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KEEP FOOD AND FIRES SAFE DURING OUTDOOR COOKOUTS

USDA Offers Consumers Safe Food Handling and Fire Safety Tips 

as Cookout Season Begins
WASHINGTON, May 22, 2002 – Memorial Day is a time to reflect on our nation’s history and heroes.  It is also the kickoff to summer – the beginning of outdoor cookouts and grilling.  As consumers start this yearly ritual, the U.S. Department of Agriculture encourages consumers to keep a few simple tips in mind to help prevent foodborne illness and accidental fires.  

“With severe drought conditions in many parts of the country, the risk of accidental fires is extremely high,” said Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman.  “In addition, as we enter into the warm weather season, the risk of foodborne illness from improper handling and cooking increases as well.  Consumers can minimize these dangers by using thermometers when cooking  food and by properly extinguishing campfires and coals in grills.” 


Veneman noted that USDA is in a unique position to offer parallel consumer tips.  It houses both the Food Safety & Inspection Service and the Forest Service.  Both agencies have aggressive consumer information programs to provide the public basic safety tips, including Public Service Announcements, 800 numbers and Internet information. 

FSIS inspects meat and poultry and operates the Meat and Poultry Hotline, an important source of food safety and quality information. As part of its consumer education program, FSIS provides consumers with information on how to serve food safely.

Statistics show that foodborne illness cases rise during the summer because bacteria grow faster at warm temperatures.  And, while most consumers think they follow good food safety practices, many do not use a food thermometer to test meat and poultry for doneness.

“Using a food thermometer is the only way to tell if food has reached a high enough temperature to destroy harmful bacteria,” said Dr. Elsa A. Murano, under secretary for food safety.   “Food thermometers are quick, easy to use and widely available.”

FSIS advises consumers that a food thermometer is only effective when placed in the proper location in the food.  In general, the food thermometer should be placed in the thickest part of the food, away from bone, fat or gristle.  When measuring the temperature of a thin food, such as a hamburger patty, pork chop or chicken breast, a food thermometer should be inserted in the side of the food so that the entire sensing area (usually 2-3 inches) is positioned through the center of the food.
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The Forest Service, the home of Smokey Bear, includes the largest wildland firefighting force in the country and works extensively on fire prevention, including the FireWise program which provides information on wildfire protection for homeowners and communities in fire-prone areas.

Statistics show that campfires are the leading cause of human-caused fires on national forests.  Often a simple cookout or unattended fire results in a wildfire that threatens the forest and the community.  A significant way for people to help decrease human-caused wildfires is to build and extinguish campfires properly, including choosing the right location for a campfire, keeping the fire small and never unattended, and making sure all embers, coals and sticks are wet and out.   

“Our fire predictive models tell us that we are in for an early and active wildland fire season, with near record drought conditions in eight out of the 11 geographic areas,” said Mark Rey, under secretary for natural resources and environment.  “While the National Fire Plan is helping us coordinate efforts for federal and state lands, we also need communities to be aware of the severe wildland fire threat and to exercise caution with outdoor cookouts and grills.” 

For more information about cooking food outdoors safely, visit http://www.fsis.usda.gov/OA/pubs/facts_barbecue.htm.  Consumers with questions on safe food handling can call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline at 1-800-535-4555.  The hotline’s hours are Monday through Friday, from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., Eastern Time, year-round.  An extensive selection of timely food safety messages is also available at the same number 24 hours a day.  Information can also be accessed on the USDA web site at http://www.fsis.usda.gov/.  E-mail inquiries may be directed to MPHotline.fsis@usda.gov.

For more information on fire prevention and safety, visit http://www.smokeybear.com/ or the interactive FireWise website at http://www.firewise.org/.   Also check with your local land management agency for any current fire restrictions.  

Broadcasters can download Public Service Announcements at http://www.usda.gov/agency/oc/vtr/newsline.html or call (202) 720-4623 for more information. 
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Food Safety Tips 

Consumers are reminded to follow four basic food safety steps when preparing their food – whether cooking in their own kitchen or grilling outside.


