
 
 
 
 
 
 

              
 

 Council of Medical Officers of Health of Ontario 
 
 

September 29, 2009 
 
Dr. Arlene King 
Chief Medical Officer of Health 
Public Health Division 
Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care 
5700 Yonge Street, 2nd Floor 
Toronto, ON 
M2M 4K5 
 
Dear Dr. King, 
 
Subject: Amendment to Food Safety Legislation 
  Mandatory Certification of Food Handlers 
 
On August 11, 2009, representatives from the Council of Ontario Medical 
Officers of Health, the Association of Supervisors of Public Health Inspectors 
of Ontario and the Ontario Branch of the Canadian Institute of Public Health 
Inspectors met with Dr. Dave Williams, Associate Chief Medical Officer of 
Health, Nina Arron and Tony Amalfa from the Public Health Protection and 
Prevention Branch to discuss the possibility of an amendment to existing 
provincial legislation which would introduce mandatory certification of food 
handlers. 
 
This was a very productive meeting and at its conclusion we agreed that 
our three organizations would collaborate on the preparation of a business 
plan which would be submitted to you for consideration.  The business plan 
is enclosed herewith. 
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We would like to take this opportunity to thank your staff for taking the time 
to meet with us and for providing their input.  We hope that this submission 
will be viewed favourably and assure you of our commitment to assist, if 
requested, in any further review of this recommended legislative change. 
 
Yours truly, 
 
 

 
 
Dr. Charles Gardner, MD, CCFP, MHSc, FRCPC  
Council of Ontario Medical Officers of Health 
 
 

 
Bjorn Christensen, M.Ed., BAA, CPHI(C) 
President, Association of Supervisors of Public Health Inspectors of Ontario 
 
 
 

 
Peter Heywood, 
President, Canadian Institute of Public Health Inspectors (Ontario) 
 
Enclosure 
 
cc Dr. David Williams, Associate Chief Medical Officer of Health 

Ms, Nina Arron, Director, Public Health Protection & Promotion Branch 
Mr. Tony Amalfa, Manager, Environmental Health, Public Health 
Protection & Promotion Branch 
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REPORT TO: Chief Medical Officer of Health 
 Ministry of Health and Long-Term 
 
 
SUBJECT: Amendment to Food Premises Regulation: 
 Mandatory Certification of Food Handlers 
 
 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Council of Ontario Medical Officers of Health, the Association of Supervisors of 
Public Health Inspectors of Ontario and the Ontario Branch of the Canadian 
Institute of Public Health Inspectors are calling on the Province of Ontario to amend 
the Health Protection and Promotion Act and/or the Food Premises Regulation to 
require mandatory certification of food handlers in a manner that is consistent with 
the Ontario Public Health Standards Food Safety Protocol. 
 
Food service premises in Ontario are subject to regular, rigorous inspections 
conducted by knowledgeable and highly-trained Public Health Inspectors who are 
provided with the authority to enforce provincial legislation, condemn and destroy 
compromised or contaminated food products and, where warranted, close facilities 
where health hazards exist.  Nevertheless, it has been estimated that there are 
over 2 million cases of food borne illness in Canada on an annual basis and 
consequently, it is apparent that additional strategies are required in order to 
achieve a meaningful reduction in the number of such cases. 
 
According to the World Health Organization, lack of food handler knowledge is the 
most important factor in such illness and it is therefore logical to identify an effective 
mechanism to address that knowledge gap.  Boards of Health in Ontario have 
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offered food handler education courses for a number of years, as outlined in the 
Ontario Public Health Standards Food Safety Protocol.  However, uptake varies 
considerably between jurisdictions and a large number of untrained staff continues 
to prepare and serve food every day in this province. 
 
Research indicates that training and certification increase food safety knowledge 
among personnel. Some studies suggest a positive correlation between trained 
personnel on-site and increased food safety compliance.  A 1995 report prepared 
by Mathias R.G., Sizto R., Hazelwood A., and Cocksedge W. concluded that 
restaurants with certified staff did significantly better on overall inspection scores 
than those with staff who had not received this training.  More recently, an 
evaluation of The City of Toronto’s Food Inspection and Disclosure System 
conducted in 2003 (published in 2005) concluded that food premises with at least 
one certified food handler were twice as likely to receive a “Pass” inspection notice 
when compared with premises without certified food handlers.  Anecdotal reports 
from public health inspectors cite enhanced compliance in premises that have 
adopted food safety training practices.  Inspectors also report feedback from food 
premise operators who have taken a food handlers’ course, acknowledging an 
increased understanding of the consequences of poor food handling practices and 
the value of maintaining the standards required for compliance.  It is also worthy of 
note that surveys of the general public repeatedly demonstrate overwhelming 
support for certification. 
 
