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Background

Products are tested for a variety of reasons, but these can be
summarised as ‘to prove the product is fit for purpose’. This basically
means that the product is safe to eat (free of food poisoning bacteria)
and has good keeping quality or shelf-life.

The first stage in the testing of any product is collecting a sample from
it. The sample should be representative of the batch or taken on a basis
of worst case scenario so that, if its microbiological status is satisfactory,
it is reasonable to assume the remainder of the batch is satisfactory.

Worst case scenario could mean taking a sample towards the end of a
normal production run. Ironically, if we are talking about products like
sausages or burgers, where the sausage or burger machine is ‘cleaned’
and left overnight, the worst case scenario could be at the beginning of
the first production run if that cleaning process has not been adequate.

What sample(s) to take

If your product is produced in reasonably small packs then the best thing
is often to submit a whole, unopened pack of product to the laboratory
for testing. This means that the sample tested can not have been
accidentally contaminated at sampling at the point of production.

If you need to sample the product you need to have special sterile bags
or bottles to put the sample in, as well as tools for sampling that can be
sterilised, for example, by the flame of a portable burner. 

Depending on the product the sampling tool can be a knife or a desert
spoon.

If we are sampling a large mass, for example a batch of sausage or
burger mix, it is best if our sample is a composite sample of several or
many smaller samples, rather than one big dollop of the product to be
tested.

Frequency of sampling

To define the frequency of sampling three factors have to be taken into
account:
l Satisfying statutory and customer requirements.
l Ensuring that you are doing what is considered to be reasonable for a
business of your type and size, thereby giving you the basis of a legal
defence should anything go wrong.
l Managing your costs of sampling/testing.

This is going to be very dependent upon the risks perceived to be
associated with a particular foodstuff. Sometimes it can be influenced by
the consuming group, for example, baby foods or if you have a contract
to supply a hospital or old people’s home. It is best to spread your
sampling over time rather than to concentrate it in one big shipment to
the laboratory as the results will then give you a better overview of what
is happening in your facility. By this, we mean that if you have 16
products that require monthly sampling, it is best to sample and test
four a week rather than 16 once a month. Sampling should reflect
production so you need to consider whether to take one sample per
production batch or one, say, every 10 tonnes or 5,000 packets. If the
product is low risk, there may well not be the need to sample every
production batch, but just to sample a representatively acceptable
number of batches per period of time. 

Identification of samples

Every sample needs to be clearly identified as the description you give
the sample will be how the laboratory describes it on their results
report. Remember to include enough information (such as date, time of
collection, production line number, pack size, etc) so the description on
the report enables you to correctly and precisely identify what was
sampled at a later date.

Some people prefer to identify each sample with a number and to then
put the description of the sample on the submission form against that
number. If you do this be sure that numbers can not be ambiguous, for
example, underline a 6 so that it can not be confused with a 9. 

Also, it is best to keep numbering in sequence so that over a period of
time every reference number is a unique one. This is to avoid having the
same numbers in every submission.

Holding, storage and transportation of samples

As soon as possible after collection samples should be stored in a
refrigerator (ideally at 2-5°C) until they need to be transported to the
laboratory. Transportation to the laboratory should usually be under
refrigerated or cool box conditions. This should be the norm for samples
such as meat, fish, ready meals, fresh fruit and vegetables.

Some products are very microbiologically stable at room temperature
and could even be sent to the laboratory through the post or via a
courier. Such products include spices, dry powders, desiccated fruits etc
as well as animal feeds for salmonella testing.

If your products require cool chain maintenance there are couriers who
offer a refrigerated service.
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