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Foreword  

The Covid-19 crisis has thrown up many challenges to businesses over the course of the last few 
months, with many companies in the Food Service market facing massive problems. As the crisis 
extends into the summer, we are starting to see issues arise with frozen food stock getting short of 
life. 

This is something that the industry does occasionally see on an isolated basis and it is normally 
resolved by parties agreeing to solve the problem. Normally this is achieved by re-labelling the stock, 
supported by letters of derogation that the stock can safely have its life extended. 

Covid-19 has created such chaos that the only realistic way to cope with the issue is that all parts of 
the supply chain need to co-operate together, finding ways to ensure that perfectly good food does 
not go to waste. At the BFFF we have, in collaboration with Defra, our Primary Authority and WRAP, 
created a guide on the options available to businesses whilst ensuring the legal requirements are still 
met. 

We cannot address the commercial implications of the various options, but together with the other 
parties that have helped create the guidance, we urge all participants to find options that not only 
minimise on-costs but seek to share the burden.  

 

 

 

 

Richard Harrow 
Chief Executive 
British Frozen Food Federation 
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Background 

Due to the ongoing Covid-19 situation, a significantly large amount of frozen food is being 
held in storage across the supply chain. With the shelf life gradually reducing, these 
products will undoubtedly require some action, for example any combination of; an 
extension of the 'best before' date; an agreement to continue to accept product beyond the 
'best before' date; an agreed price reduction with costs shared equitably between parties; 
disposal of food through redistribution for example to charities. 

Under normal circumstances, the manufacturer, importer/supplier, and 
customer/wholesaler would agree any shelf life extension, draw up letters of derogation 
and then some form of relabelling/ repackaging and relabelling would take place – usually at 
the importers cold store.  Historically, this process has proved effective and manageable 
where a smaller number of pallets of products are concerned.  However, due to the 
significant number of pallets currently being held in the system awaiting distribution, this 
process may now be unachievable or unmanageable.  

All parties are encouraged to consider that, in these unprecedented times, financial costs 
may be incurred and should be willing to discuss options whereby no single party carries 
the full burden of these costs. 

Purpose 

This guidance is written with the intention of encouraging businesses to work together to 
manage this unexpected stock and minimise unnecessary food waste. 

Key objectives   

• Encourage communication across the supply chain so that safe and appropriate use 
may be made of the food to avoid food waste 

• Maintain safety including allergen information 
• Not degrade consumer protection by misleading or omitting mandatory information 
• Maintain traceability and transparency of the supply chain 
• Mitigate business losses 

Scope limitations and legal requirements 

• This guidance is provided by the BFFF to assist businesses across the supply chain 
who unexpectedly find themselves holding frozen food, with the original intended 
use being unfulfilled.  

• This guidance is not intended for foods destined for general retail sale to the public.  
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• EU Regulation 1169/2011 on the Provision of Food Information for Consumers (EU 
FIC) requires that frozen foods are marked with a “Best Before” date. 

• The law requires that food business operators within the businesses that they 
control, shall take responsibility for the safety of the food in their control, and shall 
not modify the information accompanying a food if it would mislead or reduce the 
level of consumer protection.  (Refer to Annex 2) 

• Unlike a product bearing a Use-By date, the sale, transfer or use of a product 
beyond its Best Before date is not illegal.  Although quality should still be as can 
reasonably be expected by the buyer.  However, ultimately, the process followed will 
largely depend on the customers’ requirements and will no doubt involve a degree 
of commercial negotiation between parties rather than regulatory discussions. 

• Members are also recommended to discuss their plans with their Primary 
Authority/their local authority environmental health and trading standards officers 
(more than one local authority may be necessary).  The Notification to Primary 
Authority of product change (https://bit.ly/3gDTiMn) will assist to provide all the 
necessary information.  

Q&A’s 

1. How do I decide what shelf life extension to give to my products?  

As regards product safety, the growth of any bacteria present in food whilst frozen will be 
inhibited. However, bacteria will remain.  

See Annex 1, table 1 for general guidance on blast frozen foods. Note, whilst table 1 can be 
used as a guide, a discussion should take place between all parties to agree any shelf life 
extension.  

The manufacturer of the product may be able to provide supporting microbiological and 
organoleptic data of some description.  Retained samples should also be taken and testing 
could be repeated mid-life and end of life to ensure not only safety, but quality is retained.  

