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RESTAURANT INSPECTIONS – WHAT’S COOKING?  

INTRODUCTION 

Each year about 48 million people (1 in 6 Americans) get sick from food-borne diseases, 

according to the latest estimates from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Restaurants are responsible for many of these illnesses.  Of those sickened, 128,000 are 

hospitalized and 3,000 die.*  

 

The most recent Grand Jury report concerning San Luis Obispo County restaurant inspections 

was written in 2005.  The number of retail food facilities in the county has grown considerably 

since that time, from 1,450 to 1,802.  This number includes 880 restaurants, as well as temporary 

events, food booths, swap meets, grocery stores, bars, and farmers’ markets.  

 

The 2010/2011 Grand Jury’s intention was to determine whether the County’s restaurant 

inspection processes effectively protect the public.  The Grand Jury also investigated whether 

current restaurant inspection reporting adequately presents the results to the public.  

ORIGIN 

This report was initiated by the Grand Jury, not by citizen complaint. 

METHOD 

Members of the Grand Jury: 

1. Reviewed San Luis Obispo County Public Health Department Policies and Procedures 

for Environmental Health Services (EHS) restaurant Inspectors and the state-mandated 

California Retail Food Code – (CALCODE)  

                                                 
* Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (www.cdc.gov:  accessed 02/11) 
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2. Examined several program reports pertaining to the Inspectors’ work load and job 

specifications/descriptions 

3. Reviewed detailed reports regarding food program violations, compliance, corrected 

violations, and chargeable inspections 

4. Researched and compared other counties' scoring systems and enforcement programs  

5. Observed three restaurant inspections  

6. Interviewed four restaurant Inspectors, an EHS Supervisor, the EHS Director, and a 

restaurant owner   

7. Reviewed software capabilities for generating management reports 

8. Reviewed Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Voluntary Retail Food Regulatory 

Program Standards  

NARRATIVE 

EHS Responsibilities 

EHS has responsibility to investigate and abate complaints regarding poor sanitation, 

maintenance, food handling and food-borne illness relating to retail food facilities.  This Grand 

Jury investigation concentrated only on restaurant facilities. 

 

EHS currently employs nine full time inspectors and one half time inspector.1 Their professional 

assignments include not only inspections of restaurants and all other retail food facilities, but 

also inspections of swimming pools, water systems, liquid waste systems, vector control (disease 

carrying organisms), land use, tires, ocean water samples, and wells.  During the past fiscal year, 

Inspectors spent approximately 11% of their time on restaurant inspections and reinspections 

(see Attachment 1). 

 

EHS Authority 

Inspection standards for restaurants are defined by the state.  However, EHS has considerable 

autonomy on several issues, including the rating system (the points assigned for violations).  The 

                                                 
1 EHS titles them as a Generalist. 
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EHS Retail Food Safety Program strives to protect consumers with competent Inspectors who 

conduct thorough inspections, whether in response to complaints or for regular inspections.   

 

EHS Policies and Objectives 

The stated goals as set forth in the San Luis Obispo County Retail Food Safety Program are to:  

• Ensure that food served at retail food facilities is pure, safe and unadulterated   

• Assure that Inspectors are well-trained, apply regulations consistently and competently 

carry out the mandated food safety protection programs  

• Educate food handlers 

 

It is EHS policy to conduct, on average, one inspection of each County restaurant every nine 

months.  EHS staff meetings are held regularly to ensure that laws and regulations are 

consistently applied by Inspectors.  EHS utilizes education and informal compliance efforts 

(listed below) as the first step toward obtaining compliance by restaurant owners with inspection 

standards, regulations and/or requirements (see Attachment 2).  EHS utilizes formal enforcement 

methods only if other means prove unsuccessful. 

