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Summary

Intended audience: This guidance is for all types of businesses that handle both raw foods (that can 
be a source of E. coli O157) and ready-to-eat foods. For example:

• Manufacturers and processors

• �Retailers, caterers and carers (including movable and/or temporary premises 
and premises used primarily as a private house)

Which UK nations does this cover? This guidance applies across the UK.

Purpose and how to use this guidance: The purpose of this document is to provide guidance on the steps for food 
businesses to take in order to control cross-contamination between raw foods 
that are a potential source of E. coli O157 and ready-to-eat foods. Following 
this guidance will also help control cross-contamination from other foodborne 
bacteria such as Campylobacter, Salmonella and other E. coli strains. 

The measures required to control cross-contamination will vary between 
different businesses and should be proportionate to the risk posed in accordance 
with the specific activities carried out, such that:

A food business operator should undertake a risk assessment on site to decide 
the controls necessary to minimise the risk of cross-contamination and ensure 
food safety. This guidance provides options on the steps that a food business 
can follow depending on what is achievable and appropriate in their particular 
business. The controls that are considered necessary should be discussed with 
the local authority, and where relevant primary authority, who can advise on 
their suitability.

A local authority should undertake a risk assessment of the business on site to 
assess the suitability of the controls considered appropriate by the business to 
minimise the risk of cross-contamination and ensure food safety. This assessment 
should have full regard to the circumstances of each particular business. If a 
food business has a primary authority the local authority should liaise with that 
authority to ensure that an informed and consistent approach is taken.

Local authorities will have due regard to the Regulator's Code when 
determining the control measures in place.

Structure of the guidance and legal status: This guidance is formatted in three columns:

•	 Column 1 lays down the legal requirements contained in Regulation (EC) No 
852/2004 with which food businesses must comply. 

•	 Column 2 sets out recommended means by which food businesses may 
comply with the regulations in order to control cross-contamination with E. 
coli O157. Where possible, it provides different options for compliance, the 
suitability of which will be dependent on the activities and particular 
circumstances relating to each business. It is for the business to determine the 
controls that are appropriate given their activities and for the relevant local 
authority to verify the suitability of the controls. Whilst businesses are 
advised to follow this guide to compliance, it is open to a business to 
demonstrate to their local authority that it can achieve the objectives of the 
regulations in other ways. 

•	 Column 3 provides guidance on good practice within food businesses. 

Key words • Contaminants and food contact materials

• Food law, monitoring and controls

• Hygiene and food safety

Review date September 2015
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The Food Standards Agency (FSA) has produced this guidance 
document to help food businesses comply with food hygiene 
legislation contained in Regulation (EC) No. 852/2004 to control  
cross-contamination with E. coli O157.   

Escherichia coli O157 (commonly abbreviated E. coli O157) 
is a harmful bacterium that is particularly dangerous 
because it has the ability to survive during refrigeration 
and freezing and has been shown to be tolerant of acid, 
salt and dry conditions. If consumed, even at very low 
doses, it can lead to death or serious untreatable illness.  
Even after recovery from infection, some cases are left with 
permanent kidney or brain damage.  Special attention 
should always be regarded to vulnerable groups, such as 
young children or the elderly.

The primary objective of this guidance is to ensure the 
food produced and sold in the UK is safe to eat and 
consumers are protected. The risk of cross-contamination 
with E. coli O157 must be considered and controlled in any 
food business where both raw and ready-to-eat (RTE) 
foods are handled.

E. coli O157 is a hazard that needs to be controlled  
through the business' food safety management system.  
To help businesses comply with this requirement the 
guidance clarifies: 

•	 the circumstances in which E. coli O157 
cross-contamination hazards should be considered, 

•	 the control measures that can be applied to control 
cross-contamination with E. coli O157, and 

•	 that if such controls fail, there is an imminent risk to 
consumers with potentially severe consequences. 

By following the steps provided in this guidance a food 
business will help control cross-contamination from other 
foodborne bacteria such as Campylobacter, Salmonella 
and other E. coli strains.

The control measures required will vary between different 
businesses and should be proportionate to the risk posed 
in accordance with the specific activities of the business. 

Local Authorities (LA)1 will be able to advise on the control 
measures required in a specific business.

This guidance lays down the legal requirements and the 
FSA's interpretation of how to comply with these 
requirements followed by good practice. Businesses are 
advised to follow this guide to compliance, but it is open to 
a business to demonstrate to their local authority that it can 
achieve the objectives of the regulations in other ways.

