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1. Introduction and Purpose of the Paper

Africa stands at a pivotal moment in the evolution of its food systems. New scientific capabilities, renewed

interest in traditional crops and diets, and growing momentum in agri-food innovation ecosystems offer
significant opportunities for economic development, improved nutrition, and diversification of food
markets. These developments coincide with structural reforms in many African countries, characterized by
the creation or strengthening of food safety authorities, modernization of legal frameworks, and a growing

commitment to risk-based regulatory practices.

Yet, unlike in some world regions where innovation-oriented food regulation pathways already exist, many
African food regulatory systems remain silent, fragmented, or inadequate when faced with food

innovation. This includes:

= Traditional or indigenous functional ingredients with long histories of local use but lacking a formal
regulatory pathway for their development, extraction, processing, and commercialization.

= New extracts, concentrates, or bioactive compounds derived from African crops.

= Novel production systems (e.g., fermentation-derived proteins, algae, plant-based alternatives,
precision agriculture outputs).

= Products associated with nutritional or health-related claims.

The lack of clarity and regulatory predictability slows investment, hinders value addition, and risks
excluding African producers and innovators from evolving global markets where such products are growing
rapidly.

This paper aims to:
= Review the importance of innovation-friendly regulatory modernization.

= Examine how African agriculture and food heritage offer unique opportunities for functional

ingredients and value-added foods.
= Analyze relevant international and Codex developments.
= Consider the potential consequences of regulatory inaction.

=  Propose a role for the African Food Regulatory Authorities Forum (AFRAF) in guiding innovation-

enabling regulatory reforms across Africa.

2. Food Innovation as an Imperative: Global Trends and Lessons Learned

The world’s food systems are undergoing rapid transformation. The need to address climate change,
resource constraints, population growth, and increasing demand for sustainable, nutritious, and affordable
food has accelerated interest in new food sources, novel production systems, and functional ingredients.

These include plant-based proteins, algae, fermentation-derived foods, novel crops, and bioactive extracts.

In response, international regulatory bodies, including the Codex Alimentarius Commission (CAC), have
begun to address these developments. In its 46th session (Rome, 2023), the CAC revisited the issue of
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“New Food Sources and Production Systems” (NFPS), acknowledging the broad spectrum of potential
innovations (ingredients, production methods, and new food sources) and inviting Member States and

observers to submit scientific, evidence-based proposals for how regulation should evolve.

Analyses of emerging global NFP and a review of international regulatory landscapes highlight that
innovations such as precision fermentation, algae-based foods, plant-based meat alternatives, and

bioactive-rich plant extracts pose both opportunities and safety/regulatory challenges.

Experience from parts of Asia, North America, and Europe demonstrates that innovation cannot thrive
without clear, predictable, and science-based regulatory pathways. Where such frameworks exist,
combined with transparent pre-market evaluation processes, data requirements, and post-market
monitoring, investments in novel foods and functional ingredients accelerate, and risks are managed more

effectively.

These global lessons are highly relevant to Africa, especially in light of its biodiversity, traditional food

systems, and growing capacity for food science and technology.

3. Africa’s Untapped Potential: Functional Ingredients, Traditional Crops, and Biodiversity

Africa possesses some of the world’s richest biodiversity and food heritage. Many indigenous crops and
traditional food practices have long been linked with health benefits, though mostly documented through
local knowledge and traditional use. With modern research, many of these ingredients are now being

investigated, showing promising nutritional, antioxidant, and bioactive properties.

For example, recent scientific reviews highlight that African plant extracts can be incorporated into
functional foods, offering health benefits beyond basic nutrition. Some of the often-cited ingredients

include:
= Moringa leaves, widely known for high micronutrient content and bioactive compounds.
= Baobab fruit powder, rich in antioxidants, fiber, and vitamin C.

= Traditional grains and cereals such as Teff, fonio, millet, sorghum, and pseudo-cereals, nutritious,
resilient, and well suited to diverse agro-ecological zones.

= Herbal plants, fruits, seeds, and tubers valued in traditional diets across many African cultures.

