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"The year 2021 marked the return to a more normal life, both for 

consumers and businesses and for the FASFC. The Agency was able to 

continue its mission to protect consumers and animal and plant health. 

But incidents in the food chain, such as the contamination of food with 

ethylene oxide (ETO), show that a strong and efficient Agency is always 

needed to monitor the food chain".

   Herman Diricks 

   managing director
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 The functioning of the FASFC: 
from checks to support through trainings

In 2021, we were all edging closer towards a normal life again.

The highlight came last summer, when hospitality businesses were once 

again allowed to welcome customers to enjoy a meal on-site, events with 

catering could take place again and we were once again able to eat in our 

familiar school canteens and company restaurants. 

The FASFC did not lose sight of food safety this year either and our staff 

continued to give it their all every day to keep an eye on the safety of 

our food.



Our food safety inspectors are on the road every day looking 
after your safety !

In 2021, we carried out more than 300 missions a day in Belgian food 

businesses. That bring us back to the same rate as before the Covid 

pandemic, when certain checks could not be carried out temporarily.  

During an inspection mission we conduct different kinds of checks: we carry 

out hygiene inspections, check documents, take samples of products, 

raw materials,... and so on.  

 

Belgium attains a very high level of food safety. With a reassuring 97.5% 

compliance score for our food, we are among the best-performing 

countries in Europe.

In total, nearly 1.400 staff members help to ensure the safety of the food 

chain in this country.  We all have the same goal: ensuring the safety of 

the food chain to protect the health of consumers, animals and plants.

Sometimes, our inspectors find non-compliances that pose a risk to our 

food safety.  The FASFC can then take a series of measures, such as issuing 

a warning (16,849), writing up an official report (a procès-verbal) (9,465) or 

imposing a temporary closure (248).



Melamine in bamboo plates 

For some time now, shops offer a wide range of tableware products (such 

as plates and cups) and kitchen utensils (such as spoons and spatulas) 

that contain bamboo fibres.  These products are often promoted as an 

alternative to disposable tableware or as “more natural”. Kitchenware 

made from bamboo fibres is, however, not always 100% bamboo. This is 

because a substance – usually melamine –  is added to these bamboo fibres.

As a consumer, you can easily spot this difference because the products lack 

a woody structure and therefore look more like plastic objects. According 

to European legislation, the use of bamboo in these products is actually not 

allowed at all.

Consequently, these tableware products had to be taken off the shelves and 

the FASFC gave the sales outlets some time to do so. Afterwards, we started 

conducting our checks to make sure that no one would be able to buy 

these products any longer.  This led to 128 checks focussing exclusively on 

bamboo-melamine products, 16.4% of which were unfavourable. 

Consumers who had already purchased such products, were allowed to 

continue to use them, provided that they carefully followed the instructions 

for use.  For example, you must not heat these products above 70°C (e.g. in 

the microwave or the dishwasher) or let them come into contact with hot 

food or beverages.  Consumers were also advised to wash the products by 

hand.



E-Learning 

Since 2008, the FASFC has a team of trainers that helps businesses in the 

B2C sector to better understand food safety legislation and especially...

apply it correctly! This team offers general trainings or provides tailor-made 

training solutions to suit the specific needs of a business. Until the advent 

of the corona virus, these trainings were almost exclusively organized in 

the form of in-person trainings. Since March 2020, this was unfortunately 

no longer possible.  However, the training team has not been idle and has 

created a new format to continue helping food businesses.

Since October 2021, an e-learning course has been available for people 

working in the horeca sector or in institutional kitchens of schools, hospitals 

or prisons,... 

The participants learn interactively about everything to do with allergens, 

personal hygiene, the purchase and storage of goods and the preparation 

of food,... The advantage of this online training is that everyone can follow it 

at their own pace whenever it suits them.

Moreover, the participants get the opportunity to take a test after the 

training and obtain a certificate. In the last 3 months of 2021, no fewer 

than 700 people took part in this new training. That is a great success, 

which is a signal for the FASFC to provide e-learning alternatives for other 

topics as well.
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The FASFC at the service of consumers: finger on the
pulse through the Contact Point and surveys

The consumers and the safety of the food chain are at the heart of the 

FASFC’s policy. The Agency even has its own “Contact Point for Consumers”. 

A motivated team of French- and Dutch-speaking staff listens every day to 

citizens who have questions or concerns about food or food businesses. 

