string of high-pro-
file foodborne ill-
ness outbreaks in
2004 has focused a
lot of attention on
the safety of fresh produce, from
alfalfa sprouts and green onions
to cantaloupe and tomatoes. In
the wake of these problems, reg-
ulators and industry have
worked to tighten the safety net.

The FDA has made produce a
priority, releasing a new
Produce Safety Action Plan
(http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/
prodpla2.html), as well as a new
report detailing foodservice risk-
factors (http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/-
~acrobat/retrsk2.pdf ), aimed at
minimizing foodborne illness
associated with fresh produce
consumption.

The Produce Marketing
Association (PMA), as part of its
ongoing efforts to promote pro-
duce usage, has also unveiled a
number of new initiatives,
including a joint venture with
the Partnership for Food Safety
Education to launch a safe pro-
duce handling campaign and
website (http://portal fightbac.-
org/toolsyoucanuse/phec).
Although aimed at consumers,
the program carries the same
message for foodservice opera-
tors: safe handling means safe
product. “We want to do whatev-
er’s necessary to ensure that the
fruit and vegetable supply is
safe,” says Kathy Means, vice
president, industry issues for
PMA.

Operators, too, have their eyes
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wide open. “We take the
approach that anything can hap-
pen, anywhere,” says Tina
Fitzgerald, purchasing consult-
ant in charge of fresh produce
for IPC, the purchasing co-op
owned by Subway franchisees.
“That’s why you have to

have systems in

place.”

follow general procedures (such
as Good Agricultural
Procedures, or GAPs), and

then some—

Fitzgerald

“WE'RE PROTECTING THE

BRAND HERE, AND WHEN WE NEGOTIATE
A SUPPLIER AGREEMENT, WE'RE LOOKING FIRST
AT FOOD SAFETY, AND THEN AT GUARANTEED SUPPLY AND PRICE”
—TINA FITZGERALD, SUBWAY

Ten years ago when the sand-
wich chain started implementing
comprehensive nationwide pro-
duce specs, the level of detail
might have seemed excessive.
Nobody feels that way anymore.
“For us, it literally starts with the
seeds,” says Fitzgerald. IPC has
stringent specs in place for all
phases of the produce supply
chain, from growers and
processors to distributors,
backed up by rigorous testing,
documentation requirements,
and third-party audits. Suppliers

believes that Subway leads the
industry as far as its supplier
requirements. For instance,
growers are subjected to a strin-
gent checklist, covering every-
thing from restroom facilities
and pesticide use to proximity to
animals. Subway’s Gold Standard
also calls for all produce to be
triple-washed in chlorine before
it’s packed. “That’s on our audit-
ing protocol,” says Fitzgerald.

“We’re protecting the brand
here, and when we negotiate a

supplier agreement, we’re look-
ing first at food safety, and then
at guaranteed supply and price.”
With produce such a significant
part of the sandwich-and-salad
menu—and out in the prep area
for every customer to see—it
has become doubly important to
ensure a safe supply. According
to Fitzgerald, fresh produce
accounts for 15% of Subway’s
total grocery bill.

The chain also takes great pains
to make sure that the produce




stays safe in transit. “We put
temperature recorders in ran-
dom loads and get them back
from the store, so if there’s a
problem we can go back and
find out where it happened,
whether it was en route, or
product sitting on the loading
dock too long. If the in-bound
temperature went above speci-
fied temperature, the load would
be refused.”

SERIOUS PRODUCE
FOCUS

Wild Noodles is another chain
that takes produce seriously. The
10-unit Scottsdale, AZ-based
company, which specializes in
noodles, soups and salads from
around the globe, counts about
27% of its food supply from pro-
duce, according to director of
operations Jeff Levy.

Keeping it all safe comes down
to training management and staff
to handle produce properly—
after proper vendor selection
and ordering and receiving pro-
cedures.

Unit managers are taught how to
work directly with local produce
vendors so they know where
product is coming from. “The
system puts a lot of responsibili-
ty on the unit manager, but

they’re able to monitor it more
closely,” says Levy. In fact, the
job description calls for man-
agers to visit their produce sup-
pliers at least twice a year, in
order to build up trust and
familiarize staff with inspection
and purchasing issues.

“As an operator, you have to
understand who your produce
vendor is,” adds Levy. “We want
our managers to be able to cri-
tique their suppliers, and get
educated about where the prod-
uct comes from and how it's
handled.”

Once the product has come in
the back door, in-store handling
procedures are also very specif-
ic. “We don’t allow cardboard in
the walk-ins, for instance,” says
Levy. “Partly it’s an issue of pre-
venting cross-contamination, but
we also want the managers in
there looking at the par, check-
ing for quality, and looking at
the stuff. This also helps us keep
an eye on waste and freshness.”

Produce is washed when it’s put
away, and again before it’s
prepped or used. “We follow
HACCP procedures to the letter
with our recipes and prep meth-
ods,” says Levy, “right down to
which cutting board should be
used.”

TIME AND
TEMPERATURE

Not surprisingly, Subway also
has its produce handling proce-
dures all buttoned up. All prod-
uct is inspected by the shift

™

eat fresh:

supervisor or store manager
upon arrival, with special atten-
tion paid to temperature using a
rapid response thermocouple
thermometer—if the item is off
temp, it is returned on the spot.

“We focus very closely on
time/temperature,” says Steve
Lawrence, Subway’s director of
operations. The shift supervisor
is required to take the tempera-
ture of all product, both off and
on the line, every two hours,
and to record it in the location’s
Temperature Recording Log
twice a day. “In the event that
anything is out of temperature,
there’s a Corrective Action Log
on the back of the temperature
log,” explains Lawrence. “If, for
instance, the procedure called
for rapid cooling of an item to
return it to temperature, it will
be cooled, then the temperature
taken again in 30 minutes. We'll
do that up to three times, but if
the product is not sufficiently
cooled after that time, it's dis-
carded.” Any product on the
line is pulled during the correc-
tive procedure, so it can’t be
served.

When putting deliveries away,

the crew uses a diagram of the
walk-in that shows where every
item should go for optimum
temperature and storage condi-
tions. Produce is prepped at
least twice daily, for the lunch
and dinner shifts, to maximize
freshness. At that time, it’s
washed again, then processed,
using gloves and separate slicing
machines, cutting boards and/or
knives for each vegetable.
Lettuce for sandwiches and sal-
ads arrives precut, to minimize
handling altogether.

“Crew members wear gloves at
all times, no matter what the
local code says,” according to
Lawrence. Between tasks,
staffers change gloves, with a
thorough sanitizing handwash
before regloving. And, there are
separate hand sinks for washing
and prepping vegetables, to
eliminate any possibility of
Cross-contamination.

This level of vigilance is not for
nothing. “We are the largest sin-
gle purchaser of tomatoes and
onions in the world,” says
Lawrence. “And every day,
Subway uses the equivalent of 17
football fields worth of lettuce.”
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