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 Have you ever awakened feeling terrible and 

wondering if you caught the latest stomach bug 

going around, only to find out that something 

you ate is what made you sick? If you look up 

food safety on the Internet, one Web site alone 

lists enough food recalls to make consumers 

wonder if they should start growing their own 

food (FDA 2010). 

 ñFood safety is an increasingly important 

public health issue,ò states the World Health 

Organization. ñGovernments all over the world 

are intensifying their efforts to improve food 

safety. These efforts are in response to an in-

creasing number of food safety problems and 

rising consumer concernsò (WHO 2007). 

 It has become such a significant 

subject that the Society for Risk 

Analysis (SRA) journal, Risk Analy-

sis, has received enough papers on 

the topic to devote its May 2010 is-

sue entirely to risk assessment of 

food-related risks.  

 Charles Haas, the Risk Analysis area 

editor for microbial risk assessment, 

recently explained how risk analysis 

plays an important role in food safety 

worldwide. Haas also described 

SRAôs involvement in food-related 

risk analysis. 

What are the most common food-related 

risks worldwide? 

Haas: Worldwide, it is definitely severe diar-

rhea from various foodborne agents, many of 

which are also transmitted by water and im-

proper sanitation. Agents and diseases of con-

cern include cholera, typhoid, and many en-

teric bacteria, viruses, and protozoa. 

 

What are the most common food-related 

risks in the United States? 

Haas: They remain infectious diseases, but of 

different types. There are also several organ-

isms that cause low levels of illness with some 

high-severity consequences, such as Es-

cherichia coli O157:H7 and Listeria. 

 

What are the top food-safety topics 

in risk analysis? 

Haas: Dose response and exposure 

assessment remain important, but in-

creasingly the understanding of behav-

ioral factors during food handling and 

description of factors in the ñfarm to 

forkò chain have been increasing. We 

are also starting to see defined re-

search on risk communication strate-

gies and their efficacy. 

 

Should I Eat That? 

Food-Safety Risk Analysis 
Mary Walchuk 

Listeria 
Image by Dr. Balasubr Swamina-

than and Peggy Hayes, CDC 

E. coli O157:H7 
Image by Janice Haney Carr, CDC 
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(Food Safety Risk Analysis, continued from page 1) 

 

 As food consumption changes, with 

greater consumption of ready-to-eat, mini-

mally processed, or fresh foods, attention 

to prevention of risks in these vehicles 

arises. 

 I would also add that there is continuing 

concern with chemical residues in food 

(for example, from pesticides) and the 

more careful assessment of these risks, and 

their control, remains an active topic. 

 

How is risk analysis involved in food-

related risks? 

Haas: Fundamentally, the same 

broad risk-assessment paradigms 

that apply to any environmental or 

public health agent of concern apply 

to food. In the food area, there are 

many aspects where risk can either 

be very dramatically controlled or 

amplified by consumer behavior, so 

understanding these aspects be-

comes generally more important. 

 Since 2001, there has been an in-

creasing attention to the vulnerabil-

ity of the food supplies, and as a 

result there has been increasing re-

search and publication using a risk analytic approach. 

 

How is the SRA involved in food-related risk analysis? 

Haas: There is a very active specialty group in biostressors 

with a significant focus on different types of food risks. In 

addition, especially with regard to chemical contaminants, 

the specialty groups on exposure and dose response also are 

active in the field. For at least 15 years, there have been 

many papers at the annual meeting relating to food-safety 

concerns, and in recent years multiple session tracks have 

emerged. The paper flow in Risk Analysis 

relating to food risk has also seen a contin-

ual increase. 
 

Is food safer today than it was 20 years 

ago? Why or why not? 

Haas: This is hard to answer definitively. 

Unfortunately, we donôt have a strong sur-

veillance program going back that far. 

There have definitely been advances in 

practice, such as the HACCP (hazard 

analysis and critical control points) system 

widely adopted in the industry, which have 

led to better food safety. On the other 

hand, we have gotten better (with advances 

in molecular biology) at being able 

to detect and attribute small out-

breaks. 

 

Is there a difference between what 

the general public perceives as 

food-related risks and what actu-

ally are food-related risks? 

Haas: Like all areas of risk, there is 

a difference between what we can 

estimate via assessment and the 

level of perception. A key area of 

risk amplification in food appears to 

be the type of subpopulation af-

fectedðrisks that have high potency or consequence in chil-

dren, for example, are often amplified in perception. How-

ever the factors inducing amplification in food risk may not 

be all that different than in other areas (although this would 

be an interesting topic to examine in greater detail). 

 

Do you have anything else to say to our readers about 

food-related risk analysis? 

