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FOREWORD 

The importance of the Hazard Ana1ysis and Critical Control Point (HACep) system as a 
means of ensuring the safety of food has received worldwide recognition. The advantages of 
the HACep system arc outlined in this report. 

Reference is made to relevant EU Directives which are currently in operation and to other 
internationally recognised publications. These not only consider microbiological standards but 
of equaJ importance, describe appropriate methods of sampling and the interpretation of 
resul ts. 

Because of the ever increasing use of ready-to-eat foods provisional guidelines for 
microbiological acceptance at the point of sale are included. In this connection the Committee 
is grateful to Dr. R. J. Gilbert, Director, PHLS Food Hygiene Laboratory, Central Public 
Health Laboratory. London for his assistance. 

Dr. Fergus Hill 
Chainnan 
Food Safety Advisory Committee 
April 1995. 
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Food Safety Advisory Committee 

The Food Safety Advisory Committee was established by the Minister for Health and the 
Minister for Agriculture, Food and Forestry in July. 1989. 

Terms of reference 
To advise the Ministft' for Health and the Minister for Agriculture, Food and Forestry 
on matters relating to food and zoonotic diseases referred to it and 10 make 
recommendations to the Ministers. 
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Microbiological Standards, 
Limits and Guidelines for Foods 

INTRODUCTION 

The three principal means which traditionally have been used to control microbiological 
hazards associated with food are:-

(a) inspection of facilities and operations 

(b) microbiological testing. and 

(c) education and training 

The Food Safety Advisory Committee believes that each of these three approaches is 
:lecessary for the optimal control of microbiological hazards. Funhennore, the Committee 
endorses the Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP) system which identifies 
specific hazards along with measures for their prevention and control to ensure the safety of 
food. The system is used in a structured way to assess hazards, estimate risks and to establish 
specific control measures thaI emphasise prevention and control rather than reliance on end 
product testing. The following extracts from a recent World Health Organisation (WHO) 
report "Training considerations for the application of the Hazard Analysis Critical Control 
Point System to Food Processing and Manufacturing" WHO/FNU/FOS/93.) highlights the 
benefits of the system. 

• 

• 

• 

"HACCP is a systematic approach which can be applied to cover all aspects of food 
safety. including biological. chemical and physica~ hazards. at all stages of the food 
chain. including raw materials, growth, harvesting. purchase, production, distribution 
and storage. to fina1 product use". 

"HACCP systems provide sc ientifically sound bases for demonstrating that all 
reasonable precautions have been taken to prevent a hazard from reaching the consumer". 

"HACCP systems focus on the prevention of food safety hazards instead of relying on 
traditional inspection practices to detect unsafe products before consumption. 

HACCP implementation provides government inspection systems with the 
optimal and cost-effective food safety control tool devised to dale. 

The HACCP approach identifies all conceivable hazards that can be reasonably 
expected to occur. 
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The HACCP approach focuses inspection resources on the critical aspects of food 
production relating to food safety. 

HACCP systems, as a preventive approach, can minimise public health risks 
associated with the consumption of food. 

Application of HACCP promotes confidence in the safety of food products and 
thus promotes trade and stabilises the food business" 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Food Safety Advisory Committee recommends that those interested in Microbiological 
Criteria for Foods should consull the following:-

I. The relevant Directives, where these exist. for a particular food, see Appendix I. 

2. The International Commission on Microbiological Specifications for Foods (ICMSF) 
text for other foods. see Appendix 2. 

3. The guidelines drawn up by a subgroup of the Food Surveillance Group of the UK 
Public Heallh Laboratory Service. London. These are reproduced in Ap'pendix 3. 
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• EU DIRECTIVES 

APPENDIX 1 

SPECIFYING MICROBIOLOGICAL STANDARDS FOR FOODS 
MEAT PREPARATIONS 

Council Directive 881657/EEC of 14 December 1988 (0.1. No. L 382.1.12.1988. p.3) laying 
down the requirements for the production of, and trade in, minced meat. meat in pieces of less 
than 100 grams and meat preparations and amending Directives 64/433/EEC. 71/118/EEC and 
7U462/EEC. 

MILK AND MILK PRODUCTS 

Council Directive 92146/EEC of 16 June 1992 (0.1. No. L 268. 14.9. 1992 p. I) laying down 
the health rules for the production and placing on the market of raw milk, heat-treated milk 
and milk-based products. 

EGGS 

Council Directive 891437/EEC of20 June 1989 (OJ. No. L 212. 12.7. 1989. p. 87) on hygiene 
and health problems affecting the production and the placing on the market of egg products as 
amended by Council Directive 91/684/EEC of 19 December, 1991 
(O.J. No. L 376. 31.12.1991. p. 38) on hygiene and heahh problems affecting the production 
and the placing on the market of egg products. 

FISH 

Council Directive No. 79/923/EEC of 30 October 1979 (0.1. No. L 281. 10.11.1979. p. 47) on 
the quality required of shellfish waters. 

• 
Council Directive 911492/EEC of 15 July 1991 (0.1. No. L 268. 24.9.1991. p. I) laying down 
the health conditions for the placing on the market of live bivalve molluscs. 

Counci l Directive 911493/EEC of22 July 1991 (0.1. No. L 268. 24.9.1991. p. 15) laying down 
the health conditions for the production and the placing on the market of fi shery products. 

