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FERCO : who are we?

FERCO, the EU Federation of contract catering organisations, brings together the national contract catering associations from 12 Member States – over four-fiths of the EU market. Contract catering covers the services related to food management for consumers working and/or residing in private companies, public administration, schools, higher education, nurseries, hospitals, retirement homes, prisons, military barracks....Today, 30% of such collective entities are outsourcing their food service to a contract catering company. 

The EU contract catering market represents 600,000 jobs, an annual turnover around € 25 billion, 67 million consumers served every day, 6 billion meals per year and 1 in 4 meals taken outside the home.
Since 2005, FERCO is a member of the EU Platform for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health. The FERCO commitments regarding the fight against obesity have been formally endorsed in December 2005 by all FERCO members and individually by the largest companies operating in several Member States. The overall objective is to implement a general framework common to all FERCO members and contract catering  companies. The framework is re-discussed annually at the FERCO General Assembly. 
FERCO General Nutrition Recommendations

The FERCO general nutrition recommendations are based on 8 principles:
1. Serving varied food and increasing clients' awareness of the need to offer varied food to the end consumers as part of a well-balanced diet. Rotating menus and diversifying the food offer as often as possible. 

2. Promoting the use of less fat, sugar, salt. Working with clients to promote the use of vegetable fat/oil, a daily offer of low-fat and fat reduced food, and to limit the offer of fried food. Limiting promotion and communication about sugar added products and beverages, and promoting products and beverages with no or less sugar added. 

3. Encouraging smaller servings. Proposing to clients an offer of smaller helpings on a daily basis. 

4. Promoting the daily consumption of vegetables and fruit. Proposing to clients to serve more fresh and diversified vegetables and fruit to the end consumer.

5. Encouraging the consumption of high fibre products. Proposing to clients to develop a daily offer of high fibre products. 

6. Offering a well balanced, varied choice of protein and calcium source products. Developing a daily offer of a varied assortment of milk and dairy products and a reasonable offer of products such as meat and eggs. Increasing the offer of fish, if possible from sustainable sources.

7. Plenty of liquid: ensuring a fair availability of plain water and proposing to clients to offer more diversified sources of liquid to the end consumer. 

8. Time to enjoy food in an appropriate environment: working with clients to improve consumption conditions and to provide advice about the setting of dining areas, time constraints, etc.
In order to implement these general nutrition recommandations, there is a need for:

1. Raising awareness and understanding about nutrition and healthy lifestyle among client organisations. It is critical that clients fully support what catering companies are trying to achieve. Their buy-in is needed for convincing end consumers to adopt the healthier options.

2. Working with the supply chain on the procuring of healthier ingredients and products (less salt, fat, saturated fat and sugar), increasing the input of dieticians into purchasing decisions with nutritional content as focus, increasing the amount and the quality of nutritional information made available from the supply chain.

3. Extending the amount of nutritionally analysed recipes to ensure that accurate information on products used and meals served is available for the clients and the end consumers, following national standards and guidelines.

Implementing National Nutrition Guidelines

In all Member States where national (or regional) obesity programmes have been put in place by national authorities, contract catering companies and national associations participate actively in the implementation of such programmes. National associations have set up working groups and coordinate the implementation of the national guidelines. National associations have been investing in the drafting of guides and the setting up of criteria and assessment systems in order to better adapt the national guidelines to the specificities of the contract catering sector which does not manufacture or sell food products but offers food services. 
Examples: the "Charte d'engagements volontaires de progrès nutritionnel" adopted by the French SNRC in May 2008. The work done by VENECA (NL) on the adaptation of the "Ik Kies Bewust" scheme to a whole location. The expertise is provided by the contract catering companies themselves in the working groups.
Companies are developing their own programmes which are part of their brand image and embedded in their food service offer ("Balanced Choices" by COMPASS, "Vitality" and "Healthwise" by SODEXO, "Balance" by ELIOR, "Wellness" by ISS, "Right Track" by ARAMARK...). However, as contract catering is a local service, the implementation of the companies' programmes is country specific. Activities and material used are therefore diversified, taking into account the specificities of the national guidelines and the baseline which can differ greatly from one country to another. Generally speaking, companies have increased the number of nutritionists and dieticians on their pay roll. Those food specialists are more and more working in partnership with other departments of the companies: sales (healthy eating is embedded in the service offer), marketing (drafting of promotion material), purchasing (procurement of healthier food supply) and human resources (training of staff). Companies are investing in sophisticated software systems for the nutritional analysis of food products, ingredients and recipes and the setting up of recipe databases for their staff. COMPASS has developed "Steamplicity", a user-friendly and healthy cooking system which enables to cook quickly fresh products close to the point of distribution to the end consumers.