These crops and their derivatives could provide the basis for functional foods, fortified foods, beverages, or
bioactive ingredients tailored to local nutritional needs, leveraging both biodiversity and traditional food

heritage.

Moreover, such development would promote sustainability, rural livelihoods, and added value, offering

nations the chance to move up the value chain, rather than remain as raw commodity exporters.
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4. Regulatory Challenges: Why Current Frameworks Often Hinder Innovation

Despite the potential, the current regulatory landscape in many African countries presents obstacles for

innovation:

= Most national regulatory frameworks lack definitions or clear categories for functional ingredients,
novel foods, or foods derived from non-traditional production systems.

= There are often no established safety-assessment pathways for bioactive extracts or newly

processed traditional foods.

= Regulatory procedures tend to default to traditional food categories, with limited flexibility for
evaluating novel attributes, claims, or production techniques.

=  Without clarity, both regulators and innovators face uncertainty, leading to delays,

discouragement, or informal (unregulated) market channels.

Consequently, many potentially beneficial ingredients remain underutilized, while producers and

researchers may be discouraged from investing in processing, extraction, or product development.

The risk is not only economic: public health and nutrition innovation are delayed, nutritional diversification
is constrained, and Africa may miss opportunities to tackle undernutrition, micronutrient deficiencies, or
diet-related non-communicable diseases via locally relevant functional foods.

5. Codex and the Global Regulatory Context: Opportunities for Africa

The Codex Alimentarius Commission’s recent re-engagement with “New Food Sources and Production
Systems (NFPS)” offers an important global anchor. At CAC 46, while no new dedicated standard-setting
mechanism was established, the door was left open for Member States to submit concrete, science-based
proposals or discussion papers to existing committees, signaling flexibility and readiness to address

emerging food innovations.

This global shift presents a window of opportunity for Africa to propose regulatory guidance tailored to its
unique biodiversity and food heritage. Rather than waiting for generic global standards, which may not
reflect African agro-ecologies, cultural diets, or traditional foods, African Member States (through AFRAF)
could develop a regional innovation-friendly framework aligned with Codex principles but adapted to
African realities.

Such a framework could include:

= Definitions and triggers for novelty (e.g., new extracts, concentrated ingredients, process-based
changes).

= Proportionate safety assessment guidance (leveraging history-of-use, scientific data, and risk-based

approaches).
= Pathways for functional ingredient approval.

= Standards for labelling, claims, and post-market monitoring.
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=  Mechanisms for inter-state cooperation, data sharing, and mutual recognition, especially under
AfCFTA.

By doing so, Africa could strengthen its voice in Codex debates and ensure that global standards remain

relevant to its context.

6. The Cost of Inaction: Potential Consequences for Africa

Failing to modernize food regulations to accommodate innovation carries several risks:

= Economic loss: Africa may continue exporting raw or low-value commodities, while value-added
processing, functional foods, and derived products emerge elsewhere.

= Missed public health and nutrition opportunities: Locally relevant functional foods, capable of
addressing micronutrient deficiencies, improving dietary quality, or targeting chronic disease risk,

remain underdeveloped.

= Limited competitiveness: African agrifood enterprises may lack access to emerging global markets

where functional, bioactive, or innovative foods dominate.

= Regulatory stagnation: Agencies remain unprepared for emerging technologies and innovations,
reducing readiness to protect consumers or enable safe market entry.

= Loss of traditional knowledge and biodiversity: Without regulatory value placed on traditional

crops and diets, cultivation may decline, eroding biodiversity and cultural heritage.

In sum, regulatory stagnation risks locking Africa out of a growing global food innovation economy, while

undermining its own potentials for nutritional and economic development.

7. The Role of AFRAF: A Strategic Opportunity for Driving Innovation-Friendly Reform

Given Africa’s diversity of regulatory maturity, agro-ecologies, and food cultures, a collective, regulator-led,
and regionally coordinated approach is likely the most efficient and equitable way to modernize
frameworks. AFRAF, already established as a network of African food regulators, can play a central,

catalytic role. Its unique advantages include:
= Legitimacy as a forum of national food authorities.
= Continental scope, facilitating cross-country dialogue and harmonization.
= Capacity to develop regionally relevant guidance adapted to African contexts.

