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Our commitments during the COVID-19 crisis

The year 2020 will definitely be associated with coronavirus, which disrupted
the daily lives of all Belgians, all economic sectors, and all public organisations. The pandemic and the measures taken to contain the virus prompted
the FASFC to adapt its working methods so it could continue to maintain a
high level of food safety in Belgium and place consumers at the heart of its
concerns once again this year.

Food safety, a vital mission and appropriate controls
As an essential service, the FASFC continued to carry out inspections in the
field, while taking into account the difficult situations that food businesses
were facing during this pandemic.
The normal rhythm of controls has therefore maintained in specific sectors
such as meat, primary production and food imports. On the other hand,
they were temporarily suspended in establishments where people belonging to a risk group are present, such as the kitchens of hospitals, nursing
homes, etc., except in the event of a complaint or within the framework of
an investigation following collective food poisoning (TIAC).
Lastly, a new inspection checklist was drawn up for the distribution sector
(take-away food, shops, bakeries, butcher’s shops, etc.) and the processing
sector, to find a balance between presence on the ground to ensure food
safety and the protection of the employees of the companies and the FASFC inspectors. Almost 20,000 inspections were carried out using this new
checklist in 2020.

Small businesses: training and support ... remotely!
For more than 10 years, the FASFC has been organising numerous training,
information and awareness-raising sessions for certain target groups, such
as charities, community kitchens, project leaders, farmers undergoing
retraining, etc. Between 8,000 and 10,000 professionals receive free advice
and support each year so they can work in the best possible conditions and
ensure satisfied and protected consumers.
Although it could not use (physical) classrooms in 2020, the FASFC Information and Support Unit in charge of this training was able to change
tack so it could continue providing good practices in terms of food safety.
The training and information sessions therefore took place in the form of
webinars (groups of 100 participants) and virtual classes (groups of 15-20
participants).
In the same spirit, during the first lockdown and while the restaurants were
closed, interested establishments were able to obtain tailor-made support
directly from the inspectors concerning communication about allergens.
It is important to realise that catering establishments must be able to
inform their customers about the allergens that may be present in their
dishes. These regulations are strict and are regularly misapplied due to a
lack of time or knowledge.

Protecting the health and safety of FASFC employees
The FASFC has more than 750 controllers and inspectors who carry out daily
missions in the field, and around 130 employees who analyse samples in
the five FASFC laboratories. There are also some 500 administrative staff,
experts, the Managing Director’s staff, the personnel department, the communication department, etc.
The pandemic has changed the organisation of the FASFC in a general
way (digitalisation, reorganisation of the inspection plan, etc.), as well as
the daily work of its employees, in the field (respect for social distancing,
etc.), in the laboratories (reorganisation of work to ensure the continuity of
analyses) and the administrative functions (teleworking for all, organisation
of duty rotas, distance training, etc.).
In total, nearly 1,400 employees have been affected, but they have all kept
the same objective at the heart of their concerns, namely to ensure food
safety for consumers, and the health of animals and plants.

COVID-19 and animal health: an animal health panel and the
special case of mink
The bat, the pangolin, ... COVID-19 probably had an animal origin. This is
what worried many pet owners at the beginning of the pandemic: can our
dogs and cats catch coronavirus and pass it on to us?
While sporadic cases of infection have been confirmed in pets, the question
of how susceptible animals are to the virus and their ability to transmit it
has been raised by many scientists.
Following the example of other countries and on the proposal of the FASFC,
a group of experts, the Risk Assessment Group-Covid Animals (RAG-GA),
was created in Belgium in April 2020. Its mission is to support the federal
COVID-19 crisis group with regard to animals and the role they can play in
terms of public health (“One Health” approach).
In Belgium, SARS-CoV-2 has become a notifiable disease and epidemiological surveillance has been carried out by testing domestic and wild animals.
The FASFC set up a reinforced surveillance plan for mink farms, given their
particular sensitivity to the virus. Serological tests on 479 live mink and virological tests on 423 mink carcasses were all negative, demonstrating that
mink farms in Belgium have remained free of the virus.