Mandatory certification of food handlers currently exists in other jurisdictions in 
Canada and the United States. In Ontario, three public health units (PHUs) have 
already enacted local legislation and other PHUs are in the process of doing so.  
While this local action is laudable it will, in all likelihood, lead to a patchwork quilt of 
requirements resulting in confusion and concern in the food service industry.  In 
fact, during the City of Toronto’s industry stakeholder consultations, a province-wide 
application of mandatory certification was included in the industry’s list of desired 
outcomes. 
 
A properly designed and regulated food handler certification program can be 
implemented in a fashion that will be revenue-neutral for the food service industry, 
the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care and PHU’s.  There is also the potential 
for a concomitant reduction in food-borne illness in Ontario, a decrease in the 
number of critical infractions that can result in food-borne illness as well as a 
reduction in the number of re-inspections required. 
 
For these reasons, it is strongly recommended that the Province of Ontario amend 
the Health Protection and Promotion Act and/or the Food Premises Regulation to 
require mandatory certification of food handlers in a manner that is consistent with 
the Ontario Public Health Standards Food Safety Protocol. 
 
 
 



REPORT: 
 
Why is mandatory food handler certification necessary? 
 
The safety of the food supply is one of the core elements of public health. Food-
borne illness can lead to severe health consequences and in certain cases, can be 
fatal. There are an estimated 2.2 million cases of food-borne illness occurring 
annually in Canada. Toronto Public Health, in a recent (April 2009) report entitled 
“Food Safety in Toronto”, estimated that only 4.4% of all food-borne illnesses are 
reported.  The World Health Organization has stated that foodborne illness can 
affect up to 30% of the population in developed countries annually.  The burden 
of illness is therefore huge for the Province of Ontario. These cases of food-borne 
illness also have an impact on the health infrastructure through increased visits to 
emergency departments, walk-in clinics, and family doctors.  
 
Like many other industries in Canada, the food service business has become 
global in nature.  Consumer preference for fresh produce year-round and an 
increasing demand for diverse international foods have helped to create a 
worldwide food distribution system which requires the long-range transport of foods 
harvested and processed in a variety of countries with differing storage conditions 
and food safety requirements.  Fresh produce which has been shown to be 
susceptible to contamination during growth, harvesting, long-distance transport 
and preparation has been the source of several recent food-borne disease 
outbreaks in Ontario. 
 
The large-scale centralized processing and production of  food products may 
increase the risk of contamination and bacterial growth during storage and 
distribution as food is kept for longer periods at temperatures that can favour the 
growth of organisms. As we have seen, when contamination occurs in foods 
which are processed in such large centralized facilities and then shipped to a 
variety of outlets across Ontario, outbreaks can occur that affect a large number 
of consumers across many jurisdictions.  Identifying the cause and scope of 
these outbreaks is time-consuming, costly for the public health system and 
negatively impacts on consumer confidence. 
 
However, in many cases, food-borne illness can be averted through proper 
handling, preparation and cooking of the food product at the last leg of the journey 
– the food service establishment.  Unfortunately, there is no legislative requirement 
in the Province of Ontario for a food handler to have even a basic understanding of 
factors such as food safety, public health legislation, the role of the board of health, 
food safety management principles, safe food handling, preparation and storage, 
food handler hygiene, food premises sanitation; allergy awareness or food safety in 
emergency situations.  It is here, at the food service level, where public health 
legislation needs to be strengthened to protect the health of the population. 
 



Food handlers who prepare and serve food to the public must understand the 
factors which are necessary to protect food from contamination. Unsafe food 
handling practices can result in pathogenic organisms entering the food and 
consequently surviving and multiplying to levels that cause foodborne illness. 
Because food-handlers play a key role in food safety, providing them with 
information on safe practices is a critical aspect of achieving success in food safety.  
In 2004, Justice Haines conducted a review of meat regulatory and inspection 
regimes, including a review of regulatory standards and the respective roles of 
provincial ministries responsible for overseeing those standards. His report’s 
recommendations set out actions to be undertaken by the provincial government to 
improve the food safety system in Ontario.  Haines recommended the mandatory 
certification of food-handlers employed in Ontario.  Implementation of this measure 
will therefore, further demonstrate the province’s commitment to the provision of a 
safe food service industry. 
 
