How To Tell If Your Containers Are Food Safe





As you build your food storage program, you will find the need to purchase containers to organize and store the foods.

From a large plastic tub to hold all your boxes of pasta to buckets holding bulk supplies like beans and rice, you will want to be aware of the material your containers are made of and the type of items you are placing in the containers.

When you work with plastics, some are safe for food storage and some are not. Even if you are just putting several small items in a plastic tub for long term storage, it can make a difference.

For instance, if your food items are not 100% air tight, plastic outgassing can penetrate the containers and expose the food items to chemicals that are not good for you.

To understand exactly what you are working with, here is an explanation of all the codes for plastic containers.

The grading system described below was developed by The Society of Plastics Industry. They have developed has established a seven-point system of categorizing and labeling food grade plastics with simple identification codes. Each type of food grade capable plastic is identified with a triangular-shaped label with rounded corners. An image of each label appears next to its description.

The seven designations and their meanings are:



PET (or PETE): Polyethylene Teraphthalate is a clear, super strong polymer that has excellent gas and moisture barrier properties. Due to its ability to contain gases, it is excellent for using with carbonated beverages like soft drinks. Due to its durability, it is also excellent for holding detergents and other harsh chemicals. Many condiments like ketchup and mustard are also packaged in this type of plastic. You can look at the bottom of your plastic condiment bottles and see the symbol designating its type.



HDPE: High density polyethylene is another plastic that has high protective barrier properties as well as strong resistance to chemicals. This makes this plastic ideally suited to store milk, juices and water. It is also frequently used for detergents and other household chemicals. Interestingly, it is also frequently used to make plastic shopping bags due to its strength even when stretched into such a thin layer.

Most five gallon food buckets are also made out of HDPE and these buckets are an excellent choice for your long term food storage solution. However, you want to verify that they are specifically labeled as food grade. If you do not see this additional designation, you should assume that the buckets were not make to that level of quality and you should avoid them if possible. If you store food in them, you should be sure the food is truly airtight before storing them in such a bucket. Also, if you happen to get used food grade buckets, vacuum sealing  your bulk food in mylar or other air tight seal may be a good idea as even a thorough cleaning could leave some residue of its prior contents.



Vinyl (PVC): Polyvinyl Chloride is an interesting plastic. It can be made to be transparent, puncture resistant and offers great clinging properties. Also, it is slightly porous allowing it to “breathe.” These properties make it an idea plastic for packing fresh meats that require a small amount of oxygen to maintain its color while also giving it a decent shelf life in the supermarket.

You are most familiar with this in the form of plastic wrap. It is also used as shrink wrap that you need to remove from packages, garden hoses, shoe soles, PVC pipes in your home, etc.

 



LDPE:  Low Density Polyethylene is both a clear and flexible plastic. It is typically used in bottles that require some degree of flexibility without breaking. Because it can be made into a thin film, it is often used in industrial applications such as making grocery and garbage bags, shrink wraps, etc.

In the food industry, it is often used as a coating on milk cartons to keep them leak proof as well as for making squeeze bottles.

 

PP: Polypropylene is a very high tensile strength plastic. This makes it a perfect plastic for making caps and lids. Its strength allows it to hold on tightly to the top of the container or to allow for attaching to the threads for screw on caps.

PP has a high melting point which makes it ideal in production lines that are working with foods that need to be hot filled. This includes products like ketchup and syrups. It is also used for products that need an incubation time – like yogurts.

 



PS: Polystyrene is a plastic that is crystalline in form. it is colorless and can be made to be both clear and hard. It can also be foamed which gives it excellent insulation properties.

You are familiar with the foamed variant of this plastic (called EPS or expanded polystyrene). It is used in egg cartons, meat trays and the ever handy coffee cup. It is also used in industry as packing material: Styrofoam, packing peanuts, etc.

 

 



Other: The final category is “Other”. This is every other type of plastic that is used in industry and in food storage. It is basically the designation for every type of plastic invented after 1987.

As this encompasses such a wide array of plastic types, you should only use a plastic labeled as “other” for food storage when it also has the secondary designation of “food safe”.