The questions and complaints we receive also contribute to improving food 

safety, as they are forwarded to our inspectors who can make the necessary 

findings in the field.  In 2021 the Contact Point for Consumers received an 

average of 16 complaints and almost 20 questions per working day. 

Surveys into changing consumption patterns are also carried out regularly. 

The FASFC, for example, conducted a survey in which consumers were asked 

about their consumption habits.  

The results show that consumer habits are changing, but that consumers still 

expect the same level of food safety. 



Consumers are buying more locally and make more conscious 
food choices

The survey shows that almost one in four consumers eat more local and/

or seasonal products since the covid-19 crisis.

 A fifth of consumers shop more in neighbourhood shops (grocery shops, 

bakeries, butcher’s shops,...), while 14.2% indicate that they buy less food 

products in supermarkets or hypermarkets. 

 In addition to a shift towards the short food supply chain, it also seems 

that consumers make more conscious food choices. 19.1% of respondents 

indicated that, since the corona pandemic, they pay more attention to the 

origin and composition of foodstuffs. 

Moreover, 20.9% of respondents are trying to eat healthier since the 

covid-19 crisis and are more likely to choose fresh produce and/or organic 

products.



9 out of 10 consumers consider the FASFC a necessity

A growing number of consumers believe that the FASFC plays an important 

role in their daily lives. Besides, nine out of ten respondents believe that 

the FASFC is vital to ensure the safety of the Belgian consumers.  When 

asked about the consumers’ perception of the FASFC, 25% of respondents 

give the Agency a score of 9 or 10 out of 10.

Moreover, less than 5% of consumers give the FASFC’s image a lower score 

than 5 out of 10. This figure is more than twice as low as in the previous 

survey. On average, this translates into a score of 7.4 out of 10, which is an 

increase of 0.5 points since the last survey of 2019. 

 

Consumers also believe that the FASFC performs its tasks well: more than 

eight out of ten consumers have confidence in the checks carried out by 

our Agency.  That is an increase of 5% since the last survey. 



A question or complaint about food safety?  
The FASFC has a Contact Point for Consumers

Food poisoning, concerns about a purchased product, questions about 

food labels or the different types of expiration dates,....In 2021, the 

Contact Point for Consumers received an average of 16 complaints and 

almost 20 questions per working day.

With 3,929 complaints, we can again see a slight increase in the total 

number of complaints in 2021 compared to 2020. The large drop in the 

number of complaints in 2020 was undoubtedly due to the compulsory 

closure of hospitality businesses and institutional kitchens.  

Especially people who fall ill and suspect that his may be due to eating a 

particular food product find their way to the Contact Point for Consumers 

(26% of the complaints we received in 2021 were with regard to this issue). 

Furthermore, in 2021 the FASFC handled 980 complaints about hygiene in 

food businesses, and 21% of these complaints were about matters relating 

to production or storage methods, such as failure to observe temperatures, 

expiration dates, etc.  

The complaints the Contact Point for Consumers receives are forwarded 

to the inspectors on the ground, who carry out approximately 500 checks 

a day, both at food businesses and of foodstuffs (through analyses). 

In 40% of cases, our staff can establish during the inspection that the 

consumer’s complaint is well-founded and can then take the necessary 

measures.



Do not hesitate to contact the FASFC via the Contact Point for 
Consumers!  

The FASFC can be reached via various channels:

 

- via a simple online form

- by email: meldpunt@favv.be

- via a free telephone number (0800/13 550)

- or via our social media channels: Facebook and Twitter

Video: The FASFC’s Contact Point for Consumers
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More than 200 product recalls due to the presence of
ethylene oxide - the snowball effect caused by a plant
protection product

Ethylene oxide, ETO for short, is a gaseous disinfectant whose use is prohibit-

ed in Europe. In September 2020, its misuse as a plant protection product by 

third countries was detected for the first time in sesame seeds. Afterwards, 

it became clear that the problem not only occurred in these seeds. The sub-

stance was also found in many other raw materials such as herbs, spices and 

locust bean gum (a type of thickening agent). 

In 2021, this was the reason we faced another wave of product recalls. The 

use of contaminated raw materials was specifically found in ice creams, sauc-

es, food supplements and meat preparations.



