
DEVELOPING A 
FOOD RECALL PLAN

Mississippi is home to many local food and agriculture-based 
businesses. Because the agriculture and food sectors can be 
subject to a variety of disasters, natural or manmade, disaster 
planning and preparedness is important. The goal of the 
Disaster Preparedness for Food Businesses program is to 
help new and existing producers and processors identify and 
reduce potential risks associated with operating agriculture-
based food businesses. 

One component of risk reduction is having a recall plan in 
place. In the event of a recall, recall and traceability plans and 
actions are implemented to trace products through the supply 
and distribution chains and stop the spread of potentially 
hazardous food products in a timely manner and remove 
them from the marketplace. The goal of this publication is to 
provide information to help Mississippi producers and food 
business owners mitigate risks and minimize losses so they 
can recover after a disaster and return to normal operations. 

RECALL
A recall is the voluntary and/or mandatory action of removing 
a product from retail or distribution. Some possible events 
that could cause a recall include natural disasters (flood, 
tornado, fire), accidents, mistakes, power outages, bacterial 
or viral contamination, pandemic situations, and manmade 
disasters (intentional contamination, improper labeling, 
allergen mislabeling). The primary objectives in a recall event 
are to—
• eliminate or reduce potential deaths, illness, or injury

• effectively communicate and coordinate

• reduce economic losses

• restore consumer confidence

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) have the authority to issue a 
mandatory recall. USDA mandates that companies have 
a recall plan in place. More recently, the Food Safety 
Modernization Act (FSMA) gave the FDA mandatory recall 
authority. 

All establishments, including farm businesses or small 
processors/entities, should assess their vulnerabilities to 
natural and manmade disasters to assist with food defense 
and business survivability. Remember that recall and 
traceability plans ultimately help mitigate risks. Most business 
operations want to avoid any negative publicity associated 
with federally mandated actions and recalls. Businesses that 
are proactive generally benefit from their prompt response 
and communication in recall situations. 

Unforeseen events or disasters can create food safety risks 
that could impact different aspects of the food supply chain 
and multiple companies. Disasters that impact agricultural and 
food production operations can occur on very different scales:
• Large-scale – Affects many business entities in the 

supply chain. Examples: ingredient contamination due to 
flooding, improper storage, improper handling/processing.

• Small-scale – Affects a smaller area (e.g., one county or 
one facility). Examples: warehouse contamination due to 
tornado damage, roof leak, temperature abuse.

• Variable-scale – Intentional, unknown at time, or other 
manmade disaster. Examples: allergen contamination, 
product mislabeling, foreign material (e.g., plastic, metal, 
chemicals) intentionally placed into product.

Recalls are divided into three classes: 
• Class I – Dangerous or defective products that predictably 

could cause serious health problems or death. Examples: 
Clostridium botulinum toxin, E. coli 0157:H7 or Shiga toxin-
producing E. coli (STECs), undeclared allergens, hazardous 
chemicals or toxic substances.

• Class II – May cause a temporary health problem or pose 
only a slight threat of a serious nature. Examples: spoilage 
microorganisms, extraneous materials, drug residues, 
unauthorized substances, etc. 

• Class III – Products that are unlikely to cause any adverse 
health reaction but violate federal (USDA/FDA) labeling 
or manufacturing regulations. Examples: mislabeling, 
undeclared ingredients (non-allergenic), improper weight.
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INTENTIONAL CONTAMINATION AND RECALL 
Internal intentional contamination is a serious concern for food 
businesses and should be included in recall plans. The impact 
of intentional contamination could be large (depending on the 
size and scale of the operation), and the responsible individual 
would likely go to great lengths to conceal the sources of 
contamination. This type of intentional contamination and 
harm could be the actions of a disgruntled employee. 

Intentional food product contamination usually is intended 
to affect a large number of people (consumers). Intentional 
contamination substances could be highly toxic chemicals or 
pathogenic microorganisms intentionally added to multiple 
food sources. If multiple products were contaminated 
simultaneously, this would add confusion and increase the 
impact.  

ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF A RECALL PLAN
Introduction
• Identify the business

• Background information on products and processes

• Information about scheduled reviews of the recall plan 

Identification of Recall Committee
• Names 

• Multiple means of contact information for each member

How to Determine if a Recall is Necessary
• Necessary questions and answers: what, when, where, 

product ID info, class of recall, packaging, other available 
information 

Scope of Recall
• Specifics of what, where, how much of the product in 

marketplace, remaining inventory 

Records
• Production, maintenance, product identification, 

distribution/shipping records, sanitation

Figure 1. Companies are now including traceability information on 
packaging. 

Depth of Recall
• Level of the supply chain where recall needs to occur: 

retail, wholesale, consumer, food service, all levels

Recall Communications
• Basic guidelines and specifics to include: name, brand, 

lot, code, risk level, reason, means of communication, 
company contact info 

Responsibility of Recipient
• What customers should do upon recall notification

Public Notification
• If significant recall is warranted, may need to extend to 

public and mass public announcement

Effectiveness Checks
• Contact all consignees; direct contact to customers via 

phone, email, letter, personal visit, text, and document 

• Coordinate mock recalls periodically but at least annually

Records
• Keep for all communications

Product Return Logistics and Disposition
• Means for product return, holding, disposition; use 

very secure means (separate location from operations if 
possible)

STEPS TO DEVELOP A RECALL PLAN
1. Select a recall coordinator. This person should—

• prepare for and coordinate all activities related to 
recalls.

• be knowledgeable about every aspect of the firm’s 
operations.

