
Guide to Importing Food Products & 

Safe Food for Canadians Regulations (SFCR)
Importing food into Canada



Objectives

• Overview of the Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
(CFIA)

• Overview of the import process 

• Overview of the Safe Food for Canadians Regulations

• Canadian labelling requirements 

• Canadian food safety standards and guidelines
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Overview of CFIA Services

The CFIA is the Government of Canada's 
key science-based regulator for the 

following:

• Food Safety 

• Animal Health 

• Plant Protection 



Canadian Food Inspection Agency

To excel as a science-
based regulator, 

trusted and respected 
by Canadians and the 

international 
community

Dedicated to 
safeguarding food, 
animals and plants, 
which enhances the 

health and well-being of 
Canada's people, 
environment and 

economy.



Canadian Import Context

Canada is the fifth largest food importer in the world

• valued at approximately $44 billion per year (2019)

• from 191 countries and 21,000 importers

Approximately 40% of food products sold in Canada are 

imported and many domestic products contain imported 

ingredients. Food imports are due to many factors:

• limited availability at the national level throughout the year

• Canada's Cultural Diversity

• Free Trade Agreements
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Government Agencies Involved In 

Imported Food

• Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA)

• Health Canada (HC)

• Global Affairs Canada

• Canada Border Service Agency (CBSA, 

Customs)
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Border Clearance Process

CFIA: 

• National Import Service Centre process import request 

documentation/data sent electronically or by fax from the importing 

community across Canada

• Officers review the declaration and return an admissibility 

recommendation electronically to CBSA; who then relays it to the client

CBSA – Canada Border Services Agency:

• Supports the administration and enforcement of legislation as it applies 

to imported products

• Review import documentation (permits, certificates, licenses-

presented before goods released)

• Perform examinations of incoming goods



Roles and Responsibilities

Canadian BorderCBSA

CFIA

Importer/broker

Carrier

CFIA conducts risk-based 
inspection of importer and 
imported food in Canada 

Canada’s at-border presence. 

Conduct driver interview at border, 

review paperwork and makes final 

decision on whether goods can enter 

Canada

Work together to 
meet Canada’s 
import requirements

Vendor, exporter and foreign supplier
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HOW CFIA DETERMINES 

IMPORT REQUIREMENTS

✓Risks associated with the product

✓ Product's intended use 
➢ plants used for propagation vs plants used for consumption or  

processing

✓ Product's country of origin 

✓ Presence or absence of certain plant pests or 
animal diseases both in Canada & by foreign 
country

✓ Availability of risk mitigation tools, such as heat 
treatment or fumigation, and their effectiveness



AUTOMATED IMPORT REFERENCE SYSTEM 

(AIRS)

• The Automated Import Reference System (AIRS) shows the 

import requirements for Canadian Food Inspection Agency 

(CFIA) regulated commodities

• Resource for all staff, CBSA, brokers, importers and the 

public

• Follows a series of drop-down options that include:

❖Harmonized System (HS) classification (CBSA)

❖Origin, destination, end use, and miscellaneous qualifiers 

pertaining to the commodity for import



What to consider when using 

AIRS:
• AIRS is only for reference & updated 

frequently

• Importers are responsible to ensure their 
information is accurate at the time of 

importation

• AIRS does NOT include requirements 
for other government departments 

• Importers should consult Acts & 
Regulations prior to importation





• Requirements1. 

• Permission2. 

• Clearance3.

• At-border4.

• Inspection (Destination)5. 

• Reporting6.

CFIA’s Generic Import Process
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Non-compliant shipments at the 

border

X If a product has entered Canada and is found non-

compliant, it can be ordered removed, destroyed, or in 

some exceptions detained and brought into compliance

X Additional enforcement actions can be taken if 

necessary. (Border Lookout/CBSA Target)

X Notice of Violation may be issued as either a Notice of 

Violation with a warning, or a Notice of Violation with a 

penalty (AMP Act)

X CBSA may also take their own enforcement action on 

importers for repeated mis-declarations or deliberate 

misdeclarations 14



Safe Food for Canadians Regulations

Scope

• Generally apply to food for human consumption

(including ingredients) that is imported, exported, or 

inter-provincially traded. 

• Apply to food animals from which meat products to be 

exported or inter-provincially traded may be derived.

• Some of the traceability, labelling and advertising

provisions apply to intra-provincially traded foods.
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Licensing
Licensing will demonstrate accountability for food safety 

along the food chain, by ensuring that any manufacturing, 

processing, treating, preserving, grading, packaging or 

labelling done to a food was carried out by a licence holder 

under CFIA oversight.
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Who Needs a Licence

• If a person imports food into Canada, a Safe 

Food for Canadians (SFC) licence is required.

• You do not need an SFC licence to export to 

Canada

• It’s the importer located in Canada that requires 

a SFC licence
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• Requirements include 

o the responsibility of the operator

o hazard  identification, analysis and control 
measures

o establishment conditions

o treatment and processes

o sanitation, pest control and non-food agents

o conveyances and equipment

o unloading, loading and storage

o competency  

o hygiene

• Outcome-based where possible to allow for 

flexibility and innovation

• Includes investigation, complaints, recalls

Preventive Controls
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Document Requirements for Importers

• Identify: common name; name & principal place of 

business; lot code or other unique identifier;

• Trace back: the date on which the food was provided to 
them and by whom it was provided; 

• Trace forward: to whom they provided the food and the 
date on which it was provided.

