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 Control of the food safety of the short circuits: the experience of the Cell Quality of Farm Products (CQPF) supporting the producers in Wallonia

Maîtrise de la sécurité alimentaire des circuits courts : l’expérience de la Cellule Qualité des Produits fermiers en accompagnement des producteurs en Wallonie
Prof Marianne Sindic, Unité Analyse, Qualité et Risques, Gembloux Agro-bio Tech - Université de Liège

1. Introduction
In 1993, the European Union, in order to guarantee food hygiene and safety, proposed to standardize food legislations of all Member States. All foodstuffs in free movement in Europe were concerned, regardless their production phase. The Council Directive 93/43/EEC on the hygiene of foodstuffs was adopted, it replaced the analysis on finished products (slowness, sampling, cost) by a more preventive approach. This new approach is based on the application of Good Hygienic Practices and the HACCP principles. Their aim is to reduce potential health risks by identifying hazards and defining critical control points at the different steps of production.
Its transposition into Belgian law may create difficulties for many small and medium enterprises because it involves policy and behavior change, and requires a different approach to production.
Aware of the potential consequences that this regulation may produce on the viability of these enterprises, the Department of food technology of the Gembloux Agricultural University took the lead and launched in 1995, with the support of the Walloon Region, the French-Speaking Community and the Federal funds, some projects in order to help artisans and farmers to comply with this legislation. Since 2003, farmers have been obliged to comply with new infrastructure requirements and to implement procedures based on the HACCP principles. Hazard analysis and assessment of associated risk in their own farms require methodological and technical knowledge and investigations that farmers cannot achieve easily. In reaction to this situation that may endanger the survival of many farms, the Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech offers concrete and practical support in order to adapt the method to the reality of the field.

2. Background of the CQPF project
With these different projects implemented to support farmers in various aspects such as dairy technology, administrative assistance and implementation of HACCP programs, the Walloon Region wanted to put together the different skills within a common project in order to optimize support to farmers. This led to the creation of the « Cellule Qualité Produits fermiers » (CQPF) in 2006. This project provides a ”one-stop shop” package of services for farmers who want to diversify their activities by transforming their raw materials. On this basis, this project is addressed to every single actor who works in the field of transformation and valorization of raw materials from the Walloon agriculture. 
3. Mission and type of support 
Providing local self-made products represents a good means to improve the profitability of the farms by increasing the added value of raw materials. In addition, producers consider it as a way to claw back a part of the profit margin that is currently obtained by food processing and distribution industries. The project supports those already in business and those who are considering a diversification activity or retraining. On the other hand, many economic development stakeholders in Wallonia (GAL, ADL, CREA-JOB...) also benefit from the expertise acquired by the actors of the CQPF project.
The mission of the “Cellule Qualité des produits fermiers” (CQPF) is defined in a framework convention signed by the Walloon Minister of Agriculture. Which aim is to help producers / processors on the farm to bring the quality of their products into compliance with legal and/or market requirements. Food safety is considered as a priority.
The action of the project must allow a “one-stop shop” approach: in other words to allow the farmer to find in one single place the answers to any type of question: about his diversification activity, or about starting such an activity, or about sustainability / development of such an existing activity.
The support to diversification projects is divided in 3 poles of activity:
- Food safety/hygiene support, provided by the ULg-GxABT
- A technological support, provided by CARAH and EPASC
- An economic support, provided by ACW
Saveurs Paysannes, also partner of the CQPF project, conducts special studies related to short marketing circuits. The coordination of the project is provided within the ULg-GxABT (laboratory Quality and Safety of Food Products) by Professor Marianne Sindic.

The originality of the project lies in the strong interactions between the different expert teams, related to the problems encountered. For example, a hygienic problem on a dairy product can be linked to a lack of technological mastery of the process. The technological team is needed to solve the problem, in addition to the food safety/hygiene team. More generally, the direct or indirect involvement of multiple partners is a real asset to provide the farmer an integrated support that covers the majority of required actions. 
4. Food safety support
Concerning Food safety, different services are proposed through different phases:
Design phase of a diversification project:
· Advice concerning design of food premises (advice and verification of hygienic measures, verification of the compliance with regulation)
· Information and training to basics of food hygiene,
· Information about food safety assurance systems (interpretation of legislation, product specifications, product label…).
Diversification project start-up
· Support for administrative actions (to obtain AFSCA authorizations)
·  Implementation of self-control involving basic hygiene measures, HACCP and traceability system. This support is realized during several meetings,  
· Information linked to self-control of food safety assurance systems (interpretation of legislation, product specifications, product label…).