At the FASFC, we put the consumer at the heart of our concerns
Food poisoning, concerns about a purchased product, questions about
labelling, about the composition of a foodstuff, etc. In 2020, the FASFC contact point received an average of 14 complaints and almost 20 questions
per working day.
With 3,605 complaints, the contact point handled fewer complaints than in
2019 (-22%). This is probably due to the closure of catering establishments
as part of the measures taken to combat the pandemic.
In 2020, consumers turned more towards short circuits. These new consumer habits have not prevented consumers from remaining vigilant about
their food safety, as the contact point recorded 21 complaints related to
direct sales (only one complaint in 2019).
Of the 4,922 consumer questions received by the contact point, 685 (14%)
were related to the pandemic and the coronavirus measures. As the measures and the follow-up of the measures are not the role of the FASFC, the
contact point did not deal with these questions and redirected the consumer to the right body.
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Getting organised to fight fraud

Fraud is not a new concept and the fight against fraud in the food chain is
a point of attention for the inspection authorities, in particular the FASFC.
As long as it generates huge profits, and as long as new fashions and new
products (which consumers are fond of) create so many opportunities for
fraud, there will be individuals or groups (sometimes at international level)
who will try their luck. For many years, the FASFC has been developing an
anti-fraud strategy, thus putting Belgium at the forefront of the fight against
food fraud.

An international anti-fraud network
Fraud knows no borders, but the European authorities are determined to
stick together! In Europe, more and more resources are being allocated to
the fight against food fraud, which allows the implementation of modern and innovative European systems, and the organisation of hardline
international actions, such as the OPSON and Silver Axe operations in which
Belgium participates every year.
In Belgium, the FASFC has strengthened its anti-fraud unit, the National Investigation Unit (NIU), in recent years. On the ground, the lines are shifting;
we are seeing inspectors trained to detect signs of fraud, an information exchange network being set up, and cooperation with the various authorities
(public prosecutor’s office, police and customs services, etc.) taking shape.
Prevention, detection, enforcement. The fight against fraud is getting organised and is bearing fruit, with 792 fraud investigations opened in 2020.

Fraud during COVID-19
On the label of a tea from China, intercepted during a postal check by the
FASFC, was written: “Recommended by the Beijing Administration of Traditional Chinese Medicine for the prevention of COVID-19”. A tea, with medical
recommendations, that can prevent coronavirus.
Some companies or individuals have taken advantage of the coronavirus
pandemic to sell food with misleading and illegal claims. This means food
supplements, as well as other products, such as tea, honey and prepared
meals; the fraudsters do not lack imagination!
In April 2020, the European Commission set up a reinforced action plan
in the Member States, in which the FASFC participated for Belgium. This
Europe-wide operation focused specifically on products claiming to protect
against coronavirus or boost the immune system. By the end of 2020,
almost 600 illegal products and those with misleadingly claims (products
that claimed to protect against or cure COVID-19) had been intercepted at
European level. In Belgium, the FASFC dealt with around 50 cases.

Nearly 800 tonnes of pesticides seized in spring
The investigations of the National Investigation Unit (NIU) were not limited
to the fraud surrounding the pandemic. With the port of Antwerp on its
territory, Belgium plays a key role in the fight against trade in illegal plant
protection products (unauthorised or counterfeit products).
With the strengthening of the NIU and the creation of a specific unit for
pesticides, Belgium has become a leader in import controls for plant protection products; in 2020, the NIU inspected 191 imports, with a total of 3,217
tonnes of products.
In the spring of 2020, almost 800 tonnes of non-compliant or suspect plant
protection products imported via the port of Antwerp were placed under
temporary seizure. This operation was the result of an investigation carried
out in collaboration with the Environment Team of the federal police and
the Antwerp public prosecutor’s office. The products concerned originated
in India or China and were intended for the European professional market.

