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Introduction 

As food borne illnesses capture the headlines of daily news sources, the topic of food safety has become 

the “buzz word” for the nation’s food production system.  In order to insure the source and quality of 

our food, traceability has become a driving force in development of a reliable food safety system.  Being 

able to trace back to the source of food in the case of a food borne illness is the emphasis of many types 

of food, one of which is fruits and vegetables.  Every step of the food production chain must be able to 

trace and be responsible for all products passing through its doors.  Each farm must be able to trace 

“one step back” and “one step forward”.  This activity must be documented to insure that all products 

have been accounted for.  

Since the farm or greenhouse signifies the first step of the production chain, traceability responsibility 

begins at this level.  Growers large and small must be able to perform this operation at the farm level 

just like any other level in the food chain. 

One Step Back 

In order to begin the traceability process, the 

first activity is to develop a system to assign a 

lot number to harvested products.  Lot numbers 

are a series of numbers or letters representing 

various parts of the farm’s production.  

Harvested products should be identified 

according to (1) the date of harvest, (2) the 

particular crop harvested and (3) the field where 

the crop was grown.  Each marketable unit of 
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product harvested from the farm- whether it is a box, pallet, sack, bin, clamshell, etc., must have a 

corresponding lot number to accompany the product all the way through the various steps of the 

production/processing chain.   

Putting together a lot number should follow a protocol that can be 

easily remembered and consistent over a sustained period of time.  

It should be expandable so that it does not have to be “re-

invented” each year and lastly, use a minimum number of digits in 

order to be manageable. 

An example of a phrase to remember how to set up the lot 

number would be as follows: 

“On date and year, I harvested crop from field number.” 

The sequence of numbers to make a lot number would look like 

this: 

000-00-00-00 

Example:  On June 25
,

 2012, I harvested cabbage from the Jones Farm.  Your lot number might look 
like this:  мтс-мн-лу-лп 

 

¶ Date- 000   

o Many businesses including the produce industry use the Julian calendar to assign a date.  

This calendar assigns a number to each date of the year with 

January 1 equal to Day 001 through December 31 equal to 

Day 365. (See Table 1 and 1a)  Example, If you are harvesting 

product on July 11, the date would be 192.  

¶ Year- 00 

o Using the last two digits of the harvest year will allow 

product date labeling for crops including those that may be 

carried over from year to year. Example, potatoes, onions. 

¶ Crop- 00 

o Crops produced on the farm or in the greenhouse should have a two digit number 

assigned to each crop or sub-type. (See Table 2) 

o Important!! Growers should plan and develop their crop code list with care as there can 

be impacts beyond assigning just a lot number.  Should a product recall occur, the crop 

code may help to separate product so that an entire field or crop could avoid being 

quarantined.   The economic impact of a recall procedure might determine a farm’s 

ability to continue to be profitable. 

Á Perennial crops (grown in one location for more than one year) such as tree or 

small fruits, asparagus, etc., should be coded by variety. 
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Á Certain annual crops that are harvested as different types such as tomatoes, 

should be separated by type (example, standard, roma, cherry or grape) 

Á Seasonal crops of the same type should be separated (example, summer squash 

should be broken down to groups or variety- yellow crook neck, yellow, 

zucchini.) 

o Always add new crops to the existing list using the next available crop code number.  Do 

not re-number your crop codes.  This will allow you to use this list over several years. 

o Remember!!  When developing this list, it should reflect what you are growing on your 

farm and be customized accordingly. 

¶ Field- 00 

o Each growing location on the farm or in the greenhouse must have an assigned two digit 

number.  A greenhouse may serve as a field when assigning code numbers.  (See Table 

3) 

o Important!!  Again, growers should plan and develop their field numbers with care as 

there can be the same types of related impacts as mentioned previously. 

Á If fields have differences in elevation or geographical features such as a wetland 

area or riparian buffer, they 

should be designated as separate 

fields. 

Á Each field should be labeled with 

signage to designate the field 

number assigned.  This can avoid 

confusion when spraying or 

harvesting.  You or your family 

may know it by various names or 

designations but a new or non-

English speaking worker may not 

be familiar with your naming 

system. 

o Again, add new fields using the next available field code number.  If you leave a 

production field fallow, do not change or remove the field code number as it may come 

back into production the following year.  

