How to Prepare for a Food Hygiene Inspection

Food hygiene inspections are an unavoidable and essential part of operating catering services on heritage railways. They are not optional, they are not negotiable and they are usually unscheduled visits of which the operator has no prior knowledge. 
They should never be treated as an inconvenience or an interruption to normal operations. An inspection is a formal assessment of whether the organisation is meeting its legal duty to protect public health.
This short guide is intended to help catering managers, supervisors, and senior volunteers prepare for inspections in a way that is calm, structured, and professional. It focuses on practical readiness rather than box-ticking, recognising that heritage railways operate in environments that are often complex, constrained, and non-standard.
A well-prepared operation should always be inspection ready. The goal is not to “pass the inspection” on the day, but to ensure that everyday practices consistently meet the required standard.

[bookmark: purpose-of-this-guide]Understanding the Role of the Inspector
Environmental Health Officers (EHOs) and Food Safety Officers are responsible for enforcing food safety legislation. Their role is to assess risk, identify non-compliance, and require improvements where necessary. They are not auditors, consultants, or advisors, although many will offer informal guidance where appropriate.
Inspectors will typically assess
·  Food safety management systems (e.g. HACCP-based controls)
·  Cleanliness and condition of premises and equipment
·  Staff competence, training, and supervision
·  Food handling practices
·  Temperature control and allergen management 
· Documentation and record keeping
It is important to understand that inspectors assess what is happening, not just what is written down. Well-written paperwork cannot compensate for poor practice, and equally, good practice without evidence will often be treated as non-compliance.
[bookmark: understanding-the-role-of-the-inspector][bookmark: X8f48533d7896959b34a774a31fffec944017872]

Inspection Readiness as an Operational Mindset
Preparation for inspection should be trained into daily operations. Organisations that only focus on compliance when an inspection is expected are more likely to experience stress, inconsistency, and enforcement action.
Key principles of inspection readiness include
·  Procedures that are practical and are actually followed
·  Records that are completed in real time, not retrospectively
·  Staff who understand why controls exist, not just what to do
·  Premises that are maintained as working environments, not staged displays
Inspection readiness is ultimately both a leadership issue and a staffing issue. Managers set the tone by demonstrating that food safety is a core operational priority, not an administrative burden.
What Must Be in Place
While the exact requirements will vary depending on the nature of the operation, inspectors will almost always expect access to the following documentation:
Food Safety Management System
· A documented HACCP or Safer Food Better Business system
· Site-specific hazard identification and controls
· Evidence that the system is reviewed and updated
[bookmark: food-safety-management-system]Monitoring Records
· Fridge, freezer, and hot-hold temperature records
· Cooking, cooling, and reheating logs where applicable
· Delivery and stock acceptance checks
[bookmark: monitoring-records]Cleaning and Maintenance Records
· Cleaning schedules with signed completion
· Records of pest control checks
· Maintenance logs for critical equipment
[bookmark: cleaning-and-maintenance-records]Training Records
· Food safety training certificates
· Allergen awareness training
· Induction and role-specific training evidence
Documents should be organised, accessible, and up to date. Inspectors should not have to search through drawers or folders to find basic records.

[bookmark: training-records][bookmark: documentation-what-must-be-in-place]Staff Knowledge and Behaviour
Inspectors will often speak directly to staff and volunteers. This is not intended to catch individuals out, but to verify that training has translated into competent practice.
Staff should be able to
·  Explain basic food safety principles relevant to their role
·  Describe how allergens are managed
·  Demonstrate correct handwashing technique
·  Understand what to do if something goes wrong
A common failure point on heritage railways is over-reliance on one or two experienced individuals. If compliance depends on a single person being present, the operation is fragile.
Managers should ensure that
·  Knowledge is spread across the team
·  Volunteers are not excluded from training expectations
·  Supervisors actively observe and correct behaviour

[bookmark: staff-knowledge-and-behaviour][bookmark: X2c0a736aabb1d43ee2aa2d04198cf187ec2af68]Premises and Equipment in Heritage Environments
Heritage railways often operate from historic buildings or converted rolling stock, which presents unique challenges. Inspectors will take context into account, but legal standards still apply.
Key considerations include
·  Cleanability of surfaces
·  Condition of flooring, walls, and ceilings
·  Adequate lighting and ventilation 
Where ideal solutions are not possible, managers should be prepared to demonstrate how risks are controlled through alternative measures. This might include enhanced cleaning regimes, procedural controls, or restricted use of certain equipment.
Poor condition without mitigation will not be accepted simply because a building or carriage is historic.




Common Areas of Non-Compliance
· Incomplete or inconsistent records
· Inadequate allergen controls
· Poor temperature control during busy periods
· Cleaning schedules that exist on paper only
· Informal practices that bypass procedures
Identifying these risks in advance allows managers to address them proactively rather than reactively.

[bookmark: common-areas-of-non-compliance]Conduct During an Inspection
How an inspection is handled matters. A professional, cooperative approach sets the right tone.
· Welcoming the inspector promptly
· Providing access to requested areas and documents
· Answering questions honestly
· Avoiding defensiveness or argument
If an issue is identified, acknowledge it and explain what action will be taken. Inspectors are more receptive to organisations that demonstrate insight and willingness to improve.

[bookmark: conduct-during-an-inspection][bookmark: X0a3fc559308ffa284950927baedd75f00435eb1]Understanding Ratings and Enforcement Outcomes
Inspections may result in
· A food hygiene rating or score
· Informal advice
· Written warnings
· Improvement notices
· Prohibition notices
Managers must understand the seriousness of enforcement action.




Failure to comply can result in
· Legal prosecution
· Closure of catering operations
· Reputational damage
· Loss of public trust
· Increased scrutiny across the wider railway
On heritage railways, a serious enforcement action can affect far more than the catering department alone.

Post-Inspection Actions
An inspection should always be followed by
· A review of findings
· Clear allocation of corrective actions
· Timescales and accountability
· Communication with relevant managers and trustees
Using inspections as learning opportunities strengthens long-term compliance and resilience. Sessions can be created among staff to raise awareness and inform teaching and learning.

[bookmark: post-inspection-actions]Final Principle
Successful preparation for food hygiene inspection is not about perfection. It is about consistency, honesty, and control. Organisations that embed food safety into everyday decision-making will find inspections become routine rather than disruptive and usually be over quicker.
[bookmark: final-principle]Ultimately, good inspection outcomes are a by-product of good management, not the other way around.

