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More people than ever before are eating vegetarian and vegan products, resulting in significant market growth 
over recent years. This increased demand is driven by a combination of factors from perceived health benefits to 
environmental and ethical concerns. Social media has also played a key role in popularising this trend; helping to raise 
awareness of campaigns, such as ‘veganuary’, as well as providing a platform for sharing knowledge and opinions on the 
production of animal-derived foods. 

Food manufacturers are racing to make the most of this opportunity. Product developers are reacting quickly with a raft 
of innovative vegetarian and vegan options appearing on-shelf across categories; from dairy alternatives to headline-
grabbing meat substitutes aimed at a discerning flexitarian audience. 

Yet, amid this flurry of activity, questions are being raised around what a ‘vegan’ claim actually means and how such 
on-pack labelling can be substantiated. There is currently no legal definition for the term ‘vegan’ and, without this 
framework, industry and consumers are interpreting the term in their own (sometimes very different) ways.

Introduction
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When considering whether a product should carry a 
vegan claim, a thorough risk assessment should be 
carried out across the entire manufacturing process; from 
supply of raw materials through to despatch.

A series of controls can then be put in place to manage 
identified risks. It is essential that these measures are 
validated in order to show they are effective. Some 
examples of areas for consideration follow.

1. Supplier assurance
Ongoing communication between supplier and 
manufacturer is crucial. Putting a supplier approval 
process in place is standard practice; allowing 

Key Manufacturing Considerations
manufacturers to assess which materials are handled on 
site and any corresponding cross-contamination risks.

This is a fast-paced industry and an approved supplier 
may change the materials it handles at relatively short 
notice. If they start handling new animal-derived 
ingredients, this could potentially have an impact on 
materials supplied for use in vegan products. 

Robust supplier quality assurance processes, good 
communication and regular audits need to be in place 
to ensure that any changes of this nature are highlighted 
quickly; so allowing necessary controls and preventative 
measures to be implemented.

Vegan Claims  

Making a vegan claim is not as simple as avoiding animal-
derived materials. Fundamentally, the production process 
should in no way involve the use of animals, either 
through farming or anything that could be interpreted 
as exploitation. Clearly, this includes animals that have 
been kept for farming purposes, but it also encompasses 
ingredients such as honey from bees. Equally, some 
avocados are not considered vegan because of the way 
their plants have been pollinated using ‘slave’ bees; so-
called because they have been purposefully moved from 
one area to another by avocado farmers for the sole 
purpose of having the bees pollinate the plants. 

There are many sources that can provide guidance around 
what can be considered a vegan product or ingredient, 
such as the Vegan Society, the Food Standards Agency 
(FSA) and also specific retailer codes of practice, however 
there is currently no legally-defined list anywhere of what 
materials can and can’t be used in the production of 
vegan products. 

There is also a degree of disparity between how a 
‘vegan’ claim is interpreted by the consumer versus the 
food manufacturer, which could potentially prove to be 
dangerous. Some consumers interpret a claim of vegan 
to mean the complete absence of milk and egg within 
the product, and so assume products labelled this way 
are safe for those with allergies to milk and/or egg. 
Food manufacturers do not all treat ‘vegan’ claims in 
the same way as an allergen ‘free-from’ claim however, 
because products carrying ‘vegan’ claims are targeted 
at consumers that have made a lifestyle choice to avoid 
animal-derived foods, and it is not because they need to 
avoid them for health reasons. Products manufactured to 
allergen ‘free-from’ standards are specifically targeted at 
vulnerable consumers with genuine health conditions that 
mean they need to avoid specific foods in order to protect 
themselves. However in the eyes of the consumer, these 
claims could equate to the same thing. 

This difference in understanding has led to criticism of 
retailers that allow the use of ‘may contain’ labelling for 
milk and egg on products that also bear a ‘vegan’ claim – 
something which is also permitted by the Vegan Society. 
It has also highlighted the serious concern around the 
fact that some consumers who are allergic to milk and 
egg believe that they can safely eat products labelled as 
‘vegan’.

