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THE SURVEY
Sponsored by Senestech, 
Inc., QA’s 2019 State of the 
Market: Rodent Control in 
Food Facilities survey was 
conducted by Readex Research, 
a privately held research firm 
based in Stillwater, Minn. The 
March 2019 survey sample 
of 3,700 food processing 
managers and executives was 
systematically selected from 
the circulation file of Quality 
Assurance & Food Safety (QA). 
With a margin of error of ±7.6 
percentage points at the 95% 
confidence level, data was 
collected from 202 recipients 
of QA’s digital magazine and/or 
e-newsletter at unique company 
locations in the U.S., of which 
158 work for a company with at 
least one food facility. Results 
may not add up to 100% due 
to rounding or the ability of 
respondents to select multiple 
responses to some questions.

There are a number of ways by which rats, mice, and other rodents can 

make their way into food facilities, and once they do, the repercussions 

can have economic, regulatory, and brand reputation impact. Rodents 

can contaminate and consume food, damage structures, spread disease, cause 

inspection citations, and be of grave consumer concern.

QA’s second annual State of the Market Report on Rodent Control in Food 

Facilities, sponsored by Senestech, takes a look at such concerns held by quality 

assurance/quality control (45%), food safety (28%), corporate (17%), and other 

(10%) food facility managers (Table 1), along with what they are doing to control 

or prevent rodent presence and problems.

RODENTS IN FOOD 
FACILITIES

TABLE 1. Respondent Roles

Both rats and mice are nocturnal, so they will often be sleeping in hidden harborage 
areas during the production day, then come out and wander around the facility after 
the lights are out. As the rodents travel, generally in search of food, they will climb, 
jump, roam, and run over, under, and in your equipment and packaged products 
and ingredients. 

Having no respect for your just-cleaned equipment or sensitive food areas, the 
rodents will urinate and defecate at will, leaving behind potentially disease-laden 
trails. 

When those trails are on food-contact surfaces, your next day’s run can easily 
become contaminated; when on packaging, handling of the item can transfer 
contaminants from the outside to the inside; and when in the niches of equipment, 
bacteria can build up to leach out during a processing run. 

How Do Rodents Contaminate Food?

45%
Quality Assurance/Control

1%Purchasing/Buyer

28%
Food Safety

2%Facility Pest Management

1%Plant Manager

3%Sanitarian

17%Corporate Management

Other 3%
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RODENTS ARE A CONCERN
As evidenced by the fact that only 14% of survey 

respondents had no concerns about mice, rats, or 
other rodents, these four-legged pests are a common, 

disruptive issue in the food processing industry (Table 2). 
Additionally, a comparison with the data from the 2018 survey 
(https://bit.ly/2VIjAXo) indicates that the issue is increasing, as 
only 14% responded that no rodents were of concern in 2019 
compared with 20% who had no rodent concerns in 2018. And 
the percentage was higher for each category of rodent: mice, 
rats, and other. 

The concern is likely a result of the fact that 68% of 
respondents stated that they or someone at their facility had 
seen a rodent inside or around the immediate exterior of the 
facility. In those facilities, the rodents were seen:
 Outside the facility .......................................................................54%
 In warehousing/storage areas ..................................................21%
 Around exterior trash areas .....................................................18%
 In an interior dock area ............................................................  15%
 On incoming goods .........................................................................8%
 In employee breakroom/kitchen ..............................................  6%
 In the processing area ....................................................................4%
 In/around employee lockers ......................................................  3%
 Around interior garbage bins ....................................................  3%
 Other ...................................................................................................8%

If the respondents themselves did not see the rodent 
personally, how did they know any had been seen? Primarily 
through a pest management professional’s service report (85%) 
or by the rodent’s capture in an exterior (78%) or interior 
(78%) monitor or trap. It also is interesting to note that while 
4% of the 2018 respondents said they do not measure the 
presence and/or volume of rodent activity in their facilities, all 
2019 respondents selected at least one way they measure this 
(Table 3).

