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Deadly Bacteria a New Threat
To Fruit and Produce in U.S.

By CHRISTOPHER DREW and PAM BELLUCK

Anna Grace Gimmestad, 18
months old, wad just beginning to
put her infant stamp on the world.
She would parrot the whir of a
helicopter, pause on euch stair
step to kiss her parents through
the hanister.

And every limne her mother
whecled her past the grocery-
store cooler, she would puint ex-
citedly to her favorite: the color-
ful, fruity juices made by a Cal}-
fornia company, Odwalla, that
promoted fts products as some of
the nation’s freshest and healthi-
est.

To Christy and Chad Gimmes-
tad. who live in Evuans, Colo,
these  fresh-squeezed  juices
secmed natural and nutritious.
But'in late 1996, Anna became so
ill after drinking Odwalla apple
juice that, within two weeks, her
kidneys gave oul, part of her
brain became clogged with dead
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bleod cells, her heart faltered and
she died.

Health authorlties say Anna’s
body collapsed so fast because
the juice had been contaminated
with an increasingly traublesome
hazard in America’s food sys-
tem: 4 strain of bacteria known
‘as E. coli O157:H7. The authori-
ties say that while Odwalla was
marketing its products as pre-
mium sources of nourishment,
the fast-growing company had
significant flaws in its salety
practices — weaknesses that inay
have allowed tainted apples Lo
-contaminate sume of its juice and
cuused 70 peaple 1o becume sick.

Interviews with former 0Od-
walla managers and company
documents show that in the weeks
before the outbreak, Odwalla be-
gan reluxing its standards on ac-
cepting blemished fruil and rein-
ing in the authority of its own
safety officials, culminating in
tense, ramatic moments on the
movrang of Get, 7, 1996, the day
the contaminated  juice  was
pressod.

criminal charges.

Odwalla uofficials acknowledge that their

By these accounts, production
managers brushed aside ‘wam-
ings from a young company in-
apccror that a butch of apples was
lvo rolten lo use — some were
highly decayed and one had a
worm in it — without taking spe-
cial precautions against contami-
nants. These Issues are beiny ex-
amined by a Federal grand jury
in Fresno, Culif., that could bring

Continued on Page 14

SAFER JUICE After its apple juice
caused 70 people to become
aick, Odwallo became a convert
to pasteurization.

partion of foud-polsonlng cases — some

stunning in their severlty — now arise from
2. coli, salmonella and other pathogens in

salety systems failed to keep oult the E. coli,
but they deny that the company ok any

tvesh juice and produce.
‘The nation’s food supply rematns ane of
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feast 61 people in Illinois, Connecticul and
New York in May and June 1996,

After the outbreak. a team of tnvestiga-
iors found rhat the lettuce had been washed
and puckaged less than 100 [eet from a
cattle pen. Although F.. coli 0157:H7 origi-
pates in animals and cattle (feces is the
oSt common source), there were virtually
no measures to protect the lettuce.

Until recently, the Government had

. shown little leadership in dealing with the

probletns, and there are deep fluws in the
system that regulates much of the nation’s
foud industry. 1t s a patchwork of weak
state agencies and a lumbering FFederul
burcaucracy. centered at the Food and
Drug Administration, that has focugert more
on reacting to outbreaks thau on preventing
them.

The F.D.A. is responsible for the safety of
all foods except meat, poultry and eggs. But
for an apency thac must also regulate phar-
maceutical drugs and medical dovices, tood
bus never been a high priority, and the
F.I).A. has given little guidance o the indus-
try.

)In fact, the agency Inspected Qdwalla’s
plant just three months before the E. colf
outbreak. But Govermment reports indicate
its inspector focused un minor 18sucs and
missed signs that the company had failed to
bulld the kind of safeguards that the F.D.A.
now contends it should have had.

The emergence of this mysterious strain
of F. coli polnts up how the foed chain is
becoming mure vulnerable to micruscopic
threats. Millions of Americans suffer some
sort of itlness each year from somcthing
they eat. Bul Government officials say that
less than 5 percent of food illnesses are cver
reported to authoritics, so they rely heavily
on estimates.

All wid, the Ceaters for Disease Control
and TPrevention estimales that E. coli
0157: 17 infects as muny as 20,000 Ameri-
cans a year through mcat. produce and
other means and Kkills up to 500. 1t [icst
began to appear in food in 1980, and the
outbreaks have gotten more frequent. Since
mid-1985, the C.D.C. has confirmed that
more than 300 people had severe diarrhea
and other ilinesses in nine autbreaks of the
E. coll in lertuce, alfalfa sprouts and fresh
apple juice or cider. ' _

But what atarms food experts is how
devastuting the E. coli can be, especially for
children. In the Odwalla case, 14 chlldret_1
were hospitalized with a severe blood and
kidney disorder, hemulytic uremic Syn-
drome. Anna Gimmestad was the only one
who died, but doctors say some of the others

are likely to have permanent kidney dam-
age aud nther lasting problems.

““The biggesl problem in the food system
right now is the new hazarde like E. coll
0157:H7,” said ing S d, a
consumer wadvocate in Washington. **And
the most surprising thing is the number of
outbreaks linked to fresh truits and vegeta
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Tup company cxecutlves say that, like many
others in their industry, they simply did not
Tecalize that E. coli 0157:H7 could live in
_something as acidic as apple juice, and they
still are not sure how it got in. Since the
outbreak, Odwalla has begun pasteurizing
rany of its products, inchuding apple juice,
a sure-fire method of kllling bacteria with
heat.

What happened at Odwalla (pronounced
ude-WALL-a) is rore than just a tale of one
company and a onc-time breakdown in safe-
ty precautions, Thig case and similar oul-
breaks across the counlry illustrate one. of
the least undcrstood new currenis in food
safety: this dangerous strain of E. coli has
begun to infiltrare fresh fruit juices and
vegetables, the vary foods that Amiericana
are buying mare of 10 be healthy.

