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Our role

Our role is to protect consumers and to give advice on, and maintain, food standards and 

safety. In 2008 we investigated 1,298 incidents and, where necessary, took action and gave 

advice to ensure that the food chain was protected. 

As the case studies in this report show, we deal with a wide variety of incidents. A day’s 

work might involve working with local authorities to ensure that contaminated wheat does 

not enter into the human food chain or advising farmers on how to prevent cases of lead 

poisoning in their livestock. 

Partnership

We continue to work closely with a range of external stakeholders in the UK, including 

other Government departments, the devolved administrations, local authorities, food 

producers, distributors and retailers. Their knowledge and expertise feed into our work. 

We are also part of a European Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed that enables Member 

States to share incident data. This inclusive approach helps ensure that we protect the 

public when incidents occur and act in a proportionate manner. 

As part of our stakeholder engagement work in 2008, we arranged the fi rst of a series 

of regional workshops for industry on incident prevention and response. These regional 

workshops will continue in 2009 with events planned for both industry and local 

authorities. We also continue to test our strategies by participating in emergency 

exercises with other Government departments and agencies. 

Data analysis

We continue to analyse all the incidents data we hold, to see where and why incidents 

occur. Outputs from our ongoing Data Analysis Project, including the analysis contained 

in this report, will feed into our future incident prevention activities. 
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Learning lessons

It is vital that we learn lessons from past incidents and this is why we carry out regular 

incident reviews. In 2009 our focus will be on carrying out external incident reviews to 

ensure joint learning. 

Incident reporting 

As a result of the roll-out of our online incident report form to local authorities in 2008, 

it is now easier than ever before to notify us of incidents. However, we know that gaps 

still remain in the reporting of incidents. One of the purposes of this report is to encourage 

you to notify us promptly of both incidents and other intelligence (such as information in 

relation to food fraud). 

Reporting incidents to us in a timely manner will ensure that we are aware of an incident 

at the outset and can then take rapid action to protect the public and thereby increase 

consumer confi dence in food safety. 

Andrew Wadge

Chief Scientist and Director of Food Safety

Food Standards Agency

May 2009
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In 2008, we investigated 1,298 incidents in the UK. Where appropriate, we took action 

to ensure that consumers’ interests in relation to food safety were protected and 

standards maintained. 

There were 14 high level incidents in 2008, including melamine in dairy products from China 

and dioxins in Irish pork. In these cases we have been involved in a wider Government 

response, working with other Government departments and agencies both in the UK 

and internationally to provide food safety advice.

The major categories of incidents in 2008 were: natural chemical contamination 

(mycotoxins, algal toxins and others) 18%; environmental contamination (fi res, spills 

and leaks) 14%; microbiological incidents 14%; and on-farm incidents 11%. 

Action taken by us in 2008 included the issue of 149 Alerts, including 59 Allergy Alerts. 

These alerts give consumers and enforcement offi cers the information that they need 

directly by email or SMS text message as well as on our website.

To help us reduce the number and impact of food safety incidents, in 2008 we published 

an incident prevention strategy. The strategy is focused on intelligence gathering and 

horizon scanning to identify emerging risks to the food chain. Collaborative work with 

industry will continue to identify root causes for incidents and to produce best practice 

guidance to further target incident prevention work.

As part of our work to make it easier to report incidents, the online incident report form 

was rolled out to local authorities in July to enable easier and quicker incident notifi cation. 

In October, this was followed by the launch of a new incidents section on our website:

www.food.gov.uk/foodindustry/incidents 

Both the online report form and new incidents section have been welcomed by local 

authorities, industry and consumers. 

Signifi cant progress has also been made on implementing a framework for tackling food 

fraud effectively, specifi cally in relation to the continued development of our National 

Food Fraud Database. This database relies on intelligence from local authorities, industry 

and consumers on known or suspected food fraud. The role of stakeholders in submitting 

this intelligence to us is vital, both in terms of alerting us to new incidents of food fraud 

and helping us to establish a clear picture in relation to the scale of the fraud and the 

number of individuals involved. 
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We regularly conduct internal reviews to learn lessons from the handling of past incidents. 

This year, we agreed a strategy for conducting external reviews to give our stakeholders the 

opportunity to contribute to our incident reviews. The strategy will continue to be tested 

and refi ned to contribute to making our actions more open and transparent and to increase 

engagement with stakeholders. 

A successful response to an incident requires a variety of skills but also depends on the 

effective and timely interface between ourselves and our stakeholders. This year, we 

broadened the scope of our exercise activities to help build better relationships with 

stakeholders in order to optimise incident response. In 2008, we held the fi rst in a series 

of regional workshops for industry on incident prevention and response. Other events 

held included an incident prevention industry discussion group and a food contact material 

workshop. Further events are planned for 2009. 

We will continue to build upon the achievements and partnership working that took place 

in 2008. Our review of external communication routes during incidents will continue with 

the launch of a public consultation in 2009. Further incident handling workshops, with local 

authorities and industry, are also planned more widely in the UK, the outcomes of which 

will feed into our incident prevention strategy and help improve our incident response.
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We use the following defi nition of an incident:

‘Any event where, based on the information available, there are concerns about actual 
or suspected threats to the safety or quality of food that could require intervention to 
protect consumers’ interests.’ 1

Incidents fall broadly into two categories:

•  incidents involving contamination of food or animal feed in the processing, distribution, 

retail and catering chains. These incidents may result in action to withdraw the food 

from sale and, in certain circumstances, to recall, alerting the public not to consume 

potentially contaminated food

•  environmental pollution incidents e.g. fi res, chemical/oil spills, radiation leaks, which 

may involve voluntary or statutory action (such as orders made under the Food and 

Environment Protection Act 1985)
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We dealt with 1,298 incidents in 2008, including a number of ‘high’ level incidents 

where we were involved in a wider government response, working effectively with 

other departments and agencies to provide food safety advice.

High level incidents

In 2008 we dealt with 14 high level incidents2, some of which received extensive media 

coverage and involved products originating from outside the UK. Four of the high level 

incidents that occurred in 2008 are outlined in more detail below. 

Afl atoxin contamination of fi gs

In February 2008 we were notifi ed that elevated levels of afl atoxin had been found 

in fi g paste imported into the UK from Turkey, and subsequently used to manufacture 

fi g rolls. We worked closely with the local authority for the manufacturer to investigate 

the distribution chain and coordinate sampling to check whether the levels of afl atoxin 

in the fi nished products exceeded regulatory limits. A meeting was also held with 

industry to discuss concerns regarding more widespread afl atoxin contamination of 

fi gs. We subsequently wrote to industry guiding them on what actions to take when 

handling Turkish fi gs and publicised the issue further on our website.

Further information regarding this incident can be found on our website at: 

food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2008/may/fi gsupdate
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Salmonella agona outbreak

In July 2008 one of the largest known outbreaks of Salmonella agona was identifi ed. 

In total, 163 cases were reported in 10 European countries over a 10-month period from 

February 2008, with most cases (143) in the UK. We worked with the national agencies of a 

number of European countries to aid an investigation that was led by the Health Protection 

Surveillance Centre in the Republic of Ireland. The source of the outbreak was traced to a 

meat processing plant in the Republic of Ireland. The manufacturer withdrew the implicated 

foods, the majority of which were supplied to caterers and manufacturers. We oversaw the 

withdrawal in the UK and issued a Food Alert for Information in Northern Ireland.

Further information regarding this incident can be found on our website at: 

food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2008/aug/salmonella

Melamine contamination of milk

Following the discovery of widespread melamine contamination of milk products in 

China in 2008, it was found that some food products containing contaminated milk had 

been imported into the UK. The European Commission required that products from China 

containing milk should be tested for melamine, with any products found to contain more 

than 2.5mg/kg of melamine withdrawn from the market and destroyed. During this incident 

we worked closely with port health authorities and local authorities to ensure these EU 

controls were strictly enforced. Regular updates were provided on our website regarding 

products affected and actions taken. Three Food Alerts for Action were also issued to 

local authorities.

Further information regarding this incident can be found on our website at:

food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2008/dec/melextend
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Dioxin contamination of pork

In December 2008 it was discovered that animal feed contaminated with dioxins had been 

fed to pigs at a number of farms in the Republic of Ireland. Dioxins are chemicals that get 

into food from the environment and are associated with a range of health effects when 

there is a long-term exposure to them at relatively high levels. We worked closely with 

the authorities in the Republic of Ireland, who were the lead member state in managing 

the response. This international dimension added to the complexity of our investigation, 

which involved tracing the nationwide distribution of the affected products within the UK. 

Following investigations into traceability of pork, pork products and fat, we issued a Food 

Alert for Action, which was updated when further information was received. 

In addition, it was identifi ed that cattle at some farms in the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland had also been supplied with the contaminated feed, which resulted in beef 

from the affected cattle being withdrawn. Several weeks later, milk from two dairy farms in 

Northern Ireland was also stopped from entering the food chain following test results that 

showed dioxin levels above legal limits. A withdrawal in this case was not required as milk 

from these farms was usually mixed with milk from other farms before sale, so any fi nished 

product on the market was likely to be diluted and well within the legal limits for dioxins. 

