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Chairman Cardoza and Members of the Subcommittee:

On behalf of myself and my staff, I would like to thank you for the invitation and opportunity to address this subcommittee.

Introduction.  Few industries have gone through as radical a change as the fresh produce industry in the past 10 to 15 years.  Fresh produce’s image as the most wholesome of the food categories has evolved to one that is repeatedly associated with disease outbreaks.  Considering how natural it is to resist change, no one should be blamed for asking how responsive the fresh produce industry has been to the issue of food borne illness.  

Studying the history of a firm that limits its service to providing the fresh produce industry technical assistance in the area of food safety would provide a measure of the industry’s responsiveness.  Primus Group, Inc. is just such a firm.

Primus Group, Inc. recognized in the early 1990s that the consumer perspective of fresh produce was going to change.   New technologies in microbial testing, telecommunica-tions and computerization enhanced the health official’s investigative capabilities enabling them to identify what acts as vectors of human pathogens despite the fact that the foods themselves provide a poor medium for pathogen growth.  Health officials had been speculating since at least the mid 1980s that fresh produce was vectoring human pathogens.  These new tools have provided the data to prove the theory.  
Primus’ anticipation of these changes and the firm’s success in selling services designed to address food safety is a reflection of the fresh produce industry’s receptiveness to acknowledging its need to change. 
History.  Less than a year from incorporation in 1988, Primus hired a young doctoral candidate from Michigan State University majoring in Crop Science and Environmental Toxicology to assist in a shift from clinical services to agricultural testing.  Prior to 1989, the firm had discontinued all clinical services and focused 100% on providing pesticide residue tests for the fresh produce industry. 

In response to the early 1990s cantaloupe industry crisis, which resulted in 30,000 to 40,000 mid-westerners developing salmonellosis, Primus expanded its laboratory capabilities.  These included human pathogen testing and assistance to fresh produce processors in developing their Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP) programs and Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP).  As the 1990s progressed, Primus expanded its consulting services from facilities to developing what we initially called Good Farming Practices, which now is referred to as Good Agricultural Practices (GAP).

Recognizing that in the process of consolidating, the fresh-cut produce industry was becoming too sophisticated to hope to build a business providing consulting assistance.  Primus converted what intellectual material we felt was of value to Internet-based interactive training and safety manual development programs and offered them for free.  At the same time, while continuing to offer microbiological and pesticide residue testing, Primus shifted resources into the realm of third party auditing.  Since just before 1998, Primus has been auditing fresh produce operations with regards to their safe production and handling practices. Primus supported this third party auditing development by providing all the auditing checklists, guidelines and self-audit tools via the internet, again free of charge.
Current.   After over 20 years, Primus Group, Inc. remains a firm providing the fresh produce industry with food safety services.  In 2008, Primus Group, Inc. invoiced over 2,000 fresh produce companies operating throughout the supply chain (see Flow Diagram).  Services range from extensive food safety programs to individual audits or tests.  Primus has grown to include subsidiaries in Mexico and Chile; Primus Laboratorios de Mexico, Azzule, and PrimusLabs.com Chile.  Primus operates laboratories in Lakeland-Florida, Yuma-Arizona, Culiacan-Sinaloa, Mexico as well as in Salinas and Santa Maria, California.  Within Primus’ databases are the auditing results of more than 11,000 unique fresh produce growing and handling operations (see Chart).   We work extensively throughout the Western Hemisphere, and on rare occasions, in Asia, Europe and Africa (see Map).  
Value.   With well over a billion servings of fresh produce per day, adverse events are actually rare when viewed on a per serving basis.  Frequently, fresh produce operations are complex organizations consisting of numerous independent firms.  Any given brand may have dozens or even thousands of growers.  Commonly, the brand owner will subcontract with an independent harvesting company to harvest, and then with another independent firm, to cool and provide cold storage.  Last, an independent trucking company is hired to transport the fresh produce to the retail or food service distribution center.  Each of these operations has the potential to contribute to an adverse event (see Flow Diagram).  Finding and acting to prevent a contamination in such a complex system is a challenge. A failed audit within such a complex system is far less meaningful than how the auditee responds to the non-conforming responses (NCR) (see Table).  NCRs bring to attention issues that may become possible sources of contamination.  Reducing the number of outbreaks in fresh produce will depend on how players within the supply chain react to the NCRs within the audits.   

