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Engaging with 
Member States through 
EFSA’s Advisory Forum

EFSA’s Advisory Forum stands testament to the Authority’s 

commitment to involve European Union Member States 

in its work. Recently EFSA’s ongoing work to harmonise 

methodologies for assessing the safety of botanicals and 

botanical preparations intended for use as food supplements, 

underlined the key role the Advisory Forum has to play. 

The Advisory Forum connects EFSA with the national 

food safety authorities of all 27 EU Member States. Its 

members represent each national body responsible for risk 

assessment in the EU. There are also observers from Norway, 

Iceland, Switzerland, candidate countries and the European 

Commission. The Forum is at the heart of EFSA’s collaborative 

approach to working with EU Member States. Through it, 

EFSA and the Member States can join forces in addressing 

European risk assessment and risk communications issues. 

Collaboration between EFSA and national food safety 

authorities on botanicals, is a case in point. 
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The example of botanicals

Botanicals and derived preparations (from plants, algae, fungi 

or lichens) are widely available on the EU market as food 

supplements. Examples include ginkgo, garlic, St. John’s Wort 

and ginseng. Such products are typically labeled as natural 

foods, often claiming to have possible health benefi ts. 

But are there some risks for human health? This is where 

EFSA stepped in. In 2004 an EFSA discussion paper expressed 

concerns about the quality and safety of botanicals. This 

led members of the Advisory Forum to underline the 

need for science-based guidance for assessing the safety 

of botanicals. EFSA responded and took the initiative to 

work on this issue. It has already developed draft guidance 

proposing a science-based approach for assessing the 

safety of botanicals, and has compiled a compendium 

of botanicals that have been reported to contain toxic, 

addictive, psychotropic or other substances that may 

be of concern. EFSA held public consultations on these 

documents in early 2008.

F e a t u r e

Future developments

It was suggested to test the proposed approach with a 

number of examples. An EFSA Scientifi c Co-operation 

(ESCO), working group was therefore created, involving 

experts nominated both by the Advisory Forum and EFSA’s 

Scientifi c Committee. 

The working group has also been enlarging the information 

in the compendium. The Steering Group on Co-operation 

(SGC), in which Advisory Forum members participate 

alongside members of the Scientifi c Committee, has been 

monitoring progress of this working group, as with all EFSA 

working groups.

The ESCO working group delivered a report of its fi ndings 

to EFSA’s Executive Director in April 2009. The outcome was 

presented to the SGC mid May, to the Scientifi c Committee 

end of May, and to the Advisory Forum mid June 2009. The 

report contains some recommendations for updating the 

guidance document, which are currently being considered 

by the Scientifi c Committee, and possible follow-up actions 

that could be undertaken by EFSA.

The updated guidance document, the compendium and 

ESCO report will all be available on the EFSA website soon.  ■

?   Why did the Advisory Forum meet to discuss plant 

health specifically? 

> Riitta Maijala In 2008, 

EFSA, in line with its strat-

egy on collaboration with 

Member States, put this 

strategy into practice by 

organising special Advi-

sory Forum meetings fo-

cusing on specifi c areas, 

namely plant health, as 

well as animal health and 

welfare. The overall aim 

was closer networking 

between relevant national experts so that they could get 

together to help set priorities and streamline the work of 

EFSA and national authorities. 

In October 2008, 20 national plant health experts of 

EFSA’s Advisory Forum came together with counterparts 

from EFSA and the European Commission. The focus was 

on harmonising approaches for pest risk assessments 

(PRAs) and their evaluation, and discussing what data is 

needed for diff erent types of risk assessments.

?   What benefits did the meeting bring?

> On a more general note, the meeting allowed partici-

pants to share scientifi c information, pool resources and 

work towards coordinating work programmes. Specifi -

cally, it served as a platform for participants to agree on 

the need to harmonise pest risk assessment methods, 

since existing guidelines were developed under diff erent 

frameworks. Here, EFSA’s guidance document for evaluat-

ing PRAs, which it is about to publish, will prove particular-

ly useful. At the meeting participants also learned of, and 

welcomed, EFSA’s initiative in putting together an inven-

tory of data sources for PRAs which will be also available 

soon. 

?   Will these special Advisory Forum meetings con-

tinue?

