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This Month’s Focus:  Food Safety
In the newly released Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2010 (DGAs), a key 
recommendation is to “follow food safety recommendations when preparing and eating 
foods to reduce the risk of foodborne illnesses.” The DGAs were released in January, 
and in the same month landmark legislation was passed to ensure food safety in the 
American food supply. Because of its current heightened awareness, food safety is the 
focus for this month’s Energize Newsletter for Nutrition Educators. 
 

New FDA Food Safety Modernization Act – In January, Congress enacted and 
President Obama signed into law the most significant changes to the US food 
production system in more than 70 years. The law gives authority to the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) and the Department of Health and Human Services 
(DHHS) to conduct more inspection of domestic food facilities to enhance detection of 
foodborne illness outbreaks, and order recalls of tainted foods. Most food companies 
will be required to write and implement new food safety protocols in order to reduce 
the risk to the public of potentially unsafe foods. New regulations will be in place to 
prevent certain foods from other countries from entering the US. This is the biggest 
change in American food safety laws since the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act of 1938. 
There are certain exemptions: farmers who grow food to sell at farmers’ markets are 
exempt, and so are farmers who sell directly to the public, as well as people who grow 
their own food at home. It also protects whistle-blowers from being fired when they 
report possible food safety hazards. For the FDA’s Q & A on the law, go 
to www.fda.gov/NewsEvents/PublicHealthFocus/ucm238506.htm. 
 

Food Safety and the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) 2010 – 
According to the DGAs, foodborne 
illness affects more than 76 million 
individuals in the United States, and 
leads to 5,000 deaths and 325,000 
hospitalizations every year. For 
Americans to follow a healthy eating 
pattern, they need a safe food supply, 
which includes proper food handling 
in the home. Washing hands, rinsing 
vegetables and fruits, preventing 
cross-contamination, cooking foods 
to safe internal temperatures, and 

storing foods safely in the home kitchen are the behaviors mentioned in the DGAs that 
are most likely to prevent food safety problems. Some high-risk foods that should be 
avoided are raw (unpasteurized) milk, cheese, and juices; raw or under-cooked animal 
foods such as seafood, meat, poultry, and eggs; and raw sprouts. The DGAs devote 
several pages to messages on keeping food safe, drawn from Fight BAC!, the FDA’s 
national food safety campaign at www.dietaryguidelines.gov pages 69-72. 
 

Mercury and Canned Tuna – Eating more fish is a recommendation for good 
health, but what about the risks of mercury, particularly in affordable canned tuna? The 
newly published DGAs say that the health benefits from consuming a variety of 
seafood in the recommended amounts outweigh the health risks associated with methyl 
mercury, a heavy metal found in seafood. Fish contains a range of nutrients, but the 
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ones in particular that are beneficial include two omega-3 fatty acids; eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA), and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). 
EPA and DHA are particularly important for healthy fetal growth (particularly for vision and brain development), and continue to be 
needed through early childhood. Recommendations for pregnant and breastfeeding women are for 8 to 12 ounces of a variety of 
seafood per week from choices that are lower in methyl mercury. The recommendation for the general public is to increase weekly 
consumption of a variety of seafood from the current 3½ ounces towards 8 ounces per week, by replacing some meat and poultry. 
Since canned tuna is one of the more affordable choices, it’s important to know that canned light meat tuna is much lower in methyl 
mercury, about 0.1 parts per million (ppm), compared to Albacore (white meat) tuna, about 0.35 ppm. The standard that the FDA has 
established as safe is 1.0 ppm. The DGAs recommend that women who are pregnant or breastfeeding limit white (albacore) tuna to six 
ounces per week and do not eat tilefish, shark, swordfish, and king mackerel. The DGAs include a chart listing the amount of EPA, 
DHA, and methyl mercury at www.dietaryguidelines.gov, pages 85-86. The Environmental Protection Agency offers a fact sheet in 
several languages at http://water.epa.gov/scitech/swguidance/fishshellfish/outreach/advice_index.cfm. 
 

