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Welcome

CK Public Health is excited to share this resource to support school food programs and 
events. The purpose of this document is to provide relevant information on food safety 
requirements and best practices, so that food preparation and service in schools is as 
safe as possible. It is intended to help school staff, volunteers, and program coordinators 
understand and implement safe food practices that protect student health and well-being. 

This guidance applies to programs such as snack/school nutrition programs, before and 
after school programs, hospitality initiatives, special events and fundraisers involving food. 
The information includes: 

•	 Definitions of food related activities and associated risk levels. 
•	 Requirements for food sourcing, storage, handling, and preparation.
•	 Guidance on dishwashing, sanitizing and temperature control.
•	 Scenarios based on available school kitchen facilities. 
•	 Information on food allergies, growing produce at school and special events. 
•	 Frequently asked questions and certification requirements for food handlers.

We encourage school boards to share this guide with school administrators, educators, 
and parent councils. In addition to on-going food premises inspection, this 
resource serves as a reference for planning and operating food-related 
activities in compliance with public health standards. 

If you have any questions or would like to discuss how 
this resource can be implemented across your 
schools, please contact CK Public Health.

CK Public Health Unit 
Phone: 519-352-7270 ext. 2902
Email: environmental_health@chatham-kent.ca
Website: ckphu.com

Sincerely,
Cara Robinson, MPH, CPHI
Program Manager, Healthy Environments 
CK Public Health

mailto:environmental_health%40chatham-kent.ca?subject=
http://ckphu.com
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Definitions

Commercial Food Program or School 
Hospitality Program: Programs involving 
the preparation of food by students for sale 
to the students and/or the public.

Equipment: Any appliance, apparatus 
or device that is or may be used in the 
operation or maintenance of food premises, 
including vending machines, but does not 
include utensils or multi-service articles.

Food Contact Surfaces: The surface of 
counters, equipment and utensils with 
which food may normally come into 
contact.

Food Premises: A premise where food or 
milk is manufactured, processed, prepared, 
stored, handled, displayed, distributed, 
transported, sold or offered for sale. Food 
Premises are inspected regularly by Public 
Health Inspectors.

Handwashing Station: A hand basin with 
hot and cold running water that is in close 
proximity to a soap dispenser and either a 
mechanical hand dryer or a single-service 
towel dispenser.

Low-risk Food: Food that is not potentially 
hazardous. Low-risk food may include 
vegetables and fruits, granola bars, 
crackers, and bread products.

Multi-service Article: Any container or 
utensil that is intended for repeated use in 
the service or sale of food.

Nutrition Enhancement Program: Any 
program that involves the provision of 
snacks or meals to students. This can 

include snack programs, milk programs, 
lunch programs, breakfast programs and 
before-and-after school programs.

Other programs involving food handling at 
a school may include hospitality programs, 
life skill programs, special events/
fundraisers, BBQ events, educational food 
days/events, teacher appreciation days, 
parent associations and other school 
council events.

Potentially Hazardous Food: Food in a 
form or state that can support the growth 
of infectious or toxigenic micro-organisms 
and which requires time and temperature 
control to limit such growth. Potentially 
hazardous food includes meat, poultry, 
eggs, dairy, cooked vegetables, fish, 
custards, cream pies and meringues.

Pre-packaged Foods: Food that is 
packaged at a premises other than the 
premises at which it is offered for sale.

Sanitizing: Treatment designed to reduce 
the level of microorganisms to a level 
that will not compromise the safety of 
food products, and “sanitize” has 
a corresponding meaning.
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FOOD SAFETY
REQUIREMENTS

To ensure the safety of foods offered, 
follow these requirements and refer 
to the kitchen / classroom scenarios.

FOOD SUPPLY
•	 All food served must come from an approved source.
•	 Food prepared at home cannot be served.

•	 See the Frequently Asked Question (FAQ) “Can food be prepared 
at home and served at the school?” for further information.

FOOD STORAGE
•	 Refrigerators/freezers are required for storing potentially hazardous 

foods, such as meat, eggs, dairy products and cut vegetables and 
fruits.

