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If the only goal of a state’s food protection program is to accomplish task-oriented outcomes (i.e. number of inspections), then environmental health staff will not be adequately prepared to respond to emerging dynamic food safety threats.  In the last four years (2003-2006), there have been thirty-seven foodborne outbreaks in restaurants reported to the Virginia Department of Health (VDH).  Although less than half of these outbreaks (N=16) were caused by Norovirus; this pathogen was responsible for more than half of the illness attributed when outbreaks occurred.  This contrasts with previous outbreak trends dating back to 1990 where the overwhelming majority of reported outbreaks and illness in Virginia were bacterial in etiology.  The predominant public health interventions required to control viruses, specifically pathogen exclusion, differ from those needed to control foodborne illness caused by bacteria.  This pathogen shift necessitates a different regulatory approach to prevent foodborne outbreaks.  

In 2003, Virginia created a statewide electronic database of food safety inspections that is posted on the internet.  This database enables tracking of statewide inspectional information so that trends can be measured.  Over the past five years, the focus of restaurant inspections has not been placed on viral public health interventions as measured by this database.  Instead, the emphasis has been on traditional controls for bacterial pathogens.  This lag in public health response to a pathogen shift translates into lack of protection at the community level from emerging foodborne illnesses.

On October 15, 2007, Virginia adopted new regulations requiring environmental health staff that conduct food inspections to have the knowledge, skills, and abilities to adequately perform this duty (12 VAC 5-421-3815).  In the absence of a risk-based training program to meet this objective, an opportunity to link the Ten Essential Environmental Health Services with the FDA’s Voluntary National Retail Food Standards was presented.  A framework was developed to realign the existing program goals to create a new, result-oriented system using both the Ten Essential Environmental Health Services and the FDA’s Standards. This new system will assure that a competent workforce is equipped with the knowledge, skills, and abilities to protect the community and fulfill the public’s trust in the state’s food protection program. 
