Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine
Trader Notice MH 1/2012
To: All Approved Meat Establishments.

Subject: Safe use of Nitrates and Nitrites in cured meat products.
Background

Directive 2006/52/EC introduced new rules concerning the safe use of nitrites and nitrates in cured meat products and amends Directive 95/2/EC. The Directive has been transposed into Irish law by SI No 40 of 2008.

Recital 5 of Directive 2006/52/EC states that on the basis of an EFSA opinion of November 2003, changes are made to current authorisations in order to keep the level of nitrosamines as low as possible by bringing down the levels of nitrates and nitrites added to food whilst maintaining the microbiological safety of food products.

 EFSA recommends that the levels of nitrate and nitrite are set in the legislation as “added amount”. EFSA is of the opinion that the added amount of nitrite rather than the residual amount contributes to the inhibitory activity against C botulinum. The current position should be amended in such a way that the maximum levels permitted, as mentioned by EFSA, in heat-treated or non-heat treated meat products, in cheese and in fish are expressed as added amounts. Exceptionally, however, for certain traditionally manufactured meat products maximum residual levels should be set, on the condition that the products are adequately specified and identified.

The consequence of this Directive is that with the exception of traditionally manufactured meat products (Derogated Product), a new sampling regime is necessary for what is described as Non-Derogated Product. This product is typically “cure in the bag” or product that has been injected and immersed in brine (tanks) for not more than 3 days. The sampling procedure involves taking a sample of brine to test for the amount of ingoing nitrate and nitrite.

Derogated product on the other hand is product that is injected with brine and then immersed in a brine tank for at least 3 days (and left for up to 10 days or more). This product is the traditional bacon produced in Ireland and is sometimes known as Wiltshire Bacon. There is no change to the sampling procedure for derogated product i.e. the meat sample is tested for residues of nitrate and nitrite.

Role of the FBO

The Food Business Operator is responsible for producing safe food (Section 4 of Regulation 178/2002) and as part of the own checks carried out in the context of their food safety management system, they should have in place written procedures (SOP) to ensure the microbiological safety of the food product as well as to ensure that the levels of nitrite and nitrate are consistently within the maximum prescribed levels.

The SOP should detail at least the following:

· Ingredients used in the making of brine/curing solution

· Specification for brine make-up

· Brine preparation with all relevant parameters indicated.

· Curing process including traceability

· The format of written records relating to the above. 

· Sampling and testing of brine and/or product in line with best practice.

· Person(s) responsible for the curing process and record keeping to be named 

· QC role (including record keeping) in the verification of the FBO’s monitoring and control procedures to be clearly indicated.

Test reports relating to the FBO’s testing of product should be available for inspection at the request of the VI. The VI will also carry out checks periodically to verify compliance with the legislation.

Meat Hygiene Section.
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