NORTHERN IRELAND SCORES ON THE DOORS FOOD HYGIENE RATING SCHEME 

APPEALS PROCEDURE

The Northern Ireland Scores on the Doors Food Hygiene Rating Scheme is operated by a number of Councils.

Like all other food authorities, participating Councils carry out food hygiene inspections of food businesses.  The purpose of these inspections is, amongst other things, to assess compliance with hygiene regulations, to establish whether food is being handled hygienically and is safe to eat and to establish the level of confidence in the management.

After an inspection an Environmental Health Officer or Food Safety Officer will determine a rating for the business using the Inspection Rating Scheme in the (FSA NI) Food Law Code of Practice.
  The inspection rating(s) of a food business should be assessed or reassessed at the conclusion of every primary inspection. This is a Scheme that all District Councils are obliged to follow.

Inspection ratings determine the interval that should elapse between one primary inspection of a food business and the next and the priority of the next primary inspection of that business relative to the other businesses in the District Council’s planned inspection programme. 
The Northern Ireland Scores on the Doors Food Hygiene Rating Scheme uses three elements of the Code of Practice Inspection Rating Scheme, namely;

· Level of current compliance with food safety procedures, including handling practices and temperature control;

· Level of current compliance with structure, cleanliness, layout and condition, lighting, ventilation, facilities etc;

· Confidence in management/control systems.

The Code of Practice scores for these three elements are combined to determine the overall score, which relates to the Scores on the Doors Star Rating.

The star rating therefore gives a relative representation of the level of compliance of the business with the above three elements of the Code of Practice.

At the conclusion of the inspection, or shortly afterwards, the officer carrying out the inspection will notify the food business operator what star rating has been achieved. This will be determined solely from the findings on the day of the inspection and will not take account of any ‘mitigating’ circumstances, such as: “The manager was off sick today, things are not usually like this.”  A key driver behind this scheme is that businesses must aim to maintain standards at all times and not simply respond to failures highlighted following an inspection, only for standards to slip back afterwards.

Inspection ratings will not be re-assessed at secondary inspections.  Neither at the request of the business, nor following a revisit to check on action taken following a primary inspection will the rating be revised.  The rating will remain until the next primary inspection is carried out.
Following the inspection the star rating will also be published on the website.  The food business operator will be issued with a certificate, which they are encouraged to display prominently (e.g. in the window of their premises).  

Food Business Operators have the right to reply in respect of improvements made since the inspection.  This can be done directly on the website or by writing to the Council.  The Council will vet comments before they are published on the website.  Comments must be legal, decent, honest and true and not be defamatory.  They may be edited by the Council. The prime purpose of this facility is for businesses to let customers know that they have taken some positive action in respect of the findings of the inspection but is not intended for the business to complain about their rating (simply because they would like a better one) or the conduct of the inspecting officer.

If a business wishes to submit further comments, for example because they have since completely refurbished the premises, they may do so by contacting the Council who may publish the comments at their discretion. 

Complaints/Appeals Against Star Rating

If a business is unhappy with the rating, because in their opinion the Code of Practice inspection rating scheme has not been applied appropriately, the following procedure should be followed.

In the first instance, the food business operator should contact the Food Team Manager at the District Council to discuss their concerns within 14 days. If the Food Team Manager considers it necessary, they will discuss the issue with the inspecting officer.  Action taken by the Council, including any amendment to the inspection rating (and thus the star rating) applied will be carried out at the discretion of the Food Team Manager.  The food business operator will be informed of the result of their complaint.

If, upon being informed of the outcome of their complaint a food business operator is unhappy with the decision, they should then make a formal complaint through the Council’s normal formal complaints procedure.  The Food Team Manager will advise the food business operator how to do this.  Formal complaints procedures may vary between different authorities. The Council will investigate the complaint in the normal manner and advise the food business operator of the outcome.  

Should a food business operator be unhappy with the result of their complaint after all stages of the formal procedure have been exhausted, they may make an appeal to the Northern Ireland Scores on the Doors Steering Group. The District Council Food Team Manager will advise the food business operator how to contact the Northern Ireland Scores on the Doors Steering Group. Appeals will only be considered where the business believes the rating given is inconsistent with the conditions found at the time of the inspection. Northern Ireland Scores on the Doors Steering Group will, within 28 days, convene an independent panel including at least 2 Food Team Managers from other District Councils, an Environmental Health Officer from outside of Local Government (e.g.FSA) and a trade or other independent representative.  The panel will consider representations from the food business operator and the District Council and examine all appropriate documentation produced in relation to the relevant inspection.  The panel will then determine whether the rating given was correct or not.  The decision of the panel will be final and the District Council will be bound to amend the rating if the panel determine it was incorrect.  This is the final stage of appeal for the food business operator, however it does not preclude them from seeking further independent legal advice should they wish.

� Food Law Code of Practice Issued under Article 39 of the Food Safety (NI) Order 1991 
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