication that 
was provided to all participants. In addition, INFOSAN Focal Points would be officially designated 
from the relevant agencies and registered on the INFOSAN Community Website. 

IMPROVING PREPAREDNESS THROUGH ONLINE SIMULATION EXERCISES

In September and November 2018, online emergency communication exercises were organized 
for INFOSAN Emergency Contact Points and National IHR Focal Points from 12 countries in 
the Americas and 15 countries in South-East Asia and Western Pacific regions respectively. 
The objectives of the exercises were to: 1) familiarize participants with the type of information 
typically requested and exchanged through INFOSAN during an international food safety 
emergency; 2) verify the communication channel between INFOSAN Emergency Contact Points 
and National IHR Focal Points; and 3) ensure INFOSAN Emergency Contact Points can access 
and utilize the INFOSAN Community Website. Feedback from INFOSAN members following the 
exercise indicated that participation highlighted specific areas to be strengthened to bolster 
preparedness for food safety emergency response in the future.  

RESOURCE SPOTLIGHT SERIES

One of the aims of INFOSAN is to share information on important 
food safety issues of global interest. To provide some structure 
to this activity, the INFOSAN Secretariat launched the “Resource 
Spotlight” series in 2019 to highlight resource material from FAO 
and/or WHO related to food safety. Each month, publications 
are highlighted for members by indicating the purpose of the 
resource, the target audience, as well as the languages in which 
the material is available.  
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NETWORK-BUILDING ACTIVITIES

CONNECTING WITH INFOSAN MEMBERS VIA ONLINE SEMINARS  
(i.e. WEBINARS)

The INFOSAN Secretariat has continued 
to engage with members online during 
live webinars, during which members’ 
roles and responsibilities were discussed 
and a demonstration of the INFOSAN 
Community Website was made. These 
online presentations were delivered 
in English, French and Spanish, and 
provided an opportunity for new 
members to familiarize themselves 
with INFOSAN and ask the INFOSAN 
Secretariat questions directly. 

The INFOSAN Secretariat also launched an eight-part Technical Webinar Series in French that 
ran from 7 February 2018 - 28 March 2018, in collaboration with INFOSAN colleagues in Canada. 
The series followed two previous webinar series that had been delivered in English in 2016 and 
2017 by INFOSAN members from Canada and the USA. The French series covered the following 
topics from a Canadian perspective: foodborne outbreak investigation; food safety investigation; 
health risk assessment; Canada’s food recall system; Canada’s enteric outbreak toolkit; foodborne 
disease surveillance and other related topics. Overall, INFOSAN members from 23 countries 
registered to attend at least one of the webinars during the series, with a total of 69 participants 
overall. The series provided an opportunity for INFOSAN members to exchange information 
and share lessons learned about various technical topics related to food safety and foodborne 
diseases that are of interest to INFOSAN members around the globe.

STRENGTHENING THE INFOSAN COMMUNITY AND ITS ACTIVITIES 
THROUGH REGIONAL INITIATIVES 

In December 2018, the INFOSAN Secretariat, together with WHO colleagues from the South-
East Asia and Western Pacific offices, facilitated a meeting of INFOSAN members in Asia in 
Seoul, Republic of Korea. Fifty INFOSAN members from 18 countries attended the meeting. The 
outcomes of the two online emergency communication exercises held in November 2018 were 
reviewed, as was the involvement of members in the Asian region in the outbreak of Salmonella 
Agona infections linked to internationally distributed infant formula. INFOSAN members in Asia 
agreed to share INFOSAN Action Plans for 2019 with the INFOSAN community. These plans will 
contribute to strengthening INFOSAN and other activities related to food safety emergency 
response. Many thanks to the Republic of Korea for their efforts to coordinate this meeting. 
Financial support from the Republic of Korea and the WHO Global Outbreak Alert and Response 
Network Secretariat for the organization of this meeting is appreciated.
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https://www.who.int/foodsafety/areas_work/infosan/Salmo-formula/en/
https://www.who.int/foodsafety/areas_work/infosan/Salmo-formula/en/
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STRENGTHENING LINKS TO OTHER NETWORKS AND INITIATIVES

