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Health and Hygiene:
Background Information 
Facility workers are among the most significant carriers  of microorganisms, chemical residues, and foreign materials in a food processing environment. In meat facilities specifically, where raw animal products are handled daily, any contamination introduced by a worker through unwashed hands, soiled clothing, open wounds, or illness can directly enter and continue on through the food chain.
Foodborne illness resulting from poor hygiene can cause severe consequences: hospitalization, death in extreme cases, product recalls, regulatory penalties, and lasting damage to consumer trust. A number of the concerning pathogens in meat processing (e.g. E. coli O157:H7, Salmonella, Listeria monocytogenes, and Campylobacter) can all be transmitted via contaminated hands, clothing, or equipment surfaces. 
A strong hygiene policy, modeled by and enforced consistently from the operator down to every visitor and contractor, is not just a regulatory formality but it is a fundamental food safety control. MFS 2022 Section D requires operators to have and enforce a hygiene policy, not merely to have one on paper. Enforcement, training, and visible management commitment are what make the difference between a policy that protects consumers and one that exists only in a binder.
	
Cleanliness and Conduct (Hygiene) Policy: Six Required Elements
Meat Facility Standards (MFS) 2022 D1.1(a) requires the facility to have and enforce a policy that is readily available (e.g., posting, signage) to ensure good personal hygiene and hygienic activities for anyone entering the slaughter, food processing, food handling, or storage areas. The policy must address six (6) specific elements:
	D1.1(a) Policy Element
	What the Policy Must Address

	i. Appropriate handwashing
	Procedures and requirements for when and how workers must wash their hands.

	ii. Protective clothing, including hair coverings and footwear requirements
	Standards for personal protective equipment (PPE) worn by all workers in food areas.

	iii. Hygienic behavior expectations
	Conduct rules that prevent contamination – eating, drinking, smoking, and other behaviors.

	iv. Personal items
	Rules governing personal belongings (jewelry, phones, medications) in food areas.

	v. Worker health expectations (e.g., communicable diseases) and protocols (reporting and handling of)
	Requirements for workers to report illnesses and conditions, and how the facility responds.

	vi. Protocols for cuts and wounds
	How to manage injuries on food-handling personnel to prevent physical and biological contamination.


Note: The policy must be readily available – meaning it is posted, communicated through signage, and accessible to all workers. It is not sufficient to have the policy only in a binder kept in an office. Posting at entry points to food areas, at handwashing stations, and in change rooms supports compliance with D1.1(a).

I. Appropriate Handwashing 
Handwashing is one of the single most critical  hygiene controls in any meat facility. Contaminated hands are the primary route of pathogen transfer between workers, raw product, food contact surfaces, and finished product. The hygiene policy must define when handwashing is required and how it must be performed.
When Handwashing Is Required
At minimum, workers must wash their hands:
Before starting work or returning to work after any break.
After using the washroom.
After handling raw or unprocessed meat, poultry, or other animal products.
After handling waste, inedible materials, or items from the inedible room.
After coughing, sneezing, blowing their nose, or touching their face.
After handling chemicals, cleaning agents, or sanitizers.
After handling garbage, waste bins, or soiled materials.
After touching clothing, personal items, or any surface not part of the food process.
After removing or changing gloves.
When moving between handling raw product and ready-to-eat product.
How to Wash Hands Correctly
1. Wet hands and lower arms with warm, running potable water.
2. Apply an adequate amount of soap and work into a thorough lather.
3. Scrub all surfaces of hands and lower arms vigorously for at least 20 seconds – including between fingers, under fingernails, and around the thumbs.
4. Rinse hands and lower arms completely under running potable water.
5. Dry with a single-use paper towel. Do not use shared cloth towels.
6. Use the paper towel to turn off the tap where taps are not hands-free.
Important: Handwashing stations must be directly drained (except in slaughter areas), supplied with water at an appropriate handwashing temperature, soap, single-use paper towels, a waste bin, and handwash notices. Where required, stations must be hands-free(e.g. at entrances to processing areas and kill floor, edible meat by-product salvage areas).
II. Protective Clothing, Hair Coverings, and Footwear 
The hygiene policy must specify the protective clothing, hair coverings, and footwear requirements applicable to each area of the facility. Protective clothing serves as a barrier between the worker's body and clothing which carry dirt, microorganisms, foreign material; and the food environment.
	Item
	Expectation (not exhaustive)
	Food Safety Rationale

	Outer garments / smocks / aprons
	Clean at the start of each shift. Changed when heavily soiled or when moving from raw to ready-to-eat areas. Provided or approved by the facility.
	Soiled clothing transports bacteria between areas and onto food contact surfaces.

