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Clinton to tighten food safety measures for hot dogs

By Julie Vorman _

WASHINGTON, May 5 (Reuters) - The Clinton administration
will announce on Saturday a plan to require the meat processing
industry to use tests to fight the deadly listeria bug in hot
dogs and other ready-to-eat meats, food industry and consumer
group sources said on Friday.

The bacteria, which thrives in refrigerated temperatures,
has been linked to dozens of recalls in recent months,
including sausages, chicken burritos, chicken salad, and lunch
meat.

Listeria does not typically harm healthy adults, but it can
cause nausea, fever and headaches in young children, the
elderly and others with weak immune systems. It is especially
dangerous for pregnant women, who can suffer miscarriages.

President Bill Clinton was expected to unveil the new food
safety measures during his weekly radic speech on Saturday
morning, the sources said.

He will ask the U.S. Agriculture Department to issue
proposed rules by the end of the summer requiring meat
processing plants to test for listeria contamination in
eguipment and along the production line, according to one
Washington lobbyist.

It remained unclear, however, if the government-mandated
testing would also apply to the packaged end-product, the
sources said.

Consumer groups have urged the USDA for more than a year to
require end-product testing, contending that is a key way to
evaluate if plant food safety procedures are working properly.

The meat processing industry has generally opposed efforts
to require end-product testing as expensive and inconclusive.
Packages of hot dogs, sausages and other prepared meats could
be contaminated with listeria at the grocery store or in a
consumer's own refrigeratox, they contend.

Because the USDA has a so-called "zero tolerance" policy for
listeria in processed meat, any products tested and found to
contain the bacteria must be destroyed.

The president will also direct the USDA to ask for public
comment on whether ready-to-eat meat should carry labels
warning at-risk consumers to thoroughly cook.the product.

Consumer  activists praised the administration's latest
measures as evidence of a White House commitment to make the
U.S. food supply safer.

"I strongly endorse their goals. They are taking some steps
in the right direction," said Carol Tucker Foreman, director of
food policy for the Consumer Federation of America.

"What the industry is doing now cbviously isn't working well
pecause they keep having outbreaks of listeria,"” she added.

The govermment action will also subject the meat processing
industry to its first mandatory microbial tests.

"Currently, no U.S. meat processing plants are required to
do any type of microbial testing to verify the safety of their
products, " said Caroline Smith DeWaal, food safety expert with
the Center for Science 'in the Public Interest.

Meat slaughter plants ~- which handle the carcasses of
cattle and pigs -~ are already required to test for foodborne
bugs.

Industry officials said they welcomed the new steps, adding
that many companies have similar tests in place.

"Thls appears to mandate something that a large portion of
fhe industry has already been doing for a while," said Jenny
Scott, director of food safety programs for the National Food
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Procéssors Association.

The trade group recently surveyed its member companies =-
which include many non-meat processors -- and found that more
tnan 90 percent of them already test conditions along the
production line for listeria contamination. Some companies are
also testing packaged end-products, she said.

The survey results will be presented at a public meeting the
U3DA is holding later this month on listeria policies.

The administration began assessing its listeria regulations
after an outbreak in late 1998 in hot dogs made by Sara Lee
Corp. <SLE.N>. The contamination was blamed for 21 deaths and’
more than 100 illnesses in 22 states.

An estimated 2,500 cases of listeria occur annually in the
United States, a relatively small number compared to other
focdborne bugs. But listeria ranks among the most serious, with
most sickened consumers requiring hospitalization and 20
percent of patients dying.

While recalls of listeria contamination in processed meat
products have received the most media attention, the bacteria
has also prompted recalls of packaged salads, cheese, smoked
fish, chocolate milk and other non-meat foods.

( (washington.commodsenergy.newsroom@reuters.com))

REUTERS
Rtr 18:42 05-05-00

:TICKER: SLE

:SUBJECT: -DOAG GRNS SOYB EMES LIVE FDPR INSU MED USA GEN
Copyright (c) 2000 Reuters

Received by NewsEDGE/LAN: 05/05/2000 6:51 PM

Wwjoo04



Uo7Ud/7U0  11.Ud FAA UL BYU 2119

Clinton-Meat Safety, Byt-HFR,580
For release at 10:06 a.m., EDT

WASHINGTON (AP) President Clinton announced steps today to
reduce outbreaks of a deadly foodborne pathogen, including a
requirement that processors systematically test their plants for
the listeria bacterijium.

Clinton said he wants to cut the rate of listeria illnesses in
half by 2005, five years earlier than the administration's current
gecal.

""While our administration has already taken a number of
important steps to reduce the threat of listeria, it's clear we
must do more to protect Americans,'' the president said in his
weekly radio address.

Listeria monocytogenes is estimated to sicken 2,500 Americans a
year and kill 500 of them. Experts estimate one-third of those
cases involve pregnant women and their babies.

An outbreak of listeria poisconing in 1998 that killed 15 people
and sickenad at least 100 others was traced to meat processed at a
Sara Lee Corp. plant in Michigan. Some 15 million pounds of hot
dogs and lunch meats were eventually recalled by the company.

Under rules that the Agriculture Department expects to propose
in three months, processors will be required to test for the
bacterium on equipment, floors and other areas around the plant to
prevent 1t from getting on meat products.

Many plants already conduct such testing, but they are not
required to do so.

There is no requirement for plants to test the food itself for
the bacterium and USDA officials say they don't plan to order that.

Clinton's announcement comes a year after the department ordered
plants to revamp their processing methods to prevent listeria
contamination.

Listeria causes flu-like symptoms in most healthy people, but it
can be serious in the young, old or weak. In pregnant women, the
bacterium can cause miscarriage or stillbirth even if the mother
feels no symptoms.

Listeria can be found in hot dogs, deli meats, soft cheese like
Brie or feta, unpasteurized milk products and undercooked meat,
poultry or seafood.

Seven food industry organizations said in a joint statement that
a recent survey found that more than 90 percent of processed meat
and poultry plants already use microbiological tests to help
control listeria, complementing more than 7,500 tests performed
annually by the federal government.

‘Government data show that (listeria) has declined in
ready~-to-eat meal and poultry products, proving that industry and
government are taklng the right steps to address this problem, '’
said Dane Bernard, vice president of food safety programs for the
National Food Processgors Associlation.

The industry also is researching new technologies to prevent the
formation of listeria, including pasteurization and ingredients and
packaging that retard pathogen growth, said Jim Hodges, president
of the American Meat Institute Foundation.

