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Today’s food safety regulatory structure is a system that consists of multiple government oversight of 
the food industry and the foods they produce, distribute, and sell.  This system, with an infrastructure 
that includes federal, state, and local government as participants, has served the public extremely well 
and we proudly boast to have the safest food supply in the world.  While the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) are the major food safety regulatory 
agencies in the United States, it is state and local government programs that conduct most of the food 
establishment inspections, investigate the majority of foodborne illnesses, and sample the majority of 
food products for bacteriological or chemical defects.  This is an enormous task and responsibility. 
 
To ensure the public of a safe, wholesome, and properly represented food supply, an effective food 
safety system must be a combined effort of the food industry, the government (at all levels) and      the 
consumer.  As stated in the President’s Food Safety Initiative, surveillance, research, risk 
assessment, effective regulations with science-based regulatory standards, appropriate inspection, 
enforcement and compliance activities, training and education must be the cornerstones of a food 
safety system.  If there is a system breakdown resulting in foodborne illness, the industry must have 
the willingness and government must have the flexibility and the capacity to move swiftly to determine 
the cause of the illness, remove the implicated product from the marketplace, and build in strategies 
to prevent future recurrences.  
 
Does such a system need to be invented?  No, this system is already in place today.  Is the system 
perfect?  No, but over the years it has continually improved and it has allowed the development of one 
of, if not, the safest, most abundant, most diverse, and most convenient food supplies. 
 
Can our current food safety system be improved?  Absolutely, but the Association of Food and Drug 
Officials (AFDO) believes that we do not need to start over from ground zero -- we need to determine 
more effective ways to enhance the synergism of and to strengthen the effectiveness of the federal, 
state, and local infrastructure currently in place. 
 
When President Clinton announced the Food Safety Initiative to this country much was said about the 
role of the federal government to assure the consuming public safe and wholesome food.  Originally 
there was little said about state and local food safety efforts despite the mammoth amount of work 
that has been done there, and the availability of abundant resources.  As a result, AFDO decided to 
mobilize with our affiliates and state partners and proclaim that no real debate about a national food 
safety system could exist without including state and local jurisdictions.  AFDO has spoken at 
conferences, seminars, and training workshops where we remind everyone about the enormous 
resources devoted to food safety in state and local programs.  Recently a vision by AFDO was 
developed detailing our views as to what a national food safety system could and should be.  AFDO is 
aggressively promoting and articulating this vision and the impact we believe it can have on 
improvement to and resource maximization for food safety in this country. 
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Within this food safety system we envision the federal government providing leadership through 
surveillance, technical support, setting of standards, risk assessment, evaluation of programs, 
certification of field personnel, training, and additional funding where needed.  The federal 
government must also continue to conduct food safety inspections and investigations.  We believe 
one of the major roles of state and local governments would be to continue to perform domestic 
inspections, investigations, and collection of samples in a manner consistent with recognized 
performance standards.  Furthermore, we believe it is the responsibility of the federal government to 
provide the proper regulatory oversight of imported foods at entry point levels.  By allowing states and 
local government agencies to handle more of the domestic food safety affairs the federal government 
can increase its oversight of imported food, which, in our view, is desperately needed.  State and local 
governments should also continue their licensing programs and strong enforcement activities, with the 
federal agencies ensuring that enforcement is evenly applied throughout the country by providing 
assistance as needed.  Our vision is one where better utilization of all current food safety resources 
will improve uniformity and eliminate duplicative efforts.  
 
An integrated system is a vision of joining government resources at all levels into a unified 
organization.  It would include centralizing current and available knowledge relative to food safety 
such as specific information on animal health, foodborne illness, food establishment inspections, and 
sample analysis.  AFDO also believes an integrated system would include tracking mechanisms for 
foodborne illness and food defects, which can be monitored by all states and local jurisdictions 
electronically. 
 
To AFDO, whether the food safety system is implemented by an independent single agency or by 
multiple agencies is not the key to improving our overall system.  What is vitally important, however, is 
the need to take a new look at our food safety system and to fundamentally change from our current 
concept of a ‘‘federal system” and a “state/local system” to a fully integrated “national system.”  As a 
prerequisite to accomplishing this task, the roles and responsibilities of each federal agency involved 
with various aspects of food safety, as well as the roles and responsibilities at the state and local 
levels must be explicitly defined.  Once these roles are clear at the federal level, the roles of the 
counterparts at the state and local levels will fall into place over time. 
 
AFDO believes this is a daring and comprehensive plan and we shall solicit input from all potential 
players in this strategy, including government, industry, academia and consumer groups.  We are 
currently working very closely with federal, state, and local government agencies to better develop 
and clarify the concept of this plan. 
 
AFDO concurs with the National Academy of Sciences’ “Committee to Ensure Safe Food from 
Production to Consumption” where they recommend in their 1998 report that: 
 
“The National Food Safety Plan should: 

• include a unified, science-based food safety mission; 
• integrate federal, state, and local food safety activities; 
• allocate funding for food safety in accordance with science-based assessments of risk and 

potential benefit; 
• provide adequate and identifiable support for research and surveillance to: 

 
- monitor changes in risk or potential hazards brought on by changes  
 in the food supply or consumption patterns; and 
- improve the capability to predict and avoid new hazards; 
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• increase monitoring and surveillance efforts to improve knowledge of the incidence, 
seriousness, and cause-effect relationships of foodborne disease and related hazards; 

• address the additional and distinctive efforts required to ensure the safety of imported 
foods; 

• recognize and provide support for the burdens imposed on state and local authorities that 
have primary front-line responsibility for the regulation of food service establishments; and 

• address consumers’ behavior related to safe food handling practices.” 
 
Dwindling government resources, increased food importing, and changes in pathogens, mandate that 
government at all levels develop effective ways to work smarter and more cooperatively in the 
regulation of food.  The states and federal agencies have a long history of working together through 
various cooperative agreements, contracts, grants, memoranda of understanding and, most recently, 
partnerships.  AFDO believes the time is right to get beyond partnerships by establishing a fully 
integrated national food safety system. 
 
AFDO believes that the development of a national integrated food safety system should include all 
major stakeholders, including federal, state, and local agencies, regulated industry, academia, and 
consumer advocates.  Food safety is everyone’s responsibility, and it is through inclusion that we will 
realize a truly “safe” food supply in this country, as envisioned by AFDO and the President’s Council 
on Food Safety. 