   

 Compliance efforts may include: 

1.   Verbal and written directions 

2.   Compliance letters 

3.   Consultations 

4.   Post-inspection meetings 

5.   Reinspections 

6.   Notice of Violation letters 

 

Formal enforcement may include: 

1.   Notice of Violation hearings 

2.     Notice of Permit suspension 

3.     Notice of Permit revocation 

4.     Immediate closure 

5.     Impoundment 
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The annual restaurant inspection program fee of $370 to $595 (based on restaurant seating 

capacity) includes a first inspection and first reinspection without additional charge.  According 

to EHS Policy and Procedures, second reinspections are supposed to incur a charge, but such 

charges are rarely imposed.  During the past fiscal year there were 1,131 inspections, including 

97 reinspections at no charge, one charged reinspection and 108 complaint inspections that were 

not charged (see Attachment 1).  Currently, annual fees cover approximately 75% of EHS costs.  

Board of Supervisors’ policy is to move towards full cost recovery.  

 

According to EHS Policy and Procedures, a restaurant which receives an inspection report 

containing violations has no more than 30 days from the date of report notice to correct major 

violations.  Additional time for compliance is allowed if the Inspectors consider the violation no 

immediate threat to human health, safety or the environment.  If additional time is allowed for 

compliance, a second reinspection will be scheduled and an hourly fee will be charged until 

compliance is reached.  EHS Policy and Procedures also require tracking and comparison of 

violation rates over successive years to determine whether improvements in the level of 

compliance were achieved.   

 

Grand Jurors learned that EHS has recently enrolled in the FDA Voluntary Retail Food 

Regulatory Program to help ensure the safety and security of the food supply at the retail level. 

Approximately one half of California counties have enrolled in this program.  Some major 

changes, such as setting investigation frequency based on risk factors, will be needed for EHS to 

fully comply with the program requirements.  Implementation of this FDA program will 

probably result in more frequent inspections of restaurants that are considered at higher risk of 

violating EHS regulations.  EHS management believes that implementing a risk-based inspection 

system will result in more effective coverage without increasing staff.   

 

Restaurant Inspections 

Grand Jury members accompanied Inspectors through three restaurant inspections.  One 

Inspector acted as a guide each time, explaining the inspection procedures to the Grand Jury 

members.  Each Inspector has a designated number of inspections to complete each month within 

his/her assigned geographic area.  These areas are rotated periodically to preclude too much 
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familiarity between Inspector and restaurant owner.  Routine inspections are usually 

unannounced and conducted during regular business hours.  The Inspectors’ restaurant 

evaluations are based on established standards, as noted on the restaurant inspection form (see 

Attachment 2).  Each inspection takes approximately one and one-half hours and covers 51 

checkpoints.  Major and minor violations relate to the five risk factors that typically contribute to 

food-borne disease outbreaks: 

1. Improper holding temperatures of potentially hazardous foods 

2. Inadequate cooking, cooling or heating 

3. Poor personal hygiene of food handlers 

4. Contaminated equipment 

5. Food from unsafe sources   

 

A “critical” violation is defined as either major or minor, depending on the severity of the food 

safety risk it poses at the time of inspection.  Major violations are assessed a deduction of 4, 5 or 

10 points; minor violations are assessed a deduction of one or three points.  The maximum 

possible deduction for violations is 240 points. 

   

Each restaurant in the County is required to employ at least one person who has successfully 

completed an accredited food safety certification program within the past three years.  Failure to 

comply is a critical violation.  State law requires that the certified safety employee ensure that all 

employees who prepare or serve food have sufficient food safety knowledge.  This requirement 

will soon change as the result of a new state law, which mandates that all restaurant kitchen 

employees obtain the food safety program certification.  

 

The violation checklist is the major component of the inspection report.  It encompasses many 

items with a special focus on food storage areas and equipment, cooking and storage temperature 

of food, cross-contamination of food, vermin control, plumbing equipment, and general 

cleanliness of the facility and food handlers. When food is found to be at risk, such as food not 

kept at the correct temperature, the Inspector requires its disposal.  During two inspections, 

Grand Jury members observed required disposal of potentially contaminated food.  They also 
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observed that signs provided by EHS for kitchen staff are printed only in English, even though a 

high percentage of kitchen staff is Latino, many of whom might prefer instructions in Spanish.   

 

Some violations are corrected on-site when they are considered minor, while others require 

reinspection at a later date.  Any action is ultimately at the discretion of the Inspectors, 

depending on their evaluation of the risk factors involved.  They have flexibility as to when 

reinspections take place.  

