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38  Briefing to Incoming Minister

Purpose

This briefing provides an overview of:

 + The New Zealand Food Safety System;

 + The role of the Minister for Food Safety, the Ministry 
for Primary Industries (MPI) and New Zealand Food 
Safety/Haumaru Kai Aotearoa; and

 + Key challenges and opportunities for the Food 
Safety portfolio, and upcoming decisions.
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Introduction  39

The Food Safety System

The overarching aim of the food safety system is 
for food to be safe and suitable for its intended 
use. New Zealand Food Safety operates across the 
food system to protect the health of consumers in 
New Zealand and wherever New Zealand food is 
exported. Food production makes up nine percent of 
New Zealand’s gross domestic product. In the year 
to June 2020 exports of food from New Zealand were 
worth $39 billion, and food imports were worth $6 
billion. New Zealand exports over 80 percent of food 
produced and food production, processing, and supply 
chain services provide around 219,000 jobs. 

The food safety system prevents numerous serious 
illnesses and deaths from foodborne illness each year 
and supports the health, wellbeing, and productivity of 
our people. The New Zealand Environmental Science 
and Research institute has estimated that each year 
foodborne illness leads to around 4,000 hospitalisations 
and 17 fatalities. The cost to New Zealand of foodborne 
illness caused by the seven most important pathogens 
is estimated to be approximately $86 million per year, 
with approximately 90 percent of the cost due to lost 
productivity of people removed from the work force. 

MPI provides overseas authorities with assurances 
that exported food meets agreed importing country 
requirements. Overseas authorities trust our 
assurances, which is essential to food exports from 
New Zealand and to our economy.

The system puts the primary responsibility for 
achieving food safety and suitability on food businesses. 
There are rules about production, processing, and sale 
of food. The rules are designed to help food businesses 
meet their overarching responsibility to produce and 
sell safe food. 

Rules are generally outcome-based. MPI or 
New Zealand Food Safety prescribes additional details 
for high-risk foods or export-focused sectors. 

Food businesses must follow a plan or programme 
setting out how they will meet their food safety 
responsibilities. Large-scale food businesses tend to 
develop their own tailored plan and have it approved by 
New Zealand Food Safety. Small-scale businesses tend 
to adopt pre-approved template plans. 

Food businesses need to demonstrate to independent 
verifiers that they are following their plan and meeting 
the regulatory standards. New Zealand’s 67 local 
authorities, private and state-owned companies, as 
well as New Zealand Food Safety, provide independent 
verification. Where necessary there is enforcement for 
those that do not comply; for example MPI can direct 
businesses to recall their product.

The successful operation of the food safety system also 
means that countries are willing to accept New Zealand 
exports. New Zealand’s market access rests on the 
assurances provided by New Zealand Food Safety. A 
simplified representation of the Food Safety System 
is illustrated in the diagram on the next page. This 
diagram does not pick up the complexity generated 
by the scope of our coverage, the variety of risks we 
manage, and the differences between types of food 
businesses.
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Introduction  41

Shared Standards with Australia for 
Food Composition and Labelling

New Zealand and Australia share a Joint Food System 
and have committed (via a Treaty) to sharing the same 
standards for food wherever possible. Goods legally 
able to be sold in one country can be legally sold in 
the other. Shared standards are set out in the Food 
Standards Code which is maintained by Food Standards 
Australia New Zealand (FSANZ).2 The Joint Food 
System is part of the Closer Economic Relations (CER) 
framework.

The Joint Food System is successful. Two-way food 
trade in 2019 was worth $5 billion, which accounts for 
around 12 percent of New Zealand’s global two-way 
trade in food.

2 There are some Australia-only standards.

The Joint Food System is unique in its governance 
and joint ministerial decision-making approach. It is 
governed by the Australia and New Zealand Ministerial 
Forum on Food Regulation (the Forum), made up of 
Ministers responsible for food regulation from the 
Australian Commonwealth, Australian States and 
Territories, and New Zealand. The Minister for Food 
Safety is New Zealand’s Forum representative. 

