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7.0 Food Safety and Hygiene Best Practices 
  

Worker health, hygiene and sanitation plays a critical role in minimising contamination in blueberries which has 
multiple handling areas during harvest and postharvest. Suppliers need to be aware of and implement 
appropriate hygienic practices for harvesting and packing blueberries.   

 
 Accountability in all areas of the supply chain (orchard Packhouse, transport, distribution center) is important to 
a successful food safety program. Suppliers need to ensure that there are trained personnel and effective 
monitoring is implemented to ensure that all elements of the food safety / hygiene management program 
functions as planned. 

 
MANAGEMENT PROGRAM 
 
Develop and implement a program controlling the risks identified in a hygiene risk assessment. The program 
needs to be focused on prevention and training to control potential microbial hazards and contamination 
sources. Preventing problems before they become critical contamination hazards is key to orchard 
operations. Controls should include: 

 

- Training staff to ensure that they are familiar with typical signs and symptoms of infectious diseases.  

- Ensuring that staff showing symptoms of an infectious illness do not have direct or indirect contact with 

fresh fruit. 

- Staff being instructed to report any active case of illness / infectious diseases before beginning work. 

- Having adequate toilet facilities available.  

- Having adequate hand washing stations available 

- Having written training procedures on the importance of hand washing and personal hygiene. 

- Placing written and/or international signs in appropriate places.  

- Monitoring to ensure that good hygienic practices are followed by staff, contractors and visitors. 

 
MONITORING 
 
Monitoring of staff hygiene procedures needs to be undertaken each day during daily orchard activities. This 
ensures that all staff and contractors, directly or indirectly involved in the orchard operations comply with 
established hygienic practices. Records of monitoring should be retained. 

 
STAFF HYGIENE TRAINING AND MANAGEMENT  
 
Staff that handle fruit are required to understand and practice proper hygiene. Staff, visitors and contractors 
can unintentionally contaminate fresh produce, water supplies, and other workers, and transmit food borne 
illness if they do not understand and follow basic hygienic principles. Training and re-enforcement of 
training in general work safety practices and illness prevention maximizes compliance by staff. Therefore, 
to prevent microbial contaminations the training program should follow these guidelines: 

 
- All staff are trained (including induction training) to follow good hygienic practices so that they have 

a good working knowledge of basic sanitation and hygiene principles. 

- Posting signs in appropriate locations reminding staff, visitors and contractors to wash hands. 

- Recording the training and content of training meetings. 

- Reviewing the hygiene and food safety program with all new staff at the time of employment. 

- Correcting hygiene / food safety hazards found during orchard inspections. 

- Ensuring the use of production and management practices that minimize the potential for direct or 

indirect contact between fecal material and fresh produce. 

- Notifying staff, visitors and contractors the location of the toilets and hand washing facilities. 
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TRAINING AREAS: 
 
Hand Washing 

Emphasizing the importance of hand hygiene because the most common method of microbial transmission is 

thorough hands.   Staff are trained that when handling produce hands should be clean. Clean means the physical 

removal of visible filth with soap and water of adequate sanitary quality (potable).  

 
Have adequate hand washing stations, documented hand washing procedures and follow six simple steps for 
proper hand washing: 

 

- Wet hands with clean or potable water. 

- Apply soap. 

- Scrub hands, between fingers and under and on top of your hands for at least 20 seconds to do it 

properly. Friction and the duration of that friction is key to good hand washing. 

- Rinse off soap thoroughly. 

- Dry hands with single-use paper towels. 

- Discard used towel in a trash can. 

 
Drinking Water: 

- All drinking water must be potable or safe for human consumption.  

- Water containers are to be cleaned & rinsed daily and must be kept covered. 

- If held in containers, drinking water must be changed daily. 

- Drinking cups or water bottles should not be shared. 

 
Toilet Use 

All staff are trained that after going to the bathroom they must wash their hands with soap and water. When 

using toilet facilities, workers, visitors are trained: 

- NO soiled toilet paper is to be left on the floor. 

- NO soiled toilet paper is to be placed in waste baskets or boxes. 

- Soiled toilet paper is to be placed into the toilet bowl. 

- NOT to dry hands on pants or shirt sleeves. Clothes are exposed to environmental contamination 

and hands will pick up all that is on the surface of pants or shirts. 

 

Blood and Bodily Fluid Contamination and First Aid  

Wounds are controlled to prevent an open wound bleeding onto produce or other staff. Procedures have been 

developed outlining what to do with the fruit, machines / equipment, bins, etc. that has become contaminated 

with blood or other bodily fluids. As a minimum the controls include: 

 

- Open wounds or a lesion with pus (such as a boil or infected wounds that are open or draining) 

that might have contact with produce (during harvest or product handling) increases the risk of 

contaminating fresh produce and must be covered.  

