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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

FAO/WHO has identified capacity development in food safety emergency response preparedness and 

planning to be a key element in preventing food safety emergencies and in mitigating their public 

health and socio-economic impacts. A framework for food safety emergency planning was developed 

to assist countries in the formulation and implementation of national food safety emergency response 

plans.
1
 In doing so, it was recognized that further guidance was necessary to ensure that countries are 

prepared to address food safety emergencies. Consequently, FAO/WHO has developed a guide to the 

application of risk analysis principles and procedures during food safety emergencies.
2
 The present 

document is an additional and essential guide on food recall to assist countries in the establishment 

and implementation of an effective national food recall system which may also be used during food 

safety emergencies. 

Food recall is a fundamental tool in the management of risks in response to food safety events and 

emergencies. Some countries are still in need of an effective recall system and the necessary 

infrastructure to support it. For example, a robust legal basis/regulatory framework, effective pre-

established protocols and the necessary collaboration between competent authorities and food business 

                                                      
1
 FAO/WHO. 2010. FAO/WHO framework for developing national food safety emergency response plans. 

(http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i1686e/i1686e00.pdf). 
2
 FAO/WHO. 2011. FAO/WHO guide for the application of risk analysis principles and procedures during food 

safety emergencies. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf). 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i1686e/i1686e00.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf
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operators are required. In addition, foods and the ingredients in food products are increasingly grown, 

processed and consumed in different locations around the globe. This poses new challenges in the 

conduct of key activities associated with food recalls, such as the trace-forward and trace-back 

activities required for a food suspected or confirmed to be unsafe.
3
 Even countries that have 

established the most advanced science-based national food control systems may be challenged by the 

globalization of food markets. 

1.2 Purpose of the document 

The purpose of the document is to support countries in establishing and implementing an effective 

national food recall system to respond to food safety events or emergencies. By drawing on 

demonstrated best practices, the elements for an effective national food recall system, and the process 

for establishing, reviewing and/or improving the national food recall system, are described as essential 

components of a national food control system.
4
 

1.3 Target audience 

The primary target audience comprises the competent authorities and all other national authorities 

working in the area of food safety. While developed mainly for government agencies, this document 

may also be useful for other organizations that engage in activities within the area of food safety, 

including those in the private sector. In recognition of the importance of relying on effective national 

food control systems in the application of food safety risk analysis during emergencies, this document 

also addresses the specific needs of countries that are in the process of developing their national food 

control systems. 

1.4 Scope of the document 

The document outlines best practice on how to: 1) develop and/or improve, 2) review and 3) 

implement effective national food recall systems as a key management option in the response to food 

safety events or emergencies. 

This document should not be regarded as an additional standard, nor as a model for food recall, but 

rather as guidance based on a collection of examples of demonstrated good practice provided by 

experts from various parts of the world. 

1.5 How to use the document 

There are seven chapters in this document. The first (current) chapter is the introduction, which 

describes the background, purpose, target audience and scope. The second chapter introduces 

terminology relevant to food recall and traceability, including working definitions for this document, 

as well as the various purposes and practical types of food recall. The third chapter, “Preliminary steps 

for developing and/or improving national food recall systems”, outlines guidance for the preliminary 

activities performed when countries initiate the process to develop and/or improve national food recall 

systems. The fourth chapter, “National food recall systems”, discusses the key elements of a national 

food recall system. The fifth chapter, “Setting up and operating a national food recall system”, outlines 

practical actions that are useful to consider when implementing a national food recall system. The 

chapter also includes an example of a recall action decision tree. The sixth chapter, “Food recall 

management”, summarizes the main factors that are critical in food recall management, using an 

example of a food recall workflow as well as several example scenarios for different types of food 

                                                      
3
 Unsafe food is defined according to national legislation. 

4
 FAO 2006. Strengthening national food control systems: guidelines to assess capacity building needs. 

(ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/009/a0601e/a0601e00.pdf) 
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recall, and example tools, checklists, questions and forms. The last chapter provides a conclusion and 

overall guidance for the development of effective national food recall systems. 

Although this document can be used as a stand-alone resource, it is strongly recommended that it is 

read in conjunction with two FAO/WHO documents, entitled FAO/WHO framework for developing 

national food safety emergency response plans and the FAO/WHO guide for the application of risk 

analysis principles and procedures during food safety emergencies (see Resources). 

2 Terminology relevant to food recall and traceability 

2.1 Working definitions using the Codex terminology 

In this document, some technical terms are applied that are based on the terms generally used in 

various Codex Alimentarius documents.
5
 However it has been recognized that various aspects of 

terminology and definitions are specific to food recalls. They differ among countries, and translations 

in various languages increase the confusion associated with the terminology. In order to avoid such 

confusion, the following working definitions have been adopted for the purpose of this publication. 

Readers should note that these are not official FAO/WHO definitions, but terms that have been used in 

this document in an attempt to minimize misunderstanding. 

Food recall: “The action to remove food from the market at any stage of the food chain, including that 

possessed by consumers”. In this document, food recalls are discussed in relation to food safety issues. 

Note on terminology: The term “withdrawal” is used widely in relation to food recall; however, the 

meaning of the term varies significantly among different countries and languages. For example, some 

countries use “withdrawal” to indicate the retrieval of a food item that did not reach consumers, while 

other countries use the same term to indicate the retrieval of a food item because of reasons unrelated 

to safety (e.g. quality). In addition, some other countries use “withdrawal” to indicate the retrieval of a 

food item by food business operators, in contrast to an action taken by the national authority. To avoid 

confusion, particular terms, such as “withdrawal”, that are used in some cases to indicate particular 

types of food recall, are not used in this document. 

Food recall plan: “The procedures and arrangements that a food business operator may have in place 

to retrieve food and food products from the food chain if a problem arises.” 

National food recall system: “The system/framework that national governments put in place for 

effective food recalls.” The system/framework may include the legislative framework, guidance, 

training, communication mechanisms, record-keeping, evaluation, etc. 

Food business operator: “The person/company who undertakes, whether for profit or not, any 

activities related to any stage of the food chain.” 

Competent authority: “The relevant government agency/ministry/authority/unit/group that is tasked 

with the responsibility for ensuring that recall systems are in place and operate according to 

requirements.” For example, the competent authority may regulate, enforce, implement, inspect, audit 

and verify food recalls conducted by food business operators. 

Traceability: In the food chain, traceability or product tracing is defined by the Codex Alimentarius 

Commission as “the ability to follow the movement of a food through specified stage(s) of production, 

processing and distribution”.
6
 

                                                      
5
 Codex Alimentarius Commission. http://www.codexalimentarius.org/  

6
 CODEX Alimentarius Commission. Procedural Manual. Twentieth edition. 

http://www.codexalimentarius.org/
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2.2 Purpose of a food recall 

For competent authorities, the major objective of a food recall is to protect public health, by ensuring 

that: 

 there is rapid removal of unsafe food
3
 from all possible stages of the supply chain; 

 the concerned consumers and customers are informed; and 

 the food under recall has been retrieved, destroyed or reprocessed. 

In order to determine whether or not a food recall is necessary, the FAO/WHO Guide for the 

application of risk analysis principles and procedures during food safety emergencies
7
 provides 

guidance on the application of risk analysis and various risk management options, including food 

recalls. 

2.3 Various practical types of food recall 

Several countries have categorized and classified types of food recall, depending on their operational, 

legislative and/or organizational situations. When developing a national food recall system, different 

categories and classifications of recall might be established, as necessary, to accommodate the 

situation in a particular country. However, this guide does not have the objective of differentiating, 

comparing or evaluating various types of food recall. It documents effective options and possible 

selection criteria to guide countries in making the most appropriate choices when building, or 

improving and implementing, their national food recall system. 

3 Preliminary steps for developing and/or improving 
national food recall systems 

Step 1. Understanding the importance of shared responsibilities 

The first step in the development or improvement of a national food recall system is to understand and 

emphasize the importance of the shared responsibility between the government/competent authority 

and the food industry. This includes acting decisively and rapidly to remove unsafe food from the 

market and to inform consumers of the problem when the unsafe food has reached them, in the interest 

of protecting public health. 

