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INDUSTRY TESTIMONIALS ON SAFEFISH
SafeFish operates through a partnership approach,
working closely with industry, government and research
stakeholders. Below are some testimonials from these
stakeholders to demonstrate the value that SafeFish
provides to these organisations.

“SafeFish is very important to the South Australian Oyster Industry
(OystersSA). OystersSA operates in a changing world, both socially and
environmentally. OystersSA sell a seafood that is often eaten ‘au naturale’
meaning it is not cooked. This creates opportunities for food safety to fail.
SafeFish provides assistance in making sure our food safety processes are
the best available for the oyster industry. SafeFish’s provision of evidence
based food safety advice helps OystersSA stay up to date with changing
circumstances.
It is the unknown unknowns’ that are really scary and it is comforting to know
that SafeFish is there to assist OystersSA with emerging issues.”
Mr. Rob Kerin
Chair, South Australian Oyster Growers Association
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“SafeFish continues to provide leadership in the proactive management of
food safety in the Australian seafood industry. The expertise, professionalism
and passion of the team is a credit to the SafeFish program and their
support for the developing tropical oyster industry is greatly appreciated.”
Mr. Matthew Osborne
Program Leader, Aquaculture and Regional Development
Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade, Northern Territory

“SafeFish assisted FSANZ in the review of microbiological criteria for seafood in
the Food Standards Code, by calling on its networks and running a series of expert
workshops. The resulting workshop report provides useful information and perspectives
from a broad range of stakeholders”
Dr. Wendy Henderson
Senior Food Safety Scientist, Food Safety and Response Section
Food Standards Australia New Zealand
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OUR VISION AND PURPOSE
SafeFish is a partnership of seafood experts that assists the
industry to resolve technical trade impediments, especially in
relation to food safety and hygiene.
The purpose of SafeFish is to:
•
•

Provide technical expertise to enable rapid response to
sustain free and fair access to key markets
Underpin the safety and integrity of seafood sold
commercially in Australia.

ABOUT US
The SafeFish platform began in 2010 as a response to the
seafood industry looking more strategically at trade and
market access. The industry realised that they needed to get
involved in the development of internationally agreed standards
to prevent ‘technical barriers to trade’. They also needed to
provide coordinated, cohesive and robust technical advice to
support Australian negotiators and delegations dealing with
trade and market access issues related to food safety. While
expertise was previously available from different sources, a
more cohesive and collaborative approach was required to
bring together all relevant stakeholders (industry, researcher,
government, and regulators), and as such, the SafeFish
program was born.
Today, SafeFish is the leading platform in the Fisheries
Research and Development Corporation (FRDC) program for
dealing with food safety and trade and market access issues for
the Australian fisheries and aquaculture sectors. SafeFish acts
in a collaborative manner, drawing expertise from a variety of
Australian and international researchers and industry members.
SafeFish builds a seafood sector that proactively addresses
food safety issues in a robust and transparent manner.
SafeFish is now key to Australian seafood involvement in
Codex Alimentarius – the forum for developing international
food standards, guidelines and codes of practice. Food safety
standards developed at Codex form the basis for international
trade and provide an agreed reference point for settling
international disputes. By providing evidence based technical
reports to Australian delegations to Codex, SafeFish enables
Australia to argue for the development of standards that are
commensurate with risk in the Australian context, preventing
technical barriers from arising.
SafeFish has also become a trusted, independent source of
food safety information to both industry and regulators. As a
provider of technical advice, SafeFish does not participate in
the monitoring or management of risk, or in analytical testing
of product, rather we facilitate these actions to occur using the
most appropriate techniques and current scientific knowledge.
SafeFish is focused on issues that arise from food safety
concerns only, and thus does not include aspects such as
biosecurity, or environmental sustainability.
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SAFEFISH CHAIR REPORT
Australia’s seafood industry, valued at AUD $3.32 billion
in 2018/19, has faced significant challenges over the
last few years. The effect of COVID-19 disruptions
and control measures, coupled with significant market
closures, has led to lower demand and a reduced
gross value of the industry. In these tough times there
is increased competition in the market, making it more
important than ever to maintain consistency in market
access and build reputation as a supplier of safe food.
During this term of SafeFish, we have continued to work
with our industry, government and research partners
to deliver an impressive body of work addressing food
safety and market access. Our strategic relationships
with our partners have enable this work to progress
smoothly, maximising the value our partners contribute
in expertise and time.
Key successes this year have been our technical
support to Codex Australia in their important work to
keep the international trading platform science based
and fair for all countries; tackling the complicated issue
of vibrio risk in bivalve shellfish; assisting FSANZ with
reviewing the seafood content of the microbiological
criteria in the Food Standards Code; conducting
a review of short shelf life ready to eat seafood to
determine current risks and or gaps in research
that needed to be filled; and continuing to increase
awareness for ciguatera poisoning among recreational
fishers. In all this work we take a collaborative approach
which enables a smooth transition from research
outcomes to uptake through policy change.
I have had the great pleasure of Chairing SafeFish
since 2014. During this period, governance and
processes employed by SafeFish have matured. We
now run a transparent program with open partnership
meetings, stakeholder input and strategic planning.

