
FOOD ALERTS: 
How Epimorphics has 
transformed the FSA’s
open data offering

The Linked Data specialists have been instrumental in 
modernising the data services of the Government agency, 
which launched its �agship Regulating Our Future policy in 2016
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FOOD ALERTS
TRANSFORMING

Epimorphics began working with the Food Standards 
Agency back in 2017, transforming the way their data could 
be handled and used, turning unstructured data into useful 
information that could be easily used as open source data by 
other government departments, NGOs and private 
organisations.

One of the FSA’s key roles is responding to concerns about 
food safety. Having up to a couple of hundred hits a year, 
food alerts took a considerable amount of sta� time to 
manage. The data could not be used easily beyond alerting 
the end user to an issue, despite having a much wider range 
of potential applications. The largely manual process of 
publishing an alert, wasn’t built to scale well or cope with a 
greater number of alerts going through it.

With a huge increase in the number of food manufacturing 
businesses in the UK over the last few years, the FSA now 
handles many more alerts a week. Despite the increase in 
demand on the service, it's able to publish these e�ciently, 
because of the improvements to the process and structure 
behind the system. 

As part of the digital transformation program, one of the 
biggest projects was to streamline the food and allergy 
alerts (product recalls) that both manufacturers and 
consumers rely on. 

The FSA recognised that the information within the food 
alerts couldn’t be easily used by other organisations and 
internally, the process was manual and slow.

The comms team would �rst receive a food alert as a word 
document. They would then begin the task of copying it 
across to their website, often having to modify their 
template where the information didn’t �t. They’d write 
copy to be used in an SMS and email, before sending it out 
to relevant parties. It was a half hour process for each food 
alert, some of which would be received out-of-hours by 
sta�, not necessarily used to working with the data.

None of the data on the FSA published was structured, so 
anybody wishing to make use of it—NGOs, governmental 
departments and private companies—would have had to 
have scraped the website. In reality, this meant that the 
data was rarely shared or used e�ectively. This was the 
main driving factor of the project: improve the digital 
processes to make the information more accessible and 
usable.

Our team created a system whereby incoming alerts are 
structured, which allows each piece of data to 
automatically populate the external comms with the 
relevant information. The ‘tagged’ information is pulled 
into a template for the FSA website and it generates a 
shortened URL, useful for sharing on multiple platforms. It 
also creates the text for an alert email and SMS for anyone 
signed up for those services, and a summary ready for 
manually releasing on Twitter.

A welcome by-product of the 
improvements is the speed at which alerts 
are generated and shared. This has allowed 
the FSA to become more e�cient, as sta� 
are freed up for other tasks.

As structured data, users can now search 
for a speci�c allergen and get up-to-date 
information about product recalls relating 
to that foodstu�. The information on the 
website no longer needs to be scraped to 
be useful. It is readily available to all who 
need it through an API. Without manually 
having to publish them, food alerts now 
reach the rest of the supply chain and 
consumers minutes after the FSA receives 
them. Products can now be recalled at a 
faster rate, improving safety standards 
across the food sector.

Since the process has improved, so too has 
the way it is being used. Largely due to 
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Incorrect allergen labelling – where the allergen is 
left out or incorrectly replaced with another – is the 
most common reason for food recalls.
• The top three allergens most commonly associated with product recalls
are cereals containing gluten, milk and nuts.

• Other common reasons for recalls are foreign bodies in food – which have included plastic, 
metal and glass – incorrect use-by dates, as well as contamination with pathogens,
for example listeria or salmonella.

Published as open source data, private 
companies can make commercial use 
of it by integrating it into their own 
software, or analysing the data, adding 
value to their customers.

agileChilli, a Bristol based software 
company for food manufacturers pulls 
in the FSA alerts via the API into their 
NPD software. By cross checking the 
suppliers and ingredients mentioned in 
each alert with their own information, 
the software can �ag particular alerts 
that may need action. 

Providing all their suppliers and 
ingredients used are in the software, this 
saves manually having to check each alert. 
Analysis of the alerts is also possible within 
agileChilli software to enable you to 
streamline your supply chain .   
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       It has made the chain 
so much smoother, 
speedier, and publishing 
much less onerous for the 
content team

<

/>
Sally Barber, Delivery Manager at the FSA

       The Epimorphics API 
was really well designed, 
which made it easy to 
integrate into our 
workflow using standard 
tools such as Zapier. It's 
been running for a couple 
of years now and has been 
robust and reliable.

<

/>
Oliver Kohll, CTO, agileChilli

enhanced visibility, the FSA have 
received a dramatically increased 
number of food alerts, suggesting that 
companies are �nding it easier to be 
proactive.

The FSA’s own scientists have themselves 
been able to take advantage of the new 
system. It’s much more straightforward 
to analyse the data, given that all 
information is now tagged automatically.
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ABOUT
EPIMORPHICS
Epimorphics are at forefront of developing 
standards, tools and applications, working with 
organisations to organise and publish data.

If you’d like to work with us,
see our services available here
https://www.digitalmarketplace.service.gov.uk/g-cloud/
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