Therefore, we did not call for a withdrawal of any milk products from sale in the shops but 

continued to test and restrict the milk until it complied with the law.

Further information regarding this incident can be found on our website at: 

food.gov.uk/enforcement/alerts/2008/dec/irishporkupdate2 

food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2008/dec/beef

food.gov.uk/news/newsarchive/2009/feb/dioxinfoundinmilk
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Revised online incident report form for local authorities 

Work to make it easier to report incidents to us continued in 2008, with the roll-out of 

our online incident report form to local authorities in July. 

The online incident report form was previously only available to industry to allow them 

to notify us if they need to recall or withdraw products. The roll out of the report form 

to local authorities means they can quickly submit relevant information on new incidents 

and the products affected. Users can save and print the data they are submitting and they 

receive an electronic acknowledgement. 

On receipt of an online form, we verify the data and then it is included in our Incidents 

Database. This greatly improves the handling and bringing together of food incident 

information, particularly where long lists of products are involved. Improved incident 

reports help us better gauge any risk to the public, and give us and local authorities more 

information to act, thus increasing consumer protection. Informal feedback from local 

authorities on the revised online report form has been positive.
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Food fraud work programme

We made considerable progress in 2008 in implementing a framework for tackling food 

fraud more effectively, specifi cally in relation to the continued development of our 

National Food Fraud Database, a central repository for all of the information on food 

fraud that the Agency receives. 

The success of the Food Fraud Database relies on local authorities, industry and consumers 

sending us information on known or suspected food fraud, which could include any illegal 

activity relating to food, to our dedicated mailbox (foodfraud@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk) 

or answerphone (020 7276 8527).

We have seen a large increase in the amount of information being submitted during 

the course of 2008 (the number of records on the Food Fraud Database rose from 30 in 

January 2008 to nearly 700 by December 2008). However, there is a lot more we could 

be doing and we encourage local authorities, industry and consumers to routinely send 

us food fraud information, as central coordination of this intelligence has resulted in a 

number of successful operations.

In summer 2008, our Incidents and Food Fraud teams worked together to issue a 

food alert on counterfeit vodka containing potentially harmful levels of methanol. 

Local authority responses relating to seizures of relatively small quantities of the 

vodka across the UK were fed in to the Food Fraud Database and analysed to identify 

a potential source. As a direct result of this work, a joint local authority, customs and 

police operation was carried out in the London Borough of Haringey and more than a 

thousand bottles of the vodka were seized. A further fi ve articulated lorry loads of 

alcohol were also seized by customs offi cials.

Our teams leading on incidents and food fraud continue to work closely together to 

identify opportunities where joint working will enable an issue to be resolved more quickly 

and effectively. For more information on our food fraud work programme, including how 

local authorities can access support and advice from a new Food Fraud Advisory Unit, visit:

food.gov.uk/foodfraud
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New incidents section on website

In 2008, as a result of feedback from local authorities, industry and consumers, a new 

incidents section was launched on our website in October. This means that information 

and documents relating to incident response and prevention are now all in one place and 

are much easier to fi nd. 

The new incidents section is located within the ‘Food Industries’ section on the home page 

of our website. Information on how to report and respond to incidents, as well as details of 

our incident prevention work is included. The new incidents section has been welcomed, 

particularly by industry and local authority stakeholders.

Exercise programme 

Over the past year, we have been working with stakeholders through the Emergency 

Exercise Stakeholder Working Group to broaden the scope of our exercise programme and 

to help build better relationships with stakeholders in order to optimise incident response. 

In July 2008, we organised an out-of-hours notifi cation exercise between ourselves and 

local authorities. The exercise, based around a scenario of physical contamination of 

food, generated a number of recommendations to inform best practice for all participants. 

Following on from this, two half-day pilot workshops took place in South West England. 

These events were aimed at small businesses and local enforcers and provided useful 

feedback to help us communicate better.

We have not forgotten about our own response systems and in December we held 

an internal training event to help our staff with less experience of incident response 

to learn more about it, using a mixture of presentations and scenario-based work. 

These events will help us in the future planning and delivery of exercises as well as 

improving our response systems.
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Data Analysis Project (DAP)

Work on the Data Analysis Project (DAP), set up to carry out a detailed examination of all 

the incidents data we hold from April 2000, continues. This work resulted in the publication 

of our Annual Report of Incidents 2007 and DAP ‘Trends and Patterns’ report in May and 

October 2008 respectively. Outputs from DAP have and will continue to be fed into our 

ongoing incident prevention work. 

Chemical Hazard Identifi cation and Risk Surveillance Group (CHaIRS)

This new cross-Agency group was set up in December 2008 to provide a forum for 

Government organisations to share information in relation to chemical contamination 

incidents, to improve communication and facilitate risk management. Participating 

Government departments/agencies other than ourselves are Veterinary Laboratories 

Agency, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Environment Agency, 

Health Protection Agency, Food and Environment Research Agency, Veterinary Medicines 

Directorate, Pesticides Safety Directorate, Health and Safety Executive, Health and Safety 

Laboratory and Animal Health. Outputs of quarterly CHaIRS meetings will be reported to 

the UK Zoonoses, Animal Diseases and Infections Group (UKZADI).
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Incident prevention projects

2008 was largely an enabling year for key incident prevention projects. Achievements included:

•  the appointment of the Incident Prevention External Board from a cross-section of the 

food industry with their fi rst meeting in September 2008

• the publication of our Incident Prevention Strategy based around three key themes:

 - intelligence gathering and horizon scanning

 - building trust and partnerships

 - better science, better regulation

•  the establishment of a Emerging Risks Team to assess emerging risks to the food chain 

and give early warning to both internal and external stakeholders

•  delivering four Regional Workshops with small and medium sized businesses on incident 

prevention and response

•  holding two Incident Prevention Industry Discussion Group workshops with plans to 

hold two further events during 2009

•  holding a Food Contact Material Workshop to test guidance on declarations of 

compliance with industry and enforcers

•  working with industry intermediaries to develop a communication network to ensure 

information on responding and preventing incidents can be distributed quickly to 

small businesses

•  working with industry to develop a list of common ingredients to increase our 

knowledge of risks within the global food chain

17
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Case study 1 – Deoxynivalenol (DON) in wheat

Background

Fusarium mycotoxins – The fungal plant pathogens known as fusarium can produce 

several mycotoxins. The most common fusarium mycotoxin detected in small grain 

cereals is deoxynivalenol (DON).

DON is a naturally occurring mycotoxin found in a variety of cereal grains for which 

maximum levels have been set under Commission Regulation (EC) No. 1881/2006. 

During normal UK harvest conditions DON levels are well below those set in legislation. 

For the past two summers, however, the extremely wet weather has provided the ideal 

conditions for DON to occur at elevated levels in grain such as wheat and resulted in a 

signifi cant number of batch consignments being rejected on delivery at the mill for fi rst 

stage processing into fl our. 

In general terms, there are two preferred options available once a wheat consignment 

has been rejected at the mill. These are either to divert the grain into the animal food 

chain for processing into animal feed where permitted, or, alternatively to convert it for 

use into biofuels.

During summer 2008, we were made aware of 265 wheat consignments being rejected 

at the mills as being unsuitable for further processing into fl our.

Risks to consumers

Consumption of products containing high levels of DON has been linked to symptoms 

of headache, dizziness, nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, diarrhoea and fever. However, 

there is no indication from reports received from the mills that contamination levels are 

anywhere near those required to produce the above symptoms. It is extremely unlikely 

that consumers in the UK would have been exposed to DON at levels likely to cause 

adverse reactions.
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Action taken

For each incident report notifi cation received for rejected consignments of wheat, 

we made contact with the relevant local authority enforcement body for the grain 

merchant supplying the affected grain to the mill. 

The local authority concerned provided details on the fi nal destination of the wheat 

following rejection from the mill. This was to ensure that non-compliant wheat did not 

enter the food chain and that food safety standards were maintained within the food 

supply chain.
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Case study 2 – On-farm lead poisoning incidents

Background

In 2008 we were notifi ed of 139 on-farm incidents which accounted for 11% of the total 

incident notifi cations. Sixty-six of these on-farm incidents were caused by lead exposure 

to animals from sources that included fl aky lead paint, disused batteries, lead shot and 

naturally high levels of lead in soil. The majority of lead poisoning cases occurred in cattle, 

but there were some instances of sheep, pigs and ducks being affected.

Risks to consumers

Exposure to lead can raise lead levels in meat, offal and produce such as milk, above 

the limits laid down in food law, making it unsafe and illegal for the food chain. 

Lead consumption has been shown to have harmful effects in both children and adults, 

and abnormalities may also occur in the development of unborn children. In children, 

lead consumption can affect growth rates and result in slow development of the brain, 

thereby lowering IQ. In adults, other effects can be seen, including muscular weakness, 

paralysis, impotence, infertility, kidney disease and depression.