Our partnerships with Food Standards Australia New
Zealand, the Department of Agriculture, Water and the
Environment, the Seafood Industry Association and the
Seafood Trade Advisory Group recognise the value each
organisation brings to the seafood industry and the
benefits of working together to further market access.
Our partnerships with the New Zealand Seafood Safety
Research Platform and Seafood New Zealand leverage
the work and expertise that exists in both countries to
address common food safety issues.
In my final year as SafeFish Chair, I wish the program
all the best for continued success in the new iteration.
The financial support from a growing number of
industry stakeholders and in-kind support from our
partnership committee is a testament to the success of
the program. Seafood is a highly variable commodity,
produced across a wide range of environments,
presented in many different formats, and supporting
commercial, recreational and customary fishers. I have
found the role of assisting SafeFish to be a trusted,
independent resource to protect public health and food
safety in this challenging environment rewarding and
hope the program continues its success well into the
future.
Dr. Anne M Astin AM PSM
Receiver of the 2011 Public Service Medal in the
Queens Birthday Honours (Australia)
Member of the Order of Australia (AM) 2020
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SafeFish is comprised of collaborative and strategic partnerships
between wild-fisheries and aquaculture sectors, research providers
and government stakeholders. The partners work together to
deliver the outputs and objectives of the program.
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SAFEFISH PARTNERS FOR 2020-2021
Fisheries &
Aquaculture
Sectors

Partnership
Members
Government

SAFEFISH OBJECTIVES AND ACTIVITIES
SafeFish provides technical advice to support the resolution of issues and challenges relating to the export,
import and domestic trade of Australian seafood products. Its main objectives are as follows:
1. To ensure continued delivery of robust food safety research and advice to industry and regulators that
underpins Australia’s reputation as a producer of safe seafood
2. To maintain and enhance the capabilities of SafeFish to provide that research and advice in a cost
effective, efficient and timely manner
Ensuring the safety of seafood and sustaining access to markets provides significant public benefit. SafeFish
makes a substantial contribution to this by:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Researching and providing technical input to international multilateral and bilateral trade negotiations
through forums such as Codex Alimentarius
Providing research and technical support to food safety incidents to minimise trade disruptions,
including supporting appropriate risk communication
Identifying emerging food safety issues and determining appropriate research and technical responses
to protect Australia’s continued access to markets
Conducting research on seafood hazards to support risk management decisions
Facilitating and coordinating national and international expert networks (including networks between
researchers, industry and regulators)
Developing and supporting food safety research and diagnostic capabilities
Supporting productive partnerships between industry and regulators to enable utilisation of research
findings and to facilitate considered responses to food safety issues.

OUR SUPPORTERS IN 2020-2021
Funding for SafeFish is provided by direct support from the following Industry associations: Southern Rocklobster
Limited, the Abalone Council of Australia, the Australian Abalone Growers Association, Oysters Australia, Sydney
Fish Markets, Tasmanian Salmonid Growers Association, the Australian Mussel Industry Association, the Australian
Council of Prawn Fisheries, the Australian Prawn Farmers Association, the FRDC Research Advisory Committees
(NT, QLD, NSW, VIC, TAS, SA, WA and the Commonwealth) and the FRDC. SARDI and UTAS/IMAS also provide
significant in-kind support to facilitate the SafeFish Secretariat, and the Department for Agriculture, Water and the
Environment, Food Standards Australia New Zealand, Seafood New Zealand, the Seafood Trade Advisory Group,
the Seafood Importers Association of Australasia, the Australian Shellfish Quality Assurance Advisory Committee,
Seafood Industry Australia, the Sydney Fish Markets and Simplot Australia provide in-kind support as partners on the
SafeFish Secretariat.

Department of Primary
Industries and Regions
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GOVERNANCE

Prioritisation Process

The SafeFish initiative centres around an advisory
committee that provides recommendations to the
SARDI Executive for ratification. A formal agreement
between FRDC and the South Australian Minister for
Primary Industries and Regional Development governs
the program.

Every three years SafeFish reviews its technical work
program to help provide the best outcomes for the
seafood industry. The review involves identifying
existing and emerging food safety, trade and market
access issues and prioritising them to form a new work
program that addresses these issues. Full prioritisation
processes were facilitated in 2011, 2014, 2016 and
2019 with smaller processes undertaken in the interim
years. The full review process raises awareness of
issues of importance to the seafood industry with
funders; forms a priority listing for future SafeFish work;
and encourages researchers and funders to address the
issues.

The partner members provide general oversight and
strategic direction for the program. They also assist in
communicating the SafeFish technical outputs through
the appropriate channels in Australia and overseas to
facilitate the resolution of issues. Depending on the
issues being discussed, this group can invite observers,
funders or relevant stakeholders to be involved to
ensure that appropriate and widespread representation
is achieved. The partners meet three times per year.

In the 2020-21 the partners supported ongoing work
around the following topics:

A Secretariat operated by SARDI Food Sciences group
and the University of Tasmania facilitates SafeFish. The
Secretariat coordinates and facilitates the day-to-day
operations of SafeFish.

•

Charter of Operations

•

A Charter of Operations details the governance
arrangements for SafeFish. The Charter includes an
overview of how SafeFish operates, the reporting and
chain of command arrangements, how the program
provides value to its stakeholders and outlines the
strategic plan and communication strategy that
SafeFish operates within. This can be found on the
SafeFish website (https://www.safefish.com.au/about).
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•

•

•

Review of microbiological criteria relating to
seafood in the Australia New Zealand Food
Standards Code
Risk management of vibriosis in the shellfish
industry
Implementation of the SafeFish facilitated
ciguatera poisoning research strategy to improve
risk management of ciguatera in Australia
Harmonisation of marine biotoxin standards in
the Australia New Zealand Food Standards Code
with international standards
Situational awareness of ready-to-eat seafoods
to determine how food safety risks are currently
being managed and research/knowledge gaps.
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INPUT INTO INTERNATIONAL STANDARD DEVELOPMENT
Codex
SafeFish monitors and has input into the review/development of a number of Codex Standards,
Guidelines and Code of Practices of relevance to the Australian seafood industry. We aim to keep the
relevant industry sectors informed of these developments and help to ensure that risk management
approaches are commensurate to the level of risk within Australia. Whilst the COVID-19 pandemic
severely affected the schedule of Codex sessions in 2020/21, the development of Codex Standards
and other Codex related texts have continued via electronic means. In 2020/21, SafeFish monitored
54 issues and provided technical input, increased awareness and/or facilitated consultation through
collaboration with industry and other relevant stakeholders on 17 of these issues.

