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With the entry in force of Regulation (EC) No
178/2002 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 28 January 2002 (European
Commission, 2002) laying down the general
principles and requirements of food law, estab-
lishing the European Food Safety Authority and
laying down procedures in matters of food safe-
ty, a more clear specification of the responsibil-
ities of food business operator (FBO) was intro-
duced in the EC legislation: food and feed busi-
ness operators at all stages of production, pro-
cessing and distribution within the businesses
under their control shall ensure that foods or
feeds satisfy the requirements of food law
which are relevant to their activities and shall
verify that such requirements are met. In detail
food shall not be placed on the market if it is
unsafe (injurious to health or unfit for human
consumption). According to Article 4 of
Regulation (EC) No 852/2004 (European
Commission, 2004), food business operators
are to comply with microbiological criteria.
which were set in Commission Regulation (EC)
No01441/2007 of 5 December 2007 (European
Commission, 2007) amending Regulation (EC)
No 2073/2005 (European Commission, 2005) on
microbiological criteria for foodstuffs. An inter-
esting news of the Community legislation were
food safety criteria for L. monocytogenes in
ready-to-eat (RTE) food: FBO are therefore
called to perform activities to evaluate the
behaviour of L. monocytogenes in their products
and to demonstrate to the Authorities, by micro-
biological challenge tests, the justification of
their choices (AFSSA, 2008).

Microbiological challenge testing is a useful
tool for determining the ability of a food to sup-
port the growth of spoilage organisms or
pathogens. Microbiological challenge tests also
play an important role in the validation of
processes that are intended to deliver some
degree of lethality against a target organism or
group of target organisms. Quite often, with
this latter purpose, there is an associated per-
formance standard that the process must deliv-
er (Health Canada, 2012).

Microbiological challenge studies are also
useful in determining the potential shelf life of
certain refrigerated or ambient-stored foods.
The determination of whether challenge stud-
ies are appropriate or useful must be made by
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considering such factors as the likelihood of
the product to support growth of spoilage
organisms or pathogens, or a knowledge of the
previous history of the product.

Moreover, the production system in Europe
is characterised by two main types of produc-
tive activities: an industrial production system,
characterised by high automation level and
standardized productions, and an artisanal one
characterized by artisanal manufacture. In this
latter category, more frequently represented in
the Mediterranean countries, a significant
part of the food productions are designated to
protected designation of origin productions or
traditional products, which are frequently
characterized by the use of raw materials and,
in fermented products, of natural microbial
starters cultures. Microbial food cultures are
live bacteria, yeasts or moulds used in food
production that carry out the fermentation
process in foodstuffs; fermentation, used by
humans since the Neolithic period (around
10,000 years BC), helps to preserve perishable
foods and to improve their nutritional and
organoleptic qualities (taste, sight, smell,
touch) (Prajapati and Nair, 2005). When fer-
mented product is produced following tradi-
tional procedures from raw material, the envi-
ronmental microbiota plays a fundamental role
in fermentation and is one of the most impor-
tant parameters that influence the product
quality. In addition, the biodiversity of bacteria
involved in cheese production can be consid-
ered a fundamental factor for the maintenance
of the typical features of traditional cheese
products (Marino et al., 2003).

On the other hand, the composition of natu-
ral cultures is complex and extremely variable
and the use of such techniques is steadily
decreasing in developed countries and some of
these even prohibit the back-slopping tech-
nique because of the potential to magnify
pathogen loads to very dangerous levels (Ross
and Shadbolt, 2001). Moreover the effect on
different foodborne pathogens in traditional
products depends from the complexity of inter-
action of the indigenous microbiota activity
and additional preservative action such as cur-
ing, salting, drying, seasoning, effect of added
preservatives and so on.

Scientific studies characterize microbial
food cultures traditionally used in food fermen-
tation taxonomically, physiologically, biochem-
ically and genetically, allowing a better under-
standing and an improvement of traditional
food processing, and could spread to new fields
of applications. However, due to the great num-
ber and variety of artisanal products, it could
be difficult for small artisanal businesses to
perform challenge test or microbiological char-
acterization for each typical product, disclo-
sure the results and publish or communicate
the data available. For these reasons the
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Safety decided to open a new section of the
Journal dedicated to short original papers on
the microbiological challenge tests and on the
microbiological characterization of RTE and
typical products. The data published may be a
useful tool to collect the greatest number of
available data possible and consequently it
may be useful for researchers, businness and
control authorities in order to be compare or
use all these data in their work and activities.

Manuscripts with a short introduction that
describes the main microbiological, chemical
and physical characteristics of the investigat-
ed food and the production process, an accu-
rate description of the methods and of the
results and a short and focused discussion are
welcome.
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