Tuna - spiked, coloured, smoked... and trafficked
Tuna is a product that is susceptible to fraud, particularly because of its cost
and the potential profits. The fraud involves giving the tuna a red colour to
make it appear fresher and to mask the deterioration of the product. However, deterioration does not slow down despite the use of these processes,
and deceived consumers risk food poisoning.
In autumn 2020, a special action was organised by the NIU and the various
regional branches (ULC) of the FASFC, during which 45 samples of fresh and
frozen tuna were taken from wholesale and retail shops.
This special action identified two types of illegal practice and led to the
seizure of 79,244 tonnes of tuna.
Although other European countries have already seized tuna illegally treated with carbon monoxide in the past, this is the first time that the FASFC
has revealed the use of the process. The FASFC has undertaken to continue
its action to combat tuna fraud by means of five concrete actions.
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Contaminated sesame seeds: small seeds,
big consequences

They can be found on hundreds of products: a handful of seeds sprinkled
on bread, in oil, in condiments, etc. Sesame seeds are everywhere in our
food, on everything, and used, sometimes in very small quantities, on a wide
range of finished products. So when Belgium sounded the alarm in September 2020, after the discovery of a substance not authorised in Europe on
these small seeds, the whole European food alert system went into action,
with (self-)checks, product recalls, “RASFF” alert messages, compulsory notification and stronger import controls.

The alert was for ethylene oxide, a substance not authorised in
Europe
Ethylene oxide, ETO for short, is a gaseous disinfectant whose use is prohibited in Europe. In September 2020, the FASFC was alerted to the presence
of this substance at a level above the regulatory limit in a batch of sesame
seeds from India during a self-check by a company. The FASFC took immediate measures - blocking and analysing the stocks of sesame seeds, issuing
an alert message via the RASFF (European Rapid Alert System for Food and
Feed) system to inform the European health authorities of the problem,
risk assessment and recall from consumers of non-compliant sesame seed
products that the risk assessment concluded present a potential chronic
risk for consumers.
Given the frequency of non-compliant batches of sesame seeds from India,
Europe and Belgium (via the FASFC) took swift action to ensure that only
products that meet European standards are placed on the market.
At the end of 2020, 105 product recalls were published on the FASFC
website for this issue. Further recalls are taking place in 2021, although the
frequency of recalls has slowed.

From self-checking to product recall: 396 recall and warning
notices issued in 2020
Every day, food businesses carry out checks on the food they produce,
manufacture or sell. This is called self-checking. For its part, the FASFC
ensures that these companies comply with food legislation by carrying out
checks and taking samples. In 2020, the FASFC carried out 25,557 sampling
missions, and 97.7% of these samples were compliant.
Despite all the precautions taken by food companies, it can happen that
a product does not comply. Depending on the product, its position in the
food chain and the risk for the consumer, the FASFC may decide to block
the product, withdraw it from the market or, if it has already reached the
final consumer and its consumption represents a risk, recall it from consumers.
Each product recall is displayed in shops (physical or online), communicated
to the press and published on the FASFC website and social networks. The
objective is to inform consumers who would have bought this non-compliant product!
In 2020, the FASFC relayed 396 product notices and warnings (allergens,
etc.) via its website and social networks, an increase of 157 notices compared to 2019. This is a significant increase that is directly linked to the
sesame seed problem!

Did you say RASFF and mandatory notification?
Non-compliances detected in our neighbouring countries can lead to
measures in Belgium and vice versa! The FASFC exchanges information
on non-compliant products with its European counterparts thanks to the
European Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF). In 2020 alone, the
Member States issued 3,777 notifications via this RASFF system for products
likely to present a risk to humans or animals and involving other Member
States or third countries. 266 RASFFs came from Belgium: 31 as a result of
official border controls on import, 137 due to information from a company’s
self-checks, 85 following official controls on the Belgian market and 13 as a
consequence of consumer complaints.
In addition to the RASFF messages, the FASFC also receives alerts from
companies working in the food chain. The company must notify the FASFC
if it appears, at a given moment in the food chain, that a product is not
compliant and may represent a risk for the health of the consumer; this is
called mandatory notification.
In 2020, the FASFC received and processed 1,455 mandatory notifications
(primary sector: 111; processing sector: 968; distribution sector: 376). Each
notification leads to an investigation by the FASFC, which can ask the company to issue a product recall or a warning (allergen). This happened 219
times in 2020.

