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What’s wrong with the current situation?
The certification industry at large is facing increasing difficulties in recruiting food safety auditors, with more auditors leaving the profession through retirement than new recruits joining it. This is putting a strain on the Certification Bodies’ ability to cater for the increasing demand in food safety audits and represents a severe threat to the whole food safety ecosystem. During the RTTT consultation process in 2020, many stakeholders reported to GFSI that the situation had worsened due to ever more complex and duplicated requirements applying to new and existing auditors from GFSI-recognised Certification Programmes. The increasing efforts to become and remain a food safety auditor are becoming demotivating vs. the reward of practicing such a critical role.

How is this simplifying the current already cumbersome process of auditor qualification?
Many skills, knowledge and behaviours are core and common to all food safety auditors, including those required by the accreditation criteria ISO17021 and ISO22003, and GFSI Benchmarking Requirements. The new proposed approach offers to establish organisations (Professional Recognition Bodies) responsible for validating those common competencies in a food safety auditor. Potential employers and contractors of those food safety auditors may then rely upon the PRB’s registration to verify the auditor is competent, eliminating the need for repeated thorough auditor checks, and allowing focus on CB or CPO specific competence. 

Why is GFSI getting involved in this topic?
We recognise our role in and impact on the current complex requirements to become an auditor, and see it as our responsibility to ensure we address this. In short, we want to help.
Besides, the steady decrease in the auditor population represents a significant threat to the consistency and quality of audits carried out against GFSI-recognised certification programmes. In time, this could affect the trust food industry members put in GFSI and third-party certification, and we are committed to maintain this trust. We want to work with the relevant actors in the food supply chain to ensure safe food.

Why is GFSI not developing an auditor training program?
GFSI is a benchmarking organisation set up to provide a reference point for the food industry and harmonise food safety outcomes within a free market. Training is neither our purpose nor amongst our core competencies.

What is CPD, and why focus on it?
Continuing Professional Development or CPD is a way professionals continue to learn and develop throughout their career, so that they keep their skills, knowledge and behaviour up to date, and are able to continue practicing their profession and grow their career. In practice, it may take various forms, such as training, coaching, mentoring, practicing, networking and exchanging with peers, etc. CPD is driven by the individuals themselves, with the support of their employers and PRBs who can sign post individuals to relevant activities and facilitate networking.

The food industry evolves very rapidly, and with it the food safety risks and best practices. This is why CPD is critical to food safety professionals, and auditors in particular. 

CBs, CPOs and food business operators are most impacted by the competence of auditors, how will this ensure their view and feedback is heard?
In the proposal, GFSI set a few requirements to ensure that stakeholders and the PRB share information:

· The PRB is expected to maintain a register of auditors, including a public interface allowing confirmation of an auditor registration at any time (1.31; 1.32)
· The PRB has to have a publicly available complaint procedure, and a whistleblower mechanisms (element 1.20)
· Their registration criteria must be publicly available (1.22)
· Pending agreement with the auditor, the PRB is also obligated to communicate to Certification Bodies any information that may impact the auditor’s ability to maintain their registration, including as a minimum action following any disciplinary actions (1.27)

It is worth noting that this will establish more systematic and wider transparency around auditors than currently achieved.

Who could apply to become a GFSI-recognised PRB and are there such organisations out there today?
The GFSI eligibility criteria are defined in the proposed Benchmarking Requirements. In summary, any organisations dedicated to the development and validation of professional competence may apply as long as they satisfy the GFSI Benchmarking Requirements. Such organisations exist in various sectors, including quality management and food (IRCA, ASQ), accounting (AICPA). We also hope that current organisations with training or development programmes who may not have a focus on validation of competence will see the opportunity this new approach represents and will join us.

So, what’s the role of CBs and CPOs in this new approach?
The Certification Bodies continue to provide employment / missions to the food safety auditors and therefore to satisfy themselves an auditor is suitably qualified to carry out their role. This new approach aims to simplify this task for them, not eliminate it. Besides, validation of competence includes activities that only Certification Bodies can enable, such as shadowing and observing audits, giving feedback on the auditor's performance on the ground.

Certification Bodies and Certification Programme Owners will also continue to define competence specific to their operations and programme, as the new approach solely focuses on common competence.

Will this become a GFSI requirement for GFSI-recognised Certification Programme Owners?
This was part of our framework commitment published in the Race to the Top consultation, and we will consult on this specific matter and on how to implement this new approach taking into account the impact on all affected stakeholders. However, our primary focus is to come up with a robust model that inspires trust from these stakeholders.
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