•	 An accurate thermometer must be provided in each refrigerator.
•	 Check temperatures of refrigerators regularly to ensure that foods 

are kept at 4°C (40°F) or colder.
•	 Check freezers to ensure foods are frozen.
•	 Foods must be protected from contamination. This includes:

•	 Storing foods off the floor/ground.
•	 Using food grade containers.
•	 Covering or wrapping all foods.
•	 Keeping raw meat, poultry, eggs and seafood separate from or 

below ready-to-eat or cooked foods.

FOOD HANDLERS
•	 At least one food handler or supervisor who has completed food 

handler training must be on-site during operation. (*See FAQ)
•	 Wear clean clothes.
•	 Confine hair to protect food (e.g. wear a hat or hair net).
•	 Do not handle food when sick and until well for 48 hours.
•	 Do not eat while in the process of preparing foods; instead 

take a break to do this.
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HAND WASHING
•	 A separate handwashing station that is conveniently located must 

be provided if there is any type of food handling.
•	 The handwashing station must have:

•	 Hot and cold running water,
•	 Liquid soap in a dispenser, and
•	 Paper towels in a dispenser.

•	 Hands must be washed before preparing food, after sneezing or 
coughing, after using the washroom, and when changing tasks.

•	 Alcohol based hand sanitizer or gloves do not replace handwashing.
•	 Gloves are for single tasks only.

•	 Hands must be washed before and after glove use.
•	 Wear a bandage and gloves if you have a cut or sore on your 

hands. Do not allow a cut, sore or bandage to come into contact 
with foods.

•	 Always encourage everyone to wash their hands before eating.

DISH WASHING
OPTIONS:

1.	Two compartment sink:
•	 If using single service disposable dishes and utensils for eating.

2.	Three compartment sink:
•	 If using reusable dishes and utensils for eating.

3.	A dishwasher:
•	 If meets the requirements of Ontario Regulation 493/17.

METHODS
1.	Two compartment sink:

•	 Wash with detergent and hot water.
•	 Rinse under running water.
•	 Sanitize in the second sink.
•	 Air dry on drainage rack.

2.	Three compartment sink:
•	 Wash with detergent and hot water.
•	 Rinse in the second sink in clean, warm water.
•	 Sanitize in the third sink.
•	 Air dry on drainage rack.
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CLEANING AND SANITIZING
•	 All surfaces must be kept clean and in good repair.
•	 Have clean cloths for cleaning and sanitizing preparation and service 

areas.
•	 All food contact surfaces must be cleaned and sanitized before and 

after each use (every two hours if in constant use).
•	 Acceptable sanitizing solutions for dishwashing and surfaces 

include:
•	 Chlorine solution (100 ppm concentration for a 45 second 

contact time).
•	 Quaternary ammonium solution (200 ppm concentration 

for a 45 second contact time).
•	 Iodine solution (25 ppm concentration for a 45 second contact time).

•	 Other sanitizing agents may be approved. Contact your Public Health 
Inspector before switching sanitizers.

•	 Test strips should be provided to verify the sanitizer’s concentration.
•	 Chemicals must be clearly labelled and stored away from food.
•	 Use chemicals according to manufacturer’s instructions.

TEMPERATURE CONTROL OF FOODS
•	 Prepare foods as close to serving time as possible.
•	 Thaw foods using one of the following acceptable ways:

•	 In the refrigerator.
•	 Under cold running water.
•	 In the microwave (cooking must immediately follow).

•	 Cook potentially hazardous foods to the correct temperature 
for at least 15 seconds. Use a probe thermometer to check:
•	 Food mixtures, poultry products, ground poultry or seafood reach 

74°C (165°F).
•	 Whole poultry reaches 82°C (180°F).
•	 Pork or ground beef reaches 71°C (160°F).
•	 Fish reaches 70°C (158°F).
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•	 Cool foods quickly. When cooling hazardous foods, do so as quickly 
as possible
•	 Use small portions and shallow containers; 
•	 Cool in ice baths or in the refrigerator; and
•	 Use a probe thermometer to ensure that foods cool in no more   

than 6 hours (2 hours to cool foods from 60°C (140°F) to below 
20°C (68°F) and 4 hours to cool foods from 20°C (68°F) to below 
4°C (40°F)).

