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Keep Leftovers Safe
Do not let leftovers make you sick!

As soon as you finish a meal, put your leftovers in the refrigerator. Make sure that the temperature in
your refrigerator is 41 °F or colder.

Put a piece of tape on the container and write the date on the tape. It is best to use refrigerated leftovers
within 4 days. If you won’t be eating your leftovers in that time, put them in the freezer where they
will keep safely. For best quality use the storage times in the chart below.

Never put a big pot of hot food in the refrigerator — it will take too long to cool down to safe
temperatures.

Put liquid foods like hot soup or chili in shallow containers, no more than 2 inches deep, and then
refrigerate or freeze quickly.

Do not reheat foods in the microwave oven in Styrofoam or carry-out containers from restaurants
because these containers can warp or melt and possibly transfer harmful chemicals into the food.

If reheating in a microwave oven, use a microwave-safe dish, cover with a lid or paper towel, and turn
the dish and stir the food to make sure it is hot all the way through. Your dish should indicate if it is
microwave-safe, but if not, see HGIC 3586, Microwave Food Safety for information on how to tell if
a container is microwave-safe.

 

Safe Foods Make Safe Leftovers
Keep foods safe from the moment you buy them
until you eat them by following these simple steps.

Clean: Bacteria are everywhere—on cutting boards,
knives, sponges and counter tops. Keep hands and
surfaces clean to stop bacteria from making you sick.

Always wash your hands in hot, soapy water
before preparing food and after using the
bathroom, changing diapers and handling pets.
Wash your hands again after touching raw meat,
poultry or seafood and before handling ready-to-
eat foods. Use warm water to get your hands wet,
then add soap and rub hands together for 20
seconds before rinsing carefully.
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As soon as you finish a meal, put your leftovers in the
refrigerator. 
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Wash cutting boards, knives, utensils and counter
tops in hot, soapy water after preparing each food
item and before going on to the next one.

Sanitize cutting boards and other surfaces that
have been in contact with raw meat, poultry or seafood. To sanitize, immerse the item in a solution of 1
tablespoon liquid chlorine bleach per gallon of warm, not hot, water and leave for several minutes.
Plastic cutting boards can also be sanitized in a dishwasher using the wash and dry cycle.

It is best to use paper towels to clean up kitchen surfaces and to dry your hands. If you use cloth
towels, wash them often in the hot cycle of the washing machine.

Sanitize a non-metal kitchen sponge by heating it while still wet in a microwave oven for one minute.
Avoid burns by allowing the sponge to cool before using it. Or rinse and squeeze out sponge and put
through the wash and dry cycle of a dishwasher.

Rinse fresh fruits and vegetables under clean, lukewarm, running water.

Separate: Cross-contamination is how bacteria spread. Keep raw meat, poultry and seafood and their
juices away from ready-to-eat foods.

When shopping, keep raw meat, poultry, seafood and eggs from touching other foods in your cart and
in grocery bags.

Store raw meat, poultry and seafood in a sealed package on a plate or dish on the bottom shelf of the
refrigerator so juices do not drip onto other foods.

Use one cutting board for raw meat, poultry and seafood, and a different one for foods that are ready-
to-eat. If you have just one cutting board, wash and sanitize it after using it to cut raw meat, poultry or
seafood.

Never put cooked food on a plate that held raw meat, poultry, seafood or eggs until the plate has been
cleaned and sanitized.

Wash and sanitize utensils that have been used to handle raw meats before reusing them on cooked
foods.

Cook: Bacteria can survive on foods that are not cooked properly. Use a food thermometer to measure the
internal temperature of cooked foods.

Cook roasts and steaks to at least 145 °F. Allow meat to rest for 4 minutes before carving or eating.

Cook mechanically tenderized or injected meats to 155 °F. Some stores now label meat that has been
tenderized. If not, ask the meat manager if the meat that you are buying has been tenderized.

The color of ground meat or ground pork does not show if it is safely cooked. Use a thermometer to
check that it reaches 155 °F.

Cook all poultry to at least 165 °F.

Cook eggs until the yolk and white are firm. If eggs will not be cooked, first mix raw eggs with other
liquids and heat to 155 °F.

Chill: Bacteria grow quickly at temperatures between 41 °F and 135 °F. Keep leftovers and other
perishable foods out of this danger zone!

Refrigerate or freeze meat, poultry, eggs and other perishables as soon as you get them home from the
store.



Keep an appliance thermometer in the refrigerator to make sure the temperature is at 41 °F or below.
Keep the freezer at 0 °F or below.

Refrigerate leftovers and takeout foods within 2 hours.

The best place to thaw food is in the refrigerator. Food thawed in the microwave oven must be cooked
immediately.

Safe Storage of Prepared or Leftover Foods

Product Refrigerator (40
F)

Freezer (0
F)

Meat Salads & Other Deli Foods:

Store-prepared or homemade egg, chicken, tuna, ham 3–5 days Do not
freeze

Pre-stuffed pork & lamb chops, chicken breasts stuffed with
dressing

1 day Do not
freeze

Store-cooked convenience meals 1–2 days Do not
freeze

Eggs:

Casserole, quiche, omelet 3–4 days 2 months

Hard-cooked 1 week Do not
freeze

Soups & Stews:

Vegetable 3–4 days 2–3 months

Meat added 1–2 days 2–3 months

Meat Leftovers:

Cooked meat & meat Dishes 3–4 days 2–3 months

Gravy & meat broth 1–2 days 2–3 months

Cooked Poultry, Leftover:

Fried chicken, plain pieces, cooked poultry dishes 3–4 days 4 months

Pieces, covered with broth & gravy 1–2 days 6 months

Chicken nuggets, patties 1–2 days 1–3 months

Cooked Seafood:

Fish 3–4 days 3 months

Crab 1–2 days 3 months

Shrimp 3–4 days 2 months

If this document didn’t answer your questions, please contact HGIC at hgic@clemson.edu or 1-888-656-
9988.

mailto:hgic@clemson.edu


Original Author(s)
Pamela Schmutz, Former Retired HGIC Food Safety Specialist, Clemson University
E.H. Hoyle, PhD, Retired Extension Food Safety Specialist, Clemson University

Revisions by:
Angela Fraser, Extension Food Safety Specialist, Clemson University

This information is supplied with the understanding that no discrimination is intended and no endorsement of brand
names or registered trademarks by the Clemson University Cooperative Extension Service is implied, nor is any
discrimination intended by the exclusion of products or manufacturers not named. All recommendations are for South
Carolina conditions and may not apply to other areas. Use pesticides only according to the directions on the label. All
recommendations for pesticide use are for South Carolina only and were legal at the time of publication, but the status of
registration and use patterns are subject to change by action of state and federal regulatory agencies. Follow all
directions, precautions and restrictions that are listed.

Clemson University Cooperative Extension Service offers its programs to people of all ages, regardless of race, color, gender,
religion, national origin, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, gender identity, marital or family status and is an equal

opportunity employer.

Copyright © 2020 Clemson University
Clemson Cooperative Extension | 103 Barre Hall Clemson, SC 29634

864-986-4310 | HGIC@clemson.edu

https://hgic.clemson.edu/author/pamela-schmutz/
https://hgic.clemson.edu/author/e-h-hoyle/
https://hgic.clemson.edu/author/afraser/

