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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.' 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.?
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 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’. Even countries that have established the most advanced

' 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)

?  Unsafe food is defined according to national legislation.



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®.

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

4 FAO 2006. Strengthening national food control systems: guidelines to assess capacity building needs. (ftp://ftp.fao.org/
docrep/fao/009/a0601e/a0601e00.pdf)



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 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).

1



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’. 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 X
“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.

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



