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Reports suggest that unintended food allergen presence in processed foods caused by allergen 

cross-contact (i.e. food comes into contact with another food) may be the leading cause of 

contamination resulting in adverse reactions. 
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The aim of this study was to examine factors which contribute to undeclared allergens being 

present in processed foods in Australia, by examining food recalls.  

Food recall data compiled by Food Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) between 1 

January 2009 and 31 December 2018 was collected and analysed. Poisson regression was 

used to examine trends in food recalls over the study period. Consent was not required for 

this type of study. 

Over the period 2009-2018, FSANZ conducted 675 food recalls. Undeclared allergens 

(n=266, 39%), microbial contamination (n=176, 26%) and foreign matter (n=108, 16%) 

accounted for the majority of recalls. In mid-2016, FSANZ added another question to 

determine the cause of undeclared allergen recalls. For the period 2016-2018, packaging 

errors where the food product was either packed into incorrect packaging or was incorrectly 

labelled (n=51,56% ), supplier verification issues (n=15,16% ) and cross-contact (n=9,10%) 

were the most commonly identified factors leading to recalls due to undeclared allergen [1] 

(Figure 1). 

Our current results suggest that in Australia, packaging errors (i.e. product packed in the 

wrong packaging or incorrect labelling) are a leading cause of food recalls due to presence of 

undeclared food allergens, not allergen cross-contact. This finding may also explain the 

relatively high prevalence of consumer reported anaphylaxis to process food, as we have 

previously reported [2, 3]. Similarly in a 2002 study, Vierk at el reported that over a single 

year in the US, 34 consumers had experienced allergic reactions after consumption of 

recalled products [4]. 
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Undeclared allergens in packaged foods was the most common reason for food recalls in 

Australia, with packaging errors the most commonly identified factor contributing to 

undeclared allergen recall It is likely that many other cases of mislabelling, unintended food 

allergen contamination occurred and were not detected or reported. If all packaged food 

products could have been assessed and analysed for labelling errors and food allergen cross-

contact, it is probable the numbers would be much higher. There is a need for improved 

packaging practices to minimise foods with undeclared allergens and increase food safety for 

food allergic consumers.  

 

 

 
Figure 1 The cause for the recall from 2016-2018 
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