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Example Introduction to Listeria 
Environmental Monitoring Program 
(EMP) 

1. Introduction 
Listeria monocytogenes is a harmful germ that can make people very sick, especially in 
ready-to-eat (RTE) foods. Because it can survive in cold, wet places, food factories need a 
plan to check for it. This plan is called an Environmental Monitoring Program (EMP). An 
EMP is like a health check-up for the factory. It makes sure germs are not hiding on 
equipment, drains, or other areas where food is made. 

2. USDA Control Alternatives 
According to USDA guidelines, food companies can choose one of three main control 
strategies, called 'Alternatives': 

 • Alternative 1: Use a kill step after food is packaged (like high-pressure pasteurization) 
AND an ingredient that stops germs from growing. 

 • Alternative 2: Use either a kill step OR an ingredient that slows down germs. 
 • Alternative 3: Use only good cleaning and sanitation. This is the riskiest option and 

requires the most testing and monitoring. 

For all three alternatives, companies must have a strong EMP to prove that germs are not 
growing in the plant. 

3. USDA Zone Sampling Concept 
The USDA suggests dividing the factory into four zones for swabbing: 

 • Zone 1: Surfaces that touch food (conveyors, slicers, tables). 
 • Zone 2: Surfaces near food but not touching (equipment sides, switches). 
 • Zone 3: Non-food areas inside production rooms (drains, floors, walls). 
 • Zone 4: Areas outside production (hallways, locker rooms). 

Sampling from all four zones helps find germs before they reach the food. 

4. Small Company EMP 
A small company (like a local bakery or small deli) may only have a few pieces of 
equipment. Their EMP should be simple but effective: 
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 • Frequency: Swab once per week. 
 • Locations: At least 3 swabs – 1 food contact surface, 1 non-food contact surface, and 1 

hidden/tricky spot. 
 • Timing: Swabs can be collected after sanitation to confirm cleaning worked, or during 

production depending on the company’s plan. 
 • Corrective action: If results are positive, deep clean the area, take 3–5 extra swabs 

around the spot, and recheck before production continues. 

Flow Chart (Small Company): 

Start → Take 3 Swabs → Lab Results → If Negative → Normal Cleaning → Continue 
If Positive → Deep Clean → Extra Swabs → Retest → Continue 

5. Medium Company EMP 
A medium-sized company (like a regional food producer) will need more swabs and more 
frequent checks: 

 • Frequency: Swab twice per week. 
 • Locations: At least 6 swabs – 2 food contact, 2 non-food contact, 2 hidden/tricky spots. 
 • Timing: Mix of after-sanitation checks and during-production checks, depending on 

risk. 
 • Corrective action: If positive, take 5 investigatory swabs nearby, deep clean, and check 

again. If found on food contact, product may need to be held until retests are clean. 

Flow Chart (Medium Company): 

Start → Take 6 Swabs → Lab Results → If Negative → Continue Plan 
If Positive → 5 Extra Swabs + Deep Clean → Retest → If Clean → Resume 

6. Large Company EMP 
A large company (like a national meat or frozen food processor) has bigger risks, so it needs 
stronger monitoring: 

 • Frequency: Swab daily. 
 • Locations: At least 10 swabs – 4 food contact, 3 non-food contact, 3 hidden/tricky 

spots. 
 • Timing: Often after sanitation and also during production to verify controls are 

working. 
 • Corrective action: If positive, pause production in that area, deep clean, and take daily 

extra swabs until at least 3 days in a row are negative. 
 • USDA recommends product 'hold and release' – food made during the positive period 

is held back until results prove safe. 
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Flow Chart (Large Company): 

Start → Take 10 Swabs Daily → Lab Results → If Negative → Keep Going 
If Positive → Pause → Deep Clean → Extra Daily Swabs → 3 Days Clean? → If Yes → Resume 
Production 

7. Key Lessons for All Companies 
No matter the size of the company, some rules always apply: 

 • Swab timing should be risk-based: some swabs after sanitation to confirm cleaning, 
some during production to check controls. 

 • Keep good records of all swabs, results, and actions taken. 
 • If a food contact surface tests positive, hold food until the area is cleared. 
 • Train employees to know why swabbing is important and how to collect samples 

correctly. 
 • Use trend analysis – look at results over time to spot patterns. 
 • Work as a team – sanitation, maintenance, and managers all play a role. 

This program helps companies prove that their food is safe and that Listeria is not hiding in 
their environment, in line with USDA 2014 guidelines. 