Effective national food recall systems rely on food business operators to take action to recall foods 

under the guidance and oversight of the competent authority. As such, the competent authority should 

consult with the food industry, preferably food industry representative bodies and retail and trade 

organizations, during the development of the national food recall system. The competent authority’s 

responsibilities include: providing oversight; advising/monitoring/enforcing/coordinating actions 

among all food business operators and collaborating with other national authorities involved in the 

recall; assisting and guiding the food business operator performing the recall; and communicating with 

stakeholders, including consumer organizations, relevant international bodies and competent 

authorities in other countries. 

Specifically, food business operators are primarily responsible for the removal of unsafe food from the 

market in cooperation with the competent authorities. The benefits of an effective national recall 

system with shared responsibilities are that public health is protected and the damage that has occurred 

to the reputation of the food business operator and the food sector is mitigated, while confidence is 

maintained in the food supply.  

                                                      
7
 FAO/WHO. 2011. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf). 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf
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Step 2. Review of the current national food recall system 

When developing a national food recall system, and in order to build on or improve the current 

situation where necessary, it is important to consider whether the following key elements are included 

in the current system: 

 a legal framework enabling powers of the competent authority; 

 clearly assigned roles and responsibilities of the implementing partners (food business 

operators and competent authorities); 

 capability for effective and timely risk management decision-making 

 provision/availability of guidance materials and training; 

 an effective mechanism for information exchange among the implementing partners; 

 procedures for effective communication with media and consumers; 

 procedures for accurate documentation and record-keeping; 

 effective mechanisms for verification and evaluation. 

It is critical that the competent authority undertakes the review with partners from both the public and 

private sectors, who have knowledge and experience in the elements of a food recall. 

 

Useful tip: Items to be reviewed for their availability and effectiveness when assessing the 

current national food recall system 

These may include: 

• a food safety policy addressing food recall; 

• legal framework, including legislation, regulations, standards and codes of practice: 

o legislation requiring food business operators to recall unsafe foods from the market; 

o legislation/standards providing the means (e.g. metrics, maximum limits) to assess 

whether a food is unsafe; 

o requirements (or exemptions) for food business operators to have traceability systems; 

o legislation providing the power for the competent authorities to enforce a food recall; 

o requirements for food business operators to have food recall plans in place; 

o requirements for food business operators to notify the competent authority when they 

have reason to believe that the food they have supplied is unsafe; 

• roles and responsibilities of various agencies at different levels of government; 

• roles and responsibilities of food business operators; 

• a contact point within the competent authority for food recalls; 

• a mechanism that enables central coordination during food recalls; 

• existing arrangements for the competent authority to work together with regional and 

international partners for information exchange during a recall; 

• existing arrangements for notification of a recall to regional and international networks (e.g. 

INFOSAN); 

• existing arrangements for risk communication (including media management and consumer 

advice); 

• levels of knowledge and experience of the staff responsible for implementation of the national 

food recall system, including a continuous training plan; 

• mechanism and requirements for documentation of food recalls; 

• mechanism for review of the national food recall system on a regular basis. 

 

Step 3. Consideration of general issues 
It is beneficial for a national food recall system to be established as an important part of an effective 

national food control system. However, even the absence of a well-developed national food control 

system should not preclude the development of national food recall system. 
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Prior to developing or improving a national food recall system, the following general issues may be 

considered. 

 The existence of a multi-sectorial and interagency coordination mechanism at a national level 

is a key element of an effective national food recall system. 

 A tiered approach is useful when a given country has a government structure with more than 

two levels (i.e. federal, national, provincial, local, etc.) or where food safety responsibilities 

are divided among various agencies. Clearly defined roles and responsibilities for all partners 

in all the tiers are essential in such situations (e.g. are the food business operators aware of 

which competent authority must be notified in the case of a recall?). 

 Recall terminology needs to be defined clearly at a national level to ensure consistency and 

unified understanding among stakeholders. It is also important to note that recall terminology 

and definitions vary among countries, even those with the same language. 

 A food recall is one risk management option used by a competent authority, together with the 

food industry, and should be considered within the context of a risk-based national food 

control system.  

 A national food recall system may be applied for unsafe food
3
 as well as for various other 

purposes and situations (e.g. food and feed safety, non-compliance, suitability, etc.)  

 The wide variation in the complexity of the food chain (from a simple processing and 

marketing chain to a lengthy and intricate system) may have an impact on conducting some 

food recalls. 

 Owing to globalization of the food supply, there is a strong need for international 

collaboration and exchange of information at the international level. 

Step 4. Consideration of country-specific issues 

The development or improvement of national food recall systems involves taking into consideration 

the government’s structure, organization and capabilities, and the level of development of the sectors 

within the food chain. Therefore, the competent authority may need to consider a list of minimum 

requirements that are realistic to perform during the implementation of a food recall. 

An effective national food recall system encompasses food intended for both the domestic and 

international markets. Therefore the competent authority may need to consider the country’s 

import/export situation in order to identify requirements for detailing notification and recall of 

products from importing/exporting firms in their food recall plan. 

Consideration may also be given to small and less developed businesses (SLDB), including street food 

vendors and market stalls. During a food recall, SLDBs may require more assistance from the 

competent authorities and some of the recall responsibilities may not be applicable. Recognizing that it 

would be difficult for the informal sector to conduct a food recall, competent authorities may consider 

a national policy to encourage the informal sector to move towards a more formalized structure. 

Some countries may face specific challenges, including limited resources, which may have an impact 

on the implementation of a food recall. In order to facilitate resource allocation in the event of a recall, 

a competent authority may also consider defining different types of food recall. These determinations 

may be based on risk, for example a risk categorization system. 

The competent authority may also identify its need for capacity development to build a national food 

recall system or a complete national food control system. International organizations such as FAO and 

WHO can provide support for capacity development during the establishment and improvement of 

such systems. 
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4 National food recall systems 

4.1 Elements of national food recall systems 

National food recall systems provide a framework, put in place by national governments, to support 

competent authorities and food business operators in protecting public health through the effective 

removal of unsafe food
3
 from the market. 

The principles taken into account when developing an effective national food recall system include: 1) 

the legal framework, 2) the powers of the competent authority, 3) clearly defined roles and 

responsibilities, 4) effective communication and notification, 5) accurate record-keeping, 6) guidance 

materials and training and 7) review of the national food recall system. 

4.1.1 Legal framework 

Under the national legal framework, food business operators should only be allowed to market safe 

food. This usually includes a provision that requires food business operators to recall unsafe food from 

the market.  

The optimal key components of a legal framework include: 

 provisions for food business operators to have food recall plans in place and to test the plans 

periodically; 

 provisions to empower the competent authority to enforce recalls, when required; 

 provisions for food business operators to have traceability systems in place that, at a 

minimum, enable them to record from whom supplies are purchased and to whom final 

products are sold (the “one-step-back and one-step-forward” principle);  

 provisions to exempt food business operators who sell food directly to consumers from the 

requirement to maintain trace-forward records; 

 provisions for food business operators to notify the competent authority when they have 

reason to believe that the food they have supplied is unsafe; 

 provisions for food business operators or the competent authorities to inform consumers 

adequately about the health hazards of the specific unsafe food. 

Reminder: Recall of imported and exported food may affect international trade. Consequently, 

countries developing or upgrading their legal framework supporting food recall should ascertain its 

compatibility with their international obligations, for example the sanitary and phytosanitary 

agreement (SPS) or the agreement on technical barriers to trade (TBT), and should notify relevant 

regional or international organizations (e.g. WTO). 

4.1.2 Powers of the competent authority 

Under the legal framework, the competent authority should be empowered to compel a food business 

operator to undertake a recall. The competent authority should be able to supervise food business 

operators while undertaking the activities associated with a food recall when they find or have reason 

to believe that the food they have supplied is unsafe. The legal framework should empower the 

competent authority to enforce the provisions associated with food recall and traceability, and to 

exercise legal action against food business operators who are in violation of these provisions. In such 

instances, the competent authority should be given legal authority immediately to detain and seize 

unsafe food regardless of its location and in accordance with the national legal system. The competent 

authority should have authority to investigate the origin and destination of the incriminated food, as 

well as to communicate with any business operators or the general public about unsafe food, as 

appropriate, to ensure protection of public health and to initiate necessary legal procedures. To 

undertake this function, the competent authority should be granted the powers to inspect food business 
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operators and routinely to conduct inspection/audit to verify documentation associated with the recall 

plan and traceability system. 

