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ANALYTICAL TESTING

Sorting the Bad
Eggs From the Good
The EU egg scandal caught the headlines this
summer. The economically motivated adulteration
of food has been estimated to cost the food industry
up to $40 billion per year. This burden is borne by
industry, regulators and ultimately consumers.
by Maartje Geraedts

A

snowballing scandal over an insecti
cide in eggs has revived discussions
around food safety. The total dam
age of the fiprinol scare to the Dutch food
industry alone will run into the tens of mil
lions of euros. The continuous challenge
is to develop better and quicker methods
to detect biological and/or chemical con
taminants in food products.
At the time of writing, the 2017 fipron
il egg scandal had affected 17 nations
worldwide, according to EU officials. This
includes 15 European Union Member
States, plus China and Switzerland. EU
trade and agriculture spokesman Daniel
Rosario said that farms have also been
blocked in France and Germany. Checks
are being conducted on chickens bred
for meat over concerns that they, too, may
have been treated with fipronil. The impact

-

of releasing an unsafe product to the mar
ket can be devastating. "Every year several
products have to be removed from stores,
due to the presence of undesired or even
toxic components in the food products,"
says Heidi Ottevaere, Professor at the Vrije
Universiteit Brussel and Brussels Photonics
Team (B-PHOT).

A Testing Success Story
Fipronii is a compound that is actually in
cluded in the standard European monitor
ing programs. This was the reason why they
discovered that there was a problem with
this compound. In this case, things worked
out quite well in terms of food safety test
ing, as the issue was discovered and most
commercial companies have increased
their frequency of fipronil testing. Heather
Hancock, Chairman of the UK Food Stand-
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ards Agency (FSA) says: "I'm confident that
acting quickly is the right thing to do. The
number of eggs involved is small in pro
portion to the number of eggs we eat and
it is very unlikely that there is a risk to pub
lic health. Based on the available evidence,
there is no need for people to change the
way they consume or cook eggs. However,
fipronil is not legally allowed for use near
food producing animals and it shouldn't
be there." The National Institute for Public
Health and the Environment (RIVM) argues
that the health risks are very low, particu
larly for eggs that have been processed
into finished products "Foods in which
eggs are processed that are infected with
fipronil are safe to eat. If the substance is in
it, the concentrations are so low that they
do not pose a health hazard," says Marian
Geluk, director of the Federation of Dutch
Foodstuffs Industry (FNLI), based on indus
try research.

The Cost of Fraud
The economically motivated adultera
tion of food, or food fraud, has been es
timated to cost the food industry up to
$40 billion per year. This cost is borne by
industry, regulators and ultimately by con
sumers. Thus detection of fraud is critical
to ensuring the safety and quality of food
products. The cost of a recall may be large,
but the value of protecting a global brand
name is priceless.
Obtaining an independent verifica
tion of product safety and stability is an
essential part of a quality assurance proc
ess, required by many major retailers to
ensure the safety of the products they sell.
"Food safety testing is based on scientific
knowledge of the critical points during the
food production process," says Ottevaere.
Routine food safety testing is carried out
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Food Quality

Accidental
bruising of fruit

Mishandling

Unsalable product or
possible additional
contamination

None, or possible
food safety

Reduced product/brand
equity or food safety incident

Food Fraud

Intentional
adulteration of
milk with melamine

Increased profit
margins

Toxic poisonings

Food safety

Public fear and possible
lower prices industry-wide

Food Safety

Unintentional
contamination of raw
vegetables with E.coli

Limited field protection
and control during har
vesting and processing

Illness and/or death

Food safety

Damaged industry, recall
expense, and public fear

Food Defense

Intentional contamina
tion of ground beef
with nicotine

Revenge against the
store/manager through
injury to consumers

Non-lethal poisonings

Food defense

Adulterated product,
damaged industry, recall
expense, public fear

Source: J. Spink and D.C. Moyer, "Defining the Public Health Threat of Food Fraud," Journal of Food Science, 2011.
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