Safely on the Shelf

The impact of global retailers’ safety and quality requirements on Australian food exporters

An analysis of global food retailers’ safety and quality requirements has been commissioned by AFFA to explore the implications for Australian exporters and is now available to Australian food businesses.

MANY CHANGES are taking place in the way global retailers buy and sell food products. The food supply system is a global one, and retailers, especially large European retailers, exert a strong and growing influence on it. Many major retailers are expanding their operations worldwide, and a number of the top European retailers have outlets in Asia, Australia’s largest food export market. 

This can affect Australian suppliers, as these major retailers have the buying power to set their own standards and conditions that suppliers must meet. This policy of setting standards is gaining in strength, not only for the retailers’ high-volume own-label products but for all the food products that they sell. This trend is driven by the retailers’ need to assure customers that the food they buy is safe, and by the importance that marketing high quality food has to increasing market share. 

The European food supply chain is characterized by a retail sector that dominates trading relationships in a highly competitive market—the top 50 retailers account for nearly half of European food sales. The business structures of many European food retailers are changing with increasing consolidation and the formation of international buying groups, joint ventures and franchising operations. These alliances increase buying power and with it the power to set standards and to insist that their suppliers meet those standards. 

Food safety and quality standards are imposed along the supply chain to suppliers, processors and producers who in turn must ensure that they meet these standards or risk losing sales. Many European food suppliers have responded to the changes in the retail sector by implementing schemes to ensure the safety and quality of their products.

STANDARDS FOR FOOD SAFETY AND QUALITY

European retailers must adhere to European Union (EU) standards for food safety and quality. However, as food safety is the responsibility of individual EU countries, there can be variations in the way that EU legislation is enforced and anomalies in standards for safety and quality between different member countries. Food safety has a higher priority in some countries than in others, depending on national legislation, cultural considerations and responses to recent problems in food production.

Major European food retailers recognise EU standards as minimum requirements. To achieve a consistent level of food safety and quality assurance, the retailers set their own additional market-specific or produce-specific standards. These may be developed by individual retailers, buying groups, or larger retail groups that include a number of retailers in one or more countries.

FOOD SAFETY is very important to UK consumers, and retailers in that market regard it as a top priority. UK retailers view the use of independently audited HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points) systems as a minimum requirement for suppliers. Suppliers must also meet the retailers’ own stringent standards, and producers are expected to conform to the specifications of farm assurance schemes to ensure food safety.

In France, producers are subject to a range of official signs of quality. Conformity with these signs

implies compliance with food safety and hygiene regulations. For high-risk products such as meat,

HACCP systems should be in place, but for many other types of food quality is seen as more

important.

The German food safety systems are more fragmented, with many regional food safety criteria in addition to national and EU requirements. A retailer’s outlet in one region will therefore conform to different safety requirements from the same retailer’s outlet in another region. As many Benelux retailers are part of larger buying groups, their food standards tend to reflect the standards of the buying group.

PRODUCT QUALITY is ensured by quality assurance schemes. The intrinsic quality of the food is generally specified by the retailer, or the buying group or retail group to which the retailer belongs. These groups regard their technical specifications for product quality as commercially confidential.

Production attributes (extrinsic quality) of foods are also increasing in importance for retailers and

consumers. These may include animal welfare, environmental protection, biodiversity management,

sourcing food from the wild, ethical trade and social responsibility. Although retailers are pushing these values and associated methods of production, they are assured by farm or industry assurance schemes.

LARGE EUROPEAN RETAILERS seek competitive advantage through food safety and quality

standards. The need to assure these standards leads them to put strong conditions on supplier

agreements, requiring quality standards and audits of producers, processors and suppliers.

Australia is well placed to respond to these changes in the retailing climate in Europe and worldwide. Australia has implemented food safety and quality assurance programs that, in many cases, are ahead of their competitors’. Strengthening these programs is important, but informing global retailers about Australian programs and the benefits that they confer is even more important. To maintain existing markets and develop new ones, Australian suppliers need to understand these new aspects of doing business with European retailers, especially in their overlapping regions of growth.
FOR MORE INFORMATION or to obtain a free copy of the publication visit the AFFA web-site at www.affa.gov.au/foodinfo or email fsq@affa.gov.au