Action taken

•  Once notifi ed of a lead on-farm incident, the Veterinary Laboratories Agency (VLA) 

will, on our behalf, liaise with the vet and farmer, provide animal toxicology advice, 

assess the likely source of lead, carrying out tests where necessary, and advise the 

farmer on risk management (e.g. withdrawal periods or movement restrictions for 

clinically affected animals). VLA will also notify us and we will carry out our own 

risk assessment and determine whether any further action is needed to protect the 

food chain. 

•  If there is a risk that potentially contaminated foodstuffs have left the farm/factory, 

we will notify the relevant local authority and advise them on the appropriate 

course of action (e.g. product withdrawal or recall). 
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•  Lead poisoning incidents on farms can be easily avoided by farmers if some fairly 

simple preventive actions are taken. During 2008 one important strand of our 

incident prevention work focused on preventing future lead poisoning cases. This 

work has included communication with farmers through the following channels:

 -  Publication of a leafl et3 jointly with the VLA and the Agri-Food and Biosciences 

Institute in Northern Ireland outlining the risks and how to avoid lead poisoning 

cases. This leafl et has been widely distributed to farmers using various means. 

It is available online at:

  food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/publication/leadpoison0209.pdf

 -  A media campaign has been carried out to raise awareness of this issue. The 

launch of the media campaign4 was planned to coincide with the time when the 

animals are turned out and cases of lead poisoning increase. Advertorials have 

been published in several of the most read farming magazines (throughout the 

UK). In addition, press releases were issued to ensure the message reached a 

wider audience.

•  Other future incident prevention work we are planning includes training of Animal 

Health Offi cers and vets to raise their awareness of lead poisoning and lead residues. 

3 Published March 2009

4 Launched in spring 2009
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Case study 3 – Listeria monocytogenes in pork ears and tongue roll 

from Lithuania

Background

In 2008 a survey of speciality meats was carried out jointly by the Health Protection 

Agency (HPA) and the Local Authorities Coordinators of Regulatory Services (LACORS). 

As part of the survey a sample of ready-to-eat pork ears and tongue roll was tested and 

found to contain potentially hazardous levels of Listeria monocytogenes. The levels of 

Listeria monoctytogenes that were detected are some of the highest seen by us in a 

ready-to-eat food.

Risks to consumers

Although the illness caused by Listeria monocytogenes (listeriosis) isn’t common in the 

UK, it can be severe and sometimes life threatening. Listeriosis usually affects vulnerable 

groups such as pregnant women and people with reduced immunity, particularly those 

over the age of 60. People with weakened immunity could include those who have had 

transplants, are taking drugs that weaken their immune system, or who have cancers 

that affect their immune system, such as leukaemia or lymphoma.
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Action taken

•  The affected product was distributed to the UK from Lithuania. The UK importer 

agreed to recall the product, which had been distributed mainly to Eastern European 

speciality food shops.

•  We initially issued a Food Alert for Action (FAFA) to alert local authorities and 

asked them to contact specialist Eastern European food shops within their area to 

determine whether the affected product had been supplied. Where any product 

was found on sale this was removed and food business operators encouraged to 

display point of sale notices to alert consumers. 

•  We issued a webstory and contacted the Lithuanian Embassy and the media that 

serves the Lithuanian community in the UK to alert them to the incident. This 

helped to ensure that consumers who may have bought the affected product 

were made aware of the issue. 

•  A notifi cation to the European Commission via the Rapid Alert System for Food 

and Feed (RASFF) system was issued to alert the Lithuanian authorities.

•  Following the detection of potentially hazardous levels of Listeria monocytogenes 

in additional products, the manufacturer also recalled all meat products they had 

exported to the UK in addition to the pork ear and tongue roll. 

•  The initial FAFA was subsequently updated twice following further investigations 

which found that the affected product had been distributed more widely within 

the UK and to include the additional recalled products. 

•  This incident highlights the importance of surveys in identifying foodborne 

hazards to allow action to be taken to protect public health.
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Case study 4 – Cross contamination of plain chocolate products with 

milk proteins

Background

Towards the end of 2007 we received notifi cation of a number of incidents relating 

to signifi cant levels of cross contamination of plain (dark) chocolate and chocolate 

products with milk proteins. Plain chocolate products are often produced on 

equipment that is also used to produce milk chocolate products. Effective clean 

down between production runs is diffi cult because water cannot be introduced 

into such environments, as it affects the quality and appearance of the chocolate.

Risk to consumers

While there is a requirement under allergen labelling legislation to declare the 

deliberate use of allergenic food ingredients, such as milk, these requirements do not 

cover allergenic foods that are present accidentally. Nevertheless, if the level of cross 

contamination is signifi cant, this can represent a health risk for people allergic to milk, 

particularly if the possible presence of milk is not declared on the labelling.

It is likely that the level of cross contamination of plain chocolate products with milk 

is high at the beginning of a production run, and that this would decline during the 

production run. However, information on the rate of reduction and the proportion of 

particular batches that contained signifi cant amounts of milk proteins was not available.

Action taken

•  Information was sought from milk allergic consumers, which indicated that many 

did eat plain chocolate on the assumption that it was safe for them. 

•  As the risk of cross contamination of plain chocolate with milk proteins appeared 

to affect a number of different food businesses, we held a meeting with a range 

of stakeholders, covering bulk chocolate producers, businesses making chocolate 

products and retailers. The aim of the meeting was to share information on the 

nature of the problem and discuss possible solutions. 

•  Subsequently businesses reassessed their practices and labelling, including the use 

of ‘May Contain Milk’ advisory labelling, and the trade associations produced general 

industry guidance on this issue to facilitate a consistent approach.
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Incident prevention strategy

Building on the various initiatives of 2008, the following is planned for 2009:

•  Publication of an Emerging Risks Unit (ERU) Information Handling Plan detailing how 

industry and us will assess risk and respond to emerging risks within the food chain. 

•  Development of an Information Management System to collate and analyse intelligence 

from a wide range of sources to identify and develop mitigating actions in response to 

emerging risks.

•  Development of monthly ERU Bulletins and datasheets to share information on 

emerging risks with industry and other stakeholders.

•  Work with industry to further develop and refi ne the List of Common Ingredients for 

further risk profi ling.

•  Work with industry to identify key root causes for different types of incidents and to 

produce Best Practice Guides to prevent incidents in the future.

•  Development of a forum for the food industry to share food safety information with 

the FSA.
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External incident reviews

In 2008 we agreed a strategy for conducting external incident reviews to give our 

stakeholders the opportunity to contribute to our reviews. This is tied in with our Strategic 

Plan target of building and maintaining the trust of stakeholders in our handling of food 

safety issues. This process will contribute to making our actions more open and transparent 

and will increase engagement with stakeholders.

The strategy comprises three models for carrying out external incident reviews:

Model 1 – An extensive independent review of the incident handling and subsequent 

actions taken to prevent recurrence. This may involve a panel of reviewers, an independent 

chair, and input as necessary from representatives of the food industry, enforcement 

authorities, consumer groups and ourselves. 

Model 2 – A review focusing primarily on our incident handling, with an open meeting 

held at a neutral venue involving stakeholders and an independent chair. Attendees may 

be asked to provide feedback before the meeting via a questionnaire available from our 

website that invited views from interested parties. 

Model 3 – A review focused on our response as well as the company or local authority 

handling of the incident. A straightforward meeting format, would be used in this instance 

with feedback forms being sent out beforehand and a chair selected from our staff. 

Looking ahead to 2009, we intend to test the strategy by carrying out external reviews, 

particularly testing out model 3. We intend to learn from these and review the external 

review process accordingly. 

27



Review of communication routes during incidents 

A review of communication routes during incidents began in 2008 to ensure 

communications are as effective and consistent as possible. These communication routes 

include alerts, web stories, press releases and letters. In addition, consideration is being 

given to the criteria that are applied when deciding on which route to use. As a result 

it is hoped that external stakeholders will be clearer on what actions to expect from us 

following an incident.

As part of the review, in 2009 we plan to carry out a 12-week public consultation to gain 

the views of external stakeholders. All local authorities in England, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland will be consulted, as well as industry and relevant trade associations. 

All responses received will be considered and fed into policy-making decisions with a 

summary of responses published on our website within three months of the consultation 

closing date.

Workshops (for local authorities and industry)

Local authorities are one of our key partners in incident investigation. They have asked 

us for more opportunities to understand our processes and needs better – particularly 

regarding general food law and the risk assessment process. In 2008 two pilot workshops 

for industry were also held, concentrating on our risk assessment process and the 

prevention of incidents.

In 2009 we plan to hold incident handling workshops for local authorities throughout the 

UK, beginning with two one-day workshops for Welsh local authorities in Llandrindod Wells 

in March. Further workshops for industry are also planned more widely in the UK. Feedback 

from all workshops with local authorities and industry will be used to continually improve 

the sessions.
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Annual Report 2009

We aim, as part of our policy of openness and transparency, to publish an Annual Report 

of Incidents in 2010. As with previous reports, we would be grateful for feedback from 

external stakeholders on its content and what they would like to see included in future. 