The Joint Food System is complex and the process for 
making improvements can take time. A programme of 
work to modernise the Joint Food System is underway. 
This programme provides a rare opportunity to 
improve the Joint Food System’s agility, and to support 
better representation of New Zealand’s interests.

MPI and New Zealand Food Safety support Ministerial 
engagement with the Forum and support the 
functioning of the Joint Food System generally.
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MPI and New Zealand Food Safety

The New Zealand Food Safety business unit of MPI is 
central in the delivery of the food safety system. There 
are other cross cutting MPI branches that also have 
important roles in the food safety system: principally, 
Policy and Trade, and Compliance and Governance. MPI 
takes the lead on providing food policy advice, supports 
market access for New Zealand products, and carries 
out compliance activities. 

To support your decisions about food safety regulation 
we provide evidence-based policy advice. We work 
with other ministries relating to food safety, trade and 
agriculture. 

MPI facilitates market access and implements 
trade agreements for food exports. This relies on 
New Zealand’s food safety system being robust, 
resilient, and capable of addressing importing country 
requirements.

We respond to reports of food-related incidents 
and breaches of food legislation using a graduated, 
risk-based approach. Between 2017 and 2019, MPI 
investigated and resolved 1,900 food complaints, and 
carried out 18 prosecutions.

New Zealand Food Safety

New Zealand Food Safety takes the lead on 
implementing the Government’s food safety policy 
decisions, developing standards, and monitoring the 
food safety system. New Zealand Food Safety provides 
assurances on behalf of the New Zealand Government 
to overseas country governments and provides 
education and guidance to New Zealand businesses and 
consumers.2 

2 Assurances commonly cover food safety and other matters such as animal and plant health, and importing country requirements.

New Zealand Food Safety is a large business unit with 
approximately 600 staff across its functions, however 
the cost to the Government is relatively low as most 
operations are cost-recovered. Around 83 percent of 
the New Zealand Food Safety business unit’s $100 
million appropriation is recovered directly from 
food businesses for services such as issuing export 
certification and developing and monitoring food 
standards. 

To develop effective regulatory controls on food, 
New Zealand Food Safety develops scientific advice, and 
sources relevant international research into food safety 
hazards and the effectiveness of possible regulatory 
approaches. This allows New Zealand Food Safety to 
better assess risk management options such as setting 
microbiological limits and developing rules about good 
operating practices. 

New Zealand Food Safety regularly engages with food 
businesses across New Zealand, from the smallest fish 
and chip shop to the largest meat and dairy exporters. 
It provides approvals required by the rules for food 
plans submitted by businesses and maintains public 
registers of all regulated food businesses. This high 
level of engagement helps to set effective, practical 
rules and provides high quality and practical guidance.

The food safety system depends on food operators 
contracting independent third parties to verify that 
the operators are following their food plans and are 
producing safe and suitable products. There are 
approximately 120 officially recognised entities in 
the New Zealand market that carry out verification 
activities, including 67 territorial authorities and some 
large providers such as AsureQuality and Eurofins. The 
largest entity is New Zealand Food Safety’s verification 
service, which consists of over 280 verifiers. 

The role of MPI and New Zealand Food 
Safety/Haumaru Kai Aotearoa
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44  Briefing to Incoming Minister

New Zealand Food Safety cannot rely solely on 
independent third-party providers because some export 
markets require verification checks to be done by a 
government employee. For instance, some countries’ 
governments require a veterinarian presence in meat 
processing establishments. Verification of places 
like containment and transitional facilities and live 
animal inspection activities at the border support 
New Zealand’s market access. Verification also allows 
New Zealand to provide export certification which 
allows approximately $25 billion in food exports 
requiring government documentation to enter 
foreign markets (like a passport for an exported food 
consignment).

