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MILK QUALITY - A RETAIL PERSPECTIVE

C M BROWN, Marks & Spencer, Baker St, London W1A 1DN

Marks & Spencer has a principal aim in food retailing. 

It is to be:

'The most enticing, innovative, high quality and trusted chain of food stores in the world'

The customers of Marks & Spencer milk, expect several key areas to be right, each time milk is purchased.  The milk has to be 

· Fresh tasting without off-flavours or odours

· Hygienic, lasting in the fridge

· Produced from cows, which have good welfare conditions and are fed the right types of feed

Milk is perceived as wholesome. It is used to feed the newborn, infants and young children. This leads to greater customer expectation than for other products. In response our producer specification includes details on all these aspects. 

As a product, milk is perceived as having several positive attributes

· It is natural, healthy, fresh and produced from friendly farming.

· Animal welfare is not seen as an issue with cattle outside, where they are eating grass and are publicly visible.

There are some negatives aspects

· Milk is perceived as having high fat levels. This fat is not considered to be 'good' fat as it is saturated animal fat. 

· Occasional issues of pesticide residues and any health-related matters cause consumer concern.

Milk hygiene has not been directly mentioned. The public has little or no understanding of antibiotic use or mastitis problems in dairy production. This places obligations on the milk-producing sector. It is important that there should be no cause for the consuming public to become concerned over these issues. An insurance policy of maintaining and improving hygiene standards has to be in position. The areas of potential concern have to be researched and countering strategies developed. For example, the strategy of reducing the level of mastitis by increasing antibiotic use is not a solution. Neither is the use of filtration or dilution a suitable response to high cell count milk.    

Marks & Spencer consider milk hygiene to be extremely important in their purchase specifications. The Marks & Spencer Code of Practice for Dairy Production has hygienic milk production as a high priority. 

This Code requires, for example: 

· An animal health plan to be developed in consultation with the responsible veterinary surgeon

· Interior walls, floors and ceilings to be in sound condition and able to be kept clean

· Milking machinery to be serviced annually with further testing according to the manufacturers recommendations.  


Further medium and long-term aims in the area of milk hygiene have been developed and are used to provide guidance to milk suppliers.  

To emphasise, there is a crucial need to protect milk's image with consumers. There are also direct benefits from hygienic milk production. Cheese yield is reduced in high SCC milk compared to low SCC milk. The spores from spore forming bacteria can pass through milk pasteurisation causing spoilage problems. Additionally, legislation is reflecting consumer concerns over food safety with changes in EU and UK law. 

In conclusion, milk is a product with which consumers identify many benefits. This status place responsibility on the industry to maintain and improve the attributes of fresh, high nutritive value and wholesomeness. High hygienic standards are essential to support and protect the high status for milk with consumers. 