Contact details are set out in Appendix 9 of this report.
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By reporting incidents to us at the earliest opportunity, we are able to work together to 

minimise the impact of the incident. In any event, industry has a statutory obligation to 

report incidents. European legislation5 lays down the general principles and requirements 

of food law, establishing the European Food Safety Authority and laying down procedures 

in matters of food safety.

Food business operators are required, under Article 19 of this regulation, to inform the 

competent authorities where they have reason to believe that a foodstuff that they have 

imported, produced, manufactured or distributed is not in compliance with food safety 

requirements. In the case of the UK, the competent authorities are ourselves and the food 

authorities (local and port health authorities). 

Local authorities have an agreement to notify us of food incidents under the Food Law 

Code of Practice. The code of practice sets out instructions and criteria which the food 

authorities should have regard to when engaged in the enforcement of food law. Food 

authorities must follow and implement the provisions of the code which apply to them.

Incidents can be reported to us in a variety of ways. Local authorities regularly 

undertake inspections of premises and sample products from wholesale or retail outlets. 

Where breaches of food safety requirements are identifi ed, the authority will contact 

our Incidents Branch. 

Both industry and local authorities can report incidents to us online. The online report 

form is available via our website: 

food.gov.uk/foodindustry/regulation/foodfeedform

Other organisations (e.g. European Commission, Veterinary Laboratories Agency, 

Environment Agency) have tried and tested channels in place for notifying us in 

the event of an incident. 
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Investigating incidents to ensure that consumer interests with regard to food safety 

and food standards are protected and maintained is a key part of our work. 

Where the scale and complexity of an incident is such that some degree of Government 

co-ordination and support is necessary, a designated ‘lead’ Government department, or, 

where appropriate, devolved administration, will be responsible for the overall management 

of the response. We are the lead Government department for widespread accidental or 

deliberate contamination of food. In addition, we have a key supporting role providing 

food safety and standards advice in relation to a range of other incidents, such as chemical 

spills, oil leaks and large fi res. We also have a role in ensuring that any clean-up operation 

following an incident takes account of food safety issues. 

Where the severity of the incident has led the police to set up a strategic co-ordinating 

centre or gold command6, we may send staff to the centre or act through another 

organisation present at the centre. We may also provide representation at outbreak 

control team (OCT) meetings during a regional or national foodborne illness outbreak. 
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What is our role?

6  For major emergencies an off-site gold command will normally be set up, for example at the local police headquarters. 

The group will comprise senior offi cers from the emergency services, senior managers from local authorities and other 

organisations involved in the response



The list below shows the wide range of organisations that notify us of incidents:

Notifying organisations

Local authorities

Local authorities regularly undertake inspections of premises and sample products from 

wholesale or retail outlets. Where breaches of food safety requirements are identifi ed, 

the authority will contact the Incidents Branch via an incident report form. 

Local authorities provide information to us under the Single Liaison Body system. 

We are the SLB for UK as designated under Article 35 of Regulation (EC) No 882/2004. 

The Single Liaison Body:

•  assists and coordinates communication between European Union member states 

on food issues

• forwards complaints and requests for information to member states

•  receives incoming requests for assistance and directs these to the appropriate home 

authority (local authority)

• resolves diffi culties in communication and liaison
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Who tells us about incidents?

Industry Local authorities

Fire Service European Commission

Environment Agency Member states

Members of the public British Nuclear Group

Police Maritime and Coastguard Agency

Department of Health Laboratories

Scottish Agricultural College National Health Service

Health Protection Agency Veterinary Laboratories Agency

Border Inspection Posts Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

Department of Agriculture and Rural Development



Industry and food business operators

Food business operators are required by law (Article 19 of Regulation (EC) No. 178/2002) 

to inform the competent authorities where they consider or have reason to believe 

that a foodstuff is not in compliance with food safety requirements. In the case of the 

UK, enforcement authorities (local and port health authorities) and ourselves are the 

competent authorities. 

The European Commission

The European Commission operates the Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF). 

The RASFF is a network of member states, the European Commission and the European 

Food Safety Authority. Whenever a member of the network has any information relating 

to the existence of a serious direct or indirect risk to human health, this information is 

immediately forwarded to the Commission using a rapid alert form. The Commission 

then immediately transmits this information to the members of the network. 

Members of the public

Occasionally, we will receive notifi cation of food incidents and quality issues from 

members of the general public, although we stress that the public should always 

contact their local environmental health offi ce fi rst.

Emergency services

Notifi cations are regularly received from the police, fi re service and the Maritime and 

Coastguard Agency. These notifi cations usually relate to fi res, spills or leaks where there 

is the potential for contamination in the food chain.

Other Government departments/agencies

Notifi cations may be received from many Government departments or agencies; for 

example, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the Environment Agency, 

the Health Protection Agency, the Veterinary Laboratories Agency and Government 

Offi ces for the Regions.
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Devolved administration departments

Both the Scottish Agricultural College and the Department of Agriculture and Rural 

Development for Northern Ireland supply notifi cations to us.

Border Inspection Posts (BIPs)

Border Inspection Posts in the UK routinely sample incoming consignments of foodstuffs 

to ensure compliance with legislation. Adverse results are notifi ed to us and action is taken 

to ensure that the incoming consignment is destroyed or re-exported where permissible.

Border Rejection Notifi cations are sent by ourselves to the European Commission via the 

RASFF and circulated to all member states. Information circulated in this manner is used by 

BIPs to determine which incoming consignments to sample. Following the rejection of a 

consignment at a BIP, the responsible manufacturer or exporter can expect to have further 

consignments sampled to ensure compliance with legislation.

Miscellaneous organisations and facilities

Groups such as the Anaphylaxis Campaign and Allergy UK will notify us if they become 

aware of any issues relating to food allergies. Nuclear power stations and independent 

laboratories will also notify us of incidents.
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We classify all incidents using a combination of the severity of the incident and the 

complexity of the investigation. A number of parameters contribute to these high-level 

criteria. But the overall assessment or output is simply high, medium or low.

Each heading contains a range of scores and is weighted to produce a fi nal score that 

equates to high, medium or low. The system enables rapid and consistent categorisation 

of incidents, once notifi ed, and as they develop. This allows incidents to be effectively 

scoped, resourced and managed. The system is not designed as a risk assessment tool, 

but as a means to aid us in planning and management decisions.

Low 

These are minor incidents, with localised effects and few, if any, food safety implications. 

Neither the public nor the media would be concerned. Examples of such incidents include 

barn fi res, vehicles in rivers, or minor oil spills. 

Medium 

These include incidents involving evidence of illness, impact on vulnerable groups (babies, 

pregnant women or the elderly), breaches of statutory limits, of mycotoxins for example. 

In some cases the public or the media are likely to express some concerns. 

High 

These are severe incidents with the potential to cause serious illness or death. They are 

complex, with a large number of products affected and a high level of resources required 

to manage them. They are widespread and likely to generate a high level of concern among 

the public and the media. 
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How do we classify an incident? 

Severity Complexity

Extent of health effects Numbers of reports received

Numbers and/or groups of consumers affected Numbers of products/locations

Public health risk assessment Number of agencies involved

Perceived risk by consumers Traceability

Perceived risk by the media



We have set procedures (contained in our Incident Response Protocol) that we follow 

for all incidents. The protocol covers, among other things, incident notifi cation, the roles 

and responsibilities of our staff during an incident, incident classifi cation, record-keeping 

procedures, incident closure and review procedures. The protocol is reviewed on a regular 

basis and, where appropriate, updated in the light of review fi ndings.

All incidents are recorded on our incidents database. The incidents statistics included 

within the annual report have been taken from this database. 

Once an incident notifi cation is received by us, it is immediately circulated to the relevant 

internal policy division for a risk assessment. 

Risk assessment 

We have a wide range of in-house scientifi c and policy experts at our disposal during 

incidents. These experts provide advice on risks to human health, risk to the food chain and 

applicable legislation during incidents. This advice is used to formulate risk management 

options and determine a risk management strategy during each incident.

We also have access to various independent scientifi c committees, which comprise 

individuals with recognised expertise within their fi eld. These committees provide 

independent, expert advice to us on research and policy when requested. 

Further details regarding the work of the committees are available via our website: 

food.gov.uk/science/ouradvisors/ 

Risk management

Risk assessment is used to inform the risk management options during each incident. 

We will liaise with the relevant local authorities, industry, other Government departments 

and agencies in order to arrive at an appropriate risk management strategy.

The strategy will take into account:

• risk assessment

• risk communication

• proportionality

• legislation

• the precautionary approach
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How do we manage incidents?



Once a strategy is decided on by all parties, actions will be apportioned to teams within 

the Agency, local authorities, industry and others as appropriate. Above all, ensuring that 

food safety is protected and food standards are maintained is paramount during incidents.

