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N 1candy bar, 4 recalls

e ‘Whole Foods premium chocolate bars, whose production route spans from
i ‘the Deminican Republic to Switzerland ta the U.S., have been the subject of several recalls.
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Recall 2

After a Swiss printing firm
mislabeled packages,
‘Whole Foods recalled its
Swiss Dark Chocolate bars
for undeclared almonds. No
llinesses were reported.

(:HU 5. Whote fFoods locations®
#

Recalls 3and 4

After another reportad iliness, Whola
Foods recalled its Swiss Milk Chocolate
With Rice Crisps bars for undeclared tree

Recall1

After reports of allergle reactions, importer Spruce
Foods recalled nine variations of Whole Foods Orsanic
Swiss Chocolate bars for undeclared milk and nuts.

SOURCES:

5. Food and D

USGS, Spruce Foods, YACAD

undeclared tree nuts and milk.

COCOA PRODUCTION

nuts. Aweek later, Whole Foods recalled
It entire line of chocolate bars for

Organic cocoa beans are grown as part
of the YACAO project. a collective of local
farmers in the Dominican Republic.

*0ne Whoie Foods location In Honolulu ks not shown.
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Weak links, high risks

Whole Foods
handling of
chocolate bar
shows how
warnings fail

By Sam Roe
TRIBLNE REPORTER:

Whole Foods Market has long
trumpeted its premium chocolate
bars for being made the old-fash-
ioned way, in Switzerland,

But two years ago it added another
manufacturing claim to the prod-
uct’slabels, one that would appeal to
millions of Americans who suffer
from potentially life-threatening
food allergies.

“Good manufactring practices.”
the labels stated, were “used to seg-
regate” potential allergens such as
tree nuts, soy or milk fram the choe-
olate bars.

The labels were informative, com-
forting and—untrue.

A Tribune investigation found
that the bar was, in fact, manufac-
tured in a way that posed a risk 1o
people with allergies.

In 2007, a year after the “good
manufacturing” label was put on
the bars, a child with food allergies
had aveaction after eating the candy;
which contained hidden tree nuts,
Two recalls followed and the label
was changed carlier this year

But identical wording remains on
hundreds of other products in
Whole Foods' brand lines such as
365 Everyday Value and Whole
Kitchen, leaving consumers in the

about whether these items pose
an allergen risk.

The storv of the Whole Foods
chocolate bars 13 just one example of
haw consumers ave at the mercy of a
foad chain with little accoumtability
and labels that are not policed for ac-
curacy.

Getting any single product on the
shelves of any grocery store may in-
volve a dozen firms and suppliers,
each one not entirely certain of the
other’s health standards. Even com-
panies such as Whole Foods that
market themselves as a healthier
choice may know little about the
safely of thel products

One key threat: cross-contamina-
tion, which is when certain ingredi-
ents inadvertently end up in other
products during the harvesting or
manufacturing process.

By law, ingredient labels must dis-
close whether products contain ma-
jor allergens, but they do not have to
warnabout allergens that mightslip
into food.

In recent years a soaring number
of companies have voluntarily put
cross-coniamination warnings an
their praducts.

But the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration found that some firms were
nging these labels to protect them-
selves from lawsuits, not simply to
help consumers. The FDA hasurged
companies to not vely solely on la-
belsand instead try to prevent cross-
contamination by taking steps such
as cleaning assembly-line equip-
ment,

Now agency 1s studying
whether tougher policies are needed
o ensure warning labels ave uni-
form and not misleading.

Such measures might have pre
vented what Whole Foods did with
labels on its chocalate bars and doz-
ens of other products,

Isit safe or not?

CONSUMER FACT CHECK

Fartly Lo protect themselves from lawsuils, food companies are increasingly
placing allergy "advisories” on products. But many are confusing, with Whole
Foods' reading more like an advertisement.

HOW LABELS
CAN CONFUSE

W ingredient
labels must
disclose whether
products are
formulated using
amajor allergen.
such as peanuts.

HOW ADVISORIES CAN MISLEAD

The FDA says that If a company uses such advisory
labels, they cannet be misleading.

¥ in 2008, whele Foods put language on products
that said 'good manufacturing practices” were used
Lo segregate”allergens from food:

INGREDIENTS: ORGANIC RAW CAME SUGAR, DRGHNIC
COCOA LIQUOR, ORGANIC COCON BUTTER, DRGANIC CAKE
SUGAR, HATURAL FLAYOUR, ORGANIC VANILLA EXTRACT.

