Potato
Tampering

Incidents of
needles inserted in
potatoes in Prince
Edward Island
have shaken the
industry. What

can producers

do to protect
themselves and
their customers?

BY LUKIE PIETERSE

’ FOOD SAFETY as a matter of concern for the
potato industry came into the spotlight last
fall as a result of a potato tampering case in Prince
Edward Island.

On Oct. 7, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency
advised consumers of a possible food-tampering
situation involving potatoes harvested and packed by
Linkletter Farms Ltd. of Summerside, P.E.I.

Following the announcement, Linkletter Farms
voluntarily withdrew some fresh potato products
following a consumer complaint that a sewing needle
had been discovered in a package of fresh potatoes.
The company would eventually recall several hundred
thousand kilograms of packaged product from retail
outlets after similar finds in Eastern Canada.

PE.I.RCMP Sgt. Leanne Butler confirmed in
October that in addition to the tampered-with fresh
pack potatoes, sewing needles were detected in
french fries on a production run at the Cavendish
Farms processing plant in New Annan, P.E.I. Butler
said that the RCMP investigation concluded that the
tampered-with potatoes originated from Linkletter Farms
that sells potatoes to the public and also supplies the
processing plant owned by Cavendish Farms.

The executive director of the CanadaGAP
program, Heather Gale, confirmed at the time
that Linkletter Farms had been certified under the
program for several years and has followed all of the
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necessary guidelines, and had acted appropriately
in the tampering case. The CanadaGap program
consists of national food safety standards and a
certification system for produce suppliers.

In November, the Prince Edward Island Potato
Board offered a reward of up to $50,000 for any
information leading to the arrest and conviction of
the individual or individuals responsible for inserting
needles into potatoes produced by Linkletter Farms.

Peak of the Market, a Manitoba grower-owned
vegetable supplier, later offered a substantial

“This can most
certainly be viewed
as a very specific and
particular event, and
not one that most
growers, packers or
processors will most
likely have to deal with
in future, if at all.”

HEATHER GALE

donation to the reward fund. George Webster, P.E.I's
agriculture minister, also announced that his
department would add $10,000 to the reward fund.

With these and other new industry contributions,
the reward currently being offered is $100,000 for
information leading to an arrest and conviction in
the case.

In early January, there was a further discovery of
needles in potatoes at the Cavendish processing plant.
The tampered-with potatoes were reportedly traced
back not to the Linkletter operation but to a different
farm on Prince Edward Island. RCMP would not identify
the location.

At press time, Sgt. Butler confirmed that the RCMP
is still investigating these incidents and is responding
to potential leads received from the public.

HIGHLY RANKED FOOD SAFETY SYSTEM
In view of these incidents of food tampering, it should
be noted that Canada hoasts a world-class food
system and the government sets high standards for
food safety at the consumer level. A report released
in October 2014 by the Conference Board of Canada
notes that Canada’s food safety system was ranked
the best in the world, tied for first place with Ireland.
Within the Canadian potato industry, there are
several safety-related programs in place for growers,
packers and processors to follow, including the Can-



adaGAP program of certified food safety policies and
procedures. Some potato operations also develop
and implement their own internal Quality Assurance
Programs as additional prevention and safety
assurance measures.

Considering Canada’s excellent food safety
record and the numerous safety protocols in
place to protect consumers, there are many in
the industry who say the P.E.l. potato tampering
case should be viewed as an isolated and
unusual incident.

According to Gale of CanadaGAP, “this can most
certainly be viewed as a very specific and particular
event, and not one that most growers, packers or
processors will most likely have to deal with in future,
if at all.” She notes that the tampering matter is on
the agenda of the technical committee of CanadaGAP
and is expected to be discussed at the committee’s
upcoming summer meeting.

Gale maintains the tampering case on P.E.I. should
be viewed more as a matter of “food defence” rather
than food safety.

“Food safety is about putting in place practices to
minimize risk from contaminants that can’t be seen,
for example microbiological, chemical or physical
hazards, such as glass,” she says. “In this case,
the contaminant would be visible and the likelihood
is very low that the product would be consumed.
Nonetheless, the CanadaGAP program also addresses
food defence risks, such as product tampering, by
providing a framework for companies to consider and
assessment potential vulnerabilities.”

Gale says potato operations following the
CanadaGAP program would do a focused risk
assessment to pinpoint specific vulnerabilities within
the operation as part of an annual procedures review
requirement. The CanadaGAP program includes a

Members of the Prince Edward Island Potato Board joined police officials at a press conference in Charlottetown
on Nov. 10 to announce they were seeking the public’s help in identifying suspects involved in the potato
tampering case. Pictured are (left to right): Phil Pitts of PE.I. Crime Stoppers; Sgt. Leanne Butler of PE.I. RCMP;
Alex Dougherty, PEIPB vice-chair; and Greg Donaldson, PEIPB general manager.

section for food defence actions, including guidelines
for the assessment of a facility to determine the
potential of intentional contamination. “Sensitive
areas of the facility should be identified as part of a
food defence risk assessment,” Gale says.

Although it is possible that some potato operations
might now be weighing the option of acquiring more
sophisticated metal detection equipment in response
to the P.E.I. situation, Gale notes that “this response
will not be typical for all industry sectors, since it
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Exceptional Quality Seed Potatoes

Our isolated Northern location along with experienced
growers produce seed potatoes with increased energy and
the lowest possible disease levels.

Please call or email for further information or
availability of varieties and generations.

FL varieties

and MORE!

= Many exotic and specialty varieties also available

= 10 experienced growers, strict Canadian regulations

= High quality Alberta seed is started in our own labs and greenhouses
* Authorized HZPC variety agent

Whites: Shepody, Accord, Savanna, Atlantic, Monticello and

Russets: Norkotah, Burbank, Ranger, Umatilla, Pacific, Stampede
and Texas 112, 278 and 296

Reds: Norland, Sangre, Viking, Chieftain, Carolina

Yellows: Satina, Yukon Gold, Orchestra, Bintje, Vivaldi, Banana
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