Our incident handling strategy is illustrated in the following process diagram.
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We will use the information received to inform our risk assessment. This in turn will be 

taken into account when considering risk management and risk communication options. 

Dialogue between industry, ourselves and local authorities is encouraged at all stages to 

ensure our risk management advice is proportionate and practical. 

We may, in the light of the information received, issue a food alert to local authorities, 

who enforce food law. These alerts are used during incidents where, for example, the 

distribution of a product is wide and will potentially involve many local authorities. 

These alerts are also simultaneously published on our website to alert consumers and are 

routinely picked up by the national press. However, we only issue food alerts for a fraction 

of the incidents we deal with – in 2008, there were 149 alerts issued out of a total of 1,298 

incidents. The following section provides further information regarding food alerts. 
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What will we do with the information 

once received?



There are a number of different actions that we can take to protect food safety and consumers.

Food Alerts and Allergy Alerts

Alerts are our method of informing local authorities about problems associated with 

food and, in some cases, they provide details of specifi c action to be taken. 

There are two categories of food alert. Food Alerts for Information are issued to bring an 

incident to the attention of local authorities, while Food Alerts for Action are issued when 

an incident requires enforcement action from them. Allergy Alerts are issued in cases where 

foods have to be withdrawn or recalled if there is a risk to consumers because the allergy 

labelling is missing or incorrect or if there is any other food allergy risk. 

Food Alerts and Allergy Alerts are often issued in conjunction with a product withdrawal 

or recall by a manufacturer, retailer or distributor. Alerts are also copied to Consultants in 

Communicable Disease Control, Trading Standards Offi cers and food trade organisations, 

to alert them to current food issues.

During 2008 we issued 149 alerts, 11 of which required action from local authorities. 

This fi gure includes the issue of 59 Allergy Alerts.

During 2009, we will be carrying out a formal consultation on our review of 

communications routes during incidents.

Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF)

The purpose of the Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF), established in 1979, is to 

provide EU member states with an effective tool for exchange of information on measures 

taken to ensure food safety. 

We use the European Commission’s RASFF system to:

• obtain information about matters that we need to act on

• inform the Commission and other member states of matters that they need to act on

RASFF notifi cations are divided into ‘border rejections’ ‘market notifi cations’ and ‘news’ 

notifi cations. This system automatically alerts Border Inspection Points (sea ports and 

airports) enabling them to target their checks on imported food. The Commission also has 

a procedure in place to alert third countries (outside the EU) about problems affecting food 

and will, where appropriate, contact third countries via their embassies. 
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consumers’ interests?



Publish advice/guidance

We issue statements and precautionary advice, where necessary, to consumers and farmers, 

informing them about issues affecting the human food chain and advising them about 

action they should take. We aim to issue advice, where necessary, within hours of being 

notifi ed of an incident/emergency. However, in some cases we may need to seek further 

advice, for example, from our scientifi c advisory committees, which may add some extra 

time to the process. This advice, when placed on our website (food.gov.uk) is reviewed as 

new information comes to light. During a high-level incident, we may also decide to open 

up a hotline to deal with calls from the general public about the emergency. 

Where food is imported, we will issue advice and instructions to local authorities and port 

health authorities at sea ports, airports and Border Inspection Posts, and will work with 

Customs to identify consignments. 

On our recommendation, a temporary closure notice to close shellfi sh harvesting areas 

may be issued by local authorities. This measure is applicable where an incident is localised.

We also issue guidelines. For example, in 2006 the Food Incidents Task Force, set up by 

us in the wake of the Sudan I incident, published draft guidelines for preventing and 

responding to food incidents. The fi nalised guidelines were published in 2007 and updated 

in April 2008. 

In relation to remedial issues (for example, the clear-up operation following environmental 

contamination incidents), where lead responsibility jointly rests with Defra and the 

Environment Agency, we will participate in the process and offer advice. This ensures 

that any remedial strategy takes full account of food safety issues.

Voluntary restrictions

These are measures agreed verbally and in writing with the producer or product purchaser. 

For example, 3-month withdrawal periods may be placed on potentially affected livestock 

following a lead poisoning incident. 

Statutory restrictions

Subject to Ministerial approval, we may implement an order under the Food and Environment 

Protection Act (FEPA) to ‘ring-fence’ an area. This restricts the sale or movement of food 

or agricultural produce. This order will be periodically reviewed as new details come to light. 

The FEPA order itself will contain prohibitions regarding the use of affected food throughout 

the UK. A FEPA could be activated, for example, following a large-scale oil spill. There were 

no FEPA orders issued by us in 2008. 
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In contrast to those powers under FEPA, provisions in the Food Safety Act 19907 will be 

used to deal with emergencies on a narrower scale in relation to a particular class of food. 

The Food Safety Act 1990 empowers the designating authority to make emergency control 

orders in relation to the carrying out of commercial operations in regard to food, food 

sources (including imported food) or contact materials of any class or description which 

involve or may involve imminent risk of injury to health. Powers under the Food Safety Act 

are different from the powers in FEPA, in that it is not necessary under FEPA for there to be 

an imminent risk of injury to health before an order can be made. 

By notifying us promptly of an incident, external stakeholders can ensure that, where 

necessary, we will take action to protect food safety. 

Sampling and analysis

We may decide to initiate a sampling and analysis programme to complement any sampling 

and analysis being carried out by other departments/agencies. Analysis will be carried out 

by the most competent laboratory available. Our sampling programme will be reviewed as 

new information comes to light. 

How do we learn from experience?

All incidents notifi ed to us are reviewed. Routine reviews of incidents may generate lessons 

learned, which will be recorded and shared within our department. Lessons are recorded on 

a rolling basis and combined, where appropriate, with lessons learned from exercises carried 

out to test our responses to emergency scenarios. 

We select a number of incidents, a maximum of six each year, for a wider, formal internal 

and/or external review. 

We also hold quarterly incident review meetings with external stakeholders (e.g. with the 

Veterinary Laboratories Agency). These meetings may concentrate on particular incident 

types (such as on-farm incidents). They may also be used to review trends, statistics 

or procedures. 
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Total number of incidents

In 2008, we dealt with 1,298 incidents. Although this represents a very slight fall compared 

with 2007, the number of incidents reported has now remained fairly constant at around 

1,300 for the past three years.

Since our inception in April 2000, there have been 7,879 recorded incidents.

Recorded incidents April 2000-2008

The number of incidents increased from 421 in 2000 and peaked at 1,344 in 2006 before 

falling to 1,298 in 2008. The initial increase in recorded incidents may in part be attributed 

to the following, however, defi nitive statistical conclusions cannot be drawn without 

further data:

• a continual improvement in our reporting and recording systems for incidents 

• a wider defi nition of an incident

•  the implementation of European Commission (EC) 178/2002 (‘General Food Law’) in 

the UK on 1 January 2005

•  improved engagement with stakeholders such as local authorities, industry, the 

emergency services and other Governmental departments and agencies
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Incidents by classifi cation level

We classify incidents as low, medium or high. Incidents are classifi ed using a matrix 

combining the severity of the incident with the complexity of the investigation. The 

matrix has been applied retrospectively to incidents predating its inception in 2004.

Table of incidents by classifi cation

In 2008, we handled 14 incidents that were classifi ed as high (1.1% of the total number). 

This represented a slightly lower fi gure than in 2007 (16). Incidents classifi ed as high during 

2008 are as follows:

• dioxin contamination of meat products from the Republic of Ireland

• melamine contamination of dairy products from China

•  unauthorised processing (irradiation of yeast powder)

• Listeria monocytogenes cases in the Royal Victoria Hospital, Belfast 

• E.coli O157 in meat products (burgers)

• Salmonella agona outbreak

• non compliant levels of sulphadiazine in pigs for Northern Ireland

• afl atoxins in fi g paste
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Year Low Medium High Total

Apr 2000 390 421

2001 420 56 476

2002 469 61 530

2003 707 35 1 743

2004 706 78 5 789

2005 801 157 8 966

2006 1,165 167 11 1,344

2007 1,185 111 16 1,312

2008 1,176 108 14 1,298



• E.coli O157 in raw milk

• Unauthorised GMO Bt63 in Chinese rice and rice products

• Excess levels of antibiotics in milk

• Excess levels of Paralytic Shellfi sh Poisoning in surf clams from the Firth of Forth

• ‘Over Thirty Month’ breach of BSE testing in bovine – case 1

• ‘Over Thirty Month’ breach of BSE testing in bovine – case 2

The following chart shows high level incidents by category since we started to record 

such data in April 2000 until the end of 2008. It shows the largest categories relate 

to incidents involving microbiological and environmental contamination.

Category of high level incident 2000 to December 2008
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Incidents by category

In 2008, there were several differences from previous years in the categories of incidents 

reported. However, these differences tended to cancel each other out when considering 

the total incident picture which only showed a reduction of 14 notifi cations (1.1%) on a 

year-on-year basis. 

