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Don’t let your Thanksgiving turkey bite you back!  

 
Eau Claire – November 26, 2024 –It’s Thanksgiving week, and you (or someone you know) may be 
cooking a turkey for the very first time. It’s important to know how to properly cook a turkey – one in six 
people in the United States will get sick from a foodborne illness this year.  
 
“Not handling your holiday food safely or undercooking your turkey can lead to serious foodborne 
illness,” says Iris Casey, Environmental Health Specialist with the Health Department.  
 
 Keep these tips in mind to make sure you and your loved ones stay healthy this Thanksgiving: 
 

• A frozen turkey can be safely thawed in the refrigerator or in cold water. When thawing in a 
refrigerator at 40 degrees F or below, allow roughly 24 hours for every 4 to 5 pounds. When 
thawing in cold water, allow roughly 30 minutes per pound. Submerge the wrapped turkey into 
the cold water and change the water every 30 minutes until the turkey is fully thawed. Once 
thawed, cook the turkey immediately. 

• Keep the turkey and its juices separate from foods that won’t be cooked, and fully clean and 
sanitize surfaces that come into contact with the turkey and its juices. A USDA study found that 
about 30% of consumers didn’t successfully clean and sanitize kitchen surfaces around meal 
preparation. 

• Washing a turkey is risky – it can spread bacteria to your sink and other nearby surfaces. If you 
choose to wash your turkey, fully clean surfaces with soap and water afterwards using a solution 
of 1 teaspoon of bleach per 1 cup of water. 

• To be safe to eat, your turkey needs to reach at least 165 degrees F, as measured by a food 
thermometer, in three places — the thickest part of the breast, the innermost part of the thigh, 
and the innermost part of the wing. Always use a thermometer to check your turkey’s 
temperature, even if the turkey has a pop-up temperature indicator.  

• When serving food to groups of people, remember the two-hour rule. Perishable foods that 
have sat out at room temperature for more than two hours are unsafe due to possible growth of 
bacteria, and should be discarded.  

 
If you have food safety questions this Thanksgiving, you can call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline at 1-
888-MPHotline (1-888-674-6854), email MPHotline@usda.gov or chat live at www.ask.usda.gov from 10 
a.m. to 6 p.m. Eastern Time, Monday through Friday to reach a food safety specialist in English or 
Spanish.  
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