There is a risk of cross-contamination if the same piece of 
complex equipment is used to process raw and RTE foods. 
The risk may be adequately controlled by an effective 
cleaning and disinfection process, but requires that all 
surfaces that could potentially be contaminated either 
directly or indirectly, are subjected to the required chemical 
or heat disinfection. Due to the complexity of certain types 
of machinery, including vacuum packers, slicers and mincers, 
it is considered that it would be too difficult to effectively 
clean such equipment between uses during the normal 
operation of a business.

Page 12 discusses the different approaches in more detail on 
all types of equipment.

Section 1: 
Introduction

1 Businesses with a Primary Authority or equivalent scheme may wish to contact them as required



6  E. Coli O157 Control of Cross-contamination Guidance

1.1	 Who is this guidance for?
This guidance is for all types of businesses that handle both raw foods (that can be a 
source of E. coli O157) and RTE foods.  
It will also help LAs during their inspections of food 
premises to ensure that the risk of cross-contamination 
with E. coli O157 is under control. 

The guidance does not apply to the following types of 
food businesses:

•	 primary producers and growers (for example farmers);

•	 food businesses that handle only pre- wrapped/
pre-packaged food in a way that prevents 
cross-contamination such as distributors, warehouses 
and some retailers where open food is not handled or 
packed on site; and

•	 approved manufacturing processors such as cheese 
manufacturers or raw milk processors (such as those 
pasteurising milk), which already have their own 
established systems to control cross-contamination.

However, the above mentioned businesses are still 
required to comply with food hygiene regulations and 
are recommended to follow specific guidance on good 
hygiene practices2.

2  �Some examples could include:  Food Industry Guides to Good Hygiene Practice for Wholesale Distributors and Retail   
http://www.food.gov.uk/about-us/publications/industrypublications/industry-guides/ , Code of Hygienic Practice for Fresh Fruit 
and Vegetables http://www.codexalimentarius.org/roster/detail/en//c/80352/ or the Code of good practice for specialist cheese 
makers http://www.specialistcheesemakers.co.uk/best_practice/

Figure 1: Examples of cross-contamination

Staff Clothing Complex Equipment

Cleaning Materials
Unwashed Fruits and 

Vegetables

Hands

Raw Meat Equipment and  
Utensils

1.2  What is cross-contamination?
Cross-contamination is one of the most common causes of food poisoning. It happens 
when harmful bacteria are spread onto food from either other food sources (known 
as direct cross-contamination) or from surfaces, hands or equipment that have been 
contaminated (known as indirect cross-contamination).  

RTE Foods
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1.3	 Steps to control cross-contamination 
The key control measures outlined in this guidance to control cross-contamination with 
E. coli O157 are:
•	 Separation between raw and RTE foods.

•	 Effective cleaning and disinfection procedures.

•	 Personal hygiene, particularly hand washing, and 
handling practices.

•	 Effective management controls and training.

1.4	 Sources of E. coli O157 in food 
E. coli O157 can be found in the following sources, and all these products are required 
to be handled as if E. coli O157 is present:  
•	 Raw meat – E. coli O157 is most commonly  

associated with beef, lamb, goat and deer but it  
has also been found in pork, poultry and the offal of  
all the mentioned species.  

Raw bacon must be handled as raw meat because the 
salting/curing process will not guarantee the removal of 
harmful bacteria. 

•	 Fresh Produce – Fruits and vegetables that are not 
supplied as RTE must be treated as a potential source of 
E. coli O157 and to make them safe to eat they will need 
to undergo an adequate washing3 and/or processing 
treatment (for example peeling or cooking).  

Soil where fresh produce grows can become 
contaminated with bacteria such as E. coli O157 which 
can transfer to fruits and vegetables. Root crops and 
leafy vegetables sold loose are likely to have the most 
soil on the outside.  

Fresh produce that is not supplied as RTE is to be 
handled, stored and displayed in such a way that it does 
not contaminate RTE foods. Special attention is required 
when storing soiled vegetables to ensure that they do 
not contaminate other produce that may not be 
supplied as RTE but are likely to be consumed raw  
(for example fruits such as strawberries or raspberries). 