From zero tolerance to a finetuned approach in Europe 

In the summer of 2021, European Member States agreed on a finetuned 

approach for finished products containing the substance. When ETO is 

found in a raw material, companies have to check whether the substance 

will also be found in their final product. Final products containing ETO 

above the determined limit are recalled from consumers. An approved 

laboratory checks by way of an analysis whether the product effectively 

does not contain too much ETO. In this way, an additional certainty is 

built in.

In 2021, 210 product recalls due to ETO were issued. 

The FASFC urged the European Commission to provide for a stricter 

approach at the European external border.

In 2022, new import rules came into force, with more products from more 

countries of origin being systematically checked at the borders. Conditions 

concerning ETO are enforced on food companies in third countries and the 

local authorities have to certify the products before exporting to the EU.



From self-checking to product recall:  492 product recall and 
warning notices issued in 2021

Every day, food companies 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 the food law by carrying out 

checks and taking samples.

 In 2021 , the FASFC carried out 68.848 sampling missions, 97.5% of which 

were compliant.

Despite all precautions taken by food companies, it may occur 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 or withdraw it from the market.  If the product has already 

reached the final consumer and its consumption represents a risk, it will be 

recalled from consumers.

Each product recall is displayed in shops (physical or online), and the 

company sends out a press release. Although this is the responsibility of the 

company, the FASFC supervises the whole process and the Food Agency 

distributes the information via its website and social media.     



The objective: To inform consumers who would have bought this non-

compliant product! 

In 2021 , the FASFC sent out 492 product recall notices and warnings 

(allergens that were not mentioned, wrong expiry date on the labels...) and 

relayed these notices via its website and social media channels, an increase 

of 96 notices compared to 2020. This is a significant increase, which is again 

linked to the problem of ethylene oxide!



Did you say RASFF and mandatory notification?

Non-compliances detected in our neighbouring countries can lead to new 

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). Using this 

method, in 2021, Member States sent 4.589 notifications via this RASFF 

system regarding products that could potentially pose a risk to humans 

or animals and that involve other Member States or third countries. 385 

RASFF messages were sent by Belgium, as a result of - official border 

controls on import (45), due to information from a company's self-

checks (191), official controls on the Belgian market (128) and as a 

consequence of consumer complaints (21). 

In addition to the RASFF messages, the FASFC also receives alerts from 

companies that are active in the food chain.  The company must notify the 

FASFC if, at a given point in the food chain, it appears that a product is not 

compliant and may represent a risk for the health of the consumer; this is 

called a mandatory notification.

In 2021, the FASFC received 1557 mandatory notifications (primary 

sector: 106; processing sector : 971; distribution sector: 480).  

Each notification leads to an investigation by the FASFC, which can 

enforce a company to issue a product recall or a warning.  

This happened XX times in 2021.

LICHTENSTEIN

ANDORRA
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PFAS: an investigation into environmental pollution 
in Flanders

In June 2021, various media outlets reported on the pollution caused by 

PFAS chemicals. This historical pollution came to light during construction 

works on the Oosterweel link and turned out to originate from the 3M 

company in Zwijndrecht. It was also feared that these substances would be 

present in the soil, water, air, as well as.... in food. The FASFC therefore 

immediately launched an investigation into PFAS contamination in commer-

cial foodstuffs available on the Belgian market.



Environmental pollution and the role of the FASFC

The FASFC itself is not responsible for checking or monitoring 

environmental pollution. However, the Agency does check the 

safety of foodstuffs that end up on store shelves. 

To this end, it cooperates with the Regions, which have to notify the 

FASFC when certain areas are contaminated with chemical substances that 

may compromise the safety of the food chain. These substances  – which 

originate from human industry – may end up in our food and animal feed. 

Other known environmental contaminants are persistent organic pollutants 

(POPs), such as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and heavy metals such as 

lead and cadmium. 

The FASFC is responsible for conducting food safety checks on food 

and animal feed that end up on store shelves. Products grown in private 

gardens, eggs from backyard chickens,...as well as other products from 

private individuals belong to the private sphere and consequently do not 

fall under the authority of the FASFC.



What checks does the FASFC carry out to detect environmental 
contamination in food?

When the FASFC is aware of contaminated areas, the Agency will check 

whether the food businesses located in these areas are taking the 

necessary precautions to ensure that their products are safe, for example 

by conducting analyses on their products.  In addition, the FASFC also 

carries out analyses of its own on foodstuffs on the Belgian market.  