The time devoted to the development of this activity 

can pay dividends over the life of the farm operation. 

One Step Forward 

For most farms, this step is already in place.  When a farm delivers products to a packer or buyer, they 

include an invoice or bill of sale.  This invoice contains certain pieces of information that not only are 

used for billing but are also required to capture the “one step forward” component of traceability.  
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Many farms have computerized accounting systems or pre-printed invoice books- whatever system used 

by a farm operation is acceptable. 

¶ Vendor Name and Address 

o Include your name, address, town, 

state, ZIP, and phone  

¶ Customer Name and Address 

o Include the buyer’s name, address, 

town, state and ZIP 

o Customer phone should be in your 

records but not necessary on your 

invoice 

¶ Shipping Date 

o This should be the date that the 

product is delivered to your customer 

¶ Item 

o Item name will give details of the 

product.  Use information based on 

your crop code descriptions along with 

sub-type information (Example, 

Pumpkin, Jack-O-Lantern) 

¶ Quantity/ Marketable Unit 

o Number of units plus unit description (Examples,  5 bins, 6 pallets, 20 boxes, 1 truckload) 

¶ Lot Number 

o This will be the same lot number that you have assigned during harvest 

¶ Signature of Receiver of Product 

o A signature or initial on the invoice representing the buyer or their representative when 

product is delivered signifies a transfer of ownership. 

The traceability responsibility of the grower ends when product is transferred to the next level whether 

it be the buyer or packer.  At this point, the responsibility for traceability transfers to the next level.  

Packers and buyers will have a list of growers who they purchase product from.  You, the grower will 

have an assigned grower number.  The packer or buyer may add the grower number to the incoming lot 

number to make this a unique identifying number as it passes through their facility.  This number will 

then be used to identify product when it is invoiced to the next level- wholesale distribution or retailer. 

Documenting Your Traceability System 

Once a system has been developed to assign lot numbers and invoicing, a record of organized 

documentation must be followed.  This documentation does not have to be a complicated procedure 

but some method must be in place.  One method that completes the traceability system includes a 

Production/Distribution Report.   
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¶ This report is a simple form of an accounting 

balance sheet (See Table 4).  It can be used as a daily 

harvest report or a commodity harvest report.  

Whichever method works best for your farm is 

acceptable. 

¶ The top half of the sheet helps to document 

product as it is harvested.  A lot number and quantity 

of harvested product serves as the entry on the form 

for each item harvested.  This satisfies the “one step 

back” requirement. 

¶ The quantity may be any marketable unit that 

you use to harvest your product.  In many cases, only 

one lot number and count will serve for an entire 

day’s harvest. 

¶ If you grade and repack produce, you may use 

the Notes Section to list new graded quantities.  This 

will become the documented quantity on your 

production report. 

¶  Any product that has been assigned a lot 

number must be accounted for. 

¶ The lower section helps you to account for where your product is sold or delivered.  It must 

“balance” with the quantities harvested in the upper section.  This part satisfies the “one step 

forward” requirement. 

¶ If you sell to multiple buyers, each buyer transaction goes on a separate line. 

¶ Selling to Direct Markets must be listed also.  These might include farmer’s markets, roadside 

stands, pick your own, or community supported agriculture (CSA’s).  No additional accounting 

(individual customer’s name) is needed. 

¶ A section is also listed for unsold product.  This would include spoiled or damaged product as 

well as product that was not sold but donated or consumed in another manner. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

1. Does each box have to be labeled?  No, each marketable unit must have a label.  This means that 

if you stack boxes on a pallet and wrap the pallet with plastic, then the pallet becomes the 

marketable unit and only the pallet needs to have a label.  You may at your option still label each 

of the boxes on the pallet.  Also, you may have to abide by what your buyer requires as far as 

labeling. 

2. What type of labeling should be used?  Many different methods of labeling have been used to 

identify harvested product.  They may be as simple as labeling with a permanent marker, a 

rubber stamp with permanent ink, or a generated computer label.  Whatever can be devised on 

your farm is acceptable. 
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3. Do I have to use a bar code?  At this time, no bar codes are required for produce harvested on 

the farm.  The food safety law states that if identified with bar code, it still must have an alpha 

numeric code that can be read by any person. 