In the absence of such supporting data or if you require assistance in determining the shelf 
life of your products, research institutes such as Campden BRI or Leatherhead Food 
Research Association may be able to assist: 

https://www.campdenbri.co.uk/knowledge/shelf-life.php  
https://www.campdenbri.co.uk/services/shelf-life-
testing.phphttps://www.leatherheadfood.com/service/shelf-life-assessment/ 

The following ‘Best practice on food date labelling and storage advice’  issued by the Waste 
and Resources Action Programme (WRAP), FSA and Defra may also be useful and includes a 
section on how to determine shelf life: 

https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Food_labelling_guidance.pdf  

https://bit.ly/3gDTiMn
https://www.campdenbri.co.uk/knowledge/shelf-life.php
https://www.campdenbri.co.uk/services/shelf-life-testing.php
https://www.campdenbri.co.uk/services/shelf-life-testing.php
https://www.leatherheadfood.com/service/shelf-life-assessment/
https://wrap.org.uk/
https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Food_labelling_guidance.pdf
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2. How much stock should I life extend at any one time? 

This will be a commercial decision and depend on such factors as stock holding against 
expected sales, potential uplift in throughput if discounts are applied and capacity to delay 
future shipments 'in transit'.  

We would recommend not to extend the life of all the stock at once. Until the hospitality 
sector returns to normal, manufacturers, importers, wholesalers, and end users may be 
unsure when stock will be called upon and which products they will be. Demand will largely 
be dependent on their customers’ requirements and how the trade progresses over the 
coming months. 

3. My customer has asked that I relabel the products, but I am unable to do this as I 
do not have the space or staff to carry out such an operation. What are my 
options? 

In the first instance you should talk to your customer and explain any challenges you may be 
facing. You should be mindful that they too may have their own challenges and be willing to 
work through them collaboratively. You may find that some customers are able to accept 
some products without new labels and may be able to manage the changes through other 
means such as via the supporting commercial documentation and derogation letters. Your 
customer may also be willing and able to relabel product themselves. An open and honest 
conversation as to the potential options available should always be carried out as a 
manageable solution which suits all parties may just be round the corner. All parties should 
be accepting of the fact that, in these unprecedented times, financial costs may be incurred 
and should be willing to discuss options whereby no single party carries the full burden of 
these costs. 

If lack of space or not enough staff is the issue then the British Contract Manufacturers and 
Packers Association (BCMPA) may be able to help. The BCMPA have several members who 
may be able to assist in carrying out this work. 

More information including instructions on how to navigate your way to a list of the 
relevant BCMPA members can be found here. Should you wish to reach out to BCMPA 
directly then you can do this by using the online enquiry form here  

 

 

 

 

 

https://bcmpa.org.uk/
http://bfff.co.uk/bcmpa-offer-assistance-regarding-shelf-life-extension-of-frozen-food/
https://bcmpa.org.uk/send-an-enquiry/
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4. What sort of label should I use and what information should I put on it? 

While it is not a breach of the law to supply food after the best before date marked on it, it 
may be agreed necessary for supply chain management to re-label stock. 

Labels should have sufficient adhesion to be able to be applied to frozen products and 
withstand storage temperatures of at least -18oC. It should be noted that typically the air 
temperature in a cold store can be anywhere between -20°C and -28°C. 

Any inks used on the labels should also be indelible. 

This sticker, when applied must not cover any printed information and should be located as 
close to the original best before date.  

The sticker should be applied to each item as supplied to the receiving business customer.  
Therefore, if supplied in bulk, the sticker can be applied to an outer carton. However, in this 
scenario the label must be large enough to be unavoidable and the carton be a sealed 
package.  Labelling must be applied to individual packs if bulk packs are split. 

Table 2 below provides a suggestion of the information which should appear on the sticker 
and will aid in traceability.  

Table 2 – suggested re-labelling sticker 

KEEP FROZEN BETWEEN -18°C TO -24°C 

BEST BEFORE END DATE [                       ]* 

THE BEST BEFORE DATE ON THE ORIGINAL LABEL MUST BE DISREGARDED EXCEPT FOR 
USE AS PRODUCT TRACEABILITY 

 

Important: 

• *Extension of life to be stated as agreed between all affected parties. 
• This label should be retained for records of date control.  
• Where a business proposes to re-label, it is recommended they liaise with their local 

food authority.  Details of the changes may be provided using the suggested form 
(https://bit.ly/3gDTiMn) particularly if other labelling is to change such as name and 
address. 
 

[Note: The product will have storage & use instructions that will continue to apply] 

https://bit.ly/3gDTiMn
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Unfortunately, my customer is unable to take any or any of the affected stock. How do I 
ensure this food does not go to waste? 

