
reported at the same time by the same
authorities.

Similarly, judgements have been made
about how to categorise incidents and prod-
ucts. Just as it is not always possible to iden-
tify the causes of problems without
thorough scientific investigation, so it is not
possible to conclude that a report of plastic
in a product is a packaging issue rather than
a production issue. So foreign body inci-
dents are categorised together even though
a case of glass fragments found in a bottle
could easily be a packaging issue, whereas a
bird’s head found in a can of beans is clearly
not.

What does appear to be the case is that
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Given the sheer diversity, complexity
and number of food products on
our shelves, the food industry’s

global record on product contamination and
recall is encouraging.

However, when a company is caught up in
an incident requiring a recall, it can repre-
sent a catastrophe. The expense, inconve-
nience and the loss of public confidence is
damaging enough. But of course, there is
also the issue of solving the problem that led
to the recall being necessary.

A survey of worldwide recalls from the
turn of the year until the end of August,
reveals some interesting statistics. Reading
Scientific Services (RSSL) reports these reg-
ularly in its weekly free email newsletter,
Food E-news. RSSL’s laboratories also rou-
tinely provide analytical support to food
manufacturers in order to investigate inci-
dents of chemical or foreign body contami-
nation, and this work is frequently carried
out on a priority basis, through membership
of its Emergency Response Service.

Companies often use the results of such
investigative analyses as the basis for decid-
ing what course of action to take when
faced with a product crisis.

Sources for this survey

Food E-news routinely features news of
recalls from the UK, Ireland, USA, Canada,
Australia and New Zealand. Incidents from
Europe and the African continent are also
sometimes featured. In addition, links are
provided to the EU rapid alert system for
food and feed, a website in which alert noti-
fications and information notifications are
published weekly. All of these sources were
included in this survey.

However, for the purposes of this article,
only the alert notifications for food products
have been taken from the EU rapid alert
system. Alerts for feed, and all information
notifications have been ignored. This is
because information notifications do not
necessarily lead to recalls. It is more likely
that information notifications arise after
products have been tested and held at the
borders with non-EU countries. By contrast,
alert notifications are intended to prompt
member states to take the necessary mea-

sures to withdraw products. However, the
alert notification as published on the website
seldom identifies the manufacturer or sup-
plier of the products concerned, so it is not
always easy to identify when the same prob-
lem is reported twice in different countries
(or indeed, in the same country).

In assessing the recalls for this article,
judgements have been made about whether
to include incidents if they appear to be the
same problems reported more than once. 

So, for example, in the case of several
alerts concerning the migration of plastic
monomers from packaging into different
varieties of fruit drink, this has been treated
as one incident, since although all were
reported separately, the same problem was

Fig. 1. Total recalls by product.

Fig. 2. Total recalls by event.
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sector product recalls
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the vast majority of food recalls around the
world are caused by preventable problems.
Poor allergen control, inappropriate use of
ingredients (both legal and illegal) and the
failure of the pre-requisite systems required
for HACCP appear to account for a huge
proportion of recalls. There are also cases
of obvious fraud and illegal trading, and mis-
takes in production that lead to products
being mislabelled or wrongly packaged. In all
these cases there is an element of human
malpractice, error or neglect.

Reasons for recall also seem to differ
according to national boundaries, suggesting
a difference as to where authorities place
their emphasis in terms of testing and
enforcement. For example, the EU alert list
has a heavy bias towards meat and fish
(44%), compared with the worldwide
(mainly USA) recall list from Food E-news
(19%).

Conversely, the latter features a significant
proportion of baked goods (cakes, bread,
biscuits, and puddings) 16% compared with
just 1.4% for the same goods on the EU
alert list. Also, in the USA, undeclared aller-
gens (including sulphites, histamine and
gluten) prompt close to 40% of all recalls. 

In contrast, according to the EU alert data,
undeclared allergens prompt about 10% of
recalls. From the EU alert list, the biggest
reasons for recalls are microbial contami-
nants (such as mould, yeast, fungi, bacteria),
and chemical contamination (everything
from pesticides, veterinary drug residues,
environmental factors, and contamination
arising from processing and ingredients).
Both account for something like 30% of
recalls.

“The US trend for allergen led recalls is
something we should be watching closely in
Europe,” says RSSL’s allergen expert, Simon
Flanagan. “It is by no means certain that
Europe’s relatively low recalls for unde-

clared allergens is due to companies getting
their labelling right. It may be that the mis-
takes are not being spotted.”

Clearly, the EU labelling list is intended to
ensure that the most common allergenic
ingredients are included on product labels,
but of course, it is the very presence of this
list (and its equivalent in the US) that means
products have to be recalled when allergens
are not declared.

Any expansion of the EU labelling list, such
as the inclusion of lupin and molluscs, gives
more scope for companies to make errors
in labelling allergens and could result in
more recalls.

“If manufacturers are to manage allergen
risks properly, it is essential that they
develop good relationships with suppliers,
create sound specifications and implement
standard operating procedures based on
HACCP principles,” adds Simon. 

“There are many things companies could
be doing better to improve their manage-
ment of allergens, and any failings leave aller-
gic consumers vulnerable to severe
reactions, or leave manufacturers vulnerable
to recalls and prosecution.”

Interpreting the figures

One has to be careful about drawing big
conclusions from these figures in respect of
specific problems. In 2005, more than 600
different products were recalled after one
common ingredient was contaminated with
Sudan Red I, and this would have skewed
the recall figures massively in favour of
chemical contamination, and massively in
favour of the UK. It is a feature of chemical
and microbiological contamination incidents
that a single case concerning ingredients can
affect a wide range of products, and this
highlights the need to be vigilant in testing all
raw materials for a variety of contaminants.

It is interesting to note too, that whilst
there are still incidents of Sudan Red I being
reported, the undeclared or inappropriate
use of legal colours far exceeds the
reported incidents of the use of illegal dyes.

There were several recalls initiated
because legal colours and other legal addi-
tives were being used in excessive amounts
or in products where their use was not per-
mitted (about 5% of all cases worldwide).

Whilst the inappropriate use of colours
would be unlikely to lead to illness, the pres-
ence of pathogenic bacteria in any product
is clearly a cause for concern. The usual sus-
pects of salmonella, E. coli, listeria and
clostridium species in a wide range of food
products continue to present problems for
the food industry right around the world. So
do the attempts of manufacturers to over-
come these problems. The illegal use of
processing techniques involving irradiation
or exposure to carbon monoxide resulted
in several alert notifications in Europe (cate-
gorised with illegal trade in this survey).

Prevention better than cure

It would be naive to suggest that all of the
contamination incidents that led to the
recalls could have been avoided. And, it is
also likely that some of the 700 plus recalls
were precautionary rather than strictly nec-
essary on grounds of consumer health or
safety. That said, there is no doubt that the
number of problems could have been
reduced by improved specifications, stricter
application of HACCP, better staff training,
and more frequent routine testing of ingre-
dients as part of a ‘due diligence’ pro-
gramme. Any such improvements will be
good for the industry as a whole, as well as
for individual companies.                            ■
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