What are the steps necessary to implement mandatory certification? 
 

1. Certification must be implemented at minimal cost to both government and 
industry. 

 
A minimal cost implementation strategy is essential to the success of certification. It 
will be a necessary component for a provincial government currently faced with 
uncertain economic times and probably unable to fund additional programs. It will 
be equally attractive to an industry which will be reluctant to assume additional 
business costs at this time. 
 
Low cost certification is readily achievable. Most PHU’s in Ontario currently provide 
food handler training courses with minimal fees ($30-S40) designed only to cover 
the cost of providing materials.  This can be enhanced by establishing partnerships 
with the private sector and academic institutions that can also provide food handler 
certification programs recognized by the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care 
and/or PHUs. A process can also be introduced to ensure that food handler 
certificates obtained from one health unit are also recognized by others.  
Furthermore, course materials can be found online where they can be downloaded 
and reviewed at no cost to the user. This method is currently offered by several 
PHU’s, including Hamilton and Toronto and consequently can reduce the 
certification costs to a small examination fee for those opting for a home study 
approach. 
 
In order to permit a smooth implementation that will not impact on the ability of an 
individual food business to operate in a cost-effective and competitive fashion, it is 
proposed that an amendment to the Food Premises Regulation would reflect the 
approach outlined in the current Ontario Public Health Standards and Protocols 
where it is recommended that every high and moderate risk food premises has a 
minimum of one operator and one food handler certified, and that at least one 
certified food handler be present in the food premises at all times during operation. 



 
In order to meet the anticipated demand and facilitate implementation, it is also 
recommended that a three-year implementation schedule be adopted. High risk 
food premises would be required to meet the requirement within the first two years, 
and moderate or medium risk food premises would have a three-year period to 
satisfy the requirement. 
 

2. Demonstrable industry support for certification must be obtained. 
 
Support for Certification already exists within the food service Industry.  Both 
Toronto Public Health and Hamilton Public Health Services received strong industry 
support for mandatory food safety certification when developing their local by-laws. 
In Hamilton, 75% of operators of high and moderate risk food premises voiced 
support for mandatory food safety certification prior to its enactment in 2008.  In the 
City of Toronto, industry stakeholders were consulted and, in fact, made a 
presentation to the Board of Health where they offered overwhelming support for 
mandatory certification.  Similar levels of support were observed during a recent 
survey of food service operators in the Region of Niagara.  This support can be 
enhanced by engaging industry stakeholders in the certification design and 
implementation process.  These partners will also be valuable in the promotion of a 
low-cost system, uniformly applied across Ontario. 
 

3. Standard outcome indicators for the evaluation of Certification 
effectiveness across PHUs should be developed. 

 
As mentioned above, a low-cost, uniform certification process will be a major selling 
point for food business operators.  Since educational and training strategies will 
vary initially depending on local opportunities, utilization of standard outcome 
indicators will allow for an effective comparison of effectiveness and development 
of best practices leading to the development of an optimal standardized program 
format. 
 
Suggested implementation strategy and milestones 
 

• Develop draft amendment language by October 31, 2009 
• Develop approach to credentialing by November 30, 2009 
• Consult with PHUs and Industry by January 31, 2010 
• Revise draft language and credentialing approach by March 31, 2010 
• Obtain formal Industry endorsement by May 31, 2010 

 
Conclusion: 
 
The impact of illness resulting from foodborne disease in Ontario creates a 
significant resource and financial burden on the province’s health care and public 
health systems.  A lack of food handler knowledge is the most important factor in 
the incidence rates of this illness.  The necessary mechanisms to address this 



concern in a cost-effective fashion can be implemented without negatively affecting 
the ability of the food industry to operate competitively.  Public and industry support 
for the mandatory certification of food handlers exists. 
 
The Council of Ontario Medical Officers of Health, the Association of Supervisors of 
Public Health Inspectors of Ontario and the Ontario Branch of the Canadian 
Institute of Public Health Inspectors therefore recommend that the Province of 
Ontario amend the Health Protection and Promotion Act and/or the Food Premises 
Regulation to require that all food premise operators and at least one other 
person present in the food premise at all times of operation be a certified food 
handler. 
 
 
 