There was a decrease (-17.7%) in the number of environmental contamination issues 

recorded between 2007 and 2008. It is believed that this is primarily due to a reduction 

in the number of fi res being routinely reported to us.

Another increase in incident notifi cation between 2007 and 2008 was observed in the 

microbiological contamination category (+14.1%). It is unclear whether this increase was 

due to real effects, the impact of targeted surveys or improvements in sampling, testing 

or reporting. In addition, there was an increase in the number of incidents involving the 

use of unauthorised ingredients (+43.4%).

Notifi cations relating to ‘on-farm’ issues and pesticide misuse appear to show 

improvements on a year-on-year basis while other main categories and incident 

numbers are summarised in the table on the next page. 
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Reported incidents from April 2000 to December 2008: by category
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Category Apr 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total

Allergens 3 3 11 11 16 42 61 86 84 317

Animal feed 

(on market)
0 0 1 1 3 3 9 10 13 40

Biocides 0 0 2 1 0 2 2 0 1 8

Counterfeit 

products
0 0 2 4 1 4 6 3 6 26

Environmental 

contamination
216 257 250 345 330 389 376 226 186 2,575

Food contact 

materials
4 3 2 2 4 12 15 26 35 103

Illegal import/
export

0 1 6 3 2 3 16 17 7 55

Irradiated 

ingredient
2 1 0 2 4 3 14 23 10 59

Labelling/
documentation

3 8 4 9 19 19 93 82 126 363

Microbiological 

contamination
70 58 63 67 101 114 147 163 186 969

Natural 

chemical 

contamination

19 31 25 19 50 87 169 215 230 845

On-farm 62 38 61 93 86 98 99 160 139 836

Pesticides 4 10 7 12 8 15 20 35 16 127

Physical 

contamination
28 45 42 29 36 45 139 123 110 597

Process 

contaminants
2 2 7 10 4 8 15 21 14 83

Radiological 1 3 6 3 15 14 11 14 6 73

TSE 0 3 2 1 4 0 10 8 4 32

Use of an 

unauthorised 

ingredient

4 6 6 53 52 49 52 46 66 334

Veterinary 

medicines
2 4 29 76 42 50 78 45 47 373

Water quality 1 3 4 2 12 9 12 9 12 64

Total 421 476 530 743 789 966 1,344 1,312 1,298 7,879



Overall, the table shows that a total of 7,879 incidents have been notifi ed to us since 

April 2000. Environmental contamination incidents account for 32% (2,575) of the total 

incidents we have dealt with. Microbiological incidents are the next highest category of 

incident (12%, 969), followed by natural chemical contamination (10%, 845) and on-farm 

incidents (10%, 836).

The table also shows that very few incidents have been received concerning biocide 

contamination, transmissible spongiform encephalopathy (TSE), counterfeit products, 

radiological issues and instances of illegal import/export.

Detailed analysis of incident categories 

Allergen incidents

There were 84 allergen incidents in 2008.

Since 2005, there has been a rise in the number of allergen incidents reported to us until 

2008 when the number of reports received levelled off.

Key causes of allergen incidents relate to inadequate training, packaging errors and incorrect 

use of ingredients or components.

The breakdown of allergen incidents by allergen type is shown on the following page 

for both 2007 and 2008. While milk is the major type of allergen incident in both years, 

2008 has seen a 32% decline in the number of incidents in this category compared to 

2007. This is believed to be the result of our campaign to address cross-contamination 

of chocolate with milk. 

47



Allergen incidents 2007 vs 2008

Small changes in most allergen categories were observed between 2007 and 2008 although 

none of these are believed to be signifi cant.

Animal feed (on market)

Animal feed is manufactured and marketed in accordance with EC legislation on 

composition and labelling. Breaches of this legislation or adverse analytical results are 

notifi ed to us.

In 2008 there were 13 animal feed (on market) incidents compared with 10 in 2007. 

The source of these incidents is shown below.
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Biocides

A biocide is a product typically used to kill micro-organisms. Only one incident in this 

category was notifi ed to us during 2008.

Counterfeit products

We were involved with six incidents falling into this category during 2008 compared with 

three in 2007. Counterfeit vodka contaminated with unsafe levels of methanol was the 

main category for investigation. 

Environmental contamination

Although still a major incident category, 2008 saw a continuation in the decline of 

notifi cations of environmental contamination from 2007 to 2008, with 186 incidents 

compared with 226 in 2007.

The pattern of reporting of environmental contamination incidents is largely driven by 

the reporting of fi res by the emergency services. Hence, notifi cation levels are infl uenced 

by season with peaks historically being seen during the summer months with wet and dry 

periods of weather having a secondary affect on the overall number of incidents.

We categorise environmental incidents as organic contamination, inorganic contamination, 

sewage contamination or other contamination (chemicals/compounds that are not easily 

classifi ed as organic or inorganic). Both the organic and inorganic sub-categories can 

be divided further; organic into polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH), gas, oil, diesel, 

dioxins and other (organics that cannot be grouped as above). Inorganic can be divided 

into lead, copper, cadmium, mercury, tin and other inorganic compounds. Fires are a main 

source of organic contamination. Chemical spills or leaks are the major source of inorganic 

contamination.

In general, fi res, spills and leaks do not have a direct impact on food safety; however, 

this can only be determined by assessing each and every one. 
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Food contact materials

Contamination of foodstuffs can occur because of the migration of chemicals from utensils 

and packaging materials or migration from household products such as cleaning agents 

stored in direct contact.

The number of food contact material incidents has continued to increase between 

2000 and 2008, with 35 such incidents being reported in 2008. These fall into the 

following categories:

Illegal import/export

Seven incidents relating to illegal imports/exports were reported to us during 2008 

representing a decline when compared with 2006 (16) and 2007 (17). 

Irradiated ingredients

Food irradiation is regulated by the Food (Control of Irradiation) Regulations 19908 

(as amended) which implements European Directives. These regulations govern what 

food groups are permitted to be irradiated, where that irradiation is permitted to take 

place and the labelling of irradiated ingredients.

There were ten notifi cations of incidents relating to irradiated ingredients in 2008 

representing a decline from the 23 incidents received in the previous year. 
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Source of food contact materials incidents 2008

Migration of chemicals from plastic packaging and utensils 18

Migration of chemicals from other packaging 7

Spills/leaks/production fault 5

Migration of chemicals from metal packaging and utensils 5

Migration of chemicals from paper and board packaging 0

8 Parallel legislation applies in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland



Labelling/documentation

Recent rises in incidents to 2007 are believed to be the result of including single liaison 

body (SLB) function incidents. The SLB is a communication pathway between local 

authorities and authorities in other countries and vice versa. Authorities wishing to gather 

information on a product or to report a complaint to the home authority for an overseas 

product will do so via the SLB. Similarly, an overseas authority wishing to do the same 

regarding a UK home authority will do so via the SLB. 

There were 126 such incidents during 2008, representing a 53.6% increase compared with 

2007 with nearly all the increase being labelling or packaging issues.
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Source of labelling/
documentation incidents

2008

Labelling or packaging 108

Unauthorised premises/process 7

Fraud 5

Human error 1

Malicious tampering 0

Other 5



Microbiological incidents

Microbiological incidents fall into one of fi ve different categories in our recording system. 

The category ‘microbiological incidents involving foods’ in the table below includes all 

microbiological incidents other than those involving scombrotoxin (histamine production), 

algal toxins, bottled water, animal feed and microbiological incidents on farm (such as 

botulism in livestock). Although incidents involving algal toxins and scombrotoxin are 

included in the table below, they are considered in more detail in the category of natural 

chemical contamination. Microbiological incidents involving bottled water are dealt with 

in more detail under water quality. Microbiological incidents categorised as on-farm 

or involving animal feed are also dealt with in more detail in the appropriate sections 

elsewhere in the report.

In 2008, 250 microbiological incidents were reported to us. Of these, 186 incidents were 

a direct result of microbiological contamination of foods compared with 163 in 2007, 

representing an annual increase of 14.1%. It is unclear whether this increase was due to real 

effects, the impact of targeted surveys or improvements in sampling, testing or reporting.

The sub categories of the microbiological contamination of food incidents are shown 

below for 2008. 73% of these were classifi ed as bacterial, 4.8% were due to fungi, 3.2% 

involved parasites and only 1.0% involved viruses. The specifi c microbiological agent 

involved was unknown in the remaining incidents (35). 
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Source of microbiological contamination incidents 2008

Microbiological contamination of foods 186

Microbiological contamination on farm 49

Algal toxins and scombrotoxin 11

Microbiological incidents involving bottled water 2

Microbiological incidents involving animal feed 2



Microbiological contamination of foods incidents 2008
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  Bacteria  134

  Unknown 35

  Fungi 9

  Viruses 2

  Parasites 6

Type of bacterial contamination 2008 2007

Salmonella spp. 48 57

Listeria monocytogenes 27 17

High colony count 14 11

Escherichia coli O157 and other VTEC 10 8

Bacillus spp. 5 5

Campylobacter spp. 0 5

Enterobacter spp. 7 5

Clostridium botulinum 1 4

Clostridium perfringens 1 0

Bacterial spoilage 11 4

Staphylococcus aureus 2 1

Yersinia enterocolitica 1 1

Listeria – other 7 1

Total 134 119



It is possible that the changes in numbers of incidents involving Salmonella spp. and Listeria 
monocytogenes may be partly attributed to the differences in the targeting of these 

microorganisms by surveys carried out by HPA and LACORS in 2007 compared with 2008.

