Improving food quality means finding a
good balance between food safety and
quality, argues Tiny van Boekel, emeritus
professor of Product Design & Quality
Management, and his co-authors.

‘Over the past century, the food industry has
concentrated on microbial safety,’ says Van
Boekel. ‘Which is understandable: food
spoilage and food poisoning have been the
main problem historically. Food safety has
become the gold standard. But nowadays,
we have made food very safe and we know
more about other aspects of food quality,
such as health, nutritional value and sus-
tainability.’

CONSERVATIVE

Yet Van Boekel sees a fairly conservative atti-
tude in the food sciences and industry. ‘That
is understandable: if something works, why
would you fix it? But it’s a pity as well. Take
the fermentation of products to stop the
growth of bacteria. It works, but you then
have to add sugar to make it taste OK, and
that is not so healthy.’

Van Boekel and his colleagues argue for tak-
ing this kind of consideration into account
so as to arrive at a balanced decision about
innovation. They think food safety is too of-
ten prioritized at the expense of other as-
pects. Scientists and the industry should
consider the options for improving these
other aspects of food quality without affect-
ing the safety of the food. The opinion piece
setting out these views was published in
Current Opinion in Food Sciences.

LEGISLATION HAMPERS INNOVATION

The heart of the problem, says Van Boekel,
is that legislation does not keep pace with
reality, so it hampers new developments.
‘One example is the entrepreneur who is
working on a new technology for pasteuriz-
ing milk. This pulsed electric field technol-
ogy kills micro-organisms but, unlike heat-
ing processes, leaves proteins and vitamins
intact. Because it’s so time-consuming to
measure bacteria in milk, an alternative
method is used to see whether milk has
been heated sufficiently: measuring cer-
tain enzymes which get broken down by
heating in the same way as bacteria. The
pulsed electric field technology doesn’t
work with enzymes, so the test is pointless,
but it is compulsory. It is difficult to prove
the value of new conservation methods as
long as heating remains the legal standard.
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Legislation is important, but it can be too
rigid.’

FOCUS ON SAFETY

Food safety should always come first, says
Van Boekel, but there is scope for optimiz-
ing other quality aspects of food. ‘It is im-

Legal standards get in
the way of innovations

portant to develop new models which inte-
grate aspects such as nutritional value and
sustainability. We have better techniques
and powerful computers with which we can
model a lot more aspects of food quality. We
ought to integrate those models better and
link them to each other. I don’t think that
possibility has got through to companies,
nor to universities. The primary focus on

food safety is still reflected in textbooks,
and students are still being taught to think
that way.’

NEW WAY OF THINKING

Van Boekel and his colleagues appeal to sci-
entists, the business world and legislators.
‘Companies, for example, could share more
data. They don’t do that much at present,
which partly has to do with company secrets,
whereas the public interest is at stake here. It
is perfectly possible to collaborate at the pre-
competitive stage, as the Top Institute Food
and Nutrition has already demonstrated.’
Legislators could review the rules in the
light of new scientific insights, suggests Van
Boekel, and actively help think through how
to build in innovative ideas. No easy task,
says Van Boekel. ‘The belief that food quali-
ty is all about safety is deeply rooted. But, to
paraphrase Einstein: We need to find new
ways of thinking to deal with the problems
caused by the old way of thinking.” @ TL
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