
 

 

What to do if your food business 

has been affected by flooding. 

Dr Lisa Ackerley shares advice taken from various 

Government Websites 

 

Floodwater could be contaminated with sewage, harmful bacteria and viruses, 

animal, and chemical waste. As such, it could contaminate food, equipment 

and the structure of your business.  

 

To make sure your business and customers are protected, we have put 

together some measures to get you up and running as quickly and safely as 

possible. This is not a definitive list but contains key points that will fit most 

circumstances. You are advised to also follow your company policy and 

contact your local Environmental Health Department for advice before re-

opening, and check out their websites, as many have good information on 

what to do. If you can’t get advice quickly, then err on the side of caution.  

 

Always check with your insurance company before disposing of 

anything to make sure you are covered. It is a good idea to take 

photographs of the damage and waste and an inventory. 

 

 

 

mailto:https://www.food.gov.uk/contact/businesses/find-details/contact-a-food-safety-team


PERSONAL HYGIENE PRECAUTIONS 

Be very careful to protect yourself and those helping you clear up, from risk of 

disease. 

• Wear rubber boots 

• Waterproof gloves 

• Aprons or overalls 

• If using a pressure hose, then use a face mask and goggles 

• Protect any cuts with waterproof plasters  

• If you get a cut or broken skin when cleaning up, seek medical advice 

and check you are up to date on tetanus immunization.  

• After working on the clean up, dispose of gloves and aprons or make 

sure they are washed at above 60 °C, preferably above 90°C. 

• Wash your hands before you take a break, have a drink / smoke or 

vape using warm water and soap if possible. Otherwise use an anti-

bacterial hand gel.  

• Never eat, drink or smoke whilst clearing up in case you contaminate 

yourself.  

• Try not to touch your face with dirty hands, and never rub your eyes, 

nose or touch your mouth. 

 

 

ILLNESS 

If you become ill during the cleanup, then seek medical attention as soon as 

possible. If you or anyone in the business has a gastrointestinal illness 

diarrhoea and vomiting) then they must not prepare or handle food. Return to 

work is usually not until 48 hours after symptoms stopping. 

 



HEALTH AND SAFETY 

• Make sure gas and electricity supplies are turned off until deemed safe 

to reconnect by a competent person (qualified electrician or GAS SAFE 

registered engineer). 

• You should not use any electrical equipment that has been affected by 

the floodwater until they have been checked and declared safe by a 

qualified electrician. 

• A GAS SAFE registered engineer should inspect any gas appliances 

before they are used because the flue or ventilation systems have 

been affected by floodwater and this could make them dangerous. 

• Make sure before you enter the premises only when it is safe to do so 

– are there any risks of collapse of the walls, ceilings or floors? You 

may need to seek professional advice (building control service at the 

local council or a structural engineer). Your insurance company should 

help. 

• Be aware that floods may have caused damage to the property that 

could harm you – for example exposed nails on woodwork, damaged 

tiles and sharp edges. 

• Make sure you have adequate lighting to be able to see what you are 

doing safely. Head lamps and battery-operated lanterns are best until 

the power supply returns. Naked flames should not be used. 

• Be careful working in any confined spaces such as cellars where there 

may be oil or petrol contamination. Don’t smoke! 

 

  



WATER SUPPLY 

• Most mains water supplies should be OK because they are 

pressurized, and water companies will be monitoring and advising 

owners directly if there is a risk. If your water is an odd colour, or is 

murky, then contact the water company for advice. 

• If you have a private water supply, then assume it is contaminated. It 

may also be chemically contaminated, so even if you boil it, the 

bacteria die, but the chemicals are still there, so you will need to get it 

tested if you intend to us it for human consumption. If using it to clean 

up, then boil it first, otherwise you will just be adding bacteria back as 

you clean. 

• If you have storage tanks, check that these have not been 

contaminated by floodwaters. 

• Any taps that have been contaminated need to be cleaned and 

disinfected, for example using a bleach solution and run for 5 minutes 

prior to water being used. As bleaches have different concentrations, 

read the label for advice. Use an apron and gloves to protect yourself. 

 

PEST PROBLEMS 

• Rodents may have been disturbed and could have entered your 

business, consuming waste food and damaging electrical wiring, and 

furniture.  

• If this has happened, you will need to contact a pest control contractor 

and repair gas and electrical appliances or circuits as discussed 

above).  

• Dispose of dead rodents in plastic bags (double bag), wearing 

disposable rubber gloves. 

  



DRYING OUT 

• You may need to pump water out from under floorboards. 

• Make sure all ventilation outlets such as airbricks are unblocked. 

• Dehumidifiers can help, but don’t use any petrol or diesel generators 

indoors – carbon monoxide fumes can kill. 

• Once your heating has been checked and is safe to use, then put it on. 

Keep the thermostat at around 20-22 °C for steady drying. 

• Vacuum up regularly as dust will settle as the premises dry out. 

• Mould is likely to be a problem; you can use mild bleach where it won’t 

damage the property or contact a specialist cleaner. 

 

DEALING WITH THE FOOD 

• If you need a ‘voluntary surrender certificate’ for disposed food or drink 

products to meet your insurer’s requirements, contact your local 

Environmental Health Department without delay. There may be a 

charge for this service. 

• Any food including drink that has come into contact with floodwater 

should be discarded. This includes all open food, packaged food, 

bottled and tinned food and drink products.  

• Any food in opened packaging should also be disposed of even if it has 

not been in contact with the flood water directly as it may have become 

damp or exposed to bacteria, viruses or moulds. 

• Double bag foods to stop them attracting pests prior to collection. If 

possible, put in a sealed bin. 

• Wooden beer casks that have been in contact with floodwaters must 

also be discarded.  