International Notifications
SafeFish also monitors the World Trade Organization (WTO) Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS)
notifications for proposals by international governments to amend their food regulations regarding fish
and fishery products. We aim to keep the relevant industry sectors informed of these developments
and have the capacity to prepare submissions to ensure that the proposed measures do not become
unnecessary barriers to trade.

SafeFish Input Process
To ensure that the Australian position on the Codex agenda addresses industry concerns, SafeFish
follows a formalised process to provide technical briefs on behalf of the Australian seafood Industry. This
process includes garnering industry comments wherever possible and providing general awareness of
the issue under discussion.
An overview of the technical input submitted on issues during 2020/21 that have the potential to impact
Australian seafood trade can be found below.

RELEVANT ISSUES UNDER
DISCUSSION AT CODEX:
Methylmercury in Finfish
In May 2019, the Codex Committee on Contaminants
in Foods (CCCF) agreed to re-establish an Electronic
Working Group (EWG) to revise the discussion paper on
proceeding with the establishment of maximum levels
(MLs) for methylmercury in additional fish species and to
develop sampling plans. Throughout the development
of this work, SafeFish has engaged with several industry
stakeholders to seek feedback and to notify them of this
work/potential changes to the requirements (specifically
ling, toothfish and species related sectors) and assisted
in the upload of methylmercury and total mercury
data to the GEMS/Food database. SafeFish prepared
formal technical submissions providing comments on
the discussion papers produced by the EWG to Codex
Australia in September and February 2020, and March
2021. SafeFish has continued to advocate that prior
to any MLs being established the contaminant needs
to be present in amounts that are significant for total
exposure and that sampling plans, if developed, should
be practical and feasible whilst ensuring food safety
using a risk-benefit based approach.
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In May 2021, the CCCF Committee (attended virtually
by Dr Hazel Farrell, Biosecurity and Food Safety, NSW
Department of Primary Industries) agreed to progress
establishing MLs for methylmercury in Orange Roughy
and Pink Cusk-eel and to request that JECFA (Joint
FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives) issue
a call for more data specific for Patagonian Toothfish.
The Committee agreed to discontinue the development
of MLs for methylmercury in additional fish species.
The Committee will also continue to progress sampling
plans for methylmercury to ensure their practicality and
a literature review will be undertaken to consider the
possibility of developing a new guidance document
for risk management of methylmercury in fish. The
FAO/WHO will also be convening an expert meeting to
update the risk/benefit of fish consumption and as part
of this would consider if there is sufficient evidence
to support how selenium-mercury complexes impact
toxicity.

Approach to the Evaluation of a New
Veterinary Drug by JECFA

Standard for Canned Sardines and
Sardine-Type Products

To reduce time delays between the completion of a
safety review by a national authority and the time a
compound is placed on the CCRVDF (Codex Committee
on Residues of Veterinary Drugs in Foods) Priority
List and reviewed by JECFA, CCRVDF is exploring if
JECFA can review a veterinary pharmaceutical product
(including both toxicology and residue data packages)
in parallel to a national regulator. Currently JECFA
may only review a product after it has been reviewed
and authorised by at least one national regulator and
there is a defined usage condition (i.e. good veterinary
practices have been established). SafeFish notified key
stakeholders on the proposed approach.

In March 2020 a proposal was submitted to the
Codex Secretariat to amend the Standard for Canned
Sardines and Sardine-Type Products (CXS 94-1981)
to include Sardinella lemuru (Bali Sardinella) in the list
of designated Sardinella species. SafeFish notified
key stakeholders on the proposal and provided a
submission to Codex Australia.
In late 2020 Codex Alimentarius Commission approved
that the Codex Committee on Fish and Fishery Products
(CCFFP) be reactivated to work by correspondence
in order to evaluate if the Standard can be amended
to include S. lemuru. An electronic working group has
been established through CCFFP to progress this work.
SafeFish will continue to monitor developments and
input when required.

KEEPING FOOD SAFE
COVID-19 is a respiratory illness primary transmitted through person-to-person contact and
direct contact with respiratory droplets generated when an infected person coughs or sneezes.
There is no evidence to date of viruses that cause respiratory illnesses being transmitted via
food or food packaging. Coronaviruses cannot multiply in food; they need an animal or human
host to multiply. It is highly unlikely that people can contract COVID-19 from food or food
packaging.
The application of sound principles of environmental sanitation, personal hygiene and
established food hygiene practices will reduce the likelihood that harmful microorganisms will
threaten the safety of the food supply, regardless of whether the food is sourced from intensive
agriculture, small stakeholders or the wild.
For more information, please visit the FAO/WHO/Codex Alimentarius statement on COVID-19:
http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/thematic-areas/covid-19/en/
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Histamine Guidance - Scombrotoxin

Ciguatoxins

Scombrotoxin fish poisoning (SFP) is a common cause
of fish poisoning that occurs in humans relating to the
consumption of fish containing high levels of histamine.
Histamine formation can be effectively controlled
by using good manufacturing practices to maintain
hygienic quality of fish, particularly by controlling
temperature. SafeFish had been contributing to the
Codex guidance on preventing histamine formation and
reviewing the histamine hygiene (safety) sections within
the relevant seafood Commodity Standards. In October
2020 an update to the Codex Code of Practice for Fish
and Fishery Products was published that contains this
histamine control guidance.

