                                                                                       Charnwood Borough Council Food Sampling Policy

Why Do We Need a Food Sampling Policy?
It is well known that food can cause people to become ill if it is contaminated with harmful bacteria or their toxins.  The only way to detect if these harmful micro-organisms are present is to have food tested in a specialist laboratory.  Routine inspections by Environmental Health Officers, together with sampling help us to check whether bacteria are being kept under control and ensure that food safety is effectively managed.  Through food sampling we aim to detect contaminated food and correct problems BEFORE people become ill with food poisoning.
It is important that food businesses and the public have access to a clear statement on why we take food samples, how we do it and how we follow up the results.  This policy statement also enables food businesses to know what to expect if a Sampling Officer visits them.  It also enables the public to have confidence in the microbiological quality of food being sold in Charnwood.
What Is a Food Sampling Programme?

Every year we plan our food sampling visits for the year ahead and produce a programme we follow.  This programme includes sampling from a wide variety of businesses, ranging from large food manufacturers to small retailers.  Additionally, each year several topics are chosen for targeted national sampling work.  Results from these large surveys are used to spot any food safety trends across the UK, to see what premises with poor sampling results have in common and to suggest action to businesses to improve the microbiological safety of foods they produce.
Recent local sampling surveys have included foods such as pate, cooked meats and pre-packed sandwiches.  National sampling surveys which will take place during 2011-12 include bean sprouts and lightly cooked egg dishes, both of which have been associated with salmonella food poisoning. 

Should I be worried if an inspector takes a food sample from my premises?
No.  Most samples sent to the laboratory are returned as satisfactory.  It is only occasionally that a result gives cause for concern when many bacteria have grown or harmful bacteria are found, such as Salmonella or Listeria.

Whatever the results, talking through food hygiene issues with your local authority inspector can be very helpful.  
How Do We Take Samples?

All samples are taken by Sampling Officers who have been authorised by Charnwood Borough Council to carry out this work.  Such officers will identify themselves on arrival at a business and explain the reason for requesting a sample.  Occasionally, a survey may require for a food sample to be taken anonymously, and in these cases the sampling officer will identify themselves afterwards.  When sampling, the officer will record details required, e.g. storage temperatures, provide a receipt and transfer the sample to the laboratory as quickly as possible at a controlled temperature.  If formal samples are required, a detailed procedure will be followed and the sampling officer would inform a business if food samples were taken for this purpose.

Informal Sampling - Most food samples are taken on an informal basis, for surveillance and monitoring purposes and to provide advice to businesses.

Formal Sampling – Occasionally Formal Samples are taken as part of legal evidence gathering in accordance with procedures laid down by the Food Safety Act 1990, e.g. as part of food poisoning outbreak investigations.

Who Examines These Samples?
All samples are sent to laboratories which are accredited to national standards for microbiological tests on foodstuffs.  After testing, this laboratory produces a report identifying the presence of harmful food poisoning micro-organisms as well as levels of general bacteria found within the food sample.  These results indicate the potential risk of a sample causing illness and the laboratory will categorise the sample as satisfactory, acceptable, unsatisfactory or unacceptable.

What Happens Next?
Satisfactory and Acceptable Results - We will inform businesses of the results of food samples as follows by letter for satisfactory and acceptable laboratory results.  The business may also be provided with advice on good practice.
Unsatisfactory Results - We will inform businesses by letter and a telephone call to discuss the possible cause of such results and advice on good practice.  Further samples may be taken to check that samples have improved.

Unacceptable Results - Businesses will usually be contacted within 24hrs with a view to identifying reasons for the result and to discuss corrective actions that should be taken to ensure food safety.  A report will also be provided confirming results and stating that a resample will be taken.  If sampling reveals a widespread food safety problem the Food Standards Agency will be informed.  If results remain unacceptable, further formal action may be taken. 
Can I Complain or Appeal Against This Action?
You have a right to complain about the service you received or appeal against decisions that affect you.  All enforcement activity must be in accordance with the Environmental Enforcement Policy.
Where Can I Find More Information?
Write to: Environmental Health Department

Charnwood Borough Council

Housing and Health

Southfields

Southfields Road

Loughborough 

Leics LE11 2TX

Phone 01509 634656
E-mail : foodhygiene@charnwood.gov.uk
