
The role and responsibilities of
Environmental Health Officers

Environmental Health Officers Ac 4.2
Environmental Health Officers (EHOs) are employed in the UK 
by local authorities and overseen by the Food Standards Agency 
to enforce food safety legislation. They do this by inspecting 
businesses where food is sold to the public. In the Hospitality 
and Catering industry they inspect restaurants, cafes, hotels, guest 
houses, pubs, etc. The purpose of an inspection is to make sure 
that:

• Food is being stored, handled and cooked hygienically  
and safely

• Food is not being contaminated and is safe to eat
• Food handlers have been trained in food hygiene and safety
• Food handlers are aware of the importance of personal hygiene (washing hands, clean clothing, etc.)
• There are control measures in place to prevent pests from contaminating food
• The premises are in good condition and regularly cleaned. The EHO will also:
• Check to make sure that food safety hazards and risks have been identified and are being controlled 

by using a food safety management system such as HACCP
• Offer advice on training and improving food hygiene and safety in the business.

Environmental Health Officers are allowed by law to:
• Enter the premises of a food business, without an appointment, at reasonable hours  

when the business is operating
• Inspect the premises and the food being stored, prepared, cooked and sold there
• Take food samples away for testing in a laboratory for food poisoning bacteria
• Take photographs as evidence of what they find during an inspection
• Look at data and records that the business has kept, e.g. refrigerator and freezer 

temperatures, staff training records, etc.

If the EHO finds a problem, they are allowed by law to:
• Take food that they suspect is a food safety hazard away from the business, so it cannot be sold
• Tell the owners of the business to make hygiene improvements within a set time and come back to 

inspect that they have done so
• Close the premises and stop them selling food if there is a high risk of food poisoning  

- this is called an Emergency Hygiene Prohibition Notice
• Give evidence in a court of law if the owners of the business are prosecuted for breaking the law, 

which can result in a large fine (a sum of money that has to be paid to a court as punishment for breaking 
the law), a ban on the owner working in the food industry, a criminal record, or a prison sentence in 
very serious cases.

EHOs will also carry out an inspection if they receive a complaint from a member of the public about poor 
hygiene in a food business or if one or more people get food poisoning after eating some food from a business.

Food poisoning is a notifiable illness. If someone is ill after eating food and they think that it may have been 
caused by food from a particular food business, they should notify (tell) their doctor and describe
their symptoms. If the doctor agrees that their illness is probably food poisoning, samples of faeces/ diarrhoea 
from the patient should be sent to a laboratory to identify the bacteria that has caused the illness and the 
local Environmental Health Department should be notified straight away so that an EHO can investigate the 
complaint.



Practice questions
1. Give three reasons why inspections are carried out in food premises by  

Environmental Health Officers (EHO). (3 marks)

2. List four things that an EHO does during an inspection. (4 marks)

3. List two things that an EHO is allowed to do by law if they find a food business has broken food  
safety law. (2 marks)

4. Explain, giving reasons and examples, why and how the work of an EHO protects both food  
businesses and customers. (8 marks)

5. What can/should a food business do to provide evidence and protect their reputation in case  
a customer complains that they have been ill after eating food the business has produced? (8 marks)

6. A consumer contacts the local Environmental Health Department and tells them that they and their 
partner have both been very sick and unwell after eating a meal in a local restaurant.  
Explain what the Environmental Health Department will need to do to investigate this complaint:

a. a) What questions should they ask the person who made the complaint? (3 marks)

b. What questions should they ask the restaurant? (3 marks)

c. What should they look for when they inspect the restaurant? (3 marks)