Examples of achievements in 2008:

The COMPASS Group: in France, more than 35,000 healthy recipes are now centrally managed. In Holland, 70% of the soup recipes are low salt and the overall reduction in calories reached 40%. In Italy, fried foods are no longer used in 60% of the units. COMPASS UK increased the number of "Balanced Choices" audited units from 602 to 750 by September 2008. They introduced their own range of products with a lower salt content. 

ARAMARK UK created "Health by Stealth" menus: healthier dishes, without changing their appeal and without explicitly marketing them as "healthy" as for many end consumers, this means taste will be inferior. Only clients are briefed. The recipe database includes also menu planning guidance with a check list enabling Chefs to test their menu cycling.

SODEXO UK: 80% of the salad items are served without dressing. A range of lower calorie sandwiches (300 calories) with reduced salt bread was introduced. Introduction of a range of "5 a day" pots including fruit, vegetables and salads enabling consumers to have their "5 a day" in one purchase.

SODEXO BE: introduction of a new concept “FOOD4U” in secondary schools with a loyalty programme to make healthy food trendy. Launch of "Body-Booster", a vending machine with healthy snacks. Launch of VG, a vegetarian on-line library. Revision of the cooking methods (ban on animal fat/less fat and saturated fat/less fried products)

SODEXO IT: introduction of the "Vitality" pilot project (900 calories menus). Salt action on 480 sites involving 2.500 staff. Introduction of a pilot project for the elderly in Milano. Introduction of breakfast at school on more than 35 sites for 9.000 pupils. Introduction of a new vegetables offer at 80 workplaces for 25.000 consumers.

FEADRS (national association ES): launch of PERSEO, a pilot programme for schools which involves 14.000 pupils from 6 to 10 and 67 schools (34 in the pilot and 33 as control)

SERUNION (ELIOR) ES, ISS Catering BE and ARAMARK BE: introduction of new healthier options in retirement homes

ELIOR UK registered a 75% increase in the number of sites running the "Balance" programme. 37,7 % of the sites running "Balance" hold a "healthy eating" award or a flagship. Introduction of the "Delish" concept offering small portions of a new range of desserts in 50.5 % of the "Balance" sites. The implementation of the programme is monitored using a web-based survey. Results are: 73.4% sites offer fish 3x/wk; 77% sites offer fried fish max 1x/wk; 17% sites do not fried at all; 67% sites offer oily fish at least 2x/wk; 91% sites offer low fat potato option; 95% sites offer a healthy hot main dish; 68% offer healthy snacks; 26% do not offer snacks any more; 21 % no longer offer fried eggs; 69% offer healthier alternatives next to fried eggs; 52% sites have removed salt from tables with the agreement of the clients.

ALBRON NL expanded its Food Specification database with more than 4.000 entries. The rate of  "Ik Kies Bewust" products is over 80% for dairy products; for soda's/juices: 20%; for soups over 60%; for butter/oils: +/- 60%; for potatoes/vegetables over 80%. There are more than 300 "Ik Kies Bewust" recipes in the database (200% increase in 2008).
Information of the End Consumer

FERCO encourages its members and contract catering companies to work with their clients and suppliers to improve the availability of understandable and relevant information for the end consumers, using the opportunity that working with captive or semi-captive consumers can offer for improving food and nutrition knowledge as well as changing eating habits. Better information helps consumers making healthier choices. 
Contract catering companies are committed to ensure the availability of information about the food they serve. Nevertheless, the sector is facing two constraints. On the one hand, companies are (in most cases) working on the premises of the client organisation and have to follow the terms of reference set by the client in the contract. On the other hand, companies have to rely on the information provided by the suppliers about their products and ingredients. Therefore, companies are working along three lines: 1) elaborate adequate nutritional information with regard to their own food offer; 2) agree with the client organisation on the content of the information to be provided to the end consumer and the best way for providing it; 3) study with their suppliers how to make adequate information on products and ingredients available and set traceability requirements.