The report of the FAO/WHO Expert Meeting on
Ciguatera Fish Poisoning (2018) was published in June
2020. The Expert Meeting concluded that there are
many gaps in the available information about ciguatera
poisoning and there are some needs that require urgent
attention regarding both risk management and research.

Guideline for the Safe Sourcing, Use and
Reuse of Water
The Codex Committee on Food Hygiene (CCFH) are
in the process of establishing a guideline for the safe
sourcing, use and reuse of water in direct and indirect
contact with food through primary production and
processing. SafeFish reviewed the draft guideline which
utilises a risk-based approach to determine if the water
is fit for purpose.
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“The main needs for risk management were the
definition of clear protocols to avoid the risk of
consuming toxic seafood, mainly by local people and
tourists, but also consumers purchasing imported
seafood from certain areas. This included a well-defined
information and outreach programme, and a clear
identification of the geographic distribution of fisheries
resources and causative organisms, as well as CTXs
presence and concentration in different tissues and
anatomic parts of the affected fisheries resources. The
main research needs referred to detection methods,
and the need to have a stable supply programme of
analytical standards.” In May 2021 the CCCF Committee
agreed to issue a circular letter requesting comments on
possible follow-up actions for consideration at the next
CCCF meeting.

DISCUSSION AT OTHER
INTERNATIONAL STANDARD
SETTING FORUMS
In addition to providing technical briefs for Codex issues
of relevance to the seafood industry, SafeFish also
provided the following reviews and submissions:

Review of Australia’s Agvet Chemical
Regulatory Framework
In 2020, an independent panel consisting of Mr.
Ken Matthews, Dr Mary Corbett, Dr Craig Suann
and Dr Anne Astin was appointed to undertake a
comprehensive first principles review of the regulatory
framework for agricultural and veterinary (Agvet)
chemicals in Australia. The review examined the Agvet
chemicals regulatory framework’s aims, structure and
operation, and made recommendations on if it was
fit for purpose and reduced unnecessary red tape. In
March 2020 the independent panel released an issues
paper for feedback. SafeFish reviewed the issues paper
and prepared a submission that supported a riskbased regulatory framework, works towards national
consistency and the timely access of approved Agvet
chemicals.

TECHNICAL REPRESENTATION
ON AUSTRALIAN DELEGATION
SafeFish technical delegates can be sent to
Codex meetings to build technical capability and
understanding of the processes, and to assist the
Australian delegation through the provision of technical
expertise on issues of importance to the Australian
seafood industry.
Dr. Hazel Farrell (Biosecurity and Food Safety, NSW
Department of Primary Industries) was scheduled to
attend the 14th Session of the Codex Committee on
Contaminants in Foods (CCCF14) meeting in Utrecht,
The Netherlands in April 2020. However, this meeting
was postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and
it was held virtually in May 2021. Dr. Farrell attended
this meeting as a SafeFish technical representative
where she assisted with providing input on Australia’s
position on the establishment of MLs for methylmercury
in additional fish species, methylmercury sampling
plans, and input into background discussions around
ciguatera.

© FAO 2021 https://www.iffo.com/codex-alimentarius-international-food-standards. Date accessed: 26/08/2021.
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TECHNICAL RESEARCH
During the 2020/21 period, SafeFish undertook the
following technical research:

FSANZ Review of Microbiological Criteria
relating to Seafood in the Food Standards
Code
A series of virtual workshops were held in June,
July and September 2020 for expert working
groups in Australia and New Zealand to the review
of microbiological criteria relating to seafood in the
Australia New Zealand Food Standards Code and
provide recommendations to FSANZ on potential
areas for change or improvement. The working groups
recommended:
•

•

•

•

The removal of Standard Plate Count (SPC),
Staphylococcus aureus and Salmonella
requirements for both raw crustacea and cooked
crustacea
Maintaining the criteria for bivalve molluscs
but suggested that modifications occur to the
product descriptor from “Bivalve molluscs (other
than roe-on scallops)” to “Live/raw bivalve
molluscs (excluding roe-on scallops)”
Not to include microbiological criteria for Vibrio
parahaemolyticus or viruses in bivalves as there
was not enough information or appropriate
analytical methods available
Modifying the definition of Ready-To-Eat (RTE)
foods to ensure the intent of how the food will be
used is included (i.e. whether it was intended to
be RTE or not), to remove the listericidal process
clause from the definition as it is covered in the
Listeria section of the Code, and to relocate the
product exclusion clauses to the Listeria section
of the Code.

Full agreement could not be reached upon what
should be included in a proposed guidance document
for seafood (which was to be added to the FSANZ
Compendium of Microbiological Criteria for Food). Basic
guidance was provided that recommended that if a
guidance document was produced, hazard information
and references for hazard management should be
included.
The full advice provided to FSANZ is available from the
Secretariat on request. It included background material;
recommendations and supporting rational; and a
description of the process undertaken by SafeFish.
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Harmonisation of Marine Biotoxin
Standards
After many years of discussion and development,
SafeFish is in the final stages of completing an
application to request FSANZ to review the current
marine biotoxin maximum levels (MLs) applicable to
seafood in Standard 1.4.1, Schedule 19 of the Food
Standards Code, on behalf of the Australian Shellfish
Quality Assurance Advisory Committee. The proposal
aims to harmonise the Code with the Codex Standard
(CXS 292-2008 ‘Standard for Live and Raw Bivalve
Molluscs’). Shellfish producers in Australia are currently
facing the situation of having different domestic
and export regulatory standards applied for marine
biotoxins. This has caused confusion and extra work for
regulators, laboratories and researchers. The proposal
requests FSANZ consider:
1. Harmonising the ML for diarrhetic shellfish toxins
(DST) in bivalve molluscs with the ML found in CXS
292-2008. This would involve lowering the ML from
0.20 mg Okadaic Acid equivalents/kg to 0.16 mg
Okadaic Acid equivalents/kg.
2. Harmonising the ML for paralytic shellfish toxins
(PST) in bivalve molluscs with the ML found in CXS
292-2008. Currently the Code defines the ML in
mg saxitoxin (STX) equivalents/kg, whereas Codex
requires expression as milligrams of saxitoxin
dihydrochloride (STX.2HCl) equivalents/kg. As the
STX dihydrochloride salt is 24% heavier than its
free base, this results in a 24% difference between
the standards, with the Codex Standard being more
conservative (0.8 mg STX.2HCl equiv./kg = 0.6 mg
STX equiv./kg).