 

At completion of the inspection, Inspectors enter the data directly on to their computer tablet for 

download into the EHS computer system.  However, the Inspectors do not have access to 

previous inspection reports unless they have downloaded the information prior to the inspection. 

Pre-inspection downloading of previous inspection reports does not appear to be the usual 

practice, however.  Each restaurant owner/manager receives a copy of the inspection report 

documenting the findings, which are reviewed with the Inspector.  Reports are comprised of a 

list of items inspected, problems found, a final percentage score, comments, and an estimated 

reinspection date or follow-up visit, if appropriate.  Inspectors advised Grand Jury members that 

once or twice a year, on average, a County restaurant will be ordered to close until a major food 

or environmental hazard has been corrected. 

 

What the Grand Jury Learned from the Interviews 

Minimum Qualifications for Inspectors 

The minimum qualifications for an EHS entry-level Inspector are a four-year college degree in 

the biological or physical sciences and passing the REHS (Registered Environmental Health 

Specialist) state exam within two years of employment.  Advancement to a higher level grade 

requires additional knowledge of basic principles of physical, biological and social sciences used 

in environmental quality control, including hazardous materials and their effects on human 

health and the environment.  Job specifications also include knowledge of safety laws, local 

agency regulations, communicable diseases, and emergency response procedures. 
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Inspectors’ Dissatisfaction with the Current Scoring System 

At the completion of the four Inspector interviews, it was very clear that Inspectors are 

dissatisfied with the current restaurant inspection scoring system. The Inspectors perceive that it 

inadequately reflects the condition of the restaurant at the time of inspection.  It was the 

consensus of the Inspectors that the scoring system generates a higher percentage score than the 

restaurant conditions warrant.  It is difficult for a restaurant to receive a more appropriate lower 

score for the following reasons:  

• The scoring system does not allow for an additional point deduction in cases where a 

previous inspection report cited a violation of the same standard 

• The system does not reflect multiple violations on the same type of equipment, such as 

two refrigerators with unsafe temperatures 

• A restaurant can achieve a high percentage score even though a number of violations may 

have been found.  For example, five 1-point violations result in a score of 98% (235/240) 

and four 5-point violations result in a score of 92% (220/240), which is misleading  

 

Inspectors emphasized the insufficient point deduction and resultant high percentage scores.  

There is no low score or ‘cut-off’ point at which a restaurant comes under additional scrutiny. 

Such scrutiny is entirely up to the discretion of the Inspector.  The EHS Director acknowledged 

the deficiencies in the point deduction system and indicated a wish to improve it.  An EHS 

Supervisor stated that the Department was already in the process of re-evaluating the point 

system, reassigning points to deduct more for the worst violations.   

 

Some interviewees suggested a scoring system beginning with a baseline of 100 and deducting 

an amount for each violation.  They stressed the importance of deducting sufficient points so that 

a score of 90-100, which to the majority of the public would represent an ‘A’ grade, could not be 

achieved when serious violations are found.  (A discussion of other counties’ rating systems is 

found on pages 11 and 12 of this report.) 

 

Number and Types of Restaurant Inspections 

All four Inspectors were consistent in their opinion that the number of restaurant inspections 

included in their monthly assignments is difficult to achieve.  They expressed concern that time 
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spent on reinspections delays performance of their regular ‘to do’ list and possibly affects their 

performance evaluations.  Moreover, because reinspections are not included in their monthly 

inspection quota, they are, in effect, discouraged from performing them.  In fact, they are not 

given official credit for reinspections.  In general, the Inspectors were concerned about the low 

number of reinspections, given their importance. 

 

All the Inspectors advised the Grand Jurors that the ‘chain’ restaurants typically obtained higher 

scores during inspections than ‘non-chain’ restaurants.  They stated that, apart from County 

inspections, chains generally have their own ‘in-house’ inspections, which may contribute to 

their generally higher scores.  They also observed that restaurants in older buildings, especially 

those near a creek, are more susceptible to infestations and, therefore, lower scores. 