Contract catering companies work with client organisations in the areas of choice and diversity of the daily offer, frequency of each type of food, nutitional requirements and whether the food is fresh or processed. Procurement policies vis-à-vis the supply chain and consumer information practices are specific to each company. They are also country specific, depending on the national schemes put in place by the public authorities. 
Consumer information practices vary according to the type of end consumers: in the education sector, all contracts are operated in accordance with very strict standards (menu planning, portion size, nutritional content) laid down by the public authorities. Information on menus is provided to the schools and the parents and companies are reporting to the public authorities. At workplaces, nutritional information is provided directly to the end consumer through a wide range of tools. For example: colour coded systems to characterize foods as low-medium or highly caloric, high-medium or low fat; traffic lights systems notifying the consumers of the calorific content of the meals; symbol systems informing the consumers that menus are meeting national nutrition recommendations (Keyhole in Sweden, "Ik Kies Bewust" in NL, "Vitalien" in DE for low fat and light meals). 
The information is provided in different ways: on tables, next to the dishes at the service line, on product cards, recipe sheets, leaflets, on menus (monthly, weekly, daily), through internal web sites. Companies develop systems related to their own healthy food programme. For instance, COMPASS uses icons related to its "Balanced Choices" Programme. The icons are based on the national nutritional guidelines and can therefore differ from one country to another. In order to allocate the icons to the relevant products, information on nutritional values is collected from the suppliers in order to calculate nutritional facts (caloric values, proteins, fats, carbohydrate) per meal. These calculations are periodically re-assessed. The information is stored per country in a central database of menus. The values are translated in a diagram showing the percentage in relation to the normal daily intake. Diagrams are placed next to the menu and changed every day. 
Besides consumer information, briefing the client organisations is an important step which requires ongoing awareness raising and follow up communication. For instance, ARAMARK UK is developing the "Right Track" scheme including material for briefing the clients on all aspects of healthier lifestyle choices and healthy food services. 
Regarding food supply, dieticians have now a direct input into purchasing decisions. In the contract catering sector, nutritional values are mainly provided by the suppliers. Dieticians collect, check and process the information available from the suppliers. This information is used by the companies to evaluate how healthy a product is and to calculate the calories per serving. All meals are filled in recipes databases. Customers are provided with information such as energy level, volume of proteins, fat, etc…. They can find the composition of menus and dishes on menu cards or has access to information through the following means: menu planning (monthly, weekly, daily), labels, banners, boards, internal website of the school, workplace,….

Meals elaborated in central kitchens are labelled according to the legal provision. In case of special diets, menus are identified in a specific way.
Examples of achievements in 2008:

ARAMARK UK is monitoring purchased products on a database in order to see the % of a particular product (or group of products) currently sourced and set targets. This tool is used to capture key products and measure their consumption. 111 healthy products have been listed which are promoted as standards, providing clients approve this move to healthier options. These products are factored into a recipe database with advise on best use. The project "Health by Stealth" has been communicated to the clients and their feedback monitored in a way they don't see it as a marketing campaign but as an improvement of the food service. 
SODEXO UK sent out a questionnaire to its suppliers to check what ingredients they use to make their products healthier. This allowed to identify areas where improvement is needed. Nutrition training for SODEXO UK buyers took place (2/3 of buyers trained) and purchasing decisions are monitored by dieticians. For the consumer information, SODEXO UK developed and regularly updates the "Healthwise" web site. Staff has been trained in order to be able to deal with enquiries from consumers. 
SODEXO IT introduced the new concept "Vitality" (low Kcal meals) using the "Venus" software for the evaluation of the nutritional content and the number of Kcal. The project has been assessed from a qualitative and quantitative  angle with the SODEXO IT monitoring tool and results presented at the IUHPE EU conference in Torino in September 2008. The Venus software has been also used for a pilot project on malnutrition targeting 700 elderly in the Milano area. The SODEXO IT monitoring tool has been used for the monitoring of left overs. 

COMPASS UK hired a Sustainability Manager to work with the buying team. It introduced its own label products with a reduced salt content. It requests ingredients lists and full 14 nutrients breakdown from its suppliers in order to analyse menus. 
COMPASS PT launched a web site for its suppliers: suppliers fill in a data sheet per product which they can update at any time. The nutritional information is used by dieticians (internal COMPASS software) to create meal data sheets that end consumers can access. 
COMPASS IT has introduced in recent bids for corporate clients an additional fitness service in the premises of the clients, allowing to combine physical activity with healthy eating. The service includes planning, set up and management of the fitness facility.