Harmonisation of Australian biotoxin
standards with international
standards would have a minimal and
in some cases negligible impact on
our bivalve industry.

A number of international risk assessments undertaken
by the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) and
the World Health Organisation (WHO) highlight the
high level of toxicity of these two marine biotoxins and
provide justification for why the levels have been set at
this value in the Codex Standard in 2008. FSANZ last
reviewed the biotoxin ML in 1999. Australia and New
Zealand currently have different levels set for biotoxins
as New Zealand already moved to align with Codex. As
part of the application process, SafeFish has assessed
the levels of toxin in Australian shellfish across all
producing states looking at the potential number of
additional days closed for each fishery in each state
as a result of amending the levels in the Code. It has
been determined that the impact on any state bivalve
fishery (oysters, pipis, mussels, scallops or clams)
of the change in regulation would result in less than
one additional biotoxin closure per year in all cases
except DST in pipis from SA (estimated additional one
weeks closure in one growing area per year) and PST
in oysters and mussels from Tasmania (estimated one
weeks closure in 3 and 1 growing area respectively).

Situational Awareness in Ready-to-Eat
Seafood
Ready to eat foods, along with convenience and
delivery options, have been a growing trend in recent
years. Seafood products are no exception, with the
recent development of different fish and seafood
species in market, new restaurants and delivery services
operating alternate channels for distribution, and
new innovative ways to present or trade the products
being developed. This has been further intensified
in pace and change, due to the pressures that
COVID-19 has made to our living realities. At the 2019
prioritisation workshop, it was determined that a greater
understanding of the food safety, risks and gaps along
the supply chain relating to short-shelf-life, ready to eat
(SSL-RTE) seafood was required. As such, in April 2021
SafeFish engaged external experts Dr. Cristina Lesseur
(Cristina Lesseur Advisory) and Ms. Meaghan Dodd
(Intuitive Food Solutions) to facilitate a stakeholder
survey and complete a situational awareness to help
understand the risks of SSL-RTE seafood within the
Australian seafood supply chains and the opportunities
to improve risk management practices.
The findings concluded that based on the evidence
to date the majority of the supply chains appear to
be aware of the high risks involved with SSL-RTE
seafood products and have implemented appropriate
risk-management practices. However, the study also
identified some actions that can be taken to increase
awareness and further improve the safety of these
products. These included:
•

Operational improvements in supply chains,
mostly around cold chain and segregation
practices.

•

•
•

•

•

Increasing the awareness of the risks associated
with consuming certain short-shelf-life readyto-eat seafood products with all consumers
including vulnerable populations (such as elderly,
immunocompromised individuals and pregnant
women).
Harmonisation and/or simplification of existing
standards.
The potential of promoting the use of better
handling and usage instructions from industry to
their customers, to avoid misuse of substandard
products.
Further investigation of particular sector supply
chains to fully assess potential risks that are
present and not well understood.
The development of training tools for industry
to simplify regulations/standards and improve
general knowledge of staff in these areas.

Ciguatera Awareness Strategy
In 2018, SafeFish facilitated the development of an
Australian ciguatera research strategy. The strategy
highlights awareness of ciguatera poisoning amongst
recreational fishers and health care workers as a key
element in improving the significant underreporting of
ciguatera cases. Appropriate reporting of ciguatera
incidents and outbreaks informs risk management into
the future by helping us to determine the size of the
issue (and therefore the resourcing needed), potential
fish species and sites that may harbour ciguatoxins, and
even the dose of toxin that is problematic. To address
this critical aspect of the strategy, SafeFish conducted
a survey of recreational fishermen through social media
(Facebook) to determine current awareness levels and
how best to raise them. The survey was promoted
by recreational fishing groups, Australian National
Sportfishing Association, Safe Food Queensland,
the NSW Food Authority, FRDC, recreational fishing
champion Steve “Starlo” Starling and the Northern
Territory Fisheries Department. Answered by 236
individuals, the survey revealed that individuals were
largely aware of ciguatera (90%) and 29 individuals
identified as having suffered from ciguatera before (only
59% had their diagnosis confirmed by a health care
worker).
Recreational fishers indicated that the currently
available information on ciguatera did not meet their
needs, particularly with regard to the desired level of
detail. A detailed report of the survey results published
on the SafeFish website highlights the specific areas
that respondents were most interested in knowing
more about. This included a list of at-risk fish species;
detailed information on poisoning symptoms and
treatment options; as well as toxin uptake pathways.
The majority of fishers indicated this information
would be best presented in the form of online fact
sheets/pamphlets. Responding to these needs,
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SafeFish prepared a ciguatera poisoning Frequently
Asked Questions (FAQ) document for distribution
online through the website and the Northern Territory
Fisheries Department, as well through social media and
recreational fishing networks originally used to recruit
survey participants.
Given the success of the recreational fisher survey,
SafeFish has developed a second survey to raise
awareness of ciguatera poisoning amongst Australian
Health Care workers in collaboration with French
Polynesian ciguatera epidemiologist Clémence Gatti
(Institut Louis Malardé). The survey will serve to improve
significant underreporting of ciguatera in Australia and
will be progressed in the 2021/22 period.