- A first-aid kit is always available for use. The first aid kits are inspected annually to confirm contents 

and to ensure that they are maintained in a sanitary and usable condition. 

- Staff handling fruit are to have cuts, grazes or infected areas covered to prevent product contamination 

by foreign matter i.e. blood.  

 
Smoking Area 

A smoking area is provided for staff as per New Zealand legislation. The area is positioned away from the 

operational areas and contains waste receptacles for smokers waste. 

 
HARVEST PRACTICES 
 
Contact with manure or biosolids, poor quality water, workers with poor hygiene, and unclean packaging or 

harvest containers greatly increases the risk of contaminating blueberries with pathogenic microorganisms. 
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Harvest dry fruit: 
Wet berries are very susceptible to spoilage. To reduce the risk of infection by post-harvest disease organisms 

wait a few hours to begin harvesting after rain or heavy dew.  

 
Clean and sanitize containers daily:  

- Harvest containers used repeatedly during harvest should be checked regularly for contamination and 

cleaned as required. If the containers are stored outside, they should be cleaned and sanitized before 

being reused.  

- Dispose of any damaged containers or containers that are no longer cleanable as they increase the 

risk of microbial contamination of fresh blueberries. 

- Harvesting containers should not be used to store or carry non-produce items during harvest. 

- Vehicles used to transport harvested product should be clean and not be used to transport non-food 

products (biosolids, pesticides, fertilizers, etc). 

 
Personnel Hygiene and Contaminant management: 

- All workers should must wash their hands properly: 

- before handling blueberries:  

- after each visit to the bathroom or portable facility. 

- Wash hands whenever they come in contact with body fluids, including saliva and runny noses. 

- Wash hands after smoking, snacking or eating. 

- NO smoking while harvesting 

- DO NOT pick fruit that has bird droppings on it. 

- DO NOT harvest fruit that has fallen on the ground. 

- Remove as much dirt, plant debris, and other contaminants as practicable from blueberries during 

harvest. 

 
   

PACKING FACILITIES  
 
Site Hygiene and Maintenance  

- Packing facility interior is clean and maintained in a clean and hygienic condition. 

- Floor drains should be free of obstructions. 

- Measures are taken to exclude animals or pests from packing and storage facilities. 

- Interior walls, floors and ceilings are well maintained and are free of major cracks and crevices. 

- There is a dropped fruit policy in place, to describe procedures to follow for handling and disposal of 

blueberries which have fallen on the ground, for spills or for finished products that are opened. 

- Pipes, ducts, fans and ceilings which are positioned above blueberry handling operations should be 

clean.  

- Lights located above the blueberry flow zones are contained in case of breakage. 

- The site should be free of litter, debris or weeds as they are sources of contamination by pests (rodents, 

insects, etc.). 

- Only food grade approved and labelled lubricants should be used on the packing equipment and/or 

machinery. 

- Chemicals not approved for use on blueberries or for machinery use and other Non-food grade 

substances (paints, lubricants, pesticides, etc.) should segregated and stored away from packing / fruit 

handling areas. 

- Outside waste containers should have lids that are closed when not in use and be located away from 

packing facility entrances. 

-  

- Equipment and Machinery 

- Equipment used in sorting, grading, and packing blueberries should be easily cleanable. 

- Inspect conveyers for damage on a regular basis. Damaged conveyer surfaces harbor pathogenic 
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microorganisms and cause damage to the surface of blueberries, they should be inspected, cleaned, 

and if needed repaired or discarded. 

- Inspect punnet fillers and clean and ensure that all fruit contact surfaces are cleaned every time a new 

blueberry lot is processed, and at the end of the days operations. 

- Wash/rinse/sanitize the packing line belts, conveyors, and fruit contact surfaces at the end of each days 

activities to avoid build-up of harmful microorganisms. 

- Wash using a sanitizing agent (chemical agent generally). 

- Keep Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) for cleaning and sanitizing products in a place accessible to 

all employees. 

- Routinely inspect & maintain equipment used during the packing and storage i.e. forklifts to ensure that 

they are maintained in a clean and hygienic condition to prevent contamination of blueberries. 

 

Water Quality 

- Only use potable water to wash blueberry surfaces to remove dirt, soil and other contaminants. 

- Undertake annual water sampling and testing. Results of water tests should be maintained for 

inspection. 

