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1. Introduction to Food Safety
Ending hunger in Northern New Mexico is our mission. Doing it safely is a priority.

Overview


All volunteers participating in the handling of perishable and nonperishable food at The Food Depot
must follow these safety guidelines. Protecting the safety of the food you handle will help protect the
health and well-being of the population we serve.



The Center for Disease Control (CDC) estimates 48 million people get sick from a food borne illness
each year. Of these individuals, 128,000 are hospitalized and 3,000 die from the illness. Most food
borne illnesses are caused by improper food handling (www.cdc.gov).

Why is it important?


Every action in food service has the potential to impact the safety of the food—and our clients.
o Purchasing/Acquisition
o Storage
o Preparation
o Service/Delivery
o Cleaning/Sanitizing



The Food Depot serves clients who may be more “at risk” to food borne illnesses.
o Infants, children and the elderly
o Pregnant women
o Undernourished individuals
o Disabled individuals
o Individuals with weakened immune systems



Donated items are different from retail items. Typically donated items have been handled by more
people and have had a longer life than retail store products. It is our responsibility to follow food safety
guidelines to protect the health of individuals we serve.

Know the Hazards


All contaminants have the potential to cause injury or harm. The three main hazards are:
o BIOLOGICAL HAZARDS: bacteria, viruses, fungi, etc. Oftentimes these cannot be seen, tasted, or
smelled (salmonella, hepatitis A, E. coli). Storing the food at incorrect temperatures will increase
the risk of biological contaminants (this is also called time and temperature abuse).
o CHEMICAL HAZARDS: sanitizers, pest control poisons, cleaning products, etc. Allergens are also
chemical hazards. The eight common allergens are soy, wheat, peanuts, tree nuts, fish, shellfish,
dairy and eggs.
o PHYSICAL HAZARDS: dirt or rust on the top of cans, metal shavings, glass fragments, animal
droppings, insect casings, etc. can contaminate food. Proper storage, cleaning and product
evaluations will minimize the risk of physical hazards in food.
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2. General Food Safety Policies


Supervisory Resource: Please refer any questions about food safety policies and procedures to the
Project Coordinator.



Illness: If you are experiencing symptoms of a cold, the flu, an infection or other illness, please cancel
your volunteer activities until you are feeling better.



Injuries: Report any injuries to the Project Coordinator. If you cut yourself, apply a bandage, wash your
hands and put on clean disposable gloves. The Project Coordinator can make the decision if you should
stop handling food.



Dress Code: Volunteers working with food must wear sturdy closed-toed shoes, clean clothes, sleeved
shirts (no tank-tops or sleeveless tops), proper hair restraints and minimal jewelry. We will provide hair
nets, but you may wear your own hat if you prefer.



Eating and Drinking: Do not eat or drink in the food preparation rooms. Please use the break room.



Smoking: Smoking is prohibited indoors or within 25 feet of the building. Remember to wash your hands
and put on a new pair of gloves when returning to the food prep area.



Hand Washing and Hygiene: When entering the repackaging rooms to help process fresh food, please 1)
put on a hat or hairnet, 2) wash with soap, rinse and dry your hands at the designated hand wash sink
and 3) put on disposable gloves.
After doing anything that may soil your
gloves, or after finishing one project and
starting another, you must wash your
hands and put on a new pair of gloves.
o Always wash hands after:
 Eating or drinking
 Smoking
 Touching your face, ears or hair
 Touching your phone
 Handling waste
 Using the restroom
 Coughing or sneezing
 Handling chemicals
 Handling raw foods
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Spills: To prevent injury and contamination, clean up spills immediately. Remove any broken material
(such as broken glass) from the spill into a small box or bag and then discard. After removing the debris,
clean the spill using the provided cleaning materials. If the spill occurs on a work table, the area must be
washed, rinsed and sanitized before continuing production.



Wash/Rinse/Sanitize: All food contact surfaces (work surfaces, cutting boards, knives, etc.) must be
washed, rinsed and sanitized at the end of your shift and in between handling different food products.
Please refer to the Project Coordinator for proper wash/rinse/sanitize equipment and procedures.



Clean-up: In addition to washing, rinsing and sanitizing food contact surfaces, please allow time at the
end of your shift to sweep, put away equipment, break down cardboard and tidy the room for the next
volunteer group.

3. Proper Food Storage


Dry Storage should be clean, dry and pest-free.
o All products must be stored 6” above the floor and 4” from the wall. This reduces the risk for
contamination and pest access.
o All bulk products (beans, cereal, etc.) must be covered.
o Keep storage areas free of pests. Notify the Project Coordinator of any signs of pests in storage
areas: droppings, chew marks, webs, bugs (dead or alive), etc. Inspect all incoming food for
signs of pests.



