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KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL: 
DO YOU KNOW IF YOUR RESTAURANT MAKES THE 

GRADE? 

 

INTRODUCTION 

There are many food venues in San Luis Obispo County ranging from service station mini-marts 

to school cafeterias, through franchised fast-food outlets to wineries and fine dining 

establishments.  One of the many responsibilities of the County Health Agency (Health Agency) 

is to inspect food facilities for food safety and cleanliness (food safety).  Because this was a topic 

of a 2010-2011 Grand Jury report, the restaurant inspection process was not investigated and will 

not be reported on by this Grand Jury.  Instead, this report focuses on how the Health Agency 

informs the public about restaurant food safety.  

 

ORIGIN 

The 2013-2014 Grand Jury (Grand Jury) initiated this investigation of its own volition, not from 

a citizen complaint.  In a local restaurant kitchen, a Grand Jury member observed what appeared 

to be an unsanitary condition.  This was the impetus behind the Grand Jury looking into how the 

dining public is informed about the food safety status of their favorite eatery.  Once a 

restaurant’s inspection is completed, how does the Health Agency inform and educate 

consumers, both local and tourist, about the restaurant’s food safety conditions? 

 

AUTHORITY  

California Penal Code section 925 authorizes the Grand Jury to investigate and report on the 

operations, accounts and records of a county officer, department or function. 
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METHOD 

The Grand Jury used several methods to obtain information about the Health Agency’s public 

education efforts, including: 

1. Interviewing 

 The Supervisor of the Consumer Protection section of the Environmental Health 

Agency. 

 The Director of the San Luis Obispo County Health Agency. 

 The Supervisor of the Food Section of the Health Agency.    

2. Reviewing 

 The 2010-2011 Grand Jury report on the Health Department Restaurant Inspection 

program, Restaurant Inspections – What’s Cooking? 

 The Health Agency website. 

3. Observing an on-site restaurant inspection reporting process by Health Agency field staff. 

4. Gathering information from two other California county health departments.  

 

NARRATIVE 

The 2010-2011 Grand Jury wrote a report on the Health Agency Restaurant Inspection program 

and most of their recommendations were implemented by the Health Agency.  The focus of this 

report will be on two issues not fully addressed in the previous report: the notification and the 

education of county restaurant patrons about the health conditions of their eatery of choice. 

 

Posting Inspection Reports  

California law
1
 requires the most current inspection report “be available” to the consumer.  

Where is the report kept?  The inspection report may be posted on a wall, stored in a cabinet or 

kept in the back office – as long as it is “available” to the dining public.   

                                                 
1
 California Retail Food Code §113725.1. 
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By not requiring the restaurant to prominently display its inspection report (Appendix A), how is 

the Health Agency educating the public regarding restaurant food safety standards?  The Grand 

Jury learned that the Health Agency contracted with a company to facilitate posting inspection 

reports on-line in real-time.  The Grand Jury found the website is not user-friendly. It includes 

not only restaurants, but hundreds of other food related facilities inspected by the Health Agency. 

The website also requires specificity of the restaurant’s name and does not allow for search of 

restaurants by locale.  The Health Agency acknowledged that better programs are available, but 

at additional cost which could result in increased inspection fees.  

 

Communicating with Consumers 

The Health Agency’s Mission Statement
2
 is not focused on communication with the consumer.  

Solving the following issues regarding communication efforts would benefit the public: 

 

 The Health Agency has an Award of Excellence Program, an incentive program that 

identifies and awards a certificate to food establishments that routinely exhibit 

excellent food safety and sanitation practices.   This is not effectively promoted.   

 

 The current website is searchable only by precisely spelling the facility name and cannot 

be sorted by local area or numerical inspection rating.   

 

 The Health Agency does not have a simple, stand-alone restaurant website displaying 

rating information.  

 

 The Health Agency’s websites are not accessible by QR (Quick Response) codes, an 

increasingly common smartphone website access tool which could display specific 

restaurant information.  

                                                 
2
 The Public Health Department (of the County Health Agency) mission is to promote, preserve and 

protect the health of all San Luis Obispo residents through disease surveillance, health education, direct 

services and health policy development.  www.slocounty.ca.gov/publichealth. 
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A Health Agency administrator stated the Agency is looking into the possibility of using 

Yelp.com, a social network review site.  When asked about the possible use of a visible placard 

system with a letter, grade, color or number, as used in several California counties
3
, the 

administrator claimed the Health Agency does not endorse this means of notification because of 

additional workload and costs. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Grand Jury is aware that the Health Agency is committed to their food safety program and 

its efforts to educate the restaurant owner/manager about violations of health and food safety 

standards.  However, the Health Agency is deficient in communicating to the consumer 

regarding restaurant inspections or ratings.  

