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We ll done! It’s the safe way to cook bur gers, scie n tis t ssay
By Julian Armstrong
Mo ntreal Gazett e

M ake you r hamburgers on the sli m
si de – unde r thre e-quarters of an
in c h thick – and cook until wel l

done.
That’s how to avo id risk of a food pois on-

ing dubbed "hamburger dis ease," federal
health author ities say.

Equally impor tant, becau se the bacter ia can
be transmitt e dperson -to -person, is washing
your hands before eating, par ticularly after
handli ng meat or goi ng to the bat hroom ,
doct ors and microbiol ogis t sadvi se.

A mid -Ja n uar y ou t b reak of the disease in
Wa shington and three other west e rn states
wa s traced to unde rcooke d hamburgers
fr om Jack In The Box fast-food rest aur ants.
Mo re than 500 Ame ricans, mos tly chil dre n,
fe ll i ll. Three chil dre ndied . Tw o rema in in
hospit al.

Yo u can go on enj oyi ng you r roasts and
st eaksrare or medium -rare as long as they’re
wel l cooke d on the outsi de, says federal
scie n tis t He rmy Lior from his pos t at Ott a-
wa’s Laborato ry Cent re for Dis ease Con trol.

Bu t av oid the raw-beef dis hcalled steak tar-
tare, Lio war ns. If the pot entia l ly tox ic bac-
ter ia known as verotoxige n i cE. coli (VETC)
is pre sent on meat sur faces, it’s easily sprea d
when meat is groun d and can caus e food
pois oning if eat en uncooke d, he said.

VETC bacter ia liv e in the int estin es of
cattle, pig sand she ep and, when the anima ls
are butche red, can get on to the outer sur-
faces of the meat.

Fe deral scie n tis t swho search vig ila n tly for
it in meat pla n t s and super marke ts hav e
often faile d to find it, says res earche r Bo b
Clarke of the Agr iculture Cana daanima ls
health laborato ry in Guelph.

The bacter ia seem to be "sporadic and
season a l," said the vet e rin ary mic r obiol ogis t.

Bu t Clarke says people are best advis ed
to handle meat – groun dbeef in par ticular –
"a s thou gh the toxi n might be the re. You
have to be vig ila n tat all tim e s."

The illness str ikes bet ween two and10 days
after con sump tion of the con taminated food,
ex pla ine d a 1990 federal health dep artment
bulletin that called it Barbecue Syn drome.

An updat e dedit ion of this bul letin is due
sh ortly from the Health Protection Branch.
Fe deral epi dem iologi st John Spi ka said re-
search shows home cooks tend to cook meat
safely, but cooking at large, occasio nal

ev ents such as fun d-raisi ng pi cnics or bar-
becues cou ld pos eproble ms.

If you att end such an eve n t, "Don’t be afr aid
to ask that you r hamburger be recooke d," he
sugg est e d.

Mi ld cases of this food pois oning res ult in
diarhea, fev er, vomiting and stomach cramps.
Abou t10 per cent of victims dev elo p hemo -
ly tic uremic syn drome, whi c h can res ult in
perman entdamag eto kidn eys and the ner-
vou ssyst em.

Fe deral health and agr iculture dep artments
have been col laborating for many years in
studyi ng meats for "disease -causing" bac-
ter ia, Lio r said.

Numbers of repor tedca s esof hamburger
disease hav ede cli ned sin ce a nation a l peak
in 1989 of 2,432. The 1991 tot al (the mos tre -
cent availa ble) was 1,565, many cases occur-
ing in one outbreak in the Nor thwe s tTe rri-
to rie s.

"I t’s an are aof ser iou sconc e rn," said Lio r,
whos ere search pub lis hed in 1983 was the
first in the world to show that the coli for m
bacter ia produ c es the toxi n.

"Make sure you cook you r hamburgers or
gr oun dmeat ver y wel l," Lio r said. An int e r-
nal cooke d temperature of 160oF (71oC)
kills the bacter ia, he said.

The U.S. Food and Drug Adm inist r ation

re c ently raise d it s re commende d in ter nal
temperature for burgers to 158oF (70oC).

