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Workshop report: Mycotoxins and post-harvest losses in sub-Saharan African countries 
convened on June 18, 2021 

Introduction 

The workshop was organized by the European Commission Knowledge Centre for Global Food 

and Nutrition Security (KCFNS)1 in collaboration with the main African and European scientific 

networks working on methods to quantify and reduce mycotoxin contamination of food and 

feed and grain postharvest losses (The African Postharvest Losses Information System (APHLIS), 

Mytox-South, Mycokey and African Society of Mycotoxicology (ASM)). 

Main workshop’s objective was to bring together the postharvest losses and the mycotoxins 

research networks in Africa and reflect on links and research priorities, which are relevant to 

both communities. The workshop focused on priority issues for both groups of experts as well 

as possibilities for integration and collaboration between the networks.  

The event was attended by members of the postharvest losses and African mycotoxins 

research networks as well as invited experts  of the international research community. 

Participants came from three continents, Africa (13), North America (6) and Europe (12).  

Scientific evidence 

In Africa, food loss occurs mainly before food reaches the consumer and for grains and tubers, 

the losses are generally highest in the drying and storage phases after harvest. In the same 

postharvest stages, produce is also most sensitive to fungi and insects, although the first often 

enter the plant tissues already before harvest. Postharvest losses estimates such as those 

made available by APHLIS, focus primarily on physical grain losses relevant for market and 

food security analysis, while mycotoxins experts study the health risk of contaminated grain  

i.a. using human biomarkers. A knowledge gap exists about how grains and tubers, 

contaminated to different degrees by mycotoxins, are handled by farmers and traders and 

about what is the impact of quality losses, which can also be caused by fungi.  

It is already well-known that the drying of crops to the correct moisture content is critical for 

reducing postharvest damage by fungi and insects, as well as post-harvest mycotoxin 

accumulation.   To that end, technical solutions to reduce food loss and contamination have 

been developed by scientists, however, without adequate investment and sufficient context-

                                                             
1 The KCFNS is hosted by the JRC and supports the EU global commitment to end hunger, achieve food security 
and improve nutrition through a dedicated, reinforced science-policy interface and a fostered inter-policy 
dialogue. https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/global-food-nutrition-security_en  

https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/global-food-nutrition-security_en
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specific understanding of the social-cultural and economic barriers and facilitators to their 

adoption. So the technologies have faced difficulties in their adoption and uptake in Africa.  

Different management tools have also been explored and have been deemed to be feasible 

at different stages of food production and storage, when considered with respect of farm size. 

Subsistence farmers can often not use the same tools that can be used by larger enterprises 

or farms. Simple, fit-for-purpose and affordable management tools must be provided to the 

smaller entities. Mycotoxins predictive models have been developed at the research level but 

are currently not yet extensively or coherently used in Africa.  

Resources and capacity 

Participants agreed that more resources should be devoted to studies on the organization of 

the African production chain. There was also full consensus among participants on the 

evidence that, in most regions of sub-Saharan Africa, there is limited capacity to measure and 

test for mycotoxin contaminations in food or feed. The lack of bottom-up data on food safety 

issues and mycotoxin contaminations in local markets and commodities was confirmed. In 

addition to farm level storage issues, harvest is often stored for long periods by traders who 

are not properly taking into account the risks of mycotoxins contamination. Centralized 

mechanisms are often missing for storing grain safely or moving it rapidly from surplus areas 

to others with production deficits. 

At the level of local markets, despite regulations existing in some places, testing is lacking and 

there is little or no capacity to assess the mycotoxin contamination level of foodstuffs. There 

is a need for accredited or even centralized laboratory capacity. Especially in countries with 

high poverty rates and food insecurity, regardless of contamination or insect damage , 

mycotoxin-contaminated grains are typically used for animal feed.  This situation does not 

eliminate the mycotoxins from the food chain if the animals are later consumed, and more 

resources should be put into exploring alternative uses.  Very limited data has been collected 

on the amount of contaminated or discarded material .  

Where mycotoxin testing does occur in sub-Saharan Africa, it is predominantly focused on 

checks to allow goods to be exported to quality-sensitive markets. Foodstuffs used for local 

consumption or sale on domestic markets are not mycotoxin tested. The recently reached 

agreement the African Continental Free Trade Area, could support action to make food safer 

by facilitating coordination and generating new resources. At the local level, there is a lack of 

investment in the facilities, equipment, capacity building among all stakeholders (including 

schools) and staff training needed to ensure food safety. Identifying mycotoxin contamination 

and the risks associated with it requires systematic measurement and investment.  
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Policies 

The effects of mycotoxin contamination on human or animal health are slow to manifest 

themselves, and so far, African governments have mainly responded only after there have 

been disasters linked to acute mycotoxin poisoning, with many victims involved (although this 

is changing due to growing awareness and evidence around the chronic effects of 

consumption of mycotoxin contaminated on different life stages). One important approach 

for avoiding mycotoxin-related health consequences, is to increase the level of education 

from primary school onwards about and awareness of the risks associated with consuming 

contaminated food, along with practical strategies for reducing the risks and on-going 

monitoring of the incidence of mycotoxin contamination.  

