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Food safety publications often recommend that plastic--
rather than wood--cutting boards be used, for greater safety in
homes, restaurants, butcher shops, and food processing. The
concern is that disease-causing bacteria from meat or poultry
will soak into the wood board and later contaminate other foods
that are cut on the same surface. We have found no earlier
research that supports this concern.

The objectives of our study were to learn abhout bacterial
contamination of wood cutting boards and to find convenient means
of decontaminating the wood so it would be almost as safe as
plastic. But that’s not what happened.

RESEARCH SUMMARY

Wood and plastic cutting boards were compared for their
sanitary characteristics (Table 1). For experimental precision,
new and used boards were cut into units having a surface area of
25 cm’ (about 4 sq.in.). The surface of each unit was
contaminated with the test bacterium (Escherichia coli) in 0.3 or
0.5 ml of nutrient broth. After contamination, E. coli was
recovered from the block surface by rinsing with nutrient broth:
a) immediately, b) after 3 min., and ¢) after ca. 12 hr.
Recoveries from wooden blocks were generally less than those from
plastic blocks; the differences increased with holding time. The
wood blocks absorbed the inoculum completely within 3 min. Many
of the blocks have been used repeatedly (some >30 times); before
reuse, these were treated with hot water and disinfectant, or
with a hot or boiling solution of chlorine bleach if the
contaminant was a pathogen.

Table 1. Types of cutting boards tested in this study

Group Type (species or polymer)

WOOD Hard maple--face grain & end grain
American black walnut, ash, basswood, beech, birch,
black cherry, butternut, oak

POLYMER Polyacrylic, polyethylene, polypropylene, polystyrene,
hard rubber
