4.1.3 Clearly defined roles and responsibilities 

4.1.3.1 Government/competent authority 

The main responsibility of the competent authority is to protect consumers against health risks. Under 

a national food recall system, the responsibility for monitoring/coordinating and enforcing a recall 

may be spread across different agencies.
8
 Hence, it is important to have national agreement on clearly 

defined roles and responsibilities to ensure efficient coordination among these agencies. 

Key responsibilities of the competent authorities involved in the coordination and enforcement of food 

recalls may include some of the following actions, depending on the nature of the recall: 

 establish an effective national food recall system; 

 initiate a recall of unsafe food
3
 as a result of an outbreak of food-borne disease or monitoring 

and surveillance programmes that indicate an unacceptable level of risk, and require food 

business operators to remove unsafe food from the market; 

 engage with food business operators to develop guidance on the establishment, 

implementation and maintenance of food recall plans and traceability; 

 provide advice to food business operators on the assessment of risk and appropriate risk 

management actions; 

 provide a system/mechanism to allow food business operators to notify the competent 

authority when they have reason to believe that the food they have supplied is unsafe; 

 assist the recalling food business operator in undertaking activities associated with the recall; 

 verify the effectiveness of the recall activities; 

 provide a system/mechanism to allow food business operators to report on the progress of 

recall activities; 

 cooperate with relevant government agencies at national and international levels; 

 conduct an ongoing food safety investigation, where necessary, to identify additional possibly 

implicated foods; 

 order and enforce a recall if a food business operator has failed to comply with their legal 

obligations; 

 ensure that consumers and customers are informed and their questions and concerns are 

managed appropriately; 

 seize or order the destruction, re-processing/re-conditioning or alternative use of recalled food 

where necessary; 

 work with food businesses to ensure that appropriate actions are put in place to prevent a 

recurrence of the hazard that caused the production or sale of unsafe food; 

 notify the relevant authorities if the unsafe food has been exported. 

4.1.3.2 Industry/food business operators 

Food business operators have the primary responsibility, once they have identified or been notified 

that they have supplied unsafe food
3
 to the market, to recall such food in the interest of protecting 

public health. Key responsibilities of food business operators involved in the food recall may include 

the following actions: 

 establish and maintain a food recall plan using the appropriate documented operational 

procedures; 

 maintain records of whom they have sourced food from (including ingredients and raw 

materials) and sold food to, as part of the food traceability system; 

                                                      
8
 FAO/WHO. 2010. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i1686e/i1686e00.pdf). 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i1686e/i1686e00.pdf
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 establish procedures for verification of traceability and recall (e.g. conduct regular recall 

simulation exercises to ensure that contact lists are up to date and staff are trained 

appropriately); 

 train their staff to execute the food recall plan; 

 remove unsafe food rapidly from the market; 

 inform the consumers concerned, if the food under recall has reached them; 

 notify and cooperate with the competent authority when undertaking recall activities; 

 notify other relevant food business operators within the food chain; 

 communicate recall details and information to relevant parties and respond to media and 

consumer queries; 

 manage the recalled product appropriately (safe disposal or reprocessing); 

 undertake a regular evaluation of their food recall plan, taking into consideration lessons 

learned from previous recalls. As a result of this analysis it may be necessary to revise the 

recall plan. 

4.1.3.3 International network (INFOSAN) 

The International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN) is the global network managed by 

FAO/WHO that is used to share information rapidly with competent authorities. INFOSAN helps both 

government and industry to recall contaminated food that has been distributed internationally. It 

provides an important platform for the rapid exchange of information in the case of international food 

safety events and for emerging food safety issues.  

If a food subjected to a recall has entered international trade, the competent authority needs to 

establish early contact with INFOSAN
9

 in order to facilitate the sharing of information with 

international counterparts. 

4.1.4 Effective communication and notification 

Competent authorities should provide a mechanism for food business operators to notify them when 

they have reason to believe that the food they have supplied is unsafe. A single designated point of 

contact is beneficial for the provision of consistent information and for coordinating the activities of 

competent authorities and the food industry during a recall. The notification system should be robust 

and functional under the specific scenarios within the country or region. The mechanism for 

notification may be an Internet-based reporting system, or simply an established single contact point 

that may be reached using a phone number or email address. Once a mechanism has been established, 

it is important for the competent authority to inform all food business operators of the process, so that 

they can notify the competent authority of a recall in a uniform and timely manner. During a food 

recall, the competent authorities need to communicate with other agencies to optimize resources and 

ensure that effective recall activities are in place. 

In a food recall situation, effective communication by the recalling food business operator is critical to 

ensure accurate, detailed and timely exchange of information about the food subjected to the recall. 

The exchange of information needs to occur with all stakeholders, including competent authorities, 

other key government agencies, the media, consumers and other relevant food business operators. 

Risk communication to explain the nature of the problem and its impact on consumer health is often 

required by competent authorities during a food recall and is part of the broader plan for risk 

communication during food safety events. The FAO/WHO Guide for the application of risk analysis 

principles and procedures during food safety emergencies
10

 provides additional principles for 

communication that may be applied during recalls. 

                                                      
9
 Contact details for the INFOSAN Secretary: infosan@who.int (primary) and infosan@fao.org.  

10
 FAO/WHO. 2011. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf). 

mailto:infosan@who.int
mailto:infosan@fao.org
http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf
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4.1.5 Accurate record-keeping 

Recall activities and correspondence should be documented accurately and maintained by both the 

food business operators and the competent authority. The competent authority may conduct an 

inspection or audit to verify the documentation and records associated with the removal, tracing and 

disposal of the recalled food. Such records may be requested in associated legal proceedings and 

insurance investigations. 

4.1.6 Guidance materials and training 

Competent authorities are strongly recommended to provide guidance materials and training for food 

business operators to assist them in establishing a robust and applicable food recall plan and in 

conducting effective food recall activities. It may also be useful to include the details of the contact 

point for the competent authority in the guide. 

Example: Guidance on recall for food business operators 

Guidance material on the process of conducting food recalls, developed by the competent authority, 

could recommend that food business operators: 

 develop clear definitions of essential terms; 

 describe the process of a food recall; 

 clearly define roles and responsibilities during a recall, and train staff in their roles and 

responsibilities; 

 implement a documented one-step-forward/one-step-back traceability system; 

 be aware of legal requirements; 

 have in place a communication process to inform the competent authority; 

 have in place a communication process to inform other food business operators within an 

affected supply chain, and consumers; 

 clearly define the obligations for notification and its process; 

 have in place a verification process for recall effectiveness and the appropriate management of 

products being recalled; 

 implement a review process. 

 

 

Example: Guidance on risk communication for food business operators 

During a food recall, to ensure that communication reaches all target audiences, a range of vehicles 

may be considered, including the use of appropriate channels such as telecommunications, in-store 

notices, newspapers, social media, TV and radio. If stakeholders are contacted by telephone, it is 

recommended that the time and date is recorded or that the phone call is followed up with a written 

notification. 

The communication vehicle and the way in which information is presented should be tailored to the 

needs of the audience, including targeting those at greatest risk, and should consider literacy and the 

languages spoken. If possible, the effectiveness of the communication should be monitored so that the 

approach can be changed if necessary.  

 

Food recalls occur in a time-pressured environment, and experience has shown that the use of 

templates can improve accuracy and consistency when communicating with stakeholders during these 

events. It may be useful for competent authorities and food business operators to apply decision trees 

(to determine when to recall a food) and pre-made notification forms, letters to other food business 
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operators, paid advertisements, press releases and post-recall reporting forms that are adapted to 

foreseeable needs. To assist, it may be useful to provide such templates/examples in guidance 

materials. 

4.1.7 Review of national food recall systems 

A national food recall system should be reviewed on a regular basis (e.g. every few years). 

Contracting an independent party could facilitate this review process and provide an impartial 

judgement on the effectiveness of the national system. Alternatively, the competent authority could 

develop a questionnaire for stakeholders, requesting feedback on the efficacy of the recall system. 

Based on the results of the review and the lessons learned, it may be necessary to revise the national 

food recall system. 

