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History of EU Food Law
Development, Crisis and Transition
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•
•

www.BerndvanderMeulen.eu

Food Legal Consultant
Professor of EU Food Law at the University of Copenhagen

Professor of Comparative Food Law at Renmin University of China School of Law
Member of the board of the Global Harmonization Initiative (GHI) 

www.globalharmonization.net
Volunteer at the Food Bank in Amsterdam: 
www.amsterdam.voedselbank.org/english/

Director of the European Institute for Food Law www.food-law.nl

Bernd van der Meulen
Who am I? 
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Part 1

• Development of EU food law
• How did the EU come to take such measures?
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27 states – one market

• What are the barriers to a common market?
• How does one create a market?
• What are threats to a common market?

Development of EU food legislation

• 1960s – 1990s
• First priority: how to make one MARKET?

• After 1990s
• First priority: how to ensure SAFETY?
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Problem

How do you create one single 
market
6 states
6 different sets of legislation
6 different definitions of 
bread…..
Why define food in the law?

European Food Law early phase

• Aim: 
• Internal market

• Means:
• Harmonisation: turn 6 different sets into 6 similar sets
• Vertical directives

• Problems
• Unanimity rule
• Quantity of products
• Protectionism
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Rewe: 
in 1979
Rewe versus Germany 
on …

Mutual recognition

Differences in the national legal systems

• Foreign standards should be accepted as equal

• Limited exceptions

• Follow EU standards, or
• Show scientific necessity
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EU Crises 1990s

• BSE 

• Dioxin 

• Palm oil 

• MPA 

• FMD

• Etc.

• International

• China
• Melamine

• USA
• Spinach
• Peanut butter
• Etc.

Reconstruction of European Food Law
• 1997 Medina Ortega report
• 1997 Green paper
• 2000 White paper
• 84 Legislative initiatives

• 2002 General Food Law
• 2003: GMOs
• 2004: Food and feed safety controls
• 2004: Hygiene / HACCP
• 2005: Allergen labelling
• 2006: Nutrition and health claims
• 2007: Policy on nutrition and obesity
• 2008: Additives, flavourings, enzymes
• 2011: Labelling
• 2015: Novel foods
• 2017: Official controls
• 2020: Farm-to-Fork strategy
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17.157
official
documents

• http://eur-lex.europa.eu/advanced-search-form.html

Part 2

• EU legislates on safety

• How to make sense of the current situation?
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How to study and teach food law?

• So many trees, but can you see the forest?

• Most people applying food law are not lawyers

• Food law is largely based on natural science

• Objective: not to know food law, but
• To understand food law
• provide structure, tools and confidence
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Regulatory requirements on food

• Principles

• Legislation on procedures
• Official controls
• Incident management
• Rapid alert system

• Legislation on the product
• Compositional standards
• Pre-market approval
• Banned substances
• Food safety targets (MRLs)

• Legislation on the process
• HACCP
• Traceability
• Withdrawal & recall

• Legislation on Presentation
• Labelling
• Allergens
• Nutrition and health claims

Thank you for your 
kind attention
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Bernd.vanderMeulen@food-law.nl
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