Community of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP) 

The Community of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP) is a group of 
countries, representing 267 million people, united not only by the language 
but also by the culture and a shared history. These commonalities have 
resulted in some similar habits with respect to food consumption and 
food legislation. With Portuguese-speaking countries spread across five 
continents, CPLP has proposed to use the INFOSAN Community Website for 
the creation of a hub in the Portuguese language that will provide the CPLP’s 
food safety authorities with tools and resources to support the management 

of food safety incidents. With support from the INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point in Brazil, the 
INFOSAN Secretariat made special efforts in 2019 to work with CPLP countries and facilitate their 
active participation in Network activities. This included efforts to identify new members and to 
engage existing members in training webinars and a simulation exercise. 

The European Food Safety Authority’s (EFSA) Emerging Risks Exchange Network (EREN)

The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) networks with Member States, the European Union 
(EU) and international agencies including WHO and FAO on exchanging data, methodologies 
and lessons learnt on emerging risks through its Emerging Risks Exchange Network (EREN). The 
main goals are to facilitate harmonization of assessment practices and methodologies, enhance 
exchange of information and data between EFSA and Member States, and achieve synergies in risk 
assessment activities. As an observing member of EREN, the INFOSAN Secretariat participated in 
two EREN meetings in 2018 and two in 2019. It has been agreed between the INFOSAN Secretariat 
and the EREN Secretariat that in the context of non-emergency emerging issues, EREN can serve 
as an information provider to members of INFOSAN on medium- or longer-term emerging risks. 
Likewise, issues raised by INFOSAN members can be channeled to EREN for their consideration 
to provide perspectives from beyond Europe. For example, the INFOSAN Secretariat presented 
on the topic of norovirus contamination of seaweed and the resulting outbreak in Europe as well 
lychee intoxications linked to encephalitis. The presentation of these topic resulted in the further 
exchange of information between INFOSAN members beyond Europe and demonstrated the 
importance of this kind of cross-network collaboration. 

Arab Food Safety Initiative for Trade Facilitation (SAFE)

In July 2018, a workshop about the development of an Arab Rapid Alert System for Food and 
Feed (ARASFF) was held in Tunis, Tunisia. The workshop was convened under the auspices of 
the Arab Food Safety Initiative for Trade Facilitation (SAFE), in collaboration with the INFOSAN 
Secretariat. Twenty-five participants from 13 countries in the Eastern Mediterranean and northern 
Africa attended to discuss the future development of ARASFF and the important interface this 
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will have with INFOSAN. Regional networks can serve to strengthen INFOSAN globally in several 
ways, including as important sources of food safety intelligence. However, we need to ensure 
complementarity of such systems and avoid the creation of parallel communication tracks, 
especially during food safety emergencies. Ensuring members of regional networks, such as 
ARASFF, are also designated as INFOSAN members is one way that this has been achieved.

STRATEGIC INITIATIVES 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE INFOSAN SECRETARIAT STRATEGIC PLAN 2020-
2025

INFOSAN operates in a constantly changing environment 
which requires the capacity to react to food safety challenges, 
new technologies, and evolving environmental and political 
realities of member countries. As such, INFOSAN operations and 
management are designed with the flexibility required to adapt 
to changing circumstances as well as new challenges. 

The increasing use of INFOSAN by members demonstrates the 
confidence in the services provided within the mandate of FAO 
and WHO. However, beyond outlining the day-to-day operations, 
there was a need to provide a strategic vision that describes the 
future role of the Network. This was achieved by publishing the 
INFOSAN Secretariat Strategic Plan 2020-2025 in December 
2019.

This strategy starts with a description of the objectives and methodology of the strategic 
thinking process, continues by providing an overview of the history, status and contextual factors 
influencing INFOSAN operations, and concludes with a description of six strategic objectives by 
outlining the key challenges as well as actions to be taken by the INFOSAN Secretariat to achieve 
these objectives.