> Indeed, they will. We see these focused meetings as 

important drivers to ensuring Member States and EFSA 

are kept abreast of the latest developments throughout 

Europe. They are also vital to maintaining a coherent ap-

proach across Europe in specifi c areas. To this end, Ad-

visory Forum representatives on plant health will come 

together again in October 2009.  ■

I n t e r v i e w

Co-operation on key topics with Member States:
Special Advisory Forum meeting on plant health
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> Riitta Maijala ,  EFSA’s Director of Risk Assessment

http://www.efsa.europa.eu/EFSA/efsa_locale-1178620753812_1178676330243.htm


Each year, EFSA must, in collaboration with the European 

Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC),  produce 

the annual European Union Summary Reports on zoonoses, 

antimicrobial resistance and foodborne outbreaks. In 

preparing these, EFSA works closely with Member States. 

Zoonoses are infections and diseases that are transmissible 

from animals to humans. They can be acquired from animals 

or through eating contaminated food. Take Campylobacter

and Salmonella; they remain the most common causes of 

zoonotic diseases in humans in the EU. 

It is important that national food safety authorities and 

EFSA co-operate to identify which foods and animals are 

the main sources of infections. Such information, pooled 

from all across Europe, helps protect human health, for 

example, through contributing to improved EU control 

measures in the food chain.

Each Member State sends its national data to EFSA and the 

European Commission. EFSA works closely with national 

authorities to ensure that across Europe, Member States 

collect and provide comparable data. The Authority then 

compiles and analyses the information provided before 

sending the draft report to the national authorities for 

comment. EFSA takes these comments into account before 

ultimately publishing the annual report. The 2007 report 

will be divided into three sections: zoonoses, food-borne 

outbreaks and antimicrobial resistance. Each section will be 

published separately.

H i g h l i g h t s
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In preparing the report, EFSA also works with the ECDC 

who is responsible for the data and analysis on zoonotic 

infections in humans. When the report was published, EFSA 

held a joint press conference with the ECDC in January 

2009.

EFSA also co-operates with the Commission and Member 

States in analysing EU-wide baseline surveys on zoonoses 

in diff erent foodstuff s and animal species. Here, the 

Commission co-ordinates the survey and collects the data. 

EFSA receives the data and analyses them. A Task Force on 

Zoonoses Data Collection, an EFSA network comprising 

Member States representatives, works together to review 

and publish the survey results. Together with the fi ndings 

of the summary report, such co-operation ensures Europe’s 

risk managers can make informed decisions to protect 

consumers. ■

A review of EFSA’s 2006 Strategy for Co-operation and 

Networking has found that ties with Member States are 

well developed. Among Member States the consensus 

was that rather than start new activities, existing initiatives 

should be continued and some further strengthened. 

These concern: Focal Points; harmonisation of and training 

on risk assessment methods; data collection; facilitating 

applications for Article 36 calls; strengthening existing 

networks with Member States; and identifying where 

additional networks may add value.

The strategy calls for strengthening Member States’ co-

operation through the Advisory Forum. For this, there are, 

since 2008, Focal Points in all Member States supporting 

Advisory Forum members in their daily networking and 

scientifi c co-operation work. In addition, the Steering Group 

on Co-operation, in which both the Scientifi c Committee 

and the Advisory Forum participate, provides oversight on 

joint European Scientifi c Co-operation (ESCO) Working 

Group projects.

Grants awarded to competent organisations under Article 

36 of EFSA’s Founding Regulation and contracts awarded to 

carry out scientifi c work have also grown: in 2009 EFSA will 

spend €7.5 million on these activities. 

In June, EFSA’s Management Board backed  the proposal to 

boost risk assessment capacity and expertise in Europe in 

the medium term. EFSA is pursuing this further and will be 

discussing further initiatives with its Scientifi c Committee and 

Advisory Forum.

All told, it is clear that EFSA’s Member State co-operation 

and networking has already come a long way. ■

EFSA’s networking with Member States

forges closer ties, fi nds review

EU co-operation in action: 

The Community Zoonoses Summary Report
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THE COMMUNITY SUMMARY REPORT
ON TRENDS AND SOURCES 
OF ZOONOSES, ZOONOTIC AGENTS, 
ANTIMICROBIAL RESISTANCE
AND FOODBORNE OUTBREAKS
IN THE EUROPEAN UNION IN 2005
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http://www.efsa.europa.eu/EFSA/ScientificPanels/efsa_locale-1178620753812_ZOONOSES.htm
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/cs/BlobServer/resource_EFSA/about/core/Interim_review_strategy_coperation_and_networking.pdf?ssbinary=true


Update

A key priority for EFSA is mobilising sci-

entifi c resources throughout Europe. To 

help drive joint EFSA Member State col-

laboration, the Authority has established 

working groups for scientifi c co-operation 

(ESCOs) in a number of areas. Participants 

in ESCO projects include national experts 

nominated by Member States through the 

Advisory Forum, members of the Scientifi c 

Panels or Scientifi c Committee, and EFSA’s 

scientifi c staff .