Number of microbiological incidents per year April 2000 to December 2008

Natural chemical contamination

The past six years have seen an increase in the number of notifi cations in this category. 

During 2008, the main contributor to ‘Natural Chemical Contamination’ is the sub-category 

of mycotoxins (181). Interestingly, 122 of these were notifi cations of border rejections, the 

majority of which were afl atoxins.
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Source of natural chemical 

contamination incidents
2008

Mycotoxins 181

Histamine 13

Algal toxins 11

Erucic acid 1

Other 24



Natural chemical contamination incidents April 2000 to December 2008
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Type of algal toxins 2008

Diarrhetic shellfi sh poisoning (DSP) toxin 8

Blue-green algae 1

Azaspiracid shellfi sh poisoning (AZP) 1

Amnesic shellfi sh poisoning (ASP) toxin 0

Paralytic shellfi sh poisoning (PSP) toxin 1

Type of mycotoxins 2008

Afl atoxins 167

Ochratoxins 11

Tricothecenes 1

Zearalenone 0

Patulins 1

Deoxynivalenol 1

  Incidents
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   Mycotoxin border 
rejections
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On-farm

2008 saw a reduction in on-farm incidents by 13% with a decline in on-farm botulism cases 

(32% from 2007 to 2008) being the major contributor to this change. However, numbers are 

still above those reported in previous years.

On-farm incidents 2008

On-farm incidents 2008

The reporting profi le by month for 2008 is similar to that for 2007 refl ecting an increase 

in reporting of incidents during May when over-wintered cattle are returned to pasture, 

increasing their exposure to metal sources and other factors resulting in incidents.

56

0

5

10

15

20

25

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug

30

Sep Oct Nov Dec

35

  Poisoning  69

  Botulism 48

  Other 21

  Sewage 1

  Anthrax 0



Metal poisoning through livestock gaining access to sources of lead such as fl aking paint 

or batteries is a main feature of the on-farm poisoning category.

Pesticides

16 pesticide incidents were notifi ed to us during 2008 compared with 35 during 2007. 

Most of these incidents were due to the unauthorised use of pesticides (14) rather than 

originating from spills or leaks (2). 

Physical contamination

In 2008, there were 110 incidents resulting from physical contamination representing a 

10% decline when compared with 2007. The ‘other’ category remains the major type of 

contaminant on in both 2007 and 2008.
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On-farm incidents: 

source of poisoning
2008

Metal 62

Other 5

Animal feed 2

Source of physical 

contamination incidents
2008

Metal 20

Glass 19

Pests 12

Animal origin 8

Plastics 8

Hair 3

Paper/cardboard 1

Suffocation risk 1

Other 38



Process contaminants

There were 14 incidents resulting from process contamination during 2008 compared with 

38 during 2007. This is more in line with previous years.

Radiological

In 2008, we monitored one incident at a nuclear licensed site, four incidents where 

radiation was detected in fruit from Europe, and one incident from another source.

Transmissible spongiform encephalopathies

Cattle, sheep and goats can be susceptible to a group of brain diseases known as transmissible 

spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs). The most well known of these diseases is bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) in cattle. 

In 2008 there were four incidents associated with this category, compared with six such 

incidents during 2007.

Use of unauthorised ingredients

In 2008 we were notifi ed of 66 incidents, compared with 46 during 2007.
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Source of unauthorised ingredient 2008 2007

Other 31 12

Colours 25 30

GM 6 3

Novel Foods 4 1

Total 66 46



Incidents relating to specifi c unauthorised colours such as Sudan 1 continue to decline 

in number while the less well known colours are still evident.

Unauthorised colours April 2000 to December 2008
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  Colours

  Sudan I

  Sudan IV

  Para Red
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Source of unauthorised 

colour incidents
2008

Orange II 0

Rhodamine 2

Erythrosine 0

Tartrazine and Ponceau Red 0

Bixins 1

Acid Red 52 0

Sudan I 1

Sudan IV 2

Tartrazine 1

Other 17



Veterinary medicines

Of the 47 reported veterinary medicine incidents in 2008, key categories were the use of 

nitrofurans (15) and chloramphenicol (7). This closely resembled 2007 fi gures, as seen in the 

table below.

Water quality

Of a total of 12 reported incidents during 2008, we were only notifi ed of two incidents 

which involved bacterial contamination of water. This is in comparison to fi ve such 

incidents in 2007. 

Incidents by notifi er

Incident notifi cations are received by our Incidents Branch. Notifying organisations for 

2000 – 2008 are shown in the following table.

60

Source of veterinary medicine 

incidents
2008 2007

Nitrofurans 15 16

Chloramphenicol 7 13

Other 25 16

Total 47 45
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Category Apr 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 Total

Agency survey 1 3 11 4 13 3 5 4 7 51

Border Inspection Posts 2 2 4 5 9 67 203 254 232 778

Customs and Excise 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 1 1 5

DARD 0 1 1 0 0 5 6 39 33 85

DEFRA 14 17 5 11 13 21 26 19 22 148

Environment Agency 34 27 22 82 45 53 26 23 20 332

EU member states 9 18 39 41 60 72 94 93 87 513

European Commission 0 1 0 3 3 1 4 5 40 57

Fire Services 139 176 190 241 241 278 263 158 129 1,815

General public 3 2 2 5 8 9 14 12 9 64

Government Offi ces of 

the Regions
12 11 1 1 6 8 3 0 0 42

Health Protection 

Agency
8 7 2 2 4 6 18 20 24 91

Industry 8 32 17 19 27 91 104 132 163 593

Laboratories 2 2 6 2 1 4 7 8 19 51

Local authority 103 110 146 156 195 178 267 259 323 1,737

Maritime and Coastguard 

Agency
5 4 7 3 3 7 5 4 4 42

Meat Hygiene Service 0 1 0 0 0 0 3 5 3 12

NHS 3 0 1 1 5 0 5 1 2 18

Nuclear power stations 1 2 2 2 9 10 5 6 4 41

Other 5 6 6 8 9 3 6 5 22 70

Police 13 20 8 5 18 13 12 10 8 107

Scottish Agricultural 

College
1 0 0 1 0 1 21 15 13 52

Single Liaison Body 

request
0 0 0 0 0 0 121 103 28 252

Veterinary Laboratories 

Agency
58 33 54 86 84 92 79 110 93 689

Veterinary Medicines 

Directorate
0 1 6 63 36 44 46 26 12 234

Total 421 476 530 743 789 966 1,344 1,312 1,298 7,879



Local authorities

As in previous years, more incident reports were received from local authorities than from 

any other stakeholder. The reporting levels from this notifi cation category increased by 19% 

in the past 12 months. In recent years we have been encouraging local authorities to report 

incidents, which is likely to be a contributor to this trend. 

Notifi cation from local authorities April 2000 to December 2008

From our inception in April 2000, we have worked to increase our profi le with local 

authorities, encouraging reporting and advancing the benefi ts of collaborative working 

during food safety incidents through engagement work and liaison with the Local 

Authorities Coordinators of Regulatory Services (LACORS).
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Notifi cations from local authorities 2008: by category

The large proportion of microbiological contamination incidents (in total 30% of 

all incidents reported by local authorities since April 2000) refl ects the primacy 

of microbiological sampling in local authority sampling profi les. Natural chemical 

contamination sampling has always been an important component of their sampling 

profi les given the frequent incident occurrence and volume of susceptible imported spices, 

grains, nuts and nut products. Many of the physical contamination incidents arise from 

consumer complaints to local authorities; while the large amounts of sampling undertaken 

during Sudan 1 returned many adverse results from unauthorised colours.
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Notifi cations from local 

authorities by category

Apr 2000 to 

Dec 2008

Microbiological incidents 533

Physical contamination 251

Natural chemical contamination 219

Use of unauthorised ingredient 157
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Industry

Notifi cation levels of incidents by industry showed a 23% increase year on year, indicating 

that the industry is improving its overall level of reporting. 

This increase in notifi cations from industry has been a feature from 2005 onwards, 

refl ecting the effect of the introduction of general food law. Allergens, microbiological 

incidents and physical contamination incidents amount to about 75% of all incidents 

reported by industry since 2000.

