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Trend to Convenience Foods Increases Health Risks, says Prof Patrick Wall

The growing trend towards convenience foods increases health risks unless high standards are maintained along the entire food chain, according to Professor Patrick Wall of UCD and former Chairman of the European Food Safety Authority. 

Professor Wall, who was addressing the Animal and Plant Health Association (APHA) conference on animal health, said the longer the food chain and the more ingredients in convenience products the greater the food safety risk and the more difficult traceability becomes in the event of a recall being necessary due to contaminated product.

“Ireland is well positioned to be the bread basket of Europe.   But the infrastructure in terms of surveillance and standards to reassure international purchasers that their brands and reputations are safer with us than with our global competitors is a prerequisite,” he said

“The recent Salmonella outbreak, which originated in Ireland and with human cases in several EU member states, and the current Listeria outbreak in Canada, which has resulted in 17 deaths, highlight that food companies and food service operators must maintain the highest standards to protect public health and business reputations.  It has to be ‘right first time every time’ as the consequences are grave.

“There can be no room for complacency as Ireland is competing on a global battle field for market share and today’s gold standards are next year’s norms. We have to be able to demonstrate that produce from “Ireland the Food Island” is different from that of our competitors,” said Professor Wall.

He said that forensic microbiology is being increasingly used to bar code and definitively identify germs in livestock, manufacturing facilities and food in order to track the causes of human illness.  The laboratories in Europe are sharing data so any Irish firm releasing contaminated product onto the market will be identified.

He stressed that Ireland needs to strengthen its laboratory capacity and expertise to identify pathogens, which may be contributing to a problem, and ensure the systems are in place to track ingredients and food products forward and backwards through the food chain.

“We market ourselves as “Ireland the Food Island” but what is special about Irish food?  A critical selling point must be a level of safety standards and surveillance that gives maximum reassurance to home and international purchasers,” said Professor Wall.
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