Follow-up 
· microbiological and chemical testing (outsourced service)
· Interpretation of testing results
· Microbiological contamination problems solving,
· Updating the documentation  related to Food safety assurance system.
Since its creation in 2006, the CQPF has informed and supported more than 1000 producers. For example, in the year 2011, the different follow-ups realized by the Food safety team are divided as follows:
- The Dairy sector represented 68% of interventions: cheese, butter, yogurt, ice cream, etc.

- Meat sector (11%): butcher on the farm, small slaughterhouses, cutting plants, preparation of packages of meat,

- Vegetable sector (12%): fruits and vegetables processing (canned soups, jams, wine, oil, juice...)

- Catering sector (2%) restaurants on the farm, making meals.

5. Some peculiarities of local food production in a context of short marketing circuit 
Transformation for a short marketing circuit is mainly characterized by the following elements:
- A craft production system, with limited production volumes (no production automation, nor automatic cleaning system, nor aseptic lines...);
- A desire to distance from standardized industrial products. In the dairy sector, the products are mostly made with raw milk;
- The number of employees working in the farm on this type of projects is limited. It rarely exceeds the legal limits allowing flexibility in the implementation of the food safety assurance system;
- A farmer producer / processor has limited financial resources to manage its system: he has no QA manager, nor own laboratory performing the analyzes at a lower cost than outsourcing...;
- The implementation of a food safety assurance program has been mandatory since 2003 on a farm, while the production of farm products is ancestral. With these programs new constraints appear which causes producers misunderstanding;
- A direct relationship with the consumer is a key factor in the production of a quality product, both from an organoleptic and hygienic point of view;
- Production volumes significantly lower than those encountered in the food industry,
- Transforming raw materials, with a few or no intermediaries. The production chain is therefore shortened and the traceability less complex.
6. Microbiological test results
The Food safety and hygiene team of the CQPF ensures, as mentioned above, the Implementation of basic hygiene measures, HACCP and traceability system in accordance with the EU and the Belgian food legislation. The EU Regulation 853/2004 lays down specific hygiene rules for food of animal origin and the EU Regulation 2073/2005 gives the microbiological criteria for foodstuffs. These regulations state that microbiological tests have to be carried out regularly to ensure products safety.

Microbiological results accumulated over a period of 6 years will be presented. These results were obtained during the follow-up of farmers producing raw milk products, for three dairy products: cheese, butter and yoghurt. Results concerning meat products will also be presented. We compared the results with safety standards set by the European legislation. All the tests have been performed in accredited laboratory.
7. Difficulties

Diversification of activities in the agricultural world reflects the need to improve farm incomes, to increase its profitability, but also to ensure its viability considering the increase of production costs. Transformation of primary production can generate higher margins than those of the sale of raw materials, and can therefore generate additional income. We should identify, however, the difficulties encountered on the ground by distinguishing old and new processors. Concerning the older ones, many farms have been producing raw milk butter for years. The arrival of new legal constraints (HACCP and hygiene programs and requirements), the necessity to upgrade or even rebuilt their facilities as well as the obligation to perform microbiological tests have scared and discouraged a lot of small producers. Concepts such as mandatory notification and possible product recall also raised doubt in the minds of many producers who, through direct sales, are much more exposed to their customers and to their reactions.
Concerning new diversification projects, the investments to be made are more and more important, and so it becomes more and more difficult to recoup their investment. In addition to the costs and the time required to obtain access to some professions or skills, the cost of the tests and of the implementation of HACCP programs have to be considered. All this, before they get any financial return.
Regulation is also complex and multiple when a diversification project is to be launched: building permits, environmental permits, upgrading premises, tax obligations…

 This requires an important human and financial investment and adequate and appropriate support.
8. Conclusions
Thanks to the presence on the field and to the availability of engineers involved in the project “Cellule Qualité des Produits fermiers”, they succeeded in supporting farmers who were motivated and eager to reach the legal food safety standards and to produce high quality products. Hundreds of small-scale producers have been supported, more than half belong to the dairy sector.

This action has been recognized both nationally and internationally (Prix économique de la Province de Namur, drafting of guides for the application of HACCP principles...) it represents an innovative way to support artisans.
In order to support theses structures there are still a lot of needs. We have observed a growing demand of farmers: training basics of food hygiene (legislations, hygienic measures, HACCP principles…), implementation of HACCP programs, food technology, design of production facilities, microbiological problems solving. The expressed needs on the ground show the usefulness of CQPF every day. 
The ultimate purpose of this project is to allow producers to make the traditional and local products durable and maintain their organoleptic characteristics. This is the reason why traditional production techniques should be maintained, ensuring, at the same time, food safety. The sustainability of the project combining hygienic, technological and economic support lies more than ever in the agenda. We hope that the support provided by the Walloon Region will continue in the interest of our producers.

