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Interview with Fons Schmid, Chairman of the Board of Stakeholders of the Foundation for Food Safety Certification
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance Food Safety Podcast Series. In episode 10, recorded during the GFSI Global Food Safety Conference, we talked to one of the food sectors most influential leaders, Fons Schmid. He is currently the Chairman of the Board of Stakeholders of the Foundation for Food Safety Certification and was the first ever Chairman of the GFSI.  
MIKE CHAMBERS:
He starts off this podcast by talking about some of the changes that have taken place in food safety over the past ten years.
FONS SCHMID:
I think looking back there are two major changes which are very, very important. The first one is that more and more governments find out that they are not capable and not able to protect our customers by doing inspections. If you look at the fish industry in the United States, 95% of the imported fish is not inspected, there is too much and it is all over the place. So they have to find a balance between what the industry is doing, and what the retailers are doing, and what their inspections can do. But on the other hand, we are going to a zero risk society where people just don’t accept that you have a poisoning or you have a contamination. So there’s a lot of pressure on them and that is what you see everywhere. That is where I think we are now in a situation which is far better than ten years ago, where more and more governments say if there is a private certificate, if the accreditation of the auditor is okay, if we have credible organisations like Lloyd’s who do that and have done that already for years in other industries, in the ship, and the building, and the planes etc., why don’t we learn from that and find a new balance between public and private. While this is legally very difficult but that is a major change which you see happening in the last four or five years, that is great. 

The other thing is that the big A brands, the Unilevers, the Nestles, the Danone, the Krafts, the Cargill’s of this world have always said we are not going to go for retail standards. We have our own internal systems and we have done that for 100 years, But they’ve made a change because they see that if you have third party certification, if you have a credible or large organisation coming to you and they give the certificate it’s a fantastic wall of defence if something happens. You have the best of the best company, the best of the best auditing system, the best of the best and then still things might happen. If something does happen, and you say “well I have a fantastic internal auditing system”, they will laugh at you. So you have to have credible third party certification, and that has changed the whole thinking by, I would say five, six, or seven major food manufacturers. And they said that is fine but then we need a standard which is not retail driven but an independent standard and that’s where ISO came in because most of them were working on ISO principles already and a lot of governments, they very much trust in ISO systems. For example, ISO 9000 I think is the most rolled out system in China, so the Chinese government knows only ISO systems and said we would like to have a system or scheme also able to be benchmarked by the GFSI but independently run on basis of ISO principles and that change came in 2005. And that is where ISO 22000 was developed, and that is where additionally the PAS 220 was developed. Those were the two building blocks where the industry said that is great, if we have that managed and governed by an independent organisation, a foundation which is not there for profit, unlike the BRC or IFS but non profit, international, based on ISO governance in a board of stakeholders where all the interested parties have a representation that is a certificate we would like to have.  I was happy to learn that that vision was very well and very heavily supported by a credible organisation like LRQA.

MIKE CHAMBERS:
Fons went on to talk about the development and importance of FSSC 22000
FONS SCHMID:
Yeah, well we have it now in one scheme which is the FSSC 22000, which is directly based on these two building blocks of ISO, but then of course ISO is a non-existing organisation, its driven by governments and they have no legal entity. So you need to have a legal owner, who runs the scheme and can be held liable in case something goes wrong. That is where the foundation came in which was already existing, which was the holding organisation or the foundation which was driving Dutch HACCP, one of the schemes which was already accepted by GFSI in 2002, 2003. 

I think LRQA helped a lot by thinking on how can you make a management structure and a government structure which secures the independence, is global, and has a lot of expertise to drive that standard and keep it developing and improving all the time. 

So, we were given the means by industry organisations and also by some CB organisations, to set that up and looking at what we have now, we have a fantastic organisation. When you look at the website, the board is truly independent, truly global, all those stakeholders have a place over there. I resigned from Ahold’s three years ago but I had this GFSI experience etc., so I was very honoured when they came to me and said “would you be the independent chairman for the next years”, because I was a strong driver in the beginning of that whole thing. But I’ve always said to the retailers it’s too much retail driven and you should have those big manufacturers, they know more than you about the supply chain and they are everywhere already, so don’t reinvent the wheel. So I’m very happy that we now have a structure which is really working, which is global, is independent, is non profit. 

MIKE CHAMBERS:
 Fons closed out the interview by analysing some of the key threats facing the food sector today and in the future.
FONS SCHMID:
The big challenge is to have a credible system for certification through the supply chain, all the way back to the farm and the other way around back to the consumers. After all a lot of food borne diseases happen in the household of the consumers so let’s not forget that. We will never be able to certify that, but up to the store of course you have to do that. 

Now that industry and ISO have developed the ISO 22000, which is system based and a backbone which can be used for managing your food safety in whatever you do and wherever you do it, I would say the future is to go for the whole supply chain. We now have this system of developing the PAS 220 pre -requisite requirements and I hope that ISO will quickly develop other modules which can be used upstream in the supply chain, and that is happening already now. So there will be an ISO based PAS coming out, for packaging. Packing food is just as difficult and sometimes dangerous as the food itself, you can have contaminants. When you look at the supply chain further on, of course  ingredients, animal feed and other aspects of delivering food can and will be a potential source of contamination and food borne diseases. Look what happened in Germany in the last couple of months. So a PAS for animal feed would be fantastic, if you could connect that also to the ISO 22000 backbone and then connect those various and those different parts of the supply chain around ISO certification it would be more efficient, more trustworthy and cheaper. 

And that is one of the other challenges we have, bringing down the cost of certification, because if you have all those different systems managed by different schemes, then the cost of burden for the supply chain players, especially also farmers for instance or smaller operations, would be so tremendous and so high that they will not fulfil that. And again, there I think that vision has strongly been driven by a company like LRQA. 

So that is the big challenge then. I’ve been talking so far about post farm as we say, so everything which has left the farm already, but pre-farm of course for fresh products is just as important. I’ve been working and was sitting on the board of GLOBALGAP for many years, I’m still chairing the Integrity Committee of GLOBALGAP. And I think in pre-farm we have to work in the future far more closely together with credible organisations like GLOBALGAP or SQF and see how they can align to an ISO based or an ISO driven system just as well, to connect that and then you have the whole supply chain connected. I’m already talking with those guys, those big drivers in pre-farm standards and they are beginning to understand what we mean. Again they are still  too much retailer driven and they should become more independent. If not there will be another organisation coming up, picking that up and making sure that pre-farm certification will be based on independent global ISO standards and I think that’s what is going to happen within five years.

For more information on the Foundation for Food Safety Certification, visit their website at www.fssc22000.com . For more information on LRQA Business Assurance food sector services, visit www.food.lrqa.com 
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