


hoaxes.” She cites the FDA and Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention Web
sites as reputable sources.

A critical question, according to
Paster, is whether the supplier has a
Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points
(HACCP) plan. It uses a seven-step pro-
cess to identify likely causes of failure in
safe food handling:
> Identify potentially hazardous foods.
> Observe those foods throughout the
preparation, holding and serving pro-
cess to identify critical control points.
> Establish control procedures and
monitor critical points to guarantee safe
food handling.
> Set up monitoring procedures to
maintain control.
> Establish corrective actions when
monitoring indicates a deviation from
an established critical limit.
> Create effective record-keeping proce-
dures documenting the HACCP system.
P Institute procedures to verify that the
HACCP system is working.
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FAGING JUDGE JUDY

“If a supplier doesn’t have a HACCP
plan, a written food safety plan, then
that’s definitely a concern,” Paster said.
“If you were facing Judge Judy, she
would ask if you can prove your food is
safe. Without a HACCP plan you can’t
prove” the proper procedures exist.

Many of the concerns about tainted
food have arisen from products imported
from other countries. And the FDA has
limited resources to track food from
overseas, said Paster, who recommended
having a representative check on overseas
suppliers.

With any supplier, “have it in the
agreement up front that you can do
unscheduled visits. The last thing you
want to see is the dog and pony show.
Bad operators can sometimes pull it off,
because they know the customer is com-
ing,” she said.

The best approach is to start with a
scheduled visit to evaluate the opera-
tion. Later, surprise the supplier with

an unscheduled visit, Paster said. “They
should be welcoming and proud to bring
you in — as long as you have identifica-
tion.” Identification is important because
every supplier should practice not only
food safety, but food defense, which
means taking steps to prevent deliberate
contamination.

Much of food defense “is simple
things — Can anybody walk into the
facility? Do visitors have to sign in?...
Are suppliers doing background checks
on their personnel? Are they training
employees to report suspicious activity?
It’s so much more than just checking
hairnets,” Paster said, adding, “that’s a
good place to start though.”

Kwik Trip Inc., based in LaCrosse, Wis-
consin, conducts its own on-site audits
and they “qualify vendors to make sure
they are food safe; that they are certified
suppliers,” according to Jim Bressi, direc-
tor of food research and development.
“We have disqualified a few;” Bressi said,
adding that the company will work with
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suppliers to correct problems.
At Eby-Brown Comparny, headquar-
ters in suburban Chicago, “our central
procurement and category manage-
ment departments work with each of
our suppliers to ascertain every food
safety requirement for the products
we distribute” is properly met, said
John Paul, corporate food safety/qual-
* ity assurance manager.
Bugden says that convenience
store operators also need to under-

stand proper warehousing and inven-
tory management for food products.
“Warehouses should rotate inventory.
They should have a first in/first out
system,” she said. A good warehousing
system also has “a strong active pest
control program” and segregates food
products from non-food products.

Bugden and other safety experts also
urge operators to understand the code
or lot tracing system that can be used to
track products in case of problems or
recall notices.

For example, Zameska noted, “if
there’s a complaint that a soda can has
mold on it, it could be a store problem,
but that type of problem should be
referred back to the FDA to follow up
with the warehouse or manufacturer.

It could be a one in million thing or it
could be a process defect affecting mul-
tiple stores and supplies in warehouses.

“If you're sloppy, you've set yourself up
and everybody else up for problems,” he
said. The ideal food safety model is one in
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which “every item that comes into your
hands comes with full documentation.”

Each shipment received at an Eby-
Brown distribution center is inspected
“for product integrity, tampering or visual
signs of contamination. This process is
verified by our management, and pro-
cesses and procedures are reviewed on a
daily basis,” according to Paul.

Most of the food products Eby-
Brown distributes can stand at room
temperature without spoiling and have
been packaged to prevent external envi-
ronmental contamination, Paul said. For
products that require cold storage, “we
monitor and continually verify that our
freezers are at approximately 10 degrees
Fahrenheit or below and our refriger-
ated coolers are at approximately 40
degrees Fahrenheit or below.”

Food orders are processed in a sepa-
rate assembly area away from non-food
storage areas to prevent potential con-
tamination. Employees “double inspect
all products when customers’ orders are
assembled for delivery.

Delivery drivers are thoroughly
trained at each of the distribution
centers, Paul continued, “to ensure that
proper temperature storage is main-
tained at all times.” Kwik Trip employs
its own drivers, Bressi said. “We have
two systems — ‘fresh’ delivery trucks
and dry goods trucks so there’s no pos-
sibility of cross contamination.”