 
Preventing food waste is a key priority for the food & drink sector, Governments, and 
individuals. Ben Elliot, the Food Surplus and Waste Champion for Defra, has written to the 
UK’s leading food manufacturers, major retailers, hospitality businesses and redistribution  
organisations urging them to ensure that ALL surplus food that is safe and suitable to eat is 
made available and redistributed. You can read the open letters here: 
https://wrap.org.uk/ben-elliot-redistribution-in-a-time-of-crisis 
https://wrap.org.uk/content/ben-elliot-stepping-up-our-efforts-to-reduce-food-waste 
 
WRAP/FSA/Defra have produced a Redistribution labelling guide covering date labelling and 
storage instruction requirements for surplus food, in order for it to be safely redistributed. 
The guide advises on how long different foods can be expected to be suitable for 
redistribution after the ‘Best Before’ date. It also outlines processes which food businesses 
and redistribution organisations can use to implement the guidance and covers 
manufacturing, retail and supplier businesses, and all types of redistribution organisations. 
 

Also available is a Redistribution checklist, which highlights the essential labelling-related 
requirements for safely and legally redistributing surplus food, and the additional 
requirements when freezing food to be redistributed.  

An ‘agreement to supply food past its Best Before Date’ form is also available for use here.  

Primary Authority assured ‘Guidelines on Giving Food to Good Causes’ is also available to 
BFFF members upon request. Please contact deniserion@bfff.co.uk  

Should you be unable to  unable to identify a recipient yourself then do not hesitate to 
contact WRAP directly at surplus@wrap.org.uk and they will endeavour to help.  
  

https://wrap.org.uk/ben-elliot-redistribution-in-a-time-of-crisis
https://wrap.org.uk/content/ben-elliot-stepping-up-our-efforts-to-reduce-food-waste
https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Surplus_food_redistribution_labelling_guide_May_2020_0.pdf
https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Surplus_food_redistribution_labelling_checklist_0.pdf
https://wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Agreement%20to%20supply%20%20receive%20food%20past%20Best%20Before%20date_May_2020.pdf
mailto:deniserion@bfff.co.uk
mailto:surplus@wrap.org.uk
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Annex 1 
 

Shelf life of blast frozen products 

Frozen storage life is limited by quality considerations and it is not generally possible to 
carry out accelerated trials for shelf life determination. It is therefore accepted that it is not 
realistic to establish a practical storage life under frozen conditions for individual products.  
Much work has however been done over very many years on time-temperature tolerance 
relationships, and industry has also built up a wealth of practical experience.   

As a result, it has become possible to establish a ‘standard storage life’ for different product 
types. These typically range from 9 to 18 months, assuming a storage temperature of – 18°C 
(or colder). This approach has proved effective and has served the industry well. Its validity 
is assured, both by long historical experience and also by the continuing practice for many 
manufacturers/packers of retaining samples of product from production runs for 
assessment at end of life.  Actual storage life for a product will depend on a number of 
factors, including:  

• Quality and nature of raw material  
• Handling and storage before freezing  
• Effectiveness of any pre freezing treatment (blanching etc)  
• Freezing process, particularly the speed of initial freezing  
• Packaging, post freezing 
• Storage temperature:  -18° is the standard (and may be a legal requirement) but 

many products are held at lower temperatures in primary storage  
• Storage conditions, particularly the control of storage temperature   

The ‘standard’ storage life that is assigned to a product at the time of freezing should of 
necessity err on the side of caution, to allow for any uncertainty or possible variability, in 
later storage conditions for example. For a product that is initially of high quality and that 
has been handled and stored in line with best practice, it can be expected that the product 
will remain of acceptable quality well beyond its ‘standard’ storage life. Table 1 provides 
suggested shelf lives for categories of quick-frozen foods 

However, note that based on detailed knowledge of a specific product –the raw materials, 
production process, packaging, intended storage conditions, etc – it is entirely possible for a 
manufacturer/ packer to assign a shelf life to a product that will be different to the 
‘standard’ shelf life that is suggested. 
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Table 1 – Suggested shelf lives for categories of quick-frozen foods 

 

Annex 2  
Responsibilities of Food Business Operators 
 
Article 8 of Regulation 1169/2011: 
1. the food business operator responsible for the food information shall be the operator 
under whose name or business name the food is marketed or, if that operator is not 
established in the Union, the importer into the Union market.  
4. Food business operators, within the businesses under their control, shall not modify the 
information accompanying a food if such modification would mislead the final consumer or 
otherwise reduce the level of consumer protection and the possibilities for the final consumer 
to make informed choices. Food business operators are responsible for any changes they 
make to food information accompanying a food 