In Australia, ciguatera fish
poisoning (CFP) accounts for
almost half of seafood-related
illnesses, with more than 1,650
cases reported since 1965. Due
to significant underreporting, it is
anticipated that the true number
of cases is likely to be much
higher. Currently it estimated that
only 20% of cases are thought to
actually be reported.

Disease Intelligence. The paper highlights that vibriosis
is not a notifiable disease in all states, making it difficult
to adequately track the emergence of this food safety
risk in Australian shellfish.
As a result of sporadic vibrio outbreaks in Australia,
SafeFish engaged Dr. Dorothy-Jean McCoubrey an
international expert in vibrio, to facilitate a series of
virtual webinars.
The first webinar presented a detailed overview of
science around V. parahaemolyticus and an introduction
to the best management strategies to mitigate the risk
of vibrio poisoning. The second webinar extended into
management strategies for vibrios, providing a case
study of a prior event in Tasmania from the view of the
grower impacted and the regulator involved. The third
webinar provided insight from experts in the USA and
Canada into the impact and regulation of vibrios in
those countries, as well as allowing the participants to
discuss if future regulatory/management strategies were
required in Australia.
The webinar series was well received with a good
audience participation of between 80-115 attendees
per session. Participants were from Australia and New
Zealand (industry, regulators, health officials, DAWE,
Ministry of Primary Industries New Zealand). The
webinars were professionally recorded and are housed
on the SafeFish website for public viewing.

Investigation of Diarrhetic shellfish toxin
testing methods in Australia.
Vibrio Risk Reduction in Bivalve Molluscan
Shellfish
A small number of outbreaks of gastrointestinal illness
following consumption of oysters have been caused
by vibrio parahaemolyticus in Australia between 2016
and 2019. There have been over 30 illnesses reported
from shellfish sold from all shellfish producing states
in this period. Vibrios are naturally occurring marine
bacteria that are found in most aquatic environments.
Codex released guidelines on general principles of food
hygiene to control pathogenic vibrio species in 2010
following a series of pandemic outbreaks in regions of
the world where it was previously unreported. Prior to
the illnesses in Australia, the Australian Shellfish Quality
Assurance Advisory Committee (ASQAAC) considered
vibrio bacteria and determined not to implement any
risk management guidance due to there being no
current epidemiology in Australia.
In order to better understand and manage the emerging
risk of vibriosis in the shellfish industry, SafeFish and
Ms. Michelle Harlock of the Tasmanian Department
of Health and Human Services began the process
of reviewing all Australian cases relating to vibrios in
bivalve seafood and incorporating this information into
a note for publication in the Journal for Communicable
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SafeFish has been providing technical input into
FRDC project 2017-203, led my Dr. Penny Ajani of the
University of Technology Sydney, to investigate rapid
technologies for analysing DST in shellfish and DST
producing algae. The project is currently being finalised
and when available will provide the Australian shellfish
industry on recommendations on tools available for
managing DST risk.

Due to COVID-19, we are facing a time where there are incredible disruptions to food chains.
Given this, food safety could not be more important. If you have any concerns, issues, or
need information or support please visit the following sources of information for assistance:
•

For regulations and standards, visit the Food Standards Australia New Zealand website:
https://www.foodstandards.gov.au/Pages/default.aspx

•

For COVID specific seafood safety information from the US-based National Fisheries
Institute, visit 											
http://seafoodsafetycovid19.wordpress.com/

•

For COVID specific information relating to travel, food safety, seafood demand,
reputational risk, supply chains and other impacts, visit the FRDC COVID-19 webpage:
https://www.frdc.com.au/issues/covid-19

•

For assistance with incident response, please contact the SafeFish secretariat at
info@safefish.com.au

•

For import/export controls and assistance, visit the Department of Agriculture, Water and
the Environment website: 									
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/about

•

For the national peak-body representing Australian seafood, visit the Seafood Industry
Australia website: 										
https://seafoodindustryaustralia.com.au/about-us/

•

For assistance with New Zealand seafood (standards, food safety, trade etc.) visit the
Seafood New Zealand website: 								
https://seafoodnewzealand.org.nz/about/who-is-seafood-nz/

•

For FAO guidance on preventing the transmission of COVID-19 within food businesses,
visit: 												
http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cb6030en
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ADDITIONAL EXTENSION
ACTIVITIES

WORKSHOPS, CONFERENCES
AND MEETINGS

FRDC Project 2020-092: SafeFish
Extension Lobster

SafeFish attended the following workshops,
conferences and meetings during 2020/2021.
Attendance included providing presentations on specific
issues, addressing technical issues of concern, building
national and international relationships and raising
awareness of SafeFish activities:

In October 2020, China detected two non-compliances
for heavy metals in imported lobsters from Australia.
The non-compliances were in relation to cadmium
(Cd) levels exceeding the Chinese maximum level of
0.5 mg/kg in the “edible parts” of lobster. In response,
all lobster trade between Australia and China was
immediately halted and the General Administration of
Customs of the People’s Republic of China (GACC)
requested an investigation by the Department of
Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE). Prior
to the trade disruption, China accounted for around
91% of Australian lobster exports (total export value
AUD $722 Million; ABARES, 2021). Lobster exports to
China fell by 80% in November 2020 compared to the
same time the previous year. SafeFish was requested to
lead a rapid response project to meet the needs of the
investigation which was completed by June 2021.