For manufacturers considering making these claims, it 
is vital that before setting off on the path to production, 
the decision about what the term ‘vegan’ means to the 
business has been made, as well as how it could be 
interpreted by a consumer. Will it be treated as essentially 
a ‘free-from’ absolute claim, or will the use of ‘may 
contain’ labelling alongside the claim be acceptable? 

While there are currently no clear legal definitions or EU 
approved best practice procedures in place, there are a 
number of practical strategies that manufacturers can 
adopt to ensure they are doing everything possible to 
substantiate these product claims. Much can be learned 
from allergen management best practice, an area that 
provides valuable guiding principles in this context. 
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2. Product scheduling 
Where dedicated facilities are not available, the key 
issue for manufacturers is effective prioritisation. Most 
importantly, does the addition of vegan lines require a new 
way of thinking?

It makes commercial sense to decide what should be 
made and when based on customer demand. However, 
when it comes to preventing cross-contamination, other 
issues come into play. In this context, the concept of 
“allergen build” can provide useful learnings. Products 
containing fewest animal-derived ingredients could be 
produced first and those containing the most produced 
last, with incremental increases in between. 

If the manufacturer has no other food safety 
considerations such as allergens – or claims such as 
‘organic’ – then this approach is fairly straightforward. 
However, in the real world, it is not as clear-cut as this, 
and serious attention needs to be given to the claims that 
take priority. Food safety must always take the lead, but 
this is complicated by the milk or egg allergic consumer 
assuming that a ‘vegan’ claim is equivalent to a ‘milk-free’ 
or ‘egg-free’ claim.

3. Physical segregation or dedication
Production of vegan products in shared facilities is 
commonplace. Provided a thorough risk assessment 
has been conducted to identify areas where cross-
contamination could occur and the necessary controls 
have been implemented and validated, it should be 
possible to make safe, high-quality products in these 
environments.

In an ideal world, manufacturers would be able to dedicate 
lines and equipment for each of the different types of 
product they make, however this is not necessarily a 
commercially-viable proposition, and there are other 
options that can work if well planned and controlled.

When thinking about physical segregation, control 
measures might include temporary floor to ceiling curtains 
or more permanent physical barriers, such as walls. These 
not only help to control environmental movement of 
materials, but also movement of people which may have 
been identified as a potential route for contamination. 
Consideration must also be given to the risk of airborne 
contamination from foods, such as powders or seasonings.

For all segregation controls, evidence is needed to 
demonstrate their efficacy. It’s not enough to simply 
assume the chosen control method is working, validation 
is critical. 

4. Labelling, traceability and packaging 
control
As in most manufacturing environments, the risk of 
making the right product but using the wrong packaging 
or incorrect ingredient can be high if the potential for 
this to happen has not been carefully considered and 
controlled. 

These control measures require physical validation, often 
through challenge, which will provide the necessary 
evidence that operatives are not using materials which are 
either not clearly labelled or that can’t be traced to recipe 
formulations. Packaging controls designed to ensure the 
right packaging is used 100% of the time are critical to 
being able to substantiate claims.

5. Cleaning as a control
On shared lines, cleaning is an essential control between 
products that contain animal-derived ingredients and 
those that do not. The cleaning procedure needs to be 
validated to demonstrate that it is effective at removing 
the material from the line, meaning the risk of carry over 
into the next product has been minimised. However, this is 
not necessarily a straightforward task due to the analytical 
testing options that are currently available. 

It might be that the cleaning validation process highlights 
the need for improvements, in which case any possible 
changes should be made before the validation process 
begins again. 

It could also be the case that, despite all possible steps 
being taken to attempt to improve the cleaning procedure, 
the process is not good enough to remove the target to an 
acceptable level consistently – meaning carry over into the 
next product cannot always be prevented. In this scenario, 
if the ‘vegan’ claim is being treated as an absolute claim, 
then giving the product vegan status should not be 
considered. However, if the use of ‘may contain’ labelling 
has been agreed as acceptable, the results of this 
validation work provide evidence that it should be applied.
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Conclusion
All of the afore mentioned considerations play an important role in the manufacture of vegan products.  

