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In-Flight Catering  

Having the right food for your passengers can make or 
break the entire flight. 

 



Food Safety is Your Responsibility 

Flying isn’t supposed to be scary, and food is supposed be 

enjoyable, however, like flying, if proper safety procedures 
are not followed, food service can go wrong.  



What Do These Numbers Mean? 

48       3000        21 
 



Flight Crew Food Safety Training 

Food Safety Training is essential to your operation. 

According to the CDC: 

• 1 out of every 6 Americans become affected by a 
foodborne illness each year- that's 48 million per year. 

• 128,000 foodborne illness victims hospitalized each 
year in US 

• 3,000 deaths annually in US from foodborne illness 
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Food Safety 

What is Safe Food? 

Any food that is free of contaminants is safe food. 

 

Flight crew members must take all necessary measures for 
ensuring the safety of food in all stages from ordering, 

receiving, storage and serving. 

 



Ever Had a Pizza? 

Remember when you were first on your own? 

 



What is Foodborne Illness and Poisoning? 

Foodborne illness is any illness resulting in the 
consumption of contaminated foods. Poisoning is a form 
of foodborne illness caused by ingestion of toxins. 

• Typical symptoms of foodborne illness are diarrhea 
and/or vomiting, typically lasting one day to one week. 
Other symptoms might include abdominal cramps, 
nausea, fever, joint aches, backaches and fatigue.  

• The time between exposure to the pathogen and onset 
of symptoms, known as the incubation period, can 
range from several hours to one week. 



Who Is At Risk for Foodborne Illness? 

Anyone can get sick from foodborne illness, 
but on a flight, the passengers most at risk 
include: 
• Very young children 

• Pregnant women 

• The elderly 

• Passengers who are already ill 

 



Children Onboard? 

Children have not built up their 
immune systems and should be 
considered a vulnerable 
passenger to foodborne illness. 

 

Make sure all meats are heated 
properly and items that are not 
to be heated are kept in the safe 
zone of temperature. 



Older Passenger Onboard? 

By age 65, many adults have been diagnosed with at 
least one chronic condition such as diabetes or 
arthritis. Medication for these conditions can lower 
your immune system. By age 75 most will have 
weakened immune system.  

• Make sure all previously cooked foods are heated to 
165 degrees.  

• Use pasteurized products as much as possible. 



What Can You Do To Keep Food Safe? 

You must demonstrate best practices for safe food handling. Flight 
departments should implement a company policy to ensure safe food 

handling.  
 

The policy should include: 

• Approved caterers and establishments 

• Sanitization/cleaning practices 

• Proper cooking procedures 

• Personal hygiene standards  

• Information on food allergies 

• Implementation of food-safety training practices  

• Temperature control monitoring practices  

• Inspections 

• Pest management 

• Quality control 

 
 



Types of Contamination 
Biological  

microorganisms that include bacteria, viruses, parasites and fungi 
Chemical 

cleaning solutions, pesticide residues and heavy metals  
Physical 

hair, fingernails, bandages, metal or plastic fragments, dirt,  glass, insects  
Intentional 

 activist groups, terrorist, employees, former employees and competitors 

Contamination 



Biological 

Biological contamination is the contamination of food 
by microorganisms such as bacteria, viruses, parasites 
and fungi.  
 

Food becomes contaminated through a variety of mechanisms including: 

• Inadequate hand-washing or personal hygiene 

• Cross-contamination 

• Storage and cooking temperatures 

• Animal waste 



Know This Guy? 

Pathogens can be introduced 
into food from handlers that 

haven’t thoroughly washed their 
hands, who have exposed sores 
or cuts, or who are not wearing 

protective hair restraints. 
 

To avoid contaminations, 
always practice personal 

hygiene and thoroughly wash 
your hands!  



When Do You Need to Wash Your Hands? 

HANDS MUST BE WASHED WHEN: 

Upon entering the food preparation area / galley 

Before handling TCS potentially hazardous food or raw food 

After clearing serving items from the cabin 

After touching or taking out the trash 

After dealing with an ill passenger or crew member or handling an air sickness bag 

After putting on or changing a dressing covering boils, skin infections, cuts 

After handling pets on board 

After touching hazardous chemicals 

After touching hair or face 

After eating or smoking 

After coughing, sneezing or blowing the nose 

After going to the bathroom 



Cross Contamination  

Bacteria from one food item can be transferred to 
another food item, often by way of unwashed cutting 
boards or countertops, as well as knives and other 
kitchen tools, or even unwashed hands.  

 

Cross contamination can lead to food poisoning. 