Many expectations and hopes are pinned on the newly created African Food Safety Authority, 

which is expected address continental standardization and coordination of food safety 

systems (see press Release June 17, 2021. 

https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20210608/continental-consultative-meeting-held-develop-

africa-food-safety-strategy ). Just as many expectations are placed on the international 

collaborations between the African Organization for Standardization (ARSO), CODEX 

Alimentarius International Food Standard (CODEX) and the Partnership for Aflatoxin Control 

in Africa (PACA), for example. PACA is seen as an opportunity for all African countries.  

 

Communication and access to information 

Developing and deploying effective means of communication and finding financial resources 

to increase food safety remain unresolved issues, especially when looking at small -scale 

production and local community levels. Communication with small-scale farmers and 

consumers in local communities would benefit from targeted information and broadened 

access to communication technologies. Digitalization of information and improved 

connectivity should be considered as enabling priorities for future development investments.  

Participants agreed that more resources should be devoted to studies on the organization of 

the African food value chain. In some Asian countries, education on the techniques to reduce 

losses from insect and fungal damage starts in schools. The same educational model could be 

introduced in African countries. Community education is considered necessary to create 

awareness among people on food safety issues and to provide information on practical 

actions that can be taken to support healthy food production.  

 

 

https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20210608/continental-consultative-meeting-held-develop-africa-food-safety-strategy
https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20210608/continental-consultative-meeting-held-develop-africa-food-safety-strategy
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Highlighted recommendations 

1. Food safety should be part of the educational curriculum in African schools.  

2. Investment in tools and technologies adapted to the needs of small -scale food 

production and processing enterprises should be put in place , as well as food quality 

incentives.   

3. The African Food Safety Authority should help bridge the legislative, technical and 

enforcement gaps between African countries, as soon as it is operational.     

4. Access to online communication systems, information targeted for small-scale farmers 

and increased predictive modelling and data collection capacities should become more 

commonly available in Africa.  

5. Influencers should be involved to help shift investments in the food sector and drive 

demand for and support for promote production and consumption of safe and healthy food 

production. 

 

 

List of present experts 

1. Altus Viljeon, Stellenbosch University. 

2. Aida Bakri, ADS-Insight. 

3. Alfred Bekwake Nwegueh, APHLIS network member and IRAD Cameroon, Cameroon.  

4. Juan Andrade, Soybean Innovation Lab (Feed the Future Lab), US. 

5. Annette Donnelly, Soybean Innovation Lab (Feed the Future Lab), US. 

6. Antonio Logrieco, Institute of Sciences of Food Production, National Research Council of Italy (ISPA-

CNR) - Coordinator of Mycokey Network. 

7. Archileo Kaaya, Makerere University, Kampala.  

8. Brighton Mvumi, University of Zimbabwe.  

9. Bwalya Katati, Wageningen University & Research.  

10. Celine Meerpoel, Ghent University. 

11. Cephas Taruvinga, UN Food and Agricultural Organisation. 

12. David Miller, Carleton University, Canada. 

13. Felix Rembold, European Commission - Joint Research Center (EC JRC). 

14. Frans Verstraete, European Commission, DG SANTE. 

15. Gideon Onumah, University of Greenwich. 

16. Habiba Hassan-Wassef, National Research Center, Egypt. 

17. Hussaini Makun- African Centre of Excellence for Mycotoxins and Food Safety, Nigeria.  

18. John Lamb, Agragen, Washington D.C.. 

19. John F. Leslie, Kansas State University Manhattan, Kansas, USA.    
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20. Kimondo Mutambuki, KALRO, Kenya. 

21. Kizito Nishimwe, University of Rwanda. 

22. Kukom Edoh Ognakossan, Ecole Supérieure d'agronomie (ESA)-Université de Lomé-Togo. 

23. Lindy Rose, Stellenbosch University. 

24. Marthe De Boevre, Ghent University. 

25. Monica Ermolli, European Commission - Joint Research Center (EC JRC). 

26. Naresh Magan,  Cranfield University. 

27. Olusegun Atanda, Precious Cornerstone University. 

28. Sarah De Saeger, Ghent University - Coordinator of Mytox-South Network. 

29. Sheila Okoth, University of Nairobi - President of the African Society of Mycotoxicology. 

30. Tanya Stathers, Natural Resources Institute (NRI), University of Greenwich, APHLIS project 

coordinator. 

31. Veronica Lattanzio, Institute of Sciences of Food Production, National Research Council of Italy 

(ISPA-CNR), Coordinator of FoodSafety4Eu. 

 


