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I n t ro d u c t i o n

Since the early sixties, the Euro p e a n
Union has developed a comprehensive
series of measures to ensure that food is
safe. These measures include rigoro u s
o fficial veterinary inspections, contro l s
and testing at all levels of the produc-
tion, processing, distribution and retail
chain. These checks also apply to pro-
ducts imported into the European Union
from third countries.

Recent and serious food-related pro-
blems have however caused substantial
damage to the public's confidence in the
current approach to the control of food
safety.

This lack of confidence in food safety has
led to the belief that the current approa-
ch to food inspection needs to be moder-
nised and more coherent in order to
achieve the highest possible level of heal-
th protection. This belief is endorsed and
supported by many veterinarians, whe-
ther they are involved as practitioners at
farm level, as official veterinarians in ins-
pection services or as specialists in public
health.

A new approach to food safety must pro-
vide reassurance not only from the point
of view of the consumer, but also from
that of society as a whole. To achieve this,
the new approach must be able to inte-
grate public health with animal health
and welfare, since animal health and wel-
fare can have a direct effect on public
health in general and on the safety of
food in particular.

The stable 
to table appro a c h
to food safety
aims at linking 
the entire chain of
food pro d u c t i o n
f rom animal feed
and animal 
b reeding right up
to the moment
w h e re food 
is placed on 
the table of the
c o n s u m e r.

During the last 30 years many socio-
economic changes have occured which
have brought about the need for a more
integrated food safety approach. Some
of these changes are:

■ The patterns of production, proces-
sing, sale and consumption of agricul-
tural products have changed.

■ Housing, husbandry and feeding sys-
tems are generally becoming more
intensive and industrialised. 

■ A new spectrum of animal diseases,
such as BSE, together with
zoonotic/foodborne diseases, such as
Salmonella and the verotoxic strains of
E. coli, have emerged and are gaining
greater importance.

■ International animal trade is expan-
ding and will continue to do so with
the enlargement of the EU.

■ There are social changes such as
increasing public awareness, changing
life styles and demands for higher
standards.

■ Alterations to social patterns have
resulted in convenience foods and pre-
prepared meals being more commonly
consumed. 

■ Increased exchanges of products of
animal origin have resulted on the one
hand in cheaper and more varied food
for the consumer, but on the other
hand, in increasing difficulties to trace
products between their place of pro-
duction and the final consumer.



The stable to table
a p p roach 
to food safety

In 1996 the European Commission recognised
that Òthe biological and chemical agents which
cause food poisoning are many and varied but
that they almost all have one feature in common:
they accompany the animal from the stable to
the table. For this reason, any attempt to main -
tain a high level of protection of consumers
without taking account of what is happening
throughout the whole production chain is doo -
med to failur eÓ.

The stable to table approach to food safety is an
holistic approach embracing all elements, which
may have an impact on the safety of food, at
every level of the food chain from the stable to
the table. The phrase is used to encompass the
production of all foods of animal origin and can
be applied not only to meat but also to milk,
eggs, fish and other products from aquaculture,
as well as fruits and vegetables.

Applying this approach means that food safety is
not solely a matter of inspection at the slaughte -
rhouse or processing plants as has traditionally
been the case. On the contrary, this system
emphasises the need for interaction between all
participants in the entire food chain, from the
animal feed manufacturer down to the indivi -
dual consumer .

Communication throughout the food chain, fr o m
the farm to the consumer is a critical element of
this approach. However, the communication must
be two-way so that pertinent information is going
f r om the farm of origin to official veterinarians at
the point of control and back again. This ensur e s
that for instance any findings during the inspec-
tion per f o r med at the slaughterhouse are r e p o r -
ted to the farm and to the field veterinarian and
thus can be addressed at the farm level. Similarly,
the results of investigations into the cause of food
poisoning incidents must be communicated back
down the production process in order that pre-
ventative actions can be taken.

Although ambitious, the stable to table approa -
ch to food safety is the only way to optimise ins -
pection of food of animal origin, in order to
ensure that cor rective actions are taken and that
the highest possible assurance of food safety is
delivered to the consumer n

The stable to table
approach can also meet
consumers' interests and
concerns, not merely
from a health point of
view but also by taking
into account animal
welfare, ethical 
and environmental
considerations.

The stable to table approach to food safety the -
re f o r e re q u i r es the development of schemes
enabling full traceability of food products from
the production place to the consumer backed up
by effective communication of pertinent infor -
mation throughout the food-chain.
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