Cost.  Implementing a food safety program is the major expenditure, while actual audit costs are a fraction of the food safety investment.  For example the California Leafy Greens Marketing Agreement (LGMA) provides the best general sense for the cost of fresh produce auditing.  The LGMA imposed a $0.02 per carton charge on the suppliers to pay for the Federal and State of California Inspection Program.  The participants then requested that the fresh produce buyers pay an additional charge of approximately $0.30 per carton to cover the costs associated with changing the growing practices required to audit successfully.  Primus has estimated the cost of our auditing program at approximately $0.005 per carton.  Either way the auditing cost is a fraction of the cost of changing farming practices to assure successful auditing results.    
Quality Control.  Primus’ United States based laboratories each participate in state administered accreditation programs.  Our Culiacan, Sinaloa Mexico laboratory, in addition to participating in the state of Sinaloa’s accreditation program, is also an ISO 17025 accredited laboratory.  Furthermore, each laboratory participates in independent proficiency sample testing programs.

Primus Group, Inc. is the first firm to gain approval in the USDA National Organics Program (NOP) without being “grandfathered” in.  Primus was the first EUREPGAP certification body in North America (2002) and remains the only North American based certification body.  Primus is also a certification body under the MexBest auditing program.  The EUREPGAP (now renamed GlobalGAP) auditing program and the MexBest auditing program require the certification body to be ISO 65 accredited.  On an annual basis, Primus’ food safety testing and auditing services are reviewed by four states, two accreditation bodies (i.e. American National Standards Institute (ANSI) and Entitad Mexicana de Acreditacion (EMA)).  The USDA review of Primus’ certification program is done once every five years.  In 2008, Primus began the process of benchmarking our auditing program against the Global Food Safety Initiative (GFSI).  On the 20th of May, the technical committee will review Primus’ auditing program.  When Primus achieves recognition from GFSI, it will be our firm’s third ISO 65 auditing system.
All of these quality review systems help Primus understand how differently government, private sector, Europeans, Americans, Latin Americans and others set their priorities.  While these formal auditing systems provide an excellent guide for expectations and have helped us understand expectations from other cultures, it is Primus’ aggressive use of the internet and commitment to transparency in all processes of the business, which encourages a plethora of quality reviewers.  This reviewing emanates from all levels of the supply chain including clients and supporters in the buying community.  Establishing systems that are auditee-friendly invite a universe of opinions but over time it is the frontline feedback that makes a responsive innovative firm successful.  These folks come at us from so many varied perspectives that it would be cost prohibitive to hire the in-house equivalent.  
Who’s Story.  Primus’ success is appropriately attributed to our rapid response.  Response to suppliers and buyers that recognized the need to change years before fresh produce safety issues became routine news stories.  Primus’ success is a direct result of fresh produce suppliers and buyers who have been working with us for over a decade to perfect the ability to convey their concerns to their growers and handlers.  Working together, we refine computer-based systems that accurately convey back to the buyers the supplier’s acknowledgement of their expectations and implementation of corrective actions.

While this has been Primus’ story, the reality is that this is the fresh produce industry’s story.  It represents only one service provider’s (Primus) effort to address the challenge of food safety.  There are even more compelling stories being carried out daily at different fresh produce companies throughout North and South America.  Stories that one would assume to be a pleasant surprise for many American consumers.  

On behalf of myself and my staff, again, thank you for this opportunity to make this presentation. 
Corporate Website : www.primuslabs.com
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