»

WHEN THE TRUCK ARRIVES
Store employees should be trained to
monitor the delivery process, Zameska
said. Deliveries “are not always sched-
uled or met by personnel from the store.
It’s just ‘bring it in, put it over there, sign
for it, and off you go. There’s no checks-
and-balance system in place.”
Employees may know to check
whether the correct products in the right
amount were received, but often they
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haven’t learned to check for food safety,
he said. “Is the food the right tempera-
ture? Are there holes in the boxes — have
mice been chewing on them?”

Convenience store operators need to
know whether food is being delivered
in a truck with other types of products,
Zameska continued. “Are they practicing
storage techniques so if detergent leaks,
it’s not going to leak onto food? How
do they clean up afterward so food isn’t
contaminated?”

And small lapses can add up.

“A real practical example is milk. You
buy milk at the store and see that the
sell-by date is good for a week. But a day
or two later it’s spoiled. Why did it spoil in
two days when it usually lasts the whole
week? Probably because it was abused in
the delivery process. Maybe it sat on the
delivery dock and got too warm.”

Or perhaps the driver left the truck

door open. “If you're the person getting
the first delivery, that’s not a problem.
But if you're the last on the run, your
food may not be refrigerated” anymore,
Zameska said.

He added that most in-store dairy
cases do not actually cool food. “They’re
not designed to bring the temperature
down. It might take two or three days
to lower the temperature” back to the
correct level.

Employees also should be instructed
to pay close attention to spoilage dates.

HANDS-ON TRAINING

Once the food is in the store, employees
must be trained to keep it safe until it
reaches the hands of the customers —
and hands are quite often the problem.
One of the biggest threats to food safety
is improper employee hand washing,
according to a 2006 FDA report on
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“Reducing Foodborne Illness Risk Fac-
tors in Food Service and Retail Estab-
lishments.”

Poor hygiene and improper food
holding time and temperature are the
other major threats, according to the
report.

More food preparation is being done
on site, but many convenience store
operations are still geared to handle
only packaged food. Budgen recom-
mended that stores maintain a basic
daily checklist of good hygiene practices
and establish procedures to prevent sick
employees from handling food.

The NACS Foodservice Guidebook lists
the five factors that are known to cause
80 percent of foodborne illnesses:

1. Improper cooling
2. Advanced preparation (in excess

of 12 hours)
3. Infected persons
4. Inadequate reheating
5. Improper hot holding

Bugden said store employees should
be educated to adhere to “the Bible”
— the FDA’s Model Food Code, a food
safety guideline on temperatures for
cooking and storing meat, poultry, pork,
eggs and fish.

Food defense is yet another area
where store employees need train-
ing. “Make sure nobody comes in and
contaminates the food in the store. We
train employees to look out for suspi-
cious people, to check if packages have

been opened,” Bugden said. Logs of all
training should be kept, she added, asa
record in case there is an incident.

Training hourly store employees to
handle food safely frequently occurs on
the job. Make that training interactive
with games and involve employees in
team-related safety activities, suggested
Jeff Nelken, a food safety expert in
Woodland Hills, California.

Continuously follow up on training.
“When you go back after nine months,
they’ve forgotten,” Nelken said. Maintain a
real culture of food safety so that “it’s not
just the flavor-of-the-month program.”

Experts say food safety training boils
down to a three-step process. First, the
trainer describes to the employee what
is being done as the trainer practices the
correct procedure. Then the employee fol-
lows the procedure as the trainer describes
what should be done. Then the employee
follows the procedure again and explains
the correct procedure as they do so.

Kwik Trip provides plenty of
employee training, Bressi said, because
poor employee hygiene “is definitely the
number one threat that we’ve identified
to food safety. We've certified all our
store leaders in food safety. That comes
at a cost to us, but it’s worth it.”

All these efforts to keep the food sup-
ply chain safe are worth it, according to
Zameska, because the store’s livelihood
and reputation are on the line.

“When you and I buy something,
all we see is the package. We're trust-
ing that the right things happened to it
before we buy it,” he said. But whatever
has happened to that product along the
way “you’re going to blame where you
bought it from.” ©

Stephenie Overman is a freefance writer who
specializes in workplace issues. The NACS Foodservice
Guidebook developed by NACS and Technomic Inc.,
includes a section on food safety. To order a copy, call
(800) 966-NACS (6227).
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