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~ Food Safety Issues

Food Safety Advice when Traveling Abroad
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One of the pleasures of traveling to foreign countries is enjoying
the variety of foods and cultures they offer. When traveling, eating
new and different food is an important part of any learning experience.
However, eating food in a foreign country can lead to a very unenjoy-
able experience if the food contains unwanted organisms or chemicals
that can make you sick.

One thing is certain: whether you are traveling on a “vacation of a
lifetime” or on a required business trip, you do not want to get sick
from the food or water you consume. Becoming sick from contami-
nated food at home is uncomfortable enough, but getting sick in a
foreign country can make for a disastrous experience. There are many
precautions a traveler can take to reduce the risk of foodborne illness
during travel. This publication focuses on some of the best means for
preventing foodborne illness while traveling abroad.

What are the problems?

Richard H. Linton, Ph.D. —
Food Safety Extension Specialist

There are many types of ilinesses that can be attributed to eating
Knowledge to Go contaminated foods during international travel. Most illnesses come
Purdue Extension from bacteria, viruses, parasites, and chemicals that contaminate food
or water. Some of the more common illnesses include traveler’s
diarrhea, Montezuma'’s revenge, infectious hepatitis, Typhoid fever,
cholera, and illness from tt@@iardia parasite. Symptoms of foodborne
iliness generally include diarrhea, vomiting, headache, malaise, fatigue
1-888-EXT-INFO and/or dehydration. While anyone can become sick from eating
contaminated food, there are certain hosts that are more vulnerable.
High-risk people include infants, pregnant women, the elderly, and
people that are immuno-compromised. These individuals should pay
close attention to the food that they eat while traveling abroad.

Where do the problems come from?

In most cases, the foods that are of most concern are from animal
origin (poultry, meat, seafood, eggs, and dairy items), foods grown
near the soil (vegetables and spices), or foods that come into contact
with contaminated water (seafood and washed fruits/vegetables).
Contaminated water, as a liquid or solid ice, can also be a very com-
mon vehicle for foodborne/waterborne disease.
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There are certain foods that are more likely to

contain biological or chemical contaminants. There}

fore, they are more risky to consume. Here are son
general guidelines to follow:

* Do not consume undercooked or raw red meat,
pork, poultry, seafood, or eggs.Foods that come
from animals are naturally contaminated with
bacteria and other contaminants that could mak|
you sick. Therefore, these foods are cooked to

destroy disease-causing organisms as well as t@

make the food more palatable. Ground beef, pg
poultry, and seafood should be fully cooked.
Ground beef, pork, and poultry should not be
“pink on the inside,” and juices should be clear.
Seafood should flake easily with a fork. Do not
eat raw fish or seafood. Eggs should be firm to
touch. Eggs prepared sunny-side-up are not
recommended; over-easy eggs are a better cho

fully cooked scrambled eggs are the best choicg.

Beefsteaks do not need to be “well done” in ord
to be safe. Bacteria tend to be on the outside o
beefsteaks while the inside portion of the meat i
usually free of bacteria. Steaks can be prepare
medium as long as the outside of the steak is w
seared and cooked.

* Be cautious about raw (uncooked) fruits and
vegetables.Fruits and vegetables can be contar
nated during growth, harvest, transportation,
preparation, and service. Remember, many frui
and vegetables are grown close to the soil or in
fields that may be treated with manure or sewag
In the past few years, several well-documented
outbreaks have been reported from uncooked
produce $almonellaspp. andE. coli0157:H7 in
sprouts, Hepatitis A virus in strawberri&s,coli
0157:H7 in lettuceSalmonellaspp. in melons).
The important point to remember about raw fruit
and vegetables is that they need to be properly
washed. Be sure that YOU wash the produce in
clean water or be sure that YOU observe someq
else washing the produce in clean water. Use
special precautions for produce that is peeled,
sliced, or prepared by human hands. Do not rel
on restaurant workers or street vendors to wash
handle produce safely.

» Avoid purchasing and eating foods from street
vendors, buffets, restaurants, and retail mar-
kets that appear unclean, or where the food is
not held at safe temperatures.Cleanliness and
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temperature control are the two key factors in

keeping foods safe. Cleanliness is important for
anything that may come into contact with food
such as a food handler, equipment, utensils, and
packages. Look to see that the person handling
your food is clean and has on clean clothing. Pay
special attention to a food handler’s hands. Do a
visual inspection of the facility and surroundings.
If they do not look clean, do not take a chance.
Temperature is important for several reasons.
Cooking temperatures are used to destroy disease-
causing microbes. Be sure that foods are cooked
thoroughly. Temperature is also important during
hot and cold storage of foods. Disease-causing
bacteria do not grow well below ZA. (5°C) or

above 140F (60°C). Be sure that cooked foods
and foods that are held hot are served hot. Be sure
that foods held under refrigeration are cold. If hot
foods are not hot and/or cold foods are not cold,
they should not be eaten. Pay special attention to
street vendors. Check to see that they have soap
and water facilities to keep their station clean and
sanitary. Inspect to make sure they have equip-
ment capable of safely holding foods hot or cold.
If not, then do not eat from them.