= Potential to coordinate capacity building, scientific assessment, and data-sharing for functional

ingredients and novel foods.

= Ability to represent African interests in global standard-setting bodies (e.g., Codex) and trade
frameworks (e.g., AfCFTA).
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Specifically, AFRAF could:

Commission an AFRAF discussion paper on food innovation regulation, mapping needs,
challenges, and opportunities across Africa.

Establish a Working Group on Food Innovation and Functional Ingredients, tasked with drafting
guidelines for safe development, approval, and oversight of novel foods, bioactive ingredients, and

modernized traditional foods.

Develop a capacity-building program for regulators: training risk-assessment, safety evaluation,
dossier review, and post-market monitoring.

Create an African information platform to share safety assessments, toxicology data, nutritional

studies, and regulatory decisions, thus reducing duplication and building mutual trust.

Propose a model regulatory framework or template that Member States could adapt nationally,
aligned with Codex but suited to their biodiversity, dietary patterns, and production systems.

Facilitate scientific and industry engagement, bringing together local researchers, traditional
practitioners, farmers, industry, and regulators to support sustainable and culturally rooted

innovation.

Such steps could position Africa not only as a user of global innovations, but as a centre of bio-innovation

rooted in African biodiversity and traditional knowledge, producing foods relevant both locally and

globally.

8. Key Considerations and Challenges

While the potential is great, several challenges must be addressed:

Scientific and data gaps: many traditional ingredients require robust toxicology, compositional, and
human safety studies before regulatory approval.

Resource constraints: regulatory authorities may lack capacity, expertise or funding to conduct

assessments or monitor safety.

Need for harmonized definitions and standards: to avoid fragmentation under AfCFTA and global
trade.

Balance between innovation and consumer protection: ensuring safety, quality, and truthful claims

without overburdening innovators.

Sustainability and equity: ensuring that value addition benefits small-scale producers, local

communities, and biodiversity rather than favoring large-scale investors.

Addressing these challenges will require coordinated efforts, long-term vision, and strong collaboration

between regulators, researchers, industry, and civil society.
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9. Proposed Way Forward and Discussion Questions for AFRAF Members

AFRAF members are invited to reflect on the following:

1. What are the most urgent regulatory gaps in your country that prevent safe food innovation (e.g.,
lack of definitions, no approval pathways, lack of capacity)?

2. Which African crops, traditional foods, or plant extracts hold the greatest potential for
development into functional foods or bioactive ingredients?

3. Would your national authority support the creation of an AFRAF Working Group on Food

Innovation and Functional Ingredients?

4. Should AFRAF commission an “African Innovation-Friendly Regulatory Framework” aligned with
Codex NFPS discussion but adapted to Africa’s context?

5. What capacity-building, scientific research, or data-sharing initiatives are needed to support safe,
evidence-based development of novel foods in Africa?

6. How can AFRAF facilitate cooperation among Member States to avoid duplication, share
assessments, and build mutual confidence?

10. Conclusion

Innovation in food systems offers a transformative opportunity for Africa, economically, nutritionally, and
culturally. Yet this potential will remain largely unrealized unless food regulatory frameworks evolve. A
modern, predictable, and science-based regulatory environment is essential for safe development and
commercialization of functional foods, novel ingredients, and value-added products derived from Africa’s
biodiversity and traditional agriculture.

Africa has the biodiversity, scientific talent, and cultural heritage to lead in this space. By modernizing
regulatory frameworks, building capacity, and fostering regional cooperation, Africa can become a source,
not only of raw commaodities, but of innovative, nutritious, sustainable, and culturally rooted foods.

AFRAF, as a network of African regulators, is uniquely positioned to catalyze this transformation, by
providing guidance, building consensus, coordinating regulatory reform, and ensuring that innovation is
matched with safety and equity.

It is important for African regulators to act to ensure that the rich natural and cultural heritage of Africa
becomes the foundation for the next generation of food innovation, serving African people and

economies, and contributing to global food diversity.
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