	Hair coverings
	Hairnets, caps, or headbands that fully contain all head hair. Beard covers where applicable.
	Loose hair is a physical contamination hazard and a known food safety risk.

	Footwear
	Cleanable material (not leather, cloth, or open-toed). Dedicated footwear worn only within the facility, or boot covers over street footwear. Footwear cleaned and sanitized at end of shift or when moving from dirty to clean areas.
	Footwear can transfer pathogens (including fecal matter) from outside or dirty areas into clean production zones.

	Gloves (where used)
	Intact, clean, sanitary, and made of impermeable food-grade material. Changed regularly and whenever damaged or contaminated. Use does not replace handwashing.
	Damaged or improperly used gloves create a false sense of security and can trap pathogens against the skin.

	Aprons / chainmail / cut-resistant gear
	Cleaned and sanitized when soiled and between species where applicable.
	Contaminated aprons are a cross-contamination route between carcasses, species, and food contact surfaces.



III. Hygienic Behavior Expectations 
“Hygienic behaviors” means specific things a person does (or refrains from doing) in food handling, processing, and/or storage areas to ensure food safety or personal safety. The hygiene policy must define these behavior expectations clearly.

Prohibited Activities in Food Handling and Processing Areas
· Eating (including gum, candy, and cough drops) – creates hand-to-mouth contact and the risk of introducing biological and physical contaminants.
· Smoking or vaping – hand-to-mouth contact and ash/aerosol contamination risk.
· Spitting – direct biological contamination risk from saliva.
· Touching the face, nose, eyes, or ears and then touching food or food contact surfaces without washing hands.
· Sneezing or coughing directly toward open food products or food contact surfaces – workers must turn away and cover.
· Applying cosmetics, medications, or skin products in food handling areas. These can introduce chemical contaminants.
All eating, smoking, and personal hygiene activities must occur only in designated areas (e.g., lunchrooms, break rooms) that do not open directly into food processing areas (MFS 2022 A3.1(b)).

Expected Behaviors
Workers return from designated break areas and wash hands before re-entering food production zones.
Workers report any hygiene-related concern. E.g. spills, broken glass, foreign material, illness to their supervisor immediately.
Workers follow the facility’s specific hygiene signage, postings, and verbal instructions at all times.
Workers do not handle food while experiencing symptoms of illness (see Section 8).

IV. Personal Items 
Personal items represent both physical contamination risks (items that can fall into food or equipment) and hygiene risks (items that accumulate bacteria and are touched repeatedly). The hygiene policy must define which personal items are prohibited or restricted in food handling areas.
	Personal Item
	Policy interpretation (not exhaustive)
	Rationale

	Jewelry (rings, watches, bracelets, necklaces, earrings, piercings)
	Plain wedding bands may be permitted under a glove in some areas. All other jewelry are removed before entering food handling areas. 
	Jewelry is a physical contamination hazard and harbors bacteria in crevices that cannot be adequately cleaned during handwashing.

	Mobile phones and personal electronic devices
	Not permitted in food handling or processing areas unless facility policy allows with specific controls (e.g., designated device permitted in a protective cover, cleaned before re-entry).
	Screens and surfaces of devices carry very high bacterial loads. Handling a device then touching food is a direct cross-contamination pathway.

	Nail polish and artificial nails
	Not permitted for workers who handle unwrapped food or touch food contact surfaces.
	Chipped nail polish is a physical contaminant. Artificial nails can detach and enter food.

	Medications and personal health items
	Stored in changerooms or designated areas. Not brought into food handling areas.
	Medications can contaminate food if they fall in or are applied near food or food contact surfaces.

	Food and beverages
	Only permitted in designated break areas. No personal food in processing areas.
	Personal food in processing areas creates contamination risk and attracts pests.

