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We Should Remind Ourselves… 

 

Quality & Safe 

Food sustains 

LIFE 
 

Quality 

Information 

sustains  

Food Safety 



FSAI: Our Role - To Protect… 

Irish Consumers 

Consumers Of Irish Food 



Sh…Crisis Happens… 



The Longer the Global Food Chain… 

The Harder Weak Links Are to Find! 



Predictable or Preventable?  

Avian Crisis 

Andrew Milligan AP 



Anatomy of A Crisis… 

 In Progress or Over 

Possibility of deaths, Injury, Illness  

Potential to Impact on Many 

National/Corporate Reputational and 

Financial Loss 

 Frantic Activity 

 “Gold” Day for Media 



Emergency Planning 

Government 

Command & 

Control 

Deployment 

Protection of 

Life and Health 

Event Cessation 

or Reduction 

Management of 

Priorities 

Communications 

Media Sound Bites! 
Scientific “Opinion” 

Political Point Scoring 



Dangerous 

High  

risk! 

Safe 

No 

Risk 

 

Most Difficult – Scientific “Opinion” 



It’s Not Enough To Be An EXPERT 

Scientist! 

You Need To Be an Expert In The Subject 

 

     … and an Expert Communicator 



FSAI Communications Objectives  

• Ensure maximum awareness of the FSAI 

• Profile the FSAI as an expert independent science-based 

commentator and consumer protector in relation to food issues 

• Highlight the work and outputs of the FSAI and its Scientific 

Committee 

• Seek to maintain ‘share of voice’ in an increasingly cluttered media 

space 

• Encourage media to seek opinion and input of the FSAI across 

appropriate food issues 



FSAI 

Communications Strategy & Approach  
 

 A multi-pronged approach: 

 Communication of a range of news announcements 

Drip feeding stories to key national news, food, health and trade 

Journalists across a range of issues 

  Issue management to communicate food incidents and re-enforce 

 

FSAI as consumer protector 

 



•  24x7 rapid response 

• Position the FSAI’s scientific experts as credible commentators 

on all areas of food safety 

• Undertake integrated advertising campaigns to support key FSAI 

information programmes e.g. make a complaint, safe catering 

pack. 

• Utilise social media channels, such as facebook, YouTube and 

Twitter 

FSAI 

Communications Strategy & Approach  
 





Background 

• Preliminary laboratory result positive for 

marker PCBs  

 

• Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 

Food issues a press statement in relation 

to contamination with PCBs 

 

• Dioxin investigation underway in The 



Laboratory Results 

Crumb Product   

Levels detected:   5,200pg/g 

EU Legal Limit in Feed:  0.75pg/g 

Animal Fat   

Levels detected:   80 – 200pg/g  

EU Legal Limit in Pig Fat:  1pg/g 

 



Source of contamination 

One Recycling Plant = 8% National 
Pork Output 

10 Production 
Farms 



98% of National Output 

10 Major Processing Plants 

98% Pork 
Output 

150,000 t/year 



Monday 8th – Thursday 12th 

December 

 

• Q&As updated 16 times on website  

 

• Advice Line Manned 8am-8pm 

 

• Media queries handled 

 



• Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 

 

• Department of Health 

 

• European Commission 

 

• European Food Safety Authority 

 

• Environmental Protection Agency 

 

• National Consumer Agency 

 

• Bord Bia 

Cross Agency Partnership 



Crisis Communications Approach 

• Central source of information – impartial and independent 

• Distilling scientific information into layman’s terms at all times  

• Staying focused on our remit 

• Recall had to be undertaken 

• Appealing to common sense and rationale 

 



• Scientific analysis of the health threat 
 
• Media frenzy 
 
• Increased levels of public fear 
 
• Trade issues 
 
• Blame and compensation 
 
• Point scoring 
 

Influences on Communications 



Nuts and Bolts 

• Crisis strategy confirmed – clear to FSAI objectives 

• Press team established - 24 hour availability to media 

• Key communications messages devised 

• Spokespeople designated 

• Twice daily communications meetings  

• Media logging system activated 



Our Early Communication to reduce 

the perception of risk 

Dioxins are familiar known risks. 

Science understands them. 

We are investigating. 

We will do everything necessary to 

reduce risk. 

