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Specialized Section on Standardization of Fresh Fruit and Vegetables

Fifty-fourth session

Geneva, 26 – 30 May 2008

Item 4(a) of the provisional agenda
REVISION OF UNECE STANDARDS

This note presents the results of the discussions at the meeting of the Working Group on Early and Ware Potatoes held in Paris on 8 April 2008.

Meeting of the Working Group on Early and Ware Potatoes

Paris, 8 April 2008

Note by France


At the invitation of the French Authorities, the Working Group held its meeting on 8 April 2008 at the premises of the DGCCRF (Direction Générale de la Concurrence, de la Consommation et de la Répression des Fraudes) in Paris. The following persons participated:

· Thomas Herkenrath (Trader, member of the German Association of Potato Traders and of Europatat),

· Gerhard Peeters (Inspector of LANUV in North-Westfalia, Germany),

· Ulrike Bickelmann (Head of Division of the Federal Inspection Services in Germany),

· Dirk Jan Immenga (Secretary of the Netherlands/Dutch Potato Organization),

· Kristof Geutjens (Policy Advisor for the Belgium/Flemish government),

· Romain Cools (General Secretary of Europatat),

· Aymard de Montigny (Technical Director in the CNIPT),

· Martin Macre (Director of the Union Nationale des Producteurs de Pommes de Terre),

· Jean-Michel Gravoueille (Quality Engineer in Arvalis),

· Jean-Louis Gérard (Director of the DGCCRF Department for vegetal produces),

· Claudine Muckensturm (Assistant director of the DGCCRF Department for vegetal produces),

· Laure Lafond-Puyet (Inspector of the DGCCRF),

· Serguei Malanitchev (UNECE).

1.
Potato quality control in France

The representatives of DGCCRF, CNIPT (Comité National Interprofessionnel de la Pomme de Terre - National Interprofessional Board on Potatoes) and ARVALIS - Institut du Végétal presented the work of their organizations, methods and tools to control quality of early and ware potatoes. This work is organized on an interprofessional basis involving producers, traders, packers and consumers. Clear and harmonized understanding of the commercial quality characteristics by all partners in the supply chain and strict control of these characteristics lead to better quality and higher prices of potatoes.

The CNIPT plays the key role in supporting better quality production and in actually controlling the quality of potatoes on the shelves of retailers. This is a private organization to which the government has delegated quality control functions. The government contributes about 10 per cent of the budget of CNIPT.

Most of the quality problems (80-90 per cent) detected on shelves are caused by supermarkets, and only 10-20 per cent by producers or packers. Retailers work together with the CNIPT to improve the shelf quality of potatoes. Better quality means higher sales for them. French retailers do not want to use GLOBALGAP standards because they focus on traceability and other requirements that do not really improve quality. Also, small producers of potatoes do not find some of the GLOBALGAP requirements practical.

About 10 inspectors of CNIPT carry out quality control of potatoes at retail shops and packing houses. The annual budget of this operation is about 1 million euros (including the use of cars, portable phones, PCs, etc.). CNIPT sends out letters to the managers of supermarkets and packing houses to inform them about the results of control visits. It also circulates information leaflets to all partners to let them know about the quality problems of the current season. Training is provided for “chefs de rayon” of supermarkets.

The national regulation of 3 March 1997 on Trade in Early and Ware Potatoes (Commerce des pommes de terre de primeur et des pommes de terre de conservation) constitutes the legal basis for ensuring commercial quality of potatoes. The regulation establishes two quality classes (Class I and Class II). The provisions of the regulation are interpreted in a technical brochure supplemented with photographs.

In addition to this brochure, CNIPT has developed foldable charts to evaluate the quality of presentation of potatoes as a whole, not on the basis of individual defects. The presentational aspect of potatoes is very important because consumers judge about the quality by how the produce looks. The charts, developed for different types of potatoes, are used by farmers, packers and retailers. Most of the charts are bought by packers who give them to farmers to have common understanding of quality when potatoes are ordered.

The participants in the Working Group meeting used the charts in a practical exercise to evaluate the quality of potatoes displayed on a table in the meeting room.

Methods to carry out culinary tests are explained in similar foldable charts illustrated with photographs: (a) Test Pommes Vapeur (Steaming test) - Méthodes d’évaluation du délitement et du noircissement après cuisson; and (b) Test Frites (Frying test) - Méthodes d’évaluation de la coloration à la friture. The charts represent simple and effective tools to check if the quality of the potatoes sold corresponds to what consumers want.

2.
Introducing quality classes in the UNECE standard


France repeated the proposal submitted at the 2007 session of the Specialized Section on Fresh Fruit and Vegetables to include two voluntary quality classes of potatoes in the UNECE standard, reword provisions concerning minimum requirements and quality tolerances, and amend the text with two annexes describing the defects allowed in Class I and Class II for ware potatoes and for early potatoes.


In some countries potato trade is regulated by legislation that distinguishes between quality classes. Spain is currently discussing national regulation that would introduce two quality classes.


In other countries quality is fully regulated by the market. For example, in the Netherlands, where government regulation of the potato market was abandoned several years ago, quality is agreed between retailers and packers in private contracts. Retailers let packers know what quality they want by using their own explanatory material. No official quality control is carried out.


Including quality classes in the UNECE standard, which defines minimum requirements for all players in the market, would imply the introduction of minimum requirements for each class. That could increase transparency for trade and create useful reference particularly for those UN member countries where there is no national potato standard or where producers would like to increase their income by shifting to higher-quality products. The UNECE standard could provide guidance on how to increase quality of potatoes for export markets. The government representatives of France and Germany were in favour of introducing optional quality classes in the standard to provide guidance for those who might be interested in using them.

The representatives of EUROPATAT, Netherlands and Belgium were against the introduction of classes in the UNECE standard. In their view that would be overregulation for the self-regulating market. Introducing quality classes would also mean more control and, as a consequence, additional costs for the market players. The existing UNECE standard explains minimum requirements, and those who meet them can access foreign markets.

3.
Conclusions


The Working Group could not reach an agreement on introducing quality classes in the UNECE standard. The classification presented by France was not discussed. The group recommended working on the OECD explanatory brochure using the existing text of the standard. Interpreting the provisions in the standard, particularly those related to minimum requirements, and illustrating them with photographs should help decide if the standard needs a revision.


EUROPATAT offered feedback on the draft brochure (when it becomes available) from its members.


The Working Group asked the representatives of France to present at the 2008 session of the Specialized Section: (a) the result of the meeting; and (b) the brochures and foldable charts discussed in Paris.