New Zealand Food Safety undertakes a wide range of 
other monitoring and oversight activities in order to 
facilitate, maintain, and enhance trade. It oversees the 
performance and integrity of independent verification 
of export-focused businesses; sets the rules for 
export certification, and monitors the operation of 
this system. This extends beyond food safety into 
phytosanitary assurances (freedom from plant pests 
and diseases) and authenticity assurances such as 
halal and mānuka honey. New Zealand Food Safety also 
manages risks to trade, biosecurity, and animal welfare 
through assessment and authorisation of agricultural 
compounds and veterinary medicines, including the 
establishment and monitoring of maximum residue 
levels in food. 

Recent Changes to Food Safety 
Regulatory Requirements

Recent improvements to the food safety system include 
implementation of the Food Act 2014 and the Food 
Safety Law Reform Act 2018.

The Food Act represented a major programme to 
reform and strengthen food regulation of over 36,000 
food businesses. It reformed the way food processing 
and handling is regulated and strengthened regulation 
of food imports, processed foods, restaurants and cafes, 
early childhood education centres, aged-care providers, 
and food retailers. In particular, the Food Act made it 
clear that food producers, sellers and providers (not 
the government) were responsible for food safety 
outcomes (i.e. delivering safe and suitable food) and 
removed the highly prescriptive rules that previously 
applied. Implementation was carried out in phases from 
2016 to 2020.

The Food Safety Law Reform Act 2018 amended the 
Food, Wine, and Animal Products Acts to strengthen, 
improve, and align them. Implementation of the Food 
Safety Law Reform Act is underway and involves 
aligning enforcement tools across food legislation, 
strengthening tracing and recall requirements, and 
changing the design of regulations and notices under 
the Animal Products and Wine Acts by 2022.
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COVID-19 presents opportunities and 
challenges for food producers

During the COVID-19 Level 4 lockdown, many food 
and beverage production, processing, packaging and 
transporting businesses were able to continue to 
operate as they were classified as essential businesses. 
Many cafes and restaurants were able to start 
operating for takeaway food as New Zealand moved 
from Level 4 to Level 3.

MPI and New Zealand Food Safety supported the sector 
through these challenging times by:

 + advocating for primary producers and food 
manufacturers to be considered "essential services"; 

 + working with sectors to ensure operations were 
undertaken safely;

 + developing COVID-19 operating guidelines for food 
businesses such as dairy, meat and fish processing 
plants to manage risks to workers; 

 + supporting the Government to make regulations 
exempting cafes and restaurants that needed 
to close (due to COVID-19 restrictions) from 
verification checks; 

 + conducting checks of businesses against the 
COVID-19 operating guidelines; and

 + continuing to support trade in food products. 

Growing export earnings is a core component of the 
New Zealand COVID-19 recovery strategy. The food 
safety system has an important role to play. MPI’s 
Fit for a Better World roadmap seeks to support the 
ongoing increase in productivity for the primary sectors 
by ensuring we have flexible regulatory systems that 
are modern and will support innovation, increase 
efficiency, and remove complexity while managing risk. 
It also highlights the importance of diversifying and 
improving market access for our primary products, 
in particular through improving verification and 
certification. Our strategic priorities seek to achieve 
these outcomes. 
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46  Briefing to Incoming Minister

Strategic priorities for the  
food safety system

There are two main areas of work that seek to achieve 
the objectives of having a flexible regulatory system 
and improving market access and development 
identified in Fit for a Better World: 

 + strengthening and modernising the Food Safety 
System; and

 + ensuring the regulatory system caters for value-
added exports.

The Minister for Food Safety will have a particularly 
important role in progressing any changes that 
modernise the Joint Food System. The Food Safety 
System needs to be robust and agile to respond to 
future challenges. Significant work is proposed to 
simplify the system, and to better address emerging 
risks.

The system also needs to enable exporters to make 
the most of export opportunities. This includes 
e-commerce opportunities presented by COVID-19, 
and market demands for multi-ingredient and value-
added products. MPI is carrying out preparatory work 
exploring improvements to regulatory settings to make 
the most of these opportunities.

Modernising the Joint Food System

This is an ambitious programme of reform to improve 
the agility and consistency of the Joint Food System. 
This work offers an opportunity to increase our 
influence and progress New Zealand’s priorities 
within the system. The Australian market represents a 
relatively easy first step for growing New Zealand food 
businesses, so we have a strong interest in ensuring 
the Joint Food System is easy to navigate. 