 



Nuts and Bolts 
• Daily press briefing 

• Daily press statement with  
advice/recommendation  

• Q&As monitored, refined and 
updated 16 times – for use by 
all audiences 

• Media monitored – online, print, 
broadcast 

• Serious inaccuracies or 
misinformation corrected, as 
appropriate 

• FSAI Advice Line manned from 
8am – 8pm 



Recognising Media role in Consumer 

perception of risk 

Daily Press Conference 

Intergovernmental sharing of press 
releases 

Quick response to journalists 

Consistent messages and honest 
answers 



The Message 

We Have Identified Toxins 

We Have Recalled Product 

We Are Isolating the Cause 

There is No Health Risk 

We Will Keep You Informed 

  



It Can Sink in …… 

No Matter How Strong the 

Message… 



Maybe Not Simple… 

385 Articles in National Press 

200 Articles in Regional Press 

  70 Radio Programmes                
+ phone-in’s 

  17 Television Programmes 

200 Internet News Items 



Did They Deliver The Simple Message? 







Advice Line Calls 

(3,725) 

Calls to advice-line on pork recall
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Category of Calls 



Website Visitors 

(42,402) 

Visitors to Website
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International Press quotes… 

“The whole point is that consumers can now see 

that the authorities have a way of investigating 

the full extent of a contamination incident” 



Lessons  to be Learned 

 

 

 

• CRISIS PLANNING 

• Value of Phone/Computer 
system 

• Need a formal ‘runner’ as part 
of crisis team 

• Media monitoring linked to 
Advice Line 

• Out-of-hours contact details for 
all staff 

• Messages for consumers, 
industry, colleagues and media 

 

Please Explain to Our 

Viewers Why YOU 

allowed Citizens Die Due 

to Food Contamination? 

Director of Food Safety 



2008 versus 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Truth Or Lies – Millions  Will know in Seconds… 

The Power of Social Networking 

Just Press SEND… 



What is Social Networking? 



Social Networking is Kids Stuff… 

Kids chatting… 



Yes, but who are they chatting with? 

Millions of followers – Council makes U-Turn… 



Change In Dissemination… 

 Discussed 

 Validated 

 Concise 

 Controlled 

 Scientific Language 



Social Media Effectively Means… 

…just press the Button 

 Information 

 Misinformation 

 Untruths 

 Misunderstood 

Data 

 Opinions 

 



Why Is This Important? 

Non-Scientific Journalists  
“interpretation” 
 



Need to “upgrade” risk communication 

 Media/Public Hear About Crisis At 
Same Time as Authorities 

 Authorities Have to Manage Crisis 
and Media Together 

 Potential for Sever Illness or  Loss 
of Life High 

 High Speed “Wrong” Conclusions 
Cost €millions 

 Social Media = Loss of “Safe 
Space” for Reflective Decision 
Making 



Important Fact… 

“Control” of Information Is Gone Forever! 



…and you can’t recall it! 

About 218,000 results (0.30 seconds) NB 



Trial by Twitter  

I

You are wrong, my 

tests say it’s… 

I disagree with your 

methodology… 

How many samples 

did you test? 



Instant global dissemination... 



Total Clarity? 

Who do I 

believe? 



To Effectively Communicate Today… 

 We Must Understand How People 

Consume  Information 

 Wild Tweets – Not Controlled Press 

Releases 

 Know The  “language” of Social Media 

 In-house Expertise = Instant Response 



 What Do Scientists Need? 

Perhaps a PhD in Tweeting? 



A Very Good Place to Start… 

Do NOT Read During a Crisis – It’s Too 

Late! 



 Tools and Channels 
 

1. Media relations          

2. Websites           

3. Printed publications          

4. Digital publications          

5. Meetings and workshops         

6. Public consultations           

7. Partner/stakeholder networks          

8. Social networking (Facebook, MySpace, etc.)        

9. Blogging           

10. Microblogging (Twitter) 



Research tells us..... 

 “The honesty and credibility of food risk managers has been related to trust in risk 

management actions and institutions” 

 

 “consumers require information about how food risk management practices are being 

operationalised” 

 

 “risk professionals should develop effective communication channels with media 

sources as well as directly with the public” 

 “if a food safety incident does occur, responsive communication regarding the 

prompt responses of food risk managers....should be provided in order to improve 

consumer trust in risk management practices” 

 

 “the public are more likely to positively evaluate food risk management if they are 

aware how regulatory bodies...have learned from past incidents” 

 



Need to have a presence..... 