• Metal beer barrels may be used if the floodwater has not come close to 

any outlet or inlet on the barrel but this may be difficult to judge, so if in 

any doubt, discard or take advice on from your Environmental Health 

Department. Make sure if you are returning barrels etc. to your 



suppliers that they know have been contaminated with floodwater so 

that they can take the necessary precautions. 

• Make sure food is disposed of carefully to avoid the risk of pest 

encouragement to your business curtilage, and also to avoid the risk of 

people taking unsafe food – so pour drinks away and get discarded 

food taken away as soon as possible by your waste company. 

 

POWER CUTS AND FOOD 

• In some areas there are intermittent power failures, which are 

causing difficulties even after businesses have cleaned up.  

• This advice applies to foods that have not been affected by flood 

water in freezers and fridges. If there is any risk of contamination, 

then the food must be disposed of. 

• A good tip is to keep ice packs in freezers, if freezers are not filled 

to capacity with food, as a full freezer keeps cold better. You could 

also use ice packs in fridges if there is a power cut to help retain 

temperature. You can improvise by filling plastic containers with 

potable water and freezing. 

• If you have any power cuts you will need to check the temperature 

of food. It is OK if the temperature rises above 8 °C for up to 4 

hours on one occasion, but then food must be chilled quickly to 

below 8°C or discarded. If the power goes off again, and the 

temperature goes above 8°C then you will have to dispose of the 

food. 

• Keep all freezer and fridge doors closed as much as possible to 

conserve the cold.  

• Frozen food will normally remain frozen for up to 24 hours 

particularly if the freezer is full.  

• However, if food has defrosted, treat the food as fresh and eat 

within two days, and discard ready-to-eat items (for example ice 

cream or frozen cakes and bread as they may have become 



contaminated from other foods or packaging during defrost). If food 

has risen above 8°C for over 4 hours then discard. Always follow 

any company policies if you have them. 

• If in any doubt, don’t use the food and call the Environmental 

Health Department for a certificate to show insurers, if needed. 

 

CLEARING UP – WHAT TO GET RID OF 

• Before you can trade, then of course you will need to clean your 

premises thoroughly, but before you do this you will need to first 

take stock of your equipment and utensils and dispose of anything 

that cannot be cleaned and disinfected. Some parts of the structure 

may also need to be removed if there is no chance that they can be 

cleaned and disinfected (for example, fixed seating).  

 
Utensils, disposables, crockery and glassware:  

• wooden utensils and chopping boards  

• any cracked or chipped crockery or glassware 

• cling film, paper roll, napkins, plastic disposables etc. 

 

EQUIPMENT 

• If you have any complex pieces of equipment such as vacuum 

packing machines that have been contaminated with floodwater, it 

is unlikely that you’ll be able to clean and disinfect thoroughly, so 

they will have to be discarded. 

• If your fridge has been in contact with the floodwater, parts of it will 

not be easy to clean or disinfect. If the motor or fan has been in 

contact with floodwater and is located in, or directly connects with 

the main body of the unit then the whole fridge or freezer, it must be 

disposed of because it would not possible to clean or disinfect this 

equipment adequately.  



• Broken seals and hinges will also be difficult to clean and disinfect, 

meaning that you’ll either need to replace them or replace the unit. 

• If equipment has a smooth undamaged interior and does not 

connect directly with a motor or fan, it may be possible to clean and 

disinfect, but it would be worth getting advice from your EHO if you 

are considering salvaging the unit or are at all unsure. 

 

Linens and Fabric Items: 

• Linens, uniforms, and any fabric items will need to be washed at 

high temperatures to remove any contamination, and may be best 

sent to a professional laundry with instructions to wash above 60°C, 

preferably 90°C.  

• If any of these items have gone mouldy, then you will have to 

discard them. 

 

Cleaning equipment/surfaces/rooms: 

It is important that you clean your premises thoroughly before you start trading 

again. You may want to take items that you are going to keep and put them to 

one side before you clean the main food rooms to give you more space. 

 

Areas that require close attention include: 

• Food preparation surfaces (e.g. work tops), kitchen furniture (e.g. 

tables/shelves/cupboards), food processing equipment, 

refrigerators etc;  

• Crockery, utensils, chopping boards, pots, pans, storage containers 

etc;  

• Beer-lines and optics; 

• Floors, doors, walls and ceilings.  

 

 



Firstly, you should clean these items with hot soapy water. Following this, use 

a disinfectant or sanitiser that meets British Standard EN 1276:1997 or British 

Standard EN 13697:2001 (this information should be found on the label of the 

product). Use protective clothing such as gloves, aprons and goggles, if 

necessary. Steam cleaners may be useful as they disinfect using heat. Before 

re-opening, when your dishwasher/glass washers are back in use, you may 

want to do a final clean of utensils, crockery, cutlery and glassware. Make a 

note of all the work you have done as proof of your safe clean up methods. 

 

Finally, it is advisable to let your Environmental Health Officer know when you 

think you are ready to re-open, and make sure you tell them about all the 

actions you have taken to make the premises safe. 

 

ADVICE LINKS: 

https://flood-warning-information.service.gov.uk/recovering-after-a-flood 

 

https://www.food.gov.uk/business-guidance/food-safety-after-a-flood 
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NB: While we have made every attempt to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the information 
contained in this document, the content is for general information purposes only and should not 
be used as a substitute for consultation with professional advisers. We do not represent, 
warrant, undertake or guarantee that the use of this document will lead to any particular 
outcome or result. We shall not be liable to you in respect of any business losses, including 
without limitation loss of or damage to profits, income, revenue, use, production, anticipated 
savings, business, contracts, commercial opportunities or goodwill. 

https://flood-warning-information.service.gov.uk/recovering-after-a-flood
https://www.food.gov.uk/business-guidance/food-safety-after-a-flood

