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Food Safety Management System Certification Schemes, 

Highly Effective, But…there are too many of them 

What is needed is one scheme accepted by all 

 

There are many important issues to be considered in the food industry, such as 

consumer tastes, environmental impact, and economic aspects, but the most 

important is food safety. 

 

Although current food safety management system (FSMS) certification schemes 

around the world are highly effective, I believe it’s desirable to have 

a single agreed-upon FSMS certification that would harmonize various scheme 

requirements. Such a system would help reduce the auditing burden for 

companies that are certified to several FSMS schemes. 

 

The most widespread FSMS certification schemes 

In 1996, the British Retail Consortium (BRC) was created by UK retailers (Tesco, 

Asda, Sainsbury’s, and others) to harmonize food safety standards across the 

supply chain. The first edition of the BRC Global Standard (BRCGS) for Food 

Safety was issued in 1998, and is now in its eighth edition. Since then, sector-

focused standards have been published covering different stages in the food 

supply chain (e.g., storage and distribution, packaging materials). Today, more 

than 28,000 sites are operating under such schemes worldwide. 

 

International Featured Standards (IFS) was founded under the name 

International Food Standard in 2003 by German and French retail federations 

including Aldi, Lidl, Carrefour, and Auchan. Its food safety standard, IFS Food, is 

in its seventh version. Like BRCGS, further sector-focused standards have 

followed. Today, more than 26,000 sites are working according to this scheme all 

over the world. 
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In 2009, several global food manufacturers (including The Coca-Cola Co., 

Nestlé, and Danone) joined efforts and fostered Food Safety System Certification 

(FSSC 22000). Its FSMS certification scheme encompassed the requirements of 

ISO 22000—“Food Safety Management Systems—Requirements for any 

organization in the food chain,” sector-specific prerequisite programs 

requirements (based on technical specifications in the ISO/TS 22002 standards 

or BSI/PAS standards), and some additional requirements. It is now in version 

5.1. Currently, more than 24,000 sites are successfully performing under this 

scheme worldwide. 

The recognition body 

After many food safety crises occurred over many years, the Global Food Safety 

Initiative (GFSI) was created in 2000 to enhance consumers’ protection and 

restore their trust in the food industry by improving food safety management 

practices. The most relevant action taken by GFSI was in compiling and 

harmonizing existing food safety management requirements to establish a 

benchmark against which the various FSMS certification schemes could be 

assessed and recognized by GFSI. It recognized all of the above-mentioned 

schemes and many others as shown in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: GFSI-recognized FSMS certification schemes and scopes. Source: 

GFSI (Jan. 3, 2021) 
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For food industry organizations, this recognition implies “once certified, 

worldwide recognized.” The concept is similar to the well-known International 

Accreditation Forum’s (IAF) conformity assessment program, which is focused 

on ensuring that ISO management system certificates issued by a certification 

body may be relied upon as long as the certification body was accredited by an 

IAF-recognized accreditation body. So GFSI is to FSMS certifications what IAF is 

to management system certifications. 

But there is an important difference. GFSI not only addresses the assurance of 

the audit process’s independence and technical competence in order to grant a 

worldwide recognition to the issued certificates, GFSI also validates the 

technical equivalence of the different FSMS certification schemes according to its 

own benchmark as a means of getting the issued certificates accepted 

everywhere. 

 

And there is a “country factor” that must be taken into account. Despite the 

FSMS schemes’ overall distribution being relatively diverse, certain regions tend 

to favor one FSMS over another. For instance, as shown in the figure 2, 

comparing FSSC 22000 and BRCGS certifications in food packaging companies, 

BRCGS is more prominent in the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Europe, whereas 

FSSC 22000 is more prominent in Asia, North America, and Latin America. 

 

Figure 2: Geographically segmented audited sites in 2019, according to BRCGS 

and FSSC 22000 on Food Packaging. Source: BRCGS and FSSC 22000 (Jan. 