We hope that this document will serve as a source of inspiration for future discussions that will 
further inform the strategic thinking process and shape the future direction of INFOSAN. This 
document should be referred to during the development of specific project proposals that will 
aim to address specific actions to achieve the identified objectives. INFOSAN members should 
note that this document has been drafted by the INFOSAN Secretariat in consultation with the 
INFOSAN Advisory Group and complements other documentation that has been published with 
the support of the broader INFOSAN membership, including the INFOSAN Members’ Guide.



| 20INFOSAN ACTIVITIES

REVITALIZATION OF THE INFOSAN ADVISORY GROUP

The INFOSAN Advisory Group, first established in 2006, has undergone a revitalization process in 
2019 to enlist new members.  INFOSAN Advisory Group members bring unique knowledge, skills 
and experiences to complement the knowledge and skills of the Secretariat to more effectively 
govern the Network by offering innovative advice and dynamic perspectives. The purpose of the 
INFOSAN Advisory Group is to support INFOSAN activities by advising on ways to strengthen 
the Network, including:  1) contributing to strategic planning; 2) guiding quality improvement; 
3) advocating for the Network; 4) supporting the Secretariat for technical consultation; and 5) 
resource mobilization.  FAO and WHO through the FAO/WHO INFOSAN Management Group are 
responsible for selecting members by considering expertise related to INFOSAN activities and 
strategic planning ability.  INFOSAN Advisory Group members act in their own capacity and do 
not represent their countries or institutions.  The term for the INFOSAN Advisory Group members 
is set to be four years, renewable without limitation upon expression of continued interest by the 
Advisory Group Member, FAO and WHO. 
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The Network Structure

MEMBERSHIP OVERVIEW

Membership to INFOSAN is voluntary and is restricted to representatives from national and 
regional government authorities. Each member should be officially designated. To foster 
multisectoral collaboration, the ideal structure of INFOSAN membership at the national level 
should be characterized by a single INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point (designated by the 
government authority responsible for coordinating national food safety emergency response 
activities), and additional INFOSAN Focal Points from each of the various government sectors 
involved in food safety.

Since its launch in 2004, 190 Member States have joined INFOSAN. In addition, some Associate 
Member States and overseas areas/territories of Member States have also designated INFOSAN 
members.5 Sustained efforts at the Secretariat are ongoing to encourage existing members 
to remain active and engaged, and to advocate for all 194 members of WHO and FAO to join 
INFOSAN.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF MEMBERSHIP

Active engagement requires INFOSAN members to regularly access the INFOSAN Community 
Website. This members-only, online platform provides a secure forum for INFOSAN members to 
connect with one another, exchange ideas, and ask questions to fellow food safety regulators 
around the world. While the INFOSAN Secretariat maintains a list of INFOSAN members, only 
those registered on the INFOSAN Community Website are considered “active”. Table 9 displays 
the number of Member States by region6, with an INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point registered 
on the INFOSAN Community Website as of the end of 2019, compared to previous years.

As of the end of 2019, 172 (89%) of 194 Member States have an INFOSAN Emergency Contact 
Point registered, representing a 4-point increase during the 2018/2019 biennium. INFOSAN 
membership was particularly enhanced in the Eastern Mediterranean region during this period; 
where 5 new Member States registered an Emergency Contact Point on the INFOSAN Community 
Website. 

Unlike the INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point, INFOSAN Focal Points may not be directly involved 
during an emergency response; however, they still have important responsibilities for ensuring 
national food safety. Table 10 illustrates, by region, the number of Member States with one or 
more INFOSAN Focal Point(s) registered on the INFOSAN Community Website as of the end of 
2019, compared to previous years.

5 Associate Member States are invited to designate an Emergency Contact Point and Focal Points; areas/territories are represented by the Emergency 
Contact Point from their participating Member State but are encouraged to designate Focal Points.

6 For the purpose of this report, regional divisions of Member States/areas/territories are based on coverage provided by the six WHO regional offices. 
For more information visit: http://www.who.int/about/regions/en/index.html

http://www.who.int/about/regions/en/index.html
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The Rising Profile of INFOSAN 

INFOSAN IN THE TWITTERSPHERE AND OTHER MEDIA

In the 2018/2019 biennium, #INFOSAN was tagged in hundreds of tweets and social media 
posts from accounts in more than 50 countries around the world. These represent individuals, 
news outlets, consumer organizations, academic institutions, industry representatives and 
government authorities. Some specific topics that were the subject of multiple tweets include:

•	 FAO/WHO/AU International Food Safety Conference, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, February 
2019.