The vast majority also had specific policies in place 
for workers to follow if a rodent is seen. With only 3% of 
respondents stating that they had no set policy, the other 
workers were required to:
   Inform a supervisor .....................................................................90%
   Write it up in a pest-sighting logbook ...................................45%
 Contact a pest control technician ...........................................23%
 Follow other defined procedure ..............................................14%

TABLE 3. 
How Facilities Measure the 
Presence of Rodent Activity

TABLE 2. Rodents of Most Concern

68%

23%

10%

72%

30%
26%

14%
20%

TYPE 2018 2019

Service Report 81% 85%

Exterior Monitors/Traps 53% 78%

Interior Monitors/Traps 51% 78%

Other 9% 8%

Don’t Measure 4% 0%

Mice Rats Other None

 2018
 2019
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TABLE 4. Top Rodent Concerns of Food Facilities

Food contamination Customer concern Inspection/
audit citation

Damage (packaging, 
structure, etc.)

Disease spread Rapid
reproduction

Food consumption

It seems that today’s facility managers 
are more concerned with the 
potential problems of rodents than 

ever before. More respondents (75%) 
in the 2019 State of the Industry 
survey noted concerns about rodent 
problems than had respondents (70%) 
in 2018. Of those who had concerns, 
the greatest for both years was of food 
contamination. But even that increased 
by 11% in 2019 (Table 4).

Food contamination is certainly a 
cause for concern. Rats and mice can 
carry and directly transmit Salmonella, 
a leading cause of foodborne disease in 
the U.S. CDC estimates that Salmonella 

Inspectional Observations noted 
“unacceptable rodent activity” 
including live and dead rodents and 
indications of “an ongoing rodent 
infestation.” More than 200 million 
eggs were recalled due to the 
outbreak, including eggs distributed 
to nine countries outside the U.S. 

 In the hallmark case of the Peanut 
Corporation of America (PCA) 
Salmonella outbreak –— for which 
executives were imprisoned – FDA 
inspectors also found significant 
evidence of rodent activity, including 
dead mice in various areas and feces 
on food-contact surfaces. 

causes about 1.2 million illnesses, 23,000 
hospitalizations, and 450 deaths in the 
United States every year — with food 
being the source for about 83% of those 
illnesses.

While Salmonella contamination can 
originate from many sources, rodents 
can be a key vector of salmonellosis 
that is spread by the consumption 
of food or water contaminated by 
rodent feces. In two massive outbreaks 
of recent years, rodents have been 
observed and documented as a 
potential factor of contamination:
 In the 2018 Salmonella outbreak 

linked to an egg farm, the FDA 

TOPS MANAGEMENT CONCERNS
FOOD CONTAMINATION 

60%

71%

56%
64%

55%
63%

51% 54%
46% 50%

42%
48%

38%
46%

 2018       2019
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1  Rodents can damage a wide range of products, both before and 
after harvest. It is estimated that each year, approximately 20% of the                                              
world’s food supply is consumed or damaged by rodents.

2 A single house mouse will leave up to 100 feces droppings each day, in 
addition to spreading urine along its path.

3 Rats will chew wires and utility cables, damage electrical appliances, and 
expose facilities to great risks.

 

4  According to a report from the World Health Organization (WHO), about 
5% of the total global food production is destroyed annually by mice 
alone.

5 This equates to about three million tons of food — an amount that could 
feed 130 million people. 

6  With a typical litter size of 5 to 6 mouse pups, female mice can breed up 
to 10 litters per year; in a single litter, a rat can birth as many as 12 pups, 
and the female can be re-impregnated within weeks of giving birth.

7  A 2019 MPHOnline report lists New York City as the most rat-infested 
city in the Western world; estimates have set the number to be as high 
as 32 million rats in that city. Coming in second was Houston, Texas, 
with its rat-ideal climate; and the tropical storms of #3 New Orleans 
have exacerbated its rat problem with one firm calling the city “a rat’s 
paradise.”

TABLE 6. 
The Most Common Areas 
of Rodent Damage

Stored ingredients/
finished product

91%
Building structure

30%

Incoming goods

22%
Other

13%

In fact, for FY2018, lack of pest 
control was the third most frequently 
issued non-compliance citation in FDA 
Inspectional Observations, specifically: 
“You did not [exclude pests from 
your food plant] [use pesticides under 
precautions and restrictions] to protect 
against contamination of food.” (Table 
5).