In his address, Clinton also urged Congress to support his
administration's plan for cutting salmonella contamination of eqgs.
A USDA spending bill approved by a Senate subcommittee last week
omitted $5 million that the Food and Drug Administration reguested
to implement the plan, which would require more extensive testing
of eggs by producers.

We should be doing more, not less, to ensure the safety of oux
food,'' Clinton said.

On the Net:

¢jo0o



vosudsuu 141.V0 I'AA aVUL OoU L1199

USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service:

http://www.fsis.usda.gov
" FDA: http://www.fda.gov
AP-NY-05-06-00 0850EDT

Copyright (c) 2000 The Associated Press
Received by NewsEDGE/LAN: 05/06/2000 £:59 AM
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Clinron seeks to test hot degs for listeria

By Arshad Mohammed

WASHINGTON, May 6 (Reuters) - President Bill Clinton said
on Saturday he planned to reguire food companies te test hot
dogs, lunch meats and other prepared foods for the deadly
listeria bug that kills about 500 Americans each year.

Listeria, which can cause high fever, nausea, stiff necks
as well as miscarriages in pregnant women, has forced dozens of
focd recalls in recent years, including a late 1998 outbreak
blamed for 21 deaths and more than 100 illnesses in 22 stateg.

While listeria contamination in processed meat products has
received the most media attention, the bacteria have also
prompted recalls of packaged salads, cheese, smoked fish,
chocolate milk and other non-meat foods. '

"Millions of Americans get sick from eating contaminated
food each year," Clinton said in his weekly radio address. "A
staggering 20 percent of listeria infections result in death."

"It's rarely the healthy adults who come down with listeria
infections. Instead it's the most vulnerable among us: infants,
the elderly, pregnant woman and those whoae immune systems have
been weakened by chemotherapy or AIDS," he added.

To combat the illness, known as listeriosis, the president
ordered the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to develop
proposed regulations requiring companies to make systematic
checks for the bacteria at food plants.

The goal, he said, was to cut in half over five years the
number of illnesses related to listeria, which sickens 2,500
Americans each year and kills one-fifth of them according to
the Atlanta-based Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,

The rules, which U.S. ocfficials hope could go into effect
by the end of the year, aim to prevent cross-contamination at
processing plants, set appropriate standards for ready-to-eat
products and ensure they are safe throughout their shelf life.

Clinton also ordered the Department of Health and Human
Sexvices (HHS) to study further steps, including publishing
guidance to help food processors and retailers to avoid the
bacteria that thrive in refrigerated temperatures; and to work
with the USDA on studying whether enhanced food labeling would
help protect consumers.

It has not been decided whether the rules, which have yet
to be written up and would be subjected to a pericd for public
comment before becoming final, would require testing of the
packaged end product. :

Consumer groups have urged the USDA for more than a year to
require end-product testing, contending that is a key way to
evaluate if plant food safety procedures are working properly.

The meat processing industry generally opposes mandatory
end-product testing as expensive and inconclusive and argues
that packages of hot dogs, sausages and other prepared meats
could be contaminated at tha store or in a home refrigerator.

The Clinton administration plans to hold a public meeting
on May 15 to gather comments from consumer groups and the meat
indugstry, and the USDA and HHS have 120 days to report to the
president on their plans to meet his goal of cutting in half
the number of listeria-related illnesses by 2005.

CONGRESS TAKES Y"STEP BACKWARD"

Consumer activists praised the administration's latest
measures as evidence of a White House commitment to make the
U.S5. food supply safer.

"I strongly endorse their goals. They are taking some steps
in the right direction," Carol Tucker Foreman, director of food
policy for the Consumer Federation of America, said on Friday.
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"What the industry is doing now obviously isn't working well
because they keep having outbreaks of listeria."

Clinton alsoc used his weekly radio address to criticize the
Republican-led Congress for having failed this week to give the
Democratic White House all of the 568 million it is seeking for
its effort to improve U.S. food safery.

"The Congress took a major step backward by refusing to
fully fund our food safety imitiative," Clinton said.

"In fact, they've now voted to block funding for our new
efforts to protect millions of American families from the
dangers of salmonella poisoning in eggs," he added. "We should
be doing more, not less, to ensure the safety of our food."

REUTERS
Rty 10:06 05-06-00

:SUBJECT: DOAG GRNS SOYB EMFS LIVE FDPR INSU MED USA GEN
Copyright (¢) 2000 Reuters
Received by NewsEDGE/LAN: 05/06/2000 10:15 AM
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Meat Safety, 3rd Ld-Writethru, a0610,770
Clinton announces steps to reduce listeria poisonings

sted meal
By PHILIP BRASHER=
AP Farm Writer= -

WASHINGTON (AP) The government will require companies that \:ér/
churn out hot dogs and cold cuts to test their plants for the \

deadly listeria bacterium, President Clinton announced Saturday.

The goal is to reduce listeria-caused illnesses by one-half over ° :3/
five years. O

While poisoning fewer people than pathogens such as salmonella, \ 3
Listeria monocytogenes is estimated to kill 500 Americans a year
and sicken 2,000 more. A third of the cases involve pregnant women
and their babies, experts say-

The plan is one of a series of food safety initiatives the
administration has promoted recently, from eggs to genetically
altered foods, as Clinton seeks to burnish his legacy as consumer
protector. The proposals may not take effect until after Clinton
leaves office in January and still could be blocked by Congress.

Chiding lawmakers for not going along so far with the egg safety
plan, Clinton said, ~“We should be doing more, not less, to ensure
the gsafety of our food.''

Under the listeria rules the Agriculture Department expects to
propose in four months, processors will have to test for Listeria
monocytogenes and related bacteria on equipment, floors and other
areas around their plants. The tests are designed to warn of
sanitation problems that could lead to meat contamination.

Many companies already test on their own. They do not have to
share the results with the government and have no government
quidelines for what must be done when listeria bacteria are found.

USDA officials say they do not plan to require systematic
testing of meat products themselves, a measure consumer advocates
contend would provide an extra check on plant processes. Department
inspectors now test small numbers of samples for listeria.

In 1998, 2.5 percent of 3,547 samples checked nationwide tested
positive for the bacterium.

*“While our adminigtration has already taken a number of
important steps to reduce the threat of listeria, it's clear we
must do more to protect Americans,'' Clinton said in Saturday's
weekly radio address. '

In addition to the testing regquirement, the administration will
consider requiring new labeling for packaged meats to warn
consumers about listeria. '

The administration's plan ia a "~“great leap forward'' for
consumers, said Caroline Smith DeWaal of the Center for Science in
the Public Interest. ~“It is the first time the processed meat
industry has been required to check for bacteria.'’

