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Potentially hazardous food

What is it?

Potentially hazardous food must meet the temperature requirements contained in this FCP.  

What food is potentially hazardous?

For the purposes of this FCP, food that meets all of the following criteria is considered potentially hazardous:
• the food may contain microbes that need to multiply in order to cause illness; and
•  the food will support the growth of harmful microbes; and
• the food will be made unsafe or unsuitable if it is kept at temperatures that allow harmful microbes to grow.

Food that must be kept under temperature control to prevent toxins forming is also considered potentially hazardous. For 
example, scombroid fish (such as kahawai, tuna, mackerel etc.) need to be kept chilled from shortly after capture to when they 
are cooked to minimise the formation of histamine. 

Examples of foods considered potentially hazardous
• raw and cooked meat or foods containing raw or cooked meat, e.g. a tray of boneless chicken, casseroles, curries, lasagne and 

meat pies;
• dairy products or foods containing dairy products, e.g. yoghurt, custard and dairy-based desserts;
• raw and cooked seafood (excluding live seafood) or foods containing seafood, e.g. filleted fish, seafood chowder;
• processed fruits and vegetables, e.g. salads and unpasteurised juices;
• cooked rice and pasta, e.g. pasta salads;
• processed foods containing eggs, beans, nuts or other protein-rich food, e.g. quiche and soya bean products;
• foods that contain any of the above foods, e.g. sandwiches and wraps.

What food is not defined as potentially hazardous?

Many foods do not rely on temperature control for safety because they have been processed to ensure that harmful microbes 
are not present in the food or the food can’t support their growth. These foods are not considered potentially hazardous. Food 
manufacturers usually achieve food safety by one of the following methods:
• destroying any harmful microbes and packaging the food so it cannot be contaminated, e.g. canned and bottled food;
• creating an environment in the food that does not support the growth of harmful microbes (this is usually done by making the food 

too acidic for microbes to grow, reducing the available water in the food by drying the food and/or adding salt and sugar, using 
food additives that inhibit bacterial growth or a combination of these things, e.g. dried fruit, salted dried meats and fermented 
dried meats);

• destroying or reducing the number of harmful microbes in the food and creating an environment that will minimise or prevent the 
growth of any harmful microbes that are still present and could multiply in the food, e.g. cheeses, spreads, sauces, dried pasta, 
pasteurised juices, breads, dried milk and dried custard powder etc.

Many raw unprocessed or semi-processed foods are also not potentially hazardous because they either do not support the 
growth of foodborne pathogens (e.g. raw whole fruits and vegetables, uncooked rice, flour and sugar) or do not contain harmful 
microbes (e.g. nuts in the shell).

Important information. Potentially hazardous food is food that must be kept at certain temperatures 
(at or below 5⁰C or above 60⁰C) to minimise the growth of harmful microbes that can be present in 
the food or to prevent toxins (poisons) forming in the food.

Although the above foods are not considered potentially hazardous they may become so when the 
food package is opened or the food is altered in some way. For example, a canned beef stew should 
be considered potentially hazardous once it is opened, and custard powder should be considered 
potentially hazardous once milk or water is added.



Retail basics
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Handling, displaying, serving 
potentially hazardous food

 How this is done

 
Surfaces and equipment must be in sound condition and 
clean before use. Surfaces in contact with ready-to-eat 
(RTE) foods must be sanitised before use – see Cleaning and 
Equipment, packaging and other items, Maintenance and 
Allergens

Good hand hygiene and personal hygiene practices must 
be followed when handling food – see Hand Hygiene and 
Personal hygiene

Products that are not in packaging must be protected 
from contamination. Displays of food for customer self-
selection must be regularly checked that food is protected 
from contamination, clean utensils are provided, and 
any temperature control is operating to keep food at the 
necessary temperature. 

Information about foods that must be kept cold or hot to 
keep them safe is in Potentially hazardous food.

Handling at assisted service displays 

RTE foods that are taken out of manufacturers packaging are 
[tick activity(ies)]:

 sliced/cut 

 displayed 

 repackaged 

 other [state] . 