In addition, an immediate joint review of the recall plan, conducted in collaboration with the food 

business operator, could be performed after an emergency in order to take stock and eventually to 

remove pitfalls noticed during the emergency phase. As a result of this analysis, it may be necessary 

for the food business operator to revise the recall plan, or to take into consideration lessons learned 

from previous recalls to ensure that suitable corrective and/or preventive measures have been 

implemented. 

 

Useful tip: Possible questions to assist in reviewing and assessing the effectiveness of the national 

food recall system 

 Is there a documented national food recall system in place? 

 Is there a legislative basis for this system? 

 Are the roles of the competent authority(-ies) sufficiently well defined? 

 Have relevant staff been trained to carry out their role in a recall? 

 Is there a system to verify that food business operators have an effective food recall plan in 

place? 

 How could the cooperation and communication among the different stakeholders still be 

improved? 

 What are the lessons learned during previous emergencies (see Section 6.2.7)? 

 

4.2 Traceability 

A traceability system is an effective tool with which food business operators can trace food throughout 

the food chain. The most common legal requirement is for food business operators to have, as a 

minimum, a documented one-step-back/one-step-forward traceability approach. Small food business 

operators with limited distribution may not be required to have a fully documented traceability system 

in place and may rely solely on their purchasing and sale records to act as their traceability records.  

In the context of a food recall, the objectives of traceability are to: 

1. identify uniquely a lot/batch/consignment of food in a way that allows tracing of the physical 

flow of the food forwards through the food chain to the immediate customer and tracing of the 

physical flow of raw materials backwards to the immediate supplier; 

2. create and maintain accurate traceability records that can be provided within a short time 

period when needed for recall or at the request of the competent authorities. 

 

 

 

Important! Key steps involved in establishing a traceability system: 
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Step 1. Decide on the scope of the traceability system. 

Step 2. Decide on the size of the optimal production unit for tracing purposes (e.g. lot, batch, 

consignment). Tip: selecting larger production units can simplify tracing activities; however, 

it could mean that more food would have to be recalled should a food-related event occur. 

Step 3. Identify the traceability information needed, including information on food ingredients, 

internal processes, packaging material and food products. 

Step 4. Establish a system of record-keeping and retrieval. 

Step 5. Establish procedures for review and testing of the traceability system. 

Step 6. Document the traceability system. 

 

If there is no traceability system required within the country’s regulatory model, it is necessary to 

develop such a system. The system does not have to involve sophisticated information technology 

(IT)-orientated tools, but it needs to ensure effective record-keeping processes that follow the one-

step-back and one-step-forward principle. In the initial stages of developing the system for a food 

chain, the competent authority may consider implementing traceability in a staged approach. The 

approach could be based on the activities that are most relevant in terms of the food safety risk 

categorization of the country, taking into consideration various risk factors (e.g. inherent food risk, 

distribution, complexity of handling, consumers at risk, level of compliance, data acquired from food-

borne disease registers). It may be helpful to refer to the FAO/WHO publication entitled Food safety 

risk analysis: A guide for national food safety authorities for more information about risk 

categorization and risk factors.
11

 

                                                      
11

 http://www.fao.org/docrep/012/a0822e/a0822e00.htm. 
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Example: Various types of traceability system in the fisheries sector 

 
Basic traceability example 1: A sticky note memo 

on the products showing a batch/lot/consignment 

number is helpful. 

 

 
Basic traceability example 2: A unique number is 

written on each fish. 

 
Advanced traceability example 1: Information on 

the product can be displayed by scanning the 

barcode. 

 
Advanced traceability example 2: Each box has a 

different barcode. 

 

4.3 Data collection/exchange system 

The competent authority should establish a mechanism to collect food recall information. This 

information can be analysed and exchanged with relevant parties. This mechanism can provide a 

platform for information sharing with other national and regional organizations and international 

networks (e.g. INFOSAN). 

5 Setting up and operating a national food recall system 

5.1 Actions prior to a food recall, and initiation of recall 

A decision to recall a food can be triggered by a number of situations. A recall is often initiated by a 

food business operator on the basis of their knowledge, or because they have reason to believe that a 

food is unsafe.
3
 A recall may also be requested or ordered by the competent authority on the basis of 

an assessment of information they have received from different sources, including their own 

government departments, other governments, (including international government sources) inspection 

activities and laboratory findings, or the consumer. In any situation, the way in which the competent 

authority enforces a specific recall may vary according to the assessment of risk. For example, the 

competent authority may determine the level of resources required to manage a recall on the basis of 

the severity of risk and/or the distribution of the product being recalled. 

Prior to a food recall that is not initiated by a food business operator, the competent authority often 

needs to conduct some of the following activities. These activities may occur in different orders and 

combinations. 
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 Identify food safety events through the different sources and channels (e.g. hospitalization 

cases, consumer complaints, food business reports, chemical hazard monitoring programmes). 

 Initiate investigations of food safety events or food-borne disease outbreaks, including 

epidemiological investigations and laboratory analyses. 

 Conduct a rapid risk assessment. 

 Attribute the food safety event or food-borne disease outbreak to a food. 

 Decide on the appropriate risk management options to undertake in order to mitigate the risk, 

and decide subsequently whether a recall has to be conducted as one of the options. 

As a prerequisite to all of the above activities, and during the events that occur throughout a food 

recall, it is imperative that the competent authority has knowledge and understanding of the principles 

and procedures of risk analysis and is capable of applying these principles in decision-making. For 

further information, refer to the FAO/WHO guide for the application of risk analysis principles and 

procedures during food safety emergencies.
12

 

 

Useful tip: Resource allocation 

In order to facilitate resource allocation in the event of a recall, it may be useful for the competent 

authority to establish pre-set risk categories. An example may be a classification system based on risk 

that includes categories such as high, medium and low. 

 

                                                      
12

 FAO/WHO. 2011. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf). 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf
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5.2 Example of a recall action decision tree13 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: This is a general illustration to show how a food recall process may occur. The actions shown in 

this diagram may be conducted by the competent authority, the food business operators or both. 

 

 

 

*Example: In a given country, a product is found to be marketed domestically with a label stating 

“lactose”. The country’s legislation requires food products that contain lactose to have an allergen 

food label: “milk or products thereof”. In this case the competent authority does not order a recall 

because consumers with milk allergies would be aware of lactose, but the food business operator will 

be ordered to re-label newly marketed products. 

 

 

                                                      
13

 In the decision tree, “compliant” refers to compliance with national food safety legislation. 

No action and 

“monitor” if 

needed 

Initiate a recall 

Corrective actions 

Food not on the market 

No health risk but 

not compliant* 

Determine whether the food is unsafe; may 

include risk assessment 

Suspicion of health risk 

No health risk and 

compliant 
Health risk 

Food on the 

market 

Hold product and take 

corrective actions, 

or disposal 

May take other 

actions 
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6 Food recall management 

6.1 Elements of food recall management 

6.1.1 Competent authority and multiagency approach 

In the management of a food recall, it is important that the competent authority leads the coordination 

activities between the different agencies and it takes a multiagency approach throughout the event. An 

important aspect of the management of a food recall is an assessment of the distribution of the food 

subjected to the recall to determine whether notification of other agencies is necessary. Notification of 

such agencies is essential and serves as an alert to the recall. 

 

Useful tip: Preparedness for a multiagency approach for notification 

Procedures that outline the notification process may be established to facilitate multiagency 

preparedness. Such procedures include, but are not limited to: 

 identification of roles and responsibilities for communication and information sharing within 

the competent authority; 

 identification of contact points to be notified. For example: 

o partners within the national government; 

o local government agencies (state, province, tribe, as applicable); 

o foreign government agencies; 

o international partners (e.g. national contact points for INFOSAN, WTO, IHR and their 

international counterparts). 

6.1.2 Interaction between the competent authority and the recalling food 
business operator 

For a successful food recall, it is essential to ensure timely, regular and effective communication 

between the competent authority and the recalling food business operator. Established procedures 

should include the necessary communication steps, so that appropriate monitoring can be conducted 

and appropriate measures taken to ensure the satisfactory progress and effectiveness of the recall. 