Cold Storage
o Refrigerated items must be kept between 33 F and 39 F (Please
refer to section “7. Diagrams” for proper placement of food items in
the refrigerator).
o Temperature Danger Zone is between 40 F and 140 F.
o Perishable foods held in the Danger Zone for more than two hours
should be tossed.
o Bacteria (including heat-resistant bacteria) can double in 20
minutes if left in the Danger Zone.
o Frozen items must be kept at 0 F or below.
o Notify the Project Coordinator of any signs of pests in refrigerator or freezer.



Pallet Layout
o Boxes need to be stacked on pallets appropriately to prevent products from breaking and
pallets from collapsing.
o Please refer to the “Diagrams” section (Section 7) for proper pallet stacking.
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4. Evaluating Products
The Food Depot encourages local product donors (grocery stores, convenient stores, etc.) to donate
everything to maximize the amount of donations received. The Food Depot relies on sorting volunteers to
carefully review each item and make the important decision of whether or not it is safe to distribute.
The code dates on food items can be inconsistent and confusing. Many food items do not have any dates on
the packaging. Aside from infant formula, baby food, over-the-counter medicine and fresh ready-to-eat meals,
which need to be discarded after the expiration date, many canned and boxed products are safe to eat long
after the code date. However, nutrition levels decrease over time and the texture of the food may change; for
example, fruits and vegetables become softer and fade in color.
The shelf life of refrigerated and frozen food can be extended if handled properly. Once a perishable item is
frozen, the food’s quality remains intact for about a year (most frozen food at The Food Depot is distributed in
six months or less). However, if food is not stored at the right temperature, it must be discarded. For example,
some canned or packaged meats require refrigeration; if those items enter the sort room unrefrigerated, they
must be discarded.
Use the following information to help make sense of the code date. Then inspect the integrity of the packaging
and use the signs posted in the Sorting Room to determine if food is safe to eat. If questions arise, please ask
the Project Coordinator.

Dates


Pack Date (Examples: “Packed on 03/01/2012” or “22:5306412” or “KL064”
o This is the date food was packaged. Many of these codes cannot be understood by the public.
Usually this food is of good quality and safe to eat for a long time past the pack date.



Sell By Date (Example: “Sell by April 25, 2017”)
o Store must sell these items before the sell date and often donate the items when they are close
to date. If the item has been handled properly, it is still safe to eat and the quality is good.



“Use by” or Quality Date (Examples: “Best if used by 05/13/2017” or “Use Before 4/2/2017”).
o This date is the manufacturer’s recommendation for how long the food will be at peak quality.
After the quality date, the food is still safe to eat but slowly begins to lose nutrients and the
quality begins to lessen.



Expiration Dates (Examples: “Expires 8/8/2017” or “Do not use after 8/8/2017)
o Expiration dates are not required by federal regulations except on infant formula, baby foods,
over-the-counter medications and prepared fresh foods.
o Refer to the “Resources Section” and the signs in the sorting room to help you determine how
long certain foods are safe past the expiration date.
o Discard infant formula, baby food and medicine if expired. To ensure food is safe upon
distribution, do not put baby food that has less than six months before expiration into the baby
product box. Set aside any baby food product that has less than six months until expiration.
o Discard prepared fresh food (sandwiches, salads, etc.) by expiration date, no exceptions.

Packaging


Labels: The U.S. Fair Packaging and Labeling Act prohibit the distribution of any food item (except fresh
fruit and vegetables) without a label. Products with torn labels are acceptable when ALL of the
following information is legible and complete.
o
o
o
o



Common name of the product (example: apple sauce)
Name and address of manufacturer, packer or distributor
Quantity of contents (example: 10 oz.)
Common name of each ingredient (example: salt, sugar, vegetable oil)

Bulk Packaging: Some items have several products fastened together, usually with cardboard or plastic
shrink-wrap (for example, packs of drinks or pudding and dried soup packets).
o Remove the wrapping and inspect each item for acceptability and proper labeling.
o If individual items do not contain the required labeling, cut the label from the bulk pack and
place it in a plastic bag along with the individual items.
o If individual items are received and no original label can be found, items should be discarded.



Appearance of Items: All items should be clean and free of serious packaging defects.
o Throw out broken or leaking items first, using the guidelines listed below.
o Remove dirt and other contamination by wiping with a wet or dry paper towel.
o Inspect for packaging defects.