See also Slicing and packaging, Establishing shelf life. 

Food must be made available for assisted service as soon as 
possible after being removed from manufacturer’s packaging.

When handling RTE foods:
• Clean utensils must be provided for each type of food. Dirty 

re-useable utensils must be:
 – regularly replaced throughout the trading day; or
 – regularly cleaned and sanitised throughout the trading 
day.

 Goal  Why?

To safely handle, display and serve potentially hazardous 
foods.

Act requirements:
• Food must be produced or processed and handled in ways 

that minimise the contamination or deterioration of food and 
prevent food containing substances that are unexpected or 
unreasonable.

• There must be procedures for controlling hazards at each 
production and processing and handling step where it is 
essential to eliminate or reduce a hazard to an acceptable 
level. 

• Food in the temperature danger zone (5ºC to 60ºC) will allow 
harmful microbes to grow that can make people ill.

• Harmful microbes can contaminate food through unclean 
people, other foods, equipment and utensils.

• Food contaminated by chemicals or toxins can cause illness.
• Objects can fall into uncovered food affecting its suitability 

and/or safety.

 How this is done

• Single-use items must be thrown away after use.
• Other equipment used during assisted service is cleaned 

and sanitised regularly – e.g. at least daily.

Display for sale

RTE food must be kept apart from raw food and non-food 
retail items.

Potentially hazardous food must be displayed:
• at a temperature specified by the manufacturer, or 
• if displayed cold, at a temperature of no more than 5ºC; or
• if displayed hot, at a temperature of not less than 60ºC; or
• frozen solid if a frozen food.

Potentially hazardous food must not be kept out of 
temperature control for longer than necessary to complete a 
task (e.g. when re-stocking displays).

Potentially hazardous food must be given a shelf-life by: [tick 
method(s) that apply]:

 using information specified by the 
manufacturer. This information can be found at: 

. 

 using information identified through technical 
assessment. Assessments are found at: 

. 

 storing chilled if not used.

See also Establishing shelf life.

Customers must be informed of any thawed food that must 
not be refrozen after purchase – see Defrosting frozen food.

Handling and serving 

A clean utensil, or a clean surface (such as wrapping film) 
must be used to minimise hand contact with RTE foods. 
Hands must be clean.

Gloves, if used, must be changed before touching RTE foods. 
Hands must be washed after taking off used gloves and 
before putting on clean gloves.

Control of Listeria monocytogenes is an 
important part of this process (see also 
Managing Listeria in the management 
section).
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 How this is done

Equipment and utensils used for raw foods must not be used 
for cooked or RTE foods unless they have been cleaned and 
sanitised before being used;

Foods made on-site and on display must either: 
• have information (on or close-by) so that customers can 

make an informed choice; or
• have staff able to provide information about the food if they 

are asked by a customer.

New batches of food must not be mixed with old batches.

Food on display at end of trading

Wrapped and unwrapped potentially hazardous food on 
display is:
•  returned to chiller or freezer if suitable for use the next day 

i.e. it is within its “use-by” date and has not been displayed 
in the temperature danger zone; or

•  thrown away.

See also Re-using food that has been for sale

 What if there is a problem?

Throw away:
• food that has been contaminated by dirty equipment or 

where contamination is suspected;
• food beyond its “Use-by” date code;
• food that has not been stored/displayed in accordance with 

manufacturer’s instructions, or according to the Plan.

Replace utensils that could have become contaminated.

Change practices and/or retrain staff where necessary.

Write it down
You must write down:
• each day (e.g. in the Diary):
- the temperatures of foods stored and 
displayed; 
- what action you have taken if food has not 
been handled or displayed correctly. 
•  in the Cleaning schedule the surfaces and 
equipment used, when they need to be cleaned 
(and sanitised); how this is done, and by whom.
Write down in the RTE foods list each 
manufactured RTE product used that is 
taken out of its manufacturers packaging, 
it’s storage temperature and shelf-life 
information.
Write down in the RTE foods - batch record 
the details of each batch of RTE product 
used to show how it meets its shelf-life when 
sold.


