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INTRODUCTION

In June 2026, the World Health Organization released updated global, regional and national
estimates of the burden of foodborne diseases for 2000-2021. The estimates cover 42 hazards,
including nine chemical hazards: aflatoxins B1 and M1, inorganic arsenic, lead, methylmercury,
cadmium, dioxins, peanut allergy and cassava cyanide. The estimates indicate that foodborne
chemical hazards caused approximately 501,000 illnesses and 36,000 deaths in the Eastern
Mediterranean Region in 2021. This corresponds to an estimated loss of 1,340,000 disability-
adjusted life years (DALYs).

Chemical hazards represent a substantial but previously underrecognized component of this
burden. The updated estimates identify inorganic arsenic and lead as leading contributors to the
global burden attributable to foodborne chemical hazards, with a substantial share occurring among
adults and being associated with cardiovascular outcomes. Among children under five years of age,
methylmercury contributes significantly to the burden attributable to foodborne chemical hazards,
particularly through its effects on neurodevelopment and intellectual functioning.

Foodborne disease burden estimates provide a population-health perspective, as well as additional
useful insights compared with traditional risk assessment approaches. They can help countries
identify priority hazards, direct limited resources towards interventions with the greatest health
impact and strengthen the evidence base for risk management decisions.

This side event will provide an opportunity to share the latest evidence directly with risk managers at
the margins of CCCF19, where international food standards and risk management measures for
contaminants in food are discussed.
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