
A Brief History

Over the past six years, there has been a strong push 
by the retail and food service industry toward supplier 
certification against Global Food Safety Initiative (GFSI) 
benchmarked schemes. While food safety certification is 
rapidly becoming the industry norm for food products, 
we are now seeing certification requirements extended 
to food contact packaging.

Historically, suppliers have been subjected to multiple 
types of food safety audits to meet the expectations 
of multiple customers. The food industry is now 
experiencing a significant shift away from “audits” 
to more comprehensive certification standards. 
Certification aims for continual improvement in food 
safety management to ensure confidence in the delivery 
of safe products to consumers. Certification to one of the 
GFSI benchmarked standards can now result in having a 
single solution for a supplier to meet the needs of many 
customers – saving both time and money.

The GFSI benchmarking process was developed by the 
Global Food Safety Initiative, an independent non-profit 
organization managed by The Consumer Goods Forum. 
The GFSI Board of Directors is comprised of several of 
the world’s leading retailers, manufacturers and food 
service companies. Through its Guidance Document, 
GFSI sets requirements that must be included in any 
standard seeking GFSI recognition. In simpler terms, all 
of the GFSI recognized standards measure a facility’s 
food safety programs against a very similar set of 

criteria – some go deeper, going beyond   food safety, or 
taking different approaches. For example, GFSI recently 
developed criteria for food packaging standards. There 
are now four standards benchmarked by GFSI for the 
scope of packaging products: 

• British Retailer Consortium (BRC)

• Food Safety Systems Certification (FSSC) 22000

• Safe Quality Food (SQF)

• IFS PACsecure

Each of these standards addresses industry-specific criteria 
for packaging, while incorporating many best practice 
approaches from the food industry. Certification to any of 
these standards ensures a company is meeting the highest 
standards, demonstrating a true commitment to managing 
quality and producing safe packaging products.

How Certification Differs from a 
Traditional Third-Party Audit

While auditing is a key component of any food safety 
certification program, there are additional aspects which 
can provide greater assurances that requirements are 
being met. Traditional third-party audits are typically 
one-day audits, resulting in an audit report noting areas 
of conformance and non-conformance against criteria. 
The supplier could then share the audit report with its 
customer to demonstrate food safety measures had been 
taken. At that point, it was typically up to the customer 
to evaluate the report to determine if it meets its needs.
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In a certification program, the end result is a certificate. 
To achieve certification, a supplier has to undergo a more 
comprehensive audit (often two or more days), which 
looks closely at the food safety systems in place. Following 
the certification audit, the supplier must demonstrate 
that it has taken action to resolve any non-conformances 
identified. Only after the certification body verifies 

corrective actions 
can a certificate be 
issued. The certificate 
demonstrates to 
a customer that 
the supplier is in 
compliance with an 
international standard. 
Re-certification audits 
are conducted annually 
to demonstrate 
ongoing compliance.

One of the key 
strengths of the 
GFSI benchmarked 
certification programs 
is that auditors must 

be specifically qualified for the industry sector they are 
auditing. This means that an auditor visiting a packaging 
facility not only has to have (1) experience with packaging 
in general, but (2) experience with the specific types of 
products and materials being produced in that facility. 
This ensures that the auditor fully understands and can 
challenge the processes and systems a facility has in 
place, in order to deliver a robust evaluation against the 
requirements of the standard.

Common Requirements

Because the four packaging standards discussed here 
are all GFSI benchmarked, they share some similar 
components. Each of the standards has requirements for:

• Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP)

• Management commitment

• Internal audits

• Facility conditions

• Employee hygiene

• Employee training

• Control of incoming products

• Traceability and recall

• Pest control

• Recordkeeping and documentation

This is by no means an exhaustive list, but these 
common elements must be considered for certification 
to any of these standards.

The Four GFSI Packaging Standards

BRC Global Standard for Packaging and Packaging 
Materials

The first GFSI 
b e n c h m a r ke d 
p a c k a g i n g 
standard to become available in the North American 
market was the BRC standard. In conjunction with 
the Institute of Packaging (IOP), BRC developed the 
Global Standard for Packaging and Packaging Materials 
designed specifically for packaging manufacturers that 
produce consumer disposable and non-disposable 
goods that come into contact with food, food cosmetics, 
toiletries and other consumer products such as adhesives, 
inks, coatings and stock materials.

Under the BRC Global Standard, materials are divided 

into specific product sectors:

• Glass

• Paper and board

• Metals – cans and foil products

• Plastics

• Wood and other materials

Auditors approved for this standard are required to have 
knowledge and experience in each of these specific 
technologies in order to be qualified to audit against them.