 

Public Information 

All Inspectors agreed that publication of more inspection and violation details would help the 

public evaluate restaurants.  Inspectors write individual narratives on each violation and a 

description of how to rectify them, but this information is not available on the County website .  

The EHS Director considered these additions a good idea.   

 

Software Issues 

The current software used by EHS supervisory staff has various shortcomings.  The EHS 

Director and Supervisor confirmed that ad hoc management data base queries and report requests 

are either too complex or impossible to retrieve at all without programmer assistance from the 

vendor, which causes additional expense.  Grand Jurors requested several statistical and tracking 

reports on inspections and employee time distribution.  EHS staff was very cooperative in trying 

to get the information requested, but much of it was difficult to obtain.   

 

Another software shortcoming relates to restaurant inspection scoring.  The computer system 

cannot adjust scores or change point values.  It has no ability to register anything but a major or 

minor score because this is the current system ‘default.’   
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One additional software issue is the lack of integration between the main software component, 

which includes the report generator, and the add-on component, which captures the inspection 

information. For example, the inspection score calculated by the add-on component is not 

available for inclusion in the reports produced by the main component.  Therefore, there is no 

automated way to rank restaurant inspection scores when developing management reports.   

 

The EHS Director indicated that requested software modifications have been extremely costly.   

In addition, EHS software vendor maintenance fees are approximately $70,000 per year.  The 

EHS Director stated that a group of California counties using the computer system has formed a 

software user group to deal with common issues and that he is an active member. 

 

Fines 

The majority of Inspectors considers charging for all reinspections and imposing authorized fines 

for violations, together with persuasive communication by Inspectors, good motivation for 

compliance.  However, the EHS Director prefers to urge compliance rather than enforce 

compliance.  He prefers to use education, rather than fines and suspensions, to achieve 

compliance.  The EHS Director believes that it would be a heavy burden for restaurants if EHS 

were to impose more fees or fines.  

 

CALCODE provides for two types of fines, but EHS Policy and Procedures do not include fines.  

If a Retail Food Safety certificate is not maintained or restaurant staff is not trained by the 

certificate holder, a fine of up to $100/day can be assessed.  If any other violation of the 

CALCODE food safety regulations is found, the person violating the regulation is guilty of a 

misdemeanor and may be fined up to $1,000 and/or imprisoned for up to six months, if 

convicted.  While applying misdemeanor fines can be costly and time-consuming, their inclusion 

in EHS Policies and Procedures could deter violations. 

 

Local Restaurant Owner Experience 

The Grand Jury interviewed a long-time local restaurant owner who has twenty years of 

experience with EHS inspections.  Many of his observations were similar to those of the 

Inspectors Grand Jurors interviewed.  He was impressed with the professionalism of the 
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Inspectors, but presumed that the Department is understaffed because his restaurant is not 

currently inspected as frequently as in the past.  He noted that all food workers should hold a 

Retail Food Safety Certificate.  The restaurant owner favored surcharges and fees for violations, 

because he believes this would improve restaurant compliance practices.  He also favored 

charging for all reinspections and stated the amount should be sufficient “to hurt.”  He further 

considered it a good idea to make the full inspection report available on the EHS website, as long 

as the information is immediately updated when compliance is achieved.  Additionally, he 

supported having a grade or score clearly visible to customers before they enter the restaurant.    

 

Information Available to the Public 

Restaurant display cards are provided by EHS (see Attachment 3).  CALCODE requires them to 

be posted; however, they are often posted where they are not readily visible to the public.  The 

card states: “This facility is inspected by the local Environmental Health Agency.  A copy of the 

most recent inspection report is available here for review upon request.”  No score, rating or 

contact telephone number for complaints is displayed, but this card content does meet minimum 

CALCODE requirements.  Complete restaurant reports are also available to the public by request 

to EHS. 

 

Access to the restaurant inspection reports and related information is available to the public on 

the San Luis Obispo County website www.slocounty.ca.gov (click on “Restaurant Inspections”).  

The Grand Jury found that this website has numerous deficiencies and is not user-friendly.  