HAHLFALTURING

1 Labels do not

have to declare

whather ORGANIC COCOR: 54% HIK.
allergens might ALLERGEN INI
inadvertently slip

into products.
through cross-
contamination.
but many
companies add
such wamings
voluntarily.

= Language
varies, from

“may contain
(allergen)” to
“macde on the
same eguipment
as (allergen)”
The FDA =
studying whether
uniform language
is needed.

Whole Foods' “good manufactur-
ing”labelisoneof thefew that puts a
pesitive spin on the possibility of
cross-contamination, according to
Steve Taylor, a leading allergy ex-
pert and divector of the allergen
laboratory at the University of Ne-
braska

“If you are going to do that,” he
said, “you had better have your act
together 110 percent of the time.”

‘Impossible to segregate’

Walk down any Whole Foods aisle
and vou're bound to see products
with labels boasting of “good manu-
Tacturing” practices

Though they are pone from Whole
Foods chocolate bars, the Tribune
found such labels on more than 300
products in one of the chain's west
suburban stoves, including snack
mixes, chips and cookies—foods
prohe to eross-contamination.,

Based on reading the label, for ex-
ample, a consumer with a wheat al-
lergy might consider buying Whole
Foods® Blue Corn Tortillas because
its label promises that “goeod manu-
facturing practices [were] used to
segregate ingredients in a [acility
that also processes milk, wheat and
soy ingredients.”

But thereality is that segregating
wheat from that product is difficult
at best. Just ask Mike McCabe, a
sales executive for Bueno Foods, the
Albuguerque firm that manufac-
tures the tortillas for Whole Food:

Wheat dust in the tortilla plant“is
really impaossible to segregate” from
non-wheat products, McCabe sald.

Bueno cleans equipment and uses
separate assembly lines for differ-
ent products, he said. But wheat
dust is so tiny and prevalent at the
plant, he added, that “I could be
breathing in wheat dust right now,
and I'm two buildings away, in an of-
fice.”

Whole Foods acknowledged the
tortilla labels are problematic. The

ALLERGEN INFORHATION: H
NUTS, PEANUTS, SO AND MILK.

FORMATION: G000
PRACTICES USED: 70 SEGREGATE INGREDIENTS [N A
FACILITY THAT ALSD PROCESSES. PEARLT, TREE MU
HILK AND WHEAT INGREDIENTS,

¥ But after a child had an allergic reaction to a
chacolate bar, Whole Foods began using a more
stralghtforward warning:
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chain’s director of private brand de-
velopment, Nona Evans, said that in
January the company conducted
routine testing on the tortillas and
found trace amounts of gluten,
which is a protein of wheat, rve or
barley. The company decided to
place warning stickers on the prod-
uct amtil new packaging conld be
made, she said.

But the Tribune found that many
tortillas currencly for sale have nei-
ther warning stickers nor new pack-
aging with the moper language —10
months after V Foods said it
discovered the pmmem.

Company officials could not ex-
plain why some tortillas still aren’t
properly labeled

Even so, Evans said Whole Foads’
allergen-control practices are effac-
tive. “We sell millions of individual
products each year, and the number
of substanriated allergen related-in-
cidents that we see ave in the single
digits,” she said.

‘Whole Foods defended its move in
early 2006 to place the “good manu-
facturing” language on nearly all its
branded products. The goal, Evans
said, was to offer customers infor-
mation about the manufacturing fa-
cilities. *We tend to over-inform our
consumers o they can have as much
transparency into eur products as
possible,” she sald.

Whole Foods continues to use the
“good manufacturing” statement on
many other items, Evans added, “be-
cause they are praducts that are not
necessarily so allergy sensitive.”

But allerzy experts say any
amount of hidden allergens. in any

kind of food, can cause a potentially
deadly reaction
When asked if Whole Foods iscon-
fident that ifs blanket “good manu-
facturing” claim was accurate for
each of those products, Evans ini-
tially said: “With the quality assur-
ance program that we have in place
ay, yos, we are very confident.”
In a later interview, though, she
acknowledped that Whole Foods has
nconducting a review of its prod
ucts that began within the last two
vears o see if label changes are In
order—a process, she said, that will
take another year.

One chocolate bar’s tale

“Our 365 Organic Evervday Value
Swiss Milk Choeolate is made in
Switzerland, using slow, traditional
Old-World conching, or blending
metheds,” the label reads in part.
“.. All of our cocoa beans are
grown organically in the Domini-
can Republic by a co-op of small
farmers.”

‘This is another way of saying that,
like most foed store chains, Whole
Foods uses a web of contractors to
produce its private label offerings.

