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SDGs   

Related FAO policy notes  
on COVID-19

 XCOVID-19 and. its impact on 
food security in the Near East 
and North Africa: How to 
respond? 

 X Food safety in the time of 
COVID-19

 XAgri-food markets and trade 
policy in the times of COVID-19 

 XThe opportunity for digital 
transformation

The issue

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented disruption to food systems 
and the global economy. As expected, the spotlight on food safety has intensified 
during the COVID-19 crisis as people seek to reduce their exposure to the virus 
and as food systems are required to deliver safe and nutritious food to all under 
rapidly changing circumstances. Most countries in the Near East and North Africa 
(NENA) region are net importers of food and dependant on global value chains 
to provide sufficient, nutritious and diverse diet for populations facing health 
pandemic and economic recession. Food exports, on the other hand, provided 
important means for some countries in the region (non-oil economies in particular) 
to generate foreign exchange. Effective food safety systems are considered critical 
to maintaining and expanding market shares in food and agricultural exports by 
complying with food safety regulations of importing countries

COVID-19 has highlighted the importance of strengthening food safety and 
preserving nutritional quality of food to tackle a broad array of issues: preventing 
contamination in the food chain to reduce foodborne illness and emergence 
diseases such as COVID-19; promoting nutrition and healthy diets as the first line 
of defense against the underlying health issues that cause the disease to manifest 
more severely; strengthening local food trade channels particularly of nutrient-
rich and perishable fresh fruit, vegetable, fish, dairy and meat; supporting access 
to nutrient-rich foods in balance with staples where unemployment and economic 
downturn lowers purchasing power; strengthening national food safety control 
systems, capacity and  knowledge of value chain actors, and consumer protection 
activities; and enhancing local NENA value chains and informal sector to apply food 
safety management practices. The COVID-19 pandemic has also reminded us about 
the importance of integrating food safety into national public health, food security, 
environmental, trade and development agendas, and supporting a multi-sectoral 
“One Heath” approach. 

The action
This action proposes a set of interventions in response to the COVID-19 crisis’ 
immediate impacts and recovery, and to set the stage for strengthening food safety 
within food systems in the NENA region via institutional and managerial capacity, 
and the policy environment, by targeting national authorities, private sector, value 
chain organizations, and consumers.

• Create an enabling environment and improved stakeholders’ coordination 
and collaboration mechanism in order to put food safety concerns high on 
the political agenda.

Food systems transformation
Improving food safety along the value chain
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Food systems transformation

• Strengthen the institutional capacity of authorities 
responsible for national food safety control 
systems through capacity building in all areas 
of risk assessment, risk management and risk 
communication.

• Enhance food safety management along value 
chains in compliance with CODEX Alimentarius 
by improving knowledge and skills among food 
handlers of safe food practices in the public and 
private sector.

• Stimulate innovation for preserving food safety and 
quality and strengthen partnerships such as public 
private partnership (PPPs) for knowledge exchange 
and capacity building.

• Launch awareness campaigns targeting all 
stakeholders and raise awareness at all levels along 
the food chain coupled with on-the-job training in 
order to increasing common action towards more 
food safety and nutrition-friendly food systems.

Expected results

 nGovernments received advice, guidance and policy 
support with regard to food safety and quality to 
initiate positive change in legislative framework and 
implementation. 

 o Food control systems are assessed to characterize their 
performance, identify specific needs for development 
and support steady and progressive upgrades, including 
specific upgrading actions.

 p Risk-based food safety management along food chains 
is promoted, in compliance with CODEX text and with 
the collaboration of government, food safety authorities 
and the private sector.

 q Technological innovation, research and development is 
stimulated to support better preservation of food safety 
and quality in production and post-harvest processes. 

 rConsumer awareness is raised through targeted 
campaigns and support to consumer protection 
agencies about food safety and quality, and linking 
consumer needs to drive market supply.

Programme links
The programme is linked to the Codex Alimentarius 
Commission and code of international standards; and the 
One Health approach.

Partnerships
The programme will work primarily in collaboration with 
food safety authorities and consumer protection agencies 
at national level, as well as United Nations partners such 
as the World Health Organization (WHO), the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and the United 
Nations Economic and Social Commission for West Asia 
(ESCWA), research institutions and academia. 

Country focus
Egypt, Iraq, Oman, Sudan, West Bank and Gaza Strip,  
and Yemen

Contacts
Jennifer Smolak
Value Chains and Agribusiness Specialist
FAO Regional Office for Near East and North Africa
FAO-RNE@fao.org

Rachid Serraj
Senior Agriculture Officer
Delivery Manager, Regional Initiative on Small-Scale Family 
Farming
FAO Regional Office for Near East and North Africa
FAO-RNE@fao.org

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
Cairo, Egypt 
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