Since 1993, when hundreds ol people got
sick from undercooked hamburgers, the
public has associated the biggest hazards
with ground beef. Yet a smalt but growing

e Worid 3 sRies. butl WL clupguasts a8

"freshness and natrition is placing a greater

burden on companics to insure that thelr
products are as free of harmful bacteria as
other faods that have undergone processes
like pasteunrization. And while the food in-
dustry responds (0 the changing American
palate with a jazey array of new products,
from exotic juices to canvenient packs of
fancy premixed salads, the Odwalla case
shows how some growers and processurs
are failing to meet the clgorous safety
standards needed to keep out dangerous
pathogens.

it has also become clear that as tmore
companies expand dlstrthution of their
products, unsanitary conditions in even the
smallest corners of the industry can cause
widespread harm. In auuther striking ex-
ample, Federal and state health authorities
say they believe 1 small lettuce producer -—
operating undet conditions cited as blatant-
ly unsanitary — was responsible lor an
outbreak of E. colf O157: H7 that sickened at

Food cunlamination, she added, “isn’t
just a stomachache anymore.”

Dr. Michael A, Friedman, the acting com-
missioner of the Food and Drug Administra-
tlon, sgreed that the hazards gre growing.
Regulators need “to be more vigilant and to
be, honestly, more aggressive,” he sald.

Many food companies, egpecially the larg-
est ones, have taken steps 10 improve safery,
and the Clinton Administration recently un-
veiled several safety initiatives. The F.DA.
has begun to draft new rules for juice pro-
duction. though it faces opposition trom
some juice and cider makers wlo mainlain
thal onpasteurized producis laste better
and can still be made safely:

Odwalla now says it would never have
sold unpasteurized apple juico if it had
understood the dangers. “The bottom line 13
that you would have [0 say we luiled.”” said.

Srephen . Willinmsan, Odwalla’s chiel ex-
ecutive. “And those are hard wards.” 0d-
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a Begins to Infiltrate Fresh Fruit Juices and Produce
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walla also criticized the roughly 1,500 com-
panies, mosudy farms and roadside opera-
tions that make fresh apple juice and cider,
as failing to heed this lesson. :
A closc look at the Odwalla case shows
there is little margin for error in dealing
with fresh products. While Odwalla had told
prowers it wanted only tree-picked apples,

the autharitics suspect the bacteria got into .

its planl on decayed apples that had fallen
on the ground and come into coptact with
{eccs, possibly (rom deer.

But former Odwalla managers see an-
other lesson as well: the company, tiey say.
was growing so rapidly that it did not pay
cnough allentlon to safety.

“In Lerms of safety, it could have been
irproved greatly if we had spent a little

morce time on it instead of just focusing on
production,” sald Nouglas A Dohbs. a for-

fcr company planning official.

The Backdrop

Quality Standards
Vs. Production

Nearly all the giant juice companiesg, like
Tropicana, and some midsized upstarts, like
Nuntucket Nectars, rely on pasteutizalion
Analysts estimate that 98 percent of the
natlonw’s juice pues through this process.

But when Odwalla’s chairman, Greg A
Steltenpoh), started the company in 1980, he
saw absolute freshness as his entree into a
highly competitive business.

Inspired by his father’s habil of squeczing
his own orange juice, Mr. Steltenpohl bor-
rowed $200 from a girlfriend, started meaking
juice at home and delivered it to restaurants
i Volkswagen vans. He took the name Od-
walla from a character in a jazz song who
guided the lost "people of the sun™ out of the
“gray hazc.”’

Over the years, Odwalla worked hard 0
build up its brand nanie, and it now markets
more than 20 flavors of juice, smouthies and
vitamin-packed drinks in the West and
SouthwesL Mr. Steltenpohl kept the (nlksy
philosophy. even as Odwalla became a public
company in 1993 and its sales soared, to $59
million in its 1998 fiscal year from $8 million
in 1991. It studded its labels with whimsical
sunbursts, gave its products names like Mo’

I

Beta and Femme Vitale and rhreaded its -

mission statements with phrases like “*Nour-
ishing the Body Whole,” ,

‘This approach created an enthusiastic fol-
lowlng, particularly among professionals. Tr
also turned Odwalla into one of the nation’s
largest fresh-fuice compunies, along with a
few other regional vutlits. And hefore the £,
coli outbreak, Odwalla officials never consid-
ered pasteurizatlon, fearing that It would Kill
nutrients and make thetr juices tasle bland.

“1I it's not fresh-sgueczed, then i's not
part of Odwalla — and that's truly the way
we thought,” Mr, Steltenpohl said at the
company’s headquarters in Hall Moou Bay,
a seaside town south of San Francisco.

But if a juice company docs not pasteurize,
it is placing a huge strain on the rest of its
satety processes. Even (he least harmfnl
hacteria. like foad-spoilage organisms, mulii-
»iv so fast that thev can render fresh juices

Mr. Stellenpohl and Mr. Williamson said
the company spent several million dollars
over the last several years o upgrade plant
equipment and install new safety devices,
and it reduced the general bacterlal counts to
relatively low levels. "'We thought we were
doing a good job,” Mr. Williamaan sotd.

But {n mid-1995, juice makers in Florida
were hit by an outbreak of salmoneila in
orange juice served at Walt Disney World
thar sickened mare than 0 children and
adults.

The cause was odd; authorities believe the
diseuse catne from a toad that crawled unto
a juice plant's processing equipmenl. Bul
this was the tirst time that a toxic bacteria
had been dlscavered in orange juice, and N
shook much of the industry with the realiza-
tion that puthopens could survive in highly
acidic proaducts. . '

Before this, there had been two small

outhreaks oi L. cali Q157:17 in fresh upple
juice and cider made op farms, in Canadu In
1980 and Massachuseus in 1991, Lul ihe
incident= had recelved Litile attenfion at d-
walla or in the Indusury, and even the CD.C.
suggesled that such contamination was like-
Jy o occur af. naly {he crudest operalions.

After the Disney World oulbreak, the State
of Florida drafied new rules, which ook
effect in carly 1996, that required larger
fresh-juite companies to add more protec-
tions. The regulations prohibit using sphic or
decayed frult, They also require a two-step
fruit-cleaning  process, including both an
acid-baged detnrgent and chlorine.