•	 WTO International Forum on Food Safety and Trade in Geneva, Switzerland, April 2019.
•	 Second Global INFOSAN meeting, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, December 2019. 
•	 Outbreak of listeriosis linked to internationally distributed frozen vegetables from 

Hungary.
•	 Outbreak of salmonellosis in France linked to domestically produced infant formula 

distributed internationally.
•	 INFOSAN quarterly reports and the involvement of the Network in various food safety 

events.
•	 Summary report by a news outlet on the past high-profile work of INFOSAN which 

involved fipronil, rumours of fake rice and events caused by Salmonella contamination.
•	 Outbreak of listeriosis in July/August 2019 in Spain involving shredded meat with over 

200 affected consumers. 
•	 Report on global perspectives on food fraud including the results from the survey of 

INFOSAN members.
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INFOSAN AT INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES

The INFOSAN Secretariat discussed the activities of the Network at several international 
conferences in 2018/2019. A selection of these is listed below:

•	 International Association of Food Protection (IAFP) European Symposium on Food Safety, 
25–27 April 2018, Stockholm, Sweden

•	 IAFP Annual Meeting, 8-11 July 2018, Salt Lake City, Utah, USA
•	 Dubai International Food Safety Conference, 28-31 October 2018, Dubai, UAE
•	 IAFP European Symposium on Food Safety, 24-26 April 2019, Nantes, France
•	 IAFP Annual Meeting, 21-24 July, USA 2019, Louisville, Kentucky, USA
•	 Global Health Security (GHS2019) Conference 17-20 June 2019, Sydney, Australia
•	 International Food Safety and Quality Conference, 30-31 October 2019, Beijing, China 
•	 Canadian Conference on Global Health, 17-19 October 2019, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

In addition, the INFOSAN Secretariat hosted a special side event and exhibits at the Codex 
Alimentarius Commission Meeting in 2018, the First FAO/WHO/AU International Food Safety 
Conference and the WTO International Forum on Food Safety and Trade as described below. 

Codex Alimentarius Commission Meeting, July 2018

In July 2018, the INFOSAN Secretariat 
attended the 41st Codex Alimentarius 
Commission meeting in Rome to host 
a side event about INFOSAN, Codex 
and recent major food safety events. 
The objective of the side event was to 
provide participants with an overview 
of INFOSAN by discussing two recent 
and significant global food safety 
emergencies during which INFOSAN 
was instrumental in coordinating the 

rapid exchange of information between members around the world. Events discussed included 
the large and protracted outbreak of Listeriosis in South Africa linked to ready-to-eat meat, 
and the outbreak of Salmonella agona infections in France linked to globally distributed food 
products for infants. Both events highlight the application of several key Codex standards and 
guidelines and illustrate the importance of their adoption and adaptation to prevent foodborne 
illness.

http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/news-and-events/news-details/en/c/1144193/
http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/news-and-events/news-details/en/c/1144193/
https://www.who.int/csr/don/28-march-2018-listeriosis-south-africa/en/
https://www.who.int/foodsafety/areas_work/infosan/Salmo-formula/en/
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ONGOING STUDY OF INFOSAN

In January 2019, a study was launched to explore the experiences of INFOSAN members and 
better understand the role of the Network in mitigating the burden of foodborne illness around 
the world. The study is examining access to and usage of the INFOSAN Community Website, 
exploring barriers and facilitators to active participation in INFOSAN, determining perceptions 
about the utility of INFOSAN to mitigate foodborne illness, and scrutinizing if and how 
participation in this network creates value for members. 

A manuscript providing the background to this study has been published online, titled “The FAO/
WHO International Food Safety Authorities Network in Review, 2004–2018: Learning from the 
Past and Looking to the Future”.7 In May 2019, the protocol for the ongoing study of INFOSAN was 
published online, titled “A mixed-method exploration into the experience of members of the FAO/
WHO International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN): study protocol”.8 The study is being 
conducted in three phases. In phase 1 of the study, information from the INFOSAN Community 
Website was downloaded and analysed to better understand how this online portal is being 
used by members. 