The programme includes: a review of the Food 
Standards Australia New Zealand Act 1991; the Food 
Standards Australia New Zealand operating model; 
and the operations of the Australia and New Zealand 
Ministerial Forum on Food Regulation. New Zealand is 
co-leading a significant part of this work programme. 

Simplifying the Design and 
Implementation of Food Regulatory 
Requirements

Small-to-medium-sized enterprises face challenges 
understanding and navigating their food safety and 
market access obligations. Making the requirements 
more streamlined and finding ways to help businesses 
understand them better will: increase compliance; 
improve businesses’ experience when dealing with 
New Zealand Food Safety; and enable greater resilience 
in the food system. 

The Food Safety Law Reform Act 2018 simplifies 
the design and implementation of food regulatory 
requirements, increases the resilience of the food 
system and supports businesses and exporters to 
navigate their requirements and obligations. 

A further work programme of regulatory redesign is 
due to be completed by March 2022. This work will 
redesign regulations, requirements and guidance 
documents that are made under the Animal Products 
Act and the Wine Act. The objective is to simplify, 
consolidate and ensure regulations are fit for purpose. 

Other activities that will support implementation of food 
regulatory requirements include the expansion of the 
Exporter Regulatory Advisory Service; trials of remote 
verification; and expansion of electronic certification.
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Addressing Risks and Gaps in the 
Domestic Food Safety System

New Zealand’s food regulatory system is robust, but 
could be improved to enhance public health outcomes.  
Activities that could support a more resilient food 
safety system include:

 + Establishing a system to proactively monitor for 
emerging food risks to ensure New Zealand Food 
Safety remains well connected with international 
developments in food safety science;

 + Increasing capability and readiness planning to 
respond to significant foodborne risks when they 
emerge;

 + Improving the imported foods programme so that 
we can have confidence that food arriving in New 
Zealand meets our standards; and

 + Enhancing performance indicators for the food 
safety system.

Exports and E-commerce

E-commerce has grown dramatically in recent years, 
and particularly since COVID-19, representing a 
significant opportunity for New Zealand exports. 
The current regulatory framework did not envisage 
such volumes of product going across borders in 
small consignments. Work is underway to ensure the 
regulatory framework is flexible enough to support 
businesses to respond quickly to emerging market 
opportunities, to increase the value of exported food 
products via e-commerce, and to streamline the export 
process.  

Growing Value through Enhanced 
Assurances

The food safety regulatory system links to broader 
food initiatives that enable producers and processors 
to gain value. Existing New Zealand Food Safety 
capability could be used to grow value for exporters by 
providing assurances about food attributes sought by 
consumers, for example, organic status, provenance, 
and health-related claims. The Organic Products Bill is 
before select committee and is the responsibility of the 
Minister of Agriculture. 
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48  Briefing to Incoming Minister

Appendix 1:  
Upcoming decisions

In addition to the work programmes and opportunities 
outlined above, the following matters will require 
Ministerial consideration before the end of the year:

 + Dietary supplements  
The Dietary Supplements Regulations 1985 will 
expire on 1 March 2021 unless extended. A Bill is 
with the Primary Production Select Committee to 
extend the regulations by five years to maintain 
consumer access and to provide time for the 
Ministry of Health to develop a new regulatory 
regime. The Bill must be passed before 1 March 
2021 when these regulations are due to expire.   

 +   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 + Australian and New Zealand Ministerial Forum on 
Food Regulation  
The Forum will meet via videoconference on 20 
November 2020 to discuss key issues in the Joint 
Food System such as health-star rating and menu-
board energy labelling.  

 + Appoint members to the FSANZ Board  
MPI will brief you in November seeking your 
nomination of two candidates to the Food Standards 
Australia New Zealand Board. These appointments 
will replace candidates whose tenures expire in 
June 2021.  

s 9(2)(f)(iv)

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82