ELIOR UK launched an internal audit of its procurement practices based on its "Balance" programme minimum standards for healthy eating. Unhealthy products have been de-listed from their product list. A flagging system highlights healthier items to end consumers. Promotional material for each Balance flag is used to inform the consumer.

SERUNION (ELIOR) ES, at the request of its corporate client Down Chemical, produced a Guide on healthy lifestyle which encompasses meals prepared at home and physical activity. 
ALBRON NL has expanded its Food Specifications Database with more than 4.000 specifications. Product specifications help reformulating recipes with less salt, trans-fat, fat and sugar and more fibres. The rate of "Ik Kies Bewust"-proof products used in ALBRON recipes grew by 200% in 2008 and it has now more than 300 IKB recipes in its database.

ISS BE introduced nutritional information based on GDA's and calculated with a specific software. The information is placed on menus or next to the dish in the service line. At the request of some clients, ISS is providing individual coaching to the end consumers (workplaces and retirement homes)

In Hungary, companies have increased the number of dieticians on their pay roll and increased the number of healthier recipes in their databases.

Partnership with National Public Authorities and Promotion of Educational Campaigns
FERCO encourages its members and contract catering companies to participate in national public authorities' initiatives and to develop their own educational campaigns in partnership with relevant stakeholders. Indeed, FERCO believes that education programmes, particularly for young people, are key. Consumers in the sector are captive or semi-captive: people working, studying or residing at the client organisation (schools, workplaces, retirement homes, hospitals,...). Thanks to the long term and daily relationship with the client and the consumers, contract catering offers a unique opportunity for promoting education campaigns on healthy lifestyle. Contract catering companies are developing such campaigns, taking into account age, socio-economic profile, local tradition and eating habits.

Main target groups are pupils, parents and educators at school and adults at the workplace. Another more and more important target group are the elderly in retirement homes.

A wide range of country specific promotion material is produced each year by the companies: banners, brochures, web sites, leaflets, CD-Rom, DVD, workshops, events, theater, conferences, quizzes, billboards, refrigerator magnets, place mates, posters, steps counters .... The design and delivery of the activities and the promotion material is done in partnership by the Quality department of the companies, nutritionists and dieticians, and the marketing department. All major companies have a long term cooperation with scientists and research centres. They also organise monitoring surveys. They report on a regular basis to their national authorities and work also with national and local NGO's.

Examples of achievements in 2008:

The COMPASS GROUP developed, in the framework of the worldwide introduction and spreading of its "Balanced Choices" concept, information and education activities in 14 EU countries, in more than 3.165 locations (contracts) ranging from huge factories to local school canteens, reaching about 828.500 consumers. Production of education material was as follows: in Germany, 10.000 Job&Fit brochures; in Holland, 100.000 place mates, 2.250 posters, 50.000 leaflets,  25.000 credit cards, 30.000 refrigerator  magnets; in Belgium, 104.500 leaflets and 150 posters; in Sweden, 3.000 brochures; in Spain, 20.000 leaflets; in Portugal, 7.500 posters; in CZ, 150.000 posters; in Poland, 200 posters and 10.000 place mates.
EUREST (COMPASS) ES: in the framework of NAOS, the education activities were rolled-out in 300 schools, employing 1200 school assistants and reaching 45000 school children. A new publication on healthy eating for children was produced (11500 copies). 47 workshops were organised for school children and parents, the elderly, at the workplace, involving 7 trainers.

SERUNION (ELIOR) ES: cooperation with the Navarra University continued in 2008. Launch of a new training programme for the school assistants employed by SERUNION. Launch of a new education campaign for the school children "Conocer, probar, gustar, todos los alimentos". 1.500.000 place mates and 1.500 games were distributed in schools and a specific web page www.serunion-educa.com was set up.
ALBRON NL: under the framework of the "Kids in Balance"Foundation, 2.932 elementary school pupils were trained.

SODEXO BE: organisation of 3 discovery events for young children with a puppets show and natural smoothies. 
SODEXO IT: organisation of thematic days on fruit in 30 schools reaching 9.000 pupils. Thematic days on sugar have reached 35.000 kids. The Programme "il treno dei sapori" reached about 100.000 kids in 250 schools. 115 meetings set up with parents and teachers reached 7000 persons. Promotion of water at the workplace in 450 sites involved 150.000 consumers and 650 posters were published. Thematic days for adults involved 80.000 consumers. Distribution of 350 000 place mates, 12500 leaflets and 600 posters. 32000 consumers visited the website. 