Communication between the competent authority and the food business operators during a food recall 

is most effective when prior arrangements have been made that enable efficient communication in the 

case of an emergency. It is beneficial to establish contacts and reach agreement on the arrangements 

during the non-emergency period. Refer to the FAO/WHO guide to the application of risk analysis 

principles and procedures during food safety emergencies
14

 (page 36) for more information. 

 

Example: Effective communication by the recalling food business operator 

The competent authority needs to receive detailed information from the recalling food business 

operator(s). The information may include: 

 a list of the recalled products; 

 physical description of the products, including brand name, packaging description, date 

marking/batch sizes; 

 distribution details; 

 the nature of the health risk and description of possible symptoms; 

                                                      
14

 FAO/WHO. 2011. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf). 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf
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 advice to consumers, including what to do if the recalled food has been consumed, action 

taken in response to the recall (disposal or return of recalled food), whom to contact with 

enquiries about the recalled food and information regarding possible health concerns; 

 a list of premises where the recalled food has been available for sale; 

 amount of time the recalled food has been on the market; 

 actions taken/to be taken by the recalling food business operator; 

 actions required by other food business operators; 

 contact details for the recall coordinator of the recalling food business operator. 

 

6.1.3 International dimension 

The global distribution of food and the increasing complexity of the food chain require an efficient 

management system and effective communication among competent authorities at the international 

level, including communication of information related to recalls. This communication assists in the 

prevention and control of global food safety events and emergencies. Procedures for communicating 

recall-related information and distribution of the information to all foreign countries known to be 

affected and those that are potentially affected should be established. This procedure should include 

identification and contact information for contact points for the competent authorities in relevant 

foreign countries. 

 

Example: Specific information possibly required by competent authorities in other countries 

When notifying the competent authorities in other countries, the information may include, but is not 

limited to: 

 the product; 

 codes (lot/batch/consignment code or number); 

 name of recalling food business operator; 

 reason for recall; 

 volume of product on the market, quantity, amount recovered, and disposal; 

 distribution (e.g. name of foreign consignee); 

 details of public notification, if applicable (e.g. press release); 

 if applicable, and in the case of import/export situations:  

o exporter name and contact information; 

o importer name and contact information; 

o container and shipping details (including country of origin, port of entry and 

destination); 

o details of food business operators receiving the product and of their distributer(s), and 

relevant contact information. 

 

It should be recognized that the recall process is dynamic, and information may change throughout the 

event because the initial recall information may be incomplete. The competent authority will need to 

communicate promptly any new, additional or updated information, as it becomes available, to all 

relevant foreign countries. 

Important! Codex guideline on information exchange 

As outlined in the relevant Codex guideline,
15

 each country should designate a primary official contact 

point for food safety emergency situations, which can act as a national contact point for information 

                                                      
15

 CAC/GL 19-1995, REV-1 2004 
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exchange during international food safety events. The INFOSAN Secretariat maintains a list of these 

national contacts. “INFOSAN Emergency Contact Points” are the national contacts who are 

designated by the national agency responsible for coordination of national food safety emergencies. 

However, because food safety is a multidisciplinary endeavour, it is seldom dealt with by a single 

agency in any given country. INFOSAN also includes other members called “INFOSAN Focal Points” 

who act as contacts for other national agencies involved in food safety across the food chain. The 

INFOSAN Secretariat can play a coordinating role during international food safety events which 

involve a recalled food that has been shipped internationally, by helping to facilitate information 

exchange among INFOSAN Emergency Contact Points and Focal Points from different countries. 

 

6.1.4 Communication to the public 

Communication to the public is critical in the case of food that poses serious and dangerous health 

risks and has reached the consumer. More information on consumer advice is outlined in Section 6.2.5, 

and risk communication to the general public in the larger context is outlined in the FAO/WHO guide 

for the application of risk analysis principles and procedures during food safety emergencies
16

 (page 

37). 

6.1.5 Documentation of recall events and related activities 

Documentation of recall events and the activities related to the monitoring of these events is essential. 

A system such as a dedicated recall database for recording recall information and activities should be 

considered for keeping track of all activities throughout the progression of the recall. This system 

could include: 

 the recall plan; 

 the outcome of the determination of the health or food safety risk; 

 details of the recall initiation; 

 the recall status updates or reports; 

 notifications and public warnings; 

 records of the disposal or reprocessing of the recalled products; 

 records of the basis for the decision, monitoring and verification. 

6.2 Example of a food recall workflow 

6.2.1 Initial communication with relevant partners (government and 
industry) 

The purpose of the initial communication is to define the food that has to be recalled and the reason 

for the recall, in a simple and well-structured format. The competent authority should put in place 

procedures that allow food business operators to share information without delay when conducting a 

recall. These procedures should also include instructions to ensure that the competent authority 

receives all relevant information related to the recall.  

 

Example: Relevant information for the initial communication 

The competent authority would expect to receive notification of the following. 

1. Identity of the food business operator and person responsible for the recall (and/or contact 

point). 

2. Identification of the reason for the recall: 
2.1. nature of problem/hazard (physical, chemical or biological hazard, undeclared allergen); 

                                                      
16

 FAO/WHO. 2011. (http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/ba0092e/ba0092e00.pdf). 
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2.2. date and time at which the food business operator identified the problem (and the probable 

date of occurrence of the problem). 

3. Identification of the product: 

3.1. product name; 

3.2. product description; 

3.3. batch/lot/consignment codes involved (and evidence clarifying basis of limiting recall to 

those batches/lots); 

3.4. quantity of product implicated; 

3.5. country of origin/certificate for imported products; 

3.6. production date; 

3.7. shelf-life/expiration date. 

4. Distribution details (if available): 
4.1. how the product was distributed (e.g. wholesalers, distributors, retailers) and whether they 

know if the product has reached consumers; 

4.2. quantity and batch/lot/consignment code of affected product sent to each food business 

operator; 

4.3. the name and address of all food business operators receiving the recalled product. 

5. Other information (if available): 
5.1. results of tests performed (samples and analyses performed); 

5.2. assessment of the problem and measures taken (or to be taken). 

 

The competent authority may also define their preferred mode in which to receive this information. It 

may be appropriate to request the initial information by telephone, followed by written confirmation 

via e-mail, letter, or Internet application. See Section 6.4 for a model template for provision by the 

recalling food business operator to the competent authority. 

6.2.2 Initiation and implementation of food recall across the food chain 

When a food recall is initiated, the first priority is to identify where the food has been distributed 

(trace-forward activities). This ensures rapid cessation of the use, distribution and sale of the food to 

be recalled. Following the initiation of trace-forward activities, trace-back activities should occur in 

conjunction with the recall, to identify any other implicated food. 

6.2.2.1 Trace-forward activities 

The purpose of a trace-forward activity is to identify the physical location of the affected product in 

the food chain. The objective of the trace-forward process is to obtain the most complete list possible 

of all customers or entities that received the affected product, and to inform them about the recall and 

the actions that are expected of them in order to remove the product from the market. The distribution 

list containing details of the customers that have received the food should be provided to the 

competent authority. 

Important! Trace-forward activity determines the strategy for communication to consumers 

A trace-forward activity should be used to determine whether the affected product may have reached 

the consumer, and the recall strategy must be adapted accordingly. 

 

The trace-forward activity should be performed by the food business operator who is responsible for 

the recall action. If no responsible food business operator can be identified, or the food business 

operator does not have the capacity to perform this task, the competent authority should be responsible 

for taking appropriate action. In the case of subsequent distribution by other food business operators, 

they also will have to complete trace-forward activities. 
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Useful tip: The key activities of a competent authority during the trace-forward stage 

 Monitor the distribution list of the recalling food business operator (i.e. the list of customers 

who have received the hazardous product). 

 Analyse distribution to the consumer and determine the follow-up actions required. 

 

6.2.2.2 Trace-back activities 

The purpose of trace-back activities is to determine whether there are other products on the market or 

in the food supply chain that may have been affected by the same hazard as the food subjected to the 

recall. The competent authority should work together with the food business operator to ensure that a 

trace-back investigation is performed to ascertain that there is no other affected food on the market. 

Useful tip: Importance of information exchange during trace-back activities 

When the original supplier of a contaminated food or an ingredient has been identified, the food 

business operator should provide the competent authority with the complete details of the supplier 

and/or the product. This may lead to a new food recall conducted by other food business operators 

and/or the inclusion of other products. Consequently it may be necessary to inform other stakeholders 

or competent authorities in other countries. For this exchange of information, international networks 

such as INFOSAN should be used. 