	Pens and writing instruments
	Preferably clip-on style only. Must be accounted for. Not stored above food.
	Pens that fall into product are a physical contamination hazard.



V. Worker Health – Communicable Diseases and Illness Reporting 
MFS 2022 D1.1(a) requires the hygiene policy to include worker health expectations relating to communicable diseases and the protocols for reporting and handling them. A worker who is ill with a communicable condition or who is carrying a communicable pathogen without obvious symptoms represents a direct food safety risk.

"Communicable diseases are illnesses caused by viruses or bacteria that people spread to one another through contact with contaminated surfaces, bodily fluids, blood products, insect bites, or through the air."

Conditions Requiring Worker Reporting
Workers must report to their supervisor or the facility operator immediately if they:
· Are experiencing symptoms of gastrointestinal illness: diarrhea, vomiting, nausea, or stomach cramps.
· Have a sore throat with fever.
· Are jaundiced (yellowing of the skin or eyes).
· Have infected wounds, skin sores, boils, or rashes on exposed areas.
· Have been diagnosed with, or reasonably suspect they have, a communicable disease transmissible through food (e.g., typhoid, hepatitis A, cholera, tuberculosis, norovirus, E. coli O157:H7).
· Have returned from travel to a region with a current foodborne illness outbreak advisory.

Important: Workers must not handle food when experiencing symptoms such as diarrhea, vomiting, stomach cramps, jaundice, sore throat with fever, or infected skin lesions. The Facility Operator is responsible for excluding or restricting workers from food handling activities until the risk of contamination is eliminated.

Operator Response Protocol
Upon receiving a report of illness or suspected communicable disease, the operator or designated supervisor must:
1. Immediately reassign the worker to a non-food handling role, or send them home, until the risk is assessed.
2. Assess whether any food product the worker handled during the infectious period may be at risk of contamination.
3. Take appropriate action regarding potentially affected product (hold, assess, dispose of if required).
4. Advise the worker to obtain medical clearance before returning to food handling roles.
5. Consider documenting the incident, actions taken, and the worker’s clearance.

The hygiene policy must make reporting obligations clear. Workers must not fear disciplinary action for reporting illness and the policy should expressly state that reporting is required and that failure to report a communicable disease risk is itself a violation.

VI. Cuts and Wounds Protocol 
Cuts and wounds represent simultaneous biological contamination risks (blood and wound exudate contain pathogens including Staphylococcus aureus) and physical contamination risks (dressings, wound debris). The hygiene policy must include a documented cuts and wounds protocol.

Immediate Actions for Cuts and Wounds
1. The worker immediately stops food handling and notifies their supervisor.
2. The wound is cleaned with running potable water and antiseptic applied as needed.
3. The wound is covered with a brightly colored (non-skin-tone), waterproof plaster or dressing. Colored (typically blue) plasters are required so they can be identified if they fall into food.
4. A single-use glove is worn over the dressing as an additional barrier.
5. Any food being worked with at the time of the cut must be discarded.
6. All food contact surfaces and utensils used at the time of the cut must be cleaned and sanitized, regardless of whether contamination is confirmed.

Ongoing Management 
· Dressings and gloves must be inspected at regular intervals and replaced when wet, damaged, or dislodged.
· If a dressing is found to be missing, production in the affected area must be stopped and a search conducted. If the dressing cannot be located, the affected product must be quarantined pending investigation.
· Workers with infected wounds, skin lesions, or wound discharge must be immediately removed from any food handling role until medically cleared.
· Workers must replace gloves whenever they remove them, when gloves are damaged, and when moving between different products or tasks.

Note: The facility should maintain an adequate supply of colored waterproof dressings and single-use gloves at accessible locations throughout the production area. Workers must know where first-aid supplies are located and must report all injuries, however minor, to their supervisor.

Visitor and Contractor Access Control 

MFS 2022 D1.1(b) requires the facility to have and enforce a policy that ensures visitor and contractor access is controlled and that visitors and contractors follow the facility’s hygiene policy. This is a distinct and separate policy requirement from the facility’s hygiene policy and it applies specifically to non-facility workers who enter the facility.

