EASTER EGG SAFETY
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Easter is just around the corner. The Easter bunny comes this year on April 15, bringing with him Easter eggs with….salmonella? Luckily, this does not have to happen. Practicing safe egg handling on Easter Sunday and everyday lowers the chance of eggs becoming contaminated with bacteria like salmonella.

The Food and Drug Administration considers eggs a “potentially hazardous” food. This does not mean you should stop eating eggs. It means you should give them special attention during refrigeration, handling, and cooking. You should handle eggs carefully like meat, poultry, fish, and milk to stop bacteria that causes food poisoning. Your chance of finding a contaminated egg is small, 1 egg in 10,000 to 14,000, but serious.

Salmonella enteritidis, or salmonella, is a common organism found in nature. It is found in the intestinal tracts of animals, insects, reptiles, fish, birds, and people. It is passed from the intestinal tract to the hands to food. Food and cooking surfaces can be contaminated with salmonella. Victims of salmonella poisoning can pass the organism to others weeks after their attack. If you develop food poisoning from salmonella, called salmonellosis, you’ll experience cramps, fever, diarrhea, headache, nausea, and vomiting. They last for 2-5 days. It is more serious in infants, pregnant women, the elderly, the ill, and people with declined immunity. It rarely causes death in otherwise healthy adults.

Salmonella need food, moisture, and the right temperatures to grow. The organism doubles every 20 minutes and one organism can become a million within 6 hours. Salmonella will not grow in temperatures below 40(F. The fastest growth occurs at temperatures between 40(F and 140(F. This is called the danger zone. Salmonella will die in temperatures above 160(F. Therefore, correct refrigeration and cooking is needed to stop salmonella growth.

Safe egg handling starts at the grocery store. Open egg cartons before buying. Look for clean and whole eggs. Avoid cartons with cracked eggs since this may be a sign of salmonella contamination. Buy refrigerated eggs and avoid eggs kept at room temperature along the aisle. Eggs age more in one day at room temperature than in a week in cold storage. Eggs can be kept 4-5 weeks beyond the freshness date if they are kept refrigerated. Store raw eggs in their carton in the refrigerator. The eggshell has almost 17,000 small holes where the egg absorbs odors and flavors. Carton storage keeps the odors and flavors out and keeps the eggs fresh. Egg manufactures coat the eggshell with mineral oil to close the holes to possible contamination.

Easter is an important season to practice egg safety. More eggs are handled at this time of year, and each occasion gives eggs a greater chance to be contaminated with bacteria. Always wash your hands before cooking, cooling, dyeing, hiding, and eating Easter eggs. The first step in handling Easter eggs is proper cooking. The American Egg Board recommends the following hard-cooked technique. Place a single layer of eggs in a saucepan. Cover with water at least 1 inch above the eggs. A fresh egg will sink while an older egg will stand in water. One tablespoon of vinegar added to each cup of water gives better dye coverage. Cover the saucepan and bring to a boil.  Turn off the heat at 15 minutes. The eggs’ yolks and whites should now be firm, not runny, to eliminate salmonella risk. Let eggs stand, covered and in water for 15 minutes. Run cold water over the eggs until completely cooled. If the egg spins easily rather than wobbling, it is a finished product. Boiling an egg removes the mineral oil coat from its shell. Having no barrier leaves the hard-cooked egg a target once again for bacteria.

Continued proper handling will keep the egg and consumer safe. If the eggs won’t be colored immediately, place them back in the refrigerator. When hiding eggs, avoid places where eggs might be near pets, birds, reptiles, wild animals, insects, or lawn chemicals. Refrigerate eggs again after they are hidden and found. If the eggs are used as a decoration and left out for hours, do not eat them. Throw them away after use. Don’t eat cracked eggs or eggs out of cold storage for two hours or more. Hard-cooked eggs, like all high-protein foods, shouldn’t sit out at temperatures above 40(F longer than two hours. Use hard-cooked eggs in a recipe or eat them within a week. Some manufacturers sell pre-cooked Easter eggs either decorated or plain. They are coated with resin for extra protection against bacteria. They can be stored for two weeks rather than one.

Now that Easter eggs can be enjoyed and eaten, it’s good to know eggs are an “egg-cellent” nutrition source. A large egg has only 75 calories and 5 grams of fat. Although they are high in cholesterol, 215 milligrams per egg, this amount is no more than an ounce of cheese. A large egg contains only 1.5 grams of saturated fat, and saturated fat increases heart disease risk more than dietary cholesterol. They have 13 essential vitamins and minerals, including vitamins A, D, and B12. Eggs are second only to mother’s milk for human nutrition based on the protein they provide. A single egg gives 10% of protein needed in a day.  They contain the highest quality food protein known and are used to judge other proteins.

Eggs are an important part of a healthy diet, and should not be avoided due to “salmonella fear”. Salmonella has little chance of causing egg contamination or food poisoning when safe egg handling is done. Practice these hints during this season and throughout the year. Don’t forget to tell the Easter bunny, too!
