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Introduction and History of Walter P. Rawl & Sons
Good morning Chairman Cardoza, Ranking Member Schmidt and Members of the Subcommittee.  My name is Charles Wingard and I am Director of Field Operations for Walter P. Rawl & Sons in Pelion SC.  Three generations of our family have farmed in this area since the 1920s, and nine family members oversee our operations today in a hands-on manner.  We specialize in southern leafy greens such as collards, kale, mustard & turnip greens, and also produce a variety of summer vegetables in season along with a few other year round vegetable crops.  
We have farm operations in several South Carolina counties and have farming relationships in Florida, Virginia, & New York.  Our produce is marketed and delivered throughout the Eastern United States, and about one-half of our leafy greens are washed and packaged in our own facility and sold as fresh-cut chopped greens, with the rest sold in bulk.  
We are also active in our industry’s national association to lead efforts to help bring safe, healthy, affordable and great-tasting fruits and vegetables to the public.  My cousin serves on the Board of Directors of the United Fresh Produce Association, and I serve as a member of its Government Relations Council.

General Thoughts on Food Safety and Produce
As a grower member of that council, I have watched with great interest over the last several years the policy debate here in Washington, DC about potential changes in our food safety laws.  We support many of those changes.  Yet, I am reminded everyday that produce consumed in the United States is an extraordinarily safe and healthy food!   Every major worldwide public health authority advises that the health benefits of eating produce far outweigh risks; and over 1 billion servings of produce are consumed daily in the U.S., almost universally without a food safety incident.  These statistics do not lie, but we also must recognize that consumer confidence in their food is at an all-time low.  According to a recent survey conducted for United Fresh Produce Association, 88% of the respondents indicated they are at least somewhat concerned about the safety of produce while 21% are at least very concerned about food safety and produce.  This must change as fear has no place in the fresh produce department.

Ensuring the safety of fresh produce is an ongoing and integral focus for the entire industry.  With a product that is grown in a natural environment and usually eaten raw, it is critical that the produce industry take every opportunity to ensure that our products are grown and handled properly at every step of the supply chain From grower to retailer, the produce industry is making tremendous investments to assure that the highest quality and safest produce is available to consumers to enjoy everyday.
Our Current Food Safety Practices
As our farm has evolved over 80+ years, so have the food safety challenges.  My family and our employees take food safety seriously and are dedicated to providing our customers with the safest produce possible, as well as trying to help advance food safety issues within our industry.  The following list gives you an idea of our company’s commitment to food safety:

· approximately $750,000 invested every year for food safety and quality assurance. 
· Intensive, bi-lingual food safety & food security training for all harvesters.

· Comprehensive production records kept.

· Good Agricultural Practices & HACCP plans in place.

· Periodical microbial testing of all water sources. 
· Use of chlorinators for surface water irrigation sources when appropriate.

· Production inputs such as ag chemical are kept secure and applied with all appropriate controls.

· Records kept  documenting food safety compliance at approximately 20 steps between field production and distribution of fresh products.
· Daily sanitation & testing prior to startup.

· Traceability for all of our products to the farm.
· Collaboration with the leafy greens industry across the country to develop national standards and metrics that could be applied through a National Leafy Greens Marketing Agreement (NLGMA) or potential regulation.

Challenges for food safety

· Multiple food safety audits from customers – One of our greatest challenges today is the lack of a consistent and agreed-upon standard for Good Agricultural Practices.  Without that government endorsed standard, different customers demand different food safety audits which are burdensome to our company.  My food safety personnel could do a better, more efficient job if they had one standard to adhere to instead of trying to make sure that our controls will meet the nuances of several sets of metrics.
· Consistency of auditing and inspections – Although many of the metrics in different audits are identical, we have found it difficult to deal with multiple third party auditors due to the fact that different auditors focus on different parts of the metrics.  This would be a challenge for either third-party auditors or government inspectors.  For example, one third party auditor will focus heavily on land use and water quality while another third party auditor will focus heavily on paperwork, & records.  I was told during a recent audit that my portable toilet facility (PTF) was located at the wrong place and lost points.  The inspector suggested that I place it in a particular area.  Six months later, during another audit by the same third party company but by a different inspector, the second inspector suggested that my PTF go back to where the first inspector said to move it from.    
· Cost – Range of cost varies tremendously when all audits intend to do about the same thing.  I believe that with a consistent and agreed-upon government standard, the cost of food safety inspections should be borne by the general public since it is the general public’s health that is being protected.  The current system  without that government standard allows the private auditing industry to charge whatever they can, especially when customers dictate to producers which third party audit they will accept.  There are no checks and balances in place to prevent price gouging. 
· Industry commitment – The produce industry is committed to food safety.  Our company has been involved in proactive industrywide efforts to improve our country’s food safety system to include all the supply chain and to reinstall consumer confidence in the produce industry.  Personally, I invest hundreds of thousands of dollars into food safety programs so that our consumers will have confidence in my brands.  However, our industry is only as strong as our weakest link, and unfortunately, one bad actor can cost an entire industry millions of dollars.  The produce industry needs federal food safety oversight to boost consumer’s confidence and to level the playing field for all producers. 
Key Recommendations for Food Safety Reform
Put simply, we are at a point where we must work to rebuild public confidence in our system of food safety government oversight, such that when another outbreak occurs, the public can have confidence that it is the result of an isolated breakdown in one situation, not an endemic problem causing them to question the safety of all the produce they eat.  
With an analogy of the airline industry, we must have rigorous government oversight and strong industry compliance with the clear, scientifically vetted safety practices.  But, when an isolated tragedy occurs, we must get back on the airplane knowing that next flight is inordinately safe – just as spinach, tomatoes, or peppers from thousands of farms were safe on the day of the tragedy in our industry, and the next day, and the next day.  Therefore the industry has focused on three major policy principles that are aimed to protect public health and ensure consumer confidence.  