Each year, an inspection programme is drawn up that includes analyses 

that are able to detect environmental contaminants. 

Besides these general checks, the FASFC also works with specific 

monitoring programmes. In 2021, the Agency took 19 samples in food 

businesses that are located in the vicinity of scrap-processing plants in 

Flanders.   

A variety of products, such as milk, honey, vegetables and animal feed were 

examined for the presence of dioxins, dioxin-like PCBs and marker PCBs.  

All results were compliant!



The PFAS investigations carried out by the FASFC

When the FASFC was informed by the Flemish Region of the PFAS 

contamination in the town of Zwijndrecht, Antwerp in June 2021, the Food 

Agency initiated two types of investigations.

 The first investigation focused on food businesses located in a  

15km-radius around the polluting company.  We carried out analyses on 

eggs, milk and meat from farms. From the results, it could be concluded 

that no additional measures were necessary for those businesses  

at that time. 

The second investigation was conducted in order to obtain a more general 

picture of the PFAS values in a variety of foodstuffs available on the Belgian 

market.  The investigation was first conducted in Flanders, at sites where 

there are no indications that pollution has ever occurred in the past.   

This is known as a background monitoring. Between August and November 

2021, 175 samples were taken of foodstuffs originating from various 

farms in Flanders. These foodstuffs did not require additional measures to 

be taken either.



The FASFC knocks on Europe’s door

To date, there are no European or Belgian standards for PFAS  in foodstuffs. 

Moreover, the FASFC does not have the authority to impose such standards. 

It can only check compliance with the existing rules. That is why the FASFC 

works with action limits, which are limit values determined based on 

scientific evidence. This way, the FASFC can still make decisions when there 

is a food safety risk (blocking products, notifying other authorities,...).

Together with federal minister David Clarinval, the FASFC has asked 

Europe to set standards for PFAS in foodstuffs as soon as possible. This is 

important because these rules will then apply throughout Europe and the 

consumer will consequently enjoy the same level of protection everywhere.
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1 year of Brexit, what does this mean for the FASFC?

Since January 2021, British stilton cheese, lamb, yoghurt,...can no longer 

cross the Belgian border without a hitch.  Within the European Union these 

goods can, however, still be traded freely.  But because the United Kingdom 

is no longer an EU-member, all British food companies have to comply with 

the same import regulations as companies from other third countries 

(non-EU countries), such as China, the United States, Brazil,... In 2021, 

the Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food Chain (FASFC) conducted food 

safety checks on a noticeably larger number of consignments.



6.250 import checks on British goods

The FASFC conducts checks to verify whether consignments are 

accompanied by the necessary documents and whether the goods comply 

with European legislation.

 No fewer than 5.859 consignments of products of animal origin were 

presented for inspection at the Belgian border in 2021. These products 

included animal feed, such as pet food (25%), foodstuffs such as meat and 

dairy products (19%), as well as other products. For Belgium, the Port of 

Zeebrugge is the main point of entry for British goods (i.e. 94% of British 

consignments imported via Belgium). The checks carried out by the FASFC 

showed that 95% of these consignments complied with European 

legislation.

 The majority of the rejected consignments (217 out of 261) were due 

to issues with documents (the absence of the required documents or 

incomplete documents).

Also plants and plant products are subject to import checks since January 

last year.  A total of 356 consignments were imported via Belgium, 

76% of which were compliant.  In these instances, incorrect and/or 

incomplete documents were the main cause of rejected consignments.

 Furthermore, 24 consignments of live animals (mainly horses) and 15 

consignments of foodstuffs of non-animal origin were checked by the 

FASFC.



The United Kingdom also imposes export checks

In 2021, the FASFC had issued about 950 health certificates for the export 

of live animals and live products to the United Kingdom.  

These certificates mainly concerned horses, horse semen and dogs.

Moreover, the FASFC inspectors also issued approximately 5.250 

phytosanitary certificates for high-risk plants and plant products 

destined for the United Kingdom. These were mainly consignments of 

ornamental plants, shrubs and trees.

 In 2022, the number of certificates issued by the FASFC will increase even 

further. From 1 July - as the new checks are phased-in in three stages- all 

products of animal origin (e.g. meat, dairy, and egg products), and almost 

all plants and plant products (such as most fruit and vegetables) will have 

to be accompanied by a health certificate or a phytosanitary certificate and 

will be checked at the British border.

