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FOOD HYGIENE AND COVID-19  
 
 

 
 

I. International standards and guidelines  

 
 FAO/WHO Codex Alimentarius1 on general food safety : 

- Guidelines on the application of general principles of food hygiene to the control of viruses in 
food 

- General principles of Food Hygiene  
- Code of hygienic practice for meat 

 
 FAO/WHO specific guidance for Covid 19 prevention: 

- For food businesses: “COVID-19 and food safety: guidance for food businesses” 
- For food safety authorities: “COVID-19 and Food Safety: Guidance for competent authorities 

responsible for national food safety control systems” 
  

 EFSA (European Food Safety Authority):  Questions & Answers on Food Safety and Covid 19 
 
 

II.  Is there a link between Covid-19 and food?  

It is highly unlikely that people can contract COVID-19 from food or food packaging. COVID-19 is a 
respiratory illness and the primary transmission route is through person-to-person contact and 
through direct contact with respiratory droplets generated when an infected person coughs or 
sneezes. There is no evidence to date of viruses that cause respiratory illnesses being transmitted via 
food or food packaging. Coronaviruses cannot multiply in food; they need an animal or human host to 
multiply.  

Alternatively, as the respiratory droplets are too heavy to be airborne, they land on objects and 
surfaces surrounding the infected person. It is possible that someone may become infected by 
touching a contaminated surface or object and then touching their mouth, nose, or eyes. Recent 
research evaluated the survival of the COVID-19 virus on different surfaces and reported that the virus 
can remain viable for up to 72 hours on plastic and up to 24 hours on cardboard. This research was 
conducted under laboratory conditions (controlled relative humidity and temperature) and should be 
interpreted with caution in the real-life environment.  
 
 
  

                                                           
1 The Codex Alimentarius is a collection of internationally recognized standards, codes of practice, guidelines, 
and other recommendations relating to foods, food production, and food safety. 

These recommendations are based on information available at the time of publication and 
may evolve to reflect the publication of new recommendations and epidemiological data. 

http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/sh-proxy/en/?lnk=1&url=https%253A%252F%252Fworkspace.fao.org%252Fsites%252Fcodex%252FStandards%252FCXG%2B79-2012%252FCXG_079e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/sh-proxy/en/?lnk=1&url=https%253A%252F%252Fworkspace.fao.org%252Fsites%252Fcodex%252FStandards%252FCXG%2B79-2012%252FCXG_079e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/sh-proxy/en/?lnk=1&url=https%253A%252F%252Fworkspace.fao.org%252Fsites%252Fcodex%252FStandards%252FCXC%2B1-1969%252FCXP_001e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/sh-proxy/en/?lnk=1&url=https%253A%252F%252Fworkspace.fao.org%252Fsites%252Fcodex%252FStandards%252FCXC%2B58-2005%252FCXP_058e.pdf
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331705/WHO-2019-nCoV-Food_Safety-2020.1-eng.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8842en/ca8842en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8842en/ca8842en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/biosafety_crisis_covid19_qandas.pdf
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III. What are the key recommendations to mitigate the risk of contamination from surface 
of food/food package? 

 
 At household level 

While purchasing food: 

 Wash your hands with soap and water before/after shopping 

 Clean/sanitize your grocery shopping bag/basket/cart before and after the shopping 

 Do not touch your face until you have washed your hands during handling and after removing 
the food from its packaging 

 Once at home, rinse your food and food packaging with safe water  

 Refrigeration or freezing do not inactivate the virus 
 

While preparing food: 

 If you are sick, you should NOT touch or prepare the food 

 Wash your hands frequently with soap and water, especially between handling raw and 
cooked food 

 Avoid touching your face, particularly if you have not washed your hands 

 Keep surfaces and kitchen tools clean 

 Use safe water when preparing food 

 Wash fruit and vegetables with safe water (and when it is needed, use chlorinated water 
making sure it is correctly dosed – see WASH procedures for more information)  

 Use different chopping boards and knives for raw meat and cooked foods  

 Handle raw meat with care and cook thoroughly  

 Avoid eating sick animals or animals that have died of diseases 

 Separate raw and cooked food 

 For food that can be peeled and/or cooked (at least at 63°C for 4 minutes: minimum time and 
temperature to eliminate the virus)  

 Use clean tools to taste the food 

 Keep your children away from raw food and kitchen tools 

 Don’t leave fresh food at room temperature for more than two hours as bacteria can grow on 
it. Put it in the fridge and reheat your leftovers thoroughly before eating 

 After cooking, disinfect utensils and kitchen surfaces 
 

During the meal: 

 Do not eat in the same plate and/or with the same utensils as others 

 Wash your hands with soap and water before/after eating (do not share the same water basin 
to wash your hands with others) 
 

 At food distributors level (vendors, retailers, transporters, NGOs, etc.)  

When food is in bulk packaging (e.g. in wholesale stores or food distributions), considering the delay 
between packaging, transport and unpacking that would exceed 3-4 days, the risk that the packaged 
products are contaminated is almost nil. However, prevention measures must be followed when food 
or food packaging is handled manually by several persons. 
 

 Conduct staff awareness on symptoms, social distancing, restricted movement, self-isolation 
and travel 

 Wash your hands with soap and water before and after handling produce, animal products 
and other food items 
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 Do not touch your face until you have washed your hands after handling food of food packages 

 Sanitize your equipment, vehicles and storage containers before storing or transporting food 

 Handle raw meat with care. Sick animals and animals that have died of diseases should not be 
eaten 

 Wear a mask and gloves whenever it is available but especially if you feel ill, or caring for 
someone who is ill 

 Keep food products at the right temperature. 

 For food transporters and retailers:  
o wash your hands, sanitize surfaces and the instruments 
o avoid having many people touching the products, especially fruits and vegetables  

 For retailers/vendors:  
o encourage customers to maintain distance between themselves as they shop and 

checkout, either by limiting the number of people in the store or placing lines on the 
ground to maintain distance between customers 

o keep doors open where possible to minimise contact and renew the air 
o avoid handling money and encourage the use of contactless payments if possible  
o touch points e.g. keypads, door handles etc. should be disinfected more frequently 

 
 
 Specific recommendations for Pregnant and Lactating Women 

Pregnant and lactating women should take the usual precautions to avoid infection. This includes 
regular handwashing and avoiding close contact with anyone showing symptoms such as coughing and 
sneezing. 

Lactating women:  
- Mothers who do not have indications of COVID-19 can continue breastfeeding, while applying 

all the necessary actions to protect against the infection.  
- Mothers who have symptoms of fever, cough or difficulty breathing, should seek medical 

advice immediately.  
- Breastfeeding mothers should take all possible precautions to avoid spreading the virus to 

children, including washing hands before and after touching the infant, wearing a protective 
face mask if possible while breastfeeding, and regularly cleaning/disinfecting surfaces in the 
home.  
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IV. Awareness material on food safety at household level:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

Source: Food Security Cluster 

Source: JAMA (Journal of the American Medical Association) 

Source: FAO  
- 10 things consumers should know about food 
safety and COVID-19  

- 10 things food businesses should know about 
food safety and COVID-19 
- 10 things food safety authorities should know 
about COVID-19  

 

https://sites.google.com/view/fsc-covid19/home
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2764560
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8798en/ca8798en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8798en/ca8798en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8883en/ca8883en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8883en/ca8883en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8947en/ca8947en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8947en/ca8947en.pdf

