Good news for food businesses as the Food Standards Agency takes over food hygiene ratings database.
In a move that opens up the way to nationally comparable food hygiene scores for premises selling food, The Food Standards Agency (FSA) has partnered with the database agency which publishes the food hygiene scores of premises in local authorities which are still running Scores on the Doors schemes. This means that food businesses such as the UK’s largest supermarkets, pubs and restaurant chains are a step closer to being able to make meaningful comparisons of hygiene performance across all their outlets, ensure consistency of standards and use the scores for internal performance reviews – all things which have been sought by industry and their representatives and which would be possible if all local authorities in the country adopted the national Food Hygiene Ratings Scheme (FHRS), as is targeted for 2012.
The FSA is committed to providing a single, nationally consulted ratings scheme, the FHRS, to give all consumers an informed and transparent choice about the safety and hygiene in places they choose to eat. It is actively encouraging all local authorities to adopt the FHRS scheme and currently 160 authorities have adopted the national scheme, many of these moving from the local ‘Scores on the Doors’ schemes that were initially piloted. However, this still leaves  more than half, including most  London authorities yet to make the move.
Although the Scores on the Doors and FHRS scores are based on the same data – the food hygiene ratings from Environmental Health inspections of premises – differences in the scoring systems used mean that comparisons cannot be made between businesses on the two schemes. This is confusing both for consumers and food businesses. This new partnership should encourage a more rapid uptake of FHRS by the remaining local authorities as conversion will be lower cost and less disruptive.  In the meantime, it will enable all hygiene ratings to be published as part of a single FHRS scheme which will be more useful for businesses and consumers.
NSF-CMi, the UK’s foremost independent food safety and assurance business has lobbied for the development of a national scheme because of its fairness for business. David Edwards, director of NSF-CMi, commented: “This is a very positive move for industry and the consumer. We are pushing for the nationwide adoption of FHRS because the current situation is detrimental to our clients, among them many of the UK’s largest food retailers, restaurant, pub and leisure businesses. Apart from the clear need for fair and consistent national performance comparisons, the FHRS scheme contains safeguards including revisit on demand and rescoring which are not available in all Scores on the Doors schemes where a business might have to wait more than a year before it is rescored.”
NSF-CMi has recently published a discussion document putting the case for the national scheme, pointing out that high scoring businesses can expect a significant uplift in turnover compared to those with lower scores: “Consumers vote with their feet.”  However, Scores on the Doors marks down mid-high performing businesses compared to FHRS and therefore penalises them by comparison with businesses on the national scheme.
NSF-CMi has for some time now been incorporating FHRS criteria into its standard audit inspections to provide accurate predictions of the FHRS score and has a range of services to help businesses improve their rankings.
“We know that good scores have a positive impact on business turnover,” says Mr Edwards, “and we look forward to working with the FSA to further develop the information output from FHRS so that it encourages and facilitates uptake.”

NSF-CMi (www.nsf-cmi.com) is a leading independent provider of food safety consultancy and assurance services. Their report ‘The national Food Hygiene Rating Scheme v Scores on the Doors – the case for a national scheme’ sets out the issues for business, consumers and local government. This can be accessed at: 
http://www.nsfcmi.com/publications/CMI3903%20Food%20Hygiene%20Rating%20Scheme%20Doc%20-%20Online.pdf