 

Through the Award of Excellence certificate, the Health Agency is attempting to make the public 

aware of its restaurant inspection program.  It does not appear that educating the public beyond 

this incentive program is one of its goals. 

 

The Health Agency’s website is another necessary element; making it more user-friendly would 

be helpful.  This may not be enough to communicate with the public on the health ratings of 

local restaurants. An additional and easily accessible website, solely dedicated to 

county/neighborhood restaurants does not exist at this time.  

 

The 54-item Health Agency restaurant inspection form, although an effective tool for the 

Agency, is too detailed and complex for the dining public.  Having a completed inspection form 

available at the food facility for consumer review may be all that is required by California law, 

but that does not prevent counties from imposing more stringent posting requirements.  Although 

the Health Agency states a visible system would increase workload and costs, the Grand Jury 

suggests administrative policy changes could mitigate these expenses.  The cost of a placard is 

                                                 
3
 Both Ventura and San Diego Counties reported they are satisfied with their usage of a visible restaurant 

rating placard system.   
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minimal and a restaurant’s subsequent request for a re-inspection could be charged back to the 

restaurant.   

 

Even with a thorough inspection form, website improvement and the inclusion of social media 

links, there remains a missing component to the Health Agency’s public education efforts - 

public notice.  The San Luis Obispo County Health Agency could, and should, go beyond what 

is required by devising and implementing an efficient system that is easily recognizable and 

accessible to the public.  More importantly, a usable system should be created that includes a 

visible placard in all county restaurants and a website to inform the public on their food safety. 

 

FINDINGS 

F1: The Health Agency inspection form, a checklist of 54 items, is too complex for the dining 

public. 

F2: The Health Agency does not utilize a standardized visible restaurant rating system in San 

Luis Obispo County.  

F3: The Health Agency’s existing website is not user-friendly in informing the public about 

restaurant food safety ratings.  

F4:  The Health Agency currently does not have a simple dedicated website to inform the public 

regarding restaurant food safety ratings.  

F5: The Health Agency does not use social media to inform the public about restaurant food          

safety ratings. 

F6:  The Health Agency’s Award of Excellence Program is not effectively promoted. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

R1: The Health Agency should develop an easily visible restaurant rating system that all County 

food establishments be required to display including how to find restaurant inspection 

information on-line. 



Kitchen Confidential  6/5/14  6 

 

R2: The Health Agency should improve its existing website so the public can easily access 

County restaurant food safety inspection reports by name or local area. 

R3: The Health Agency, using their current database, should develop an additional simple 

website or webpage solely dedicated to county restaurants.   

R4:  The Health Agency’s dedicated website or webpage should be linkable to social media. 

R5:  The Health Agency’s Award of Excellence Program should be more effectively promoted. 

 

COMMENDATIONS 

The Grand Jury commends the Health Agency for its Award of Excellence program because it 

does encourage restaurants to improve food safety. 

 

REQUIRED RESPONSES 

The San Luis Obispo County Health Agency is required to respond to Findings 2 - 6 and 

Recommendations 1-5. 

  

The Board of Supervisors is required to respond to F2 - 6 and Recommendations 1-5. 

 

The responses shall be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the San Luis Obispo County Superior. 

Please provide a paper copy and an electronic version of all responses to the Grand Jury. 

 

Presiding Judge Grand Jury 

Presiding Judge Dodie Harman 

Superior Court of California 

1035 Palm Street Room 355 

San Luis Obispo, CA  93408 

San Luis Obispo County Grand Jury 

P.O. Box 4910 

San Luis Obispo, CA  93403 
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APPENDIX 

A

CRITICAL RISK FACTORS

COS MAJ OUT RPT PL COS MAJ OUT RPT PL

3/5

     N/A      

5 1/2

1/2

1      N/A      

6 5

2

     N/A      

     N/A           N/A      

     N/A      1/2

     N/A      

     N/A      

     N/A      

1

     N/A      

3/5

Food Safety Certified Employee: 6

3/5

Certification Date:

GOOD RETAIL PRACTICES
OUT RPT PL OUT RPT PL

0.5 1

1

0.5

0.5

0.5 0.5

1 0.5

1 0.5

1

0.5

0.5 0.5

0.5

0.5 0.5

0.5 0.5

1 0.5

1 0.5

1 0.5

0.5

0.5 0

Award of Excellence Issued: Yes 5

2

Specialist (Print): Reinspection Date:

