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Meat trade
Food safety needs a new global fund S
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The Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) is right to be nervous about the 
environmental and social consequences of 
the expanding world demand it projects for 
livestock products.1 Yet it should be more 
worried still about the negative feedbacks – 
for example food-borne illness and animal 
disease – that may stop the meteoric rise of 
meat and dairy in its tracks. It is in everyone’s 
interest to ensure that international trade in 
this sector is better governed.

The first step to better governance is to 
account for such feedbacks and for the full 
costs of industrialised animal farming on 
the environment, public health and rural 
employment. Food safety is a case in point.

Perhaps a third of developed country residents 
and a greater portion in developing countries 
are affected by food-borne illness at least 
once a year. About three quarters of disease-
causing pathogens are to be found in meat, 
poultry and dairy products. A relatively small 
number of pathogens, such as Salmonella 
and Campylobacter, account for the majority 
of reported cases of zoonoses (animal to 
human disease transmission). Well-resourced 
governments can focus surveillance and 
intervention to prevent or mitigate outbreaks 
of well-known pathogens. 

However, pathogens evolve in prevalence and 
severity, increasing the difficulty of targeting 
measures to protect human and animal health. 
Pathogens in today’s headlines, such as E coli 
0157:H7, were unreported thirty years ago. 
The intensification of livestock production 
in concentrated animal feeding operations 
(CAFOs) may have led to low-pathogenic 
viruses, such as that causing avian influenza, 
to become highly pathogenic.2

Yet FAO and OECD, in their agricultural 
outlook for 2007-2016, assumes “‘normal’ 
conditions for the meat sector, which is to 
say an absence of animal disease outbreaks 
and no explicit accounting of animal 
disease restrictions on production, trade or 
consumption”.3 It also assumes CAFOs will 
be the rule, not the exception, as the sector 
expands.

Combining these assumptions – more CAFOs 
and less disease – makes heavy demands of 
international governance. These demands are 
not being met.

The problem is this. CAFOs rely on the 
pre-emptive use of antibiotics, primarily in 
animal feed, to ward off contagion. Since 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) has 
identified antibiotics in animal feed as a 
contributor to growing human resistance 
to antibiotics, the Codex Alimentarius 
Commission, a joint WHO/FAO programme, 
has undertaken work to develop standards 
that would facilitate trade in meat and dairy 
products from animals given such antibiotics. 
Yet, rather than make recommendations on 
animal welfare or Good Agricultural Practices 
(GAP) to de-intensify livestock production 
and reduce the need for antibiotics, Codex’s 
mandate confines it to setting a standard 
on the maximum residue level (MRL) of a 
veterinary drug in livestock products for 
human consumption. Such MRLs are the 
result of an FAO/WHO risk assessment – a 
negotiated scientific consensus – and, even if 
MRLs are respected, the antibiotic resistance 
worrying the WHO could worsen. 

From a trade policy perspective, there 
is more incentive for countries to use 
Codex standards, which are recognised 
as presumptively authoritative by the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), than 
GAP or animal welfare practices, which 
are not WTO recognised. No multilateral 
policy  mechanism currently exists to steer 
us toward the win-win, which is better 
agricultural practice, fewer CAFOs and fewer 
antibiotics.

But that’s not all. Many developing countries 
are not only unable to implement Codex 
standards, but often have not estimated the 
costs of meeting export requirements or 
evaluating the safety of imported foods. The 
current terms of WTO-coordinated ‘Aid for 
Trade’ do not extend to providing the needed 
infrastructure or training for personnel.

FAO, WHO and others have recognised that 
global supply chains for products of animal 
origin globalise sanitary and phytosanitary 
(SPS) risks. Although SPS measures to 
mitigate these risks are recognised as global 
public goods, their financing continues 
to be ad hoc, and is usually triggered by 

trade concerns. In the time it takes to 
raise an international voluntary fund to 
do surveillance and begin mitigation or 
containment of a transborder contagion, 
the costs of successful intervention often 
increase steeply. 

In theory, the costs of SPS measures should 
be internalised in food and livestock prices. 
Yet, without government intervention, 
primary producers have little market power 
compared with processors and traders, 
and hence seldom receive a premium for 
implementing the standards required of 
them. Even if farmgate prices internalised 
such costs, there is no current mechanism 
to finance the public health mitigation 
costs resulting from transborder foodborne 
illness. As food products become more 
globalised, like the hamburger derived from 
carcasses from five or six different countries, 
the need for a permanent Global SPS Fund 
becomes urgent. The financing mechanisms 
for such a fund need not be limited to the 
template of  governmental contributions to 
a Global Environmental Facility, but could 
take advantage of recent innovations in 
public finance.4

Continued reliance on ad hoc and 
underfinanced SPS systems will wreak 
havoc not only on public health, but also 
on the meat and dairy sectors. Without full 
cost accounting and a well-financed SPS 
regulatory system, ongoing investments in 
intensified meat and dairy production could 
well make that supply chain unsustainable.
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