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To understand risk and recall in a
broader context we need to look at
the burgeoning complexity of the

social and technical systems in our world. 
These have led to a seemingly torrential

surge in the risks we all face every day. Not
least in the food and beverage arena. A typi-
cal catalyst for this is the increase in ‘food
miles’ over the past half century. 
The increased complexity inherent in

sourcing food from the other side of the
country, never mind the other side of the
planet, rather than from the local farm, has
led inevitably to increased risks and tracking
prerequisites. Add to this a transfer and con-
centration of production from the kitchen,
where the risk exposure is limited to the sin-
gle family group, to the factory where a mil-
lion family groups may be at risk and it is
clear why we are facing such challenges.
Indeed, it is in the food and drink industry

that the multiplication of risks has perhaps
been felt most profoundly in the last few
years and various high profile product recalls
and food related health scares have high-
lighted the increasingly vital role food scien-
tists and technologists play when it comes to
communicating with the public the informa-
tion about food safety alerts. 
It is a fact that we had a record number of

these in the UK and Europe last year. In
April 2007, the European Commission
released its annual report, ‘Keeping
European Consumers Safe’. It outlined some

alarming statistics. In the previous year there
were over 1,000 notifications of unsafe
products, more than ever before and a third
higher than in 2005. 

Good communication

It is no exaggeration to say that communicat-
ing risk to public audiences can be a fraught
business. If it is a battle between facts and
emotions, emotions always win. You may be
a technical manager or an operational,
process-led person, but you must always be
aware that it is a mistake to base your com-
munications concerning a hazard or live crisis
purely on logic and facts, like statistics, when
the emotional aspects of a risk situation can
be much more dominant in the mind of the
public. 
This can be extremely difficult for scientists

and technologists to keep at the front of
their mind or build into their responses given
that their professional life demands they
mostly deal with hard and fixed facts. 
Logic can falter again when inviting con-

sumers to assess relative risks. Repeatedly,
research demonstrates that perceived risks
from sensational events (explosions, aero-
plane crashes, tower block fires) are vastly
over-estimated, while more commonplace
risks (heart disease, car accidents, etc) are
greatly underestimated. 
Statistical evidence does not persuade the

public to hold a different view and their
behaviour will continue to be based on emo-
tion rather than the facts.
Part of the reason for a record number of

alerts in Europe – and elsewhere in the
world – including recalls, is the increased
obligation for manufacturer reporting and
transparency to protect the public.
RAPEX (Community Rapid Information

System) is the European rapid alert system
for dangerous consumer products. It ensures
that information about dangerous products
identified by national authorities is quickly
circulated between the national authorities
and the European Commission, with the aim
of preventing or restricting the supply of
these products to consumers. Thirty coun-
tries currently participate in the system. 
In the boxes are some tips on areas to

consider if you are obliged to communicate a
beverage related alert of some kind in the
near future. No list can be comprehensive,
but this is a good starting point and worth
keeping on file. It is also worth taking a look
at the British Retail consortium guidance,
notably that in their Product Recall guidelines
of 2004/2005.
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l Background facts on the product:
• What are the names for these flavours – and the names by which the consumer would be
more familiar with them on-pack?
• How many batches? How widespread is the (product/flavour) distributed and for how
long?
• Which customers/consumers are affected?
• Which product brands?
• How many types or varieties?
• Which countries?
• How many products that are affected have been consumed?
• How many people might this affect?
• How many other products now have to be recalled from sale or withdrawn from the cus-
tomer(s)?
• How do you know that other similar products/dissimilar products from the same source
do not hold a similar threat?
• How long will it take to recall all affected product?
• How have you notified retailers, customers and the authorities?
• How can you be confident that you have identified all products affected?

l What is the nature of the risk/threat:
• Which product/ingredient/flavour(s) is/are affected?
• What is the problem?
• How bad could it be?
• How exactly are they potentially harmful (or be more specific) and to what degree?
• How do you know?
• What should someone who has eaten this product/flavour do now?
• What if they consume it regularly?
• What medical advice should they seek?
• How much of it do you have to consume for it to cause a problem?
• Is there a number that worried customers or consumers can call?
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In the food and beverage industries it is
helpful to have an alert checklist prepared
for external communications.
This will anticipate some of the key ques-

tions that will be asked, which a company
should make sure its key staff can answer,
bearing in mind the vagaries of risk commu-
nication as outlined in this feature.

