
By Brian Cute

nce limited by geography, Canada’s food supply has no 
boundaries. Increasing demand for seasonal or region-
specific cuisine has created complicated supply chains and 

interwoven dependencies on global imports and exports of ingredients 
that infiltrate multiple areas of the food supply.

Case in point is the major peanut butter recall of 2009. Earlier this 
year, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency issued a recall alert after an 
opened container of peanut butter produced in the U.S. tested positive 
for salmonella. The recall not only affected peanut butter but a variety of 
foods containing peanut products. Additionally, the distribution network 
was not limited to supermarkets; it included schools, retirement homes 
and restaurants that use these ingredients in their meals. 

Whether sourcing a food ingredient locally or internationally, 
traceability needs to be deployed down the supply chain back to the 
original source to increase the speed of identifying cause of illness 
or contamination, understanding the magnitude of the problem and 
confidently issuing an effective recall. The longer it takes to deploy a food 
recall, the greater the risk of consumers becoming ill and the more likely 
a large number of associated products and brands will suffer.

Many countries, including Canada, have enacted or are in the process 
of passing legislation requiring Country of Origin Labelling (COOL), 
which requires retailers to inform consumers of the country of origin for 
certain agricultural commodities. The purpose of COOL is to facilitate 
and monitor traceback to enhance food safety and, subsequently, 
minimize collateral damage.

Unfortunately, there are obstacles in the food supply chain that can 
limit the effectiveness of traceability technology. For instance, uniform 
international standards for data collection in the food supply chain don’t 
currently exist. The sophistication of tracing technology varies depending 
on the industry, product and companies involved. Today, many different 
types of identifiers are used, including RFID and bar codes.

Another obstacle is that a food ingredient is often used in multiple new 
products. This requires traceability technologies to effectively split single 
identifiers into many and maintain their relationship back to the point of 
origin, in case of recall. To complicate this further, these same systems 
must create new identifiers for products produced from the ingredient to 
be traced back to the original source, again in the event of a recall. 

An emerging new technology, Discovery Services (DS), can provide 
the solution to many traceability problems. It is an open, standards-based 
software protocol that can be implemented along with any traceability 
or inventory tracking software system. DS offers an interoperation and 
public technology standard much in the way that standards underpin 
the global scalability of the Internet. It can facilitate the ability to track 
and trace products across geographic and network boundaries, handle 
multiple types of identifiers, secure visibility into certain events as well 
as aggregate and disaggregate identifiers from produce to ingredients 
and back to final meals. Its innovation is in the ability to facilitate whole 
chain traceability, allowing information to be dispersed across multiple 
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databases without mandating replication of information into a single 
central database.

In addition to implementing technologies like DS, the following four 
steps can assist with point of origin tracing.
1. Develop a standard identification system across manufactured 

products. Work with suppliers and customers to standardize across 
their networks as well.

2. Deploy a standards-compliant tracking system. Ensure it can reach all 
supply chain members regardless of financial or technical limitations. 

3. Develop regular reports and integrate with quality assurance 
operations.

4. Regularly conduct random drills to trace end products back to the 
source within the new system. This will ensure information can be 
provided quickly to regulators in the event of a recall.  
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