In addition to the product sectors, the Global Standard 
recognizes two categories of risk – high and low. High 
hygiene risk applies to packaging materials that come 
into direct contact with food or products applied directly 
to the skin. Low hygiene risk applies to packaging for 
products that are already in impermeable packaging. 

One of the key strengths of BRC certification is a 
comprehensive scope that covers safety and quality 
compliance. BRC certification also allows manufacturers 
the flexibility to complete risk assessments to justify 
compliance to the standard and does not require a 
separate audit for documentation review. The Global 
Standard for Packaging and Packaging Materials 
standard can be purchased on the BRC website, www.
brcglobalstandards.com.

FSSC 22000 for Packaging

FSSC 22200 is a certification 
scheme based on the food safety 
management standard ISO 
22000:2005 with an additional industry-specific prerequisite 
program component that meets GFSI benchmarking 
requirements. A document called PAS 223 was specifically 
designed by the packaging industry to evaluate prerequisite 
key programs. 

Food Safety System
                    Certification 22000



The FSSC 22000 program has a three-year certification 
structure that mirrors a traditional management 
certification system, with detailed surveillance audits 
conducted annually. Although similar to other ISO 
standards in its flexibility to meet requirements, FSSC 
22000 looks specifically and solely at food safety 
management. It does not contain a quality component 
which can be found other GFSI schemes. 

This standard has gained much 
popularity with facilities that 
already have experience with 
ISO standards, such as 9001 and 
14001, as there is a similarity in approach and some common 
elements that make for easy transition. The standard is 
available free of charge on the FSSC 22000 website, www.
fssc22000.com, though additional documents 
may require purchase.

SQF for Packaging

The SQF Code separates and identifies 
industry sectors, including the manufacture 
of packaging and packaging product, into 
food sector categories (FSCs). Based on 
the FSCs of a company, it is required to 
comply with certain modules of the SQF 
Code in order to become certified. The 
FSC for packaging is 27, which applies to 
the manufacture, storage and transport of 
food sector packaging materials. Module 
13 is specifically designed for use with 
packaging facilities.

In addition to the SQF Code, the SQF Institute has 
developed a separate guidance document for FSC 
27 that assists companies seeking certification with 

compliance to the Code. Although the General Food 
Packaging Materials – Manufacture and Distribution 
Guidance Document aligns to the food industry, it could 
be used for nonfood packaging products like cosmetics, 
skin care products and other high-risk items.

The SQF program is unique in that is provides three 
levels of certification. Level 1 certification is a basic food 
safety program that reviews premises and equipment 
prerequisite programs. It is important to note that 
this basic level is not recognized by GFSI. To achieve 
certification to the standard as recognized by GFSI, level 
2 or Level 3 must be selected. Level 2 certification requires 
a comprehensive food safety plan that is founded on 
HACCP principles. Level 3 certification requires a food 
safety plan that includes all elements of level 2, with 
additional quality components.

The SQF Code allows great flexibility in meeting requirements, 
and risk assessments can be utilized to demonstrate 
alternative approaches to compliance. All documents 
including the SQF Code are available for download on the 
SQF website, www.sqfi.com, free of charge. 

IFS PACsecure

The IFS PACsecure standard was 
developed in conjunction with the 
Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
and a broad spectrum of industry 
representatives. The standard specifically 
applies to all forms of primary and secondary packaging 
materials. The standard was designed to identify potential 
hazards associated with common packaging manufacturing 
processes, resulting in more cost-effective solutions. In addition 
to being GFSI benchmarked, PACsecure has been accepted 
by the U.S.-based Food Safety Alliance for Packaging (FSAP), 
which includes many companies seen as leaders in the food 

industry.

IFS PACsecure 
looks at 24 
key packaging 
process areas 
to provide a 
well-rounded 
audit approach 
that is robust, 
but non-
prescr ipt ive. 
The flexibility 
in the standard 
allows for 

approaches to 
address issues in a way that takes a longer view with an eye 
to managing costs. To obtain a copy of the standard, visit 
the IFS website, http://www.ifs-certification.com/index.php/
en/ifs-certified-companies-en/ifs-standards/ifs-pacsecure.
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Conclusion:

The trend toward food safety certification for the packaging industry is expected to continue. Retailers and food service 
companies remain committed to certification as an integral part of their supplier management and overall quality systems. 
NSF International, The Most Trusted Name in Food SafetyTM, works closely with many of the largest retail and food service 
companies to help them assure the safety and quality of their supply chains. NSF International offers certification to BRC, FSSC 
22000, SQF and IFS PACsecure. With 70 years of experience in working with the food industry, NSF is well-positioned to help 
your packaging operation achieve certification. 

For more information and to start your certification, contact NSF International at 877-893-1325 or 
foodsafetysolutions@nsf.org. Visit us at www.nsf.org. 


