Ahold response to SOMO report “Ahold – Overview of controversial business practices 2008”

13 Jul 2009
Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited Ahold to respond to the following item:
· "Ahold – Overview of controversial business practices 2008”, Myriam Vander Stichele, SOMO, April 2009

http://somo.nl/publications-en/Publication_3050 


Ahold sent the following statement:
Unhealthy grapes found at Albert Heijn in 2008
Albert Heijn is committed to keep the level of pesticides well below the maximum residue level (MRL) as established by European law. MRLs are defined as the maximum concentration of pesticide residue (expressed as milligrams of residue per kilogram of food/animal feeding stuff) likely to occur in or on food and feeding stuffs after the use of pesticides according to Good Agricultural Practice (GAP). The MRL is not a health-based exposure limit, and exposure to residues in excess of an MRL does not necessarily imply a risk to health. This is because a use of a pesticide would not be allowed if the proposed MRL resulted in long-term and short-term exposure of pesticide residues in the human diet above safety limits, which are calculated before any pesticide approval is given.

In all instances mentioned in the report, levels were below the applicable MRL’s and therefore there were no violations of regulations or risks to health. At present there are no legal rules or other standards (such as from WHO) that set limits to mixtures of pesticides.
To secure low levels of residues, Albert Heijn (and ICA) currently is implementing a strict program, which requires heavy investments from the suppliers. Suppliers will be audited by third parties to demonstrate conformity to an internally developed protocol.
Some principles of sustainable trade not adhered to

On numerous occasions Ahold and CBL have made clear to Fairfood that their approach to sustainability is not effective, efficient and transparent. However, Fairfood is already delisting its questionnaire.
Quoting from the notes of a recent conversation between Fairfood and CBL: “Fairfood will no longer use its questionnaire. Per product group a ‘minimum sustainability level’ will be set for labor conditions, environment and economy. Brand owners can subsequently ask Fairfood to check whether a productmeets the level. If so, the product will be entered onto the buy-list of Fairfood. If not, Fairfood will try to find solutions or points for improvement together with the brand owner. A don’t buy-list will for now not be established, because Fairfood wants to go for a more positive approach. However, if companies are perceived to make no attempts at all a don’t buy-list will be taken into consideration.”

Sustainability of soy chain openly challenged
Of all the soy produced in Brazil and Argentina, 1% is used as cattle feed in the Netherlands. This is considerably less than the 90% mentioned in your report. Consequently, less than 1% of the soy produced in South-America ends up in products sold by Albert Heijn.
Even though recently deforested land cannot be used for soy production, it is true that the growing acreage used for agricultural activities in Brazil and Argentina is a threat to nature areas. Ahold therefore became a member of the Round Table for Responsible Soy (RTRS) to make sure that the soy used in the Netherlands will meet acceptable sustainability criteria. In fact so far Ahold has been one of the very few active retailers within RTRS. The criteria were developed in a series of meetings, to which all stakeholders including NGO’s (Solidaridad and WWF are members of the RTRS) were invited and several of them participated.
Ahold continues to strongly believe in the RTRS process, as this regards the mainstream production of soy. 