•	 Reheat food quickly to the original cooking temperature.
•	 Keep hot foods at 60°C (140°F) or hotter (e.g. chafing dishes, BBQs, 

slow cookers).
•	 Keep cold foods at 4°C (40°F) or colder (e.g. refrigerators, or if for a 

short time, coolers supplied with ice or ice packs).

Scenarios
The types of foods that can be served will depend on the facilities that are available. 
Refer to these scenarios to determine what you can serve.

SCENARIO 1
My kitchen or classroom has:

No sink. Access to a 
refrigerator.

I can:
• serve prepackaged, individually wrapped low-risk foods (e.g. unsweetened 

applesauce cups, whole grain granola bars).
•	 serve pre-washed whole vegetables and fruits (e.g. apples, oranges).
•	 serve potentially hazardous pre-packaged foods if I can maintain temperature control 

(e.g. milk, yogurt cups, string cheese).
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SCENARIO 2
My kitchen or classroom has:

One sink, equipped 
with liquid soap and 

paper towels for 
handwashing.

A refrigerator. A food grade, 
smooth, non-

absorbent food 
preparation surface.

An appropriate 
labelled sanitizer 
with test strips.

I must:
•	 clean and sanitize the sink prior to use as a handwashing sink.
•	 use only disposable plates, cups, and utensils.

I can do as above (Scenario 1), plus:
•	 serve food that has been prepared in other commercial premises.

SCENARIO 3
My kitchen or classroom has:

A two 
compartment 

sink.

Liquid soap and 
paper towels.

A refrigerator. A food grade, 
smooth, non-

absorbent food 
preparation 

surface.

An appropriate 
labelled sanitizer 
with test strips.

I must:
•	 clean and sanitize the sinks prior to use.
•	 use one side of sink as a handwashing sink.
•	 use only disposable plates, cups, and utensils.

I can do as above (Scenarios 1 & 2), plus:
•	 Use one sink for washing vegetables and fruit.
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I must:
•	 clean and sanitize the sinks prior to use.
•	 provide only disposable plates, cups, and utensils to individuals.
•	 use the two-compartment sink method for dishwashing items used in food 

preparation (e.g. Cutting board, knife, etc.).

I can do as above (Scenarios 1 to 3), plus:
•	 serve food prepared in my kitchen / classroom (e.g. vegetables and fruits peeled 

and sliced on-site, sandwiches, pasta).

SCENARIO 4
My kitchen or classroom has:

A two 
compartment 

sink.

A separate 
handwashing 

sink, with liquid 
soap and

paper towels.

Refrigeration, 
cooking and 

reheating 
equipment.

A food grade, 
smooth, non-

absorbent food 
preparation 

surface.

An appropriate 
labelled sanitizer 
with test strips.

SCENARIO 5
My kitchen or classroom has:

A three-
compartment sink 
for dishwashing 
or a commercial 

dishwasher.

A separate 
handwashing 

sink, with liquid 
soap and

paper towels.

Refrigeration, 
cooking and 

reheating 
equipment.

A food grade, 
smooth, non-

absorbent food 
preparation 

surface.

An appropriate 
labelled sanitizer 
with test strips.

I must:
•	 clean and sanitize the sinks prior to use.
•	 use the three-compartment sink method or commercial dishwasher for dishwashing.

I can do as above (Scenarios 1 to 4), plus:
•	 use reusable plates, cups, and utensils for food service.
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Food Allergies 
Many people have sensitivities to food. Reactions can range from mild to life-threatening. 
A person’s response to an allergen may change over time, and even trace amounts of an 
allergen can trigger a severe reaction. What is safe for one student may pose a serious risk 
to another. Being aware of what is in the food and preventing cross-contamination will 
reduce the risk of an adverse reaction. 

To reduce the risk of adverse reactions, it is essential to:

•	 Follow the school’s food allergy policies and procedures.
•	 Be aware of all ingredients in the food being served.
•	 Prevent cross-contamination by keeping foods separate.
•	 Clean and sanitize utensils, surfaces, and equipment frequently.
•	 Communicate clearly with staff, volunteers, and families about food safety practices.

How to Check School Food Inspections
•	 Visit Check It CK.
•	 Use the search function to look up the 

name of the school or facility. 
•	 The site provides inspection results 

for food premises, including school 
cafeterias, breakfast programs, 
and other food premises. 