Haas: There is plenty to do and all risk analysts are  

welcome at the table! 

Image by Suat Eman/FreeDigitalPhotos.net 

Image by Julie A. Wenskoski/FreeDigitalPhotos.net  

Created during the 1930s, this historic sign, explaining the benefits of safe food handling, was created by the Minnesota De-

partment of Health. Its message was part of a campaign to promote food safety and to prevent foodborne illness. 
CDC/Minnesota Department of Health, R.N. Barr Library; Librarians Melissa Rethlefsen and Marie Jones  

http://www.fda.gov/Safety/Recalls/default.htm
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs237/en/index.html
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Charles Haas 
 Charles Haas is the Betz Professor of Environmental Engineering and also head of the 

Department of Civil, Architectural & Environmental Engineering at Drexel University. 

 Haas has been an academic for his entire career. His early work in risk analysis was in 

the assessment of infectious disease risks from waterborne exposure, such as in drink-

ing water or in recreational waters. Many of the pathogens in water are also food borne, 

so in the early 1990s, when there was heightened attention to food infectious disease 

risks, he broadened his scope of interest. 

 Haas has done funded research for the International Life Sciences Institute (ILSI) in 

the food area and has also been involved in workshops or consultations with ILSI, the 

Food and Agriculture Organization, the World Health Organization, and other national 

and international groups. He has published articles in different food-related journals on 

applications of quantitative microbial risk analysis to food safety problems and has also 

done some expert consulting on various topics related to microbial food safety issues.  

Coming in the May Issue of Risk Analysis 
 

¶ Opening EditorialðSandy Hoffman and Charles Haas 
 
¶ Probabilistic Inversion in Priority Setting of Emerging ZoonosesðRoger Cooke 
 
¶ A Multi -Factorial Risk Prioritization Framework for Foodborne PathogensðJuliana Ruzante, Valerie Davidson, 

Julie Caswell, Aamir Fazil, John Cranfield, Spencer Henson, Sven Anders, Claudia Schmidt, and Jeffrey Farber 
 
¶ Risk Ranking for Foodborne Microbial Hazards in New Zealand: Burden of Disease EstimatesðRob Lake, Pe-

ter Cressey, Donald Campbell, and Elisabeth Oakley 
 
¶ Attribution of Human VTEC O157 Infection from Meat Products: A Quantitative Risk Assessment Approachð

Rowena Kosmider, Pádraig Nally, Robin Simons, Adam Brouwer, Susan Cheung, Emma Snary, and Marion 

Wooldridge 
 
¶ Can a Participatory Approach Contribute to Food Chain Risk Assessment?ðGary Barker, Clare Bayley, Angela 

Cassidy, Simon French, Andy Hart, Pradeep Malakar, John Maule, Martina Petkov, and Richard Shepherd 
 
¶ Integrated Approaches for the Public Health Prioritization of Foodborne and Zoonotic PathogensðMarie-Josee 

Justine Mangen, Michael Batz, Annemarie Käsbohrer, Tine Hald, J. Glenn Morris Jr., and Michael Taylor 
 
¶ A Quantitative Assessment of the Risk for Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza Introduction into Spain via Legal 

Trade of Live PoultryðFernando Sánchez-Vizcaíno, Andrés Perez, Manuel Lainez, and José Manuel Sánchez-

Vizcaíno 
 
¶ A Tiered Approach for Risk-Benefit Assessment of FoodsðHeidi Fransen, Nynke de Jong, Marieke Hendrik-

sen, Marcel Mengelers, Jacqueline Castenmiller, Jeljer Hoekstra, Rolaf van Leeuwen, and Hans Verhagen 
 
¶ Statistical Evaluation of the New Zealand Food Safety Authority Sampling Protocol for Imported FoodðRaj 

Govindaraju and Mark Bebbington 
 
¶ Methylmercury Risks and EPA+DHA Benefits Associated to Seafood Consumption in EuropeðCarlos Car-

doso, Narcisa Bandarra, Helena Lourenço, Claudia Afonso, and Maria Nunes 
 
¶ Global Sensitivity Analysis Applied to a Contamination Assessment Model of Listeria monocytogenes in Cold 

Smoked Salmon at ConsumptionðMariem Ellouze, Jean-Christophe Augustin, and Jean-Pierre Gauchi 
 
¶ Evaluation of Scenarios for Reducing Human Salmonellosis through Household Consumption of Fresh Minced 

Pork MeatðKaatje Bollaerts, Winy Messens, Marc Aerts, Jeroen Dewulf, Dominiek Maes, Koen Grijspeerdt, 

and Yves Van der Stede 

 


