WHEN EVERY HOUR MATTERS

What the 2026 Cyclospora Outbreak Reveals
about the Future of Food Traceability

‘/ﬁ TRACEGAINS A REGULATORY PERSPECTIVE

The current attention surrounding the Cyclospora outbreak reinforces
a simple truth: the next phase of food traceability policy should focus
not only on whether required records exist, but on whether trusted,
interoperable information can move quickly enough to support
real-time public health decisions.

Food safety depends on making the right decisions before all of the facts are known.
When an outbreak begins, investigators must answer urgent questions quickly:

Who becameiill?

Where did exposure occur?

Which products are involved?

Has contamination spread?

What actions should be taken—even as the evidence continues to evolve?

Modern food traceability exists to improve the speed, precision, and confidence of
public health decision-making.




The 2026 Cyclospora outbreak associated with shredded iceberg lettuce illustrates both
the strengths of the United States’ food safety system and the growing complexity of
today's food supply chain.

Epidemiological evidence, laboratory analysis, and traceback investigations developed
over time, ultimately leading investigators to refine their understanding of the outbreak
and adjust earlier conclusions.

The lesson extends beyond a single investigation.

As food supply chains become more interconnected, the ability to move trusted
information efficiently across growers, processors, distributors, retailers, regulators,
and manufacturers has become as important as moving food itself.

Modern traceability, therefore, is not simply a compliance exercise. It is an operational
capability that helps regulators and industry partners reduce uncertainty, improve
decision quality, narrow the scope of interventions, and strengthen public confidence
when every hour matters.

FROM PATIENT TO FARM: HOW MODERN TRACEBACK
INVESTIGATIONS WORK

Every foodborne illness investigation begins with patients—not products.

Public health officials first identify people who have become ill. Epidemiologists
interview patients, identify common food exposures, and search for patterns across
geography and time. Laboratory analysis strengthens those findings while investigators
begin tracing products backward through the supply chain. Only after multiple lines of
evidence converge does the investigation focus on specific products, suppliers,
facilities, or production lots.

For fresh produce, that process can become exceptionally complex. A single bag of
shredded lettuce may pass through growers, harvest crews, cooling facilities,
processors, distribution centers, restaurants, retailers, and foodservice operators before
reaching consumers. Every transfer creates another information exchange investigators
may later need to reconstruct.

That complexity is precisely why traceability policy should be measured by public health
performance—not paperwork volume. A successful traceability system enables
investigators to identify implicated lots faster, distinguish affected products from
unaffected inventory, and update public communications as evidence evolves.

Modern traceability connects supplier documentation, shipping records, production
information, quality records, enterprise systems, and customer data into a more
complete operational picture.



The objective is not simply to locate contaminated food. It is to identify the correct food
with greater confidence.

WHEN EVIDENCE EVOLVES

Scientific investigations are iterative.

As epidemiological evidence expands, traceback records mature, and laboratory testing
continues, investigators may refine—or even revise—earlier conclusions.

The Cyclospora investigation demonstrated this reality. After initially identifying
shredded iceberg lettuce as a likely source, FDA later determined that one laboratory
finding represented a false positive. That revised laboratory interpretation changed one
component of the investigation but did not invalidate the broader epidemiological or
traceback work that continued throughout the response.

This distinction matters. Scientific evidence evolves. Operational decisions must evolve
with it.

Organizations maintaining connected traceability records can update product scope,
document changing evidence, preserve decision history, and communicate revisions
without losing confidence in the overall response.

Modern traceability does not replace scientific judgment.

It enables better scientific judgment by providing investigators and industry with faster
access to trusted information.

MODERN TRACEABILITY BEYOND COMPLIANCE

FDA's Food Traceability Rule establishes important recordkeeping requirements for
covered foods, including Critical Tracking Events and Key Data Elements that can be
requested during an investigation. Those requirements create a common regulatory
foundation.

The opportunity is to ensure that this regulatory foundation produces trusted, timely,
and interoperable information—not simply compliant records.

Leading food companies increasingly view traceability as an enterprise capability
supporting:

- Fasterinvestigations
« More precise recalls
+ Reduced food waste



« Stronger supply chain resilience

« Improved regulatory readiness

-+ Greater consumer confidence

Compliance establishes the baseline.