Fruits and vegetables that have been supplied as RTE 
should already have been subjected to controlled 
procedures to ensure that they do not present a risk to 
health.  It is not necessary to re-wash them and 
re-washing is not recommended as it could introduce an 
additional cross-contamination risk.

•	 Raw milk – Raw milk and raw milk products supplied to 
a food business should always be treated as a potential 
source of contamination unless supplied as RTE.  Cheese 
manufactured from unpasteurised milk and supplied as 
a RTE product should be treated as RTE.  The processing 
of raw milk in the manufacture of RTE products is 
beyond the scope of this guidance. 

•	 Untreated water supplies – Water can be an important 
source of microbiological hazards because harmful 
bacteria may survive in water for months. Water 
supplied to food businesses, including private supplies, 
must meet potable water standards.

3  �Washing will help to remove bacteria including E. coli from the surface of fruit and vegetables. Most of the bacteria will be in the 
soil attached to the produce. Washing to remove any soil is, therefore, particularly important. When washing vegetables, do not 
just hold them under the running tap, rub them under water, for example in a bowl of fresh water starting with the least soiled 
items first and then give each of them a final rinse. Washing loose produce is particularly important as it tends to have more soil 
attached to it than pre-packaged fruit and vegetables – NHS choices - How to wash fruits and vegetables:  
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/homehygiene/Pages/How-to-wash-fruit-and-vegetables.aspx
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Section 2: 
Separation
The design of any food premises should permit good food hygiene 
practices, including protection against contamination with E. coli O157 
and other harmful bacteria.
Raw food contaminated with E. coli O157 may transfer 
bacteria to RTE foods either by 

•	 direct contact through unsafe handling and storage,  
or by 

•	 indirect contact through staff movement and poor 
personal hygiene or unsafe use of equipment, utensils 
and food contact surfaces.  

Identifying separate work and storage areas, food contact 
surfaces, equipment and utensils for raw and for RTE foods 
is the most effective way to prevent cross-contamination.

If physical separation is not possible the adequate cleaning 
and disinfection of the areas used to prepare food will be 
the main control.
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YES

If a temporary area is the only 
option this area will require strict 

supervision to ensure that it is 
kept free from any source of 

E. coli O157. The guidance outlines 
procedures to be considered, such 
as using chopping boards or other 

suitable barriers as the food 
contact surface rather than the 

work surfaces 

YES

If a permanent RTE area is 
achievable then this should be 
provided. The area will require 

strict supervision to ensure that it 
is kept free from any source of 

E. coli O157. The guidance outlines 
procedures to be considered.

NO Guidance 
may not apply.
Contact your 

Local Authority 
for further

information. 

YES

NO

NO

Can you provide a separate room 
for RTE food with dedicated staff, 

equipment and utensils?

Can you provide an area 
designated for the handling and 
preparation of RTE food ('clean 

area') on a permanent basis?
 (For example a specific worktop 

in the kitchen)

Can you provide an area 
designated for the handling and 
preparation of RTE food ('clean 

area') on a temporary basis?
(For example an area used for raw 

food that is subsequently fully 
cleaned and disinfected prior to 

use with RTE food)

Change the layout of the premises 
so that an area designated for RTE 

foods ('clean area') either 
temporary or permanent can be 

achieved, or alter your activities so 
that open raw and RTE foods are 

not both handled.   

YES

This is the optimum way to 
maintain separation and protect 

RTE food from the risk of 
cross-contamination. This option 

should be achieved where 
possible. The guidance outlines 
procedures to be considered.

Do you store,prepare or 
handle open raw and

ready-to-eat (RTE) foods 
on your premises? 

NO

2.1 	 Separation of Areas Decision Tree – What is 
achievable?
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Section 3: Cleaning 
and Disinfection
When complete physical separation is not possible, cleaning and 
disinfection procedures are considered critical to control cross-
contamination and to ensure food safety. 
E. coli O157 and other harmful bacteria have to be 
effectively removed from all surfaces and equipment 
before they can be used in the preparation of RTE foods.

If cleaning and disinfection is not performed properly, it 
may result in the contamination of food and subsequently 
a health risk for consumers. 

It is essential that staff designated for carrying out 
cleaning and disinfection procedures are adequately 
supervised, instructed and/or trained to ensure the 
procedures are carried out effectively every time.
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It is essential that staff follow good personal hygiene practices to help 
prevent cross-contamination of harmful bacteria to RTE foods.  
Effective handwashing and suitable clean protective clothing can help 
prevent harmful bacteria spreading to food, work surfaces, equipment 
etc. through hand contact or clothing.  