•	 Reports include a summary 
of infractions noted by public 
health inspectors during 
their visits.

https://checkit.chatham-kent.ca/#/home
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Growing Produce at School  
School gardens, whether traditional soil-based or aeroponic tower gardens, continue to be 
a tool for food literacy, environmental education, and student engagement. Below are some 
items to consider when planning your garden.

Site Assessment
Before planning your garden, assess the 
site for its historical land use and proximity 
to potential sources of contamination. 
Consider whether the land was previously 
used for industrial purposes, parking lots, 
or near roads, septic systems, or factories. 
These factors may increase the risk of soil 
or water contamination. 

Clean Soil
Healthy soil is essential for growing 
food. However, soil can sometimes be 
contaminated with germs, chemicals, or 
heavy metals. To reduce this risk:

•	 Only grow food in soil that is known to be 
clean and free of contaminants.

•	 If using existing soil, have it tested 
through a private analytical laboratory.

•	 If testing is not possible, consider raised 
garden beds or containers filled with 
commercially sourced soil. These options 
offer a safer alternative and help ensure 
the quality of the produce.

Clean Water
Water used in school gardens must be 
safe to avoid introducing pathogens, heavy 
metals, or chemicals into the food system.

•	 Municipal water is safe due to regular 
testing.

•	 Private water sources (e.g., wells) should 
be tested regularly to confirm safety.

•	 Avoid using untreated water (e.g., from 
ponds or rain barrels) directly on edible 
plants.

Rain Barrels
Rain barrels can be a sustainable way to 
collect water. To prevent contamination: 

•	 Ensure barrels are screened to prevent 
debris and insect entry.

•	 Empty barrels weekly to prevent 
mosquito breeding.

•	 Elevate and secure barrels to improve 
water pressure and ease of use.

Aeroponic Tower Gardens
Aeroponic systems, such as Tower 
Gardens, offer a space-efficient and water-
conserving way to grow produce indoors 
year-round. To ensure safety:

•	 Follow manufacturer guidelines for setup 
and maintenance.

•	 Handle nutrient solutions and equipment 
according to safety instructions.

Clean Hands
•	 Wash hands with soap and clean, 

running water before and after garden 
activities.

•	 Dry hands using single-use towels.

Washing Produce
•	 All produce must be thoroughly washed 

under clean, running water before eating 
or cooking.
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Special Events 
A special event is an event where food is sold, given or offered to the public, whether it is a 
charitable or commercial event. It is a temporary event or special occasion rather than an 
ongoing or long-term operation. 

To ensure the safety of foods at special events (e.g. outdoor BBQs), follow the requirements 
in the Food Safety Requirements section of this document.

Additional requirements for special events include:

•	 Where access to plumbed sinks is not 
available, the following must be set up if 
food handling is to occur:
•	 An adequate supply of potable water in 

clean water container(s) for handwashing, 
food preparation and equipment cleaning.

•	 A separate handwashing station, 
including a container of warm water 
with a tap, liquid soap in a dispenser and 
paper towels.

•	 Leak-proof containers / tanks for the 
storage of wastewater.

•	 Have an adequate supply of clean cooking 
and serving utensils.

•	 Have adequate fuel or a power source for 
cooking equipment to meet cooking and hot 
holding needs for your event. (i.e. generator, 
propane, burners).

Warm
Water

Tap Soap

Paper Towels 

Discard Bucket

If you’re having a special event, please fill out and submit the special event form: 

Follow Public Health’s special event approval process. Public Health can work closely with 
school event organizers to help create a safe and healthy event.

If you’re adding a food program to your school or renovating your facilities, please 
notify CK Public Health.

CK Public Health Unit  
Phone: 519-352-7270 ext. 2902 
Email: environmental_health@chatham-kent.ca

https://www.chatham-kent.ca/apply/Documents/2a. Special Event Organizer Notification Form.pdf
mailto:environmental_health%40chatham-kent.c?subject=
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Frequently Asked Questions 

Who is responsible for catered 
meals to the school?
The responsibility is shared between the 
food premises preparing and delivering 
the food and the school. The caterer is 
responsible for preparing, handling and 
transporting the food safely. The school is 
responsible for food safety once the food is 
received at the school and is distributed for 
service/sale.

