
Transcript LRQA Business Assurance Food Sector Podcast

Interview with Andrew Smith
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance Food Sector Podcast Series. In this episode, Andrew Smith, LRQA’s Senior Vice-President for the Americas, talks about the issues and risks that organisations in the food sector are facing. 

He started off by talking about the food sector’s traditional inspection approach to assessments.

ANDREW SMITH:
Historically, over the last few decades as a matter of fact, food safety has been ensured through inspection and what that means is inspectors will go in to plants and inspect physically what is happening on the day. Now that has served the industry well to a degree for many years, the problem with that approach is that it’s limited to what is seen on the day, and clearly has inherent limitations.
The problem really is that the inherent weaknesses of the inspection regime have become apparent, and in fact with many of the very high profile food safety scares of the past five or six years, they had inspection regimes in place and those inspection regimes were being followed. Unfortunately again because they were only inspection regimes they weren’t identifying underlying management weaknesses, which were causing problems, so they could only identify things which needed to be fixed on the day, not inherent weaknesses which needed to be identified  and fixed.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
Andrew introduced the concept of a process management approach to food safety assessments

ANDREW SMITH:
Process management approach is fundamentally different from an inspection approach, a process based approach actually determines the adequacy of the management processes to produce quality, safe product, and how it does that is it looks at policies, procedures, competencies in training regimes, the resources provided, internal audit processes, corrective and preventative action programs. It looks at the whole management process to identify inherent weaknesses in the system, which you can use then to predict where you will have problems.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
The Global Food Safety Initiative is made up of key global food sector organisations. Andrew talked about their commitment to a process management based approach to food safety.

ANDREW SMITH:
A few years ago, the GFSI recognised the inherent inadequacies of the inspection approach and basically put in place four approved schemes that started to address the process safety approach, and recently a fifth has been added, FSSC 22000. LRQA has put its weight behind FSSC 22000 because it’s fundamentally based on a Plan, Do, Check, Act management process cycle. One of the key things that you would look at as part of an FSSC 22000 audit is the processes in place for Vendor Assurance, and so a key element will be to check that the manufacturer, the retailer, whoever the entity is has in place robust processes for assurance of all of their vendors across very complex supply chains.
MIKE CHAMBERS: With supply chains stretched across the globe, Andrew told us how important it is for assurance providers to have a global footprint

ANDREW SMITH:
What that really means is that there needs to be a global footprint for us to be a full partner in assuring the entire process for a major organisation. We obviously are a large global entity ourselves, we have nearly 500 food assessors across nearly 50 countries world wide, and that gives us the footprint necessary to be a trusted partner, not just with the organisation itself and its own facilities but right across its supply chain, be they originating in Thailand or China or Argentina or Chile or Poland or Russia. Wherever those supply chains originate we have people with food safety credentials able to verify processes at those facilities.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
Andrew also talked about the global approach to the Food Supply Chain that LRQA is taking

ANDREW SMITH:
As you can see this issue is more than just food safety, it’s about any aspect of an organisation’s activities which could potentially affect its brand reputation. So at LRQA we have put together an entire program which looks at all aspects of activity, be it food safety, be it environment, be it social responsibility, ethical sourcing all elements of an organisations activities, which need to be assured. We have put together a global food team including all elements of our activities from sales and marketing activity, through technical operations to customer services to address these issues in a global manner for our clients.
MIKE CHAMBERS:
We asked Andrew who would be held responsible if something went wrong in the food supply chain

ANDREW SMITH:
The unfortunate situation with the media being the way it is in today’s world is that it will be the organisation at the end of the supply chain which is going to receive the adverse publicity. If there is salmonella in an ingredient from a small farmer in Asia, in reality it’s not going to be that farmer that takes the consequences of this problem. It will be the manufacturer who has sourced that ingredient. So ultimately, it needs to be the large organisation that assures itself of these processes to protect its reputation.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
Andrew went on to address some of the other issues that could potentially affect a food organisation’s reputation

ANDREW SMITH:
Well food safety clearly is a huge aspect of brand reputational risk for a food manufacturer. However, that is only one of a key series of reputational risks to any brand which need to be protected. So while food safety is one, we certainly see environmental concerns being an equal risk to a brand reputation. We see ethical sourcing, more general corporate social responsibility issues to be equally vital to brand reputation. So from LRQA’s perspective we see the need for ultimately all of these things to be properly assured for an organisation to protect brand reputational risks.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
Many organisations have developed their own internal management systems built around their specific needs. Andrew addressed the growing demand for 2nd party assurance in the food sector.
ANDREW SMITH:
Well in fact many organisations, many large, very reputable organisations obviously recognise these short comings themselves, and so what they have done over many years is develop very mature management processes to basically protect against these issues. Now clearly it would not be sensible to discard all of that work and neither would you want to, so what we do under those circumstances is we work with organisations to develop customised approaches, which inherently look at management processes, but are designed to look at the management processes which have been designed for those entities specifically and this is called Customised Assurance. It is very powerful because here we’re working with organisation to enhance their own processes, which they have already put a lot of time in to developing.
MIKE CHAMBERS:
Andrew introduced the work that LRQA and Mars have been doing over the past two years.

ANDREW SMITH:
Well perhaps the best example would be the work we have done over the last two years with Mars. They are one of the world’s largest candy manufacturers, in addition to having many other activities such as food, pet food, drinks and a number of other activities. Mars have spent many decades putting in place very robust processes for the Assurance of food safety, and so we’ve worked with them to develop a customised approach which has enabled them to develop corporate metrics so that they can see the level of compliance across over 170 facilities world wide, against their own internal processes.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
Andrew highlights the benefits of LRQA’s sector approach to food 

ANDREW SMITH:
Well the global approach we’re adopting allows us to bring the necessary intellectual fire power to bear, where ever that client happens to be based, if that client is based in north America we can bring in the necessary technical expertise, and that will usually involve Cor Groenveld, our technical food safety manager as well as the necessary regional capacity for technical operations delivery. There are very few organisations now based anywhere that don’t have a global reach, so in discussions with a North American client, clearly how we are going to address issues in China, how we are going to address in Thailand or how we are going to address issues in Argentina have to be dealt with, and that global approach allows us to have those conversations in a single manner with a client, rather than the need to be separate discussions in different regions for that client.
MIKE CHAMBERS:
Andrew closed out the interview by connecting LRQA’s Business Assurance to the food sector.

ANDREW SMITH:
Business Assurance is all about going beyond compliance, to actually address the fundamental risks that the organisation is exposed to, irrespective of the requirements of the particular standard that we happen to be auditing against. So issues like, identifying key risks to the organisation, how its dealing with those issues, how is it dealing with the requirement for continual improvement in its performance across the globe, what kind of themes do we need to identify based on the risks that we have identified to address in our process audits. All these things are brought to bear to address the fundamental issues of brand reputation within our food clients.
Thank you for listening to the LRQA Business Assurance Food Sector Podcast Series. February is Food Month for LRQA and you can read our daily blog throughout the month at www.foodassurance.blogspot.com . Visit www.businessassurance.com/food to keep up with all of the latest news, podcasts, blogs and events in the food sector. For more information on LRQA and the independent assurance services that we offer across the food sector, visit www.food.lrqa.com .
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