As @ California company, Odwalla wat
under 1o ebligation to follow these rules, and
few juice companies outside of Tlorida did.

But Odwalla had just hired (wo managers
from the Florida juice industry, One of them,
Dave Stevenson, who oversaw quality assur-
ance as Odwall’s techunical services direc-
lor, contended that Odwalla should add a
chiorine riuse as a crucial buckstop against
bad fruit, company docwinents show. Bur
Chip Bettle, a former Tropicanu cxecutive
wiho became Odwalla's senior vice president,
feared chlovine would leave an aftertaste
und decided that only an acid wash was
neceded, '

By the summer of 1996, as Odwall’s plant
pushed hard to keep up with rapidly rising
sules, some former company offlcials say
producrion demands began 0 avershadow
safely concerns.

At the end of August, Steve Kock, Odwal-
la's quality assurance mangger, sent an E-
mail 1o Mr. Bettle saying he planned to start
Ltesting fur listcria npain.

Bur on Sept. 2, Mr. Beltle wrote back:
“why are we doing i, why now, what do we
want o PROVE. . _Jf the data is bud, what dv
we do ahout it. Once you create a bady of
data, it is subpocnable.”” )

Mr. Buttle declined to be interviewed. He
said in a statement that he was malnly
concerned thal any testing be based on "a
spund plan™ to identify corrective measures.

Mr. Kaock dropped the lesting plan. And by
mid-$eprenber, he asked 1o be reMeved of his
management dufies. demoting himself, in
cffect. to o quality tochaiclan. Mr. Kock, who

still works at Qdwalla. did not return calls tor

comnment,
But former associates said he had grawn

Ve af hattling with arncucnion oflicials
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undrmikabile withiil 4 Couple i witlis.

This means that the companics have to
rely on several lines of defense, from sorting
out bad [ruit to washing the usable pleces
with sanitizing chemicals.

Campany ducuments reviewed by The
New York Times show that Odwaila had
been grappling with these problems since it
opencd a $3 million plant in Dinuba, Callf, in

- 1993.- Tests on samples of its juices then

-
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found high readings of general bacteria,
yesat and mold (har could cause (hem to
spnil. A contractor later warmed in a menio-
randum thal Odwalla's citrus-processing
equipment was so poorly maintained it was
breeding bacteria in “*black rotten crud™ and
“inoculating every drup of juice you muke.”

After customers complained of flinesses in
carly 1995, tests found low Jevils of listeria
monocyiogenes, a pathogen that can harm
pregnant women, in samples ot Odwalla’s
apple and orange jutce. Federal faw hans the
sale of any food or drink with this strain of
listerla. But Odwalla officials say the levels
in the juice were far ton low to cause any
health risk.

over gatety 1ssucs, like DOW OLLEH Ly St
the julee tanks. He was also concerned thal
Mr. Stevenson was leaving at the end of
Septembuer L 1ake a sales jub with Odwalla
in New Mexico.

In a compauy report on Oct. 4, Mr. Kock
described how his department’s authority
was being cut back. “Philosuphicatly,” he
wrate, “the department is moving towards
an audit fupction as compared fo one of
controliing or policing.™

The Cruclal Day

A Plant Struggles
With a Basic Tenet

Inlerviews and documents suggest that
the tenstans reuched a climax threc days
later at Odwalle’s plant, Jocted about 200
miles [rom the company’s headquarters in
the main agricultural belt ol Central Califor-
nia.



TR At Rt P TR R TR e e e

da’s father. Adam.

E. coLr's vicTim Chad and
Chiristy Ginumestad, sit-
ting at their home in Ev
ans, Colo., by photo-
graphs ol their daughter,
Anna, who dicd after
drinking contaninated
Qdwalla apple juice. The
juice was tound to have
been contarmnated by a
strain of bactenia known
as 5. coli O157:17.

. : SN -
Kevin Malawy s The Nes ok Times
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Nu one disputes that Oct. 7, 1996, was when

be contuminated upple juice was made: the

chelic markings on the 1. coli i the victims
natched bacteria found in 2 product botted
hat day. O that day. according o a new
ceownt provided o Fuderal investigarors,
roduction workers used decayed fruil vver
he objections of a quadity-contral inspector
nd vesisted raking extra steps to weed oul
he roften pieces.

Sa b the end, headth authoritics say, the L.
oli outbreak may have occurred simply
ccause the plant violated one of the most
undamental tenets of fresh juice produc-
oty : Do nat use rotten fruit.

‘The new account comes frum Mr, Steven-
un, who tokd investigators last month about
he face-off hetween the quality inspector,
nita Velasquez, and production officials.
wceording (o peuple familiar with his ac-
vunt, Ms. Velasquez described this 1o Mr.
tevenson in early Novernber 1996, shortly
feer health authorities had traced the fivse
- coli {llnesses to Odwalla,

Mr. Stevenson had returned to the plant 1o
elp, and he asked Ms. Vclasquez if anything
nusual bad happened. She responded, he
nld investigators, by relating the trouble she
ad nun into on Oct, 7, '

Ms. Velusquez then repeated that accaunl,
vithout citing that date, in a two-page hand-
sTitten note on Nov. 4, 1996,

In the nore:, Ms, Velasquez said thatl the
Hsagreement. with the producrion officlals
«gan on a Friday, when she saw ““a couple
f appie bing that had high decay.” She added
nat she anr open one apple and found a
orm inat.

Around this Ume, Odwalla had received
everal loads with puor-yuality apples be-
ause of a seasonal switch from prized
Jashington fruit 1o less expensive California
arietics, Company documents show that its
olicy was to stretch its standards for fruit.
naliry at such times ~- and add extra sort-
rs to pick uut bad picces, '

While Odwalla often had accepted only
»ads In which no more than 5 percent of the
-uit was defective, it had {fied that 10 10 1o
5 perceqit. In the three weeks before the had
lice was made, the documents show, some
»ads of apples came in with 25 0 30 percent
efective fruit,

Ms. Velasquez wrote that on thar Friday,
he *“‘didn’t want 10 accept the rest of the
ing” in the load. But her abjection was
verruled by an official who told her “‘we had
) use them since we had the ioad here.”

