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Abstract

Italy’s National Prevention Plan 2020-25 is the first to address nutritional prevention, highlighting its importance 
in combating chronic diseases. This letter discusses the relationship between food safety, nutritional security, 
and the need for nutritional prevention in the plan. Chronic diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, 
and diabetes, are significant public health concerns in Italy, with poor nutrition being a critical risk factor. In-
corporating nutritional prevention can promote healthy eating habits, food security and sustainability, reduce 
healthcare costs, and promote social cohesion and equality. Successful implementation will require cooperation 
among the government, the private sector, and the civil society to ensure healthier food choices and prevent 
chronic diseases in Italy.

Sir:

The current evidence highlights the crucial role of nutrition as a determinant of health, and its importance in pre-
venting chronic diseases cannot be underestimated (1). In the past, the Italian Preventive Plans have largely neglected 
nutrition. However, Italy’s National Prevention Plan 2020-25 represents a significant shift from this trend, as it is the 
first plan to emphasize nutritional prevention (2). In this letter, we explore the importance of incorporating nutritional 
prevention into the Italian National Prevention Plan and the potential benefits it can bring to the health and well-being 
of the Italian population.

Before delving deeper, it is essential to clarify the relationship between food safety and food security, as the latter 
must encompass nutritional prevention. Food safety is a critical issue for Europeans and a top priority for the European 
Union (EU) (3). The EU has implemented numerous policies and regulations to ensure the safety of food consumed 
by its citizens. These policies and regulations come at a cost, and it is vital to comprehend how much money the EU 
spends on food safety.

According to a European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) Report, the EU spent around €1.1 billion on food safety 
in 2020 (4). This figure includes the costs of monitoring, assessing, and managing risks related to food safety and 
implementing regulations. The report reveals that most of this spending (about 67%) was directed toward food and 
feed safety activity, which includes monitoring for chemical and microbiological contaminants and assessing risks 
associated with new and emerging hazards. The remaining 33% of the budget was allocated to animal health and 
welfare, plant health, and food chain management activities.
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Determining the precise amount EU spends on food security is challenging. Numerous organizations and initiatives are 
working towards this goal, and funding can come from various sources. However, the EU has a significant food security 
and agriculture budget. The current Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) budget for 2020-2027 is €387 billion. Most 
of this funding is directed towards measures promoting sustainable agriculture and rural development and support for 
farmers and food production (5). In addition to the EU budget, individual countries and private organizations contribute 
to food security initiatives within their borders and other parts of the world. Overall, the amount of funding directed 
toward food security will likely vary depending on the year and the specific initiatives the EU will undertake.

Nutritional security and food safety are both essential for ensuring access to safe and healthy food, and they are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive. Nutritional security refers to having access to a sufficient quantity and quality of food 
that meets the dietary needs of individuals and communities, while food safety refers to the measures taken to ensure 
that food is free from harmful chemical contaminants or pathogens that can cause illness (6).

Nutritional security is vital because it ensures that individuals and communities can access the nutrients they need 
to maintain good health and well-being. Nutritional security is fundamental in areas where food is scarce, or certain 
nutrients are lacking. Nutritional security is also essential for ensuring that vulnerable populations, such as children 
and pregnant women, have access to the nutrients they need to develop and thrive.

Food safety measures, such as proper food handling, storage, and preparation, are necessary to prevent the spread of 
foodborne diseases and to protect public health. Food safety is essential in areas where we expect foodborne diseases 
or where the risk of contamination is high.

In conclusion, nutritional security and food safety are essential to access sufficient, healthy and safe food. While 
the two are different concepts, they are not necessarily in conflict. It is vital to prioritize nutritional security and food 
safety to ensure that individuals and communities can access the nutrients they need to maintain good health while 
protecting them from harmful contaminants or pathogens (7).

Having clarified the relationship between food safety and nutritional security, we wish to emphasize the imperative 
need for the government to incorporate nutritional prevention in Italy’s National Prevention Plan for 2020-2025. There 
are several reasons for this, which we outline below.

Firstly, it is important to recognize that chronic diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, and diabetes, 
are significant public health issues in Italy. The World Health Organization (WHO) reports that non-communicable 
diseases account for 87% of all deaths in the country. Poor nutrition is a crucial risk factor for these diseases, with 
WHO estimating that modifiable risk factors, including unhealthy diets, are responsible for over 70% of deaths from 
non-communicable diseases in Italy (8). This reality underscores the necessity of addressing nutrition as an essential 
component of any national prevention plan.

Incorporating nutritional prevention into the Italian national prevention plan offers multiple benefits. Firstly, it 
establishes a framework for encouraging healthy eating habits among the Italian population. This is critical, given the 
growing prevalence of unhealthy dietary habits, such as consuming excessive amounts of sugar, salt, and saturated 
fats. The national prevention plan can provide guidelines and recommendations for healthier food choices and edu-
cate people on the importance of a balanced diet, aiding in the prevention of chronic diseases and enhancing overall 
health and well-being.