GREATEST DAMAGE. While only 23% of 
2019 respondents reported having 
sustained any actual damage caused by 
rodents, compared with 33% of 2018 
respondents, both found the greatest 
damage to occur in food storage of 
ingredients or finished product (Table 
6). This aligns with management 
concerns about food contamination. 
Not only are rodents known to 
damage significantly more food 
than they consume, but much of the 
contamination of rodents, such as urine 
trails and hairs, is unlikely to be seen by 
the naked eye. 

With such potentially serious 
consequences as food poisoning and 
regulatory citations associated with 
rodents and their food contamination, 
it’s no surprise that this would be 
the number one concern of food and 
beverage facility managers year after 
year. 

TABLE 5. Pest-Specific FDA Inspection Observations FY2018

7 RODENT FACTS

GENERAL AREA 21 CFR DESCRIPTION FREQUENCY

Exclusion 110.35(c) Lack of effective pest exclusion 247

110.20(b)(7) Screening (or other protection against pests)

111.20(h) Physical plant - screening against pests

110.20(a)(1) Harborage areas (for pests)

112.128(b) Pest exclusion from fully enclosed buildings

111.15(d)(1) Animals and pests in facility

110.37(f) Odor, attractant for pests, harborage

Prevention/Control 117.35(c) Pest control 188

111.15(d)(2) Pest control measures

112.128(a) Pest contamination in buildings

Documentation 111.16(c) Written procedures — pest control 17

111.23(b) Records — cleaning, pest control

118.10(3)(ii) Rodent and pest control documentation
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breaks, essentially inviting pests in.
  84% Install door sweeps or air 
doors. Door sweeps can seal 
threshold gaps, while air doors can 
help protect delivery and dock doors 
that must be kept open.

  81% Train employees on rodent 
prevention. The more employees 
understand about how rodents can be 
prevented — and why it is important 
— the more they will buy in to your 
efforts.

CONTROLS USED. In addition to preventive 
practices, food facilities use traditional 
mechanical and chemical controls 
such as bait stations, sticky traps, and 
repellents, both indoors and out. The 
most common method of control in 
both 2018 and 2019 was tamper-proof 
rodenticide bait stations around the 
exterior of the facility. Inside facilities, 
sticky traps were the most common 
method both years (Table 10, page 7). 
The interest in new control 
technologies also has increased over 
the last year, with both electronic 
rodent monitoring and reproductive 
contraceptives gaining favor with 
food processing facilities as a means of 
control (Table 11, page 7). 

Yes/somewhat No Don’t know what 
IPM is

TABLE 8. Do You Implement IPM?TABLE 7. Who Provides Your Service?

With the vast majority of 
survey respondents being 
concerned about rats, mice, 

or other rodents (Table 2, page 3), 
it should come as no surprise that 
all respondents have some form 
of in-house or outsourced rodent 
control, with 93% using an external 
pest control company for at least 
some of their rodent control service. 
Additionally, 89% of respondents 
have implemented an Integrated 
Pest Management (IPM) program  
(Table 8), a 10% increase over 2018. 
While the percent of respondents not 
implementing IPM stayed relatively the 
same, substantially more expressed an 
understanding of IPM in 2019 (15%) 
than in 2018 (4%).

PREVENTIVE CONTROLS. The passage of 
FSMA’s Preventive Controls Rule 
(PC Rule) significantly heightened 
the regulatory focus on pest control. 
Although the rule did not add 
new regulations pertaining to pest 
control, it did reaffirm current Good 
Manufacturing Practices (cGMPs) 
which are now considered to be 
requirements—not guidance. 
The rule seems to be having its 

intended impact. With compliance 
dates now well in the past for food 
facilities of all sizes, 97% of the survey 
respondents stated that they have 
implemented preventive controls 
against rodents (Table 9, page 7). The 
top practices include:
  97% Regular inspections. Whether 
conducted by internal or external 
personnel, regular inspections for any 
signs of rodent presence and potential 
entry can be your greatest defense 
against rats and mice.

  96% Rodent traps near doors. Open 
doors and gaps beneath and around 
these can attract and provide easy 
access for rodents, so immediate 
capture prevents further invasion.

  96% Rodent traps in warehouse 
and storage areas. Once inside, the 
rodents will likely head for food, 
where rodent traps can catch them.