1. Must allow for a commodity-specific approach, based on the best available science – Produce safety standards must allow for commodity-specific food safety practices based on the best available science.  In a highly diverse industry that is more aptly described as hundreds of different commodity industries, one size clearly does not fit all.  For example, the food safety requirements of products grown close to the ground in contact with soil are far different from those grown on vines or trees.  And, the large majority of produce commodities have never been linked to a food borne disease.  In fact, a recent FDA federal register notice in 2007 confirmed that five produce commodities have been associated with 90% of all food borne disease outbreaks in the past 10 years, and that is where we must direct our resources.

2. Must be consistent and applicable to commodity or commodity sector, no matter where grown or packaged in the United States, or imported into the country – Produce safety standards must be consistent for an individual produce commodity grown anywhere in the United States, or imported into this country.  Consumers must have the confidence that safety standards are met no matter where the commodity is grown or processed.  I want to know that if I am required to comply with food safety requirements, my competitors are complying with the same standard.  
Because of the variation in our industry’s growing and harvesting practices in different climates and regions, flexibility is very appropriate and necessary.  For example, some production areas use deep wells for irrigation while others use surface water and flowing rivers.  Some farms use sprinkler irrigation, others use a drip system laid along the ground, and still others use water in the furrows between rows of produce.  But the common factor must be that all sources of irrigation water must meet safety standards that protect the product.  That must be true whether the produce is grown in South Carolina, California, or Mexico.

3. Must be federally mandated with sufficient federal oversight of compliance in order to be most credible to consumers – Achieving consistent produce safety standards across the industry requires strong federal government oversight and responsibility in order to be most credible to consumers and equitable to producers.  The U.S. Food and Drug Administration, which is the public health agency charged by law with ensuring the safety of the nation’s produce supply, must determine appropriate nationwide safety standards in an open and transparent process, with full input from the states, industry, academia, consumers and all other stakeholders.  For this work, FDA must also have strong relationships with the USDA, state agriculture and regulatory officials, and foreign governments to ensure that compliance is taking place.  Cooperative agreements between FDA and the states have been extremely effective in providing oversight of food safety standards.  In particular, USDA has been a strong ally and has offered a number of means to assist the produce industry in safely growing, handling and processing fresh produce.  
For example USDA through AMS offers several auditing programs that assist the industry in measuring good agricultural practices, good handling practices, and HACCP programs in processing plants.  These are good education and training programs, as well as a means to measure individual operators’ understanding and implementation of food safety practices.

Conclusion

None of us can deny that our fresh produce industry faces a different business world today than we did before September 2006.  Each time any fruit or vegetable is implicated in a food borne illness outbreak, we all suffer from lost consumer confidence in our industry as a whole.  In the long run, this simply is not sustainable and certainly not acceptable.  In turn, the fresh produce industry must continue to take responsibility to do all we can on our own.  As has been mentioned today from my industry colleagues, stakeholders should continue developing commodity specific best practices and marketing agreements such as the LGMA and self-imposed regulation is an important positive step.  Industry action is our most important defense.  At the same time a federal food safety system must also be elevated that maintains the confidence in eating healthy fresh fruits and vegetables; can deal with the rare problems without destroying public confidence; and doesn’t kill the industry or sweep all products into the same bucket.  

Thank you again for the opportunity to participate in this hearing and look forward to answering your questions.
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