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ecent high profile food recalls and enhanced consumer 
awareness have made traceability a top of mind issue 
across the supply chain, from manufacturer to consumer. 

Since 2004, the average number of allergy alerts and food recalls 
issued by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency has tripled from 7.5 
to 21 per month. 

When recalls occur, removing affected products from store shelves 
and the supply chain quickly is essential for consumer safety. However, 
the global nature of today’s supply chain can make product removal 
challenging and confusing. Entire categories of products can be 
adversely affected. For example, when salmonella affecting jalapeno 
and Serrano peppers was initially wrongly attributed to certain kinds 
of tomatoes last year, many restaurants and grocery stores removed 
all tomatoes from their menus and shelves. Accordingly, Canadian 
businesses are focusing on improved supply chain processes for 
tracking and tracing products.

The capacity for traceability not only supports more efficient 
product recalls and withdrawals but offers a number of additional 
business benefits:
•	 It	ensures	companies	meet	government	requirements	for	trade	both	

within Canada and internationally;
•	 It	 enables	 companies	 to	 access	 broader	 markets	 and	 trading	

partners; and
•	 It	 enhances	 consumer	 confidence	 in	 a	 company’s	 brand	 by	

authenticating the history, contents and safety of the product. 
In a globalized marketplace, effective traceability and recall 

systems or processes must enable interoperability between multiple 
organizations, sectors and geographical locations. Implemented 
in isolation, traceability and recall measures will have limited 
effectiveness. For this reason, a system based on global, industry-
driven supply chain standards is the most effective means to reach 
every partner in the supply chain.

When incorporated into technologies and processes, global supply 
chain standards support industry’s efforts for enhanced traceability 
while strengthening efforts to ensure recalled products are pulled 
quickly and thoroughly from store shelves regardless of product 
origin. They enable businesses to share information in a consistent 
and timely manner while helping to ensure only affected products 
are removed, protecting brand reputation and enhancing consumer 
confidence in the safety of the food supply chain.   

Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) is one technology that 
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contributes to traceability. Applied to a product or animal for the 
purpose of identification and tracking using radio waves, some 
RFID tags can be read from several metres away and beyond 
the line of sight of the reader. Its robustness makes it ideal for 
use on farms or in refrigerated warehouses. Recognizing its 
effectiveness for tracking livestock, several countries, including 
Canada, Australia and New Zealand, have mandated the use of 
standards-based RFID to track cattle.

Standardized Electronic Product Codes (EPC) use RFID 
technology and can uniquely identify a pallet, case or individual 
product. EPC can be associated with specific product information, 
such as date, origin and destination of shipment, allowing a 
manufacturer or retailer to distinguish products even if the product is 
the exact same as the one next to it on the shelf. Each product can be 
identified and tracked separately, enhancing the manufacturer’s ability 
to quickly and effectively recall damaged or defective products.

DataBar is another standards-based technology that can enhance 
recall processes. It enables expanded bar code implementation, 
identifying smaller and hard to label items, such as individual 
apples or fresh meat, and can carry more information than the 
common bar code. This expanded capability introduces a number of 
traceability and recall possibilities, including the ability to capture 
more information about individual products through to point of sale. 
This enables product recalls to be controlled more effectively, even 
allowing retailers to ‘block’ a sale at checkout by using the applicable 
information. 

As focus on traceability, food safety and recalls increases, global 
standards enable everyone in the supply chain to communicate 
consistently and in real-time. Global standards-based processes 
and technologies will result in interoperable systems and tools that 
enhance traceability and consumer safety, enabling removal of 
potentially harmful products from the supply chain efficiently and 
effectively.  
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