Ms. Velusquez wrote that the production
‘aff used half of that load ou Friday and
actded to use the other half on Monday, That
leant the apples would sit in a cnoler for two
ays, and she was worried that bacteria
uuld spread amony them.

S0 she got the leader of the apple press line
v agree to assign three or-four people on

{~ £+~ J0 g-Zdim -

Munday 10 sort oul bad apples, instead of the
usual one or two,

When My, Velasquez came in on Monday
muorning, she saw only one sorter picking out
rotten apples as they rolled by to be pressed
into juice. She also sparted 10 10 15 decayed
apples that the sorter had missed.

She suggested slowing the line and was
told a4 second sorrer wauld be added. Bw
when she checked 10 minutes later, there
was s1ill only one sorter, and she asked again
to slaw down the line. At Lhis point, every-
vne was upset ar me,”’ she wrote, She added
that the tensions had risen this high “‘only
becauge [ wanted to reject it but couldn’t due
to higher power.”

Tn her note, Ms. Velasquez did not indicate
that she or the production officials took fur-
ther action.

In a bricf relephone interview, she said,
“What T wrote ts (rue.” She said that she did
nul know if these problems were connected
to the fllnesses. bnt added, <1t was an incl-
dent that happened at that time.”

Bur Ms, Velasquez, wha is belng represent-
ed by a lawyer for Odwalla, declined to
comment further. Chris Gallagher, an Od-
walla spokesman, said Ms. Velasquez had
told company lawyers that she could not
recall the dates when the incidents occurred.

“Obvinusly, the ‘Friday’ and the ‘Monday’
could well be dates other than October 4 and
7, Mr. Gullagher wrote in a statement.
“Tndeed, there are a number of inconsisten-
cies suggesting that the incident referrved to
in the memo may nor have aceurred over
that precise weekend.”

Mr. Gallagher sald ane inconsistency was
that Odwalla's records indicate that the com-
pany used three sorters on rhe morning of
Qcl. 7. He also sald that Ms. Velasquez had
told company luwyers that on the day she
described, she ended up halting the produc-
tion line wntil exrra sorrers were added.

““This Is an Indication of good uality man-
agement. not a failure,” Mr. Gallagher
wrate,

" Bul Federal nnd state inspection reports

“confirm that the comnpany used apples from

two loads with relatively high defect levels
on the day the labited juice was made.
Mareover, Warren llayes, a former Qdwalla
production supervisor, said there may have
been a similar incident that day. Mr. Ilayes
said a producrion ream leader told him that
he had objecled W using rotten [ruit but
othors had “‘made the decikion 10 nn "
Mr. Hayes added: “Generally if it’s tha
bud, you shouldn’t be running iL."” :

The Reaction

A Broad Debate
Over Safety Rules
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Right ufter the outbreuak, new regulatory
inspections also found other flaws in Odwal-
ta's safery programs. And the problems at
O)dwalla have since sparked a broad debate
over what rules arve needed to insure the
safery of fresh juices and cider.

The F.DA. cited Odwalla for having an
“inaderuarc’ program to test for food-poi-
soning bacteria. Odwalla’s chemlical supplier
said the hrand of acid wash Odwalla was
using had killed all the E. coli O157:H7 in
only 8 percent of lab tests and should nol.
have been used without chlorine.

And while Qdwalia now has one of the st
extensive bactleria-testing programs in the
industry and hag expanded its [ruit-washing,
it also has become one of the most vigorous
champions of a solution it once disdained:
pasteurization.

The company hired safety consuliants,
then identificd cvery point where bacteria

_could slip in and devised measures to kil

them. This systematic approach. known as a
Huyard Analysis Critical Control Point plan,
is whal Federal regulators are starting to
require as the best answer 1o the new threals
in other types of foods, frum seatoad to meat.
The F.D.A. s5aid it. would draft a similar rule
for juices.

With apples, where the skin gets mashed
right into the juice, Odwalla says this has
inevitably meant a shift to pasteurization.
But given that orange juice can be extracted
without touching the rind, Odwalla’s fests
show it is stift safc ra scll it without pasteuriz-
g,

Bur a bitter debule iy sbaping up. Many
doctors now caullan against giving childeen
fresh apple juicc or cider, and swnall cider
makers fear thal more regulations could put
them out of business. Other companies think
the I-.D.A’s move will lead Lo pressurc 1o
pasteurize all fresh juices. And Whey say this
is o swecping a conclusion (0 draw from
Odwallw’s failure.

““I'he perception 've got is that it was just
u breakdown in good manufacuiring prac- -
Uices,” said Marc Isaacs, co-chaitmao of the
american Fresh Jutce Council.

But Mr. Williamson, Odwalla’s chicf exec-

utive, sald his company has “a more sensi-

tve perspeetive on safety” (han it used 1o0.
He added: “Having Anna die was ungques-
rionably an horrifically awful, terrible thing
1y gn through. You can’t imagine worse.”
Nexl 1o Anna  Gimmnestad, 4-year-old
Amanda Becman was perhaps the child most
severely ljured by Odwalla’s npple Julce.
She drank it ar a Starbucks in Seattle and
was catapulted into a muze of medical tubes
and machines — 17 days of kidney dialysis.
vomiting and blood transfusions. After her
illness, she had rouble sleeping for manths,

The Bernnans are suing Odwalla, which
has paid an undisclosed sum to the Gimmes-
rads and settied 5 of 10 lawsnits by other
victims, .

For most ol these families, the big worry is
thar their children will experience problems
w3 they grow older. Of the children who got
hemolytic uremic syndrome in the 1493 K.
coli outbreitk involving hamburgers, suime
develuped diabetes, and onc has needed a

Victnetr frrunenlant
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A Costly Strategy
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Deadly Bacteria a New Threat
To Fruit and Produce in U.S.