Capability determines performance when that baseline is tested.

Implementation will not be uniform. Some suppliers continue to rely on paper records,
spreadsheets, PDFs, or disconnected systems. Others face cost, staffing,
data-standardization, or legal barriers to sharing information across trading partners. A

practical path forward should recognize these realities while continuing to move the
food system toward faster, more reliable information exchange.

FOUR COMPONENTS OF MODERN TRACEABILITY

Organizations should think beyond recordkeeping and instead develop four operational
capabilities.
1. Visibility

Understanding where ingredients originated, how products moved through the supply
chain, and how suppliers, facilities, and customers connect.

2. Connectivity

Bringing trusted information together across growers, processors, manufacturers,
logistics providers, distributors, retailers, laboratories, and regulators.

3. Confidence

Ensuring information is accurate, accessible, documented, and available when rapid
decisions are required.

4. Response Readiness

Using trusted information to narrow product scope, coordinate actions, preserve
decision history, and protect consumers while minimizing unnecessary business
disruption.

Together these capabilities transform traceability from a compliance obligation into an
operational advantage.



THE PATH FORWARD

The 2026 Cyclospora investigation reinforces several priorities for the future of food
safety policy and implementation.

Three broader policy priorities emerge from this experience:

1. Advance interoperable data standards across the food supply chain.

2. Measure traceability readiness through public health outcomes—not record volume.

3. Support scalable implementation pathways so suppliers of every size can participate
without weakening consumer protection.

Success should ultimately be measured by outcomes such as:

«  How quickly investigators identify implicated lots.

« How quickly products can be traced one step forward and one step back.

+  How much information is available in searchable, digital form.

«  How precisely recalls distinguish affected from unaffected inventory.

+ How quickly investigators can rule products out with confidence—not
simply identify affected products.

+  How much unnecessary food waste and business disruption are avoided.

+ How rapidly public communications can be updated as evidence changes.

These are the measures that ultimately matter to regulators, industry, and consumers
alike.

CONCLUSION

Through TraceGains, we work with food manufacturers, ingredient suppliers, retailers,
foodservice organizations, and trading partners to improve supply chain visibility and
operational readiness. Those experiences—combined with observations from the
Cyclospora investigation—inform the perspective presented in this paper.

Every foodborne illness investigation begins with uncertainty. Investigators know
people have become ill. What they do not yet know is where contamination occurred,
how products moved through the supply chain, or how broad exposure may extend.

The quality of the public health response depends on how quickly those questions can
be answered with confidence. Modern traceability strengthens that capability by
enabling investigators to connect evidence more efficiently, narrow product scope with



greater precision, reduce unnecessary recalls and food waste, strengthen supply chain
resilience, and maintain public confidence throughout an investigation.

For policymakers, the opportunity is to ensure traceability modernization is judged not
only by compliance rates, but by public health performance: faster investigations,
narrower recalls, less waste, stronger supply chain resilience, and more reliable
communication.

The next outbreak will involve a different commodity, a different pathogen, and a
different supply chain. What should remain constant is the ability to reduce uncertainty
quickly, respond with greater precision, and protect public health with confidence.
That—not compliance alone—is the future of modern food traceability.

ABOUT TRACEGAINS

Founded in 2008, TraceGains has revolutionized the food
and beverage industry with the first Source-to-Shelf
networked ecosystem. By digitizing processes and insights
using advanced Artificial Intelligence, TraceGains provides
comprehensive solutions for compliance, nutritional
calculation and labeling, new product development,
environmental, social, and governance, and packaging in
collaboration with Esko and other Veralto companies. Our
clients capitalize on these tools to navigate the
complexities of the global food and beverage industry,
ensuring safer, compliant products reach customers faster
and at reduced costs, thereby creating a competitive edge
in their market launches. Trusted by over 1,500 global
clients, including more than half of the top 100 food and
beverage manufacturers, the TraceGains network connects
brands through a vast global ecosystem of 107,000 supplier
locations and nearly 700,000 ingredients and products.