Clean – Wash your hands often.  Clean your thermometer after using it.  Be sure there are plenty of clean utensils and platters on hand.

· Separate – Separate raw and cooked/ready-to-eat food to prevent cross-contamination. 
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
Cook – Use a food thermometer. Cook ground meats (beef, veal, lamb, or pork) to an internal temperature of 160 ºF; ground poultry to 165 ºF.  Cook beef, veal or lamb steaks, roasts, and chops to 145 ºF for medium rare, 160 ºF for medium or 170 ºF for well done. Cook fresh pork roast and chops to an internal temperature of 160 ºF. 



Chill – At home, store leftovers in the refrigerator or freezer within two hours of taking food off the grill. On hot days above 90 F refrigerate or freeze within one hour. Make sure the temperature in your refrigerator is 40 F or below and 0 F or below in the freezer. Check the temperature occasionally with a refrigerator/freezer thermometer. 

Fire Prevention and Safety Tips 
Tips for Building and Extinguishing a Campfire 

tc \l1 "Tips for Building and Extinguishing a Campfire ADVANCE \d4

Build campfires away from overhanging branches, steep slopes, rotten stumps, logs, dry grass and leaves. Pile any extra wood away from the fires. 

ADVANCE \d4
Keep plenty of water handy and have a shovel for throwing dirt on the fire if it gets out of control. 

ADVANCE \d4
Start with dry twigs and small sticks. 

ADVANCE \d4
Add larger sticks as the fire builds up. 

ADVANCE \d4
Put the largest pieces of wood on last, pointing them toward the center of the fire and gradually push them into the flames.

ADVANCE \d4
Keep the campfire small.  A good bed of coals or a small fire surrounded by rocks gives plenty of heat.  Scrape away litter, duff and any burnable material within a 10-foot-diameter circle.  This will keep a small campfire from spreading. 

ADVANCE \d4
Be sure your match is out.  Hold it until it is cold.  Break it so that you can feel the charred portion before discarding it.  Make sure it is cold out. 

ADVANCE \d4
Never leave a campfire unattended.  Even a small breeze could quickly cause the fire to spread. 

ADVANCE \d4
Drown the fire with water.  Make sure all embers, coals and sticks are wet.  Move rocks---there may be burning embers underneath. 

ADVANCE \d4
Stir the remains, add more water and stir again.  Be sure all burned material has been extinguished and cooled.  In the absence of water, use dirt.  Mix enough soil or sand with the embers.  Continue adding and stirring until all material is cooled. 

ADVANCE \d4
Feel all materials with your bare hand.  Make sure that no roots are burning.  Do not bury your coals---they can smolder and start a fire. 
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Tips for Safe Grilling

· Never use a grill indoors.  Use the grill at least 10 feet away from your house or any building.  Do not use the grill in a garage, breezeway, carport or porch or under any surface that can catch fire.

· Be sure the grill is on a level surface and well away from landscaping and hanging tree branches.

· With gas grills, check hoses for cracking, brittleness, holes and leaks.  Make sure there are no sharp bends in the hose or tubing.  Always store the gas cylinder outside and away from the house.

· With charcoal grills, only use starter fluids designed for that purpose.  Never use gasoline and never add more liquid fuel after the fire has started or you could have a flash fire.  Chimney starters can provide a safe, efficient method for starting charcoals without starter fluid.

· Be sure the fire is out when you are finished.  For gas grills, turn off the control values and the tank valve.  Let the grill cool completely before you cover it.   With a charcoal grill, replace the lid and close all vents.  If you are going to dispose of the coals, be sure to soak them with water first or wait at least 48 hours.

· For protection while grilling, wear a heavy apron and an oven mitt that fits over your forearm.  And don’t forget that grills remain hot long after you have finished barbecuing.
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