Commission Decision No. 93151/EEC of 15 December 1992 (0.1. No. L \3. 21.1.1993. p. \I) 
on the microbiological criteria applicable to the production of cooked crustaceans and 
mol luscan shellfish . 

• EU Dinaives are subject 10 amendments and subject to transposition into nalionattaws. 
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APPENDIX 2 

Sampling plans and recommended microbiological limits were prepared by the International 
Commission on Microbiological Specifications for Foods for the following: 

1. Raw meats 
2. Processed meats 
3. Poultry and poultry products 
4. Pel foods 
S. Dried milk and cheese 
6. Pasteurized liquid, frozen and dried egg products 
7. Seafoods 
8. Vegetables, fruit, nuts and yeast 
9. Cereals and cereal products 

10. Peanut butter and other nut butters 
II . Cocoa, chocolate and confectionery 
12. Infant and certain categories of dietetic foods 
13. Bottled water 

These are published in the text entit led "Microorganisms in Food 2 Sampling for 
Microbiological Analysis : Principles and Specific Application" . 2nd Ed. (1986) Blackwell 
Scientific Publications. 

Other Useful References 

Compendium of Methods for the Microbiological Examination of Foods (3rd edition). 
American Public Health Association, Technical Committee 1992. 

Methods of Analysis are being developed by CEN (European Committee for Standardisation) 
and approved by ISO the International Standards Organisation. 
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APPENDIX 3 
The following guidelines have been drawn up by a subgroup of the Food Surveillance Group of the UK Public Health Laboratory Service PHLS Microbiology Digest, 1992 Volume 9 (3), 
pages 98-99 They are reproduced by kind permission of Dr. R. J. Gilbert (PHLS Food Hygiene Laboratory, Central Public Health Laboratory, London) who is Chairman of the subgroup. 

PROVISIONAL GUIDELINES FOR MICROBIOLOGICAL ACCEPTABILITY OF SOME READY-TO EAT 
FOODS AT THE POINT OF SALE. 

Microbiological quality (Colony Forming Units (CFU) per gram unless otherwise stated) 

Aerobic plate count· Satisfactory Fairly Unsatisfactory 
(35-37·C: 36-48 hours Satisfactory 
or 30·C: 48-72 hours) 
Cooked pies, pas ties, <103 1<P - lOS >IOS 
quiches etc. Confectionery 
products-without dairy cream 
Cooked meats <1Q4 lQ4 - 106 >106 
Sandwiches - without salad <1Q4 IQ4 - 107 >107 

Sandwiches - with salad <lOS lOS - lOS >lOS 
Cooked seafoods 
Confectionery products-with dairy cream 
Prepared mixed salads 
Salmonella Not detected 

in 25g 

V.parahaemolyticus- Not detected 
seafoods in 25g 

Campylobacter Not detected 
(thennotolerant) in 25g 
- cooked poultry 
L. monocytogenes Not detected Present in 1()2 - 1<P 

in 25g 25g - <1()2 

E.coli <20 20 - <102 1()2 - lQ4 

S.aureus <20 20 - <1()2 1()2 - lQ4 

c.perfringens <200 200 - <1<P 1<P - IQ4 

B.cereus and other Bacillus spp <200 200 - <1Q4 IQ4 - lOS 

Faecal streptococci, Yersinia enterocolitlca and Escherichia coli 0157 were specincally excluded rrom this table due to lack or authoritative data. 
• Guidelines for aerobic plate counts may not apply to certain fermented roods, eg salami, soft cheese and unpasteurised yogurt. 
# Prosecution based solely on high aerobic plate counts in the absence of other criteria or unacceptability is unlikely to be successful. 

Unacceptable-
Potentially 
Hazardous 
-# 

-# 

-# 
-# 

Present in 25g 

Present in 25g 

Present in 25g 

>1<P 

>1Q4 
>1Q4 
>1Q4 

>IOS 



PUBUC HEALTH lABORATORY SERVICE 
NOTES ON APPENDIX 3 

1. The figures given in the Table are not statutory microbiological standards. They are 
provisional guidelines. 

2. The guidelines only reflect the opinion of the Public Health Laboratory Service (PHLS) 
Food Surveillance Group and may be subject to revision as additional information 
becomes available. 

3. The guidelines have no fonnal standing or stalus, bUI 

(a) samples falling in the 'Unsatisfactory' category indicale that further sampling may 
be necessary and that Environmental Health Officers may wish to carry oul a 
detailed inspection of premises, food production and handling processes elC., and 

(b) samples falling in the 'Unacceptable - potentially hazardous' category might form 
a basis for prosecution by Environmental Heallh Departments. 

4. Careful consideration should be given to the likelihood of success when embark.ing on 
a prosecution based solely on high aerobic plate counts in the absence of other 

unacceptable criteria. 

5. PHLS Food Examiners will wish to draw on their own experience and expenise in 
detennining the advice and comments they wish to give and they will be required to do 
this when asked to give an expen opinion during legal proceedings. 

6. Provision has been made for the inclusion of microbiological standards for foods in both 
the UK Food Safety Act, 1990 and in EU legislation, 1f mandatory standards are 
introduced for some or all of the ready-to-eat foods included in the Table, then 
interpretation of the results would become more straightforward, viz. samples would 
either pass or fail the standards. 
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