An outbreak of listeria poisoning in 1958 killed 15 people and
sickened at least 100 and was traced to meat processed at a Sara
lee Corp. plant in Michigan. The company recalled 15 million pounds
of hot dogs and lunch meats, and the Agriculture Department ordered
plants nationwide to revamp their processing methods to prevent
listeria contamination.

Clinton's goal is realistic, but "“there is a lot to he done

between now and thare in figuring out how we get there,'! said Dane
Bernard, vice president of the National Food Processors
Aspociation.

““Government data show that (listeria) has declined in
ready-to-eat meat and poultry products, proving that industry and
government are taking the vight steps to address this problem, '
Bernard said.

Seven food industry organizations said in a joint astatement that
a recent survey found that more than 90 percent of proceased meat

¢g1009
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and poultry plants already use microbiological tests to help
contreol listeria, complementing tests already performed by federal

inspectors. i;r//
The industzy also is researching new technolegies to prevent

formation of listeria, inecluding pasteurization and ingredients and
packaging that retard pathogén growth, sald Jim Hodges, prasident
of the American Meat Institute Foundation.

““Testing for pathogens can be helpful,'' Hodges said. ~“But
testing doesn't kill pathogens technology does.'!

listeria can be found in hot deogs, delicatessen meats, soft
cheeses like Brie or feta, unpasteurized milk products and
undercoocked meat, poultry or seafood.

Listeria causes flu-like symptoms in most healthy people, but it
can be serious in the young, old or weak. In pregnant women, the
bacterium can cause miscarriage or stillbirth even if the mother
feals no symptoms. Pregnant women are advised to reheat
ready-to-eat foods, including cold cuts, and avoid soft cheeses.

On the Net: USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service:
htetp://www. fsis.usda.gov

FDA: http://www.fda.gov

Partnership for Food Safety Education: http://www.fightbac.org/
ARP-NY-05-06-00 2030EDT

Copyright (c¢) 2000 The Associated Press
Received by NewsEDGE/LAN: 05/06/2000 8:40 PM
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Clinton to require food firms to test for listeria

WASHINGTON—President Clinton announced

steps Saturday to require food companies to test hot .

dogs, lunch meats and other prepared foods for the
listeria bug, which kills about 500 Americans a year.

Listeria, which can cause high fever, nausea and
stiff necks as well as miscarriages in pregnant wom-
en, has forced dozernz of food recalls in recent years;
including a late 1998 outbreak blamed for 21 deaths
and more than 100 illnessges in 22 states,

While listeria contamination in processed meat
products has received the most media attention, the
bacteria have also prompted recalls of packaged sal-
ads, cheese, smoked fish, chocolate milk and other
non-meat foods,

“Millions of Americans get sick from eating con-
taminated food each year,” Clinton said in his week-
ly radio address, “A staggering 20 percent of listeria
infections result in death_

“It's rarely the healthy adults who come down:

with listeria infections. Instead it's the moat valnay-
able amongus: infants, the elderly, pregnant woman
and those whose immune systems have been weak-
ened by chemotherapy or AIDS,” he added,

To combat the illness, known as listeriosis, the,

president ordered ths Department of Agriculture to
develop proposed regulations requiring companies
to make systematic checks for the bacteria at food

plants.

The goal, he said, is to cut in half over five years
the number of illnesses related to listeria, which
sickens 2,500 Americans each year and kills one-
fifth of them, according to the Atlanta-based Cen-
ters for Disease Contral and Prevention,

The rules, which U.S. officials hope could go into
effect by the and of the year, aim to prevent cross-
contamination at processing plants, set appropriate
standards for ready-to-eat products and ensure they
are safe throughout their shelf life,

Clinton also ordered the Department of Health
and Human Services to study further steps, includ-
ing publishing guidance to help food processors and
retailers to avolid the bacteria that thrive inrefriger-
ated témperatures, and to work with the USDA on
studying whether enhanced food labeling would
help protect consumers.

Consumer groups have urged the USDA for more
than a year to require end-product testin g, contend-
ing that is a key way to evaluate if plant food safety
procedures are working properiy -

. The meat processing industry generally opposes
mandatory end-product testing as expensive and in-
conclusive and argues that packages of hot doga,
sausages and other prepared meats could be con-
taminated at the store or in a hame refrigerator

gjo11
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USDA Rules to Target Deadly Food Bacteria

Clinton Proposes- Testing for Listeria Contamination at Meat Processing Plants

By Guy GucLioTTA
Washingran Post Staff Writer

President Clinton announced:

yesterday that for the first rime
the government will require meat
processing plants to test for con-
tamination by the listeria bacteri-
um, blamed for about 500 deaths
each year nationwide.

“It's clear we must do more to
protect Americans from this dead-
iy pathogen,” Clinton said in his
wéakly radio address. The new
regulations, he added, “will allow
us to cut in half the number of list-
eria-related illnesses over the next
five years, and save well over a
thousand lives.”

Agriculture Undersecretary
Catherine Woteki said Clinton lad
asked the Agriculture Department
to- propose new listeria testing
rules within four months and was
soliciting opinions before holding
a public meeting on the new rules
May 15.

Clinton's action came more
than a year and a half after 100
peaple fell ill and 21 died from eat-
ing hot dogs and other processed
meats contaminated with listeria
from Sara Lee's Bil Mar Foods
packing plant in Michigan.

The administration was crit-
icized sharply for being slow to
take action during a catastrophe
that Clinton described yesterday
as “the nation’s most deadly food-
safety epidemic in 15 years.”

USDA officials have responded
by saying they lacked the reg-
ulatory authority to move quickly
in contamination cases, a problem
the new rules will help alleviate by
“preventing the occurence of out-
breaks,” Woteki said. The reg-
ulations will not, however, allow
the USDA to order mandatory re-
calls of contaminated foods or
seek civil penalties against vio-
lators.

Still, consumer groups hailed
Clinton’s action yesterday “as a
very significant step,” according
to Caroline Smith DeWaal, food
safety director for the Center for
Science in the Public Interest. “It
signals for the industry that micro-
bial testing in meat processing 18
here to stay.”

The National Foed Processors
Association reacted more cau-
tiously. Dane Bernard, the associa-
tion's vice president for food safe-
ty programs, said in a statement
that more than 90 percent of meat
and poultry processing plants na-
tionwide already use some form of
microbiological testing for list-
ena.