By CHRISTOPHER DREW and PAM BELLUCK

Anna Grace Gimmestad, 16
months old, was just beginning to
put her infant stamp on the world.
She would parrot the whir of a
hellcopter, pause on each stair
step to kisg her parents through
the banister.

And every time her mother
wheeled her past the grocery-
storc coaler, she would point cX-
citedly to ber favorite: the color-
ful, fruity juices made by a Cali-
fornla company, Odwalla, that
promoted its products as some of
the nation’s freshest and healthi-
ART.

To Christy and Chad Gimmes-
tad, who llve in Evans, Cola,
these [resh-squeezed juices
seemed natural and nutritious,
But'in late 1896, Anna became so
ill after drinking Odwalla apple
julce that, within two weeks, her
kidneys gavc out, part of her
brain became clogged with dead

FRESH HAZARDS
First of threc articles.

blood cells, her heart (altered and
she died.

Health authorities say Anna’s
body collapsed so fast because
the juice had been contaminated
with an increasingly troublesome
hazard in America’s food sys-
tem: a strain of bacteria known
as L. coli 0167:117. The authorl-

say that while Odwalla was
marketing its products as pre-
mium sources of nourishment,
the [ast-growing company had
significant flaws in Its salely
practices — weaknesses that may
have allowed tainted apples to
contaminate some of its juice and
caused 70 people to become sick.

Interviews with former Od-
walla managers and company
documents show that in the weeks
before the outbreak, Odwalla be-
gan relaxing its standards on ac-
cepting blemished fruit and rein-
" ing in the authority of ita own
safety officials, culminating In
tense, dramatic moments on the
moming of Oct 7, 14996, the day
the concatninated juice was
pressed. :

By these accounis, productlon
managers brushed aside wam-
ings from a young company in-
spector that a batch of apples was
(00 rotien (o use¢ — sSome were
highly decayed and one had a
worm in it — without taking spe-
cial precautions against contami-
nants. These issues are being ex-
amined by a Federal grand jury
in Fresno, Calil,, that could bring

Conlinued on Page 14

Cacoo,

SAFER JUICE After its apple juice
caused 70 people to become
sick, Odwalla became a convert
to pasteurization.

(S

criminal charges, .

Odwalla officials acknowledge that thetr
safcty systems falled to keep out the E. coli,
but they deny that the company took any

portion of food-poisoning cases — some
stunning in thelr severity — now arise [rum
E. coli, salmonella and other pathogens (n
fresh juice and produce.

The natinn’s fond unnlv remains one of

- ZUZ #4230 2301 -#1U/ 10
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least 61 people in Illinois, Connecticut and
New York in May and June 1996

After [he outbreak, a team of Investiga-
tors found that the lettuce had been washed
and packaged less than 100 feel from a
cattle pen. Although E. coli 0157:H7 origi-
nates in animals and cattle (feces is the
most commoan source), there were virtally
no measuies e protect the lerwuce.

Until recently, the Governmenl had
shown little leadership in dealing with the
problems, and there are deep flaws in the
system that regulates (nuch of the nation's
food industry. 1t i3 a patchwork ol weak
arate agencies and a lumbering Federal
pureaucracy, centered at the Foud and -
Drug Admiunistration, that has focused more
on reacting to outbreaks than on preventing
them. .

The F.D.A. is responsible for the safety of
ali foods except meat, poultry and eggs. But
for an agency that must also regulate phar-
maceutical drugs and medical devices, food
has never been a high priority, and the
F.D.A. has given litte guidance to the indus-
ry.

);n fact, the agency lnspected Odwalla's
plant just three months before the E. coli
outbreak. But Government reports indicate
lis inspector focused on minor issues and
misscd signs that the company had falled to
build the kind of safeguards that the F.D.A.
now contends it should have bad.

‘The emergence of this mysterious strain
of E. cali points up how the food chain is
becoming more vulnerable to microscoplc
threats. Millions of Americans suffer some
sort of illness each year from something
they eat. But Government officials say that
less than 5 percent of food Illnesses are ever
reported to authoritles, so they rely heavily
on estimates. -

All told, the Centers for Disease Control
and Drcvention estimates that E. coli
0157:H7 iofects as many as 20,000 Ameri-
cans a year through meat, produce and
other means and kills up to 500, It first
began to appear in food in 1980, and the
outbreaks have gotten more frequent. Since
mid-1895, the C.D.C. has confirmed that
more than 300 peaple had severe diarrhca
and other illnesses in nine outbreaks of the
E. coli in lettuce, alfalfa sprouts and fresh
apple juice or cider.

But what alarms food experts Is how
devastating the E. coli can be, especially for
children. In the Odwalla cusc, 14 children
were hospitalized with a severe blood and
kidney disorder, hemolytic uremic  syI-
drome. Anna Gimmestad was the nnly oné
who died, but doctors say some of the others
are likely to have permanent kidney dam-
sge and other lasting problems.

“The biggest problem in the food system
right now is the new hazards like E. coll
0157:H7,” said Carolipe Smith DeWaal, a
consumer advocate in” Washington. “And
the most surprising thing is the number of
anthreaka linked to fresh fruits and vegeta-



EAANLTT FAVHU AR MUV IV LT e TV v VI Vassie

Top company executives say that, like 1y -

others in thelr industry, they simply dld not
. realize that E. coli O157:H7 could live in
something as acidic as apple juice, and they
atill are not sure how it got in. Since the
outbreak, Odwalla has begun pasteurizing

many of its products, including apple juice, .

: sure-fire method of killing bacteria with
ea(.

What huppened at Odwalta (pronounced
ode-WALL-4) is more than just a tale of one
comnpany and a one-time breakdown in safe-
ty precautions. This caso and similar out-
breaks across the country tllustrate one. of
the least understood new currents in food
safety: this dungerous strain of E. coli has
begun lo infiltrate fresh fruit juices and
vegetables, the very foods Lthal Americans
are buylng more of ta be healthy.

