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What Do the Dates on Packages/Canned Foods Mean? 

“Expiration Date” 
(Example: “Expires 2/16/19” or “Do not use after 5/7/19”) 

• You can find this label on baby food, infant 
formula, medicines, vitamins, yeast, and baking 
powder.

• According to the federal law, the only foods 
required to have an expiration date are baby 
food, infant formula and medication.

• It means do not distribute or consume after the 
listed date (yeast and baking powder are safe to 
consume; however, they tend not to work as well 
after expiration date).

“Pack Date” 
(Example: “Packed on 9/23/05” or “192 VIG 2109”) 

• You can find this label on
canned food, crackers, cookies

and spices.

• This represents the date the
food was packaged. A code

can be used that is not easily
understood by the general

public. However, the food is

generally of good quality and
can be safely eaten long past
the listed date.

“Sell By” Date or Pull Date 
(Example: “Sell by May 16, 2019”) 

• Located on refrigerated foods like

milk, yogurt, cottage cheese, eggs,
packaged salads and lunch meat.

• This date means that the store must

sell them before the date listed on the
package. When the foods are closer

to date, these foods are often donated.

• The Food Bank staff monitors the food to

make sure that the quality is acceptable and

that is has been handled properly to ensure
safety.

“Use By” Date or Quality Date 
(Example: “Best by by 3/5/19” or “Use Before 10/11/19”) 

• Look for this label on crackers, cookies,

cold cereals, and other dry, shelf stable

foods.

• This date represents the

manufacturer’s recommendation
for how long the food will be at its

best quality. After the date has passed,

the food is still safe to consume, but
may slowly decrease quality and
nutrients.
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• Storage area for shelf stable products should be in a clean, dry and cool area ranging from 50-70 degrees F. 
• Everything must be stored 6 inches off the floor on a shelf or pallet and away from walls. 
• If shelves are wood and are not metal or wired, they must be painted or covered with contact paper to prevent 

transfer of bacteria to other products. 
• Practice FIFO, meaning first in, first out. This will use up the older products before using the new ones.  
• FEFO, first expired, first out, further prevents food waste by using expired products before the new ones. 
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Tip: A bad dent is anything that you can lay your finger into. 
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Mustard 2 years

Olives 1 year

Pancake Syrup 1 year Keep tightly closed

Salad Dressing 1 year Refrigerate after opening

Salsa 1 year

Worcestershire sauce 1 year
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• Leave all meat in its original packaging before distribution of food 
• Store eggs in their original carton before distribution  
• Refrigerated foods should be kept below 41 degrees 
• Keep frozen foods below 0 degrees 

• Do not thaw and re-freeze meat or seafood 
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Main dishes or meals 4 days 3 months

Meats in gravy 2 days 6 months

Salads (macaroni, 
egg, etc.)

4 days Do not freeze

Spinach or salad 
(bagged)

Expiration date Do not freeze

Side dishes 4 days 2 months

Fruit Sell by date Do not freeze
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https://www.harvesters.org/Harvesters.org/media/assets-uploaded/Agency/Food-Keeper-2.pdf
https://www.harvesters.org/Harvesters.org/media/assets-uploaded/Agency/Food-Keeper-2.pdf
http://www.usda.gov/
http://www.usda.gov/
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/77ffde83-dc51-4fdf-93be-048110fe47d6/Shelf_Stable_Food_Safety.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/wcm/connect/77ffde83-dc51-4fdf-93be-048110fe47d6/Shelf_Stable_Food_Safety.pdf?MOD=AJPERES