“We'll want to see what the de~
tails are,” said Tim Willard, the
group’s spokesman. “The ques-
tions we have are about how you
do this so it really enhances food
safety rather than simply pro-
motes regulatory window dress-
ing”

Listerium monocytogenes may
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be less widely known than the mi-
crobes salmonella and E. colt, but
it is much deadlier, killing about
20 percent of the 2,500 people it
infects each year. ’

Most at risk are the very young,
the very old and those weakened
from illnesses, AIDS or ather im-
mune disorders. Listeria can cause
miscarriage or stillbirth, even
though a mother-to-be may not
even feel the flulike systems
caused by the micrabe.

Listeria can infect hot dogs, sau-
sages, cold cuts, undercooked fish,
seafood and some products made
from unpasteurized milk, includ-
ing some soft cheeses. Woteki said
contamination appeared more
likely to spread through the plant
“environment™—oON pipes, equip-
ment, machinery, drains or surfac-
es—rather than to be generated
by the meat processing itself.

But listeria’s most dangerous
characteristic, Woteki suggested,
ia that it thrives under refrigera-
tion. Thus, she continued, while
advances in food preparation have
slowed spoilage of processed
meats, the prolonged shelf life
may actually increase the chances
of listeria contamination.

“Another contributor is the in-
creasing concentration [of praduc-
tion] within the industry,” Woteki
continued. “All of this—fewer
companies, quick distribution
over a broad area and the longer

shelf life—~is contributing to a
broader scale of outbreaks.”

Woteki said the USDA's new
regulations could move in several
directions. The department may
require swab tests of the plant en-
vironment “to verify their sanita-
tion standard operating proce-
dures,” she said.

Also, while the department’s
Food Safety and Inspection Ser-
vice already tests hot dogs and
deli meats on a spot basis. it may
seek to expand its authority to in-
clude other product categories.

Pinally, Woteki said. the USDA
may require companies to reexam-
ine the “sell by” and “use by" dates
printed on their processed meat
packages in light of listeria’s vigor
under refrigeration.

Wotekd acknowledged, however,
that an’expanded regulatory re-
gime did oot carry an enforcement

" component, That would have to

come with passage of pending leg-
islation giving the USDA authar-
ity to impose mandatory recalls
and impose civil penalties. _
“We should be doing more. not
less, to ensure the safety of our
food,” said Clinton, urging Con-
gress to act. “After all, the [Agri-
culture] Department has the right
to penalize a circus to protect ani-
mals from harm; it’s about time we
gave them the tools they need to
protect human beings from harm,
too.”

. -#_

Clinton Orders Testing
To Reduce Bacteria

WASHINGTON, May 6 (AF) —

YT T

President Clinton announced meas-
ures today to reduce outbreaks of
Ay listeriosis, cansed by a food-borne
) bacterium, including a requirement
that food processors systemazically
test their plants for it
Mr. Clinton said in his weekly ra-
dio address that he wanted to cut the
rate of listeria (linesses in half by
2008, five years earlier than the ad-
ministration’s current goal
Listpria monocytogepnes i3 est-
mated to sicken 2,500 Americans a
year and kill 500. Experts estimate
that one-third of those cases involve

pregnant women and babies.

The Agriculture Department expects
to prupase rules requiring proces-
sors to test {or the bacteriurm on
equipment, floors and other a

around

plants.
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Clinton Wants Listeria Testing for Meat

m Health: Processing
plants would have to
check their environment
for the bacterium,
deadlier than E. coli,

By JUDY PASTERNAK
TIMES STAFF WRITER

WASHINGTON—A plan pro-
posed by President Clinton on
Saturday would require meat-
product companies to test their
factories for the deadly Listeria
bacterium in an effort to cut the
number of illnesses and deaths it
causes in half by 2005.

Listeria gickens about 2,000
people a year, about the same ag
the E. coli bacterium. But
Listeria results in death {n about
25% of cases, as opposed to about
5% for E. coli. About 76 million
Americans fall ill and 5,000 die an-
nually frem all types of tainted
food, federal health officials esti-
mate.

Listeria cases dipped in the
late 19803, but have increased
again in recent years, according to
Lester M, Crawford, directar of
Georgetown University’s Center
for Food and Nutrition Policy.

The Clinton proposal, which
could be blocked by Congresa, in
one of a series of food-safety ini-
tiatives he has pushed as pres-
dent. In his weekly radin address,
which he used to promote the

th >

Agencs Fracre=Presm
President Clinton and First Lady
Hillary Clinton amive in Fort
Smith, Ark,, for the wedding of
white House staffer Stephanie
Street.

Listeria initlative, Clinton also
sald he was disappointed that
Congress recently obatructed
funding for an egg safety measure
to reduce the incidence of Salmo-
nells bacteria.

“We should be doing more, not
less, 10 enmure the safety of our
food,” Clinton said.

U.S. Department of Agriculture
officials expect to unvell specific
Listerictesting rules in about
four months Processors would
have to test their equipment,
floors and other areas for the bac-
teria, which can be found every-
where from water to human hair.

Vegetables, meat, poultry and
dalry products can all carry
Listeria.

Tim Willard, a spokesman for
the National Food Processors
Aamn,, said the indusuy intends w
work with government officials to
“put together rulea that truly en-
hance [ood safety, rather than just
food-safety window~dresaing.”

He added that many factories
already do "some form of mirro-
biological testing,” including for
Listeria. A lot of what the presi-
dent {s talking about i3 already in
place.” .

Government agencies, con-
sumer groups and industry repre-
semtatives will meet May 15 to dis-
cusa how to reduce the presence
of Listeria, he said.

Sygtematic testing of the meat
products themselves would not be
required under Saturday’s pro-
posal. Government inspectors now
do random exama

Consumer groups have advo-
cated mandatory product testing
and warning labela on foods that
have caused listeriosias. The indus
try has promoted irradiation of
processed. ready-to-eat fbods as

an effective way to exterminate a -

range of bacteria, including
Listeria

"Testing for pathogens can be
helpful.” said Jim Hodges, presi
dent of the American Meat Insti-
tute Foundaton. “But testing
doesn't kill pathogens—technol~
ogy does.”

The industry asked the Food

and Drug Admunistration last year
for permission to irradiate proc-
essed food, as is already allowed
far fresh meat. The request is un-
der review.,

Listeria rarely harms healthy
people but can be fatal to fetuses,
newborns, the elderly and those
with peor lmmune systems.

In March, Sara Lee Cerp. re-
called 34,500 pounds of Ball Park
franka from stores in 15 Eastern
and Midwest states after investi-
gators found Listeria in the hot
dogs. Sixteen months before that,
21 people died after eating proc-
essed meats contaminated with
Lisgteria from a Sara Lee packing
plant in Michigan.