Facility Phone:  (       )Received by (Signature):

FA ID: ScoreService:

PR ID: Program Element:

CONFORMANCE WITH APPROVED PROCEDURES

FOOD FROM APPROVED SOURCES

WATER/HOT WATER

17. Compliance with Gulf Oyster Regulations
     In      N/O

     In      N/O

19. Consumer advisory provided for raw or undercooked 

foods

     In      N/O
16. Shell stock tags:  quality, storage, tags

54.  Repeat Violations - Good Retail Practices (24-51)

REPEAT VIOLATIONS

EQUIPMENT/UTENSILS/LINENS CONTINUED

1. Valid food safety cert, demonstration of knowledge

13. Food in good condition, safe & unadulterated

51. Permit Suspension

STORMWATER

52. Stormwater pollution

53.  Repeat Violations - Critical (1 - 23)

COMPLIANCE & ENFORCEMENT

48. Plan Review

49. Permits Available

50. Impoundment

45. Floor, walls and ceilings: built, maintained, and clean

47. Signs posted; last inspection report available

     In      

2/3

1/2

1/2

2

11. Proper reheating procedures for hot holding

     In      N/O

9. Proper cooling methods

20. Schools/LHC facilities: prohibited foods not used

18. HACCP/ variance required:  approved records kept

HIGHLY SUSCEPTIBLE POPULATIONS

     In      N/A

     In      N/A

     In      N/A

21. Hot and cold water available     In      N/A

22. Sewage and wastewater properly disposed

1/2

                                                  D EMONSTRATION OF KNOWLEDGE

Permit Exp. Date:

EMPLOYEE HEALTH & HYGIENIC PRACTICES

5. Proper handwash procedures and glove use

3. No discharge from eyes, nose, and mouth

2. Communicable disease:  report, restrict, exclude

4. Proper eating, drinking or tobacco use

     In      N/O

     In      N/O

     In      

     In      N/O

     In      N/O

     In      

15. Food obtained from approved sources     In      

     In      N/O

     In      N/O

     In      N/O

10. Proper cooking time & temperatures

     In      N/O

In = In Compliance; N/O = Not Observed; N/A = Not Applicable; COS = Corrected On-Site; MAJ = Major Violation; OUT = Items not in compliance; PL = Points Lost

                                            P ROTECTION FROM CONTAMINATION

TIME AND TEMPERATURE RELATIONSHIPS

PREVENTING CONTAMINATION BY HANDS

     In      N/O

2

6. Adequate handwash facilities supplied

12. Returned and reservice of food

14. Food contact surfaces: clean & sanitized

San Luis Obispo County Environmental Health Services Food Inspection Report

                                                     2 156 Sierra Way, P.O. Box 1489, San Luis Obispo, CA 93406-1489

                                                     ( 805) 781-5544  F (805) 781-4211

Date:

Time in:

Page 1 of __

__________

__________

Items in red represent the top food borne risk factors.

Time out:

City: Zip Code:

Person In Charge:

Permit Holder:

Facility Name: Address:

SUPERVISION

GENERAL FOOD SAFETY REQUIREMENTS

25. Personal cleanliness and hair restraints

PERSONAL CLEANLINESS

PERMANENT FOOD FACILITIES

44. Premises; personal/cleaning items; vermin-proofing

8. Procedures for time as public health control method

7. Proper hot and cold holding temperatures

3

3

3
     In      N/O

CONSUMER ADVISORY

24. Person in charge present and performs duties

3/6

23. No rodents, insects, birds or animals

LIQUID WASTE DISPOSAL

VERMIN

     In      N/O

36. Equipment, utensils and linens: storage and use

37. Vending machines

38. Approved lighting/ventilation:  adequate, used

39. Thermometers provided and accurate

40. Wiping cloths: properly used and stored

PHYSICAL FACILITIES

41. Plumbing: proper backflow devices

42. Proper waste disposal; facilities maintained

43. Approved toilet: maintained, accessible, clean

EQUIPMENT/UTENSILS/LINENS

33. Nonfood contact surfaces clean

34. Warewashing facilities/test strips:  adequate, used

35. Adequate/approved equipment/utensils, maintained

29. Toxic substances properly identified, stored, used

30. Food storage; food storage containers identified

31. Consumer self-service

32. Food properly labeled & honestly presented

26. Approved thawing methods used, frozen food

27. Food separated and protected

28. Washing fruits and vegetables

SIGNS/REQUIREMENTS

FOOD STORAGE/DISPLAY/SERVICE

46. No private home/living/sleeping in food prep areas
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