Deficiencies include: 

• Searching a multi-page list of restaurants using a standard scroll-bar operates differently 

on different PCs.  In some cases the scroll-bar is displayed. If not visible, the mouse 

scroll-wheel or touch-pad must be used.  Another alternative to force display of the 

scroll-bar is to click on a “printer-version” option.  No help text is available to explain 

these inconsistencies. 

• A facility exists for reviewing top-scoring restaurants, but the same scrolling 

inconsistencies exist 

• The option to view top-scoring restaurants cannot be searched by specific county areas 

• Reviewing an inspection report has the same scrolling problem as multi-page reports 
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• Inspection reports show only Inspectors’ summary comments, none for each violation 

• A complaint form is available for download, but it is difficult to locate because it is not 

part of the restaurant inspection web pages.  The form is now generic for all EHS 

complaints, not only restaurant complaints. 

 

Restaurant Ratings in Other Counties 

A review of the food safety inspection rating process in some other jurisdictions yielded 

interesting findings.  Counties, including Los Angeles, San Bernardino, Riverside, Kern, 

Monterey, and San Diego, require a letter grade (A, B or C) to be posted by the Inspector in an 

eating establishment (A = 90-100%, B = 80-89%, C = 70-79%).  In general, restaurants with 

scores below 70% are subject to closure; reinspections, whether required or requested, are 

chargeable.  These counties appear to be satisfied with the ABC grading system.  

 

LA County defines violations as major, minor or lack of good practices and includes a number of 

categories under each type of violation.  The major categories have the greatest point deduction. 

Kern County has similar groupings, although 26 points are deducted for critical violations that 

pose an imminent health hazard.  This means that one critical violation will cause a score of 100 

minus 26, or 74%, before any other violation is factored in.  Scores below 75% in Kern County 

force closure of the facility.  In Kern County, the grade is printed boldly in the center of the 

certificate, which the Inspector posts in a window or other approved location. 

 

Santa Barbara County is in the process of updating its enforcement policy and reviewing the 

possibility of not issuing grade cards for display. Other counties and states that use the ABC 

grading system are returning to a numerical or percentage system.  This change seems to be due 

to the increased inspector work load caused by many restaurant owner requests for reinspections, 

in order to improve their grade.      

 

Monterey County awards its Gold Inspection Seal to restaurants that consistently demonstrate 

substantial compliance with the California Retail Food Code (CALCODE).  LA County awards a 

similar ‘Certificate of Excellence’ to restaurants with three consecutive inspections resulting in 

an ‘A’ rating. 
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FINDINGS WITH RECOMMENDATIONS 

FINDING 1:  EHS policy is to inspect restaurants every nine months, without regard to prior 

violation history, age or location of building where the restaurant is housed.  

RECOMMENDATION 1:   

a.   Develop a risk-based inspection policy that tracks high and low-risk offenders and 

adjusts their inspection cycle accordingly.  

b.   Initiate an ‘excellence award’ program and consider combining it with a less   

frequent inspection cycle. 

 

FINDING 2:  The EHS scoring system used by restaurant Inspectors results in artificially high 

scores for restaurants. 

RECOMMENDATION 2:  

a.   Deduct additional points for a repeat violation of the same standard in a     

previous report. 

b.   Deduct additional points for multiple violations found on the same type of 

equipment, such as two refrigerators with unsafe temperatures.     

c.   Revise the point deductions so that the resulting percentage score more accurately 

reflects the restaurant conditions found. 

 

FINDING 3:  The first inspection and the first reinspection are included in the annual restaurant 

inspection fees.  EHS can charge for subsequent inspections but rarely does. 

RECOMMENDATION 3:   

a.   Charge for first reinspection and ensure that restaurant owners are aware of the 

additional costs, in order to motivate compliance and to help support cost 

recovery.   

b.   Move towards full cost recovery for all types of inspections by increasing fees to 

cover inspection staff hours. 
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FINDING 4:  EHS enforcement policy is minimal and violation deterrents are insufficient. 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  

a.   Incorporate all fines allowed by CALCODE into EHS Policies and Procedures. 

b.   Apply the CALCODE authorized fines for violating the Food Safety Certification 

requirement.  

c.   Charge for all reinspections. 

