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Good morning mr. chairman.  My name is Joe pezzini and i am the vice president of operations for ocean mist farms.   Ocean mist Farms is a family owned company based in Castroville california that has been producing vegetables since 1924.  we are committed to both the art and science of agriculture and have invested heavily in our plant breeding, growing, harvesting, cooling and Shipping operations which are all state of the art.  i am very proud to be able to say that ocean mist Farms has never had an outbreak of food borne illness associated with any of our products.  I am also testifying on behalf of Western Growers today.  
but no company can take food safety for granted and when an outbreak does occur it impacts the industry as a whole and we all suffer.  it is incumbent upon us as an industry to do all we can to prevent these outbreaks and to ensure that our products are safe every bite, every time.  

That i believe is the focus of today’s hearing and i want to thank you for allowing me to provide my thoughts on how the industry and government can collaborate to prevent future outbreaks in fresh produce.  
in my capacity as the chairman of the newly created california leafy greens marketing agreement i believe we are raising the bar for food safety in these commodities and that elements of this novel program can provide direction and guidance as we begin to develop approaches for improving food safety throughout the country.  in essence a marketing agreement is a legal agreement that binds signatories to a common purpose.  in the case of the California leafy greens marketing agreement that purpose is to certify the safe growing, handling, and shipping of leafy green products to consumers.  this purpose is carried out by the industry by: 1) developing and  agreeing on baseline good agricultural practices; 2) contracting with government to verify that those baseline practices are being met and 3) communicating to buyers that the products have met the requirements of the agreement.  all of this is implemented under the penalty of law using industry funding.  

This collaborative partnership on the part of industry and government, while in its infancy, has three key elements that as i mentioned before may be instructive for how to move forward on a national level:

First:
Industry in partnership with the academic community is best positioned to develop the best food safety practices.

The body of knowledge and science behind food safety and the practices that may be utilized to reduce risk in produce operations is changing rapidly.  The industry and academic community are partnering to advance the understanding of risks and pathways of contamination in production, harvesting and processing operations.  We are working to fill current gaps in understanding and develop new tools to analyze risk, detect pathogens, prevent contamination, sanitize work environments as well as many other projects.  all of this expanding knowledge needs to be rapidly disseminated to the industry and incorporated into the baseline best practices.  
this is best facilitated by industry who can revise their practices and requirements quickly and efficiently if not bound by government constraints inherent in the development or regulation. 
 Today in california over $4 million in industry funding has been committed to new research and education efforts with the university of california and other institutions.
Second:
Government should play a key role in ensuring that the industry is indeed “walking the talk”.

While industry and academia should take the lead on developing practices and processes to prevent contamination, the government can and should play a fundamental role in verifying that the industry is indeed implementing the best practices throughout the supply chain. the solution as we have implemented in the leafy greens marketing agreement in California is to have usda trained inspectors employed by the government do the audits.  it is my opinion that without direct oversight of our industry by government we will do little to rebuild and restore confidence in our industry and practices. 

There is another potential benefit to a government role in verifying that baseline best practices are universally employed.  That benefit would be assisting the industry in moving to a standardized set of best practices.  the current paradigm is one in which third party auditors market their own unique food safety audits to buyers.  The suppliers bear all the costs and frequently have to employ several different systems in order to qualify to sell to different buyers. The Leafy greens marketing agreement provides a standardized audit based on the best practices developed by industry and audited by government. 

Third:
Industry and government should collaborate to enforce compliance and facilitate recognition in the marketplace.
The leafy greens marketing agreement in california currently allows handlers to sign up voluntarily.  While we have had great success and the current signatories represent almost 100 percent of the leafy greens produced and sold from california we still have a few handlers who have not yet signed the agreement.  to address this situation we are researching the formation of a marketing order for handlers to ensure that all commercially handled leafy greens are included in the california system.  
compliance with the program would be communicated in the marketplace using a mandatory service mark which would be placed on sales documents such as invoices, bills of lading and certificates of sale.  in addition we would allow the use of a certification mark which would be placed on packaging including those offered at the consumer level.  
The marks would allow suppliers to communicate that their products and practices have been verified by government Auditors to have met the requirements of the marketing agreement (or order).   our collective industry approach should be to assure that all produce is produced, handled and offered for sale using the best practices.

Conclusion

The leafy greens marketing agreement in california is a model for how we can address food safety on a national level, which we must move toward.  it can serve as a template for other commodities and producer groups to pursue.  the marketing agreement meshes well with the goals and objectives of the 2004 produce safety action plan issued by the fda.  
in california we have chosen to pursue this path with handlers as they account for all major commercial production and sales of fresh leafy greens.  In arizona, handlers are currently pursuing the same track.  but not every state has the authority for marketing agreements or orders.  the leafy greens producers in california and arizona which constitutes more than 90 percent of the us crop would like to pursue this same pathway on a national focus.  we would strongly recommend that this committee consider legislation to allow for handler based marketing agreements and orders on a national level.

while we are proud of our food safety record we remain resolute in our commitment to do everything feasible to prevent contamination and illness and we look forward to working closely with this committee to ensure that we are empowered to make certain we deliver products that are safe  every bite,  every time.   
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