Keep up with requirements

Pro-active horizon scanning programmes,
run by operational and technical teams, can
be an extremely good way of pre-empting
problems and ensuring that your processes,
critical control points and systems are not
only fully compliant but also anticipating
changes in best practice so you can always
be sure to be fully ‘diligent’. 
As we all know, the regulatory and report-

ing climate changes very quickly, not least
due to EU regulations and updated stan-
dards. The safety climate changes just as fast
too. In the light of the recent serious and
tragic fire in the UK food industry it is well to
note that it was only in October 2007 that a
revised code of practice for the food indus-
try was issued by the Insurers’ Fire Research
Strategy Scheme (InFiReS), in association
with the Association of Insurers and Risk
Managers (AIRMIC) and the Food Industry
Panels Group (FIPG). Designed to provide
advice across the various sectors of the food
industry, the guidance aims to establish a
generic property loss control standard that
companies can aspire to in the expectation
that damage caused by fire will be kept to a
minimum. It also provides a Code of Practice
that has the support of the UK insurance
industry. Another new regime that opera-
tional managers will need to get under their
belt, especially in light of the fact that the
experts says that most food manufacturing,
storage and distribution premises are not
sprinkler protected and are located in
remote areas with limited cover by the local
fire brigade.
A product recall is a live and continuing

event – so how do you communicate it? It is
well accepted by food industry managers,
technical staff and government agencies that
even the most robust pre-emptive systems,
checks and mitigation plans can not prevent
a malicious contamination or the occasional
physical hazard. When the worst does hap-
pen, and it has been agreed that a recall is
the most responsible option, having gone
through a strategic decision making checklist,
then the operations team will often be
drawn into the broader implications and
practicalities of how and what to communi-
cate – and when.
Part of this process, especially in the food

industry must involve the national food
safety authority and the major multiple retail-
ers/caterers that are selling the product(s).
They may have existing alert systems that

will enable rapid withdrawal of products
from the shelves and storage areas. It has

been known in past cases that the barcode
system has been alerted and has triggered
the removal of withdrawn products at the
checkout. There are four steps to decide
how to communicate your recall: 
l Think of the recall as if it were a marketing
exercise. Ask yourself how did you and your
distributors advertise your product in order
to sell it in the first place? This may give you
some hints on how to target the recall mes-
sage.
l How serious is the hazard posed by the
products, and so how quickly do you need
to recall it? These questions will help you
decide how to communicate your recall. A
phone call is almost immediate, but an
advert in a glossy magazine can take up to
three months to appear.
l How much can you afford to spend?
Designing and printing an in-store notice will
cost less than a hundred pounds, whereas
producing and broadcasting a TV announce-
ment can cost tens of thousands of pounds.
Costs will obviously help determine the
method you choose, but having recall insur-
ance can increase your choices.
l The taking up of a seriously hazardous
product recall story by the broadcast news
media may not on the face of it be a wel-
come option, but when the priority is con-
sumer safety it is of value. Having a response
hotline then becomes an important refer-
ence.

Presentation and positioning

Your recall message needs to look and/or
sound like a serious announcement. You will
probably want to present it using your own
house style, but it should not look like an
advert, as this can be confusing. Clarity, sim-
plicity and honesty are the key to being
taken seriously. This, in turn, will build con-
sumer trust – the cornerstone of repeat
business. 
It may be tempting to try to water down

the reason for the recall for fear of damaging
publicity. But this lack of openness can be
counterproductive, as fewer consumers will
respond.
As the whole purpose of the recall is to

reach as many users of the product as possi-
ble, it is important that your message is
prominently displayed. Bear in mind which
minority groups may be part of your target
audience, and thinking again of the recall as if
it were a marketing exercise, try to make

your recall notice or announcement as com-
pelling as any sales advert. For example, the
Royal National Institute for the Blind recom-
mends the use of 14 point typeface as the
minimum for any text aimed at elderly peo-
ple. But careful positioning can also help you
make the most of your resources. If only one
region in the country is affected by the recall,
notices in the local press instead of national
papers will save money and avoid undue
alarm in unaffected areas.

Contact consumers directly

In the modern digital world where sales are
internet based even for food and drink, pro-
ducers and distributors have detailed con-
sumer records. These can be a very
successful and cost effective means of telling
them about a recall. 
Writing to, phoning or emailing your con-

sumers is the most precise way of targeting
your recall, and adds a personal touch to the
recall programme. You can contact owners
of your products directly by producing a
website special page with advice and instruc-
tions. An email would alert them to the situ-
ation and provide an immediate link back to
the web page, which could also record the
customer’s response. 
Where more conventional methods are

used the sending of a mail shot with voucher
and/or direct response system would be an
immediate and effective route.

Summary

In the 21st Century, the risk management
role of a technical or operations team in the
food industry has become much more com-
plicated. It is also more challenging and
demands a wider range of professional skills
and interaction with colleagues in other fields
of the organisation. 
Not only have the demands of the industry

and the regulators multiplied, but the tools
to manage the situation are much more
sophisticated and the advice available is
widespread. 
Wise managers will recognise the opportu-

nities and avoid the pitfalls. Long gone are
the days when HACCP, on its own, provides
the only required tick in the risk manage-
ment box.                                                    n
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Continued from page 5 l The operational process:
• Who is to blame here?
• When did you discover this problem?
• Why the delay in dealing with it?
• How did you discover this problem? (And who?)
• How can you have produced a product that was toxic/carcinogenic/potentially harmful
without realising it?
• Surely you test all your ingredients/products for toxic/carcinogenic/microbial contamina-
tion?
• How did this one make it through the net?
• What are you doing about it now?
• What independent test or advice is being sought?