The results from phase 1 provide objective, foundational information about the engagement 
of all members.9 Phase 2 of the study involved the completion of an online questionnaire by 
INFOSAN members. The information from phase 2 will help characterize INFOSAN as a community 
of practice and provide a broad understanding of members’ experiences and their perceptions 
of the value of INFOSAN. The third and final phase of the study will involve a series of interviews 
with a relatively small number of members (between 6 and 12) to further explore the results 
obtained from the first two phases. 

Overall, results from this study will be used by the INFOSAN Secretariat to increase active 
participation and improve international information exchange to mitigate the impact of food 
safety emergencies and prevent foodborne diseases globally. For example, results from phase 
1 have already been used to inform the redesign of the new INFOSAN Community Website, 
launching in 2020. 

7 Further reading: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30932688/ 
8 Further reading: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31122986/ 
9 Further reading: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32556306/

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30932688/ 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31122986/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32556306/
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“ 

 INFOSAN has grown significantly over the past 
15 years and now members, especially in Africa, rely 
on it for trusted information. After hosting a national 
INFOSAN workshop in Ghana, opportunities to 
strengthen the National Food Safety Alert System and 
improve collaboration, partnership and information 
sharing on matters of food safety, including 
emergencies, were identified.”

THE FIRST WORLD FOOD SAFETY DAY, JUNE 2019

On 7 June 2019, the first World Food Safety Day was 
marked with the theme, ‘Food Safety is Everyone’s 
Business’. The INFOSAN Secretariat circulated a message 
encouraging members to commemorate this date, and 
shared available materials prepared by FAO/WHO, along 
with a list of activities in which to participate. INFOSAN 
members from around the globe shared videos, photos 
and details of the activities and celebrations taking place 
in their countries on the INFOSAN Community Website. 

World Food Safety Day was adopted by the United 
Nations General Assembly in December 2018 with the 
aim to protect public health by strengthening efforts 
to ensure that the food we eat is safe. The process 
was initiated in 2016 by Costa Rica through the Codex 
Alimentarius Commission, which is managed by FAO 
and WHO.

Jocelyn Adeline-Egyakwa Amusah
Food and Drugs Authority

INFOSAN Emergency Contact Point, 
Ghana

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

 ©
 M

s A
m

us
ah

http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/wfsd/about/en/
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The Second Global Meeting of INFOSAN

The Second Global Meeting of INFOSAN was held from 9-11 December 2019 in Abu Dhabi, UAE 
and attended by more than 285 participants from 135 countries. His Excellency Dr Thani Ahmed 
Al Zeyoudi, Minister of Climate Change and Environment, inaugurated the meeting which was 
organized by FAO, WHO and the Abu Dhabi Agriculture and Food Safety Authority (ADAFSA). 
The meeting was held at the Abu Dhabi National Exhibition Centre under the patronage of His 
Excellency Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Deputy Prime Minister of the UAE, Minister 
of Presidential Affairs and Chairman of ADAFSA. After nearly 10 years since the first global 
meeting, the purpose of this meeting was to bring members together to discuss recent Network 
developments, reinforce relationships, exchange experiences and inspire actions to strengthen 
INFOSAN in the future.  

During the opening session, the keynote address from Steven Jaffee provided an overview of the 
World Bank’s ‘Safe Food Imperative’, which suggests that much of the health and economic burden 
of unsafe food can be avoided through preventive measures, investments, and behavioural 
changes adopted from farm-to-fork. It also draws attention to policies and approaches that 
governments can use to invest wisely in food safety, to better leverage private initiatives, and to 
engage effectively with consumers. 

In session one, the INFOSAN Secretariat provided a global overview of INFOSAN to highlight 
progress and challenges faced during the past 15 years and to ensure participants had a clear 
understanding of their roles and responsibilities as INFOSAN members. The new INFOSAN 
Secretariat Strategic Plan 2020-2025 was presented as well as the new INFOSAN Members’ Guide. 
The session concluded with a description of the INFOSAN Community Website and plans for the 
launch of an upgraded site in 2020. 

