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Introduction
Food recalls are initiated by food manufacturers or
mandated by regulatory agencies when a problem
that can harm the public is identified. Recalls take
place after the products have left the processing
facility and are no longer under the processor’s
control, and their primary goal is to minimize harm
by retrieving as much product as possible from the
market. Not all recalls have the same gravity. In the
U.S,, food recalls are classified by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) and the U.S. Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) into three classes
based on the severity of health risks, with Class I
being the most severe; a Class I recall is for defec-
tive products that can cause severe health effects or
death (FDA, 2024, p. 7-1; USDA Food Safety and
Inspection Service [USDA FSIS], 2024-b).

Recalls can be partial or total, depending on
how efficient a processor is in codifying and trac-

* Rubén O. Morawicki, Associate Professor and Director
of the Ecolab Center for Culinaty Science, College of
Food Innovation & Technology, Johnson and Wales
University; 321 Harborside Boulevard; Providence, Rhode
Island 02905 USA; ruben.morawicki@jwu.edu;
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5927-9796

Volume 14, Issue 1 / Winter 2024-2025

ing different lots of products. Depending on the
issue, if the lot sizes are relatively small, recalls can
be contained to just the affected lots. However, if
there is no clear separation between lots or their
size is significantly large, more expansive recalls are
required. When lots are not clearly identified, a
total recall of all products in the market may be
necessary. An example of this was the multistate
recall by the Peanut Corporation of America in
2009 due to its peanut butter being contaminated
with Sabmonella typhimurinm (CDC, 2009). In this
recall, more than 3,900 different types of products
were retrieved from the market from 46 U.S. states
(Flynn, 2009).

Once the recalled product is in the processor’s
hands, the next step is determining what to do with
it. This may involve rework, utilization for other
uses, or disposal, the latter being, in most cases, the
safer and most cost-effective choice. When dis-
posal is chosen, landfilling and incineration are
options for solid products, while liquids are gener-
ally dumped into a drain. Regardless of the discard-
ing method, the once-edible product becomes food
waste.

Despite not being the primary source of all
food waste, recalls contribute significantly to the
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issue, impacting the circular food system where the
goal is to minimize waste and reuse resources.
Nevertheless, food recalls produce one of the most
significant impacts because of the embedded
resources, such as energy, water, fertilizers, and
materials to grow or raise, process, pack, and
transport the product, with the corresponding
impacts on resource depletion and emissions. The
type of food disposed of also dictates the level of
the impact, with animal products having signifi-
cantly more impact than vegetables because of the
conversion factor of feed into muscle. And the
consequences do not end here. Once in the landfill
or a wastewater treatment facility, additional car-
bon dioxide and methane emissions contribute
even further to global warming.

Another adverse effect of recalls is that they
affect consumers’ perceptions. It has been ob-
served that during some recalls, the public avoids
complete food groups, even when the problem was
with just one particular brand (Marsh et al., 2004).
The consequence of this avoidance is that
products, especially perishables, are not purchased
and become food waste.

The top cause of FDA-regulated recalls is
undeclared allergens on labels (approximately
50%), followed by contamination by microorgan-
isms such as Listeria and Salmonella (30%) (authot’s
caclulations from data at FDA, n.d.). In the USDA
jurisdiction, unreported allergens represent 20%,
product contamination is around 30%, and lack of
inspection is 13% (author’s caclulations from data
at USDA FSIS, n.d.). While some issues, such as
Listeria contamination, can be more challenging
because of the persistence of these microorganisms
in processing plants, mislabeling and lack of
inspection are entirely avoidable. Mislabeling, espe-
cially regarding allergens, is a severe issue, as a sig-
nificant portion of the population suffers from
food allergies. Avoiding allergens is the only way
for those with allergies to prevent reactions, mak-
ing accurate labeling crucial.

Microbial contamination that leads to recalls
sometimes takes years to be discovered. Five years
before the 2015 Listeria outbreak and recall associ-
ated with Blue Bell ice cream products, the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
isolated the strain of listeria from patients that was
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then matched with strains found in Blue Bell ice
cream (Ellis & Yan, 2015). FDA inspections in
2015 identified many problems that eventually led
to the recall, such as poor sanitation practices,
improper cleaning equipment, and deteriorating
processing facilities (Siegner, 2015). As a result of
the ongoing outbreak, three people died, 10 were
confirmed ill, and millions of pounds of recalled
ice cream resulted from the outbreak.

When this article was written in 2024, the
Boar’s Head recall of liverwurst and dozens of
other products was ongoing. The recall was initi-
ated in July 2024, but signs of trouble appeared at
least two years before the recall, when USDA
inspectors identified severe violations in the pro-
cessing facility, including mold growth, holes in
walls, leaks, and pest infestation. It was apparent
that the violations were not wholly addressed
because on July 25, 2024, after many people got
sick with listeriosis after eating their products,
Boar’s Head initiated a recall of their liverwurst
products (and at least a dozen products followed),
and on July 31, the USDA withheld the federal
mark of inspection because the facility “failed to
maintain sanitary conditions” (USDA FSIS, 2024-
a). The magnitude of the recall was in the order of
several million pounds of product.

The final fate of Blue Bell ice cream or Boat’s
Head deli recalled products is unknown because
companies are not generally forthcoming about
their disposition method of recalled products. But,
based on the defect—microbial contamination—it
is likely that the recalled products were disposed of
ot, perhaps, redirected for other use, which could
lessen the impact to some extent. The ingredients
used in both companies’ products come from ani-
mal sources, so it is worth mentioning that to pro-
duce one pound of meat under the feedlot system
requires 25 pounds of grain (Smil, 2002), while one
pint of milk takes approximately one pound of feed
(Wolf, 2010). Therefore, disposing of these types
of animal products is a considerable waste in the
supply chain from raw material production to
disposal.

Unfortunately, recalls continue to occur due to
preventable causes. Producing safe food products
is a complex endeavor, and some products, due to
their nature or the origin and type of ingredients,
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are more complicated than others, but it is not
impossible to reduce the incidence of recalls. The
key is having a food safety management system in
place and a solid commitment to safety. For almost
three decades, USDA-inspected plants have fol-
lowed the principles of Hazard Analysis and Criti-
cal Control Points (HACCP) as a food safety man-
agement system, while the FDA has followed a
similar approach, named food safety plans, which
stems from the Preventive Controls for Human
Food rule mandated by the Food Safety Moderni-
zation Act (FSMA; 2011) passed by Congress in
2011 (Food Safety Modernization Act, 2011). The
FDA also uses HACCP in some industties, such as
juices and seafood. Even when both systems are
similar, they have critical differences. A HACCP
plan follows a process-centered approach, while a
FSMA’s food safety plan focuses not only on the
process but also on sanitation, allergen, and supply-
chain preventive controls to address potential
hazards.

HACCP and food safety plans are preventive
approaches that systematically identify potential
hazards in the production of food products and
develop strategies to minimize the chances of
occurrence. If any nonconformity occurs, a well-
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addition to needing to be well designed and imple-
mented, a HACCP or food safety plan must be fol-
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