  94% Sealing of cracks and gaps. A 
rat can enter through a 1/2-inch hole, 
a mouse through 1/4-inch, so sealing 
these helps exclude entry of these 
rodents — and other pests. 

  92% Instruct employees to keep 
doors closed. Employees often use 
door stops, rocks, or even nearby 
trash cans to hold open doors during 

  Rodent
  Other PC

Pest control company only
69% 79%

89%

6% 8%
15%

4%

64%

Internal employee/department only

Some internal/some PCO

Do not use

7%
10%

24%
20%

6%

RODENTS: A MATTER OF
PREVENTION & CONTROL

 2018       2019



State of the Market: Rodent Control in Food Facilities 7

RODENT 
CONTROL

STATE OF THE MARKET

IN FOOD FACILITIES

ADVERTORIAL

FDA divides pests that are common 
to food establishments into three 
categories, with Category I being 

the most serious and of highest priority. 
It includes pests that are potential 
vectors for foodborne pathogens (i.e., 
it can transmit a pathogen from a 
reservoir to a host). Additionally, pests 
that are known to carry pathogens 
are considered vectors regardless of 
whether a microbiological hazard is 
actually detected.

As explained in the agency’s Pest 
Control in Food Establishments 
Course for inspectors and industry 
establishments, “If a pest lives around 
people, enters buildings, is attracted 
to and moves back and forth between 
filth and human food, and is known 
to carry foodborne pathogens, it is a 
Category I pest.” 

Rodents are a Category I pest — and 
FDA is looking. Each fiscal year, the 
agency compiles a list of its inspection 
observations of non-compliance. 
According to its FY18 report, inspectors 
documented 452 infractions that 
directly violated a 21 CFR provision. 
(Table 5, page 5). In addition to these, 
275 conditions were documented 

RODENTS ARE A CATEGORY 1 PEST
under the “long descriptions” as 
potentially contributing to pest 
attraction, harborage, or breeding, such 
as violations in sanitation monitoring, 
storage requirements, trash disposal, 
and drainage. A few examples of pest 
citations include:
  Failure to take effective measures to 

exclude pests from the processing areas 
and protect against food contamination. 
(Cats are not considered as effective 
control.) As the Warning Letter said, 
rodent excreta pellets were observed 
on top of final product packaging 
of three finished products in the 
distribution warehouse, and “a cat 
was observed entering a storage area 
used to house ingredients.” 

  Failure to follow pest control company 
recommendation. A peanut butter 
processor’s records showed that the 
pest management company had 
noted that the storage practices in 
the warehouse provided harborage 
for pests, and a perimeter around the 
warehouse was needed to prevent 
such harborage. FDA observations 
showed that pallets were placed 
against walls and the perimeter was 
not maintained.

TABLE 9. 
Do You Implement 
Preventive Practices Against 
Rodent Entry/Presence?

EXTERIOR INTERIOR

2018 2019 2018 2019

Rodenticide in tamper-proof stations 88% 91% 29% 25%

Sticky traps 10% 22% 53% 66%

Repellents 7% 13% 6% 6%

2019 2018

Yes No Yes No

Electronic control 58% 41% 48% 51%

Reproductive control 47% 53% 43% 57%

97%
Yes

1% Unsure
2% No

TABLE 10.  Traditional Controls Used

TABLE 11. Facilities Interested in New Control  Technologies

  Ineffective corrective action after an 
inspection. Acknowledging a firm’s 
response to its inspection findings, 
FDA stated that it was unable 
to evaluate the adequacy of the 
corrective actions. Rodent activity 
noted on multiple pest control 
reports was not addressed. And 
although the company stated that 
it had closed all holes and gaps, no 
evidence was provided (i.e., pictures, 
invoices, or receipts), causing FDA 
to have to evaluate the corrective 
actions at a follow-up inspection.

Inspection/audit citation was a key 
concern of respondents in both the 
2018 (55%) and 2019 (63%) surveys 
(Table 4, page 4) — and for good reason. 
With pest prevention now a regulated 
preventive control of FSMA, and 
rodents a Category I pest, any sign of 
their presence or uncorrected pest-
sighting logbook entry, could cause a 
federal citation. 

Incorporating preventive practices 
as well as rodent controls in food 
facilities means a safer food supply for 
consumers and brand protection for the 
business. 