There must be procedures in place to monitor and manage strict adherence to a documented handwashing procedure 
and to the appropriate use of protective clothing to control the risk of cross-contamination with E. coli O157.

The FSA has produced hand washing videos as well as printable diagrams on effective hand washing for use by  
food businesses: 

Videos – http://www.youtube.com/user/FoodStandardsAgency  

SFBB handwashing – http://www.food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/publication/handwashing-sfbb-0513.pdf  

Safe catering handwashing – http://food.gov.uk/northern-ireland/safetyhygieneni/safecateringni/ 

CookSafe handwashing – http://food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/csposter.pdf 

Section 4: Personal 
Hygiene and 
Handling Practices

An example of washing hands effectively 

Step 1:  Wet your 
hands thoroughly 
under warm running 
water and squirt liquid 
soap onto your palm

Step 2:  Rub your 
hands together palm 
to palm to make a 
lather

Step 3:  Rub the palm 
of one hand along 
the back of the other 
and along the fingers. 
Repeat with the other 
hand

Step 4:  Put your 
palms together with 
fingers interlocked 
and rub in between 
each of the fingers 
thoroughly

Step 5:  Rub around 
your thumbs on each 
hand and then rub 
the fingertips of each 
hand against your 
palms

Step 6:  Rinse off the 
soap with clean water 
and dry your hands 
thoroughly. Ensure the 
taps are turned off 
hygienically, for 
example using a 
disposable towel. 
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Section 5: 
Management 
Controls and Training

Effective food safety management controls are critical to control cross-
contamination with E. coli O157. 
The food hygiene legislation requires Food Business 
Operators (FBOs) to put in place food safety management 
procedures based on the HACCP principles. It is not the 
intention of this guidance to explain those requirements in 
full; however, some of these requirements are dealt with 
in this section.

FBOs must ensure that food handlers are supervised and 
instructed and/or adequately trained to understand the 
importance of food hygiene matters in line with their 
work activity.  

Training / instruction should cover the importance of 
separation of raw and RTE foods, the importance of 
personal hygiene, in particular effective hand washing and 
the hazards associated with inadequate cleaning and 
disinfection. All staff involved in cleaning procedures need 
to be trained to ensure they are competent before being 
asked to undertake heat or chemical disinfection.
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The following definitions are specific to this guidance:

• �‘anti-bacterial hand wash’ – hand sanitising products 
such as bactericidal liquid or foam soaps.

• �‘area designated for RTE foods’ – Also referred to as a 
‘clean area’ – an area within a food establishment that is 
specifically designated for RTE foods and managed in a 
way that ensures that harmful bacteria such as E. coli 
O157 have been effectively excluded from all surfaces 
and from food handlers that will come in contact with 
RTE foods. The designated area can be used on a 
permanent basis or a temporary basis, where it is used at 
different times for raw foods.

• �‘BS EN’ – British Standard, European Norm. Disinfectants 
that comply with BS EN 1276 and/or BS EN 13697 
published standards or alternative standards that meet 
the same conditions have shown to kill E. coli O157 if 
applied as directed by manufacturers.

• �‘chemical disinfection’ – reduction of the levels of 
microorganisms using approved chemical agents 
(disinfectants or sanitisers).

• �‘clean as you go’ –  keeping the work area clean and tidy 
at all times whilst working. This may include cleaning up 
spills, wiping down surfaces, removing waste to bins and 
generally keeping the work area, tools and equipment 
and persons working in it to the required levels of 
hygiene to produce safe food.

• �'complex equipment' - items of equipment that can be 
very difficult to clean adequately between uses. In 
particular this may be because it is hard to access all parts 
of the equipment or because they are made up of a 
number of small parts and surfaces which may not be 
smooth or easy to clean. For example slicers, mincers and 
vacuum packing machines.

• �‘contact time’ – the period of time that the disinfectant 
needs to be left on the surface to work effectively.

• �‘contamination’ – the presence or introduction of a 
biological, physical or chemical hazard in a food or food 
environment.  

• �‘critical limit’ – A criterion that separates acceptability 
from unacceptability for the prevention, elimination or 
reduction of identified hazards such as E. coli O157.

• �‘cross– contamination’ – the transfer of hazards, for 
example bacteria, directly from raw food to ready–to–
eat food, or indirectly from equipment, personnel and 
food handling environment.

