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General 

Product Donation Sourcing & Handling Mission Statement 

At Second Harvest Community Food Bank, we believe offering safe, wholesome, high quality products is 
the foundation for helping our Members achieve food equality. Second Harvest actively promotes 
responsible handling of products by continually reinforcing established policies and procedures through 
training programs throughout our organization, including our Partner Agencies. When sourcing products 
we take into consideration product safety and quality. In addition, we are committed to providing useful 
information to Members interested in food safety, nutrition, and product handling. 

Purpose 

Use of these guidelines will yield more consistent, high quality food drive & salvaged products. 
Guidelines are based on the recommendation of the 2002 Model Consumer Commodity Salvage Code, 
Feeding America Donor Requirements, and the USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service Food Labeling 
Guidelines. 

Product Notices 

The Warehouse Coordinator/Partner Agency Director posts notices identifying: 

 Current cut-off dates for acceptable items (food, baby food, formula, etc.). 

 Product defects or recalls. 

 Health hazards. 

 Unacceptable ingredients, for example Olestra (fat substitute) and Ephedra (stimulant). 

 Other special instructions, such as handling of jars of baby food. 

Review These Notices at the Start of Each Shift 

Evidence of Insects and Rodents 

No pests, rodents or other animals shall be allowed in any area where sorting or salvage is stored or 
processed. Before unloading a box of donated items, inspect for obnoxious odors, mouse droppings, and 
nibbled packaging. Discard the box and all food items in the box except for canned and jarred food. This 
protects those using the food from the possibility of becoming ill. 

Date Indicators 

The only foods that are required by federal law to have expiration dates are baby food, infant formula, 
and over-the-counter medications. Many canned and boxed products are safe to eat long after the date 
on the container, and the shelf life of refrigerated and frozen foods can be extended if they are handled 
properly. Once a perishable item is frozen, it doesn’t matter if the date expires—foods kept frozen 
continuously are safe indefinitely, though the quality slowly deteriorates over time.   

Here are some code dates you may see on food packages:  

“Expiration Date” (Examples: “Expires 11/15/11” or “Do not use after 11/15/11”) 

 Look for it on: Baby food and formula, medicines, vitamins, yeast, baking powder.  
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 What it means: Do not distribute infant formula, baby food, vitamins, or medicines after the 
expiration date!  Yeast and baking powder work less well after expiration but are safe to eat.  

 

“Pack Date” (Examples: “Packed on 03/01/2012” or “22:5306412” or “KL064”) 

 Look for it on: Canned food, crackers, cookies, spices.    

 What it means: This is the date the food was packaged. A code is often used that cannot be  
understood by the general public, often numbering days sequentially such that January 1 is day 
001 and December 31 is day 365 (366 in leap years). Usually this food is of good quality and safe 
to eat for a long time past the date. For your protection, you may call the food manufacturer.  

“Sell By” Date (Example: “Sell by January 1, 2012”. Also called “Pull Date”)  

 Look for it on: Refrigerated foods such as milk, yogurt, cottage cheese, eggs, lunch meat, 
packaged salad mixes.    

 What it means: The store must sell these foods before the code date listed and often donates 
these foods when they are close to date. If the food has been handled properly it is still safe to 
eat and the quality is good.   
 

“Use By” or Quality Date (Examples: “Best if used by 1/1/12” or “Use Before 1/1/12”)  

 Look for it on: Crackers, cookies, cold cereals, and other dry, shelf stable food.   

 What it means: This date is the manufacturer’s recommendation for how long the food will be 
at peak quality. After the quality date, the food is still safe to eat but slowly begins to lose 
nutrients and the quality begins to lessen. 

 
Some products bear a manufacturing code. Do not confuse these with date indicators – ignore them. 
Examples: 

 Stop & Shop beans can: 0282C 13:36 XPK XQ  

 Contadina tomato paste can: 0216HFT164:18 

In addition, some food donors make requests, place restrictions, or have special requirements on some 
or all of their donations. It is critical that all appropriate staff and volunteers be notified of these 
requests, requirements, or restrictions. Please reference the Feeding America Donor Requirements.  

Labels 

The U.S. Fair Packaging and Labeling Act prohibits the distribution of any food item (except fresh fruit 
and vegetables) without a label. Labels shall contain: 

1. Common name of the product, for example, apple sauce 

2. Name and address of manufacturer, packer or distributor 

3. Quantity of the contents, for example, 10 oz. 

4. Common name of each ingredient, for example, salt or sugar 

Products with torn labels are acceptable when all the above information is legible and complete.  

Many people are on restricted or specialized diets while others may be allergic to individual foods. The 
ingredients list helps them avoid products which may cause allergic reactions or are life threatening.  