Do not eat unpasteurized dairy products (such

as milk and cheese), or drink unpasteurized

fruit juices. Pasteurization is a heat process used
to destroy all disease-causing microbes. In the
U.S., regulations for pasteurization of dairy foods
have been mandated for several decades. More
recently, pasteurization has been recommended for
fruit juices due to some foodborne outbredks (

coli 0157:H7 in apple cide§almonellaspp. in
orange juice). Other foreign countries may or may
not have regulations requiring pasteurization.
Check the label and ask questions. If a dairy food
or fruit juice is not pasteurized, it is not assured
safe.

Complete a careful inspection for “ready-to-eat
foods”. Ready-to-eat foods have become ex-
tremely popular in the U.S. and are gaining popu-
larity in other countries. Ready-to-eat foods
include prepared salads (potato salad, egg salad,
cole slaw), luncheon meats and cheeses (sand-
wiches), and foods held hot (baked chicken,
hamburgers). Since these foods may be handled
extensively by human hands, they have a high
chance of being contaminated. Look to see that the
facility is clean and that ready-to-eat foods are held
and served at a safe temperature.
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* Avoid large fish especially from reef areas.
Large reef fish can accumulate chemical toxins
during their lifetime. Proper cooling may not
inactivate the toxins because the chemicals have
high-heat resistance. Inquire about the type of fis
and where the fish is harvested before making a
purchase.

What is safe?

During travel, there are many foods that you can
take with you or purchase that should be safe. Ex-
amples of foods that an experienced foreign traveler
should look for include:

* Processed foods that are canned, bottled, or past
ized. These foods have all been thermally pro-
cessed to assure safety.

* Well-cooked foods that are served very hot.

* Breads, tortillas and other baked goods. These
foods generally do not allow disease-causing
bacteria to survive or grow on or in them. Try to
carry a package of crackers with you during travel
Crackers are safe and can satisfy the tummy whe
conditions for eating are not suitable.

» Thoroughly cooked foods that are served hot.
Cooking should make the food safe. If you buy
prepared food, eat it during one sitting. Do not
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save leftovers and eat them later.

* Bottled water and soda. Water is commonly a
source of illness when traveling in foreign countries

Consumption of water can cause illness from drinkirF

the water, eating fruit and vegetables cleaned with t
water, using ice in drinks, while brushing teeth, or
taking a shower. Many countries do not have the
capability to treat water as we do in the U.S. Bottle
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water is always a better selection than tap water, and

bottled water is available in most countries. Some

travelers take purification tablets or boil water durini

travel. Purification tablets and additional informatio

are available at your local camping supply store. S(I)da

is a great alternative for safe drinking. It can easily
satisfy a thirst and is too acidic for harmful microor-
ganisms to survive.

What should you do before traveling?

This publication includes suggestions for travelers L
while visiting in foreign countries. Many precautions can

be taken prior to traveling such as purchasing foods
that you know are safe, and that you enjoy. Try to take
some crackers, granola bars, candy, and bottled water
just in case you cannot find safe food.

There may also be requirements or recommenda-
tions for immunizations before traveling to foreign
countries. For example, the vaccine for Hepatitis A is
a commonly recommended vaccination. Hepatitis A
virus can be found in water, washed fruits/vegetables,
and seafood. The vaccine may help protect you from
acquiring infectious Hepatitis when consuming
contaminated foods. Check into required and recom-
mended immunizations at least 3 months before travel,

PUrf possible. Information on immunization require-

ments, U.S. Public Health Service recommendations,
and other health guidance, including risks in particular
countries may be obtained from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention’s 24-hour hotline at
1-888-232-328 or from their home web page on the
Internet at fttp://www.cdc.gov>.

Be smart about what you eat!

The guidelines above indicate some of the things
you can do to reduce your risk of becoming sick
while traveling. Enjoy the culture and enjoy the
different types of food. Go over the following
checklist.

Check into required and recommended immunizatiohs
(CDC hotline: 1-888-232-3228).

Be sure that foods are cooked properly.
Your hot foods should be served hot.
Keep cold foods cold and served cold.

Make sure uncooked fruits/vegetables are washed
properly in clean water.
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Check that the food establishment and person prep%ring
|

and serving the food are clean.
Do not drink unpasteurized dairy products or fruit juice.
If you are ever unsure about eating a food, don't tak

the chance. Use common sense. “lIt is always better tol
| throw out than to throw up!” |
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