Food Safety – What’s New, What’s Tried and True Locally – Karen Killinger, food safety 
expert at Washington State University, along with other WSU and University of Idaho faculty recently 
concluded a food safety education research project partnering with the Washington State WIC Nutrition 
Program. WIC moms were taught the importance of using a meat thermometer as the only way to know 
if meat is safely cooked. Researchers were interested in knowing what barriers stood in the way of using 
a meat thermometer among these low-income mothers. Interestingly, it was not the cost of the 
thermometer (79% of the respondents disagreed that meat thermometers were too expensive) but rather 
that nobody they knew used meat thermometers and it was not part of their usual routine. 
  

Karen provided answers to questions from Energize readers: 
-Q: What are the most common household food safety problems?  

-A: 1) Lack of adequate hand-washing, especially after handling raw foods, 2) Cross-contamination, 
such as using the same cutting board for meat and produce, 3) Improper cooling of a cooked 
food and improper thawing methods, 4) Not checking doneness with a thermometer, and 5) 
Consuming raw or undercooked potentially hazardous foods, such as eggs or meat. 

-Q: What is the most common food borne illness that food service workers need to know about?  
-A: Norovirus. Because it’s a moderate illness that may last just one to three days, people go to work when they are sick with 

symptoms (vomiting, loose stools). The risk of contaminating food with norovirus is very high and they should not be 
handling food. 

-Q: How do I know whether the food sold at farmers’ markets is safe? 
 -A: Farmers markets are inspected by local health departments. 

-Q: Has the “danger zone” temperatures changed from 40 to 140 degrees to something else?  
-A: Recommendations for temperature control vary slightly depending on the specific activity and food involved and 

enforcement is handled by local health departments for food service establishments. It is acceptable for Washington State 
educators to continue recommending holding foods at less than 40 degrees or higher than 140 degrees to keep foods at a safe 
temperature. Foods that are held in the temperature danger zone for more than 2 hours should be thrown away. 

(Contact: Karen Killinger, PhD, Assistant Professor, School of Food Science, Washington State University, 509-335-2970, karen-
killinger@wsu.edu.) 
 

Raw Milk – Some states do not permit raw milk to be sold because of the risk of illness. However, in Washington State, consumers 
are permitted to purchase raw milk from licensed producers. Is the practice safe? For the perspective of the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, see www.cdc.gov/foodsafety/rawmilk/raw-milk-index.html. 
 

Key Food Safety Contact Information  
- Washington State University’s food safety information including tips on safe food handling, pathogens, precautions for specific 

vulnerable groups, http://foodsafety.wsu.edu. 
- To report possible foodborne illness, Washingtonians are urged to contact their local health department; a list of food safety 

contacts in our state can be found at www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/food/localcontacts.html. 
- For up-to-date food recalls in Washington State, go to www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/food/recall.htm. 
- Federal Food Safety Gateway, the go-to website combining food safety information and alerts from key federal agencies: the 

White House, DHHS, USDA, FDA, CDC, and National Institutes of Health (NIH), www.foodsafety.gov. 
- FDA Center for Food Safety Information, 1-888-SAFEFOOD, 10 am – 4 pm Eastern/7 am – 1 pm Pacific. 
- Meat and Poultry Hotline, USDA, 888-674-6854, 10 am – 4 pm Eastern/7 am – 1 pm Pacific. 

 

http://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/�
http://water.epa.gov/scitech/swguidance/fishshellfish/outreach/advice_index.cfm�
mailto:karenkillinger@wsu.edu�
mailto:karenkillinger@wsu.edu�
http://www.cdc.gov/foodsafety/rawmilk/raw-milk-index.html�
http://foodsafety.wsu.edu/�
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/food/localcontacts.html�
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/food/recall.htm�
http://www.foodsafety.gov/�


P a g e  | 3 

OUR MISSION: The Nutrition Education Network coordinates nutrition education efforts to communicate consistent, positive and relevant messages to increase awareness of 
healthful and enjoyable eating among low-income families. Energize is one way that the Network shares information and resources to accomplish this mission. 
Please Copy This Newsletter! Feel free to copy any or all of this newsletter to share with others. We only ask that you credit the Nutrition Education Network of Washington 
and please let us know if you have made copies and to whom you distributed copies. 