 



Cross Contamination Exercise 



How Does Bacteria Grow? 
The six key elements bacteria need in order to grow: Food, Acidity, Time, Temperature, Oxygen 
and Moisture. The acronym for this is “FAT TOM.” The chart below is from Iowa State University: 

• F Food: Nutrients available in food often determines whether microorganisms will grow. 
Moist protein-rich foods, such as meat, milk, eggs and fish, are potentially hazardous because 
they are a food source for pathogenic bacteria. 

• A Acidity: Bacteria grow best in an environment that is neutral or slightly acidic. Most 
bacteria will not grow at pH levels below 4.6 because the environment is not acidic enough 
for them to thrive. Therefore, FDA regulations specify food be brought to pH 4.5 or below. 

• T Time: The “two-hour rule” is important to remember. If food is in the Temperature Danger 
Zone for more than two hours, pathogens may have multiplied to levels that will quickly 
make people ill if ingested. 

• T Temperature: Foodborne pathogens grow best in temperatures between 41 F to 140 F (5 C 
to 60 C), a range referred to as the Temperature Danger Zone (TDZ).  

• O Oxygen: Microorganisms that need air to grow are called aerobic (the absence of oxygen). 
When aerobic foods such as meat, spaghetti sauce or vegetables are canned, oxygen is 
excluded and the food is preserved. After they are opened they require refrigeration.  

• M Moisture: Microorganisms must have an abundant supply of water to grow. Perishability 
of a food is related to the moisture content, and the available water.  
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Cooking Food to Safe Temperatures 

Ground meat- 155° 
Beef- 145° 
Poultry - 165° 
Fish- 145° 
Pork, Veal, Lamb- 145° 
Eggs- 145° 
Game- 145° 
Vegetables- 135° 
Leftovers- 165° 
Stuffed Foods- 165° 

Always have a calibrated 
thermometer to take the 
temperature of your food. 



TCS Foods 
TCS Foods refer to foods that need Time and Temperature Control for Safety. 

These foods are also referred to as Potentially Hazardous Foods (PHFs) because they 
can support the rapid growth of microorganisms. Special care must be taken when 
handling these foods, so they do not cause foodborne illness. TCS foods are usually 
high in protein, moderately acidic and moist.  

 

Some examples of TCS foods: 

• Food that contains milk or milk products 

• Cooked rice, pasta, and beans 

• Melon slices 

• Cut tomatoes 

• Shell eggs  

• Untreated garlic and oil mixtures  

• Meats, poultry, fish and shellfish  

• Tofu and other soy protein foods 



Chemical Contamination  

Chemical contaminants such as cleaning solutions, pesticide residues and 
heavy metals may sometimes find their way into food during processing.  

 

Aircraft have chemicals stored onboard. Those products, as well as equipment 
or rags used with chemicals, should be kept away from the galley production 
area. Cleaning agents should only be used before catering arrives and after 
service has been completed, in order to prevent chemical contamination. 

 

Chemical contamination can also occur as a result of improper storage and 
cooking. Acidic foods (i.e., tomatoes, grapefruit and vinegar) should not be 
prepared or stored in aluminum, copper or galvanized metal containers. All 
utensils used should be food grade. 



Physical Contamination 
Physical contamination is when a foreign object becomes mixed in with food. 
Foreign objects can range from bone fragments of food to a piece of hair.  

 

Physical contamination can occur during any stage of food production, delivery, 
storage and procurement. To prevent physical contamination, make sure you 
are working with a reputable caterer that follows all safety rules. For peace of 
mind, ask for a copy of their last health inspection or visit their kitchen.  

 

When the order is delivered: 

• Make sure all items are sealed and wrapped.  

• Follow food safety procedures when handling the catering.  

• Keep all items sealed until needed and reseal open products after use. 



Intentional Contamination 

The possibility exists of intentional contamination by activist 
groups, terrorist, employees, former employees and 
competitors. This threat can be minimized by using reputable 
caterers with good safety programs and packaging.  

 

• Provide only vital information to vendors.  

• Inspect items brought onboard by caterers 

• Make sure only designated flight crew members are handling 
and storing catering on the aircraft. 



Keep Hot Foods Hot and 
Cold Foods Cold!  

Hot and Cold Foods 



Duration and Refrigeration 

The longer the flight, the more 
concerned you have to be with food 
safety. 

  

• Do you have a refrigerator onboard 
and how long does it take to cool 
down?  

• Is your refrigeration air cooled and 
what is its temperature? 

• Which food items will be consumed 
first?  

