USING MICROWAVE OVENS
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Microwave ovens are everywhere--in our homes, offices and office building cafeterias and delis. Some people even take microwave ovens on the road in travel trailers and recreational vehicles.

Considering our fast-paced lives, microwave ovens have several advantages. They are more energy-efficient than conventional and toaster ovens, don(t heat up the kitchen and are easily cleaned with warm water and a mild detergent. Plus, a microwave oven can quickly defrost frozen meats and other foods.

Since cooking fruits and vegetables requires little water, you retain more nutrients than with conventional methods. You can use a microwave oven to prepare fruits and vegetables from your garden or local farmers(s market for further processing.

Microwaves are electrical and magnetic energy waves moving together through the air. Their energy level is similar to low-energy radio frequency waves used in broadcasting.

Contrary to what some people believe, microwaved foods are cooked from the outside to the inside.  Microwaves emitted in the oven cavity bounce back and forth until food absorbs them. Magnetic energy causes water molecules in food to vibrate at a high rate, resulting in friction that produces heat to cook the food. This friction may continue for some time after you remove food from the microwave oven, so allow some standing time for the cooking process to conclude.

Following these tips will ensure safe, effective microwave cookery.

Use only containers and products approved for microwave ovens. Glass, plastic, paper and ceramic are best suited for microwave cookery. Wax paper, microwave-safe plastic wrap and oven-cooking bags also are good choices. The original trays and containers that come with microwave food products and those with crisping or browning devices are intended only for one-time use.

The owner(s manual describes how to test containers to discover if they(re microwave-oven safe, but you can try this easy test. Set an empty container in the microwave oven and (cook( it for 15 seconds. If the container is hot to the touch, it(s not appropriate for microwave oven use.  

The owner(s manual also lists the wattage of your microwave oven. Always read the food package directions and adjust cooking times to thoroughly cook foods according to your oven(s wattage.

Cold spots, or areas of uneven microwave cooking, are the greatest safety concern. Different ingredients of microwaved foods absorb waves at dissimilar levels, leaving some areas undercooked. And bacteria that cause gastro-intestinal illnesses, ranging from minor stomach discomfort to nausea and diarrhea, thrive in warm, moist environments of the undercooked locations.

To lessen cold spots, cover the food container with a glass lid or microwave-safe plastic wrap, being sure the plastic is vented and doesn(t touch the food. You might need to add a small amount of water. Covering the food helps steam kill bacteria and ensures uniform heating. Stir food, especially soups, stews and casseroles, and rotate the food container several times during the cooking process.

Always check food for doneness before eating. To verify safe temperatures, use a temperature probe or meat thermometer. Check meat and poultry in several areas, avoiding fat and bone. Red meat should reach an internal temperature of 160 degrees F; poultry, 180 degrees F, and all leftovers, a minimum of 165 degrees F. Eggs and egg dishes need to be firm and you should be able to flake fish with a fork.

Since defrosting is (low-level cooking,( always fully cook foods immediately after thawing in the microwave. When combining this with other cooking methods, immediately transfer microwaved foods to the heat source to complete the cooking process.

Always observe a recipe(s standing time. This extra time completes the cooking process because food continues to cook a few minutes after the microwave oven quits operating.

For more information, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.

-30-

