BY CRISTINA ADAMS

he produce industry continues to be scrutinized
by the media. On the positive side, news report-
ing emphasizes the value of fresh fruits and veg-
etables as part of a healthy diet; balanced against this,
however, are editorials questioning food safety or the sus-
tainability of the industry’s agricultural practices.

Recognizing the importance scientific fact plays in shap-
ing the media’s portrayal of the industry, growers, whole-
salers, and retailers have been investing in new ways to
reassure consumers produce is safe according to valid and
trusted standards. This, in turn, has spurred demand for
third-party audits and certification processes throughout the
food supply chain.

Audit First, Then Certify

A common starting point in food safety verification is a
self-audic, where a firm essentially monitors itself, typically
following corporate standards based on industry best prac-
tices. For example, a retailer may dispatch a trained profes-
sional from corporate to inspect and evaluate a store
location. Self-auditing, however, is usually only the first step
of a more extensive process including second- and third-
party audits.

Second-party audits, on the other hand, could be
described as a retailer sending an expert or recognized
authority to a supplier to ensure required procedures are fol-
lowed properly. This latter example has been famously
showcased by the CBS network’s Undercover Boss. In recent
years, second-party audits have become less prevalent and
increasingly replaced by the more objective third-party
audits, which are conducted by an independent body with
no relationship to the organization under review.

= Audits and inspections verify safety systems and
adherence to required procedures while certification is an
extra step to confirm audited operations are in compliance
with those procedures. Simply put, the audit is a test, and
certification is the grade. There can be no certification with-
out an audit,

Not surprisingly, certifications have become a litmus test
for companies to determine whether or not to conduct busi-
ness with a supplier. According to David Gombas, senior
vice president of food safety and technology at the
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Eye on Economics:
A Closer Look

The real ROI of third-party audits
and certifications

Washington, DC-based United Fresh Produce Association,
having a respected third-party audit of a potential supplier
isnt just responsible, it is expedient. “Certifications provide
a ‘yes' or no’ answer,” he says. “Buyers don’t always have
time to read the details of an audit report or figure out
whether a particular score is good enough.”

A Global Food Village

Demand for certification has increased over the past
five to ten years due in part to worldwide sourcing, a
response to consumer appetites for year-round fresh pro-
duce. “You won't get oranges in February unless you go
global,” says Gombas. “So when you start sourcing
from Chile, Africa, and China, you start using third-
party audits.”

Judy Chong, founder of ProduceSmart Business Services,
a Toronto-based consultancy, agrees: “As suppliers are
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Food safety remains a pivotal issug in fresh produce. Third-party
audits and certifications can help reassure buyers and verify safety:

audits and inspections are the first step in the

certification process

= fees vary and depend on the certifying group or organization

all certifications expire and must be repeated

certifications verify facts and processes but are not a guarantee.
To learn more about each key element, look for the symbols
throughout the article. I
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What does this tell an observant grower or
supplier? Despite a sluggish economy and less
spending money, consumers still want food
with the USDA Organic Cerrified seal. To
qualify for the seal, products must fit into one
of two categories: 100 Percent Organic, which
means all the ingredients and methods used to
create a product are organic; or Organic,
which means that 95 percent or more of the
ingredients are organic.

Pros, Cons, and Costs

Some growers, particularly smaller
operations, don’t pursue certification citing
prohibitive annual price tags. Much of the
cost depends on the certifying agency, as well
as the level and type of certification. At the
Food Alliance, independent farms and
ranches pay a $400 upfront deposit when
applying for certification, plus an annual fee
based on a percentage of gross sales that
decreases as sales increase. For the first
$175,000 in gross sales, for example, the fee
is 0.5 percent or $400, whichever is highest.

For USDA Organic certification, the
National Organic Program reimburses up to
75 percent of the cost of certification not to
exceed $500. However, even with this incen-
tive, annual fees can vary wildly from $500
to thousands of dollars depending on the
state and certifying agency. Operations sell-
ing less than $5,000 per year in product
arent required to be certified to sell organic,
but they can’t use the official seal, either.

For SQF certification, costs are a relatively
minor part of the equation. According to Bob
Garfield, senior vice president of the Safe
Quality Food Institute, a small operation can
start the certification process for as little as
$25. Major expenses occur when a facility has
t0 upgrade or revamp its systems to meet stan-
dards for certification, but Garfield believes it’s
worth the cost. “It’s good for business to be
certified,” he says. “It’s a way of showing your
customers that you care enough to be inde-
Pendendly [inspected] and that you'll do what-
€ver is necessary to keep your facility in the
shape it should be.”

Angela O’Neal Chappell of Coosaw Farms
in South Carolina. has implemented a broad
food safety program that includes elements of
GAP and GMP (Good Manufacturing
P factices), and an annual food safety audit.
The farm’s blueberries, watermelons, and
Cabbage are part of South Carolina’s certified
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state programs, and Coosaw also participates in
the HarvestMark traceability program, so prod-
uct details can be accessible anytime via
web-based technology.

“We've were one of the early adopters of a
formal food safety program in watermelon and
blueberries,” Chappell says. “It communicates
our level of integrity to customers and the core
values of our farm.” But does the investment
positively affect Coosaw’s bottom line? “Wire
still evaluating,” she admits, but is planning to
implement further programs with Primus Labs
this year,

“It’s a cost to be managed and a necessary
part of doing business, like having a proper
storage facility or personnel,” says Chong.
“Without the certification, access to many mar-
kets is closed or closing. Its a requirement of
the trade.” Garfield echoes the same sentiment:
“Growers want to certify because they’re
required to, but also to prevent any product
contamination,” he says. “Nobody wants to be
on tomorrows front page.”

No Guarantees

Even with meticulous food safety programs
in place, foodborne illness sill occurs, When
there is an outbreak, any entity that has han-
dled the contaminated product is fair game for
a lawsuit, reports Gombas, What's more, many
companies may not even be aware they aren’t in
compliance; finding our their product is con-
taminated with E. coli or salmonella usually
comes as an ugly surprise. “They don't know-
ingly sell bad product,” says Gombas. “They've
just missed something along the way—the
facility didn’t know, the auditor didn’t know,
maybe the standards didnt cover the problem
because it wasn't recognized.”

= Ultimately, however, there are no guaran-
tees—not even with annual inspections and

Central Florida
Crossdock Facility

LOGISTICS

INDUSTRY METRICS

certification. No matter how diligently
companies may follow food safety programs,
bacteria can find a way in. “T wouldn’t trust
anyone who says that cerrification is a
guarantee,” warns Garfield. “We live in 2
world of microbes.”

Shared Responsibility

Even though food safety isn't a sure thing,
many industry experts, retailers, and growers
alike believe the U.S. still has the safest food
in the world, thanks to constant checks
along the supply chain and cooperation
within the industry. “Food safety is a shared
responsibility best achieved through
collaboration among consumers, regulators,
manufacturers, suppliers, and retailers,” says
Robert Prevendar, director of food safery at
NSF International, the parent organization
of NSF Davis Fresh. “Ultimately, everyone
benefits from being better educated abour
food safety.”

A case in point is the upcoming overhaul
of food safety regulations. While some
opposed it due to exemptions for small grow-
ers with less than $500,000 in annual sales,
most did not.
groups, retail and foodservice companies—

Industry groups, consumer

all were involved and had input.

According to Garfield, this would not
have been the case a decade ago. “Everyone
in the food industry understands we need to

ensure our food safety systems are the best
they can be.” B

Cristina Adams is a freelance business writer
and editor with more than 17 years of
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