 

6.2.3 Monitoring and documentation of the recall 

The competent authority needs to monitor, verify and document that the recall actions executed by the 

food business operators are completed, and this is also important in situations where the competent 

authority needs to seize or destroy the food. This involves the following procedures. 

 Monitoring and verification of trace-forward activities: this may include documentation that 

all the food business operators who have received the affected product have been informed 

and have acted as required. For example, the competent authority could select a percentage of 

the affected food business operators from the distribution list for verification. The percentage 

should be determined on the basis of risk, level of concern and the record of prior compliance 

with regulations by the affected food business operators. 

 Monitoring and verification that the affected product has been located and managed properly, 

including being removed from the point of sale to the public, may be completed by the 

competent authority through site inspections or by telephone. 

The competent authority should keep all relevant records of the recall process and require that food 

business operators do the same. Most countries state in their legislation a specific time period for 

maintaining such records and documents (retention period). Record-keeping is required mainly for 

legal purposes, therefore the retention period is usually determined with respect to the local and 

national laws/legislation, with consideration of practical aspects (e.g. the addition of a certain number 

of years to the expiry date of food products). Some countries have kept all records since electronic 

filing systems have become available, while other countries keep paper copies in their archives for a 

certain number of years (e.g. 5 years or 10 years). The period for retention of records depends on the 

situation in the country, and the competent authority should clearly inform food business operators of 

the requirements. 
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6.2.4 Verification of retrieval, correction or disposal of affected food 
items 

The competent authority should verify that the affected food has been actually and completely 

removed from distribution and from the market. Verification processes for the effectiveness of the 

recall actions may include:  

 reality checks at food businesses through distribution channels, including point-of-sale; 

 audits or inspections of the food businesses involved; 

 telephone interviews, written questionnaires or e-mail communication; 

 statistical sampling of the market; 

 comparison of the audit conducted by the competent authority with the food business 

operator’s documentation. 

 

Verification of effective retrieval may include comparison of product distributed and returned. 

Retrieved product should be managed in a hygienic manner, and may include: 

 control of product disposal; 

 approval and/or monitoring of re-labelling; 

 approval and/or monitoring of reprocessing or alternate use; 

 confirmation of re-export to the producing country after acceptance by the competent 

authority of that country. 

6.2.5 Providing consumer advice (industry and government actions) 

The primary purpose of risk communication to consumers by the competent authority is to protect 

public health and to warn the public not to consume the affected product. Advice to the public should 

be clear, concise and directed at the appropriate target group(s). 

Useful tip: Consumer advice 

The communication to the public should be simple and factual, and may include the following: 

 why the recall is taking place; 

 what has to be recalled, including a written description and/or photographs of the product; 

 what consumers should do if the food has been consumed; 

 what consumers should do with the affected food in their possession; 

 contact details for further information; 

 brief information on the hazard involved, the incubation period, typical symptoms, etc.  

 

 

Useful tip: Methods for providing consumer advice 

Communication to the public can involve: 

 general press releases to the media; 

 Internet announcements on the Web site of the competent authority; 

 the Internet site or other social media used by the food business operator; 

 public warnings on television, radio, and in print newspapers; 

 consumer advocacy organizations (e.g. allergen networks/associations); 

 in-store or point-of-sale notification.  
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6.2.6 Monitoring actions to prevent the recurrence of unsafe products 

The competent authority may verify the actions taken by the food business from which the hazard was 

introduced into the food chain either through increased routine inspections and/or special audits. Food 

business operators implicated in a recall should take adequate measures to prevent the food safety 

problems that led to a recall from arising again. This includes the identification of the source of the 

hazard and improving/correcting their food safety management accordingly. Improvements to food 

safety management may include: 

 improved controls of and/or stricter requirements for supplies/suppliers; 

 improved general hygiene practices (e.g. improving facilities, hygiene of personnel, pest 

control, sanitation); 

 improved monitoring procedures and/or control of food hazards through the use of systems 

such as HACCP;
17

 

 raised hygiene standards for final products; 

 careful review and, if necessary, adaptation of the whole production process. 

The competent authority may also improve surveillance/survey programmes and the monitoring 

scheme for consumer complaints through: 

 risk-based audits; 

 risk-based inspections; 

 sampling programmes that focus on high-risk foods; 

 reassessing existing food safety programmes; 

 improving surveillance programmes; 

 monitoring consumer complaints. 

6.2.7 General evaluation of the recall 

The competent authority may evaluate the recall process after completion in order to improve the 

national food recall system and procedures.  

Example: Lessons learned exercise 

For high-profile recalls, it may be useful to conduct a “lessons learned” exercise, including:  

 review of the issue; 

 what worked well; 

 what did not go well; 

 what could/should be improved; 

 recommendations; 

 assignment of responsibilities to carry out follow-up recommendations; 

 timeliness of notification of food safety problem and removal of product. 

 

6.3 Example scenarios for different types of food recall 

In this section, four example scenarios are presented. It is important to note that these four examples 

do not cover all types of food recall, but they provide an overall understanding that different food 

recall situations require different risk management resources, processes and actions.  

The first example (6.3.1) is a simple recall scenario triggered by an event involving contaminated food 

produced domestically. This case requires intensive trace-forward activities to locate and recall 

                                                      
17

 Recommended International Code of Practice General Principles of Food Hygiene, CAC/RCP 1-1969, REV 

2003 
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products. The second scenario (6.3.2) is triggered by an event involving a contaminated ingredient in 

domestically produced food. This case requires intensive trace-back activities in addition to trace-

forward activities, because bulk products have to be investigated to identify other possibly affected 

products. The third scenario (6.3.3) demonstrates a scenario in which the trigger is an outbreak of 

food-borne disease, which requires initial in-depth epidemiological and food safety investigations to 

identify the food source so that a recall process can be initiated. The final example (6.3.4) shows a 

case in which the event is triggered by an international event/source. In this case in particular, accurate 

information exchange and timely communication at international level are critical.  
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6.3.1 Scenario 1: A simple recall scenario triggered by a contaminated 
food 
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6.3.2 Scenario 2: Event triggered by a contaminated ingredient 
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6.3.3 Scenario 3: Event triggered by an outbreak of food-borne disease 
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6.3.4 Scenario 4: Event triggered by an international source 
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6.4 Examples of useful tools 

In Section 6.4.1, two examples of recall activity flow are presented. The first, a generic food recall 

activity flow (6.4.1.1), illustrates activities usually undertaken by food business operators (in close 

collaboration with competent authority). The second activity flow (6.4.1.2) illustrates the actions 

usually undertaken by the competent authority during a food recall. In Section 6.4.2, checklists, 

questions and forms (6.4.2.1 to 6.4.2.9) are presented as examples of good practices to facilitate 

workflow and communication, as presented in Section 6.4.1. Various national authorities from many 

parts of the world have compiled their collective experience in these forms. They can be used as 

examples to be modified and tailored to the needs of each country that is engaged in the development 

and/or improvement of its national food recall system. 
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6.4.1  Examples of recall activity flows 

6.4.1.1 Generic food recall activity flow for food business operators in collaboration with 
competent authority 

Recall activity flow 
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6.4.1.2 Activities of the competent authority during a food recall 
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6.4.2 Example checklists, questions and forms 

6.4.2.1 Questions to be considered when drafting or reviewing food legislation 
 

 

1) Responsibilities 

Are roles and responsibilities of competent authorities and food business operators in relation to 

recall clearly defined? 

 

2) Power to recall food  

Does the power exist for competent authorities to recall food?  

 

3) Requirement of food recalls  

Does the legislation recognize food recalls which are carried out to meet the requirements of the 

competent authority? 

 

4) Scope  

Does the legislation facilitate the recall of food from all parts of the food chain?  

 

5) Speed of action  

Does the legislation provide for timely action when it is needed?  

 

6) Inspectors’ powers  

Does the legislation provide inspectors with required/necessary powers to carry out their functions? 

This can be considered in terms of powers of entry, examining products and labels, examining 

records and documentation requirements, obtaining samples and taking photographic images.  