• �‘detergents’ – products used for general cleaning  
(to dissolve grease and remove dirt, debris etc.). 
Detergents do not have disinfectant properties (i.e. if 
used on their own they are not able to kill bacteria 
such as E. coli O157). 

• �‘dilution rate’ – quantity of water to use with a 
concentrated chemical before it can be used.  Always 
follow the manufacturer’s instructions.

• �‘disinfectants’ – products capable of reducing the levels 
of specific bacteria when applied to visibly clean surfaces 
at the specified dilution and for the recommended 
contact time. 

•  'FBO' - Food business operator

• �‘foodborne’ – microorganisms, such as bacteria which use 
food as a vehicle to move onto humans where they can 
multiply.

• �‘HACCP’ – Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points.

• �‘hand sanitising gels’ – hand sanitising products, such as 
alcohol–based gels / bactericidal (capable of killing 
bacteria) hand gels and wipes. 

• �‘handling’ – to pick up and hold, move, or touch with the 
hands.

• �‘hazard’ – a biological, chemical or physical agent in, or 
condition of, food with the potential to cause harm to 
the consumer’s health.

• �‘infective dose’ – the number of harmful bacteria that 
will cause infection in susceptible subjects.

• �‘leafy vegetables’– includes but is not limited to all 
varieties of lettuce, spinach, cabbage, watercress, chicory, 
endive and radicchio and fresh herbs such as coriander, 
basil, and parsley. 

• �‘monitoring’ – a pre–arranged programme of checks 
(observations or measurements) of critical and/or ‘legal’ 
limits to check whether control measures are in danger 
of failing and which determine the need to take 
corrective actions. 

• �‘non–food contact surfaces’ – surfaces that do not 
normally come in direct contact with food (for example 
walls), but can potentially cause cross–contamination 
due to its close proximity to exposed food. 

• �‘packaging’ – placing of one or more wrapped foodstuffs 
in a second container (and the second container itself).

Section 6:  
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• �‘potable water’ – water meeting the minimum 
requirements laid down in Council Directive 98/83/EC of 
3 November 1998 on the quality of water intended for 
human consumption.

• �‘protective clothing’ – coats, overalls, aprons, gloves, 
headgear and footwear.

• �‘raw foods’ – in this context include raw meat and any 
raw food, including fruit and vegetables and any 
ingredient that are potential sources of E. coli O157 (fresh 
or frozen). Raw fish and shellfish are outside the scope of 
this guidance as they are not potential sources of E. coli 
O157.

• �‘raw meat’– uncooked red meat (including mince, bacon 
and sausages) poultry, game and offal. Raw meat 
includes both fresh and frozen meat.  

• �‘ready–to–eat foods’ (RTE) – foodstuff or ingredients 
that are intended to be consumed without the need of 
further heat treatment or processing. For example 
cooked meats, washed / peeled fruits, salads, pies, bread, 
cheese and sandwiches. 

• �‘recall’ – when customers are asked to return/dispose of 
 a food product.

• �‘root crops’– include potatoes, onions, carrots, beets, and 
turnips.

• �‘sanitisers’ – products that combine a disinfectant and a 
detergent in a single product. For effective disinfection 
they must be used twice: first to clean and then again to 
disinfect.

• �'sterilising sink' - a sink unit used for sterilising 
equipment and utensils. Must be able to operate to a 
temperature capable to destroy E. coli O157. 

• �‘supervision’ – the process of overseeing the performing 
of tasks and procedures to ensure that they are carried 
out effectively and that the required standards are met.

• � ‘validation’ – collecting and evaluating scientific and 
technical information to determine whether the HACCP 
plan, when properly implemented, will effectively 
control the identified food hazards. "The business is 
going to do the right thing"

• �‘verification’ – checking or confirming that the HACCP–
based procedures are achieving the intended effect, i.e. 
food safety hazards are under control. "Confirmation 
that the business is doing what had planned to do".

• �‘visibly clean’ – free from any visible grease or film or 
solid matter. A visibly clean surface can still be 
contaminated by harmful bacteria if it has not been 
disinfected.

• �‘withdrawal’ – stop using/selling a food product.

• �‘wrapping’ – placing of a foodstuff in a wrapper or 
container in direct contact with the foodstuff concerned, 
and the wrapper or container itself.