• Do you need other methods for 
keeping the food at proper 
temperatures? 

 



 

 

Your refrigerator 
should 

always have a 
thermometer 



Cold Foods 

Cold food cannot be taken in and out of 
temperature control to prolong its shelf 
life. Once food is without temperature 
control, it must be discarded after the 
appointed time. 

 

Cold food may be held at 41ºF or above 
for a total of 4 hours from the time the 
food leaves temperature control, and 
that includes food that may exceed the 
70ºF temperature. The food must then 
be discarded. 

 



Chilled/Frozen Storage On Board 

• Place ready to eat items close to top 

• Keep your icebox cold in hot climates 

• Consider temperature forecast, ground time and availability of 
wet or dry ice 

• Be careful with the use of dry ice because of unwanted 
freezing and release of CO2 vapors 

• Close aircraft window shades to keep temperature down 

 



Onboard Transfer/ Storage 

Insulated Bags/ Cold Blankets Yeti Coolers/ Cambro Cabinets 



Hot Food 

If meals to be served hot are not heated 
shortly after takeoff, they must be kept at a 
temperature below 40 F (5 C) until they are 
placed in ovens. 

 

If food is hot it can be held up to 4 hours at 
135 F. 

 

The food must be labeled with the time it 
should be thrown out within 4 hours.  

 



Heating Source and Packaging 



 

Keep an oven 
thermometer in 

your oven so you 
know what 

temperature you 
are actually 
cooking at. 



Preventing Foodborne Illness 

• Know who is supplying the food for your aircraft 

• Reject any food you suspect is contaminated 

• Protect food from contamination 

• Prevent microorganisms from multiplying 

• Discard any unsafe food 

• Cook food thoroughly 

• Reheat prepared foods to 165 F (74 C) 

• Keep hot food hot 

• Keep cold food cold 





 
 

• Be Aware of Any Special 
Passenger Food Requirements  

Food Allergies and 
Dietary Restrictions 



Food Allergies 
 It is highly likely you or your flight crew members will encounter 

passengers with food sensitivities or allergies. 

Eight major foods account for 90 percent of all food allergies:  

1. Milk 

2. Eggs 

3. Fish 

4. Shellfish  

5. Tree Nuts 

6. Peanuts 

7. Wheat 

8. Soy 



How to Handle Food Allergies 

A food allergy is an immune system response to a food it senses 
is harmful. Individual reactions to allergies differ; some may 
react immediately while others will display milder symptoms 
after a period of time. An anaphylactic reaction is a serious, rapid 
allergic reaction that, if not treated, can be life threatening. 
 
The only way to prevent an allergic reaction to food during a 
flight is to avoid having any food onboard that the passenger is 
allergic to. Prior to your scheduled flight and before placing 
your catering order, identify any food allergies your passengers 
have and request that their meals be allergen-free. Also, notify 
caterers of allergies to tree nuts, as proper precautions must be 
taken to avoid cross-contamination. 
 



Can be religious, medical, or just a passenger preference or 
trend. 

 

• Halal 

• Kosher 

• Glatt Kosher 

• Vegetarian 

• Vegan 

• Raw 

 

Dietary Restrictions 



Gluten-Free 

5-10% of the population has some sort of gluten sensitivity. 
 

A gluten-free diet is a diet that excludes all food items that contain gluten. 
Gluten is the protein found in wheat, barley, rye, triticale and spelt. Some gluten-free diets 
may also exclude oats, corn, soy or other food items that are known to be cross-reactive. 
 
Gluten-free food is usually a diet for people who have celiac disease. 
“Celiac disease is an autoimmune disorder that can occur in genetically predisposed 
people where the ingestion of gluten leads to damage in the small intestine. It is estimated 
to affect 1 in 100 people worldwide. 2.5 million Americans are undiagnosed and are at risk 
for long-term health complications.” 

Products to be 
avoided in any 
form are: 

 
– Wheat, Barley, Rye, Oats 

– Spelt, Semolina, Millet, 
Buckwheat 

– Couscous, Kamut 

– Commercial salad dressing 

– Instant coffee, malted milk 

– Canned stock, soup 

– White vinegar, beer, ale 

– Curry powders 

– Oil that was previously used for 
frying breaded foods 

– Canned tuna (except tuna 
containing only water and salt) 



• Avoid contamination 

• Keep hot food hot and cold food cold 

• Remember the temperature danger zone 

• When in doubt, throw it out 

• Be aware of allergies and dietary restrictions  

• Sanitation and personal hygiene 

 

Food Safety Recap 