Import controls: the FASFC ensures the compliance of foodstuffs
entering Belgium... and Europe!
Animals and products from all over the world enter the European Union
every day. The European Union has developed extensive and highly
harmonised regulations in view of rapid globalisation and the increasing
complexity of the food chain. On the basis of these regulations, the FASFC
carries out its import controls at the ports of Antwerp, Zeebrugge and
Ghent and at the airports of Brussels-Zaventem, Liège-Bierset, Charleroi and
Ostend.
In 2020 alone, the FASFC checked almost 115,000 shipments from third
countries to the European Union. Although all types of foodstuff are
checked (live animals, fishery products, animal products, spices, products of
vegetable origin, etc.), the FASFC also controls products that are not intended for human consumption, such as animal feed, cut flowers and packaging
material.
What is the FASFC’s objective? To ensure that imported products reach the
same level of safety as products manufactured in the EU!
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African swine fever: Belgium regains its free status in 		
the eyes of the world

On 20 November 2020, Belgium regained its free status for African swine
fever (ASF) at European level. One month later, on 21 December 2020, the
same happened at the World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE), when
Belgium regained its free status in all suidae.
This succession of announcements closes a chapter lasting more than two
years, hopefully for good.

Regaining free status: a fruitful cooperation between
the federal and regional levels!
As a reminder, in September 2018, ASF was discovered in wild boar in the
forests to the south of the province of Luxembourg. The FASFC and the
Walloon Region, in collaboration and each within the framework of its own
competences, took a series of strict management measures to eradicate the
virus from Belgian territory and prevent its entry into domestic pig farms.
At federal level, a budget of 5 million euros spread over two and a half
years was released to protect this sector and to give the FASFC the means
to continue fighting the epidemic (laboratory analyses, experts, methods
of fighting the epidemic). As an example, 21 people were recruited to the
FASFC to reinforce the teams working to manage this crisis.

International relations and export support
Although Belgium no longer appears on the world map of countries affected by ASF, exports of pork meat to the 20 or so countries that had decided
to impose an embargo did not automatically resume when free status was
recovered. Moreover, 13 countries still maintained their embargo on Belgian
pork at the end of 2020.
As well as recovering markets for the export of Belgian pork, the FASFC pays
special attention to preserving Belgian export markets and opening up new
markets around the world. Belgian agri-food companies are investing more
and more in exports and it is the FASFC that negotiates the sanitary and
phytosanitary conditions for this; exports of 30 different kinds of products
to 26 third countries became possible in 2020.

Strengthened biosecurity on farms
Biosecurity encompasses all the measures taken to minimise the risk of
introducing or spreading diseases within a farm. As we have seen in the
fight against avian flu and African swine fever, maintaining a good level of
biosecurity helps to preserve the health of the animals, the farm and the
entire economic sector!
Thus, in mid-June 2020, strengthened biosecurity measures for pig farms
were included in the legislation and notified to professionals and amateur
owners; these measures apply to all owners of pigs, whether as pets or for
fattening.
What are the objectives? To protect pig farms against the introduction of
ASF and other diseases and ultimately reduce the use of antibiotics. Every
year from 2021, the farm veterinarian will have to carry out a complete evaluation of biosecurity on pig farms via a computer application developed
with ARSIA and the DGZ.
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Are you preparing for Brexit? So are we!

At the beginning of 2020, one thing was certain: the United Kingdom
would leave the European Union, after a transition period during which
there would be a status quo in terms of customs formalities. The rest was
unknown: when? Brexit with or without a trade deal? And if there were
agreements, what would they cover? All these questions did not slow down
the FASFC in its preparations for Brexit: whatever the outcome of the negotiations in Brussels, we had to be ready for the big day!

113 extra staff to protect ourselves from Brexit
The FASFC had been preparing for the consequences of Brexit for some
time. Based on the possible scenarios and an impact analysis, an action
plan was created that led to the recruitment of 113 additional employees in
preparation for Brexit. The recruitment campaign mainly targeted traditional scientific profiles (agronomists, veterinarians, etc.).
Lastly, with the postponement of the official Brexit date to 1 January 2021,
the new employees were able to use the transition period to complete their
theoretical and practical training: the training of a controller/inspector is
part of an ongoing process, which takes the form of coaching that lasts on
average six months.
In addition to the Brexit, the fight against swine fever and the implementation of the Plant Health Law allowed the FASFC to strengthen its workforce, which had been reviewed in 2015 following budgetary restrictions.
Between 2017 and 2020, the FASFC’s personnel plan was expanded with the
addition of 108 full-time equivalents (FTEs).