  

FINDING 5:  Performance evaluations for Inspectors include a quota for inspections but no 

credit for reinspections.  Reinspections are performed at the discretion of individual Inspectors.  

RECOMMENDATION 5:   

a.   Include reinspections in Inspectors’ performance evaluations. 

b.   Establish a policy that states when reinspections are to be performed instead of 

allowing inspections to be performed at the Inspector’s discretion. 

 

FINDING 6:  The EHS computer system is not effectively used for statistical reports or for 

producing useful management documentation due to the complexity of the system and/or the 

insufficient training of staff.  EHS spends $70,000 per year for software vendor maintenance. 

RECOMMENDATION 6:   

a.   Provide additional staff training on the EHS computer system. 

b.   Require management to work more actively with the already established ‘user 

group’ and vendor to achieve more effective operations and functions. 

c.   Provide additional training on the report writer feature to the staff member 

assigned responsibility for report development.  A backup staff member should 

also be trained in this function. 

d.   Request that a senior County IT employee be assigned to review the capabilities 

of the system in order for management to be able to determine the value of the 

system.  A determination should be made as to what major changes are needed 

and what the additional vendor costs will be. 
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FINDING 7:  EHS website information concerning restaurant inspections is incomplete.  It does 

not include the full inspection report and is not ‘user-friendly.’  Multi-page inspection report 

searches are conducted differently, depending on the type of PC used.  No user guide or notes are 

displayed. 

RECOMMENDATION 7:   

To improve website access and information: 

a.   Provide easier access to restaurant inspection reports and searches and implement 

a more “user friendly” website with a consistent search method. 

b.   Include inspector comments on each violation for viewing in the inspection 

report.   

c.   Include notes of uncorrected violations from previous inspections.   

d.   Make the restaurant complaint form easily accessible and tailor it to food facility 

complaints. 

 

FINDING 8:  The public notice stating that a restaurant has been inspected by the EHS is not 

easily visible in most restaurants and does not include sufficient information. 

RECOMMENDATION 8: 

a.   Post notices in an easily seen location, preferably in a front window or at the 

payment or hostess station. 

b.   Include the score or grade in the notices when a new scoring or rating system is 

implemented. 

c.   Include an EHS “hotline” telephone number for registering complaints. 

 

FINDING 9:  Food safety instructions observed in the kitchens were in English, although many 

Latinos work in restaurant kitchens. 

RECOMMENDATION 9:   

a. Post food safety instruction signs in kitchens in both English and Spanish. 
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COMMENDATIONS 

1. EHS Restaurant Inspectors are efficient, competent and conscientious. 

2. The EHS Director, Supervisor and Inspectors were very patient, helpful and 

accommodating to the many requests of the Grand Jury. 
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REQUIRED RESPONSES 

The Environmental Health Services of San Luis Obispo County is required to respond to 

Findings 1 - 9 and Recommendations 1 -9.  The responses shall be submitted to the Presiding 

Judge of the San Luis Obispo Superior Court by July 18, 2011.  Please provide a paper copy and 

an electronic version of all responses to the Grand Jury, as well. 

 

The Board of Supervisors of San Luis Obispo County is required to respond to Findings 1 - 9 

and Recommendations 1 - 9.  The responses shall be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the San 

Luis Obispo Superior Court by August 17, 2011.  Please provide a paper copy and an electronic 

version of all responses to the Grand Jury, as well. 

 

The mailing addresses for delivery are: 

Presiding Judge Grand Jury 

Presiding Judge Charles S. Crandall 

Superior Court of California 

1050 Monterey Street 

San Luis Obispo, CA  93408 

San Luis Obispo County Grand Jury 

P.O. Box 4910 

San Luis Obispo, CA  93402 

 

The email address for the Grand Jury is:  GrandJury@co.slo.ca.us 
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ATTACHMENTS  

Attachment 1:   Inspector Time Allocation FY 2009-June 2010  

Attachment 2:   Blank EHS Restaurant Inspection Form 

Attachment 3:   Required display card for restaurants 