• be authorized to make decisions in carrying out a recall.

2. Build a recall team. This team should include personnel 
from all parts of the business (sales, production, shipping, 
technical, top management, public relations/HR, legal 
counsel, consumer representative, maintenance).

3. Determine the methods for traceability, both forward 
(customers of your products) and backward (suppliers of 
raw materials) from your operation, and write procedures 
necessary to locate products from either direction.

4. Pre-write all necessary forms/announcements for the 
media, customers, regulatory agencies. For guidance, see 
MSU Extension Publication 3498 Preparing to Respond: 
Four Steps to Developing a Crisis Communication Plan.

5. Contact a third-party expert or process authority who can 
evaluate your recall plan for completeness and effectiveness.

6. Fully conduct periodic mock recalls and modify your plan 
based on areas needing improvement.

http://extension.msstate.edu/publications/preparing-respond-four-steps-developing-crisis-communication-plan
http://extension.msstate.edu/publications/preparing-respond-four-steps-developing-crisis-communication-plan
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APPENDIX: RECALL DOCUMENTS AND RECALL LETTER EXAMPLES
Source: United States Department of Agriculture – Food Safety and Inspection Service (USDA-FSIS). How to Develop a Meat and 
Poultry Product Recall Plan. https://www.fsis.usda.gov/shared/PDF/RecallPlanBooklet_0513.pdf 

42 Small Plant News Guidebook Series

A Sample Recall Plan:  The Workbook

Part II

The Workbook

RECALL PLAN

Establishment name:  ___________________________________________

Establishment location:  _________________________________________

FSIS establishment number:   ____________________________________

Date:   _______________________________________________________

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/shared/PDF/RecallPlanBooklet_0513.pdf
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43U.S. Department of Agriculture
Food Safety and Inspection Service

A Sample Recall Plan:  The Workbook

Recall Coordinator (person responsible for coordinating recalls at this firm):

 Name:   _________________________________________________

 Phone:  _________________________________________________

 Fax:   ___________________________________________________

 E-mail:   _________________________________________________

Recall Team/Contacts 

Name Contact information 
(company, address, 

phone number, 
fax number, e-mail 

address)

Role  
(in plant, supplier, 

distributor, customer, 
District Office)
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44 Small Plant News Guidebook Series

A Sample Recall Plan:  The Workbook

Procedures for Determining a Recall
Health Hazard Evaluation

• Is there an undeclared allergen in the plant’s product? 
❏ Yes        ❏ No

If yes, describe the details.  ______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

• Was product underprocessed? 
❏ Yes        ❏ No

If yes, describe the details.  ______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

• Has product tested positive for a pathogen? 
❏ Yes      		❏ No

If yes, describe the details.  ______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

• Are there reports of disease or injury occurring due to product? 
❏ Yes       	❏	No

If yes, describe the details.  ______________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
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45U.S. Department of Agriculture
Food Safety and Inspection Service

A Sample Recall Plan:  The Workbook

• How did the plant receive word of a problem with the product?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

• How serious is the hazard?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

• Are some groups at more risk to the hazard in the product?

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

• Other details:

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________
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46 Small Plant News Guidebook Series

A Sample Recall Plan:  The Workbook

Records
What system of records will be used to manage and track the recall?

❏	 Product identification, product coding, product lots

❏	 Distribution records

❏	 Consignee records

Other details related to records:

__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________
________________________

Include a copy of all records used for this recall as an Appendix to this plan.

Recall Depth
Check all levels that the recall includes.

❏	 Wholesale (warehouse, storage)

❏	 Retail

❏	 Hotels, restaurants, and institutions

❏	 Consumer

❏	 Other (describe) ______________________________________
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How to Develop A Recall Plan

Small Plant News Guidebook Series

SAMPLE RECALL NOTICE: May Contain GLASS, 
PLASTIC, ETC.
 
[STATE] FIRM RECALLS [PRODUCT]  
THAT MAY CONTAIN [GLASS, PLASTIC, ETC.] 

[CITY], [DATE] – [COMPANY], an [CITY, STATE], establishment, 
is recalling approximately [AMOUNT] pounds of [PRODUCT] that 
may contain pieces of [SPECIFY MATERIAL], [FIRM NAME]. 

The following products are subject to recall: 

[IDENTIFYING INFO: TYPE OF CONTAINER, WEIGHT, 
“BRAND NAME AND OTHER LABEL INFORMATION,” 
ESTABLISHMENT NUMBER, CASE AND/OR DATE CODES] 

The products were produced on/from [DATE] and distributed to 
[LEVEL OF DISTRIBUTION, i.e., RETAIL ESTABLISHMENTS, 
INSTITUTIONS, ETC.] in [STATES].

The problem was discovered through [SPECIFY HOW PROBLEM 
WAS DISCOVERED]. There have been [# or NO] reports of injury 
from the consumption of these products. Anyone concerned about 
an injury from the consumption of the products should contact a 
physician.

Consumers with questions about the recall may contact 
[CONTACT TITLE AND NAME] at [TELEPHONE NUMBER]. 
Media with questions about the recall may contact [CONTACT 
TITLE AND NAME] at [TELEPHONE NUMBER].
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48 Small Plant News Guidebook Series

A Sample Recall Plan:  The Workbook

Record of Returned Product and Product Disposition
Company 
returning 
product

Product 
description  

(lot, condition)

Date 
returned 

product was 
received

Who 
received the 

product

Product 
disposition

FSIS 
contacted?

Date of last recall simulation:

___________________________________________________________
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