Since 1993, when hundreds of people got
sick from undercooked hamburgers, the
public has assaciated the higgest hazards
with ground beef. Yet a small but growing

LI WULIU 5 SAlTotl, DUl UK LilpRiaaia Wit
freshness and nutrition is placing a greater
burden on companicy [0 insure that their
products arc os free of harmful bacterla as
other faods that have undergone processes
like pasteurization. And while the food in-
dustry responds to the changing American
palate with a jazzy array of new producits,
from exotic juices to convenient packs of
fancy premixed salads, the Odwalla case
shows how some grawers and processors
are falling to meet the rigorous sufety
standards needed to Keep out dangerous
pathogens.

It has also become clear that as more

" companies expand distribution of ‘their

products, unsanitary conditions in even the
smallest corners of the industry can cause
widespread harm. In another striking ex-
ample, Federal and slate health authorities
say they believe & small lettuce producer ~-
operating under conditions ciled ay blatant-
ly unsanitary — was responsible for an
outhreak of E. coli 0157: H7 that sickened ar

WALD.

Food contaminalion, she added, *isn’t
just a stomachache anymore.”

Dr. Michael A. Friedman, the acting com-
missionerof 1 Food and Drug Administra-
tion, agreed that the hazurds are growing.
Regulators need “‘to be more vigilant and to
be, honestly, more aggressive,” he said.

Many food companles, especially the larg-
est ones, have taken steps to improve safety,
and the Clinton Adininistration recently un-
veiled several safety initiatives. The F.D.A.
has begun to draft new rules for juice pro-

- duction, though 1t faces opposition from

some juice and cider makers who maintain
that unpasteurized pruducls taste better
and can still be made safely.

Odwalla now says it would never have
sold unpasteurized apple juice If it had
understood the dangers. ““The bottom line is
that yuu would have 10 say we failed,” said
Stephen C. Willlamson, Odwalla’s chtef ex-
ecutive. “And those are hard words.” Od-
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la Begins to Infiltrate Fresh Fruit Juices and Produce
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panies, mostly farms and roadside opera-
tions that make fresh apple fuice and cider,
as falling to hecd this lesson.

A close look at the Odwalla case shows
there is little margin far error in dealing
with fresh products. While Odwalla had wld
growers it wanted only tree-picked apples,

the authorities suspect the bacteria got inta
orange juice served at wall Disney World

its plant on decayed apples that had fallen
on the ground and come info contact with
feces, possibly from deer.

But former Odwalla tmanagers see an.
other lesson as well: the campany, ey say.
was growing so rapidly that it did nol pay
enough attention to satety.

“In terms of safely, It could have been
itnproved greatly if we had spent a litue
more time on it instend of just focusing on
prwduction,” said Douplas A, Dobbs, a for-
ner company planning official,

The Backdrop

Quality Standards
Vs. Production

~ Nearly all the giant juice compantes, like

Tropicana, und some midsized upstarts, like
Nantucket Nectars, rely on pasieurization,
Analysts estimate that 88 percent of the
nation’s juice goes through this process.

But when Odwalla’s chairman, Greg A.
Steltenpohl, started the company in 1980, he
saw absolute freshness as his entree Into &
highly competitive business.

Inspived by his father’s hablt of squcezing
his own arange juice, Mr. Steltenpohl bor-
rowed $200 from a girltriend, started making
juice at home and delivered it (o restaurants
in Volkswagen vans. He took the name Od-
walla from a character in a jazz song who
guided the lost “people of the sun® out of the
“gray haze.”

Over the years, Ndwalla worked hard o
build up its brand name, and it now markets
more than 20 flavors uf juice, smoothles and
vitamin-packed drinks (n the West and
Southwest. Mr. Steltenpohl kept the folksy
philosophy, even as Odwalla became a public
company in 1993 and its sales soared, to $9
milllon In its 1996 fiscat year from $9 million
{n 1991. It studded its labels with whimaical
sunbursts, gave its products names like Mo’
Beta and Femme Vitale and threaded its
misslon statements with phrases like ““Nour-
ishing the Body Whole.

This approach created an enthusiustic fol-
lowing, particularly among professionals. It
also turned Odwalla Into one of the nation’s
largest fresh-juice companies, along with a
few other regional outfits. And before the E.
coli outbrealk, Odwalla officials never consid-
ered pasteurization, fearing that it would kill
nutrients and make their juices taste bland.

“If Jt's not fresh-squeczed, then it’s not
part of Odwalla — and that's truly the way
we thought,” Mr. Steltenpohl sald at the
company’s headquarters in Half Moon Bay,
a seaslde town south of San Francisco.

But If a juice company does not pasteurize,
it is placing a huge strain on the rest of iis
safety processes. Tiven the least harmful
bacteria, like [und-spollage organisms, munlti-
ply so fast that they can render [resh juices
undrinkable within a couple of weeks.

4-uarm
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the company spent several million dollars
over the last several years [o upgrade plant
equipment and install new safety devices,
and it reduced the general bacterial counts to
relatively low levels. “We thought we were
doing a good job,” Mr. Williamsen said.

But in mid-1895, juice makers in Florida
were hit by an outbreak ol salmonella in

that sickened more than 60 children and
adults.

The cause was odd: authorities believe the

disease: came from a toad that erawled onto
a juice plant's processing equipment. But
this was the first time that a toxic baclerla
had been discovered in vrange juice. and it
shook much of the industry with the realiza-
tion that pathogens covnld survive in bighly
acidic products.

Refore tlig, there hid becn two small
outbreaks of 1. colt O157:H7 in [resh apple
juice and cider mndc on {farins, in Canada in
1980 and Massachusetts in 1991 But the
incldents had recetved litte artention at Od-
walla or in the industry, and even the C.D.C.
suggested thar such contamination was like-
ly ta oceur at only the ¢y udest vpcrations.

Alter the Disney World outbreak, the State
of Florida dralted new rules, which took
offect in carly 1996, that reguired larger
fresh-juice companies fo add morc protec-
tions. The regulations prahibit using split or
decayed fruit. They also renuire a (wo-siep
fruit-cleaning process, including beth an
acid-based detergent and chlorine.

As a Callfornia cowpany, Odwaila was
unider no obligation Lo follow these ruies, and
few Juice companies outside of Florida did.

