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VACUUM PACKING (VP)
When using a vacuum packing machine it is very important that the 
process is carried out carefully to prevent cross contamination.
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
Keeping raw and ready-to-eat food separate is essential to prevent harmful bacteria from spreading. Raw foods include raw meats & unwashed salad, vegetables and fruits. Ready to-eat foods include cooked foods, washed salads, garnishes, desserts and other foods that will not be cooked before eating.
HOW DO YOU DO THIS?
SAFETY POINT

WHY?



	Raw and ready to eat (RTE) foods must be kept separate.

These are complex pieces of machinery with lots of moving parts and it is very difficult to clean them 
sufficiently, so bacteria from raw food could easily be transferred to ready-to-eat food.

Always use separate vacuum packers for raw and ready-to-eat food.


	This is to prevent harmful bacteria from contaminating RTE foods.

It is not possible to remove harmful bacteria from complex machinery and these bacteria can spread to food.
	Are separate vacuum packing machines used for raw and ready-to-eat foods? 

Yes              No  

Do you clearly label the machines for use as either ‘RAW Only’ or ‘Ready-to- Eat Only’. 

Yes              No  

How do you ensure separation of raw and ready-to-eat vacuum packers?
	




	Vacuum packing can extend the shelf life of high-risk foods however these still need to be given a safe shelf life. 

Food to be vacuum packed should be as fresh as possible.

You cannot use vacuum packing to extend another business ‘Use By Date’. 

Current guidance states 10 days maximum for raw foods stored between 3-8ºC. Guidance allows up to 13 days(1) for fresh raw beef, lamb and pork stored between 3-8ºC. 

Current guidance for Ready to eat food is 5 days maximum (i.e. day of production + 4 or less). 

If a vacuum packed (VP) product is unwrapped, e.g. for slicing or portioning, and then re-wrapped (into VP), the shelf-life given to the re-wrapped product should not exceed the above shelf-life guidance. The shelf-life cannot be restarted if the product is subject to a further re wrapping under vacuum.

Shelf lives extended beyond this guidance must have a fully validated and verified food safety management system in place (based on HACCP principles) to support and evidence food safety e.g. evidence of controlling factors such as pH, salt, aw, etc. If you are extending shelf life, it is strongly recommended to seek relevant expert advice.

	Vacuum packing removes air/oxygen from food packaging. 

The bacteria Clostridium botulinum is able to grow and produce a harmful toxin in the absence of oxygen. Toxins can survive after cooking.

The bacteria Listeria monocytogenes can grow in the absence of oxygen. Listeria is widespread in the environment and can contaminate a wide range of foods, it is more common in ready-to-eat foods. Food businesses are required to apply food safety controls to make sure listeria is not present at unsafe levels in RTE foods.

It is important that vacuum-packed foods have the necessary controls in place to minimise the risk of growth and toxin production by organisms, throughout the shelf-life of the product.

	What shelf life do you give to raw foods that have been vacuum packed?
	



What shelf life do you give to RTE foods that have been vacuum packed?
	





	Sanitising of the vacuum packing machine must be done before and after use.
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Further information on two stage cleaning is in the ‘Cleaning Effectively’ section.
	The process of creating a vacuum can draw bacteria into the pouch causing additional contamination to foods if it is not clean. 

This can increase the bacterial loading on raw foods to such an extent that subsequent cooking may not kill bacteria to safe levels.

For RTE foods survival and growth of harmful bacteria or the formation of toxins can lead to food poisoning.

	Are vacuum packing machines cleaned and disinfected before and after use? 

Yes              No  

Have you included this process on your cleaning schedule?

Yes             



	Efficient working of the vacuum packing machine is essential.

You should service the vacuum packing machine regularly using a competent engineer and keep records.
	Failure to maintain the machine can result in ineffective sealing of the food under vacuum, leading to reduced durability of the product as well as the potential for contamination during and after the sealing process.
	What checks do you carry out and how often is the machine serviced?

	




	Vacuum packing pouches must be stored separately in clean, dry conditions and not be exposed to contamination e.g. store raw and RTE food pouches separately. 
	This is to prevent contamination.
	How do you ensure separate storage of your pouches?
	




	Pouches should be protected from puncture by the item being vacuum packed e.g. protruding bones, and when being stored.
	This is to prevent harmful bacteria and air from entering the pouch after sealing which could affect the safety of the food.
	How do you prevent bags from being punctured and damaged?
	






 (1) 13 days does not apply to any raw beef, lamb or pork that is subject to further processing such as mincing, cooking or mixing with any other ingredients such as herbs, spices or curing salts.

	Think twice!


	Vacuum packing (VP) is a useful process which is used to extend the shelf-life or maintain the quality of packaged food. It is also becoming an increasingly popular practice in food preparation, through the ‘Sous-vide’ method. However if you are using ‘Sous-vide’ you will need additional documentation and should discuss this with your EHO separately.



WHAT TO DO IF THINGS GO WRONG
HOW TO STOP HIS HAPPENING AGAIN


	· If the pouches are pierced or lose vacuum they should be used as soon as possible and within 3 days of sealing or before original product use by dates.
· If the vacuum-packed foods become blown or bloated or show signs of blowing, this indicates microbial activity and gas production, signifying that the food is spoiling or unsafe, often caused by bacteria. You should ensure the food is disposed of immediately.
· If you think any food has been sealed in the vacuum packing machine when dirty, ensure the food is disposed of immediately.
· If RTE vacuum packing machines have been used for raw foods. Dispose of RTE foods that have been vacuum packed after raw foods. The vacuum packing machines must be made safe prior to use for ready to eat food. This will require the machine to be recommissioned by a competent engineer. This will involve completely dismantling the machine to enable effective cleaning and disinfection techniques. If you’re unsure what to do, check with your local Environmental Health Team at your local council. 
	· Ensure VP pouches and storage containers are suitable.
· Check on efficiency of vacuum packing machine.
· Improve staff supervision.
· Retrain staff on vacuum packing procedures.
· Clearly label vacuum packing machines.
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Write down what went wrong and what you did about it in your diary
	
Safe method completed: Date:…………………………	Signature:	…………………………………………….
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