One of the working groups, covering 

emerging risks, has built on EFSA’s achieve-

ments to date to identify and communi-

cate emerging risks. The working group 

recommended that EFSA complete and 

validate its overall approach to emerging 

risks, particularly in relation to data sourc-

es and indicators. This included ensuring 

that EFSA can learn from non-food safety 

sectors. The Authority should also develop 

an approach to communicate emerging 

risks responsibly and establish a fully-func-

tioning network to share data and results 

with other specialist bodies. In addition, 

overall awareness of this area should be 

increased including further research into 

ways to identify emerging risks.

Another working group looked at fostering 

harmonised risk assessment approaches 

in Member States. It recommended in its 

fi nal report that EFSA and Member States 

develop so-called ‘country profi les’ for a 

better understanding of how risk assess-

ment is organised in diff erent countries. 

In addition, risk assessment outputs of 

national organisations should be made 

publicly available. With this in mind, EFSA 

developed an Information Exchange Plat-

form to share scientifi c information be-

tween EFSA and Member States. Eff orts 

are also needed to implement quality 

management tools in the risk assessment 

process. Within specifi c scientifi c areas, 

they recommended as well that risk as-

sessment approaches need to be further 

harmonised.

Meanwhile, an ESCO working group was 

created to characterise the potential haz-

ards or benefi ts of isofl avones from soy or 

red clover in food and food supplements, 

following a German request for advice. 

Isofl avones are natural plant substances. 

Products containing isofl avones – e.g. soya-

based products - are growing in popularity 

in Europe. However, although they are con-

sidered to be part of a healthy diet, there 

are questions surrounding their health im-

pact. The work of this group should help 

EFSA decide whether a full risk assessment 

is required.  ■

Largo N. Palli 5/A

43121 Parma

Italy

Tel: +39 0521 036 111

Fax: +39 0521 036110
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>  Chief editor : Anne-Laure Gassin 

(EFSA)

>  Editorial board : Gaby-Fleur 

Böl (Germany), Pierre Cassart 

(Belgium), Edel Conway (Ireland), 

Albert Knut Solem (Norway), 

Vassilios Krestos (Greece), Jan 

Meijer (The Netherlands), Torben 

Nilsson (EFSA), Evert Schouten 

(representing the Advisory Forum), 

Carola Sondermann (EFSA), Karen 

Talbot (EFSA). 

The views or positions expressed in 

this newsletter do not necessarily 

represent in legal terms the offi  cial 

position of the European Food Safety 

Authority.

Stay updated !
To receive this newsletter, please 

email : newsletter@efsa.europa.eu

News on EFSA’s co-operation projects can 

also be found at the EFSA website at www.

efsa.europa.eu.

Core documents including scientifi c 

opinions, agendas and minutes of 

meetings can be found here as well.
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Update on EFSA’s Scientifi c 

Co-operation projects

Article 36 facts and fi gures

Under Article 36 of EFSA’s Founding Regulation, Member State-nominated 

organisations, selected by EFSA’s Management Board, can assist the Authority 

in its work, such as data collection.

>  Now 371 approved organisations can help EFSA prepare opinions or collect 

data, for example.

>  Article 36 organisations have grown by over 50% (up from 243 

organisations).

>  During 2008, EFSA launched 20 Article 36 calls for proposals for scientifi c 

support worth €2.2 million. 

>  During 2008, EFSA signed 18 grants for scientifi c support worth €2.0 million. 

>  In 2009, EFSA has planned to spend €3.9 million on grants, compared to €1.7 

million (2007) and €2.0 million (2008).

> F O R  M O R E  I N F O R M AT I O N

http://www.efsa.europa.eu/EFSA/efsa_locale-1178620753812_Scientific_Cooperation_projects.htm
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