Who Is Covered
The visitor and contractor policy applies to all persons who are not facility workers entering food handling, processing, slaughter, or storage areas, including but not limited to:
· Customers, retail buyers, or representatives.
· Third-party auditors and certification bodies.
· Contractors, tradespeople, and maintenance technicians.
· Equipment or chemical sales representatives.
· Pest control technicians.
· Delivery personnel requiring access to processing or storage areas.

Access Control Requirements
· Sign-in and authorization: All visitors and contractors must sign in and receive authorization from a designated contact before entering food areas. Unescorted access by unauthorized persons is not permitted.
· Hygiene briefing: Visitors and contractors must be briefed on and acknowledge the facility’s hygiene policy before entering food areas. A visitor briefing form or signed acknowledgement is a documented best practice.
· PPE compliance: All visitors and contractors must wear the same protective clothing, hair coverings, and footwear as workers in the area they are entering. PPE is to be provided by the facility if the visitor does not have their own.
· Escorting: Visitors must be escorted at all times by a facility staff member in food processing and storage areas. The escorting worker is responsible for reminding or warning the visitor if a hygiene breach occurs.
· Health declaration: Where appropriate, visitors may be asked to confirm they are not experiencing symptoms of illness that could pose a risk to food safety before entering.
· Contractor-specific controls: Contractors working in or near food areas must notify the facility in advance; their work must be coordinated to minimize contamination risk (e.g., maintenance activities performed during non-production periods where practical).

Important: Contractors and visitors are not always familiar with food safety risks in a meat facility. Clear instructions must be provided before they enter any food area. Escorting is not optional in food processing zones – it is a food safety control.

Establishing, Posting, and Enforcing the Hygiene Policy

MFS 2022 D1.1(a) specifies that the hygiene policy must be readily available through posting and signage. Policy availability is not just about having the document; it is about ensuring that every person who enters food areas is aware of its requirements before they enter.
Recommended Communication Methods
· Signage at entry points: Hygiene requirement signs must be posted at all entrances to food processing, handling, slaughter, and storage areas. Signs must be in the predominant languages of the workforce.
· Handwashing instruction signs: Must be posted at all handwashing stations.
· Orientation and onboarding training: All new workers, contractors, and regular visitors must receive a hygiene briefing before their first entry into food areas. Training must be documented on a training record.
· Refresher training: Provided at appropriate intervals and whenever hygiene-related incidents or recurring non-conformances are identified.
· Toolbox talks and safety meetings: Regular operational communications reinforce hygiene expectations and communicate any changes to procedures.
Enforcement
Enforcement is the element that separates a genuine food safety control from a document that exists only on paper. Operator commitment (i.e. leaders visibly practicing and enforcing hygiene standards, participating in training, and acting consistently on non-conformances) is the single most powerful driver of hygiene compliance.
· Facility operators or Supervisors are responsible for monitoring hygiene practices during production and taking immediate corrective action when they observe non-compliance.
· Non-compliance with the hygiene policy must be addressed consistently and documented where appropriate.
· Recognition of good hygiene practice should be incorporated into the facility’s culture to reinforce positive behaviors.

Competence

MFS 2022 s. 2.4 requires that the operator ensures workers have the knowledge appropriate for the complexity of tasks they are performing. This means all workers are familiar with or trained on the facility’s hygiene policy before they work  in food areas.
	Topic
	Who
	Recommended Method
	Recommended Frequency

	Hygiene policy overview 
	All workers, contractors (regular), visitors (as applicable)
	Orientation briefing + signed acknowledgement
	Before first entry to food area; annually

	Proper handwashing technique
	All workers
	Hands-on demonstration + competency check
	At hire; annually; following hygiene-related incidents

	Illness reporting obligations
	All workers
	Document review or discussion
	At hire; annually; when policy is updated

	Cuts and wounds protocol
	All workers; supervisors
	Scenario-based training + demonstration
	At hire; annually; after any incident involving a cut or wound in food area

	Visitor and contractor hygiene requirements
	All supervisors who escort visitors; security/reception
	Briefing review + practice run
	At hire; when visitor protocols change

	Management enforcement of hygiene policy
	Supervisors and management
	Leadership discussion; reviewed during internal audits
	At hire into supervisory role; annually
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