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     European Food Safety Authority 
 
 

MANAGING THE SCIENTIFIC WORK OF THE  
EUROPEAN FOOD SAFETY AUTHORITY (EFSA) 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1. EFSA’s founding Regulation 178/2002 describes in Articles 22 and 23 its 
mission and numerous tasks, many of these being focused on the provision of 
scientific advice, scientific and technical support and scientific opinions.  Prior to 
EFSA’s existence, a great deal of these tasks were carried out by the Commission, 
mainly DG SANCO, who had delegated the work to its various Scientific Committees 
for which, in turn, it provided secretarial support and management. Other activities 
were outsourced to Community Reference Laboratories in Member States or through 
the arrangements under the Scientific Cooperation Directive 93/5. 
 
2. As part of EFSA’s establishment the structure of scientific committees was 
copied from the Commission albeit that the various aspects of the food chain were 
distributed differently over 8 rather than 5 scientific committees and that these 8 
EFSA committees were named Scientific Expert Panels in order to avoid confusion 
with the former Scientific Committees of the Commission. In addition, an EFSA 
Scientific Committee was established comprising the Chairs of the 8 Panels and 6 
independent experts. The substantial backlog of the work of the respective 
Commission’s Scientific Committees was taken over by the newly established EFSA 
Panels. 
 
3. Already soon after becoming operational in May 2003 it appeared that the 
number of new scientific questions posed to the respective Panels and the numerous 
other scientific tasks were so extensive that further support for the Panels would be 
inevitable. 
 
 
THE SCIENTIFIC WORK 
 
4. As explained in document AF 06.04.2004-8: “Investing in Food Science–
Revised”, presented and supported by EFSA’s Advisory Forum when meeting in 
Helsinki in April 2004, the scientific activities of EFSA can be grouped around 4 
main themes. These themes are also referred to in the Draft Management Plan for 
2005 and other documents and can be described as follows: 
 

i. Providing scientific opinions, guidance and advice in response to questions on  
food health and safety issues formally posed to EFSA or at EFSA’s own 
initiative (self-tasks); 

ii. Assessing the risk of regulated substances and developing proposals for risk-
related factors; 

iii. Monitoring of specific risk factors, zoonoses and animal diseases; 
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iv. Development, promotion and application of new and harmonised scientific 
approaches and methodologies for hazard and risk assessment of food and feed.    

 
5. The workload resulting from providing opinions on formal questions (theme i) 
is considerable with 237 registered questions in 2003 (including all left-over questions 
from the Commission’s Scientific Committees at the time of EFSA’s establishment) 
and 176 new questions in 2004. In addition, the work involved in the risk assessment 
of regulated substances (theme ii), and the monitoring of specific risk factors, 
zoonoses and animal diseases (theme iii) is still substantially expanding and currently 
includes the:  
 

• Risk assessments of existing active pesticide ingredients, stage 2 and 3 
(Regulation 1490/2002); 

• Risk assessments of GMO’s according to Directive 2001/18/EC on deliberate 
release into the environment; 

• Risk assessment of GMO’s according to Regulation 1829/2003 on genetically 
modified food and feed; 

• Assessment of the safety and efficacy of new substances and products in 
animal feed according to Regulation 1831/2003;  

• Verification of approximately 9000 dossiers of existing feed additives for 
completeness and quality; 

• Re-evaluation of food colourings and other food additives; 
• Risk assessment of substances for use in food supplements according to 

Directive 2002/46/EC;  
• Risk assessment of smoke flavourings in the context of Regulation 2065/2003;  
• Proposals for internationally harmonised maximum residue levels (MRLs) for 

pesticides; 
• Reporting of monitoring data on MRL’s and the maintenance of the data base 

for this information; 
• Annual summary report on zoonoses in accordance with Directive 2003/99/EC; 
• Collection, reporting, and analyses of food-borne outbreaks; 
• Harmonisation of national monitoring and reporting approaches of zoonoses; 
• The GBR assessment for different countries; 
• Evaluation of diagnostic tests for TSE; and 
• Review of new tools for the eradication and containment of animal diseases. 

 
To this list additional assessment activities are likely to be added, most notably in the 
areas of nutritional profiles/food health claims and plant health. 
  
6. In accordance with the strong recommendation of the Management Board to 
secure resources for research not directly related to formal questions and regulatory 
assessments (expressed at its meeting of 3rd December 2003), EFSA has initiated a 
number of research projects as self-tasks. These projects are largely initiated by the 
Scientific Committee and Panels and include: 
 

• Development and maintenance of a National Experts Network including the 
details of the expertise of numerous experts in risk assessment; 

• Development of guidance for the SC and Panels on exposure assessment 
methodologies and approaches; 
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• Development of a harmonized approach for the assessment of substances that 
are both genotoxic and carcinogenic; 

• Evaluation of the use of benchmark dose approaches in risk assessment; 
• Development of a generic approach for the safety assessment of micro-

organisms deliberately added to food/feed; 
• Approaches for the identification and recognition of early warnings of 

emerging risks; 
• Consideration of preferred approaches for the risk assessment of botanicals 

and botanical preparations; 
• Development of a practical and scientifically sound approach for more 

transparent risk assessments, addressing among other elements uncertainty 
factors and criteria for acceptance of data; 

• Development of a strategy for addressing quantitative microbiological risk 
assessment (QMRA); 

• Development of a pro-active animal welfare approach in risk assessment; 
• Developing best approaches for the assessment of the risks of long-term 

exposure to GMOs, taking into account possibilities and limitations of feeding 
trials in experimental animals; 

• Review of the current methodology used for the geographical BSE risk 
assessment; 

• Identification of information gaps in exposure and hazard assessments of 
furans and addressing these issues; and 

• Development of a variety of guidance documents to facilitate the 
harmonization of risk assessments.     