Development of Northern Australia
Shellfish Industry
SafeFish has been assisting the safe development
of bivalve shellfish aquaculture in northern Australia
through providing technical assistance to industry and
regulators on food safety/market access matters and
through assisting to write the FRDC call for Expressions
of Interest on contextualising shellfish food safety in
northern Australia.

•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

•
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2 x workshops to review FSANZ microbiological
criteria in the Food Standards Code – July 2020
(virtual workshops)
Seafood Safety New Zealand Conference – 12th
August 2020 (virtual workshop)
Seafood Safety Vibrio Workshop – 12th
September 2020 (virtual workshop)
Australian Shellfish Quality Assurance Advisory
Committee Annual General Meeting – October
2020 (virtual meeting)
EuroCigua - International Workshop of ciguatera
in Europe (virtual workshop) – 14-15th October
2020
Multiple working group meetings relating to
lobster trade (STAG, DAWE, Industry) – November
2020 to June 2021 (virtual meetings)
4 x National Food Safety Research Alliance
meetings to build national food safety research
capability and capacity (virtual meetings 2020)
National Laboratory Capability Committee
meeting – 4th January 2021. Invited by the
National Measurement Institute to represent enduser perspectives and needs (virtual meeting)
Seafood trade and market access priorities for
the Export Standards Branch of DAWE – 16th
February 2021 (virtual workshop)
National Residue Survey technical panel meeting
– 24th February 2021 (virtual workshop)
Multiple SA vibrio working group meetings to
provide risk management advice - March to June
2021 (virtual meetings)
Industry/China market access COVID-19
requirements meeting – 17th March 2021 (virtual
meeting)
3 x workshops/webinars around vibrio’s, risk
management and future research requirements –
April 2021 (virtual workshops).
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COMMUNICATION ACTIVITIES
Stakeholder Updates
Following the partner meetings (July 2020, November
2020, March 2021), a copy of the minutes and the
communique is provided to all funders summarising the
main decision and discussion points. The communique
is also available through the SafeFish website.
https://www.safefish.com.au/Media-Centre.
In addition to this, quarterly updates are provided to
stakeholders on request that detail the activities and key
outputs relevant to that sector.

Stakeholder Survey
In October 2020 a survey was conducted to identify
what SafeFish stakeholders wanted from the program
in the future to assist with developing the rebid
application to the FRDC. The survey determined
the elements of food safety and market access the
program should assist with; the services that were of
value and should continue to be provided; as well as
any new items that could be included. The survey was
sent to 279 stakeholders with 50 responses received
(52% of respondents were from industry sectors,
30% were regulators and 18% were service providers
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(labs, researchers or contractors)). Potential areas that
stakeholders indicated SafeFish could focus and/or
continue research on in the future were as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aquatic plant names
Biotoxins
Ciguatera
Climate change
Fish handling
Impacts of sewage outfalls on marine
environments
Listeria control in ready-to-eat products
Microplastics
Risk register and response plans
Sulphite use in abalone
Training (for students, industry and shellfish
regulators)
Vibrios

Articles and Media Releases

Enquiries to SafeFish

1. July 2020 – SafeFish provided input to the FRDC
briefing ‘Covid-19: Australian Seafood Risks’ which
provided a situational analysis of Covid-19, potential
impacts on the seafood industry, key messages
and detailed the industry response activities being
undertaken.
2. November 2020 - A fact sheet on ‘Cadmium in
Crustaceans’ was produced as an information tool for
industry and consumers.
3. December 2020 - An article by SafeFish researchers
was published relating to ciguatera poisoning on Red
Map titled ‘Ciguatera Poisoning’. A second article to
the BlueWater Game Fishing Magazine is awaiting
publication: ‘Ciguatera poisoning – the one that
got away’. Both articles aim to increase ciguatera
awareness among recreational fishers.
4. December/January 2021 - An article was published
in the Tasmanian Seafood Industry News quarterly
magazine in the Dec/Jan 2021 edition (Volume 27)
detailing the recent review by a SafeFish expert
working group of the microbiological limits relating
to seafood in the Australia New Zealand Food
Standards Code. In addition to this, another article
on the microbiological review was published in
the University of Tasmania/Institute for Marine and
Antarctic Studies online newsletter ‘Fish Bites’ (Issue
14) titled ‘Taking steps to clearer, more relevant
seafood safety standards’.

SafeFish provides responses to technical enquiries
around food safety and market access to industry,
regulators and consumers on demand. For this financial
year, SafeFish received 24 separate enquiries, most of
which were issue based and involved the Secretariat
providing advice on appropriate contacts in the field
or where to get further information around the topic.
Other enquiries received were notifications of potential
emerging issues, or requests for review of documents/
proposals.