During session two, the utilization of INFOSAN during international food safety events involving 
multiple countries around the world was demonstrated, showcasing different response systems 
and highlighting the usefulness of INFOSAN. As Listeria monocytogenes has been responsible 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30568
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Conclusion and Future Directions

INFOSAN is a member-driven network and several ways to improve the Network have been 
identified by members at various meetings and workshops. However, commitment from INFOSAN 
members to act as champions in their respective regions is required for agreed-upon actions 
identified in various fora to be implemented sustainably. The second global meeting of INFOSAN 
members proved a useful and inspiring exercise, bringing together many INFOSAN members to 
discuss how to participate actively in INFOSAN. The exchange of ideas and experiences related 
to the improvement of INFOSAN, advocacy for such improvements, and the encouragement 
of other INFOSAN members to be more active, effective and engaged, is central to the vision 
supported by the INFOSAN Secretariat. INFOSAN needs champions to show leadership as we all 
work towards strengthening the Network. 

Much progress has been made during the biennium to strengthen INFOSAN, however, many 
challenges persist. While the proportion of event notifications coming directly from INFOSAN 
Emergency Contact Points or Focal Points increased in this biennium compared to previous years, 
there is room for improvement. Delays in reporting food safety events means that unsafe food 
can remain in the market, available to consumers for purchase, and can result in preventable 
foodborne illnesses in multiple countries. Proactive, cross-border and international sharing of 
information about food safety events is needed from members if INFOSAN is to fully reach its 
potential as an effective early warning communication tool.

Many of the gaps in membership that existed in previous years were addressed during the 
biennium, however, certain regions are lagging in engagement in INFOSAN and should be 
prioritized. In addition, partnership with regional networks should be prioritized to work 
collaboratively to achieve common goals. Furthermore, limitations in basic surveillance capacity 
to detect foodborne diseases and food safety events persist in many countries. This highlights 
the continued need for INFOSAN to partner with FAO and WHO capacity-building programmes 
to support the overall development of food safety systems. When national food safety systems 
are strengthened, INFOSAN members will become better equipped and capable of identifying, 
communicating, and responding to food safety emergencies.

The ongoing study of INFOSAN is aimed at exploring the experiences of members with respect 
to their participation in Network activities to improve global food safety and prevent foodborne 
illness. Specifically, this has been achieved by first examining the INFOSAN Community Website to 
characterize membership and understand members’ patterns of access, usage and contribution. 
In addition, efforts have been made to gain a broad and deep understanding of the barriers 
and enablers to active participation in INFOSAN to prioritize interventions by the Secretariat 
to improve engagement. Furthermore, members’ perceptions have been elicited in a rigorous 
way with respect to the utility of INFOSAN as a global communication tool for information 
exchange and the prevention of foodborne illness, especially during food safety emergencies. 
Upon conclusion of this study, the Secretariat shall be able to determine how participation in 
INFOSAN creates value for members and explore the mechanisms through which this may occur. 
Employing this kind of strategy will allow the Secretariat to better understand and measure the 
impact of the Network at the country-level and focus on addressing any critical gaps that are 
identified.    
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Appendices
APPENDIX A - INFOSAN EVENTS IN 2018
The information presented in this table does not disclose confidential information or pertain to any ongoing food safety incidents.
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Contact Information

WHO INFOSAN SECRETARIAT
Department of Food Safety and Zoonoses

World Health Organization (WHO)

Avenue Appia 20,

1211 Geneva, SWITZERLAND

E-mail: infosan@who.int

FAO INFOSAN SECRETARIAT
Food Safety and Quality unit

Food and Agriculture Organization of the

United Nations (FAO)

Viale delle Terme di Caracalla

00153 Rome, ITALY

E-mail: infosan@fao.org

For more information about INFOSAN visit: 

https://www.who.int/activities/responding-to-food-safety-emergencies-infosan 

https://www.who.int/activities/responding-to-food-safety-emergencies-infosan