 6 

Seal 

Bulk Packaging 

Some items have several products fastened together, usually with cardboard or plastic shrink-wrap (for 
example, packs of drinks or pudding, cans of tuna fish, and dried soup packets). Remove the wrapping 
and inspect each item for acceptability and proper labeling. If individual items do not contain the 
required labeling, cut the label from the bulk pack and place it in a plastic bag along with the individual 
items. If individual items are received and no original label can be found, items should be discarded.  

Appearance of Items 

All items should be clean. Dirt and other contamination must be removed by wiping with a dry paper 
towel or with a towel moistened with a special cleaner (10-to-1 water-to-bleach ratio).  

Do not wash jars of food. Washing may drive contaminants under the edge of the lid. When the jar is 
opened, contaminants may go into the food. 

Packages that show signs of spilled liquid (even if the packages are dry) should be discarded because the 
unknown liquid may be toxic (many cleaning products are poisonous).  

Bulk-pack cartons containing hidden individual food items (for example, Kool-Aid or fruit drinks) that 
show signs of leakage, should be opened, food items inspected, and leaking items discarded.  

Tape Usage 

Use tape marked with Food Bank printing to repair usable products (for example, torn cartons, loose 
labels, and cartons with unsealed flaps). The Food Bank tape assures our customers the product has 
been checked and found acceptable. Do not use non-Food Bank tape. Using clear unmarked tape for 
repair fails to show the product has been checked. 

Businesses donating items frequently use unmarked tape to make repairs. Remove this tape if possible, 
inspect the product, and, if the product is acceptable, repair with Food Bank tape. Here again, this 
shows our customers that the product has been checked. 

Tamper-proof Seals 

Different types of seals protect the contents of many products against tampering. 

The container may have a paper, 
foil, or plastic sheet glued to the 
edge under the lid. Remove the 
screw or snap-on lid and examine 
this seal. Discard the item if the 
seal is pierced, not adhered to the 
edge of the container, or if there is 
visual evidence of product 
contamination. 
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Ring 

Link 

Torn Paper 

 

Some bottles may have a plastic or 
metal cap attached by small links 
to a ring fastened around the neck 
of the bottle. If these connecting 
links are broken, discard the item. 

 

 

A bottle cap or jar lid may have 
shrink-wrapped plastic around it. 
If this is completely broken, 
discard the item. If the seal is 
slightly damaged but shows no 
tampering was possible, retain the 
product. 

 

 

 

 

 

A paper seal may be glued around the 
cap and neck of a bottle. If this paper is 
torn, discard the item. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disposal of Unacceptable Items 

Remove unacceptable food items from other consumable food items in an isolated and identified area.  

Unacceptable discarded food and non-food items are collected in trash boxes and taken away by a trash 
hauler. 
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Squeezed Lid Seam 

Sharp Dent 

Peeled Seam 

Food in Cans 

General 

Sealing food in airtight cans protects it from contamination. 

Coating the inner surfaces of cans with a protective plastic film prevents metal from contaminating the 
food or causing an unpleasant taste. 

Dents 

Sharp dents on the squeezed lid 
seams (top or bottom of a 3-piece 
can or the top of a 2-piece can) 
are unacceptable because these 
offer the greatest possibility of 
allowing bacteria to enter. If the 
dent extends below the lid’s seam 
and into the side of the can, 
discard the item. 

Accept cans with a long and flat 
dent on a seam, unless the dent is 
tipped inward. 

 

 

 

Dents that peel back the lid seam 
or bottom seam are unacceptable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dents that cause sharp corners or sharp creases are unacceptable because the can’s inner protective 
coating may tear, exposing food to contamination by contact with the can’s metal. 



 9 

Sharp Crease 

Crease Folded Inward 

Pointed End 
of Crease 

Deformed End 

Although there is no seam on the 
bottom of a 2-piece can, a sharp 
crease might tear the inner 
coating. If a fingernail or a tool 
with a thin edge applied to the 
edge of the crease can suspend 
the can, discard the item. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cans with side dents causing 
points at the ends of the crease 
are not acceptable. When the 
crease is so deep that it also 
deforms an end of the can, 
causing it to wobble, discard it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Severely crushed cans may have 
the side folded in on itself. Discard 
them. 
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Dent 

Bulged Outward 

Dents on pull-top can lids (used 
for drinks, soups, and some fruit) 
may cause unseen tears in the 
very thin area that rips when 
opening the can. These tears may 
allow bacteria to enter. In 
addition, the rip area may leak if 
struck by another item during 
packing.  

No damage to the pull top lid is 
allowed. 

Exception: severe dents are 
acceptable in all dried food 
containers, such as coffee, when 
there is no leakage. 