The FASFC supports Belgian companies doing business with the
United Kingdom
Brexit represents a real challenge in more ways than one. This is particularly
true for food businesses that trade with the UK.
It was essential for the FASFC to stand by them and offer support. In addition to a Belgian Internet portal shared by all authorities and intended for
both citizens and companies (www.belgium.be/brexit), the FASFC also set
up several tools so that companies in the agri-food sector could access all
the necessary information quickly and easily, such as the participation of
the FASFC in webinars by sectoral organisations, an information campaign
for companies and a website and contact centre specifically dedicated to
Brexit: https://www.favv-afsca.be/brexit/fr/, which answers the questions
most frequently asked by businesses and citizens on the issues managed by
the FASFC.

When the UK launches export certificates and import controls
While Brexit officially took place on 31 January 2020 at the political level,
it did not fully apply economically and commercially until the end of the
transition period, set for 31 December 2020.
While an agreement has been concluded between the European Union and
the United Kingdom, customs formalities and sanitary and phytosanitary
controls have been introduced for the transport of goods.
For the FASFC, this means a large number of additional controls - staff have
been hired for this purpose - but the agency is already well versed in import
controls and certification for exports. In 2020, the FASFC checked almost
115,000 shipments from third countries to Belgium and the European
Union.
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Avian flu: a different type of virus on Belgium’s
doorstep

As early as May 2020, numerous cases of highly pathogenic type H5 avian
influenza (HPAI) were identified in Russia and Kazakhstan, regions that are
home to many migratory birds. Very quickly, the virus spread throughout
the European continent, prompting each country to take measures to try to
prevent the contamination of professional and amateur farms.
Obviously, it’s impossible to control a bird’s migration path. However, the
presence and spread of the virus in Belgium was limited, thanks to the
biosecurity measures already in place on professional farms and an efficient
surveillance, prevention and management system set up by the FASFC.

When poultry are also in lockdown
On 1 November 2020, in view of the increasing risk in Belgium, a period
of increased risk was declared by the Minister of Agriculture to allow the
implementation of additional measures to limit the risk of the virus being
introduced onto poultry farms in our country. On 13 November 2020, the
first cases of wild birds infected with the highly pathogenic avian influenza
virus (H5N8) were identified in Belgium, in Ostend in the province of West
Flanders. All owners of poultry and ornamental birds, whether professionals
or private individuals, were then ordered to contain their animals to avoid
any contact with wild birds.
Three outbreaks of avian influenza were identified in Belgium at the end
of 2020. The measures were therefore unable to prevent outbreaks, but
certainly helped to limit their number considerably.

Animal and plant diseases: surveillance of notifiable diseases
Although the FASFC is known for its controls throughout the food chain, it
is also responsible for the prevention and control of regulated animal and
plant diseases.
The health policy in place aims to maintain “free” status for animal and plant
diseases. The FASFC devotes an annual budget of more than 10 million
euros to this issue.
Thanks to surveillance and prevention and the controls set up by the FASFC,
we can not only guarantee the health of our farms and our market, we can
also allow Belgium to continue exporting to third countries.
Although Belgium has regained its free status for certain diseases (in particular ASF), other diseases are still present on our territory and are subject
to specific surveillance and monitoring. Avian influenza comes to mind,
of course, but others include foulbrood (European and American) in bees,
paramyxovirus in pigeons, bluetongue in sheep, VHS in fish and tuberculosis in cattle. This policy was made possible through collaboration with
Sciensano and regional animal health associations ARSIA and DGZ.

Crisis prevention and management
Despite all the efforts being made by the FASFC, the sectors and businesses,
reality shows that it is not possible to entirely prevent incidents in the food
chain and outbreaks of certain animal and plant diseases. That is why the
FASFC invests a great deal in prevention and tries to respond appropriately
and effectively to incidents, small and large, that threaten our food chain
and animal and plant health.
The crisis prevention and management service within the FASFC works on
four pillars: prevention (simulation exercises, signal capturing, etc.), collaboration (especially with the national crisis centre), communication (with the
sectors, municipal and provincial authorities, etc.) and, when they occur,
incident management.

Our mission is to ensure that all actors in the food
chain can provide the consumers and each other
with the greatest possible assurance that the food,
animals, plants and products they consume, keep or
use are reliable, safe and protected, now and in the
future.
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