 

7) Public statements  

Does the legislation provide the relevant authority with the power to publish statements about food 

and its labelling, to protect the public? Are such statements provided with the protection of 

privilege, provided they are not made in bad faith or without reasonable care?  

 

8) Recalled food  

Does the legislation enable the relevant authority to take control of recalled food and its disposal? 
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6.4.2.2 Example of a trade notification form 
 

 

URGENT 

 

Food Recall (or Withdrawal) 
 

Company Name    _____________________________ 

 

Food Name    _____________________________ 

  

Food Details    _____________________________ 

 

Batch/lot/unit Identification   _____________________________ 

 

“use-by” or “best-before” date _____________________________  

 

Reasons for the Recall    

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Actions Required    

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Contact Details   _____________________________ 

 

Alternative Contact Details  _____________________________ 
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6.4.2.3 Example of an in-store notification or paid newspaper advertisement 
 
 

 

WARNING 

 

Food Recall 
 

Company Name 

Food Name/description 

Pack Size 

Batch/lot/unit identification 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Food photograph or illustration 

 

 

 

 

 

Details of what is wrong with the product 

 

 

 

 

 

Actions the consumer should take 

 

 

 

 

Company address and contact details 

 

 

 

 

We apologize for any inconvenience  
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6.4.2.4 Food recall information sheet 
  
Competent Authority Recall #: 

Date: 

Reason for Recall 

Reason for Recall: Description of the reason for recall  

Action Proposed: Recall 

Method of Disposal: Insert method of product disposal 

Recall detection: The recall is the result of xx 

How was the problem detected? 

Illness/injury: Insert whether there were illness/injury reports. 

If yes, insert how many. 

Company Information 

Company Name:  

Company Address:  

Company Recall Coordinator: Name 

Contact number 

Public Contact Phone Numbers: Hotline or Customer Service number 

Product Information 

Food Type: Category 

Product Name(s): Brand name and product name as it appears on the 

packaging 

Package Details: Package description:  

Package size: 

Date Marking: Best before date, use by date, etc. 

Batch/lot/unit Identification: Batch/lot/unit code: 

Country of Origin:  

Manufacturing State/Territory:  

Distribution Channels 

Product Units 

Imported/Manufactured: 

 

Product Units Remaining at 

Warehouse: 

 

Point of Sale Description: Type of retail outlets in which state/territory 

Time Product has been on 

Market: 

Approximate time (including date if available) 

Distribution to which 

States/Territories:  

 

Overseas Distribution: Country:                            

Units: 

Communication Plan 

Recall Information 

Communicated to Consumers 

via: 

Press advertisement, point-of-sale notification, company 

website, etc., in which State/Territory 

Other 

Other Information: Any other information – detail supply chain information, and 

specific recall information not covered in document 
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6.4.2.5 Food recall report 
 

Company Information 
Contact:  

Company Name:  

Address:  

Mail Address:  

Business After Hours Phone Number:  

Fax:  

E-mail: Contact e-mail address 

Head Office Location:  

Manufacturing State: Has the food been manufactured in the home 

state? 

Contacted Health Department? Have you contacted your 

state/territory/provincial health department? 

Information Dissemination: The information discussed in this report will be 

used by the competent authority officially to 

notify state/territory/provincial health 

departments of the recall, who in turn may 

forward the information on to relevant 

agencies, such as local councils, in their 

jurisdictions for further follow-up action.  

 

Other government agencies, international 

agencies and industry organizations will also 

receive official notification of the recall. 

 

It is the company’s responsibility to notify all 

direct customers of the recall and provide 

information on the affected product. 

  

Company Recall Coordination Contact 

Contact Name:  

Contact Phone Number:  

Consumer Enquiry Contact 

Contact name:  

Contact Phone Number:  

Brand Owner Information 

Is your Company the BRAND Owner of the 

product? 

 

Brand Owner Name: 

Brand Owner Phone Number: 

Brand owner’s business name 

Brand owner’s business phone number 

Brand Owner Check: Has the recall been discussed with the brand 

owner? 

Primary Responsibility  If you are not the brand owner, is your 

business taking primary responsibility for the 

product recall in the country? 

Product(s) 
Total Number of Products being Recalled: 

Product Information  

Name:  Name of the product including brand name 

Food Type: Category 
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Type of Date Marking:  

Appearance of Packaging:  

Batch/lot/unit/code No:  

Dimensions:  

Weight:  

Packaging Description: Description of the product packaging: 

Product Image: Please provide the competent authority with a 

copy of the product image. Please note, the 

images provided may be disseminated via the 

Internet or other electronic means. 

Importation Information:  

Imported: Has the product been imported? 

Country of Origin: What country was the product imported from? 

Date of Import: Date the product was imported. 

Customs Entry Number: Entry number of the product obtained from 

customs during import. 

Importer Information 

Importer Name:  

Importer Address:  

Manufacturer Information 

Manufacturer Name If you are not the manufacturer, what is the 

name of the product’s manufacturer?  

Manufacturer Address: Product manufacturer’s address: 

Supplier Information 

Supplier Name: If you did not purchase the imported product 

from the manufacturer, what is the business 

name of the company you purchased the 

product from? 

If the product was purchased directly from the 

manufacturer, please leave this field blank. 

Supplier Address: Address of the product’s supplier. 

Product Distribution 
Distribution Method How has the product been distributed? 

Outlets/retailers At what outlets are these products available for 

sale to the public (e.g. chain supermarkets, 

health food stores, corner stores, etc.) 

Retailer/distributor Notification Have the distributors been notified? 

Manufactured Stock How many units of the affected stock were 

manufactured/imported? 

Warehoused Affected Stock How many units of the affected stock remain in 

the warehouse i.e. were not distributed? 

Time in Marketplace How long has the affected product been in the 

marketplace? 

In which States/Provinces/Territories, etc., has 

the Affected Product been Distributed and in 

what Quantity? 

 

 

 

 

Exportation Is the product exported outside this country? 

Export Countries and Quantity: Please enter the countries followed by the 

quantity: 

 

Country  Quantity 
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Export Notification  

Recall Reason 

Recall Description Description of the reason for recall 

Food Safety Hazard What is the food safety hazard? 

Advice to Consumers What is the advice to consumers? 

Problem Detection How was the problem detected? 

Tests Have any analytical tests been performed? 

Test Results What are the results, e.g. levels of 

contamination? 

Results File: Please provide a copy of the results, if 

available. 

Pathogen Serotyped? Genotyped? Has the pathogen been serotyped?genotyped? 

Serotype Details: Please provide further information on the 

pathogen identified. 

Illness Reports? Have there been any reported cases of 

illness/injury associated with the recall? 

Illness Report Details Describe the incident of illness/injury 

Recall Decision Responsible Party Whose decision was it to recall the affected 

product? 

Product Disposal How will the product be disposed of?  

Please insert an acceptable method of product 

disposal or rectification of safety issue (re-

labelling) for each of the stakeholders.  

 

Food that is subject to a recall must be 

separated from other food and clearly 

identified. 

 

Options for recalled food include: 

- Destruction or other use so that the 

food cannot be used for human 

consumption 

- Further processing to ensure the safety 

and suitability of the food product. 

 

To meet post-recall reporting requirements, 

you will need to provide evidence of the 

destruction or rectification of the unsafe 

product. If the product was not disposed of, 

please describe the manner in which the safety 

issue will be rectified and provide confirmation 

of the manner in which rectification occurred. 
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6.4.2.6 Fax/letter template (distributors/wholesales/retailers/restaurants) 
 

 

(Insert company letterhead) 

 

URGENT! 

 

Food Recall Notification 

 

 

Date: _______________ 

 

Our firm is recalling <<product name>> due to <<reason for recall>>. It may not meet company 

quality standards, and/or may represent a <<small/moderate/serious>> (CHOOSE one word) health or 

safety threat to people who use it. 

 

Please follow these instructions to ensure a successful recall: 

 

- Immediately discontinue selling or distributing your existing stock of <<brand, name, code of 

product, package size, etc.>>. 

- Inform us of the quantity of product you have on hand by completing the bottom portion of 

this form. Sign the form and return it by FAX to <<FAX number>> as soon as possible. 