 

Bulges 

Bacteria release gas when they 
feed on canned food. Swollen cans 
are a sure sign that contamination 
is present. Detect a slight amount 
of swelling by pressing on the end. 
If the end can be pushed in, 
contamination is present. Discard 
the product. Even if the end 
springs back after it is released 
(known as “oil-canning”), discard 
the product. 

 

 

 

Rust 

Rust that remains after wiping may indicate rust pitting that is deep enough to cause the can to be 
eventually no longer airtight. Discard the can. 
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Dents 

Dished Inward 

Popped Outward 

Food in Glass or Plastic Containers 

General 

Glass jars with dents on the lids 
indicate glass chips may be in the 
food. Discard these jars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jars with a Vacuum Seal  

A vacuum makes some jars 
airtight. The vacuum forces a seal 
under the metal lid against the 
upper edge of the jar. An inward 
dished lid (usually marked with a 
printed pop-up indicator) shows 
the jar has a vacuum and is 
airtight.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A lid with a raised center that may 
or may not spring back after being 
depressed (“oil-canning”) is not 
airtight and must be discarded. 
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Screw Cap 

Plastic Seal 

 

Jars or Bottles without A Vacuum Seal  

Food that is very resistant to 
bacterial contamination (for 
example, syrup and honey) may 
not be vacuum-sealed. A screw- 
cap and seal protect the contents 
from tampering and physical 
contamination. Discard the item if 
there is visual evidence of 
contamination or if the seal is 
broken. 

 

 

 

 

Food Deterioration 

Discard items that have visible abnormal food conditions or foreign material. 
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Food in Other Containers 

When cardboard cartons with an inner sealed package (for example, cereal, gelatin, rice, and cake mix) 
are damaged, shake the carton in several positions. If food comes out, discard the item. If no food 
comes out, remove the inner package and check for damage. If there is no damage, replace the package 
in the carton and use Food Bank tape to repair the carton damage. 

When cardboard cartons have no inner sealed package (for example, most pasta, flour, and pierced boil-
in-the-bag food), and food comes out, do not repair it -- reject the item. 

Styrofoam plastic containers (such as those used for dried soup mix) may have a paper or thin plastic 
seal adhered to the edge of the container. Reject the product if the container or seal is damaged. 



 14 

Tape Strip 

Non-food Items 

Medical products  

Discard all prescription medicines.  

For those intended for internal use (for example, vitamins, non-prescription medicines, nasal sprays, ear 
drops, douches, and herbal supplements), follow the directions of the Warehouse Coordinator/Partner 
Agency Director.  

Those for external use (for example, Band-Aids, skin creams, Preparation H, and antiseptics) are 
acceptable. 

Plastic-wrapped Items 

These are typically paper or plastic products (for example, table napkins, disposable dinnerware, toilet 
paper, and towel rolls). Torn wrapping presents the possibility of contamination. 

 Single item: retain it for use at the Food Bank or discard it because of contamination.  

 Multi-pack item: remove items exposed by a small tear, and seal the tear with Food Bank tape. 

 Feminine pads: individually wrapped products are acceptable-- seal the torn bulk wrapping with 
Food Bank tape. 

 Discard all boxes of facial tissues with torn packaging. 

Liquid Products 

Tighten the cap and place a strip of 
Food Bank tape across the cap to 
show the cap is tight. This reduces 
the possibility of the cap becoming 
loose and leaking liquid after it is 
packed. 

Place tape across flip-up lids to 
prevent them from being snagged 
and opened after being packed. 

 

Chemicals 

Many chemicals are poisonous or can cause injury. Discard all pesticides, insect repellants, and oven 
cleaners (unless they are “foam-free”). 

Canning Supplies 

Agencies do not want canning products. Discard lids, rings, pectin, etc., but accept canning jars because 
they have other uses.  

Pet Supplies 

Use the same sorting rules as those for human use items. 
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Alcohol 

Discard all alcohol and alcohol-related products such as pre-made mixes.  

Other Considerations 

When questions about the acceptability of an item arises, ask the Warehouse Coordinator or Food 
Acquisition Coordinator /Partner Agency Director, or the designated knowledgeable person, for 
guidance.  

Food Requiring Refrigeration 

Discard products so marked (for example, some pickles, salad dressings, and Jell-O products) because 
food deterioration has occurred, or will occur shortly. Accept products marked for refrigeration after 
opening. 

Marked Items 

The donating company may mark some products. Discard those with markings that indicate a defect (for 
example, NG, No Good, Damaged, or Rejected). Accept those marked with an “X”. This mark usually 
identifies the product for removal from the store’s stock. 
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