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Abstract

The Netherlands is a small and densely populated country of which the dairy industry takes up more than 50% of the land. In order to maintain the license to produce and the license to sell no public discussions should arise concerning farm management or food safety issues. In 1997 the dairy industry and the dairy farmers, introduced a voluntary quality programme. Since May 1, 2003 the programme has been laid down in a directive making it obligatory for all Dutch Dairy farmers. The foundation for Quality Assurance on Dairy Farms (Foundation KKM) is responsible for the execution of the programme including the setting up of a handbook for farmers, performing audits and the certification. The programme consists of five modules focussing on issues relevant for milk quality (food safety), animal health and welfare. 

Dutch dairy sector

The Netherlands is a small and densely populated country of which more than 50% of the land is used for agriculture. Around half of this is used for dairy farming cultivated by 24.000 farmers. Most of these farms are family enterprises with around 55 dairy cows in production and an average yearly yield of 7500 kilograms of milk per cow. On average 1,5 cows are kept per hectare. All this makes the management of dairy cows an intensive business.

Over 95% of the national milk yield is collected by the corporate (85%) and private (15%) dairy industry. Around 70% of the milk is exported to countries in and outside Europe. Effective trademarks have made the Dutch dairy internationally well know. These trademarks stand for products with unquestionable quality and good farming practices. For a country like the Netherlands, consumers questioning the existence of a large dairy sector in such limited space might have tremendous effects. It is therefore of great importance that the positive image of the Dutch dairy is maintained. Only, that will secure the license to produce and the license to sell for the future. 

Since the mid 90’s, in addition to the technical milk quality (which is already a controlled process) interest raised in quality of animal husbandry and farm management, the so-called license to produce. The circumstances under which milk is produced needs to be transparent and indisputable to both consumers and retail organisations. This includes items like animal health and welfare, responsible use of drugs, good farm hygiene in controlled chains (GMP, GVP, etc.) 

Quality assurance programme for farm milk

To meet the demands of quality control on farm management level, the Dutch dairy industry and farmers have voluntarily set up a quality assurance programme for dairy farmers certifying the farm management. The programme is called Keten Kwaliteit Melk (KKM) and was started in 1997 as a privately organised system.

However, in 2000 objections were faced from the Dutch Competition Authority with regard to the penalties given by the dairy industry to farmers who did not comply with the demands of the programme. As a result, since May 1 of this year the programme KKM is laid down in a Dutch directive obliging every dairy farmer to work by the quality standards of KKM. This directive is under authority of the Dutch Dairy Board (Productschap Zuivel). The advantage of the legal basis is that the vast majority of the milk will be collected from farms with a KKM certificate, indicating good farming practices with regard to food safety and the quality of milk. 

Currently, only a few dairy farmers have not received their KKM certificate (less than 25). The directive of the Dutch Dairy Board obliges the dairy industries that, with regards to the milk collected from dairy farms without a KKM certification, precautions are taken to prevent potential risks. In this way, guarantees can be given to retailers and consumers that all consumed milk is produced and processed in a responsible way.

Which precautions are taken, is up to the dairy industries but the Dutch controlling authority for milk and milk products (COKZ) sees to it that these precautions are in compliance with the risks. Thus, the precautions taken may differ between the dairies, but in general the milk is collected separately and processed separately from the majority of milk coming from farms with a KKM certification. These precautions can be paid by the farmer through means of financial penalties on the milk payments or sometimes the dairies stop collecting the milk after a certain period of producing milk without a certification.     

Foundation for quality assurance of Dairy Farms 

The programme KKM is carried out by the Foundation for Quality Assurance on Dairy Farms (Foundation KKM). This foundation is an independent body with in the board of directors both, members of the Dutch Dairy Association (NZO, representing the dairy industry) and the farmers union (LTO, representing the dairy farmers). 

The foundation consists of 31 employees: 21 auditors (incl. 2 supervisors), 5 persons responsible for the certification and 5 administrators (policy, quality and supervision). The work of the foundation starts at translating the directive into a practical handbook for the farmer. Subsequently, a protocol for the auditors foresees in the way the different items in the handbook need to be checked during a farm visit and how shortcomings need to be noted down on standard forms. Similarly, a protocol for the department responsible for the certification, instructs in how these forms need to be evaluated in a quantitative and objective manner. By keeping the audits and the certification tasks strictly separated, objectivity of the audits can be guaranteed. 

KKM, the programme 

The programme KKM became operational in 1997. The programme consists of 5 modules:

1. Use of drugs

2. Animal health and welfare

3. Feed and water supply

4. Milk production and storage

5. Cleaning and rinsing of the milk installation

The modules are integrated in a handbook for the farmer. Every module describes the precautions a farmer should undertake on his farm in order to live up to KKM. The precautions are mostly communicated in the form of measures describing the intended result instead of giving technical measures prescribing how a farmer should work. An example can be given with regard to administration of drug use when treating cows. A description of such a measure could be: ‘on the farm a tidy and complete system of drug administration is present at all times including at least: date of treatment, identification of the cow, name drug, amount administrated and withdrawal period’. KKM does not demand how this administration is kept. This could be in the form of a notebook, calendar or a computer system.

Furthermore, the programme has the goal to interact as much as possible with existing quality programmes related to the dairy chain. In this way, quality assurance will be much more effective but will also result in a shift of responsibilities to industries and bodies where safety measures are most effective, reducing the number of compliance criteria for the farmer. This creates a strong quality chain in the dairy sector. For example, KKM demands that the farmer only purchases feed from Good Manufacturing Products (GMP) certified industries. Furthermore, the veterinarian performing the four animal health inspections per year should be certified according to Dutch standards. 

During an audit farm management is checked whether it complies with the precautions described in the modules of the handbook of KKM. Remarks (shortcomings) are noted down on forms. On average a dairy farmer is audited every 2 years. In between this period it is possible to perform an additional audit (5-10%). Farmers should therefore work by the quality programme of KKM during all times.

During an audit different items are checked, like:

· Administration (receipts of drugs and fodder, registration of diseases and drug use, maintenance reports, etc.)

· Farm hygiene (barn, stable, milking parlour, etc.)

· Storage of feed

· Housing of animals

After carrying out the audit, the auditor sends a copy of the form with the remarks to the office. The certification works with a quantitative system. An employer of the certification department evaluates every possible shortcoming noted down by the auditor. Per shortcoming values are appointed. The level of the value is based on the risk for the product milk and/or the animal health. When the total of the values exceeds a pre-set limit, the farmer will be informed and a second audit within 2 months will be performed. On average, on 7% of the farms a follow-up audit is necessary. When the follow-up audit again results in exceeding the pre-set limit, the KKM certificate will be withdrawn. 
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