A guide to the safe
handling of ice
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Ice may be used as a food for human consumption and like any other food, has the potential to cause food
poisoning if it is not manufactured and handled under hygienic conditions. Everyone serving, handling or
manufacturing ice that will be consumed or will come into contact with food, has a responsibility to ensure
that the ice is safe, fit for consumption and free of harmful bacteria.
Food business operators should be aware that ice is vulnerable to contamination and should consider the
following points:
Packaged ice should be:
 manufactured in a commercial ice factory, not made and packed in unhygienic conditions such as ‘out
the back’ of a local service station
 labelled with the manufacturer’s lot identification (batch code), so it can be identified in case of a food
recall.
Unpackaged ice should be:
 hygienically stored, handled and displayed
 dispensed using clean utensils, or handled using gloves or clean hands
 if using an ice machine‐ clean and located inside the food premises.
The importance of safe handling of ice for consumption has been highlighted by surveys conducted by Public
Health Units on the microbiological quality of ice.
In June‐July 2001, Queensland Health Public Health Units carried out a quality survey of ice used in drinks at
hotels, restaurants and bars. Samples of ice were obtained from packaged ice, ice machines and the serving
containers at 30 food premises in the Brisbane Northside area.
Eight premises failed to comply with the National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC)
Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (ADWG). The survey also identified inadequate handling practices likely
to contaminate the ice.
There have been a number of outbreaks associated with ice contaminated by food related pathogens,
particularly a virus called Norovirus. An outbreak in 2002 in the U.S.A. occurred as a result of a sick employee
who had not washed his hands, contaminating the ice in ice coolers. Approximately 80 people got sick from
drinks containing the ice. While death resulting from Norovirus is rare, a healthy 15 year old boy died when
he choked on his own vomit from the illness. A wrongful death lawsuit resulted in a $3 million settlement.
Corderi, V. (2006) Dirty Ice Can Make You Sick, MSNBC.com, Dateline NBC, http://msnbc.msn.com/id/
13775964/print/1/displaymode/1098.

Sick workers
 advise your supervisor and do not handle ice if you are ill, particularly if you have symptoms of a cold or
flu, vomiting, diarrhoea, or a skin infection on the hands.
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Personal hygiene
 thoroughly wash hands with soap and warm running water and dry hands with disposable paper towels
before handling ice
 if handling ice, avoid handling other materials that may transmit bacteria (cross contamination) to the
ice (eg. used cleaning cloths, tea towels, refuse containers etc.)
 keep your clothing, hands, fingernails and body clean at all times and if required, wear protective
clothing (gloves, caps, aprons)
 do not smoke before or whilst handling ice.

Handling
 do not handle ice with glass cups.
 use clean ice scoops, ice buckets, clean hands or disposable gloves
 do not break up or loosen bags of ice on the floor or other unclean surfaces, as the ice may become
contaminated
 ensure only a minimum number of staff and customers handle ice
 hold the ice scoop by the handle, do not touch parts of the scoop that come into contact with ice
 do not return unused ice to the ice machine or package.

Serving containers





rinse the serving container with boiling water or sanitiser before and after storing ice.
serving containers should be fitted with a lid to prevent contamination.
serving containers should only be used for the purpose of storing ice.
ice buckets for transfer of ice should be stored in an area free from dust and debris (eg. closed cupboard)
and used only for ice.

Utensils
 ice scoops should be cleaned and sanitised daily and made of a smooth and easily cleanable material
(e.g. stainless steel).
 ice scoops should be stored on a clean tray made of smooth and impervious materials such as stainless
steel, plastic or fibreglass when not in use.

Ice machines
Improper ventilation, inadequate air conditioning in the area and dirty components will not only decrease
the efficiency of the ice machine but also support the growth of harmful bacteria. The following measures
can be taken to prevent these problems:
 choose an ice machine most suited to your business, preferably one which can also be easily accessed
and thoroughly cleaned by staff.
 plan the location of an ice machine carefully. Place the ice machine in a well ventilated area inside the
food premises or in an area which is not exposed to airborne contaminants or accessible to the public.
 separate other machines (eg. beverage machine, fridge, dishwasher) from the ice machine to ensure
adequate circulation of air and prevent build up of heat.
 ensure that the water supplied to the machine is safe. If you are not supplied with reticulated town
water, the water may need to be tested to ensure that it is safe.
 keep the lid or door of the ice machine closed when not adding or removing ice.
 obtain the operator’s manual for the ice machine and include the ice machine in the cleaning schedule.
 inspect the ice machine interior regularly for build up of mould and other contaminants and clean and
sanitise accordingly
 at regular intervals, such as monthly or quarterly, disconnect the ice machine, discard all ice and
disassemble removable parts of the machine to thoroughly clean the machine and parts. Check for the
need for repair of any part of the machine from time to time, paying particular attention to filters,
leakage problems and broken seals.
 undertake regular professional maintenance of the ice machine.
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Storage of bagged ice
 clean and sanitise freezers regularly.
 store bagged ice on shelves, do not store ice on the floor.
 store away from possible contaminants such as fish bait, raw meat and vegetables to prevent cross
contamination (consider any possible leakage from above).

Quality Assurance
Any person supplying ice for consumption (including ice in drinks) has an obligation to ensure that the ice is
safe and that the quality is acceptable.

For further information
The Queensland Department of Health has a variety of fact sheets with detailed information on food safety.
These can be accessed at www.health.qld.gov.au/foodsafety.
If you have any further questions relating to the safe handling of ice, contact the local government for the
area where your food business is located. Contact details can be found in the White Pages or at
www.dlgp.qld.gov.au/local‐government‐directory.
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