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Where we are with the RTE guidelines 2024
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What’s the point of these guidelines?



Intended use

• These guidelines are intended for use by Food Examiners within UKHSA as 
well as enforcement officers in local authorities and port health authorities in 
identifying situations requiring investigation for public health or food safety 
reasons. Samples can be collected under the following circumstances.

• FBOs have obligations to produce and serve safe food and ensure that 
microorganisms are eliminated or minimised to an acceptable level to the 
extent that they cannot cause harm to human health and that food is fit for 
human consumption.

• The FWEMS laboratories contribute towards the response to foodborne threats 
to health and work to provide authoritative and practical expert advice to a 
range of stakeholders.

• These guidelines do not take precedence over microbiological criteria within 
UK legislation 
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• They serve to be consistent with and complement legally enforceable standards (e.g. EC2073/2005 or 
EC178/2002), as well as providing an indication of the microbiological safety of foods where other standards 
currently do not exist or are not explicit. 

• Recommends investigative and corrective actions that can be used to identify and rectify the cause for those 
foodstuffs not compliant with microbiological food safety criteria and/or where there is a perceived risk to public 
health. 

• To safeguard public health, additional tests on RTE foods not covered by the regulations may be considered 
appropriate. Food samples prepared in a premises that are taken as part of inspections by enforcement officers 
we would expect satisfactory results for all parameters.

• Any deviation from satisfactory results should be investigated 

• Urgency of response should be proportional to the extent and types of contamination
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Significant changes to the guidelines

 Re-formatted to comply with government rules on accessibility

 Information has been updated and reorganised

 Information on current legislation and arrangements following EU Exit added

 Update to include the sample testing algorithms used by FWEMS to target resources at those
foods more likely to pose a Public Health risk.

 Updated how we interpret low levels of Listeria monocytogenes in foods.

 We have updated information with respect to the detection and interpretation of Shiga toxin
producing E.coli.

 We have added Yersinia spp to the pathogens with significance in RTE food

 More information on each food categories (1-13) has been provided in the revised guidelines and
assessment of predominant flora in some food time may be require to fully interpret the results obtained.
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Information updated and re-organised 

• Sampling and transport –new section added recognising the critical importance of this 
in enabling interpretation of a sample result.

• Interpretation of results section added
• PCR section added
• Pathogens –represents a risk to health
• Hygiene indicators – faecal contamination, poor hygiene, inadequate practice, poor quality 

ingredients
• ACC – quality indicator

• Reporting of results section added
• Formal samples section added

• Pathogen specific information has been brought together in a table format for ease of 
access and this is presented alongside a table of interpretation for that pathogen

• More information on food categories and ACC in foods
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Testing algorithms used by FWEMS to target resources at those 
foods more likely to pose a Public Health risk –RTE food
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Testing algorithms used by FWEMS to target resources at those 
foods more likely to pose a Public Health risk –RTE dairy
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Bespoke Submittal forms
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Listeria monocytogenes and Listeria species
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STEC
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Yersinia species
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Table 3 Aerobic Colony Counts
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Interpretation

• Our StarLIMS system will be/has been updated to refer to the 2024 guideline in 
the opinions and interpretations section.

• The system has also been updated to automatically assign a borderline 
interpretation when Listeria is detected in 25g or in 25mL.

• When you receive a report with borderline Listeria particularly if it is L 
monocytogenes FWEMS recommends that this is followed up.

• Food Examiners and report approvers will be trained to interpret this
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Reporting
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Urgency of response

• Unsatisfactory - Injurious to health- immediate action required. 

• Unsatisfactory- Perform a review of hygiene or consider the reason for the high 
counts

• Borderline – Consider extent and Consider a review of hygiene 

• Satisfactory – No action 

Pathogens in food are to be notified to the FSA. 

UKHSA RTE Guidelines 202417



Summary

• The new RTE guidelines has now been published on 12th September. 

• This is a significant revision overall but interpretation limits have really only 
been revised for Listeria monocytogenes and Listeria species where a 
borderline limit will now be used for single RTE foods on the market.

• Guideline has also been updated with respect to STEC including O157 STEC 
and non-O157 STEC and Yersinia species.

• These Guideline are the mainstay of how we interpreted test results and if used 
appropriate contribute to the protection of Public Health.
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