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Introduction to 
Bishul Akum 

The prohibition 
According to Biblical law, food that is 

completely kosher and cooked by a non-
Jew is permitted. However, our Sages 
decreed that such food, even when cooked 
in kosher utensils, is prohibited for con-
sumption. This prohibition is known as 
bishul akum. In the coming weeks we 
will discuss the parameters of this rab-
binic prohibition, including the reasons 
behind the decree, when it applies, and 
the practical halacha for modern indus-
trial kashrut.

Food is a very connecting element in 
every society. That is the basis behind the 
decree of bishul akum. Our Sages were very 
concerned about close relationships with 
non-Jews since intermarriage is a very 
severe transgression. The prohibition effec-
tively limits Jews and gentiles dining with 
each other, although there is no specific 
prohibition against dining with a non-Jew 
per se. (See Rashi on Avodah Zara 31:b.) 
Forbidding the non-Jew’s cooking would 
be enough to create an emotional distance 
such that families wouldn’t marry into 
each other. 

Rabbeinu Tam (Tosfot Avodah Zara 38:a) 
and Rambam (Ma’achalot Asurot 17:9) 

maintain that the decree is based on this 
issue of closeness to non-Jews that could 
lead to intermarriage; this is the opinion of 
most early authorities. However, Rashi and 
others attribute a different reasoning to the 
prohibition of bishul akum, which is that 
non-Jews might mix non-kosher ingredi-
ents into the kosher food. In future articles 
we will discuss whether the parameters of 
bishul akum are based on both of these rea-
sons or just one. However, it is clear from 
numerous sources that the danger of inter-
marriage is the main reason behind the 
prohibition (See Torat Habayit 3:7).

The decree is binding regardless of the 
reason 

Since the transgression of intermar-
riage was the primary concern behind our 
Sages’ decree, their goal was to powerfully 
discourage the possibility of developing 
emotional connections to non-Jews that 
could lead to intermarriage either in 
that generation or the next. Accordingly, 
early authorities discuss whether the 
prohibition of bishul akum still applies 
even in situations where intermarriage 
is not technically possible. For example, 
Rashba, in his responsa (1:248), examines 
the case of food cooked by a priest. Being 
that Catholic priests do not marry nor do 
they have children with whom to inter-
marry, is it permitted to eat food cooked 
by a priest even though the reason for 
bishul akum seemingly does not apply to 
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him? Rashba answers that we have a rule 
regarding rabbinic decrees:  even when 
the reason does not apply, the prohibition 
still stands. This is a necessary element 
in every rabbinic prohibition. Otherwise, 
Rashba explains, people could rationalize 
and find reasons why any decree should 
not apply in their particular situation. 
Accordingly, Rashba concludes that even 
food cooked by a Catholic priest has the 
prohibition of bishul akum. A similar 
ruling is made by Ramban (Avodah Zara 
35:a) regarding non-Jewish royalty who, 
because of their stature, are prohibited 
from marrying Jews. He maintains that 
the fact that the non-Jews are royalty is 
irrelevant, and that the decree of bishul 
akum stands regardless of the reason 
behind it. Taz (YD 112:1) , Shach (YD 
112:4) and Pri Megadim (YD 112:1) cite 
these rulings as axioms of the laws of 
bishul akum.

Other examples
Later authorities discuss similar cases 

where the logic behind bishul akum may 
not apply. Responsa Shevet Kehati (6:273) 
rules that even food cooked by a non-Jew-
ish child is considered bishul akum, despite 
the fact that the chances of marriage seem 
remote. The same is true for food cooked 
in a faraway country where Jews cannot 
travel -- bishul akum still applies.      

In summary:
Our Sages prohibited food cooked by 

gentiles, even if the ingredients and uten-
sils are kosher.

The reason cited by most authorities is 
the risk of intermarriage.

Even in cases with virtually no risk of 
intermarriage, the food is still prohibited, 
including non-Jewish royalty, priests, 
young children, and non-Jews from distant 
lands. 
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Kosher ingredients form the cornerstone 
of kosher certification. Because ingredients 
are sourced globally, extracted in various 
ways, and processed differently, determining 
whether a particular ingredient is kosher-com-
patible requires extensive expertise.

