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HOW TO TELL IF YOUR FOOD IS STILL FRESH 
From Consumer Reports, “On Health,” November 2015.  Reviewed by Donna Washburn 

 

How does one decode the sell-by, use–by, and best-

by dates on packages?  Do you have to discard the 

foods by those dates or fear a food borne illness if 

you don’t?  Do you feel like you’re throwing hard 

earned money into the wastebasket?   

 

In most cases, eating food that has been on the 

shelf—or even in the fridge—past the date on the 

package won’t put you at high risk for foodborne 

illness, says Ben Chapman, Ph.D., a food safety 

specialist and associate professor at North Carolina 

State University in Raleigh. Most consumers don’t 

realize that the stickers are more about food quality 

than food safety.  A food may not be at its peak 

after the date on the package, but staleness, color 

changes, and the like are quality problems, not 

safety concerns.  Foods may spoil in other ways, but 

they are likely to look, smell and taste disgusting 

before they become unsafe.  

 

An exception: You can’t automatically assume that 

chicken or ground beef is guaranteed not to contain 

harmful bacteria before the label date.  The bugs 

responsible for so many illnesses and deaths from 

food borne pathogens don’t cause spoilage.  If 

they’re in a food, they’ll be there even when it’s 

fresh.  Plus, you can’t see or smell them.  

 

The USDA offers these general definitions: “SELL 

BY.”  Manufacturers suggest that retailers remove 

the product from shelves by this date.  The goal is to 

assure quality for a period of time after the 

consumer buys it.  “BEST BY” and “USE BY.” 

These terms tell the consumer when to eat or freeze 

a food for best quality.  But in the majority of cases, 

manufacturers decide on the terms and dates.  These 

dates should be used as general suggestions.  

 

 

 

 

FIVE SMART TIPS ABOUT FOOD SAFETY: 

 

MOLD:  Rule of thumb is to pitch, except for 

surface mold on hard salami or hard cheeses such as 

cheddar and Parmesan and firm vegetables such as 

bell peppers and carrots.  Cut off the mold and 

about an inch around it. 

THE BAD BUGS:  Keep raw meat cold (37oF or 

colder) and cooked meat warm (140oF or warmer) 

to prevent bacteria.  Defrost in the frig, cook 

thoroughly, and refrigerate within 2 hours.  

MEAT THERMOMETER:  Wiggling a turkey 

leg, checking the color of the meat or juices is risky 

and unreliable.  Safe temperatures for roasts and 

fresh hams is 145oF and 165oF for chicken and 

turkey.   

CONSIDER AVOIDING:  Refrigeration slows the 

growth of most pathogens, except listeria.  Deli 

meat is a top source of listeria.  Considered risky 

are uncooked hot dogs, smoked seafood, pates, meat 

spreads and soft cheeses.  

USE YOUR EYES AND NOSE:  Or use those of 

friends or a family member if you’re not sure.   

“IF IN DOUBT, THROW IT OUT!” 

 

CUT WASTE, SAVE MONEY  
 

The average American family throws away a 

quarter of the food it purchases.  Not being quick to 

toss food past its use-by date is just one way to 

avoid squandering your money.   Plan ahead for 

meals, and buy only what you’ll use, especially 

when it comes to perishables, which account for the 

bulk of wasted food.  Research shows that you can 

avoid impulse buying by shopping on a full 

stomach.  And when your get home, be sure to 

rotate your stock, putting foods that should be eaten 

soon in the front of the fridge or cabinets where 

you’ll be sure to see them.   

“WASTE NOT—WANT NOT”.
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