But Odwalla had just hired rwo managers
from the Florida juice industry. One of them,
Dave Stevenson, who aversaw quality assur-
ance ag Odwalla's technical services direc-
tor, contended that Odwalla should add a
chlarine ringe as a crucial backstop against
bad fruit, company documents show. Bul
Chip Beitle, a former Tropicana executive
wha became Odwallu’s seniar vice president,
foared chlorine would leave an aftertaste
and decided that only an acid wash was
needed. . )

By the summecr of 1986, as Odwally’s plant
pushed hard to keep up with rapidlv rising
sales, some former company officlals say
pruduction demands began o overshadow
safely concerns.

Al the end of Augus(, Steve Kock, Odwal-
lo's quality assurance manager, sent an E-
mall to Mr. Bettle saying he ptanned 1o start
Lesting for listeria again.

Rut an Sept. 2, Mr. Beltle wrote back:
“why are we doing Jt, why now, what do wc
want tv PROVE . . Tf the datu is bad, what do
we do about it. Once you create a budy of
data, it is subpoenable.”

Mr. Bettle declined 1a be intervinwed. He
said in a staremeut thal he was mainly
concerned fhat any testing be based on “a
sound plan”’ o identify corrective measures.

Mr. Kock dropped the testing plan. And by
mid-September, he asked 1u be relieved of his

management dutles, demoting himself, in
effect, to a quality techuician, Mr. Kock, who
still works at Odwalla, did not return calls for
commenl,

But former assuciates said be had grown
lired of batiling with production officialy
avar eufalv lesnes. like iow oflen 1o sanitize '
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rely on several of defe from sorting
our bad fruit to washing the usable pieces
with sanitizing chemicals.

Company documents reviewed by The
New York Times show that Odwalla had
been grappling with these prablems since it
opened a $3 million plant in Dinuba, Calit,, in

- 1993.- Tests on samples of lts juices then

PPy PP

found high readings of general bacteria,
yeast and mold hat could cause them to
spofl. A contractor later warned in a memo-
randum that Odwalla’s citrus-processing
equipment was 50 poorly maintained it was
breeding bacterla in “‘black rotten crud™ and
“inoculating every drop of juice you make.”

After customers complained of illnesses in
carly 1895, tests found low levels of lisceria
monocytogenes, a pathogen that can harm
pregnant women, in samples of Odwalla’s
apple and orangc juice. Federal law bons the
sale of any food or drink. with this strain ot
listeria. But Odwalla officials say the levels
In tho juice were far oo low to cause any

health risk.
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Mr. Stevenson was leaving at the end of
September to take a sales job with Odwalta
in New Mexico. :

In a company report on Ocl. 4, Mr. Kock
described how his depurtment’s autiwrity
was heing cut back. “'Philosophically.” he
wrote, “the department is moving towards
an audit function as compared o anc of
controlling or policing.”

The Cruclal Day

A Plant Struggles
With a Basic Tenet

Interviews and documents suggest that
the tensions rvached a climax threc days
tater at Odwalla’s plant, Jocated about 200
miles from the company's headyuarters in
the muin agricuitural belt of Centrat Califor-
nia.
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No une disputes that Oct. 7, 199G, was when
1e contanmiinated apple juice was madq: the
enetic markings on the E. coli in the victims
wtched hacteria found in a product bottled
1at day. On thar day. according to 8 new
ctount provided o Federal invesugalors,
roduction workers used decayed fruit aver
1e vbjecticns of a qualiry-control inspector
nd resisted taking extra sleps to weed ot
1€ rotien pieces.

$0 in the end, health authorities say, the E.
nli outbreak may have occurred simply
acause the plant violated one of the inust
wdamental teners of fresh juice produc-
on: Do not use rotten truit.

The new account cornes from Mr. Steven-
m, who told investigators last manth about
e face-ff between the guality inspector,
nita Velasquez, and production officials.
ccording to people familiar with hls ac-
un(, Ms. Velasquez described this to Mr.
levenson in early November 1996, shortly
fter health authorities had traced the first
. colt Ulnesscs to Odwalla,

Mr. Stevenson had returned to the plant to
¢lp, and he asked Ms. Velasquez if anything
awusudl had happened. -She responded, he
ld investigators, by rciating (he trouble she
ad run into on Oct. 7.

Ms. Velasquez then repeated that aceount,
ithout citing that date, in a two-page hand-
ritten nole on Nov., 4, 1996.

In rhe note, Ms. Velasquez said that the
iIsagreement with the production officials
zgan on a Friday, when she saw *"a couple
" apple bins that had high decay.”” She addad
1al she cut open one apple and found a
orm in it.

Around this time, Odwalla had received
:veral Joads with poor-quality apples be-
mse of a seasnnal switch from prized
‘ashington fruit to less expensive California
wrieties, Compuny documents show that its
licy was to stretch its standards for fruit
1ality at such times — and add extra sort-
% 1o pick out bad picces. '

While Odwalla often had accepled only
ads in which no more than 5 percenl of the
nit was defective, it had lifted thal to 10 to
' percent. In the three weeks before Lhe bad
ice was made, the ducuments show, some
ads of apples came in with 25 10 30 percent
fective fruit.

Ms. Velasquez wrote that an that Friday,
e “didn’t want to accept the rest of the
ns” in the load But her objection was
erruled by an official who told her ““we had

use them since we had the load here.”

Ms, Velasquez wiute thut the production
all used half of that load on Friday and
«cided to use the other half on Monday. That
eant the apples would sitin 4 cooler for two
1ys, and she was woyried (hat bacteria
suld spread among them,

So she sl the leader of the apple press line

agree 1o assign three or-four people on

1-24-98 F-u/M

Muondiy 1o surt oul bad apples, instead of the
usual nne or rwa.

