
OPTIMIZING HYGIENE CONTROLS 
IN FOOD PROCESSING 
ENVIRONMENTS
Guidance and recommendations to help food processors implement best practices 
and strategies to maintain a high level of hygiene and sanitation in their facilities. 

By Eric Garr, Regional Sales Manager, food safety and contaminant detection specialist, Fortress Technology Inc
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Recent events, particularly the Coronavirus pandemic, has heightened awareness on hygiene 
compliance and the need for people throughout the food supply chain to accept personal 
responsibility for maintaining equipment cleaning routines and sanitation protocols. Metal 
contaminant detection and checkweighing specialist Fortress Technology outlines some simple ways 
to create a culture that embraces food safety from start-to-end on food processing lines and the role 
that hygiene habits, equipment innovation and leadership support play.

Without effective cleaning and hygiene systems in place, inspection equipment could actually become a source of 
contamination. Chemicals used for cleaning can also contaminate food if not effectively flushed through.

Adhering to best hygiene practices is the single thing 
that food plants cannot cut corners on. Across North 
America, standards are typically very high. However, 
the pressure since the global pandemic has changed 
the landscape for a number of food processors, 
w ith localized labor challenges and supply chain 
disruptions further complicating mandatory audits.

The pandemic reinforced the importance of food 
processors conveying confidence and having robust 
and proactive HACCP, GFSI/SQF, BRC and hygiene 
protocols in place. The challenge now is making sure 
that these remain aligned to evolving colleague and 
consumer health, safety and wellbeing expectations.

Although price remains king when it comes to food purchasing drivers, safety has now emerged as an equally critical 
consideration. A report by Deloitte – The Future of Fresh – summarizes this well, citing food safety as having multiple 
dimensions. Including listing safety for self, others, and the workers who produce food, as well as safety in terms of packaging, 
to prevent contamination.

SESaME MakES aLLERGEN LIST
Producers have continued to demonstrate their resilience. Now, new regulations – including the 2021 U.S. bill, the “Food 
Allergen Safety Treatment Education and Research ACT” - are placing production sanitation programs under renewed pressure.

For the global food allergen community, sesame has long been a concern. Affecting over one million people in the United 
States according to AAFA1, by January 1, 2023, manufacturers of packaged food must, by Federal law, clearly list sesame as 
an allergen in its own right. Until now, sesame could be listed within generic ‘natural flavor’ or ‘natural spices’ labels.

For food safety reasons, all food and beverage manufacturers have a responsibility to identify allergens that are contained in 
their products. This responsibility extends to isolating them from other non-allergen products processed in the same facility.

Sesame is a common ingredient in many food types, especially Asian cuisine, dips, vegetable burgers, breadsticks, burger 
buns, as well as a seasoning or flavoring in snacks, cereals and chips.

If a dedicated line for foods containing sesame cannot be allocated, for example on bakery lines, a common tactic might be to 
create planning production schedules to isolate products containing sesame. Storage of ingredients should also be separated. 
Additionally, cleaning must go well beyond normal hygienic requirements. Even where heat processing is involved, allergens of 
any type can still survive high temperatures.

1 the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America
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HabIT FORMING
It’s human nature. People like things to be streamlined, efficient, faster and better. Yet, taking hasty shortcuts, particularly with 
hygiene and consumer food safety is a risky strategy. Being careless with compliance can become a catalyst for more shortcuts. 
It’s not a cycle any food business would or should encourage. Especially given that many a shortcut results in a bigger problem 
that takes longer to correct.

Despite high levels of automation, food processing plants continue to have numerous manual touchpoints. Cleaning 
manufacturing and inspection processing machinery being one. For this reason, Fortress has concentrated its efforts on 
developing smarter designs to enhance hygiene and safety measures.

This includes eliminating the use of tools on the company’s newest range of food inspection systems. The conveyor quickly and 
easily lifts off the frame and can be disassembled just as quickly to facilitate deeper and faster cleaning by trained operatives. 
Improving line efficiencies, the belt tension and alignment are instantly restored when reassembled after maintenance and 
cleaning.

Routine risk assessments and audits help to control the introduction of foreign material into products. External eyes provide a 
different perspective. Many internationally recognized audits follow set standards and provide a complete 360-degree review. 
A number of these information gathering audits remain hybrid, blending in-person and virtual observations. Digital evidence of 
all actions, from maintenance and testing of machinery to documenting hygiene checks is integral to the success of these hybrid 
certification models. It requires a shift in culture, where everyone up and down the hierarchy is encouraged to be a hygiene-
conscious food safety champion.

OPTIMIZING CLEaNING EFFICaCY
To ensure this happens, protocols should be formalized and included in staff training. Every cleaning process needs to be 
verified and documented. As part of a validation process, regular tests, including swabs of Critical Control Points, should be 
scheduled to ensure these CCP areas are hygienic and allergen-free.

For in-process contaminant inspection equipment, look for smooth, crevice-free contact surfaces on conveyor, pipeline and 
gravity systems. This is partly to ensure that no traces of product, allergens or bacteria are left, but also to reduce the risk of 
cleaning agents not being fully rinsed away.

When selecting an inspection system, care should be taken to identify equipment with an ingress protection (IP) rating 
appropriate to the washdown regime and water pressure being applied.

Product residues, including allergens, can be 
especially troublesome in pipeline systems processing 
liquids, semi-liquids and slurries. Special attention 
should be paid to the speed that reject units can be 
removed, cleaned and reassembled. Ideally, this will 
be easy to roll out, dismantle and clean working parts 
before securely reattaching to pumps.

It’s why the Fortress Meat Pump Pipeline Metal 
Detector now features ultra-hygienic, food-safe Delrin 
product tubes. Intentionally constructed with no metal 
ends helps to ensure a pipe is completely clear of 
bacteria-harboring crevices. Another thing to look out 
for are Clean in Place modes on equipment.
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Food processors might also consider the advantage of being able to maneuver machines around the plant. If a machine isn’t 
fixed to ceilings or frame it is inherently easier and quicker to deep clean. From a flexibility perspective, it also enables easy 
reconfiguration on upstream processing lines. With all moveable machinery, do check to see if they are balanced systems, 
as this mitigates the risk of the machine tipping over when being relocated. For facilities with sloped floors, adjustable casters 
enable easy correction of pipe angles, for example.

Ergonomic features can also enhance workforce safety. For example, an extension pipe on the reject output helps to prevent 
injury during sanitation and maintenance, and electric-powered height adjustment controls can mitigate ergonomic injuries.

CHaNGING THE FOOD SaFETY NaRRaTIVE
Listening to different perspectives and mapping out hygiene protocols collaboratively rather than reverting to hierarchies is the 
best way forward to create a safe food processing ecosystem.

Ultimately, good housekeeping is common sense. Most food processors are strong custodians of hygiene and safety practices. 
However, given the numerous critical control points in a manufacturing plant, Fortress would always advise routinely and 
systematically revisiting potential hygiene hazards as part of a regular risk assessment and food safety program.

Fortress Technology is a global leader in the design, manufacturing and sales of metal 
detectors, checkweighing systems and combination systems, engineered with an 

exclusive Never Obsolete guarantee. From food to consumer goods; pharmaceutical 
to bulk; Fortress machines are designed to catch contaminants, reduce waste, spot 
product defects, comply with weight legislation and reduce production downtime – 

ensuring product safety and brand protection. 


