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When It's a Question of Meat and 
Poultry Safety ... Call 800-535-4555 

Georgia Stevens Neruda 
(202) 447-9351 

E
ducating the public on proper food

handling practices to avoid food poison

ing is a little easier because of a permanent 

toll-free Meat and Poultry Hotline begun 

last July by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture. By calling 800-535-4555, con

sumers, businesses, and others nationwide 

can now get immediate answers to questions 

about the safe handling of meat and poultry 

and report any problems with these 
products. 

Protecting and Preeervlng the Nation's Food 

An extensive system of State and Federal 

inspection helps assure a safe and whole
some meat and poultry supply. However, 

consumers and those involved in profession

al food preparation need to ensure that the 
meat and poultry they buy is properly han
dled. Improper thawing and cooling, inade
quate cooking, and cross-contamination 

from raw foods can present serious 

problems. In fact, most of the several mil
lion reported cases of food poisoning that 
occur each year are due to improper han
dling of food. 

Hotline home economists advise consumers on the safe handling of meat and poultry. 

Based on data collected during the first 8 
months of the toll-free hotline's operation, 

82 percent of callers requested basic food 

safety information, which, if followed, 

could reduce the number of cases of food 

poisoning. Over the period, 20,038 calls 
were made to the hotline from all 50 States 

and Puerto Rico. This was more than three 
times the number made during the entire 3 

years when the hotline was not toll-free. 
Hotline home economists advised 10,274 
callers during business hours. Approximate

ly 90 percent of these callers were con
sumers (table 1). 

Another 1, 732 persons also called during 
business hours but hung up when they were 

required to wait a short time (usually less 
than a minute) for a home economist to 

help them. The 8,032 who called after busi

ness hours and on weekends heard a record

ed message on subjects ranging from safe 

brown bag lunches to selecting and storing 

Tiu! author is the Coordinator of IM Meat and Pouhry 

Hotline, Food Safety and lns�ction Service. 
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Table 1. Who's Calllng the Hotllne? 

User 

Consumers 

Business 

Government 

Professionals 

Media 

Students/teachers 

Percent of 
total1 

90 

4 

3 

1 Based on the 91 percent of callers who identified their 

"type." 

turkeys for Thanksgiving. Callers were also 

urged to phone again weekdays from 10 

a.m. to 4 p.m. eastern time. 

Calllng for Food Safety Answers 
A review of the types of calls received 

during the 8-month period reveals the broad 

range of services provided by the hotline. 
During November, for example, more than 

half (1,270) of the questions concerned the 

safe handling of turkey for Thanksgiving. 
Safe storage and handling of fresh turkey 

was the subject most frequently asked dur
ing the 10 days before Thanksgiving. The 
majority of these calls were from consumers 

who had already purchased fresh turkeys 
and were concerned about extended storage 
times, as well as those who were deciding 
when to purchase a turkey for optimal 

freshness and safety. 
Other often-heard questions included: Is it 

safe to cook a turkey at 250 degrees all 
night? Can a fresh or frozen turkey be 
stuffed the day before it is cooked? Is it 

safe to roast a turkey in a brown paper 
bag? (For the answers to these important 

questions, see sidebar box.) 

In fact, questions about turkey were high 
throughout the 8 months, and more ques

tions were received on this topic (37 per
cent) than any other. The majority of these 

questions about turkey were on storage 
times in the refrigerator and freezer, thaw

ing frozen turkey, stuffing the bird, and 
cooking time and temperature. 

Hurricane Gloria's sweep across the 
northeastern coast last September presented 
a new challenge for the hotline-helping 

more than 125 victims deal with the addi-
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Protecting and Preserving the Nation's Food 

Calling the Hotline About 
Turkey 

Is it safe to cook a turkey at 250 

degrees all night? 

This method is not recommended. 
Because of the low temperature, the 
turkey (and stuffing) might take more 
than 4 hours to reach a high enough 

temperature to destroy bacteria and 
could, therefore, be unsafe. The quality 
of the turkey might suffer, too. During 

prolonged cooking, some parts of the 
turkey could become very dry. 

Can a fresh or frozen turkey be stuffed 

the day before it is cooked? 

Turkeys should be stuffed only right 
before cooking. It may seem like a 

good idea to save time by stuffing your 

turkey in advance, but that's inviting 

trouble, because harmful bacteria can 

multiply in the stuffing and cause food 

poisoning. Dry stuffing ingredients 
may be prepared the day before, tightly 

covered, and left at room temperature. 

The perishables (butter or margarine, 

mushrooms, oysters, cooked celery and 
onions, and broth) should be refrigerat

ed. The ingredients should then be 
combined just before stuffing the 
turkey. 

Is it safe to roast a turkey in brown 

paper bag? 

Using ordinary brown bags for roast

ing is not recommended because they 

may not be sanitary. Also, the glue 

and ink used on brown bags have not 

been approved for use as cooking 

materials and may give off unhealthy 

fumes. Finally, as the turkey cooks, 
the juices may saturate the bag, caus

ing it to break during cooking. As a 

result, it may be difficult to remove the 

bird from the pan. 

The hotline has received more calls on turkey than any other topic. 
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tional food safety problems caused by pow

er outages. Callers were advised on foods 
that could be salvaged and those that should 
be discarded. 

Another 65 calls were received following 
the airing in November of a New York tele

vision story on salmonella bacteria in 

poultry. Some who heard the story felt that 

poultry might be unsafe to eat. Hotline 

home economists discussed the safety and 

wholesomeness of USDA-inspected products 

while reinforcing the need for basic food 
safety in the home. Proper handling and 

cooking will destroy salmonella. 

Hotline Also Handles Complaints 
In addition to food safety questions, 

callers can phone the hotline to report 

problems with meat and poultry products, 
including glass or metal fragments or a 

strange look or smell. The hotline home 

economists screen complaints to ensure they 
meet certain standard criteria before refer
ring them to the Food Safety and Inspection 

Service's epidemiology or compliance 
staffs. 

Complaints accounted for only 1 percent 

of total calls and letters received from July 
1985 through February 1986. One half of 

these complaint calls concerned suspected 

cases of food poisoning or foreign objects 

in food. Another third were complaints 

about product taste or appearance. The rest 

were distributed over several areas, from 

package-related issues such as dating, label

ing, additives, and contents to inspections 

and other plant-related concerns. D 
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