Of course, this is just the starting point in establishing robust manufacturing processes and bringing regulatory 
rigour to the vegan sector. Ensuring everyone who works at the manufacturing site is properly trained is vital – as 
is communicating the reasoning behind procedures and why they must be followed.  The importance of effective 
training cannot be emphasised enough. 
Ongoing due diligence is also a key part of the strategy. A series of regular checks will provide evidence that 
everything is as it should be, or conversely highlight that it’s not, in which case this will allow the appropriate action 
to be taken swiftly. 

Analytical Considerations
When looking for the presence of animal-derived 
material within a product or ingredient, DNA detection 
using Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR), and protein 
detection using ELISA are the most commonly adopted 
methods. PCR testing is used when the presence of 
material from a specific species is of concern. ELISA 
testing is utilised when the contaminant of concern is 
either egg or milk.

PCR is generally very sensitive and can find trace 
amounts of DNA within a sample. However, it usually 
requires the user to have identified the species that is 
the likely source of the contamination. This is because 
the test is targeted and will only look for specific DNA 
sequences and so presents a challenge to those who 
wish to look for potential contamination from unknown 
sources. 

RSSL is currently investigating a vertebrate screening 
test which, as the name suggests, will check for the 
presence of DNA from any animal with a backbone. 
This has potential to simplify the testing process for 
industry and make due diligence surveillance more 
straightforward. However, any generic screening test will 
have inherent limitations.

One key drawback of this method is that human DNA is 
likely to be found; an unavoidable consequence of human 

involvement in the food production process. In light of 
this, RSSL is looking to take steps to ensure that likely 
levels of this inevitable carry-over are assessed and the 
detection limit of the test adjusted accordingly. As this 
test is designed as a broad screening tool, SSit will not 
specify the source of the DNA, so any positive results will 
require further analysis in order to identify them fully. 

Other considerations when utilising species-specific 
PCR tests include the fact that a cow test is unable to 
distinguish between DNA from milk and DNA from beef. 
Similarly if positive DNA results are seen for chicken, it 
is not possible to know if this is due to the presence of 
chicken DNA or DNA from egg. In these cases ELISA 
tests can be used to try to narrow down the source of 
the positive result, but will only be able to confirm or rule 
out the presence of milk or egg, and not rule out possible 
meat-based contamination.

As well as these complications, if any kind of quantitative 
analysis is required, the user must take note that 
converting a DNA test result into a weight-for-weight 
contamination level is almost impossible and could be 
misleading because the units are not easily comparable. 
ELISA testing will give quantitative results for milk or 
egg, which makes it a favourable method when exploring 
options for cleaning validation.

How RSSL can help
From plant based product innovation, to texture optimisation, product analysis and support with claim
substantiation, RSSL’s expert technical team can help you successfully navigate every stage of your vegan
and vegetarian food product development and manufacturing plans.
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Reading Scientific Services Ltd
The Reading Science Centre, Whiteknights Campus,  
Pepper Lane, Reading, Berkshire RG6 6LA
 

Contact us to find out more about our 
expertise and how we can support you:
Tel: +44 (0)118 918 4076 Email: enquiries@rssl.com Web: www.rssl.com 

About Reading Scientific Services Ltd (RSSL)

RSSL is firmly established as a trusted 
partner in the provision of  product 
development, analytical, consultancy 
and training services to clients in the 
food, consumer goods, pharmaceutical, 
biopharmaceutical and healthcare 
sectors.

Our expertise is wide ranging and 
includes all aspects of food and drink 
product development, structural and 
product analysis, claim substantiation, 

ingredient stability, allergen management, 
authenticity, contaminant identification 
and more.

RSSL is routinely inspected by the MHRA, 
FDA and UKAS which ensures that our 
analytical services meet the needs of 
industry. We are trusted by industry 
to provide a solution with scientific 
excellence, outstanding customer service 
and professionalism.
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