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Harvest Container Cleaning  
When harvesting produce, it is important that all harvest containers are clean and 

sanitary, especially if that produce may be eaten raw.  Choice and management of 
harvest containers can also help decrease postharvest losses from scratching and 
soiling of thin-skinned produce like peaches and summer squash.  The Food Safety 
Modernization Act (FSMA) Produce Safety Rule (PSR) includes requirements for 
cleaning and sanitizing food contact surfac-
es, including harvest containers. 

This resource document outlines the 
steps of cleaning and sanitizing food contact 
surfaces and offers examples of policy and 
Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) state-
ments that you can adapt to write a harvest 
container policy for your farm that is in com-
pliance with Good Agricultural Practices 
(GAPs) and the FSMA PSR. 

21 CFR 112.123(d)(1) states that  “you must inspect, maintain, and clean and, 
when necessary and appropriate, sanitize all food contact surfaces of equipment and 
tools used in covered activities as frequently as reasonably necessary to protect 
against contamination of covered produce.” There are four steps to cleaning any food 
contact surface.  The surface should be prerinsed to remove soil, washed with soap 
and water, rinsed of soap and water, then sanitized. If you use disposable, single-use 
harvest containers, they do not need to be washed and sanitized.  If you use any re-
usable, cleanable containers such as plastic lugs or buckets, they should be clean pri-
or to being filled with produce.   

Under current interpretation (August 2018) under FSMA, sanitizing harvest con-
tainers is mandatory when switching between excluded produce and covered produce 
[21 CFR 112.111(b)]. Regardless of FSMA coverage, GAPs include cleaning and san-
itizing all direct food contact surfaces before contact with produce. Cleaning and sani-
tizing all food contact surfaces establishes a clean break, an important component of 
an effective traceability program; recalls will include all product that was packed from 
the last full cleaning and sanitizing event. 
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Sanitizing the containers can be done with a number of products. Some, like hy-
drogen peroxide, are approved for organic production. Others, like bleach or quater-
nary ammonia, are not organically approved. 

Whatever sanitizer you use will require some monitoring on your part to ensure 
there is adequately available active ingredient in the cleaning solution. In the case of 
chlorine bleach, this is done using test strips to ensure between 100 and 200 parts 
per million of free chlorine. You will need to specify in the SOP both that you test for 
free chlorine and how often. In the case of a hydrogen peroxide sanitizing prepara-
tion, you’ll want to specify that the product is used according to label recommenda-
tions. The SOP excerpt on the next page details both of these options. 

Then the SOP needs to clearly describe the steps you use to clean the containers. 
It is recommended that a low pressure hose, instead of a power washer, be used for 
the prerinse, wash and rinse steps.  

Any detergent can be used for the wash step as long as it is food safe. Use of an 
antibacterial detergent does not replace the final sanitizing step.  

Step One: (Your reusable harvest container type) are pre-rinsed with water to remove 
visible soil particles.  
Step Two: (Your harvest container type) are then washed with dishwashing or similar 
soaps applied to the surface, either in dispersion or directly, to break down contami-
nants and soil. A brush is used to scrub the containers while they are soapy to further 
remove soil and other possible particles from the inside and outside surfaces. 
Step Three: (Your harvest container type) are then rinsed with water to remove soil 
particles, contaminant particles and any soap residues.  

 The first part of your harvest container policy and SOP should specify all types of 
harvest containers used on the farm, then identify those that are single use from 
those that are reusable. If you only use single-use harvest containers, the container 
cleaning policy ends at this point, since single-use containers pose little risk of con-
tamination. The items in parentheses below must be customized for your operation.     

Harvest Container Cleaning Policy and SOP  

It is the policy of (farm name here) to clean all reusable harvesting containers at the 
end of their use through the same four-step process every time. 

And/Or 

It is the policy of (Farm name here) to only harvest into single use containers. 
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Step Four: (Your harvest container type) are sanitized with Sanidate 5.0 (hydrogen 
peroxide). Hydrogen peroxide solution is applied to the inside and outside of the con-
tainers to sanitize them according to label recommendations to maintain between 147 
and 500 parts per million of active ingredient in the sanitizing solution. 
Or  
Step Four: (Your harvest container type) are sanitized with chlorine bleach. Bleach so-
lution is applied to the inside and outside of the containers to sanitize them. At mixing 
and at least weekly until gone, the bleach solution will be monitored for free chlorine to 
ensure a range of between 100 and 200 ppm of free chlorine.  

If you are monitoring sanitizer levels you’ll need to keep a record (date, tester ini-
tials, test results) for both GAPs and FSMA PSR compliance. The PSR also requires 
a grower to “establish and keep documentation of the date and method of cleaning 
and sanitizing equipment” [21 CFR 112.140(b)(2)]. 

As always, SOPs should be customized for the type and scale of operation. If de-
veloping the policy and SOP for compliance with GAPs, know that the auditorwill be 
looking for evidence of a system written in the Food Safety Manual to minimize inci-
dence of foodborne illness, visual evidence that it is taking place, and documentation 
that it has taken place in the past. Writing the policy and SOP are the first steps. Im-
plementing the practices on your farm is the next step. Documenting the cleaning and 
sanitizing of harvest containers, including monitoring sanitizer concentration, is the 
final step. 
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