In the late 19905, an Arizona com-
pany, Spruce Foods, began import-
ing premium chocolate bars from
Switzerland and selling them to
‘Whole Foods,

About the same time, representa-
tives from the importer and Whole
Foods together toured the Swiss
plant, run hy Chocolat Bernrain, ac-
cording to Norm Petersen, co-owmer
of Spruce Foods, He said they saw
that products were made on the
same production line without
cleaning in between. That meant in-
gredients from one product could
easily end up in another:

But no warnings to thar effect
were put on the Labels,

In the summer of 2002, a 2-year-ald
girl with a known milk allergy ate a
plece of a Swiss Dark Chocolate bar,
The toddler started coughing, sald
her throat hurt and broke out in
hives.

After her mother gave her Bena-
dryl, the givl recovered and the epi-
sode was reported to the FDA. Eight
weeks later, that bar and eight vari-
ations under the Whole Foods Or-
ganic Swiss label were recalled for
hidden milk and nuts.

Warnings were added. The prob-
lem went away, but net for long.

In early 2006, Whole Foods placed
the new “good manufacturing” alk-
lergen statement on nearly all its
private-brand  products.  Within
days, At least two consmmer com-
plaints were lodged with the FDA
over the confusing nature of that
warning language, agency records
show. A parent of a girl allergic to
peanuts and tree nuts wrote: “How
does one interpret this kind of infor-
mation?”

Then, last year, a child had an al-
lergicreaction to a Swiss Milk Choc-
olate with Rice Crisps bar. Whole
Fands tested the bars and found hid-
den hazelnuts, walimuts and pecans,

Whole Foods sent the test results
t0its importer, Spruce Foods, which
contacted the Swiss manufacturer.

“And the manufacturer said,
“Why is anyone surprised? ” Petor-
sen recalled. Nothing had changed
The Swiss still took few precautions
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to prevent allergens t‘mm slipping
into its products, he said

On Dec. 14, 2007, Whole Foods an-
nonneed a vecall of a limited mam-
ber of just the Milk Chocolate with
Rice Crisps bars. The chain immedi-
ately tested other varieties of its Or-
ganic Swiss chocolate bars, finding
similar problems. So a week later
Whole Foods recallad eight varieties
of the candy bars, 1.1 million in all.

“They watered down the disclo-
sure” by switching to the good man-
ufacturing label “and it hlt them in
the backside," sa

He blamed new persnnnel at
‘Whole Foods for the decision. “They
likely had never been over in that
" he said Whole Foods offic
cials could not say who from the
chain, if anyone, had visited the
plant in past years.

But mJ‘muar),u\the Foods em-
ployee inspected the Swiss factory
and concluded the equipment was
indeed so difficult to clean that hid-
den allergens were unavoidable, the
company said. So the chain earlier
this year rewrote the allergen state-
ment and put warning stickers on
the bars.

The stickers state the candy “may
contain” certain allergens. Buteven
this raises questions about whether
the warnings should be stronger. A
spokesman for the Chocolat Bern-
rain factory, Jost Ruegg. said it is

“almost impossible” to avoid cross-
contamination in the facility
“There are 19 chocolate manufac-
turers in Switzerland.” he said,
“and all of them ave confronted with

this.

‘The Tribune sent a Whole Foods
Organie Swiss Dark Chocolate bar
ta the Nebraska lab. The candy’s la-
bel said the bar “may contain” tree
nuts and milk, and test results
showed that it did. (Tests on the
Whole Foods tortillas for gluten,
meanwhile, came back non-detect.)

Whole Foods said that when it be-
cameawale it had aproblem with its
chocolate-bar labels, the company
vemoved the “gaod manufacturing”
language from all of its chocolate
products,

But the Tribune found several
still being sold with that label, in-
cluding solid chocolate chips, choco-
late chunk pieces, hot chocolate
mix, chocolate chip cookies, choco-
late ice cream bars and chocolate
torte.

Informed of the Tribune's find-
ings, Evans said the labels on four of
those six products were appropriate
because the items were so carvefully
manufactured and tested that they
were virmally immune to hidden al-
lergens. But she acknowledged that
the ice cream bars and cookies were
nat so carefully made.

She sald those products would
soon be getting new labels.

Evans emphasized that Whole
Foods collects detailed allergen-re-
lated information, such as the likeli-
hood of cross-contamination, on all
of its mamfaciurers and suppliers.
And, she added, Whole Foods and
third-party auditors inspect facto-
ries for allergen problems.

Asked why such seruting did not
catch fundamental problems at the
Swiss candy factory, she said, "It'sa
continual education.”
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