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SUMMARY

In recent years increasing pressure to limit the powers of the Czech public health authorities in the field of food safety has been noticed. An
approach to safe food production and official controls depends on diverse and complex socioeconomic factors in the context of political and
legislative framework within which food producers and official controllers exist. Official controls are those activities carried out by the competent
authorities (CA) or delegated bodies) in Member States to verify business compliance with the requirements set out in agri-food chain legislation.
The presented text compares the effectiveness of national food safety systems in the Member States (MS) of the European Union (EU). Under
the current EU legislation, each MS shall appoint the competent authorities responsible for the purposes of European legislation in the field of
food safety and for performance of official controls. Member States shall ensure that official controls are carried out regularly, on a risk basis and
with appropriate frequency to achieve the objectives set out in the European legislation. For evaluation were used the country profiles of Member
States, as published in 2011-2015. From the perspective of the European Commission current system of official controls in the Czech Republic
is rated as one of the most effective and least problematic. When comparing various systems in Member States it is not possible to decide which

control system is more efficient, i.e. system based on one competent authority or relying on several competent authorities.
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INTRODUCTION

The Article 3 of Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004 of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2004 on official controls
performed to ensure compliance with feed and food law, animal
health and animal welfare rules states, that the Member States of
the European Union shall ensure that official checks are carried
out regularly, on a risk basis and with appropriate frequency to
achieve the provision of safe and wholesome food and feeds.
Recently, efforts are undertaken to change the food safety control
system in the Czech Republic (1). The European Commission
enforces EU food law by checking that Member States incorporate
EU legislation into their national law and implement it correctly,
while national agencies are responsible for ensuring that EU rules
are respected (2). The presented text is intended to help policy
makers, officials on different levels of the state administration
operating in the field of food safety, to assess the advantages and
disadvantages of different systems of official controls as applied
by the Member States of the European Union.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

According to Article 45 of Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004 are
audits carried out by experts of the Commission in the Member
States (3). Audits are carried out regularly. Their main purpose is
to verify whether the official controls in Member States are per-
formed in accordance with Multi-Annual National Control Plans
and in compliance with Community legislation. The general audits
may be supplemented by specific audits and inspections in one or
more specific areas. These specific audits and inspections shall
investigate important or recurring problems in Member States and
to investigate emergency situations, emerging problems or new
developments in Member States. Existing legislation in the field
of food does not provide procedures for assessing the effective-
ness of control systems of food safety in the Member States of
the European Community. The assessment of control systems in
Member States handles Directorate F (FVO) of the Directorate
General for Health and Consumer Protection of the European
Commission (DG SANTE) in the so-called country profile (CP),
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which are published on the website of the European Commission.
The article compares the effectiveness of official controls over
food safety in Member States, as basis for comparison were chosen
country profiles of all member states published on the website of
the European Commission in 2011-2015.

RESULTS

For basic evaluation of the food safety control systems ef-
fectiveness was used total number of FVO audits, indicating
that the FVO in some Member States had to carry out not only
regular general audits but also audits to investigate recurring and
serious problems with the functioning of control systems. Within
this indicator the Czech Republic was ranked slightly above the
EU average (Fig. 1).

According to Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004, the Commission
shall submit a report on the results of each audit carried out. Such
report, if necessary, contains recommendations for Member States
on how to improve compliance with feed and food, animal health
and animal welfare legislation. The Commission shall make its
report available to the public. In case of reports on controls carried
out in a Member State, the Commission provides the competent
authority with a draft report for comments and these comments
are taken into account when preparing the final report. Comments
are published together with the final report on the web pages of
the European Commission. Member States shall, on the basis of
the recommendations, take follow-up actions to improve situa-
tion. The effectiveness of control systems can be compared on
the basis of the number of recommendations from audits of the
official control systems. The evaluation was made on the basis
of the number of recommendations per one audit. Top-ranked
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Fig. 2. Number of recommendations per 1 FVO audit.

Member State in this respect is Estonia (1 competent ministry).
Second is Slovenia (4 competent ministries). The Czech Republic
is ranked 8th (2 competent ministries) with 6.09 recommendations
per one audit. According to this indicator the Czech Republic
system is between the three best countries. The EU average is
7.26 recommendations (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 1. Comparison of the total number of FVO audits.

Fig. 3. Number of not addressed recommendations made by
European Commission.
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Fig. 4. Comparison between number of competent ministries
and number of recommendations per audit.

Another criterion for evaluating Member States was improve-
ment and changes in the official control systems to meet the
recommendations of the Commission. The best Member State in
this evaluation is Slovakia with no unfulfilled recommendations
(2 competent ministries) and Croatia (2 competent ministries)
with 2% of unsatisfactorily or only partially addressed recom-
mendations. On the other side of the range is Greece (4 competent
ministries) —21.35% and the UK (1 competent ministry) — 19.4%
of outstanding recommendations of the European Commission.
In this evaluation, the Czech Republic finished on 11th place
with 8.45% not fully addressed recommendations made by the
European Commission. Average for the EU as a whole is 11.23%
of outstanding recommendations (Fig. 3).

