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ABSTRACT

A Study on the Country of Origin Labeling in Food Service Sector

Koreans' rising interest in food safety, more frequent eating out and the
resumption of US beef imports in 2008 have been combined to deepen the
anxiety of Korean consumers about the country of origin of food materials
they are eating at restaurants. To address the concern, the origin of food
labeling in restaurants was introduced in Korea in 2007 to a limited extent.
However, since it is still at its infancy, multiple issues have been raised.

Against this background, this study aims to draw up measures for
improving the country of origin labeling in restaurants, thereby giving right
information to consumers and keeping the agri-food distribution in good order.
To this end, the study examined the current usage of the country of origin
labeling in restaurants and conducted a questionnaire survey of restaurants and
consumers to analyze restaurants’ compliance of the labeling and consumers'
usage. In addition, the country of origin labeling programs in some advanced
countries were studied to learn about their operations and come up with
measures for improvement.

In Korea, the country of origin labeling in restaurants was first applied
to a limited number of beef items under the "Food Sanitation Act" in 2007.
After the importation of US beef, the Ministry of Food, Agriculture, Forestry
and Fisheries revised the "Agricultural Products Quality Control Act" to put
rice (June 22, 2008), beef (July 8, 2008), pork, chicken and whole cabbage
kimchi (December 22, 2008) under the scope of the country of origin
labeling.

The country of origin labeling in restaurants is currently managed by
two ministries: the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Family Affairs ("Food
Sanitation Act") and the Ministry of Food, Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
("Agricultural Products Quality Control Act"). Accordingly, the government's
supervision of the labeling system is polarized. For meat products, the "Food
Sanitation Act" applies to "ordinary" restaurants with a floor space of more
than 100m* whereas the "Agricultural Products Quality Control Act" applies to
all types of restaurants. In the case of beef, the "Food Sanitation Act" requires
the country of origin labeling on main dishes, while the "Agricultural Products
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Quality Control Act" requires labeling for all types of food including
processed meat. This inconsistent and polarized legal control has caused
confusion in implementing the program.

To find out the adoption level of the country of origin labeling by
restaurants, 307 restaurants in Seoul were surveyed and it was found that
95.7% of them had put it in place, and their awareness of the program in
general and their trust in the program are considerably high.

Nevertheless, 28% of the restaurants responded stated their difficulty in
applying the program. 24.9% agreed on the need to expand the scope of
labeled items while 17.2% said that it is necessary to reduce the scope. 36.8%
said that the application of the labeling needs to be differentiated depending
on the size of business. Furthermore, 63.5% was positive about extending the
preparatory guidance period before full implementation, and 64.1% said that
the labeled items should be limited to main dishes only. The overall view of
the restaurants responded was that there is a strong demand for revising the
current labeling program.

The other survey of 379 consumers living in Seoul has found that their
interest in country of origin labeling in restaurants is very high at 74.6%.
They highly regarded the effectiveness of the labeling in restaurants as it
reduces consumers' anxiety and protects the consumers' right to choose.
However, 47.2% of the consumers responded said that it is difficult to find
labeling information in restaurants, and the level of consumer confidence in
country of origin labeling was very low at 24.8% due to the possibility of
lying about the country of origin, the difficulty of validating the country of
origin of food materials in restaurants, and the limitation of monitoring on the
part of the government. This result indicates that some improvement is
necessary to effectively implement the program.

The consumer survey showed that the share of respondents who said it
is necessary to expand the scope of labeled items is as high as 75.7% and
that 91% approve of full implementation of the labeling on all restaurants. In
addition, a high percentage of consumers raised the need to lengthen the
preparatory guidance period. As for the questions on changing the labeling
provision from a mandatory duty to a recommendation and on limiting the
items for labeling to main dishes only, the majority of the respondents
expressed their objection.

For the active implementation of the labeling program in the future, we
need to focus on laying a groundwork by engaging in following activities:
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building a unified legal and control system for consistent and efficient
application; operating the mandatory and recommended labeling programs at
the same time; expanding the application of country of origin labeling to
some important items; ensuring equal treatment of restaurants subjected to
labeling; simplifying beef labeling; and clarifying the labeling methods and
targets for processed meat products and whole cabbage kimchi; adjusting
penalty amount; expanding the infrastructure for proper food tracking and
management; improving labeling methods; and providing sufficient guidance
period and public relations support.

Researchers: Lee Kyei-Im, Hwang Yun-Jae, Son Eun-Young
Research period: 2008. 11. - 2009. 2.
E-mail address: Ikilki@krei.re.kr
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