Can food be prepared at home and 
served at the school?
Food cannot be prepared at home and 
served in the school. Any food items that 
are intended to be offered to students or 
the public must be prepared in an inspected 
kitchen or in the school’s kitchen / servery. 
The preparation area at the school must be 
inspected and assessed by your local Public 
Health Inspector. 

Do food handlers need to wear 
gloves when preparing food?
Wearing gloves is not a requirement 
(except when protecting cuts and sores). 
Gloves can be used; however, you must 
use them appropriately. Gloves do not 
replace handwashing. Hands must be 
washed before putting on gloves and when 
changing to a fresh pair. Gloves must be 
changed frequently, for example, when they 
become contaminated, damaged or when 
changing food handling tasks, etc.

What do I do if there are not 
enough sinks available for 
handwashing and dishwashing?
Ontario Regulation 493/17 requires that 
any area where food is handled must have 
a dedicated handwashing station that is 
separate from sinks used for dishwashing. 
For dishwashing, a two-compartment 
sink can be used for washing, rinsing and 
sanitizing utensils used only for preparing 
food. If food is served to people, disposable 
plates and cutlery must be used for people 
consuming food. Once cutlery or dishware 
is used by people consuming food (non-
disposable), then a three-compartment sink 
or a commercial dishwasher is required. 
If the kitchen does not have the required 
number of sinks, please discuss potential 
options with your local Public Health 
Inspector. Where food is handled, there 
must always be a separate handwashing 
station supplied with hot and cold running 
water, liquid soap in a dispenser and paper 
towels.

What are the approved chemicals 
used for sanitizing?
All multi-use utensils, equipment and food 
contact surfaces must be washed with 
warm water and detergent, rinsed with 
clean warm water, and then sanitized 
using the proper concentration of sanitizing 
solution. The three approved sanitizers 
with their required concentrations include: 
100 ppm chlorine, 200 ppm quaternary 
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ammonium (Quats), and 25 ppm iodine. The 
appropriate sanitizing test kit (test papers) 
must be used to ensure that the required 
concentrations of sanitizing solutions are 
being maintained.

Can we donate leftover 
or unused foods?
Leftover or unused foods can often be 
donated, but the safety of the food should 
be considered before donating. Only 
foods that would be considered safe for 
consumption should be donated. 

Ensure donated foods:

•	 are from inspected sources. 
•	 have been properly stored and handled.
•	 have been protected from contamination, 

and kept under the control of the food 
handlers (avoid donating foods served 
buffet style or placed in self-serve bins).

•	 are kept at safe temperatures. Do not 
donate hazardous foods that have been 
in the temperature danger zone for more 
than 2 hours, and/or that have been 
through more than one heating and 
cooling cycle.

•	 are temperature controlled during 
transport (e.g. using insulated containers 
or coolers with ice packs). 

•	 are suitable for the receiving 
organization. They should be aware the 
donation is coming so they can maintain 
temperature control.

Who needs to be a certified 
food handler?
As of July 1, 2018, Ontario Regulation 
493/17 (Food Premises) requires a certified 
food handler on-site in a food service 
premises. The regulation states:

Every operator of a food service 
premise shall ensure that there is at 
least one food handler or supervisor 
on the premise who has completed 
food handler training during 
every hour in which the premise is 
operating.

“Food service premise” means any 
food premise where meals or meal 
portions are prepared for immediate 
consumption or sold or served in 
a form that will permit immediate 
consumption on the premises or 
elsewhere.

How do I become a certified food 
handler?
For food handler certification options, visit: 
Food Handler Certification | Chatham-Kent 
Public Health Unit. 

The Safe Food Handling Training Course 
for Student Nutrition Program has been 
developed for volunteers supporting 
breakfast, morning meals and lunch 
programs. For more information visit: 
Student Nutrition Ontario – Safe Food 
Handling Training Program.

https://ckphu.com/food-handler-certification/
https://ckphu.com/food-handler-certification/
https://courses.studentnutritionontario.ca/
https://courses.studentnutritionontario.ca/
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