Secondly, including nutritional prevention in the national prevention plan can promote food security and sustaina-
bility (9). The COVID-19 pandemic has underlined the significance of food security and the necessity for resilient 
food systems capable of withstanding shocks, such as pandemics and climate change (10). By focusing on nutrition, 
we can help encourage sustainable food systems that guarantee access to sufficient, healthy, and nutritious food for 
all, particularly vulnerable populations. In this way, we can contribute to achieving the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, especially Goal 2, which aims to end hunger, achieve food security, improve nutrition, and 
promote sustainable agriculture (11).

Thirdly, incorporating nutritional prevention in the national prevention plan can yield economic benefits. Chronic 
diseases are both a public health concern and a substantial economic burden. The Italian Ministry of Health estimates 
the direct and indirect costs of chronic diseases in Italy to be around 52 billion euros annually (12). Encouraging he-
althy eating habits can decrease the incidence of chronic diseases, resulting in cost savings for the healthcare system 
and society as a whole.

Lastly, including nutritional prevention in the national prevention plan can foster social cohesion and equality. 
Access to healthy and nutritious food is a fundamental human right, and it is crucial to ensure that everyone has 
equal access to it. However, this is not always the case, and vulnerable populations such as low-income households 
and marginalized communities may not have access to healthy food. The national prevention plan can address these 
disparities and promote social cohesion by ensuring that everyone has access to healthy food and fostering healthy 
eating habits across all socio-economic groups.
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In conclusion, advocating for nutritional prevention in the Italian national prevention plan for 2020-2025 is a signi-
ficant stride toward promoting healthier food choices and preventing chronic diseases. The plan holds the potential 
to advance food security and sustainability, reduce healthcare costs, and promote social cohesion and equality. It 
represents a positive development for public health in Italy and can serve as a model for other countries seeking to 
address the growing burden of non-communicable diseases. It is vital to ensure the plan’s effective implementation 
and to encourage collaboration among all stakeholders, including the government, private sector, and civil society, to 
promote healthier food choices and prevent chronic diseases in Italy.

E. Alonzo1, G. Bonaccorsi1, G. Cairella1, V. Carreri1,
E. Guberti1, d. Nucci1, M.F. Panunzio1, E. Valerio1

1The “Food and Nutrition” Working Group of the
Italian Society of Hygiene, Preventive Medicine and Public Health (SItI)

Corresponding Author: Michele Fernando Panunzio, Coordinator of the Working Group “Food and Nutrition” (SItI)
e-mail: michele.panunzio@aslfg.it

References

1. World Health Organization (WHO). Diet, nutrition and the prevention of chronic diseases: report of a joint 
WHO/FAO expert consultation. Geneva, 28 January -- 1 February 2002. Available on: https://www.who.
int/publications/i/item/924120916Xwww.who.int/ [Last accessed: 2023 May 28].

2. Ministero della Salute, Italy. Direzione Generale della Prevenzione Sanitaria, Piano Nazionale della Pre-
venzione 2020-2025. Available on: www.salute.gov.it/ [Last accessed: 2023 Mar 28].

3. Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development. Ensuring food is safe. The veterinary and 
phytosanitary system of the European Union explained. 2018. doi: 10.2762/969146.

4. European Commission Directorate General for Health and Consumers. Quantification of costs and benefits 
of amendments to the EU Plant Health Regime. Framework Contract for evaluation and evaluation related 
services - Lot 3: Food Chain. Available on: food.ec.europa.eu/ [Last accessed: 2023 Mar 28].

5. European Commission. Agriculture and rural development. The common agricultural policy: 2023-27. 
Available on: agriculture.ec.europa.eu/ [Last accessed: 2023 Mar 28].

6. Gibson M. Food Security-A Commentary: What Is It and Why Is It So Complicated? Foods. 2012 Dec 3; 
1(1): 18-27. doi: 10.3390/foods1010018. PMID: 28239088; PMCID: PMC5302220.

7. Ayala A, Meier BM. A human rights approach to the health implications of food and nutrition insecurity. 
Public Health Rev. 2017 Mar 9; 38: 10. doi: 10.1186/s40985-017-0056-5. PMID: 29450082; PMCID: 
PMC5810069.

8. World Health Organization (WHO). Noncommunicable diseases. 16 September 2022. Available on: www.
who.int/ [Last accessed: 2023 Mar 28].

9. Pérez-Escamilla R. Food Security and the 2015-2030 Sustainable Development Goals: From Human to 
Planetary Health: Perspectives and Opinions. Curr Dev Nutr. 2017 Jun 20; 1(7): e000513. doi: 10.3945/
cdn.117.000513. PMID: 29955711; PMCID: PMC5998358.

10. Mardones FO, Rich KM, Boden LA, et al. The COVID-19 Pandemic and Global Food Security. Front Vet Sci. 
2020 Nov 10; 7: 578508. doi: 10.3389/fvets.2020.578508. PMID: 33240957; PMCID: PMC7683609.

11. Gil JDB, Reidsma P, Giller K, Todman L, Whitmore A, van Ittersum M. Sustainable development goal 2: 
Improved targets and indicators for agriculture and food security. Ambio. 2019 Jul; 48(7): 685-98. doi: 
10.1007/s13280-018-1101-4. Epub 2018 Sep 28. PMID: 30267284; PMCID: PMC6509081.

12. European Commission. State of Health in the EU Italy Country Health Profile 2021. Available on: euro-
healthobservatory.who.int/ [Last accessed: 2023 Mar 28].


