
Whole chain traceability and 
your food safety

Even though the United States probably has the safest meat based food supplies on the planet—there are 
still far too many food recalls that grab news headlines. Food recalls are managed by the US Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which has responsibility for most of the rest 
of the food supply, drugs and medical devices. Both of these regulatory agencies can request that a company 
issue a “recall”, designed to track-down and remove products from the retail market place that are suspected 
of having the potential to cause consumers harm.  The more robust a company’s whole chain tracing system is 
the more quickly a company and their retail partners can identify the current location of suspect lots of food.  
A robust, whole chain traceability system could effectively minimize food safety issues by providing real-time, 
transparent and reliable information from beef production through processing and distribution and on to 
the consumer.  A robust traceability system must be capable of handling every-conceivable risk to mitigate 
economic and food safety impacts in a recall event. The most sophisticated recall systems, after receiving a 
recall notice, can lock out the store’s check out registers’ Stock Keeping Unit, SKUs, for this individual product 
so that a retail cashier cannot scan or cannot scan or sale the recalled product. Certain retailers can also match 
a customers’ purchase receipt with the recalled food items SKU, and then send individual customers who 
purchased products that were recalled after purchase an email.

Figure 1. When regulatory agencies such as USDA or FDA issue a recall, the recall notice will include specific information such as 
brand name, product description, lot or case codes, and “use by” dates. This information is transfered to the distributor, retailer, 
and consumer through public notices to prevent to safeguard consumer health and safety. Recalls can also be issued by the 
companies that produced the products.
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There are three different classes of food recalls according to how likely the food recalls that are based on the 
likelihood that the contamination will cause health issues:

Class I: A situation in which there is a reasonable probability that the consumption of or exposure to a recalled 
product will cause serious adverse health consequences or death. Examples include: food found to contain 
certain pathogenic microorganisms or incorrectly formulated drugs. In 2015, there were 525 Class I recalls.

Class II: No immediate danger of death or other serious injury linked to the product, but the risk of death or 
a serious injury is still present. Example: Butter containing undeclared colorant FD&C Yellow#5 or food with 
undeclared wheat.  In 2015, there were 2,025 Class II recalls.

Class III: Products that are unlikely to cause any adverse health reaction, but that violate Federal labeling 
or manufacturing laws. Examples include: ingredients that are allergens not declared on the label or mold 
contamination. There were 380 Class III recalls in 2015.

With a well-functioning whole-chain traceability system, a meat process could track their meat products 
throughout the entire supply chain. In such a system, the processor could track the movement of specific 
hamburger lots through transportation, distribution centers, and on to individual retail stores in near real-time. 
Rapidly removing recalled products from the supply chain is key to maintaining market share and preserving 
customer loyalty.  If a recall is necessary, retail meat purchasers can be notified in minutes instead of days to put 
a shipment of meat on “hold” and remove it from the supply chain.

For more information about the NWCTI system, contact Dr. Michael Buser using the information below. YouTube 
videos related to the NWCTI system can be viewed at: https://goo.gl/MwPhoS.