- DO NOT dispose of the product! Instead: (Choose one of the two options below) 

o Wait for further instructions from <<your sales representative>> OR 

o Return the recalled product to <<name of firm’s contact person>> as soon as possible. 

 

If you have distributed any of the recalled products, please immediately: 

- Contact your consignees by telephone and in writing to advise them about the recall 

- Instruct them to return their unused, non-destroyed stock to (recalling firm or supplier). 

- Instruct them also to notify any of their consignees that may have received the recalled 

product. 

 

Thank you for your cooperation. If you have any questions regarding this recall, please feel free to 

contact <<firm’s contact person>> at <<phone number>>.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

<<Recalling Firm Representative>> 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Customer Name: _______________________________ 

 

Quantity on Hand: ______________________________cases/cans/packages (circle one) 

 

 

____________________________   _____________________________ 

Owner’s Name – Please Print    Owner’s Signature 
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6.4.2.7 Recall effectiveness check (letter, on-site visit) 
 
 

 

Letter Template 

(Insert company letterhead) 

 

Recall Effectiveness Check 

 

Date: ___________________ 

To: Consignee name and address:___________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Ref: ______________________<<Recall product name, product code, date code, competent authority 

recall number>>________________________________________ 

 

The following checklist has been sent to you as part of a recall effectiveness check required by 

<<name of competent authority>>. Please complete this checklist, sign and date it, and post or fax to: 

 

- <<Recalling company name>> 

- <<Recalling company address, fax number>> 

 

1) Did your company receive notification from <<recalling company>> that the above-listed 

product was being recalled? 

 

___ YES ___ NO 

 

If YES, when? _________________ 

 

2) Did your firm receive shipments of the recalled product? (If NO, please sign this letter and 

return.) 

 

___ YES ___ NO 

 

3) Do you have any of the recalled product in your current inventory? 

 

___ YES ___ NO 

 

 

4) If the answer to question 3 is YES, do you plan to return the recalled product as requested, 

to <<recalling company >>? 

 

___ Yes   Please list the quantities and expected return delivery date: 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

___ NO  Please explain your intentions: 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

5) Have you received illness or injury reports related to the recalled product? 
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___ YES  Please provide details: 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

___ NO 

 

6) Did you ship the recalled product to other distributors, retailers or consignees? 

 

 

___ YES  ___ NO 

 

 

7) If the answer to question 6 is YES, did you send a recall notice to the consignee? 

 

___YES  ___NO 

 

8) If the answer to question 7 is YES, did the consignee have any product on hand? 

 

___YES  ___NO  ___ Did not enquire 

 

 

Thank you for your cooperation. Please sign and date your signature below. 

 

 

_________________________  _________________________ 

Signature     Title 

 

 

_________________________  _________________________ 

Date     Company  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

________________________  _________________________ 

Signature and title    Date 

 

<<recalling company name>> 
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6.4.2.8 Phone call/personal visit template/worksheet 
 
For each telephone or personal contact related to a recall, first ensure that you are in contact with the 

correct person, i.e. someone who can personally deal with or address the recall, or has the authority to 

designate someone else to deal with or address it. Log that person’s name and contact information on 

this sheet. It is critical to keep good records. 

 
 

 

Date:____________________ 

 

Company Name: _______________________________________________________ 

Company Contact: ______________________________________________________ 

Phone Number: _____________________  Fax number: __________________ 

E-mail Address: _____________________  Web site address: _______________ 

 

Good morning/afternoon: 

 

I am <<caller name>> from <<recalling company>>. I am calling/visiting in reference to our 

<<date>> product recall of <<brand, type, product code, date code>>. 

 

I am calling/here today for a brief recall effectiveness check with your company, to make sure we are 

doing everything possible to meet government regulations. I will need to ask you several questions: 

 

1) Did your company receive notification from <<recalling company>> that the above-listed 

product was being recalled? 

 

___ YES ___ NO 

 

2) Did your firm receive shipments of the recalled product? (If NO, please sign this form and 

return.) 

 

___ YES ___ NO 

 

3) Do you have any of the recalled product in your current inventory? 

 

___ YES ___ NO 

 

 

4) If the answer to question 3 is YES, do you plan to return the recalled product as requested, to 

<<recalling company >>? 

 

___ YES   Please tell me the quantities and the date on which we can expect them to be 

returned to the company.  

______________________________________________________________ 

 

___ NO  Please explain your intentions: 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

 

5) Have you received illness or injury reports related to the recalled product? 

 

___ YES  Please provide details: 

______________________________________________________________ 
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___ NO 

 

6) Did you ship the recalled product to other distributors, retailers, or consignees? 

 

 

___ YES  ___ NO 

 

 

7) If the Answer to question 6 is YES, did you send the consignee a recall notice? 

 

___YES  ___NO 

 

8) If the answer to question 7 is YES, did the consignee have any product on hand? 

 

___YES  ___NO  ___ Did not enquire 

 

 

Thank you for your cooperation. (If interviewed in person, ask the consignee to sign and date the 

questionnaire.) 

 

 

_________________________  _________________________ 

Signature     Title 

 

 

_________________________  _________________________ 

Date     Company  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

________________________  _________________________ 

Signature and title    Date 

 

<<recalling company name>> 
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6.4.2.9 Public warning template (Salmonella) 
 

 

For immediate release 

 

HEALTH HAZARD ALERT – <<PRODUCT>> MAY CONTAIN SALMONELLA BACTERIA 

 

Audio clips available at <<Web site link>> 

 

<<City>>, <<DATE>> The <<Competent Authority>> and <<Company Name>> are warning the 

public not to consume <<product>> because the product may be contaminated with Salmonella. 

<<Affected product(s) description (brand name, product name, size, UPC, lot number, other)>>. 

This/these product(s) have been distributed in <<area of distribution>>. 

 

There have been no/<<number>> reported illnesses associated with the consumption of (this/these) 

product(s). 

 

Food contaminated with Salmonella may not look or smell spoiled. Consumption of food 

contaminated with these bacteria may cause salmonellosis, a food-borne illness. In young children, the 

elderly and people with weakened immune systems, salmonellosis may cause serious and sometimes 

deadly infections. In otherwise healthy people, salmonellosis may cause short-term symptoms such as 

high fever, severe headache, vomiting, nausea, abdominal pain and diarrhoea. Long-term 

complications may include severe arthritis.  

 

The <<Manufacturer/Importer/ Other>> is recalling the affected product(s) from the marketplace. The 

<<Competent Authority>> is monitoring the effectiveness of the recall. 

 

For more information, consumers and industry can call the <<Competent Authority>> at <<Phone 

Number>> from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m., Monday to Friday. 

 

OR: 

 

For more information, consumers and industry can call one of the following numbers: 

<<Company name and phone number>>; 

 

<<Competent Authority and phone number>> <<during specific times/days of the week>>. 

 

For information on Salmonella, visit the following Web page at: <<Web site link>> 

 

For information on receiving recalls by e-mail, or for other food safety facts, visit our Web site at 

<<Web site link>>.  

 

Media enquiries: 

 

<<Competent Authority Contact Detail Information>> 
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7 Conclusions 

Food recall is an important risk management option during food safety emergencies/events. Recalls 

may also prevent the escalation of a food safety event into an emergency. Effective national food 

recall systems require a specific legal framework and coordination among relevant government 

agencies together with the competent authority, as well as effective cooperation with food sectors 

along the food chain (e.g. industry, retail, trade and food services). National food recall systems are 

most effective when key activities relating to preparedness are conducted routinely as part of a 

national food control system.  

Food recalls can be resource intensive, both for government agencies and for the food industry. They 

often require long-term vision, effort and investment. When assessing the need for such investment, it 

is important to consider the benefits of: 1) protecting public health; 2) maintaining confidence in the 

product; 3) maintaining the good reputation of the country’s food products; and 4) future market 

access. 

Traceability is a very important tool in achieving an effective food recall, as demonstrated in many 

countries. A traceability system may start with a very simple system using the one-step-back and one-

step-forward principle. Food recalls will be very difficult if there is no system of traceability in place.  

During a food safety emergency, the presence of an effective food recall system is extremely helpful 

in minimizing the impact of the event. If the event has an international dimension, INFOSAN can be 

contacted to facilitate communication among the competent authorities involved. 
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