In late 1999, at least 11 cases of
listeria poisoning were linked to a
New Jerseybased purveyor of
specialty foods, which recalled 26
lines of pates, mousses and ter
rined. Another New Jersey corni-
pany, a supermarket chain. re-
called 900 pounds of assorted deli
products because it suspected
listeria contamination.

In January 1999, Thorn Apple
Valley recalled 30 million pounds
of hot dogs and luncheon meats
produced at an Arkansas plant be-
cause of posaible listeria contami-
nation.

Over the past three years, Clin-
tan has created a food safety
council to coordinate the 12 agen-
cles with responsibilities in that
area, and also proposed warning
labels on unpasteurized juices, a
clampdown on imports of tainted
food and the egg safety plan.



LA L-TA L A

?

11.V0 I'ad LUL DYV 2119

Meatpackers must
test for listeria soon

The govermment will require companies that chum
out hot dogs and cold cuts to test their manufacturing
plants for the deadly listeria bacterium, President Clin-
ton announced Sa , The is to reduce listeria- \
caused ilinesses by half over five years. While poison-
ing fewer people than pathogens such as salmonella. \
Listeria monocytogenes lills about 500 Americans a
year. About 2.000 people. 3 third of them pregnant
womnen and their babies, get sick from the microbe.
The plan is one of a series of food safety initiatives the \
administration has promoted recentdy, from eggs O

we must do more 1o protect Amerncans. Clinton

during Saturday’s weeKly radio address, Clinton’s goal
isme but “there is a lot to be done between QoW
and there in figuri out how we get there,” said Dane
Bernard. vice president of the National Food Proces-
sors Association. “Government dara show that (list-
eria) has declined in e -eat meat and poultry
products, proving that i and government are
takingdunﬂ\tstnpsmaddtssuﬁpmhlem'
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el poisoning back to its

irce. They just didn't tell

e public By Paier Pon

Plus: Bill Donahue on Letters
Written in Love and War

January 16, 2000
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N0 /N | When 21people died

\ from eating contaminated meats, it was the
\ J nation's most lethal food safety epidemic in

4b)

15 years—and one of the quietest. Why didn’t
the U.S. Department of Agrlculture blow the

slotted conveyor strip that the Workers called “the piano belt.” Their fin-
gers flew from slot to slot, picking out occasional discolored or mal
formed hot dogs, as if they were playing the piano.

When everything was working perfectly, the 1,600 men and women at
the giant Bil Mar Foods mearpacking plant in westein Michigan cranked
out 1 million pounds of frankfurters and Sara Lee premium deli meats a
day, seven days a week. National brands such as Ball Park and Hygrade
are produced here, helping make Sara Lee Corp. the largest purveyor of
packaged meats in the country and Bil Mar its largest producer.

-

Blo-sleuth Paul Mead of the CDC halped pinpoint the cause of the outbreak.
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But everything was not working per-
fectly at Bil Mar.

Looming overhead, above the piano
belt, was a giant refrigeration unit that
kept the plant cold. Bil Mar was a modemn,
clean facility, but the hot dog area was the
oldest part of the plant, and its cooling
unit looked like an enormous old car radi-
ator. It had been patched and repaired, yet
it continued to leak and cause condensa-
tion. a breeding ground for bacteria-

The moisture trouble had gotten so se-
vere that inspectors from the U.S. De-
partment ol Agriculture took the rare
step of shutting down the plant for sev-
eral days in November 1997. Manage-
ment repaired and replaced faulty equip-
ment, reengineered production lines and
assigned additional sanitation duties to
remedy the problem.

Now it was back. “Fluid was dripping
onto exposed franks,” a USDA inspector
reported on the morning of March 12,
1998, “and these franks were being con-
veyed down the line to the packing ma-
chine” A second inspector cited Bil Mar
that same day because he found beaded
droplets of condensation falling from
overhead pipes and the ceiling, landing
in the cooked food.

So over the July 4th weekend, during a
rare production shurdown, coustruction
warkers with chain saws came to tear out
the old refrigeration unit They cut it into
pieces small enough so they could haul it
out of the plant. Replacing the old unit,
plant officials told USDA, should go a
long way toward curing the problem.

-4

The moisture p

‘Fluid was dripping onto ex
reported in March 1998,‘and t

roblem was back at Bil Mar.
osed franks, a USDA inspector
ese franks were being conveyed
down the line to the packing machine.

Indeed, the condensation eased for a while. But another problem
emerged: bacteria. The company took weekly swab samples from

. environmenta) surfaces such as slicers, conveyors and packing

equipment that came in contact with food. During the following six
weeks, 11 of 12 samples tested positive for bacteria, compared with
only 3 of 12 inl the preceding time period. The readings remained
high for two more months—until November 1998, when Bil Mar
stopped testing altogether.

The plant's management stepped up its sapitation efforts. Work-
ers put iodine tablets into floor drains, ook apart machinery and
sprayed surfaces with citric acid and other disinfectants, used hand
sanitizers and foat dips on their boots to prevent them from tracking
bacteria near the food.

Meanwhile, the condensation persisted. By the end ol 1998,
USDA inspectors had written up Bil Mar for at least 45 “Noncom-
pliance Records” that specifically cited condensation or water drip-
ping throughout the plant. Each citation carried a standard USDA
warning: “Further failure to implement effective corrective and

10 THE WASHINGTON TO>T NAGAZINE

preventive actions may result in additional regulatory and adminis-
trative actons.” '
No such action was taken by USDA—not until it was too late.

Nobody paid much attention, outside family and
friends, to the death of Helen Bodnar on October 19, 1998, in Mem-
phis. Health officials did not know enough then to attach much im-
portance ta the demise of a 74-year-old woman, a wile and mother of
four who loved to eat Ball Park franks.

Nor was any particular notice taken of the death of Gloria Arr
drzejewski, a 56-year-old church secretary who died November 22
in Detroit,

Or of Christopher Ntukogu. age 31, 2 teen counselor in Columbus,
Ohio, who ate 2 lot of deli sandwiches and died on December 24.

Or of Irene Wood, a 75year-old woman who lived alone in Upstate
New York and died on Christmas Day.

Or of the case of Lisa Lec, a pregnant 27-year-old video store man-
ager from Columbus, who survived a severe flu-like illness, but
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waiched helplessly as it \illed her
premature twins last January.

By the time it was over, the food
poisoning outbreak that originated
at Bil Mar had swept across 22
slates, killing at least 21 people and
seriously sickening at least 100
others from Tucson to Baltimore,
according to the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention. It
was the most lethal case of food-
borne illness in the United States
in 15years.