To navigate this complexity, OU Kosher has 
developed a classification system that divides 
ingredients into six numerical groups, rang-
ing from Group 1 (least sensitive) to Group 6 
(most sensitive). The lower the number, the 
less kosher-sensitive the ingredient, allowing 
companies and food-service providers greater 
flexibility in sourcing.
GROUP 5: TRANSPORT OF KOSHER LIQUIDS

Group 5 covers situations involving the 
transfer of kosher liquids in tankers that have 
previously carried non-kosher products, even 
when those tankers are clean. This classifica-
tion is based on the halachic principle kavush 
kemevushal (“soaking is like cooking”).

According to Shulchan Aruch (YD105:1) if a 
kosher food remains in contact with a non-ko-
sher liquid for 24 hours, flavor transfer occurs 
as if they were cooked together. In the case of 
sharp substances—such as pure lemon juice—
this transfer can happen within minutes.

OU OVERSIGHT AND  
MAINTENANCE WASHES

In recent years, the OU has made significant 

progress in ensuring that kosher products are 
transported exclusively in kosher-approved 
tanker trucks. To this end, the OU now cer-
tifies fleets of dedicated kosher tankers and 
operates a network of kosher truck wash 
stations across the country.

Mashgichim (kosher supervisors) audit 
truck depots to verify that:
•	 Dedicated trucks carry only kosher 

commodities, including on their return 
routes (backhauls).

•	 Tankers receive a kosher maintenance 
wash after each delivery.

A kosher maintenance wash preserves the 
kosher status of an already certified truck but 
does not constitute kashering. The process 
excludes the use of non-kosher recycled water. 
It is the responsibility of the on-site Mashgiach 
to confirm that each dedicated kosher tanker 
receives a proper maintenance wash.

Mashgichim at production plants only 
need to verify that the arriving tanker is 
kosher-certified; they are not required to 
confirm that a wash was performed.

KOSHER UPGRADE WASHES
If a tanker is not part of a certified fleet, it 

may still be permitted to transport kosher 
commodities if it undergoes a kosher upgrade 
wash.

A kosher upgrade wash involves an 

Kosher Ingredients and 
Transportation Standards
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extended cleaning with Rotchim (boiling 
water), performed in the presence of a Mash-
giach, and deemed sufficient for kashering. 
The Mashgiach must obtain a kosher upgrade 
wash ticket before loading any product.

Group 5, therefore, includes tankers that 
are not certified fleets but have documen-
tation from a Mashgiach confirming that a 
kosherization was properly performed.
SEA TRANSPORT AND KASHRUT CONCERNS

Maritime transport presents additional 
kashrut challenges, particularly with liquid 
products. This issue first gained attention 
among Israeli certification agencies over 15 
years ago concerning Passover-approved 
ingredients (However North American kosher 
certification were dealing with the issue over 
half a century ago) .

For example, palm oil—a key ingredient 
in Israel during Passover—often congeals, 
requiring continuous heating during trans-
port. Because heating can cause flavor trans-
fer, tankers used for such shipments must be 
certified to ensure they have not carried any 
non-Passover-compatible materials.

The OU Kosher division maintains close 
relationships with numerous international 
shipping companies to guarantee the kosher 
integrity of storage tanks on vessels. To 
prevent complications that might render a 
product Group 5, the OU recommends using 
brand-new, smaller plastic tankers for mari-
time transport whenever possible.

GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAIN CHALLENGES
Global crises can significantly impact kosher 

certification and logistics. During the COVID-
19 pandemic and more recently amid Houthi 
attacks in the Red Sea, the kosher industry 
faced disruptions in global shipping routes.

Stolt Shipping, one of the largest owners of 
ISO (International Organization for Standard-
ization) tankers used to transport bulk liquids 
worldwide, warned customers that instability 
in the Red Sea and Suez Canal region could 
delay shipments and disrupt supply chains.

Such disruptions affect global kosher oper-
ations—particularly in Europe, the U.S., and 
Israel—as many kosher-certified liquids are 
transported in these tankers. Potential short-
ages may force companies to switch suppliers 
or adjust their operations.

To address these issues, OU Kosher estab-
lished a special rabbinic task force dedicated 
to monitoring and managing the Suez Canal 
situation to ensure the continued integrity of 
kosher supply lines.

CONCLUSION
Esuring the kosher status of ingredients 

extends far beyond sourcing and produc-
tion—it also encompasses every stage of 
transport. Through rigorous supervision, 
detailed protocols, and global collaboration, 
the OU continues to uphold the highest stan-
dards of kosher compliance in an increasingly 
complex and interconnected world. 