Website
The SafeFish website has continued to be a strong
communication tool for SafeFish to update its
stakeholders on research and activities that have been
undertaken. In the 2020-2021 period, there were users
2858 to the website with approximately 7,800 page
views made.
The top five most popular pages visited were the
homepage, the Australian Shellfish Quality Assurance
program manual, the food safety fact sheets, the
technical program page, and the vibrio webinar series
platform. The main demographic of users were from
Australia, United States of America, China, Indonesia
and Germany.
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FINANCIAL REPORT 2020-2021
The total operating costs for SafeFish in 2020-21 was $352,732. The breakdown of where these funds have
been spent are as follows:
Expense Type
Governance

Budget

Expenditure

Underspend

Justification
Reduced travel to SafeFish
Partner meetings due to
Covid-19 pandemic

$ 15,000

$ 9,714

$ 5,286

$ 8,000

$ 2,598

$ 5,402

Reduced travel due to
Covid-19 pandemic, CCCF14
held virtually

$ 231,000

$ 199,151

$ 31,849

Reduced costs due to virtual
meetings and modified project
scopes. Carry-over of unspent
funds from 19/20 budget
included in this item

$ 22,000

$ 17,184

$ 4,816

Reduced travel to national
seafood industry meetings
due to Covid-19 pandemic

Salaries + on-costs

$ 119,000

$ 124,086

$ (5,086)

Increased salary to support
RTE project

Total

$ 395,000

$ 352,732

$ 42,268

Codex

Technical Work
Program*

Extension and Training

COMMENTS
* Seafood New Zealand Limited, contributed NZD 20,000 and matched in-kind salary for Ms. Cathy Webb to
the SafeFish program to assist with review of the microbiological criteria relating to seafood in the Australia New
Zealand Food Standards Code. This was included in the Technical Work Program budget above.
* Unspent funds remaining from the project will be returned to the FRDC with the final report and project acquittal.
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THAT’S A WRAP
SafeFish has been successfully operating for over
a decade with support from a range of industry,
government and researcher stakeholders. Our
reputation continues to grow as successes in working
with industry and government to proactively address
foods safety and market access issues build. In this
term, other food safety organisations have looked to
SafeFish as an example of successful collaborative
structures and prioritisation mechanisms.
The volume of work conducted over the last three
years is significant and varied. The drivers for this
work have been both proactive and reactive. SafeFish
has continued to work closely with Codex Australia
to have input into the development and revision of
international food standards across 7 different Codex
committees. This has contributed to the development
of international standards and guidelines that are risk
commensurate to the Australian situation, avoiding
unwarranted food safety requirements. Domestically we
led the development of a National Ciguatera Research
strategy and have conducted a robust and collaborative
review of the current microbiological requirements
in the Australia New Zealand Food Standards Code.
Recommendations were made to Food Standards
Australia New Zealand to ensure the Code remains
fit for purpose and does not include unnecessary
standards that create a cost burden for industry.
SafeFish has worked to assist industry and regulators
to assess and deal with emerging risks in seafood.
Examples include microplastics in seafood, ready-toeat seafood, and vibrio in oysters. Such assessments
increase our knowledge of the issues and determine
whether there is a need for further investment in terms
of additional research or management. We have also
produced technical information on managing food
safety hazards in a cost-effective manner, such as
practices for reducing vibrio risk in bivalve shellfish.
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June 2021 ends the current term for the
SafeFish project which has operating
since July 2018. The exciting news is
that this is not the end, as it has been
confirmed that a new project will be
funded by the FRDC and industry
stakeholders for a further four years!
After 7 years, Dr. Anne Astin will retire from her position
as the Independent Chair of SafeFish on 30/06/2021.
Anne has been a tremendous leader, provided a wealth
of expertise and knowledge and has been a great
mentor and friend to the executive team and SafeFish
partners’ panel. Her guidance has steered SafeFish to
being a better program, built our networks, and placed
us in an excellent position to succeed well into the
future. We will miss Anne and wish her happiness and
success for her future endeavours.
Overall, SafeFish has met the objectives required of it
by delivering robust food safety research and advice
to industry and regulators to underpin Australia’s
reputation as a producer of safe seafood, and by
maintaining and enhancing the capabilities of SafeFish
to provide that research and advice in a cost effective,
efficient and timely manner. The increased support from
the seafood industry to fund SafeFish for a further four
years is testament to the success of this project, and
the need for such work in Australia.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
The operation of SafeFish under the new project will
largely remain the same, however there are a number of
additional activities/features that will be delivered. These
are:
•

•

•

The development of both sector and industry
wide risk registers, that will feed into our
prioritisation of projects and will form the basis of
well-informed industry response plans for market
access risks.
To assist with building capability in seafood food
safety research and communication, the new
project will have the provision to sponsor summer
students and a masters/PhD scholarship to
enable the development of longer term and more
blue-sky research.
Additional resources have been made available
for the provision of technical research projects.

Marion brings to SafeFish a wealth of experience,
professional linkages and knowledge of the Australian
regulatory framework. She has research experience and
through her prior involvement on the partners panel, has
an excellent understanding and working knowledge of
the SafeFish platform. The Secretariat are very excited
to welcome her on-board in this new capacity and look
forward to working closely with her.
On behalf of the SafeFish Secretariat we would like to
take this opportunity to thank all of our stakeholders
that have been involved in the current project. We are
excited to continue delivering SafeFish to the Australian
seafood industry and look forward to a productive new
term. As always, we welcome stakeholders to contact
us if they have any enquiries relating to food safety and
market access, or if you would like to raise any technical
issues for inclusion in the SafeFish prioritisation
process.

In addition to this, we will also be welcoming a new
Independent Chair Dr. Marion Healy for the term of the
project.
Dr. Healy was nominated for the 2021 Public Service
Medal for her outstanding service to policy and
regulatory practice including in the areas of food,
chemicals and plant biosecurity. She has been at
the forefront of decision making and implementation
of the government’s policy on plant biosecurity and
has transformed the Biosecurity Plant Division of the
Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment
into a modern regulator, among other achievements.
Prior to working for DAWE, Dr. Healy held a number of
roles at FSANZ over 18 years of employment. She holds
a PhD in molecular genetics.

Incoming Independent Chair 2021 to 2025 - Dr. Marion
Healy
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For more information
on SafeFish or its
activities, please feel
free to contact us.

CONTACT US
GPO Box 397, Adelaide,
South Australia 5001
E

info@safefish.com.au

www.safefish.com.au