The culprit was Listeria monocy-
togenes, a rare bacteria that is far
less common than its betterknown
biological cousins—satmonella and
E. coli—but far more deadly.

When the listeria outbreak was
finally pinpointed by the CDC, Sara
Lee officials on December 22, 1998,
voluntarily recalled an estimated 35
million pounds of Bil Mar’s hot
dogs and deli products. [t was pos-

' . : sibly the larpest meat recall in his-
USDA's Thomas Billy, : tory—ant ome of the quietest
above, puzzliad Sara Lee officials. who ‘ ' . The Bil Mar case attracted relz-
had sought advice, when he suggesied : N tively little public attention partly
that instead of a racall the company because the news media were riv-
might conslder a “market withdrawal.” eted on the impeachment drama of President Clinton and on the
Jonathan Southworth and Lisa Lee,  US. bOmbir}g of Iraq, while the public was additionally preoccupied
with the holiday season.

But it was also because the Agriculture Department—in contra-
diction of its own policies—failed to issue a press release informing
the public of the danger, even though the CDC already had rcported
four deaths. Instead, USDA relied on an announcement issued by
Bil Mar that did oot mention the full
This orticle is based on more than scope .Of the recall or the dire nature
1500 poges ol fednral ingpaction of the illness, let alone the deaths,
records and ather documomts. ine As a result, many consumers con-
¢luding internsl memos from Sara tinued eating Bll Mdf products al’ld
Lee's Hil Mar plant obtaned under  the death toll elimbed—to 14 by Janu-
the Freedom of information Act. ary 20, 1999, nearly a month after the
along with dozens of Interviews recall. That day, after the first lawsuits
with tederal officiale. meatindusty  had been filed against the company
executives, food sataty expertz and on behalf of the vicﬁms, Sara Lee took
form.er Bl Mar employees. ssfa Lee ot ful]-page advertisements in news-
:f':::':ie::':;“:u?s:::::'Md papers across the country to further

? i publicize the recall, although these
announcements, too, made no meation of the deaths. Finally, on
January 28, USDA issued a press release, more than a month after
federal officials had first confirmed that eating the contaminated
meat could be fatal.

Because of the Bil Mar case, the listeria threat is now considered
so serious that USDA and the CDC issued a warning last May that
consumers whose health is vulnerable —including pregnant
women. the elderly, cancer patients, diabetics and those with AIDS
—should refrain rom eating hot dogs or deli mears unless they fully
recook them. Yet this warning, which USDA is not requiring on
product labels, has also received relatively little public attention.

Food-borne diseases in America cause an estimated 76 million ill-
nesses anoually, resulting in 325,000 hospitalizations and about
5,000 deaths, according to a new study by the CDC. It is an epidemic
that costs upwards of $30 billion in medical expenses and lost pro-
ductivity, by government cstimates. The U.S. food safety system is
currently undergoing its biggest changes in a century, as USDA,

below, lost thair premature twins last
January. Unaware of the recall, she con-
tinued eating deli meats for several
weeks after it was first announced.

JANUARY 16, 2000 11
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which oversees meat and poultry, and the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration, which regulates most other foods, phase in new science
backed inspection systems that for the first time require testing for
the most common microbes, salmonella and E. coli. Advocates and
critics alike agree the new system is generating prorising results,
particularly in the nation’s slaughterhouses.

Bul the Bil Mar outbreak illustrates some crucial weaknesses in
USDA's aversight of another key sector: food-processing plants.
A politically powerful industry, a compliant Congress and a timid

Meat industry officials said that while listeria is a serious threat, the
Bil Mar outbreal is an aberration. “This went through the industry
like a lightning bolt,” said Dane Bernard, a vice president of the Na-
tional Food Processors Association. “People realized there was a crit
cal need to reemphasize old lessons” about the dangers of bacteria.
But Bernard and other spokesmen said they do not believe Bil Mar
sigmals a need for any fundamental changes in government oversight

‘Sara Lee officials declined to cooperate with this article. “We
were completely forthcoming™ with government investigators, said

The CDC said it believed contaminated

food was still sitting in supermarkets and refrigerators.'By the
time definitive proofis available,’ it warned, ‘more illnesses and

deaths will likely occut.’

federal bureaucracy have fashioned a system that still has
glaring problems: :

Lack of Regulatory Power: Government can order the re-
call of products like unsafe cars, toys and insecticides—but
not food. Health officials must rely on persuading companies
to voluntarily recall tainted meat. Agriculture Secretary Dan
Glickman has sought mandatory recall authority in Con-
gress, but has failed partly because of the lobbying clout of
the food industry.

Bureaucratic Canflicts: Although one set of government
officials at the CDC pinpointed Bil Mar as the source of the
outbreak, another set at USDA refused to request a recall.
Agriculture officials, worried about the legal implications of
wrongly accusing Sara Lee, did not believe the CDC had suf-
ficient evidence 1o merit a recall. While USDA continued wait-
ing for more than a week for definitive laboratory results,
company officials were prodded to act by an angry Minnesota
state health official and by the CDC.

Long Delays: While USDA now requires microbial testing
in slaughterhouses, it has not yet mandated similar testing for
food-processing plants. Even after the 21 deaths, the depart-
ment has left to companies” discretion the decision on
whether 1o test, while it researches whether to enact 2 manda-
tory rule, a process that will take up to three years.

Lack of Penalties: USDA’s new inspection system, like the
old, contains no system of penalties for repeated violations.
USDA has sought the power to issue fines and civil penalties
from Congress, which has refused. Its only enforcement tool
is to shut down plants, an option it rarely uses. -

g The U.S. attorney’s office in Grand Rapids, Mich., has convened a
'; grand jury to investigate the Bil Mar deaths, and USDA's Office of
| Inspector General is also investigating. Thomas Billy, administrator

of USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service, said he could not dis-

cuss the specifics of the case but defended the departmenr’s actions,
saying, “We do not have the regulatory tools” to have moved ay
more swiftly or decigively.

company spokeswoman Theresa Herlevsen “We don't conclusively
know the reason for the outbreak.” She noted that since the Bil Mar
incident there have been more than 40 recalls nationwide for liste-
ra. “We think it is unfortunate that we continue to be the poster
child for listeria,” she said. “More than 90 percent of our customers
have come back, which is a tribute to the strength of our brand and
the trust in our company.”