Traceability Requirements
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Your Canadian importer may ask:

• for information about the products you are exporting;

• for information about the manufacturing practices and safety 

controls of the food being exported; 

• how you are addressing any hazards associated with the 

food; 

• if you are part of a food safety certification program; 

• to visit you to verify the effectiveness of your controls.

What Information Does the Importer 

Need?
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Exporting Foods to Canada
• All food imported into Canada is required to meet:

• general food safety and nutritional quality standards 

• any applicable grade standards (IBR documents)

• any specified standard container sizes

• labelling and packaging requirements

• any applicable plant health requirements for fresh produce

• any applicable animal health requirements for foods of animal 

origin

• Food products sold as food in Canada must not be adulterated as 

per the Part B, Division 15 of the Food and Drug Regulations (FDR)

• Organic foods:

• must have an accompanying organic certificate that the importer 

will be required to show to CFIA

• must meet all organic requirements including the organic 

labelling requirements outlined in the SFCR

• Canada Organic Regime import requirements 
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https://inspection.canada.ca/about-cfia/acts-and-regulations/list-of-acts-and-regulations/documents-incorporated-by-reference/eng/1518625951131/1518625952071
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/C.R.C.,_c._870/index.html
https://inspection.canada.ca/organic-products/canada-organic-regime-import-requirements/eng/1555434645631/1555434698370


Food Fraud
• Globally, foods such as olive oil, honey, dry spices, fish, fruit 

juices and organic food products are considered high-risk 

commodities for fraud.

• Food fraud occurs when food is misrepresented by: adulteration; 

ingredient substitution; counterfeiting; false, misleading or 

deceptive labelling or advertising; and document falsification

• Food fraud:

– has economic impacts for the food supply chain and health or 

food safety risks  for consumers (e.g. undeclared allergens, 

melamine in milk products, false nutrition claims)

• As part of its role, the CFIA conducts routine sampling and 

testing of various food commodities for food fraud.

• Combatting food fraud is a joint responsibility between CFIA, the 

industry, and the consumers.

22



Canadian Labelling Requirements 

• Common Name
• Date Marking* and Storage 

Instructions
• Dealer Name and Place of Business
• List of Ingredients and Allergens

• Net Quantity
• Nutrition Facts Table

Most prepackaged foods sold in Canada are required to be labelled with:

✓ This information must be legible and in both official languages (English and 
French)

✓ All information and representations on food labels must be truthful and 
not misleading. 

In addition, there may be commodity specific requirements – for example, 
certain commodities require country of origin labelling

* Most prepackaged products having a durable life of 90 days or less must be marked 
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Canadian food safety standards and 

guidelines
• CFIA

– Notice of modification: Prohibiting the use of partially hydrogenated oils 

(PHOs) in foods

– Bacteriological Guidelines for Fish and Fish Products

• Health Canada

– Guidance documents - Legislation and guidelines - Food and nutrition, 

Microbiological safety of foods

– Policy on Listeria monocytogenes in ready-to-eat foods (2011)

– Lists of permitted food additives

– Maximum levels for chemical contaminants in foods

– Maximum residue limits (MRL) for veterinary drugs in foods

– Working Residue Levels (WRLs) For Antimicrobial Residues In Honey

– Maximum residue limits for pesticides
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https://inspection.canada.ca/food-safety-for-industry/food-safety-standards-guidelines/notice-of-modification-phos/eng/1536939719584/1536939792275
https://inspection.canada.ca/food-safety-for-industry/food-safety-standards-guidelines/notice-of-modification-phos/eng/1536939719584/1536939792275
https://inspection.canada.ca/food-safety-for-industry/food-safety-standards-guidelines/bacteriological-guidelines/eng/1558757049068/1558757132060
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-nutrition/legislation-guidelines/guidance-documents.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-nutrition/legislation-guidelines/guidance-documents.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-nutrition/legislation-guidelines/policies/policy-listeria-monocytogenes-ready-eat-foods-2011.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-nutrition/food-safety/food-additives/lists-permitted.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-nutrition/food-safety/chemical-contaminants/maximum-levels-chemical-contaminants-foods.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/veterinary-drugs/maximum-residue-limits-mrls.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/veterinary-drugs/legislation-guidelines/policies/working-residue-levels-wrls-antimicrobial-residues-honey-policy-administrative-maximum-residue-limits-working-residue-levels-veterinary-drugs-food.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/pesticides-pest-management/public/protecting-your-health-environment/pesticides-food/maximum-residue-limits-pesticides.html


Where to start?
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SFCR Timelines

http://inspection.gc.ca/food/timelines/eng/1528199762125/1528199763186
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More information on Importing under SFCR

www.inspection.gc.ca

http://www.inspection.gc.ca/


Questions
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