SODEXO UK: 40.000 customer information leaflets distributed

ARESP (national association, PT): a travelling theatre was presented in 90 schools. 40.000 games and 100.000 leaflets were distributed. At the workplace: 19.500 steps counters, 1.200 posters and 90.000 leaflets were distributed. 120 information sessions were organised for 38.110 people.
In Hungary, the sector pushed school authorities to modify class hours in order to grant sufficient time for lunch. Companies sponsored healthy food shows organised by the public authorities with free of charge tasting and  display of healthy raw food products for school children and teachers.

In Spain, in the framework of PERSEO, the pilot programme about diet AND physical activity for school children, FEADRS issued a Guide (500 copies) in December 2008. FEADRS continued as well in 2008 its involvement in the NAOS programme.

From the activities organised in 2008, the following findings were confirmed:

1. children are very much attracted by the food advertised on TV which comes top on their wish-list for an ideal menu

2. however, children are more and more aware of the importance of healthy eating and of the need to eat more fruit and vegetables

3. the social and economic level of the family has a strong influence: children from wealthy and educated families tend to eat healthy menus with little problems while in deprived areas, children are more reluctant to taste healthy menus which are too different from what they use to eat at home.

4. At the workplace, it remains more difficult to change the eating habits of the blue collars compared with the white collars.

Due to the combination of the food prices increase and the global economic downturn which affected the contract catering sector in 2008, concerns are growing that in some countries, education and information campaigns might be downsized or even stopped in 2009 because of the lack of financing.
Involvement of Trade Unions and Training of Staff 

In the framework of its EU Social Dialogue, FERCO strived to gain Trade Unions' support. Indeed, it appeared to FERCO important to involve trade unions in the implementation of the EU Platform objectives. FERCO and its trade union counterpart, EFFAT, have signed on 31st January 2007 a branch agreement on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Within this framework, FERCO and EFFAT have identified the fight against obesity as one area for integrating CSR into business practices. They have signed on 9 October 2007 a common statement stressing the contribution that the Contract Catering sector could bring to the fight against obesity and emphasizing the need for training employees to the principles of well balanced nutrition and to the importance of increasing the consumer awareness of the link between well balanced diet and physical exercises.

Trade Unions and Employers in the sector are now well aware of the issue of obesity. In the NL, the fight against obesity has been embedded in the newly signed national collective agreement for the contract catering sector. Nutrition is part of the regular curriculum for employees. Companies are investing in training of staff on nutrition and developing specific training tools, including e-learning tools. Indeed, nutrition training of staff, especially unit managers, is key in order to enable staff to fully understand the reasons for changing food supply, recipes, cooking methods, portion size. Such training enables also the staff to understand the nutrition information provided by food suppliers, to pass on such nutrition information in a correct way to the client and to answer enquiries from end consumers.

Considering that the promotion of a healthier food offer and the training of staff should be taken into account by client organisations in their procurement practice, FERCO and EFFAT have proposed a method for awarding catering contracts that accounts for both quality and price and published a  Guide to the “economically most advantageous offer”. Indeed, FERCO and EFFAT believe that the choice of the economically most advantageous offer can contribute to a higher level of nutritional balance. The Guide is available online at www.contract-catering-guide.org
Examples of achievements in 2008:   

COMPASS GROUP is providing "Balanced Choices" Training across all locations in all member states. The training is organised and delivered by dieticians using country specific tools. The number of trainers involved in 2008 was +/- 50. Special training on alternative cooking methods and new recipes were organised for Chefs and unit managers. COMPASS UK: at September 2008, 1,352 staff have undergone the "Balance Choices" nutritional training

SODEXO UK: on a total of 43,000 staff, over 30,000 training passport had been distributed at July 2008.

SODEXO BE: nutritional training included in the induction programme for unit managers 

ELIOR UK: in the framework of the  "Balance" Programme, more than 1000 staff had been trained at July 2008, compared with 850 in January 2008.

ALBRON (NL): 2,350 employees were trained in 800 locations, plus +/- 1,000 staff trained through e-learning

SNRC(national association FR): the "Charte d'engagements volontaires de progrès nutritionnel" signed in May 2008 foresees that within 12 months, all companies should provide at least one training module on nutrition. At mid 2008, 5 out of 16 companies were providing such training.
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