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FOODBORNE ILLNESS

No food business intentionally makes their customers ill,
but unintentional foodborne illnesses occur daily.

Consumer Complaint

Very often a consumer will assume foodborne illness symptoms are the result of the
last meal eaten. Depending on the symptoms and the time since meals have been
eaten, the cause of illness can be a poisoning from a chemical or natural toxin or an
infection from a bacteria, virus, or parasite.

When your business receives a phone complaint do your employees know how to
appropriately respond to the caller? Does your employee orientation training cover
general and crisis situations? Handling a food illness complaint can have different
levels of consequences for the business’s reputation and financial health.

L.A.S.T. - How to respond to the call

Listen to the caller, do not interrupt.

Apologize.“I'm sorry you are ill.” Don’t make excuses — you may not be at fault. Don’t
be argumentative — you may be at fault.

Solve. Seek a solution for the caller’s concern or problem. Certainly look into the
concern. If you promise to “get back to the caller” do so, even if you have not found
or solved the problem yet.

Thank the caller for their information and for their concern.

A good response is to say “I'm sorry you are ill. Can you provide me more information?” Listen to the complaint
and get as much information as possible: who's calling, phone numbers, foods eaten, when, number of persons
eating, how many ill, symptoms and when they started (and hopefully, ended), anyone seen by health providers?

Explain to the caller that you will furnish this information to the Health District and it is appropriate for the caller
to also contact the Health District. Provide the health district’s phone number - 208-327-7499. Or, have the
caller report online via the website www.reportfoodpoisoning.org.

Many times the complainant merely wants to report a concern, or
they may want immediate compensation. It may be best to notify your
insurance company to deal with claims or defer until you have had
time to contact the health district and you and the district have com-
pleted the investigation.
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What should you do next?

Save any leftover food implicated by the caller.
The best result of an investigation is that there
is no evidence of food-associated illness. The
next best scenario is that there is a food as-
sociated with illness and the problem can be
quickly remedied. More difficult is when ;
there is an outbreak (more than two separate, unrelated households, I|nked by
common food and place) and you have ignored a patron complaint.

Most foodborne contamination is only discovered after people have suffered
the effects: nausea, vomiting, abdominal cramps, diarrhea or more serious symp-
toms such as a high fever, blood in the stool, or prolonged vomiting. Fortunately,
techniques for tracing outbreaks, quickly finding the source of infection and
correcting the cause of the outbreak are constantly improving.

Who’s at Risk?

In normally healthy people, symptoms generally last several days without causing
other serious problems. No one can be completely protected from foodborne
illnesses. Effects are usually more severe among the very young (infants, espe-
cially those who are bottle-fed, and children), pregnant women, the elderly, people
with liver disease, and those with weakened immune systems. These patients may
experience more serious illness, hospitalization may be required, and death can
be the final outcome.

Don’t Ignore the Complaint

Whether from an employee or a customer, a complaint about food served can be
an early warning that something is wrong. Investigate the complaint. Consult
with the health district. Our job is to keep your food safe for the public. An early
intervention can save you embarrassment, publicity, and economic losses.

Here are links to tables of non-infectious illness agents (chemical) and bacterial,
viral, and parasitic ones.

http://www.ama-assn.org/amal/pub/upload/mm/36/2004 food_table_non.pdf
http://www.ama-assn.org/amal/pub/upload/mm/36/2004 food_table_bact.pdf
http://www.ama-assn.org/amal/pub/upload/mm/36/2004 food_table_vira.pdf
http://www.ama-assn.org/amal/pub/upload/mm/36/2004 food_table para.pdf

Where is the Water?

What do you do when water to your food establishment has been shut off?

1. Notify the health department

2. Find out why the water is off
When there is no water service, the food establishment must stop food service
until the health department gives approval to continue service. A restaurant
cannot operate without water. Water is needed for hand washing, proper clean-
ing of food contact surfaces, food preparation; fountain drinks, flushing toilets &
urinals, and general uses. Approval for an alternate supply with sufficient capacity
must be obtained from the health department. Review the Idaho Food Code,
sections 5-103.11 and 5-104.11 for more information. The Idaho Food Code can
be downloaded from the CDHD website: http://cdhd.idaho.gov/EH/food/

regulations.htm.
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Refrigeration or Room Temp

(where food is cooled)
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Pan L x W or Diameter
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