- If required Install backflow devices or air gaps to separate clean from dirty water 

 
Packaging Materials 

- Store packaging materials in a clean area that protects the packing materials from contamination i.e 

contamination from pests such as rodents, dirt, and water condensing from overhead equipment and 

structures. 

- Punnets and packaging materials i.e. labels should be properly stored, covered or sealed when not in 

use, to protect them from dust and pest contamination (cobwebs, mites, birds, rodents, etc.). 

 
Personnel Hygiene 

- Employee facilities such as locker rooms, lunch and break areas, etc. should be clean and located 

separately from the packing and storage areas. 

- Employees and visitors should follow a written policy regarding personal health and hygiene in the 

packing and storage areas. 

 
Dropped Fruit Policy 

- A policy has been written and implemented for the handling and disposal of product which has come in 

contact with the floor or other potentially contaminating surfaces. 

 
Pest Control 

- Establish a pest control system to minimise the potential source of contamination from pests. Include 

regular and frequent monitoring of controlled areas to accurately assess the program’s effectiveness. 

- Maintain grounds in the immediate vicinity of packing and storage areas ensuring that they are kept 

clear of waste, litter. 

- Remove any unused and/or inoperative equipment to eliminate areas that harbor pests.  

- Undertake daily cleaning to remove products or remnants that attract pests in and around the packing 

facility and any other places where products are handled or stored. 

- Regularly inspect all facilities to check for evidence of pest populations or animal contamination.  

- Remove dead or trapped birds, insects, rodents, and other pests promptly to ensure clean and sanitary 

facilities and to avoid attracting additional pests. 

- Block access of pests into facilities i.e. holes in walls, doors, flooring, etc., and vents that allow entrance 

into the facility.  

- Maintain a pest control log that includes dates of inspection, inspection report, and steps taken to 

eliminate any problems.  

 

EQUIPMENT AND MACHINERY  

- Equipment used in sorting, grading, and packing blueberries should be easily cleanable. 

- Inspect conveyers for damage on a regular basis. Damaged conveyer surfaces harbor pathogenic 
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microorganisms and cause damage to the surface of blueberries, they should be inspected, cleaned, 

and if needed repaired or discarded. 

- Inspect punnet fillers and clean and ensure that all fruit contact surfaces are cleaned every time a new 

blueberry lot is processed, and at the end of the days operations. 

- Wash/rinse/sanitize the packing line belts, conveyors, and fruit contact surfaces at the end of each days 

activities to avoid build-up of harmful microorganisms. 

- Wash using a sanitizing agent (chemical agent generally). 

- Keep Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS) for cleaning and sanitizing products in a place accessible to 

all employees. 

- Routinely inspect & maintain equipment used during the packing and storage i.e. forklifts to ensure that 

they are maintained in a clean and hygienic condition to prevent contamination of blueberries. 

-  

 
COOLCHAIN FACILITIES  

 

- Cold storage facilities are maintained in a clean and hygienic condition. 

- Temperature Probes(s) are calibrated annually for accuracy and records of calibration are maintained. 

- Cool rooms are monitored daily for temperature and written logs are kept. 

- Refrigeration equipment (condensers, fans, etc.) are maintained on a scheduled basis with records of 

servicing / maintenance maintained. 

 
 
 

COOLING  

- At warm field temperatures, harvested blueberries are extremely perishable and decline rapidly in 

quality. Visible signs of decay organisms can develop on warm, wet blueberries in less than 12 hours. 

The most common blueberry postharvest decay organisms are Alternaria tenuissima (Alternaria rot) 

and Botrytis cinerea (gray mold).  

- Harvested blueberries should be cooled as soon as possible but always within 4 hours of harvest, if 

possible. Blueberries remain alive after harvest, respiring and producing heat. Cooling lowers the 

respiration rate, slowing the ripening process and the accompanying inevitable decline in quality. 

Softening is the most visible physiological damage resulting from overripening. 

- Cooling must be thoroughly and consistently applied to be effective. The optimum temperature that will 

ensure the longest shelf life is 2 - 5o C.  Do not rely on refrigerated transport to effectively cool product 

as numerous tests undertaken internationally have shown that refrigerated transports provide little or 

no additional cooling. 

- In static coolstorage, the average cooling rate of pallets of blueberries is slow because heat is 

transferred from the interior only by conduction. Blueberries cooled with forced air reach the desired 

storage temperature significantly faster than those in static / conventional storage. In addition, they cool 

more uniformly. Depending on the circumstances, the rate of cooling may be 16 to 20 times faster. 

- Forced-air cooling gives more consistent and thorough cooling through the entire pallet load.  