 By hiring more staff and providing extra trainings, the FASFC is fully 

prepared to deal with these additional checks. The Food Agency is also 

in contact with the exporters to ensure that these export checks run as 

smoothly as possible.



Import checks:  The FASFC verifies the compliance of foodstuffs 
intended for the Belgian... and European market!

Every day, animals and products from all over the world enter the European 

Union.  In view of the very rapid globalization and the increasingly complex 

food chain, the European Union has drawn up a comprehensive and 

highly harmonized set of regulations. Based on these regulations, the 

FASFC carries out its import checks in the ports of Antwerp, Zeebrugge 

and Ghent, as well as in the airports of Brussels-Zaventem and in the 

airports of Liège-Bierset, Charleroi and Ostend. 

 In 2021 alone, the FASFC had checked nearly 132.887 consignments from 

third countries that were destined for the European Union.   Although 

all types of foodstuffs are checked at the (air)ports (live animals, fishery 

products or products of animal origin, spices, plant products,...), the FASFC 

inspectors also carry out checks on goods that are not intended for human 

consumption: animal feed, cut flowers, packaging materials,...  .

 The FASFC’s objective? Ensuring that the imported products meet the 

same level of (food) safety standards as the products manufactured 

within the European Union.
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Avian influenza – a dangerous virus for poultry 
that comes and goes

Avian influenza is a disease that poses a particular risk every year between 

November and April, when the virus is circulating widely in wild birds and 

thus can be transmitted from these animals to domestic poultry. 

In 2021 the disease wrought havoc in Europe on an unprecedented scale. 

Belgium also had to deal with cases of bird flu in the first and last months 

of the year.  After 3 outbreaks of a highly pathogenic H5 subtype avian 

influenza virus on commercial poultry farms and at bird sellers’ premises, 5 

infections in backyard poultry flocks and additionally the discovery of 

29 infected wild birds, a favourable evolution could only be observed at the 

start of the spring of 2021.  Consequently, the mandatory confinement was 

lifted on April 6th, 2021.



Our poultry heads back into lockdown

In the autumn of 2021 another wild goose infected with the highly 

pathogenic H5 avian influenza virus was discovered. The virus was again 

circulating widely in the wild bird population as several  new cases  of 

infected wild birds were confirmed, Minister Clarinval declared a new 

period of increased risk on 15 November 2021.

This allowed the implementation of additional measures to limit the 

risk of introduction of the virus into Belgian poultry farms.  All owners of 

poultry and ornamental birds, whether professionals or private individuals, 

were instructed to confine their birds indoors or to keep them in a fully 

netted enclosure to avoid any contact with wild birds.

 In the final months of 2021, highly pathogenic avian influenza infections 

were also found in 3 commercial poultry farms and in 28 wild birds.

Although the measures unfortunately did not prevent all outbreaks, they 

certainly helped to limit the number of infections considerably. Other 

Member States in the European Union had to deal with hundreds of 

infections in poultry and wild birds.



Animal and plant diseases: surveillance of notifiable diseases

Although the FASFC is mainly known for its inspections and checks 

throughout the food chain, the Agency is also responsible for the 

prevention and control of certain regulated animal and plant diseases.

The current health policy aims to achieve and maintain “disease-free” 

status regarding animal and plant diseases.

Thanks to surveillance, prevention and the inspections and checks 

carried out by the FASFC, we can not only guarantee the health of our 

farms and our own market, but also ensure that Belgium can continue to 

export to third countries.

 Even though Belgium has disease-free status for many animal diseases 

(including ASF), the FASFC continues to monitor a host of animal diseases. 

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 incident 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 FASFC's crisis prevention and incident management departement 

works on four pillars: prevention (simulation exercises, signal capturing, 

etc.), collaboration (specifically with the national crisis centre), 

communication (with the sectors, municipal and provincial authorities, 

etc.) and, improving the incident management approach based on the 

“lessons learned” from previous incidents.



FASFC in figures

1.400 employees

sample compliance : 97,5%

547 CFP

19 new markets

3.929 consumer complains

114.486 missions

barometer : -6,6%

733 fraud investigations

492 recalls and warnings





Mission
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.
 

Föderalagentur 
für die Sicherheit 
der Nahrungsmittelkette

Federal Agency 
for the Safety 
of the Food Chain


