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What is IFT?

• Institute of Food Technologists

• Scientific and professional society

 Individuals in food science, food technology, and related 

professions; working in industry, academia, and government

 Over 18,000 members

• Offices in Chicago, IL, and Washington, D.C.

• Contract work with FDA since 1999

 TO6 on product tracing issued Oct 2008

 TO7 mock traceback issued June 2009

 Both tasks submitted Sept 15, 2009



TO6 Scope of Work

• Identify current and future product tracing systems (US and 

international; food and other industries)

• Review from harvest through processing and distribution to 

points of service

 Focus on produce and FDA regulated food products

• Examine accessibility of information to public health 

regulatory officials

• Consider cost



 Stephen Arens, MBA; GS1 US, NJ

 Frank Busta, Ph.D.; National Center Food Protection & Defense, MN

 Martin Cole, Ph.D.; National Center Food Safety & Toxicology, IL

 Art Davis; The Sholl Group/Green Giant Fresh, MN

 Helen Jensen, Ph.D.; Department of Economics, Iowa State 

University, IA

 Brenda Lloyd; UFPC/YUM! Brands, KY

 Benjamin Miller, MPH; Department of Agriculture, MN

 Gale Prince; Formerly with Kroger; Your Food Safety Coach, OH

Subpanels

• Food, technology, traceback investigators, economists

Task Approach:  Collaborated with Core 
Expert Panel and Subpanels



55+ food companies throughout the supply chain

• Animal feed

• Produce

• Ingredients and processed foods

• Distributors

• Retail and foodservice 

Trade associations

Consumer groups

~15 Technology providers

• You?

Task Approach:  Engaged More Than 200 
Stakeholders



Key Findings
• Food production and distribution are global and complex

• Technology to trace exists, and continues to evolve

• Most firms believe they are in compliance with “Bioterrorism 

Act” (maintaining 1-step up/back records)

• The lack of common data elements in the supply chain may 

not provide complete product tracing  

 A lot of information is recorded, but not 

linked

• Paper recordkeeping is prevalent,

dominant



Overarching Issues

• Paperwork generally lacks complete information

 No standards exist for capturing/expressing information

• Within a facility, internal systems often differ and are not 

electronically linked – not interoperable



Before you can do this….

farm Retail/foodservice

Product flow through supply chain



You need to do this…

receiving processing shipping

Single point in supply chain

???



Overaching Issues, cont.

• Companies receive different information from different 

suppliers, and have to provide different information to 

different customers

• “Lot” – meaning is confused and internal tracing is 

prevented

• Concern over companies “opting out” – level playing field

• Concern over brand protection

• Acceptability of electronic records



Assessment of technologies

• 3 categories of solution providers

 Cold chain, other quality/safety related service

 Provide medium/ unique identifiers

 Software as a service

• Technologies in use to be adapted

 Accounting

 Batching

 WMS, etc.

 Some in-house systems are custom built or legacy systems

 Depending on industry, some have the ability to capture key data 

elements



Barcode vs RFID

• Medium is less important than the information it carries



IFT Guiding Criteria

• Simple

 Reduce opportunity for error

• User friendly

• Globally accepted

 Standardized ways to express key data elements

 Suitable for global food supply (not US centric)

• Leverages existing industry systems

 Controls cost

 Increases likelihood of adoption



IFT Core Recommendations
• Identify Critical Tracking Events (CTEs) when product is moved, 

transformed, etc.

• Maintain records for each CTE in agreed upon, standardized formats 

that link incoming/outgoing product

 This ensures “internal tracing”  

• Provide key data elements, in an electronic form, for all CTEs and each 

firm or entity, upon request by FDA and within 24 hours

 Does industry send data to FDA, to a central system, does FDA access data: didn’t 

want to touch that 

• Training/education on CTEs and key data elements should be 

developed

• Product tracing should be required part of regulatory or audits



Firms Perceptions of Cost

• Generally couldn’t provide estimates

 “expensive”

• Often assigned costs to things other than product 

tracing

• Very few data exist

• DISCLAIMERS!



Case Study: LGMA

• Compared different technologies to communicate 

information- assumed information was the same

 Bar code

 Active RFID

 Passive RFID

• Bottom line: 

 Cost to leafy green industry in CA to use barcodes: $3.2M year

 Cost (industry and societal) of 2006 E. coli O157:H7 in spinach: 

$129M

• Benefit (illness prevented) of a more rapid system: $16-41M



Costs:  Sector and Societal 
Implications

• Societal costs

 Lower healthcare costs: loss of life 

 Loss of consumer confidence

 Major psychological and emotional damages due to massive 

outbreaks

 Indirect loss in economic output and productivity losses

• Additional considerations: 

 Loss of market share if traceability systems are not similar for whole 

sector

 Lack of adequate capital, labor, and technology expertise 

 The probability of occurrence of a triggering event/year vs. costs and 

benefits per sector needs to be further assessed 



Another Product Tracing Task: TO7

• Harvard, Microsoft TIBCO

• Centered on collaboration and existing data

• “mock” tomato traceback/forward using electronic data and 

visualization software by FDA

 What info does FDA need?

 How FDA might actually get these data is TBD

• IFT’s portion of the task was to do a comparison with other 

technologies





What we asked technology providers

• The ability of each platform to store data, including how much data can be stored 

and for how long;

• The management of all data;

• The ability of the system to accept data in multiple formats;

• How data are shared and how access is enabled or restricted;

• If product tracing extends from points of service to points of processing and 

production through point of sale;

• The precision of the platform to locate a source of contamination, product’s 

movements or characteristics and more;

• How quickly information (source of contamination, etc.) can be provided and 

communicated; and,

• The applicability of the platform to national and international food industries.



TO7 Summary

• There are many commercially available systems that could 

be tested using these data

• In using this system:

 Data do exist

• Historical data from a 2 week period was used

 “QA” of data was substantial (standardizing date, for example; making 

sure it matched up, etc.)

 Visualization was easy (as long as data were good)

 Communication and collaboration are valuable!



Opportunities for Technology Providers

• Make it simple, make it cheap

• Help firms “connect the dots” before trying to help connect 

dots between firms

• Aid in conversion: paper to electronic

• Food supply chain complexity: multiple suppliers, multiple 

customers

 Does everyone have to be on YOUR system?



Next Steps

• FDA/FSIS collecting public comments through March 3

• Many industry initiatives are underway

•IFT’s full reports available at www.ift.org/traceability

 Thanks to the Traceability Institute for making hard copies 

available to conference attendees!  

http://www.ift.org/traceability


Thank You! 

Any Questions?

Contact Jennifer McEntire at IFT:

202.330.4984; jcmcentire@ift.org
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