Packaging Defects: Discard the following
o If paper, foil or plastic seals are pierced or not adhered at the
edges, discard the item.
o Some bottles have a plastic or metal cap attached by small
links. If these links are broken, discard the item.
o A bottle cap or jar lid may have shrink-wrapped plastic
around it. If it is completely broken, discard the item. If the
seal is slightly damaged, keep the product.
o A paper seal may be glued around the cap and neck of a
bottle. If this paper is torn, discard the item.
o Vacuum sealed jars with the metal lid popped out indicate the
vacuum seal has been compromised. If the lid is slightly
indented or depressed, the seal is still intact.
o Glass jars with dents on the lids indicate glass chips may be in
the food. Discard these jars.
o Discard all homemade preserves or canned food.
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Packaging Defects: Cans
o Discard cans with serious defects including:


Peeled seams



Sharp or severe dents or creases



Deformed ends



Dents forming pointed creases



Dents on seams of cans with pull tab tops



Swollen or bulging “puffy” cans



Dents on side seams



Rust that won’t wipe off



Evidence of leakage or submersion, foul odor



Evidence of pest contamination



Punctures

Packaging Defects: Boxes
o With no sealed inner package, discard if:
 Cardboard is open or torn in any way


If contents are leaking



If it is stained or wet



Contains live or dead insects, webs or droppings

o With a sealed inner package, discard if:





Inside bag is torn or leaking



Has mold or foreign objects inside



Seals are ripped

Packaging Defects: Pouches
o Discard pouches with:


Leaks or tears



Open seals



Punctures



Mold or signs the package was wet



Bloated or bulging packaging



Signs of insects or rodents

When in doubt, throw it out.
Page 6

5. Recall Policy
The Food Depot receives important food recall information from The FDA and USDA. The most important
recalls are Class 1 recalls—food that may contain salmonella or have been affected by botulism. The Project
Coordinator will post Class 1 recalls in the Sorting Room on the message board. These are typically rare.
1. Check the message board in the sorting room for recall information.
2. If you find a recalled item, immediately notify the Project Coordinator.
3. The food must be thrown away immediately, directly into the outside dumpster.
Note: Donors such as grocery stores are informed of food recalls. The Food Depot also informs all partner
agencies of food recalls. As a result, The Food Depot’s sorting room is just one of many checkpoints a food
product will pass through.

6. Food Distribution
Food sorting and repackaging are detail-oriented and repetitive jobs. It is sometimes easy to lose track of why
we are all here—to feed people experiencing food insecurity! Knowing how food is received and distributed
may give some perspective as you help sort and repackage food.
The food that volunteers help process in the sorting room typically comes from food drives, grocery stores,
etc. To increase the amount of product The Food Depot receives, donors are encouraged to give everything.
Dedicated teams of volunteers then process the donations one item at a time. They make sure food is safe to
eat and then sort the items into different categories. Once the food is sorted, it is typically offered to partner
agencies or packed into grocery bags for the Mobile Food Pantry. Some sorting categories are more specific
(such as canned meals, canned beans, etc.) and some categories are more flexible (bulk dry goods). For
example, when partner agencies request a box of canned beans, they expect canned beans. When partner
agencies request a box of bulk goods, they know the box will contain a mix of items.
The food that volunteers repackage typically arrives in the form of large donations or acquisitions from
businesses, farms and factories from all around the country. The Warehouse Director works closely with other
food banks, farms, industrial food facilities, etc. to acquire large amounts of food well below market prices
(often The Food Depot only pays for shipping). Once the bulk food items are repackaged, they are offered to
partner agencies or packed into grocery bags for the distribution through the Mobile Food Pantry program.
The Food Depot also distributes food that does not need to be processed in the sorting or repackaging room.
Some food received is ready to be distributed directly to partner agencies. The Food Depot also holds
contracts with food service providers to prepare meals for the Lunch Box Express and Square Meals programs.
Your help as a food sorting or repackaging volunteer enables The Food Depot to efficiently process thousands
of pounds of food that may otherwise go to waste.

Thank you for helping foster healthy, hunger-free communities in Northern New Mexico!

7. Diagrams
Proper Food Placement in Refrigerator
To prevent hazardous foods contaminating other foods, such as uncooked eggs leaking onto fresh produce,
please place items in The Food Depot’s refrigerator (in the Partner Agency Pick-Up area) according to the
following diagram.

Door #1


Fresh greens
SHELF
 Packaged vegetables
 Vegetable salads
 Vegetarian sandwich
 Vegetarian meals
SHELF
 Meat salads
 Meat sandwiches
 Meals with any meat
SHELF
 Meat
 Fish
Products
SHELF
 Nothing or Eggs only

Door #2



Fresh greens
SHELF
Fresh greens



SHELF
Whole Fruit

Door #3









SHELF




Whole
Fruit

Whole
Vegetables




SHELF


Eggs



Cheese/Butter
SHELF
Yogurt
Sour Cream
Other like diary
SHELF
Yogurt
Sour cream
Other like dairy
SHELF
Liquid dairy
All milk
SHELF
Eggs

Proper Pallet Stacking
To prevent food being crushed and pallets tipping, please stack boxes on pallets according to the following
diagrams. Please ask the Project Coordinator if you have any questions.
Cardboard Flats
Beer Boxes

Flats stacked 10 high
Beer boxes stacked 5 high

Banana Boxes

Dry Goods Boxes

Stacked 5 high

Stacked 4 high
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