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Introduction 
A robust food safety program is built on vigilance, science, and a culture of 
accountability. Every step from cleaning to environmental monitoring plays a critical role 
in preventing contamination, protecting consumers, and safeguarding brand integrity. 
Understanding not just what to do, but why each step matters, is essential for reducing 
risk and strengthening operational excellence. 

 

Importance of Cleaning & Sanitation 

Cleaning and sanitation form the foundation of all food safety programs. Effective 
cleaning removes visible soils, while sanitation reduces microbial loads to safe levels. 
Together, they prevent cross contamination, reduce pathogen survival, and support 
regulatory compliance. Strong sanitation programs also improve equipment 
performance and reduce the chances of foreign material hazards. 

 

How Do You Know it is Clean? Proper Use of Indicators 

Visual inspection alone is never enough. Facilities rely on ATP swabs, protein residue 
tests, microbial surface testing, and chemical concentration checks to verify that 
cleaning procedures are effective. These indicators provide rapid, objective feedback 
that helps teams correct issues before production begins. 

 



Avoiding Product Contamination Through Environmental Testing 

Why Am I Looking? 

Environmental monitoring verifies that pathogens or spoilage organisms are not 
establishing themselves in the facility. It acts as an early warning system, by identifying 
risks before they reach product.  The goal of environmental monitoring is to "seek and 
destroy." Identify an issue in the environment, seek out the source, and destroy the 
harborage. 

 

What Am I Looking For? 

Depending on the product and environment, facilities may target Listeria, Salmonella, 
coliforms, yeasts and molds, or other indicator organisms that signal sanitation failures. 

 

Where Am I Looking? 

Sampling should cover the following: 

Zone 1: Food contact surfaces (including surfaces that could drip/drop onto  
 direct product contact) 

Zone 2: Adjacent surfaces (equipment framework, switches) 

Zone 3: Non-food-contact areas within processing rooms 

Zone 4: Remote areas that can serve as reservoirs 

Note: A risk-based approach ensures the right frequency and coverage. 

 

How Do I Look for It? 

Swabbing, sponge sampling, air sampling, and water testing are common methods. 
Sampling should occur during production, depending on the organism of concern and 
program design. Indicator testing such as adenosine triphosphate (ATP) can be used 
directly after cleaning to gather data supporting the efficacy of cleaning. The presence 
of ATP indicates that organic matter or microbes are still present on a surface and could 
be points of pathogen harborage. If production of product occurs over an extended 
period, best practice is to test environmental pathogens later into the run as well to 
ensure there was no residual harborage of pathogens in the equipment. 

 



What Do I Do When I Find It? 

A positive result requires immediate action: 

1. Contain and assess the affected area 
2. Intensify cleaning and sanitation 
3. Conduct vector swabbing to identify the source 
4. Review preventive controls and employee practices 
5. Document corrective actions and verify effectiveness 

Remember: Environmental positives are not failures. They are opportunities to 
strengthen the system. See the 2nd Edition Neogen® Cornell University Environmental 
Monitoring Handbook for more information regarding Environmental Monitoring. 

 

Final Considerations 

Customer Vulnerability 

Some customers, especially infants, elderly individuals, pregnant people, and 
immunocompromised populations are more susceptible to foodborne illness. 
Understanding customer vulnerability helps determine the appropriate amount of testing 
based upon risk. 

Advanced Testing Requirements 

Modern tools such as whole genome sequencing (WGS), rapid pathogen detection, and 
quantitative PCR provide deeper insight into contamination patterns and help facilities 
respond faster and more precisely. For additional information on this topic visit 
Advanced Testing Methods To Enhance Product Safety  

Third-party Resources  

External laboratories, sanitation experts, equipment suppliers, and industry 
organizations offer valuable support. Third-party audits, proficiency testing, and 
consultants can help strengthen internal programs and provide objective verification of 
system performance. Visit www.usdairy.com/foodsafety for additional guidance 
documents or www.safeicecream.org  for access to additional ice cream related training 
resources, templates, and food safety experts near you. 

https://www.neogen.com/en/usac/neocenter/resources/food-beverage-environmental-monitoring-handbook/
https://www.neogen.com/en/usac/neocenter/resources/food-beverage-environmental-monitoring-handbook/
https://innovationcenter.usdairy.com/getmedia/da2c9f97-25fc-41b5-abe5-41e470805c87/Advanced-Testing-Methods-To-Enhance-Product-Safety-Final-060326.pdf
http://www.usdairy.com/foodsafety
http://www.safeicecream.org/