Bl Mar Foods plant USDA ciles B . €OC recclves notlce
in Zeeland, Mlcn, Mar repeatedly for Workers with ehain ~ USDA cites poor from Tenanessac of €DC slatstical
Is shut down for continued canden- saws cut apart re- sanitatlan, saying four lizteriosit cases  Lb redults chow analysis of vie-
saveral dayz by sation treubles, In- frigeration vnit In soma greas ~ap- and beplns invesli- 18 vickims were tims® food biste-
USDA because cluding fluids drig- hat dog plant. Al- peared to have gation. More cases attackad by single % ries shows stroog
of condenzation 4| ping Iram plpes and torward, bacteria becn neglected | arc reported Irom struin of ilsterla link between
arlpplng in meat- ceilings dlrectly on- tests show alo- for a significant Ohlo, New York from commen lsterdosis end
processing arcas. to caoked meats. valed levels. period of time™ g and Cannecticut, toad zource. ¢ aating hot dots,
: - = 4
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“USDA blew this oneg,’

said epidemiologlst Michael Oster-

holm, who was consulted about the
outbreak. "They were not convinced it
was true" But with paople dying, he
said, “you cannot sit there and wait two
weeks for the pertect data, and that
is what USDA and CDC were doing."

Herlevsen's comments
suggest one of the para-
doxes of the food safety
issue. Companies have
powerful economic incen-

" tives to avoid the legal ac
tions and stigma that in-
variably accompany a food poisoning outbreak. The science of
bacteria detection is more refined than ever, and consumers, with ac-
cess to reams of nstant information, are arguably more knowledge-
able than ever. Yet at the same time, the system has never seemed
more vulerable. With more food being imported from around the
world, faster production lines and wider mass distribution, critics
contend government agencies arc overwhelmed because of outdated
practices and insufficient tools.
The recent food safety reforms were sparked in large part by the
public outcry following the 1993 Jack in the Box case, in which an

outhreak of E. coli 0157:H7 at West Coast restaurants of the fast-food
chain killed four children and sickened hundreds. Food safety advo-
cate Carcline Smith DeWaal of the Washington-based Center for Scr-
ence in the Public Imerest said the 21 deaths in the Bil Mar case should
be a wake-up call that further improvements are needed. “It is clear
in this outbreak,” she said, “thar these failures probably cost lives.”

In his cramped basement cube at CDC head-
quarters in Atlanta, a slender, bespectacled 4)-year-old physician
and epidemiologist named Paul Mead was completing work on a
new survey on the nationwide impact of his medical specialty—
food-borne diseases—when he received the first official notifica-
tion; four listeriosis cases in rural southern Tennessee. They ap-
peared to be only a local cluster of illnesses, requiring routine
follow-up laboratory tests.

That was on October 20, 1998. Over the next few weeks came
similar reports. Five cases from Ohio. Nine  continued on page 20
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Tuna tartare with beets: a cute Idea,

stardom. Its batter is stunningly light and
well seasoned, even if its oysters and scal-
lops and calamari are overcooked in a sac-
rifice to crispness.

I soup is the test of a restaurant, Teatro
comes up both pass and fail A mushroom
soup at lunch is too thick and floury, with
gummy wads called bread gnocchi. At
dinner, the seafood chowder—though it's
served in an awkward bowl—should be
renamed Broth of the Sea Gods. Its briny
tomato stock is clear as a bell, with a lem-
ony ring, poured over the juiciest chunks
of ish and the sweetest shellfish.

Aielli has a playful way with pastas. His
black pappardelle is an inky wave floating
baby octopus and calamari. His agnolott,
plump as pillows and sheer as gauze,
bathe in a mysterious sauce of saffron
and spinach. It's a sauce good enough to
deserve a spoon, though the agnolotti are
stuffed with vapid shrimp. His risotto is
textbook-perfect. Then there are cunning
cannelloni, thin as cigars, stuffed with
mushrooms and broccoli rabe, under z
ragu of clams, This is poetry wrapped in
chewy crepes,

The Venetian theme shows in the en-
trees: Veal and beef tenderloin and chicken
breast are the only meats, far oumumbered
by fish dishes, But more isn't better. The
misnarmed “crispy salmon” is fish wrapped
in seaweed, then a thick, heavy batter; its
sea urchin sauce underplays that main in-
gredient Other times salmon is peppered
and accompanied by foie gras and red wine
sauce. Or your fish can be simply grilled.
But the mahi-mahi has been dry and bland
in its plain grilled state, and is far more in-
tevesting when enlivened by shredded
crab in a smooth black-olive and mint
sauce that's like fquid midnight. Sea bass
is crisp-skinned and juicy, served with
morels and more of those vapid shrimp,
resting on an earthy raot-vegetable puree.

It sum, the elaborations sound seductive

20 THE WASHINGTOA POST MAGAZINE

and taste adventurous, though they some-
times deliver less than they promise.

Meat dishes are more conventional—
and often more satisfying. Beef tender-
loin with Gorgonzola is indeed tender,
and despite its weird topknot of whole
stuffed tomato, it tastes famniliar and satis-
fying. Vea] tenderloin, too, is straightlor-
ward and admirable, topped with porcini
and flavored with trufile.

The vegetarian dishes are flights of
fancy: a couple of eggplant inventions; a
rice creation; a Parmesan basket filled
with grilled vegetables and accompanied
by three quirky cold sauces, of chick-
peas, wild fennel and balsamijc vinegar.
I'd prefer my prilled vegetables less raw,
but it's a handsome melange. The heavi-
est of the vegetarian dishes, a triangle of
potato and spinach, crash-landed as a
glutinous, greasy slab of starch,

With desserts, as with the vegetarian
dishes, lighter is better. Sorbets of carrot
and grapefruit or of coconut with candied
mango are refreshing without being odd (I
can't vouch for the red beet with honey).
And while green tea souffle is definitely
odd, it’s interestingly so. even if it's not
worth $10.95 to satisty one's curiosity. The
richer sweets might look like a party on

the plate, but the cakes are intensely sug- |

ary and the creme caramel and the vinilla
mousse are puddings designed to bounce.

Act3.

Teatro is an original production. It can
make you ooh and ahh, It can add up to
an exciting show. But sometimes you're
painfully aware that Ajelli is cooking up a
high-wire act without a net. w

To search for restaurant revieus o7 to chat
with Phyllis C. Richman online, clich on En-
lertasnment, then Restaurants, ot wunauash-
ingtonpost.com. Richman’s live discussions
take place Thursdays at noon.
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FOOD SAFETY

" continued from page 13

from New York. One from Connecticut.
There was no way to tell inmediately
whether these were related, and Mead, a
soft-spoken, methodical scientist, was not a
man to jump to conclusions. The CDC
would await bacterial lab cultures from vic-
tims’ blood samples. Meanwhile, the CDC
faxed questionnaires to the four states to get
detailed food histories from the victims. By
mid-November, as more cases trickled in,
Mead found himself slowly moving toward
what he called his “red-alert mind-set”

Mead knew enough about this particular
disease to be very afraid. Listeria monocyto-
genes is among the deadliest and most el
sive of pathogens. The species iz found
throughout nature, in animals, fish, plants,
water and soil. It is psychrophilic, or cold-
loving—it is not only invulnerable to refrig-
eration but thrives in it. It can endure in the
body more than eight weeks before sicken-
ing a victim, so that it is unusually difficult to
determine from a patient’s dietary history
just which food was the outbreak source.