4. What if I am already using a system developed by myself?  This will work without any problem 

as long as you have incorporated the required pieces of information as described in this 

publication.  The auditor wants to see that you have a system and will ask you to describe it to 

them.  You will need to be able to describe how you have your system set up to trace your 

products. 

The GAP Plan of Action Manual 

A major component of the GAP Plan of Action Manual is the traceability plan.  This includes a standard 

operating procedure describing the traceability plan.  It also calls for a plan to test the plan called a mock 

recall.  This activity is designed to test the traceability plan to make sure that product can be traced back 

to the farm and field where it was produced.  It is a procedure that must be conducted annually.  

Samples of standard operating procedures for traceability and mock recall are included in this 

publication. (Appendix) 
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 Appendix 

 

Table 1  Julian Calendar- Regular Year 

Table 1a Julian Calendar- Leap Year 

Table 2  Sample Crop Traceback Codes 

Table 3  Sample Field Traceback Codes 

Table 4  Farm Production Disposition Report 

Table 5  Sample Standard Operating Procedure: Product Traceability Plan 

Table 6  Sample Standard Operating Procedure: Assigning Traceback Codes on the Farm 
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Table 1. 
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Table 1a. 
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Table 2. 

 

THIS TABLE IS FOR SAMPLE ONLY.  
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Table 3. 

 

THIS TABLE IS FOR SAMPLE ONLY.  
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Table 4.  
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Table 5. 

Doc.No.  ______ 

Title: Product Traceability Plan 

Effective Date:  April 8, 2010, revised May 19, 2010 

Reviewed by: _____________  GAP Coordinator,  Date: __________ 

 

1.  All products produced by the farm will be assigned a traceability 
code (Lot number) based on harvest date, crop, and field number 
(See SOP-16) 

2.  Lot numbers with inventory will be recorded on daily production-
disposition sheets as product is harvested from the field. 

3.   Harvested product will be tagged, stamped or labeled by marketing 
unit ( example, bin, box, pallet, bag, etc.) with the assigned lot 
number. 

4.  All product is invoiced as it is shipped from the farm.     
5.  Invoices include farm name and information, buyer name and 

information, and inventory amounts transferred/ exchanged. 
6. Invoice should be signed or initialed by the customer (receiving party) 

when product is delivered 
7.  All unused/ unsold inventory is accounted for (production-disposition 

sheet) including quantity, date and method of disposal. 
8.  An annual ñMock Recallò shall be performed during the first full week 

of crop production each growing season. 

 

 

 

*This standard operating procedure is a sample.  If you customize your plan, you must alter this SOP to 
conform to what you do on your farm. 

Developed by:  Wythe Morris, Dr. Allen Straw, ARHC participants, and GAP Training Class at Surry Community College, Dobson, 
NC. 
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Table 6. 

Doc.No.  _______ 

Title:  Assigning Traceback Codes on the Farm 

Effective Date:  February 20, 2010 

Reviewed by: _____________  GAP Coordinator,  Date: __________ 

 

1. Traceback codes will be assigned to all commercial crops produced 

on the farm 

2.  The code will include (1) the date harvested, (2) crop and (3) field 

number. 

3. The following protocol will be followed in assigning traceback codes:  

ñOn date & year, I harvested crop from field number.ò 

4. The three digit date will be assigned using the Julian calendar format.   

5. The harvest year will be the last two digits of the current year.  

6. The crop code will be a two digit number assigned  by the grower 

based on crops grown. 

7. A two digit number will be assigned to all production fields under the 

management of the grower (These numbers will be posted in the 

field.) 

8. The assigned traceback code will be set up as follows:  000-00-00-00 

9. The traceback code will follow that crop from time of harvest through 

final disposition from the farm. 

10.All products will carry the assigned traceback code on boxes, pallets 

or designated harvest container and will be recorded on daily 

production/disposition sheets and invoices. 

 

 

 

 

 

*This standard operating procedure is a sample.  If you customize your plan, you must alter this SOP to 
conform to what you do on your farm. 

 
Developed by:  Wythe Morris, Dr. Allen Straw, Appalachian Regional Horticulture Conference participants, Abingdon, VA 