3, 2021) 
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The problem is that the different FSMS certification schemes, 

although recognized as equivalent, are not equally demanding. Some schemes 

are more stringent than others. Thus, despite GFSI’s role, frequently a food 

industry organization will get FSMS-certified according to several FSMS 

certification schemes, not only because it chooses to but, sometimes, due to its 

customers’ preferences. This is clearly an inefficient and an unnecessary burden 

for the supplier. 

 

Although GFSI makes it unnecessary for companies to seek multiple FSMS 

certifications, some do so because they believe, for example, that a potential UK 

customer will be more receptive to do business with them if they have a BRCGS 

certificate (or an IFS one if it is a German or French customer). In addition to this, 

some customers might “suggest” one scheme to their suppliers. 

We’ve seen this before 

If we look back to the mid-1990s, and look not at food safety but quality 

management systems embraced by U.S., German, French, and Italian car 

makers, we saw much the same scenario. 

Back then you had several automotive quality management system (QMS) 

standards: 

 

 QS-9000 (QMS requirements from American car makers General Motors, 

Chrysler, and Ford to be fulfilled by their suppliers) 

 VDA 6.1 (identical approach from German car manufacturers such as 

BMW and Volkswagen) 

 EAQF (same purpose from French car makers) 

 AVSQ (from Italian car makers) 

 

At that time, a supplier providing parts to car manufacturers from different 

geographical areas often had to get its quality management system audited and 

approved according to several of these standards, all of them aiming at the same 

goal. Again, it was not an efficient or practical process in terms of costs and work 

burden for the suppliers. 
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Fortunately, the main automotive players wisely cooperated and gave strength to 

the International Automotive Task Force (IATF), a group of car makers and their 

respective trade associations (from the United States, Germany, France, Italy, 

and other countries). One of its purposes was reaching a global consensus on 

automotive-focused QMS requirements. 

 

In 1999, by means of a joint effort with the International Organization for 

Standardization (ISO), the technical specification for automotive sector quality 

management systems, ISO/TS 16949, was developed, harmonizing 

requirements on automotive-focused QMS. It is now in its fourth edition and is 

currently named IATF 16949:2016. 

There is a difference to be underlined between the two scenarios described. 

GFSI’s role recognizing the technical equivalence of the different FSMS 

certification schemes had no similar official counterpart in the automotive 

industry at that time. 

Unlike ISO standards, the current FSMS certification schemes are privately 

owned, and their existing and legitimate interests, obviously, do not help to 

forward a single harmonized FSMS scheme. 

Despite the effectiveness of the current FSMS certification schemes, what is 

needed is one scheme accepted by all. Imagine the level of excellence, 

synergies, and efficiency that could be reached with a unique and agreed-upon 

FSMS certification scheme by the main food industry players working together. 

This is what the automotive industry successfully accomplished with IATF 16949. 

Why not take advantage of its successful experience on this issue and follow in 

its footsteps? 

 
 

https://www.iatfglobaloversight.org/
https://www.qualitydigest.com/ad/redirect/31390/t266?url=node/33758
https://www.qualitydigest.com/ad/redirect/31390/t266?url=node/33758


 

6 
 
 

 
Readers may please note that D. L. Shah Trust brings out two e-journals on a 
fortnightly basis. These are mailed to those persons or institutions who are 
desirous of receiving them: These two e-journals are: 
 
1. Safety Info 
2. Quality Info 
 
If you or your friends or colleagues wish to receive these journals, you may send 
us an e-mail requesting for the same. There is no charge for these journals. Our 
e-mail address is: 
 
dlshahtrust@yahoo.co.in      haritaneja@hotmail.com   dlshahtrust@gmail.com 
 
You can also access these journals on our website:  www.dlshahtrust.org 

 

Sponsored by: D. L. Shah Trust 
For Applied Science, Technology, 

Arts & Philosophy 
Mumbai. email: dlshahtrust@yahoo.co.in 

Ph: 022 2267 2041 
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