When Ms. Velasquez came in on Monday
monning, she saw anly one sorter picKing out
rotren apples as they rolled by to be pressed
into juice. She also spotred 10 to 15 decayed
apples that the sorler bud missed

She suggested slowing the line and was
told a second sorter would be added. But
wheis she checked 10 minutes later, there
was still anly one sorter, and she asked again
to slow down the line. “‘At this point, every-
one was upset at me,” sha wrote, She added
that the tensions had risen this high “‘only
because I wanted (0 reject it but couldn’t duc
tu higher power.” ’

In her note, Ms. Velasquez did not indicate
that shie or the production officials took fur-
ther acrion.

In a brief telephone interview, she said,
“What I wrote is true.”” She said thut she did
nat know (I these problems were connected
(0 the illnesses, but added, “It was an Inci-
dent that happened at that time.”

But Ms. Velasquez, who is being represent-
ed by a lawyer for Odwalla, declined to
commeni further. Chris Gallagher, an Od-
walla spokesman, said Ms, Velasquez had
10ld company lawyers that she could not
recill the dates when the Incldents occurred.

“Obviously, the ‘Friday’ and the ‘Monday'
could well be dates other than Qctoher 4 and
7" Mr. Gallagher wrote in a statement,
“Indeed, there are a numbar of inconsisten-
cics suggesting lhat the incident referred to
in the memo may not have occurred over
that preclse weekend.”

Mr. Gallagher said one inconsistency was
that Odwalla’s recurds indicate that the com-
pany used Lhree sorters an the morning of
Oct. 7. He also said that Ms. Velasquez had
told carapany lawyers that on the day she
described, she ended up halting the produc-
tion line until extra sorters were added.

““This {3 an indication of good quallty man-
agenment, not a fallure,” Mr. Gullagher
wrole. '

But Federal and state inspectivn reports

‘confirm that the company used apples from

(wo loads with relatively high defect levels
on the day the tainted juice was made.
Moreover, Warren Ilayes, a forimer Odwalla
production supervisor, said there may have
been a similar incident that day. Mr. Hayes
said a prodincrion-team leader told him that
he had objected to using voteen fruit but
othérs had *“made the declston to run it.”

Mr. Hayes added: “'Gencrally if jt's that
bud, you shouldn’t be running it.”

The Reaction
A Broad Debate
Over Safety Rules
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Right after the outbreak, new regulatory
inspections also found other flaws in Odwal-
la's safety programs. And the problemns at
Odwalla have since sparked a broad debate
over whar rules are necded (o inswre the
safety of fresh juices and cider.

The F.D.A. cited Odwalla for having an

" “inadequate” program to test for food-poi-

soning bacteria. Odwalla’s chemical supplier
said the brand of acid wash Odwalla was
using bad killed all the E. coli 0157:H7 in
only 8 percent of lab tests and should not
have been used without chlorine.

And while Odwalla now has one of the most
extensive bacterla-testing programs in the
industry and has expanded lts frult-washing,
it also has hecome one of the most vigorous
champions of a solution it once disdained:
pasteurization. .

The compuny hired safety consultants,
then identified every point where bacteria

_eondd slip in and devised measures to Kl

them. This systematlc approach, known as a
Huzard Analysis Critdcal Contral Potnt plan,
is whar Federal regulators are starting (o
require as the hest answer to the new threats
in uther types of foads, from scafood to meat.
The F.D.A. said it would dralt a shnllar rute
for juices.

Wwith apples, where the skin gets mashed
right into the juice, Odwalla says this has
inevitably meant a shilt (o pasteurization.
But given that orange juice can be extracted
without touching the rind, Odwalla’s tests
shaw it is slill safe to sell it without pasteuriz-
ng.

But a bitter debate Is shaping up. Many
dactors now caution against giving children
tresh apple juice or cider, and small clder
maukers fear that more regulations could put
them out of business. Other companies thiak
the F.D.A.'s move will lead tn pressure fo
pasteurize all fresh juices. And they say this
is o sweeping a conclusion to draw from
Odwalla’s failure.

“The perception I've got is that it was just
a breakdown in good manufacturing pruc-
tices.” sald Marc Isaacs, co-chairman of the
American Fresh Julce Council.

But Mr. Willlamson, Odwalla’s chief exec-
utive, Raid his company has 'a more scnsi-
tive perspeetive on safety” than it used to.
He added: “Ilaving Anna die was unques-
tionably un horrifically awful, ferrible thing
to go through. You can't Imagine worse.”

Next to Anna Gimmestad, 4-year-old
Amanda Berman was perhaps the child most
severely Injured by Odwalla’s apple juice.
She drank it ac a Starbucks in Seattle and
was catapulted into a maze of medical tubes
and machines — 17 days of kidney dialysis,
vomiting and biood transfusions. Afrer her
illness, she had trouble sleeping for months.

The Bermaus are saing Odwalila, which
has paid an undisclosed sum to the Gimmes-
tads and serrled 5 of 10 lawsuits by other
victims.,

For maost of these families, the big worry is
that their children will experience probleins
as they grow older. Of the children who got
hemolytic. arermnic syndrame in the 1993 E.
coli outbreak involving hamburgers, some
developrd diabetes, snd vne has neaded a



“You just got (o wait and sce,” said Aman-
da’s father, Adam.

i e

£. coLrsvicTiM Chad and
Christy Gimruestad, sit-
tng attheir homne in Ev-
ans, Colo., by photo-
graphs of their daughter,
Anna, who died after
drinking contaminatcd
Odwalla applc juice. The
juice was found to have
been contaminated by a
strain of bacteria known
as E. coli O157:H7.

Kr.xin Maleney for The New Yotk Times
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A Costly Strategy
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© Ocwalla's $60 mitlian

Juice salas were
50arnng . . .

&0

Fiscal years

40 . .. .
ending Aug. 31. € That temporanly
raiced profits
30 . e ke e : in ‘96
20 ..
10 ..
o 3

Fr 1991 1992 1943 1994 19
9 But late in the '95 tiscal year, profits

startad 1 slide Odwalla began a
cost-cutting drive . . . ’

$tuinilion . . l Lo ; .

A

0 But profits plunged
in tiscal ‘97 after
Odwalla sold apple
juice 1ainted with

E. coli. lcading to

one death and

dozens of iilnesses.
Sales and protits

have yet to recover.

Source: Company repors
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