* Listing of products and goods in this newsletter does not imply endorsement. 

 

Food Safety Educational Resources  
- Fight BAC, www.fightbac.org. 
- Thermy, www.fsis.usda.gov/food_safety_education/thermy/index.asp and Is It Done Yet? (programs on temperature control and 

thermometer use), www.isitdoneyet.gov. 
- Be Food Safe, a USDA educational program that focuses on 4 themes: clean, separate, cook, and chill, www.befoodsafe.gov. 

 

IN THE MEDIA 
New Nutrition Labels for Meat – In less than a year, Nutrition Facts panels – the ones currently on virtually all processed foods – 
will be required to appear on 50 cuts of raw meat and poultry. The USDA announced late December that the new federal rule will 
require the most commonly purchased cuts of poultry, pork, beef, and lamb, such as boneless chicken breast, beef tenderloin steak, 
ground beef, and ground turkey. The USDA hopes that the labels will help Americans make better-informed decisions about the meat 
they buy. The new rule goes into effect January 1, 2012. 
(Source: www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usda/usdahome?contentidonly=true&contentid=2010/12/0673.xml.) 
 

TOOLS OF THE TRADE 
Recipes That Are Delicious, Healthful, and FREE – Anyone wanting to promote healthy cooking and eating among adults and 
kids is encouraged to download individual recipes from Keep the Beat. More than 40 recipes that are quick and simple to prepare can 
be found at http://hin.nhlbi.nih.gov/healthyeating. Since the recipes and images are public domain, nutrition educators may find them 
useful on their blogs, websites, presentations, and marketing materials. The recipes were developed by the Culinary Institute of 
America in a partnership between the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute and the NIH. 
 

WASHINGTON GROWN 
Fresh This Month – Since we’re in the middle of a cold and soppy winter, we can turn from our usual focus on fresh fruits and 
vegetables to a particular dried legume: the chickpea. Also called garbanzo beans or ceci beans, these have been a staple in 
Mediterranean and Middle Eastern diets for centuries, and they are a significant crop in Eastern Washington. The rolling hills of the 
Palouse have been home to peas, lentils, and wheat for many years. In the 1980’s, farmers began to grow chickpeas there and found 
that the warm, dry region is well-suited for the crop. Thanks to the popularity of hummus, demand for chickpeas has been increasing 
by about 15% per year. (Source: Washington State University Magazine, Winter 2010).  
 

DID YOU KNOW? 
10,000 steps using a pedometer roughly equals five miles (source: www.thewalkingsite.com/10000steps.html). For people who do not 
own a pedometer to measure everyday steps, knowing the mileage can help translate the activity goal into something measurable. If 
someone is sedentary, telling them that they need to walk five miles a day isn’t likely to be heard or put into action. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention website includes a number of studies, and here is one 
example: www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2010/mar/09_0035.htm. It may make more sense to talk about the recommendation of 30 minutes 
of moderate physical activity five times per week. Tips for accomplishing this, including a trail guide for walking and hiking, can be 
found at the Nutrition and Physical Activity website of the Washington State Department of Health 
(DOH), www.doh.wa.gov/cfh/NutritionPA/your_personal_health/how_to_be_active/default.htm. According to the DOH, after people 
have used a pedometer and know how their usual activities and added exercise fits their routine, they stop using a pedometer because 
they no longer need it. (Contacts: Kate Lynch and James Kissee, Chronic Disease Health Improvement Unit, Office of Community 
Wellness & Prevention, Washington State DOH, Kate.Lynch@doh.wa.gov , James.Kissee@doh.wa.gov.) 
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