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Report Highlights:
Maximum levels for dioxins in food of animal origin and all animal feed have been applicable since July 2002. At the time, no levels were set for dioxin-like PCBs due to the lack of sufficient data and scientific information. New data has become available since then, which resulted in the establishment of mandatory limits for the combined level of dioxins and dioxin-like PCBs. As of Nov 2006, any food or feed in which the sum of dioxins and dioxin-like PCBs exceeds these maximum levels will not be allowed in the EU.
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Background

Dioxins and PCBs are toxic chemicals that can provoke a series of health problems, including cancer, immune and nervous system disorders, liver damage and sterility. They are extremely resistant to any degradation process, which means that they persist in the environment and accumulate in the food chain. In an effort to reduce human exposure to these toxins maximum levels on dioxin content in food and feed have been set since July 2002. Due to the lack of sufficient data and scientific information at the time, no levels were set for dioxin-like PCBs.

New levels set for dioxin-like content in food and feed

Since 2002, more information on the presence of dioxin-like PCBs in food and feed has become available. As a result, new EU limits will be introduced on the combined level of dioxins and dioxin-like PCBs, based on World Health Organisation (WHO) toxic equivalency factors for these substances. The new thresholds apply to the two types of chemicals combined, but the Commission has stressed that the limits on dioxins remain unchanged. This means that no matter what the level of PCB and dioxin combined points out, the level of dioxin must remain below its current limits. Food and feed operators have primary responsibility for ensuring that the maximum levels are complied with, while Member State authorities must carry out checks and report to the Commission on their findings. 

Regulation 466/2001 and Directive 2002/32/EC

The new combined levels concerning dioxins and dioxin-like PCBs in foods as well as the current dioxin limits can be consulted in Regulation 199/2006 which is an amendment to Regulation 466/2001 on maximum levels for certain contaminants in foodstuffs. The new combined levels will be applicable as of Nov 4, 2006.

The levels for animal feed can be found in Directive 2006/13/EC which is amending Annexes I and II to Directive 2002/32/EC on undesirable substances in animal feed. Member States have to comply with this Directive by Nov 4, 2006 at the latest.

These new rules were notified to the WTO at the end of July 2005 (G/SPS/N/EEC/264 for foodstuffs and G/SPS/N/EEC/265 for animal feed) and no comments were sent by the US Government.  
Implications 

These new combined maximum levels also postpone the setting of tougher targets on dioxin levels, originally foreseen in the existing legislation by the end of 2006. The new legislation states that this can only happen by Dec 31, 2008, due to ‘the time necessary to obtain sufficient monitoring data to determine such significantly lower levels’. In the mean time, action levels and target levels will be introduced for food and feed. The action levels will be set at around 2/3 of the new maximum levels and when exceeded, would trigger an investigation into the cause of the contamination. Target levels would refer to the ultimately desired limits and will act as a ‘driving force for further measures’.

Visit our website: our website www.useu.be/agri/usda.html provides a broad range of useful information on EU import rules and food laws and allows easy access to USEU reports, trade information and other practical information. More information on contaminants in foodstuffs and feedstuffs can be found at http://www.useu.be/agri/pesticides.html.  E-mail: AgUSEUBrussels@usda.gov
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