A hig her temperature, from 170 to 175oF
(77 to 80oC) is recom mende dby microbio-
logi st Phibang Ngo Danse reau of the federal
health dep artment’s Quebec City offic e.

"If the patty is thi ck, say one inch thi ck,
and is cooke dun til charred on the one sid e,
then flip ped and charred on the othe r si de;
this cre ates an ins ula t ion that protects the meat
in sid e fr om bei ngfully cooke d, said Danse r-

Bu rger tidbits
• "Dange rou sif pink" is the Beef Infor-
mation Cent re’s war ning about groun d-
beef cooking.

• Fo rge tthe idea that an "off " sm ell to
gr oun dbeef warns of a pot entia l health
proble m.

"Mos t bacter ia whi c h caus e food -
borne illness cannot be seen, smelled,
or tast e d," the Beef Infor mation Cent re
warns.

• Pres spatties so they are flat on the
gr ill for the entire cooking tim e. The
gr ill tem perature shou ld be 375o F
(190oC), and the meat cooke dun til it s
in ter nal tem perature is 155oF (55oC).

Cana dian fast-food chains speci ali zing
in hamburgers direct staff to cook

patties until their int e rnal tem perature is
between 156 and 200oF (66 to 80oC).
No bur gers are allowe dto be ser ved rare,
said officia lsof the chains.

Harvey’s requi re sit s hamburgers be cook-
ed to an int e rnal tem perature of 170oF
(76oC). The chain set smeat fre shon to a
charcoa lgr ill that cooks from bel ow.

Rather than cooking a pre scr ibed num -
ber of min utes, staff wat ch for "doneness"
and run random tests for bacter ia cou nts,
said Dav eBarlow of Cara Operation s.

We n dy’s has a min imu mcooke dburger
temperature of bet ween 170 and17 5oF
(76 to 77oC). The chain uses fre shmeat,
setting the bur gers on a grill that cooks
them from bel ow, and tim ing them to be
done in fou r minu t es,said Yve tte Cumus,
Quebec com mun i c ation sma n age r.

McDonald’s requi re s a cooke d in ter nal
temperature of from 156 to 163oF (66 to
72oC). Usi ngfr ozen patties, the chain uses
a "cl am shell" grill that cooks the meat from
both sid e ssi mul tan eou sly.

Bu rge r King’s requi rement is 160oF
(72oC). They use frozen patties and an
au tomat e d"fl ame -throwing " proces s that
cook sthe meat from bot h to pand bottom ,
said marke ting directo r Drew Sanso m.
"The ‘co m ing -ou t’ tem perature is criti c a l."

Scie n tis t He rmy Lior poi nts out that auto-
mated cooking tim e sdon’t compens ate for
busy per iods dur ing whi c h so m e gr ills
may be coole r becaus e they’r e cove red
with ext r afr ozen patties.

Li or prefe rs ove rhea dbroi lers becau se
the heat tends to be more stable. If you pre -
fe r chains that grill f rom bel ow, pat ron ize
them dur ing quie t periods, he says .

Cha i ns brush up on rule s
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eau, who is a member of a federal health
department com mitt e e studyi ng hamburger
disease bacter ia.

It’s her recom mendation that no patty shoul d
be thi cke r than five -eighths of an inch (1. 5

cm). "Inst ea dof high heat, use medium and
cook the bur ger longe r", Danse reau said.

Li or’s final cautio n conc e rns a rol led roa st.
Be cau se bacter ia att ach themselves to the
surface of meat, this cut shoul d be cooke d

un til wel l done.
"Don’t sco re your steak before cooking ",

Li or said.

The article EM9323 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e11 .37 and above giv es fo urtee n gr ill and cooking tem perature s in oF,
toge the r with the cor responding tem perature sin oC. Lis t the two set sof tem perature sin order of increa sing mag n itude;
id e n tify cle arly the place in the article whe re each pair of figure sis giv en.

• Comment criti c a l ly on you rfin d ings.
HINT: The Fahrenheit-Celsiu sconv ersio n is: oC = 5/9(oF−32).

1

1995 -04 -20