 
 
ORGANISATION OF THE WORK 
 
7. Issues of key importance requiring the application of a range of scientific 
judgments are directly managed, in principle, by the Scientific Committee and Panels.  
In issues where the Scientific Committee and Panels do not have the lead, they are at 
least closely informed and consulted. The pivotal role of the Scientific Committee is 
its guidance to the work of the Panels on fundamental scientific issues.  It is also 
recognised that its many tasks include taking initiatives to ensure that Panels are 
familiar with and apply the most advanced assessments tools and approaches being 
available, thus safeguarding EFSA’s frontline position in food and feed science. 
 
8. The Scientific Committee and Panels are faced with a very heavy workload 
from the questions asked by the European Commission and from risk assessments of 
regulated substances. In addition, they also need to be able to respond to questions 
from the European Parliament and the Member States, the likely future number of 
which is currently difficult to predict. At present, a number of scientific activities are 
already carried out by standing Scientific Expert Working Groups, rather than being 
fully addressed by the Panels. These standing Working Groups report to the 
appropriate Panels and refer proposals, as appropriate, to the Panels for their 
consideration and eventual adoption. These standing Working Groups are currently 
the following: 
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• Scientific Expert Working Group on Transmissible Spongiform 
Encephalopathy (TSE) Testing (reporting to the BIOHAZ Panel); 

• Scientific Expert Working Group on the Assessment of the Geographical 
Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) Risk (GBR) (reporting to the 
BIOHAZ Panel); 

• Task Force on Zoonoses Monitoring and Data Collection (reporting to the 
AHAW and BIOHAZ Panels); 

• Pesticides Risk Assessment Peer Review Expert Group (reporting to the PPR 
Panel). 

 
9. Furthermore, the planned expansion of EFSA’s scientific staff, not least 
through the creation of the Scientific Expert Services (SES), will provide more 
internal support to EFSA’s external experts (of the SC, Panels and standing Working 
Groups), not in the least through providing background documents, literature surveys, 
scientific reports and (early) draft versions of opinions. Where desirable, the Scientific 
Expert Services also take the lead in projects (e.g., the project on “transparency in risk 
assessment”, the “harmonization of zoonoses monitoring and reporting” and the “pro-
active animal welfare approach”). 
 
10. The advantages of contracting out of work related to questions posed to the 
Scientific Committee and Panels, including self-tasks, is clearly recognized albeit on 
the basis that the Scientific Committee and Panels retain their responsibility for 
agreeing every resulting opinion. Similar advantages are recognized in contracting out 
work related to assessments of substances in the context of Regulations (as is done to 
some extent for pesticides) defining strict procedures and time constraints. This option 
of contracting out is also considered in relation to a number of self-tasks, although 
their nature generally requires close involvement of and support from EFSA’s internal 
staff.  The recently adopted Commission Decision under Article 36 of the Founding 
Regulation provides EFSA with the appropriate basis for expansion of work 
contracted to competent organizations identified to EFSA by the Member States.  
 
11. There is a need to look at the contrasting levels of detailed work undertaken by 
the different Panels, as this may identify where there is scope for more contracting out 
or indeed internal support work in EFSA. Keeping the Scientific Committee and 
Panels closely informed of all developments and options in this area is considered key 
to a mutual understanding and support. 
 
 
UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF THE SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE AND 
PANELS 
 
12. The role of the respective Panels is well-defined and generally well understood: 
a number of Panels have already arranged for public meetings with stakeholders to 
explain their role and explore ways of close cooperation and information exchange. 
Other Panels are encouraged to have such public meetings as well. It is equally 
important that the role and work of the Scientific Committee be properly understood 
and there is much to be gained through structured Scientific Committee interaction 
with national food authorities, academic institutions and stakeholders. There are 
already opportunities for interaction with the Advisory Forum and in particular over 
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how national authorities can input to the work of the Scientific Committee and Panels 
without compromising their independence. In addition EFSA will organise a public 
Scientific Committee event with national competent organization once nominated in 
the context of Article 36 of EFSA’s Founding Regulation. 
 
 
LIMITATIONS RESULTING FROM THE ESTABLISHMENT PLAN  
 
13. In 2002 when EFSA’s Establishment Plan was developed numerous tasks 
currently assigned or expected to be assigned to EFSA were not foreseen. As a 
consequence, for 2005 the Establishment Plan includes the overall total for EFSA of 
194 staff, 101 of which as A-grades.  However, in order to deal with the workload 
expected in 2005 and taking into account the outsourcing of work where feasible, the 
required number of academic staff in the Science Department alone is estimated to be 
123. These estimates are largely based on information received from national experts 
on current staffing figures in Member States for similar activities. A major effort will 
be made to fill at least part of this gap with Seconded National Experts (ENDs: 
“Expert National Detachée). In case of insufficient human resources to carry out all 
scheduled work, the Management Board will be consulted in due time on lower 
priority activities and questions that may have to be put on hold or delayed.    


