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LOOK
CLOSER:
How clean

is your  
food?

Health agencies create strict regulations to

ensure that eating at restaurants is safe, but is

it really?

According to a recent article in The Monitor,

local health inspectors found 12 restaurants in

McAllen alone with health violations. Some of

the restaurants inspected earlier this year

included Country Omelet, Mr. GattiÕs Pizza,

Taqueria La Mexicana, Chile Piquin, Red Snapper

and Black Eyed Pea. 

The inspec-

tions, which

took place

between January

and July, uncovered

various violations such

as problems with keep-

ing meats cold, improper sanitizing systems,

food found on the floor, and the presence of flies

and roaches near food. Other restaurants

received minor citations for not having paper

towels in the restrooms and expired food-han-

dler licenses. 

Employees who work in food service estab-

lishment must attend a course to obtain a valid

license. The course teaches the basics of food

preparation and personal hygiene. The license

expires after two years and is only part of what

employees have to learn when handling and

preparing food.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration

(FDA) issues a Food Code every two years,

which serves as a reference document for reg-

ulatory agencies that oversee safety in food

service establishments, retail food stores and

other establishments. According to the FDA

Web site, the code is used as a model to update

food safety rules to be consistent with national

food regulatory policy. 

The Food Code covers a broad range of top-

ics from personal cleanliness and hygienic prac-

tices, to sanitization of equipment and utensils

as well as water temperature. For example, the

code said that employees of food establish-

ments must wash their hands in warm water

with soap and completely dry them with a paper

towel before handling food. Special hand-wash-

ing procedures are created that specify how fin-

gernails are to be kept and hand-sanitizing pro-

cedures.

Israel Martinez, a new assistant manager at

Mr. GattiÕs Pizza in McAllen, said that he was not

aware of any past health code violations, and

stressed that every employee must go to a food-

handlers course in order to work at Mr. GattiÕs.

ÒThe class shows [the employees] how to

handle food properly,Ó Martinez said. ÒThe City of

McAllen requires it. They are taught about

touching food, and not picking food up if it falls

to the ground.Ó

Martinez said that he has never been wit-

ness to any food tampering.

However, that is not the case for everyone.

Vivian Dominguez, a former employee of the

Johnny Carinos restaurant in McAllen and

Austin, was witness to food tampering when

she was a waitress at the restaurant in

McAllen.

ÒThere was once a time I saw an employee

drop a pizza that he was about to put in a ÔTo GoÕ

box,Ó Dominguez said. ÒInstead of getting a new

one for the customer, he just picked it up off the

floor and placed it in the box.Ó

Dominguez said that the managers were not

aware of the incident and that the employee

was eventually fired for other reasons.

One of the restaurants that had a health

code violation in March of this year, according

to The Monitor, was Black Eyed Pea in south

McAllen. In late March, the restaurant received

27 demerits for leaving bulk food bags open, not

sweeping dry storage area, and problems with

sanitizing and cleaning utensils that come in

contact with food. Patrick OÕBleness, the restau-

rant manager, said that the problems from that

inspection stemmed from former management.

ÒWe have recently gone through a change in

management and a change in ownership as

well,Ó OÕBleness said. ÒSince the March inspec-

tion, we have improved on our health score.Ó

Black Eyed Pea is in the process of re-doing

the restaurant. The outside building was

repainted and over the next six months the inte-

rior will be redone. 

Aside from hiring new management or repri-

manding an employee for tampering with food,

restaurants can avoid health inspection viola-

tions if they prepare in advance.

According to the National Restaurant

Association, which represents, educates and

promotes the restaurant industry, there are

several steps that can be taken to ensure that

a restaurant passes health inspection.

The organization suggested that managers

become inspectors and conduct weekly in-house

examinations. The self-inspection priorities

include: food temperature, awareness of food

types, and hand washing.

As regular customers, people should also be

aware of any health citations that their favorite

restaurants have received. An overall assess-

ment of the facility regarding cleanliness and

food quality can be evaluated just by the out-

ward appearance. As a regular customer visible

warning signs that a facility may not be up to

par are dishes lying on the table, crumbs on the

chairs and tables, cold food at buffet lines, and

cooks without hairnets. 

Unfortunately, incidents still happen regard-

ing food tampering and unsanitary facilities.

Eating anywhere is a risk, but it is one many

people are willing to take to grab a bite at their

favorite restaurants.
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