As the next step was made assessment of the number of min-
istries responsible for carrying out official controls in the field
of food safety. Responsible competent ministry or ministries are
established in all Member States, as provided for in Article 2 of
Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004 (Table 1). Only in one Member State
is not under the control system incorporated the Ministry of Health
(MH) — Germany, three Member States do not have in the control
system Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MA) —
Malta, the Netherlands and Sweden. Six Member States (Denmark,
Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, the United Kingdom of Great Britain
and Northern Ireland (UK), and Portugal) has only one supervisory
authority, out of these in two Member States it is Agency under the
direct control of the government — Lithuania and the UK.

Figure 4 shows the number of recommendations per audit
related to the number of competent Ministries. The figure shows
that the effectiveness of the control systems of food safety is not
affected by the number of ministries responsible under national
legislation for food safety. There is also no difference between the
Member States where the main responsible ministry is the Min-

Table 1. Number of competent ministries in Member States

Member State
Bulgaria 1

Number of competent ministries

Denmark

Estonia

Latvia

Lithuania

Portugal

Sweden

United Kingdom

Austria

Croatia

Cyprus

Czech Republic
Finland
Ireland

Italy

Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Romania

Slovakia

Spain

France

Hungary

Belgium

Germany

Greece

Al IDIODIDINDIDIDDINDINDINDINDIDDINDINDN A2 —

Slovenia

istry of Agriculture (Romania, Slovenia and the Czech Republic)
or the Ministry of Health (Austria, Ireland).

If the Ministry of Health leads the food safety control system,
its supervision covers the most of the food chain. If the Ministry
of Health is not leading supervisory authority, its activities include
in particular the supervision of health threats (7 Member States),
catering, supplements, food hygiene, and food for particular nutri-
tional uses (5 Member States). The food contact materials, chain
for food of non-animal origin and water, including mineral and
bottled, are covered by the Ministry of Health in 4 Member States.

DISCUSSION

The shift of the modern food safety conception from “reac-
tive” to “preventive”, has led governments world-wide moving
towards risk-based approaches to food control and requiring all
operators in the food supply chain to share responsibility for food
safety. This in particular requires food inspection programmes
to prioritize controls based on risks posed by the food or food
operator practices (4).
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Official food control may be considered one of the corner
stones in producing safe food and promoting public health, but
its efficacy is something that may not be taken as self-evident.
No effective methods yet exist for evaluating the true impact of
food control on food safety. Epidemiologic data on food-related
illnesses may be applied for evaluating the impact of food safety
control plans, but since the majority of food poisonings are restau-
rant-derived epidemics, this method is not directly applicable at
the level of food-processing plants. In some cases, the evaluation
of non-compliances by an inspector, as being relevant in terms
of food safety, may yet vary due to diversity in the educational
background of inspectors (5).

It is difficult to estimate the burden of foodborne diseases:
only a small fraction is recognized by concerned authorities. The
ultimate goal of food safety and public health officials is to prevent
such outbreaks. Surveillance systems allow authorities to better
understand major food safety risks and to refocus prevention ef-
forts. It also allows early detection of adverse food safety events
and prompt and effective response (4). The national food safety
control system should be designed to manage emergencies and
unpredictable situations (3).

To ensure efficient and effective use of resources controls
should focus on those areas and activities where the risk (includ-
ing risk of non-compliance) is higher. To this end Member States
competent authorities must take into account the risk to human,
animal or plant health, animal welfare or the environment (for
genetically modified products and plant protection products) as-
sociated with animals or goods (6).

From that point of view, it seems that staff of the Ministry
of Health could have advantage in their university studies that
included subjects as pathophysiology, epidemiology and preven-
tive medicine, including risk assessment. The advantage of the
Ministry of Health could be seen also in the direct access to the
data about outbreaks and poisonings that shortens period to react
to emergencies. However, results of our study did not verify this
assumption.

A framework for collaboration is necessary at national and
international levels, with clear roles and responsibilities (7).

Cooperation and collaboration between competent authorities
could play crucial role in the effectiveness of the official control
system. Cooperation is the basic requirement of Regulation (EC)
No 882/2004. When a Member State confers the competence to
carry out official controls on an authority or authorities other than
a central competent authority, in particular those at regional or
local level, efficient and effective coordination shall be ensured
between all the competent authorities involved (8).

A number of competent authorities (CA) met considered that
defining and measuring effectiveness of official controls posed
a significant challenge (9).

The authors are aware that the study was carried out on the
basis of documents which were prepared for individual Member
States by different auditors with slightly different approach to the
assessment of audit results. Additionally, the country profiles were
processed over a relatively long period of time, the basic structure
of a country profile was the same, however, it differs in detail,
therefore, all parts of the country profiles could not be evaluated.
This is one of the first studies trying to assess the effectiveness
of the food safety official control systems in Member States
and it would be advisable to repeat such study. A reassessment

in the future could be done after upgrading of country profiles
(10-37). It is advisable to compare trends in the audits results
of the Czech official control system and analyze them, as they
reveal developments in the official control system. The Czech
system could be compared with systems of official controls in
other Member States.

It would be beneficial if next study covers also further aspect
such as coordination and cooperation between competent authori-
ties, background and training of the staff. It would be beneficial to
accompany it by the view of stakeholders in the Czech Republic
on functioning of the official control system.

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the data available it can be concluded that it is im-
possible to assess one control system as more effective than the
other. The control system in the field of food safety, as established
in the Czech Republic under the applicable legislation before the
end of 2014, is assessed at the level of the European Union as
functioning very well and exceptionally powerful, covering all
relevant legislation on the European level.
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