Notifi cations from industry April 2000 to December 2008
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Notifi cations from 

industry by category
2008

Allergens 65

Physical contamination 29

Microbiological incidents 24

Natural chemical contamination 16

Labelling/documentation 16

Process contaminants 3

Food contact materials 3

Environmental contamination 2

Pesticides 2

Counterfeit products 1

Irradiated ingredient 1

Use of an unauthorised ingredient 1

Radiological 0

Veterinary medicines 0

On-farm 0

Illegal import/export 0

Water quality 0



European Commission

Notifi cations of incidents from the EC signifi cantly increased year on year, largely due to 

the incident involving adulteration of milk and milk products with melamine from China.

EU member states and other countries

In 2008, notifi cations from EU member states and other countries contributed 87 

incidents compared with 93 notifi cations in 2007. Information on the RASFF is presented 

in a separate section.
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Notifi cations from EU 

and other countries 

by category

2008

Microbiological incidents 20

Labelling/documentation 18

Physical contamination 10

Veterinary medicines 7

Environmental contamination 7

Natural chemical contamination 7

Food contact materials 6

Use of an unauthorised ingredient 3

Allergens 3

Process contaminants 2

Pesticides 2

Animal Feed 1

On-farm 1



Emergency services

Reductions in levels of fi re reporting from the emergency services are a feature of the 2008 

fi gures and although probably partially driven by poorer weather during the summer period, 

it is believed that many fewer fi re incidents are being reported to us.

The Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD), the Scottish Agricultural 

College (SAC) and the Veterinary Laboratories Agency (VLA)

On-farm incidents, such as suspected botulism or livestock poisoning, are notifi ed to 

us by the VLA in England and Wales, the SAC in Scotland and DARD in Northern Ireland. 

On occasion, on-farm incidents may be categorised differently (such as TSE or animal feed). 

Reporting from these organisations peaks during May and June (see on-farm incidents).
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Source of notifi cations 

from emergency services
2008

Fire Services 129

Police 8

Maritime and Coastguards Agency 4

Source of on-farm 

notifi cations
2008

Veterinary Laboratories Agency 93

Department of Agriculture and 

Rural Development
33

Scottish Agricultural College 13



Border Inspection Post rejections

The effect of recording Border Inspection Notifi cations since July 2005 has been to increase 

the total number of incidents reported to us. In 2008, BIP rejections amounted to 17.8% of 

the total for the year.

Border rejection notifi cations April 2000 to December 2008

During 2008, the primary cause of incoming consignments being rejected at borders was 

natural chemical contamination (60.7%, 141) of which the largest contributor was natural 

chemical contamination with mycotoxins.
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Health Protection Agency

2008 saw a slight increase in the number of incidents being reported to us when compared 

with 2007. 

Environment Agency

The number of notifi cations of incidents during 2008 from the Environment Agency was 

similar to 2007 (20 vs 23). 
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Border rejection 

notifi cations by category
2008

Natural chemical contamination 141

Use of unauthorised ingredient 35

Microbiological contamination 24

Process contamination 4

Environmental contamination 8

Veterinary medicines 9

Pesticides 1

Food contact materials 2

Physical contamination 3

Illegal import/export 2

Irradiated ingredients 1

Allergens 1

Animal feed (on market) 1

Notifi cations from the 

Environment Agency 

by category

2008

Environmental contamination 10

Radiological 3

Natural chemical contamination (algal) 1

Pesticides 1



Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

The profi le of incident reporting from DEFRA is very similar in 2008 to that of 2007.

Single Liaison Body Function 

Notifi cations from the Single Liaison Body reduced signifi cantly from 103 in 2007 to 28 in 

2008. This may be due to the notifi cation profi le from the SLB being largely redistributed 

into other categories. 

Alerts

In 2008, we issued 149 alerts (including 59 Allergy Alerts). 11 alerts required action from local 

authorities (seven original alerts and four updates). Of the total, 13 were updates, leaving 

136 original alerts.

2008 Alerts

2008 alerts

The number of food alerts increased by 32 from 2007 to 2008 with the main categories being 

physical contamination and microbiological contamination as in the previous two years.
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Physical contamination 2008

Allergy Alerts were only introduced in March 2007 and direct year-on-year comparisons are 

therefore diffi cult.
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Original alerts 

by category
2008

Allergy alerts 59

Physical contamination 28

Microbiological contamination 25

Use of unauthorised ingredients 11

Labelling/documentation 5

Food contact materials 4

Natural chemical contaminants 3

Process contaminants 1

  Metal  7

  Plastic 7

  Glass 7

  Rubber 4

  Insects 2

  Other 1



Original alerts April 2000 to December 2008

RASFF

The RASFF is a communication tool used by European Union member states to exchange 

information on measures taken to ensure food safety. The system also allows exchange 

with some countries outside the EU (such as Switzerland).

Incidents communicated via the RASFF are:

•  adverse sampling results from other countries on products from the UK (either UK 

origin or those imported to the UK before fi nal distribution)

•  information on distribution to the UK of products subject to measures in 

other countries

The following data is courtesy of the European Commission Rapid Alert team.

In 2008, a total of 3,099 original notifi cations were transmitted through the RASFF, of 

which 1,710 market notifi cations were market notifi cations and 1,389 border rejections. 

A total of 549 market notifi cations were classifi ed as alert, and 1161 as information 

notifi cations. These original notifi cations gave rise to 3,975 follow-up notifi cations, 

representing on average 1.3 follow-ups per original notifi cation.
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RASFF notifi cations classifi cation 2008

Rejections arising at Border Inspection Points clearly show a direct correlation between 

the categories nuts, nut products and seeds and mycotoxins, particularly afl atoxins. 

Conversely, RASFF alerts tend to be more associated with fresh foods such as fruit and 

vegetables, fi sh and meat. The main hazard linked with these categories is pathogenic 

micro-organisms particularly Salmonella spp.
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Incidents Branch

The HQ Incidents Branch acts as the central hub for our incident work. It maintains the 

offi cial audit trail for the investigation, co-ordinating the logging, collation and distribution 

of information required during the investigation. The branch arranges the issue of food 

alerts to local authorities, other Government departments, trade organisations and RASFF 

notifi cations to the Commission. 

The devolved administrations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland each have their own 

Agency offi ces, and take responsibility for co-ordinating their own food-related incidents. 

Any issues relating to food in these areas will be led by the devolved administration.

The Incidents Branch can be contacted as follows:

Incidents Branch

Food Safety: Implementation and Delivery Division

Food Standards Agency

Aviation House 

125 Kingsway 

London WC2B 6NH

Tel: 020 7276 8448

Fax: 020 7276 8788/8446

Email (Food Contamination): foodincidents@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk

Email (Environmental Contamination): irbemergency@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk

Food incidents should be reported using an incident report form located at:

food.gov.uk/foodindustry/regulation/foodfeedform

Out of offi ce hours contact should be made through the Defra Duty Room, Telephone 

Number 020 7270 8960, Fax Number 020 7270 8125. 

The Defra Duty Offi cer will contact the appropriate offi cer ‘on-call’ in the Incidents Branch.
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Contact details



FSA Scotland

6th Floor, St Magnus House

25 Guild Street

Aberdeen AB11 6NJ

Tel: 01224 285194/196

Email: andrew.morrison@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk 

or neil.leitch@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk

Out of hours telephone: 07881 1516867

FSA Wales

11th Floor, Southgate House

Wood Street

Cardiff CF10 1EW

Tel: 02920 678 902/961

Email: heather.lewis@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk 

or, hefi n.davies@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk

Out of hours telephone: 07789 926573

FSA Northern Ireland

10a-10c Clarendon Road

Belfast BT1 3BG

Tel: 02890 417700

Email: susanne.boyd@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk 

or, anne-marie.chambers@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk

Out of hours telephone: via the Defra Duty Room on 020 7270 8960 

The Defra Duty Offi cer will contact the appropriate offi cer ‘on-call’. 
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Appendix 10

Glossary of terms

Ad-hoc Group List of Agency staff involved in a particular incident

AFBI Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute

BIP Border Inspection Post

BSE Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy

CEFAS Centre for the Environment Fisheries and Aquatic Science

DAP Data Analysis Project

DARD Department for Agriculture and Rural Development

DEFRA Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

EA Environment Agency

EC European Commission

FAFA Food Alert – For Action

FAFI Food Alert – For Information

FEPA Food and Environment Protection Act (1985)

Fera Food and Environment Research Agency

FSANI Food Standards Agency Northern Ireland

HSE Health and Safety Executive

HSL Health and Safety Laboratory
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HPA Health Protection Agency

IB Incidents Branch (part of Food Safety: Implementation and Delivery Division)

Incident Response 

Protocol
A guide for Agency staff to the procedures that should be followed during incidents

LA Local Authority

LACORS Local Authorities Coordinators of Regulatory Services

Lead Division
Policy Division that leads a particular incident (e.g. Novel Foods Additives and 

Supplements Division would lead during an incident involving an illegal colour)

NHS National Health Service

OCT Outbreak Control Team

PAH Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons

PSD Pesticides Safety Directorate

RASFF Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed

SAC Scottish Agricultural College

SLB Single Liaison Body

TSE Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy

VLA Veterinary Laboratories Agency

VMD Veterinary Medicines Directorate
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