
WHAT’S HAPPENING WITH FRESH PRODUCE? WHAT IS SAFE TO EAT? 
 
Produce across the United States is at risk of harboring the parasite cyclospora. If the 
parasite is eaten on produce, an individual is susceptible to cyclosporiasis, an intestinal 
virus that can cause gastrological upset for as much as a month or more. For older adults, 
small children, those with immune system disorders, or those with a weak immune system 
due to illness or malnutrition, the illness caused by exposure to this parasite can be 
debilitating. Currently, there are record numbers of reported cases of people with 
cyclosporiasis across a number of states, to include Virgina. There have been many 
hospitalizations.  
 
Symptoms include stomach cramps, severe diarrhea, nausea, fever, and dehydration. 
Individuals experiencing severe diarrhea or strong stomach cramps, with or without the 
other symptoms, should contact their physician.  
 
Information and tips to support your health and wellness: 
1. Bagged iceberg lettuce has been verified as one source of the parasitic illness. Older 
adults should not consume bagged lettuce at this time. Pre-washing by the produce 
distributor is the likely cause of the issues as it is expected that the lettuce was pre-washed 
in contaminated water.  
2. Washing or pre-washing lettuce will not eliminate the risk.  
3. Bagged lettuce IS NOT the only lettuce or produce that is carrying the parasite. It is 
known other sources are contaminated, but due to the circumstances around the virus 
incubation period and the many forms and sources of fresh produce, along with the many 
and intricate sources for distribution, confirmation of all sources for potential exposure will 
most likely never be available. 
4. Raspberries, cilantro, and snap peas are frequent carriers of the parasite. However, 
almost any produce can carry the parasite. The parasite develops from unsanitary 
conditions involving bowel waste. How produce is handled will determine its vulnerability 
to the parasite. Handling can spread the parasite from one form of produce to another.  
5. It may be one to two weeks after you consume the contaminated produce before you 
become ill.  
 
Is there a safe way to clean my produce and remove the parasite? Unfortunately, NO! 
1. The parasite is "sticky" with a hard shell. It will not be visible. Washing your produce 
helps; however, washing will only loosen parasites. It does remove the parasite, nor will it 
kill the parasite.  
2. Cleaning thick skinned produce with mild detergent and a brush helps but often leaves 



parasites attached.  
3. Peeling the produce helps but does not eliminate the risk. Often peeling exposes the 
inner produce to the parasite from the outside, which may be on the peeling instrument.  
4. Soaking or washing produce in vinegar, fruit washes, or other soaking sources, while 
adequate for other contaminations of produce, will not kill the parasite.  
 
What should I do to protect myself? 
1. Until the current contamination sources can be identified and eliminated from the 
produce supply, Older adults, young children, and/or those with compromised immune 
systems should not consume raw produce that cannot be confirmed safe. 
2. At this time, only produce that you can confirm has been grown locally and not pre-
washed can be trusted. You should always wash your produce no matter what the source 
or produce. This removes other contaminants and toxins. Locally means from a garden in 
your local community.  
3. Cross contamination is likely. Store and process produce away from other food 
products. 
4. Always wash your produce to eliminate other contaminates, but since that will not kill 
the parasite, you must cook the produce. Only cooking raw produce to a temperature of 
158 degrees will kill the parasite. Older adults, young children, and/or those with 
compromised immune systems are advised to only eat cooked produce until the parasite 
contamination is resolved.  
5. Always wash your hands before AND AFTER handling fresh produce. 