Mead also knew that listeria kills much
more efficiently than most pathogens. Most
healthy people’s white hload cells will engulf
and eliminate a listeria colony. But among
the roughly 50 million Americans with some
form of immune problem, the battle turns
the other way: Listeria will invade and kill
the white blood cells, permeate the blood,
then find and attack the weakest links in the
body’s armor. It often lodges in the brain,
causing meningitis; it also can find its way
into the placenta of pregnant women. If
caught soon enough, listeriosis is treatable
with antibiotics, but it kills at least 20 per-
cent of its victims.

Mead knew from his own disease survey
that listeria sickens about 2,500 people a
year, killing about 500. He recalled just how
dangerous the disease can get In 1985 in
Southern California, poor sanitation in the
production of Mexican-style soft cheese
sickened several hundred predominantly
Hispanic consumers and killed at least 48,

But thiz outbreals, if his fear was correct,
would not be cosfined to one region. With
modern methods of mass distribution and
refrigeration, listeria monocytogenes could

- spread for weeks over a broad geographic

area, possibly the whole country. Years ago,
meats spoiled fairly quickly and were dis-
carded long before listeria could reach
lethal levels. But improved sanitation and
preservatives have created products with
much longer shelf lile, so listeria colonies
often have 50 days or longer to reproduce
and grow.

On November 20 when lab results came
in, Mead and his CDC colleagues convened
a conference call with health officials from
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the four initial outbreak states. Using the
most sophisticated scientific technique an
the bacteria cultures grown from the blood
samples, the CDC had determined that 18
victims had been attacked by the identical
strain of listeria. The lab analysis, yielding a
genetic fingerprint similar to DNA sam-
pling, had pinpointed something the CDC
would never atherwisc have been able to de-
termine so quickly: All the victims had eaten
something from a common source.

But what was it? The CDC sounded a na-
tionwide alarm via fax and e-mail to 50 state
health directors and epidemiologists, asking
them to review all recent medical surveil-
lance data for any increase in listeriz. Mead
also urged the four outbreak states to redou
ble their efforts at getting complete food
histories so they could pinpoint the source
of the outbreak strain, which the CDC
named “Type E."

By December, the outbreak had spread to
Massachusetts, Michigan, West Virginia
and Oregon. Mead sent another e-mail to
state epidemiologists, telling thern the latest
finding: A preliminary statistical analysis of
victims' food histories showed a strong asso-
ciation betwecn those with Type E and
those who remembered cating hot dogs.

As December progressed, with at least
four listeriosis victims known dead, the ac-
companying data piled up in Mead's 9-by-12.
foot cinder block work space. Up to 20 CDC
scientists, lab technicians and statisticians
were working overtime. By December 14,
Mead and his ¢olleagues were able to comw
pare the food histories of 20 victims of Type
E and 21 patients with other, unrelated
strains. Certain brand names appeared sta-
tistically linked to Type E, including Ball
Park, Bryan and Kahn—all made by Sara

- Lee. The CDC also obtained its first sample
of leftover hot dogs, from the refrigerator of
a suburban Cleveland woman who con-
tracted listeriosis and passed It to her new-
born. They were Ball Park brand, and they
came from a package thar bore the stamped
USDA establishment number code; P-261.

Bil Mar.

Mead remembered then that the previ-
ous month in New York, the rare Type E
strain had unexpectedly shown up in a left-
over package of sliced chicken breast. He
hadn't paid much attention because he’d
been focused on hot dogs, not deli meat. But
now the New York finding suddenly loomed
larger: The outbreak strain had been found
in a Sara Lee deli product that bore a USDA
stamped code.

p-261. -

Knowing that at least four peo-
ple were dead and 37 seriously ill, Paul
Mead dispatched a CDC investigator to Bil
Mar on December 15. That same day, Mead
. and his boss sent a memo to USDA head-
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quarters, informing the agency that, based
on preliminary findings. the CDC believed
the outbreak was coming from Bil Mar.

Six of 10 victims who could femember
brand names said they had eaten Sara Lee
hot dogs and another recalled eating Sara
Lee deli meat, the CDC said. In addition.
both meat samples from the Ohio and New
York victims had originated at the Bil Mar
plant, “We conclude that both hot dogs and
deli meats produced by this company are
likely to be contaminated with the outbreak
strain,” the CDC said. It requested from
USDA information about product distribu-
tion and “anticipated regulatory action.”

But USDA was in no rush to take action.
The department’s long-standing policy was
not to even request a recall until it found the
suspected adulterant in an umopened pack-
age of meat Otherwise the contamination
might conceivably have originated outside
the meat plant, long after production,
agency lawyers had said, and the depart-
ment could be held legally lable for wrongly
blaming the plant.

Mead knew the policy demanding un-
opened samnples and assumed, incorrectly,
that it was a legal requirement. On Decem-
ber 15, he also sent out an urgent e-mail to
state epidemiologists seeking still more amr-
munition to help persuade Sara Lee, “It is
not clear that the company will feel that the

data is strong enough to support a recall at
this time,"” Mead wrote. "WE DESPERATELY
NEED ADDITIONAL PRODUCT INFORMA-
TION: brand names, establishment num-
bers, dates of production for both hot dogs
AND deli meats. We ask you to please redou-
ble your efforts.”

Meanwhile, at the plant in Michigan, the
CDC’s onwsite investigaror, Eileen Dunne, a
33-year-old physician, went to work. She was
new to the CDC and had never been in a
meatpacking facility. From the start, USDA
officials mnade clear to Dunne thal, occa-
sional problems notwithstanding, they con-
sidered Bil Mar a well-run and modern op-
eration with a solid record. The plant
continued production, but Sara Lee tem-
porarily postponed shipping products. pend-
ing the outcome of the investigation.

Federal investigators, donning down-
filled coats, white smocks, boots and hair-
nets, scoured the entire plant for two days,
scrutinizing the production process and tak-
ing swab samples from numerous surfaces.
Preliminary results turned up negative, but
the CDC was more concerned with what
conditions had been like five months eatlier,
when the first known packages of tainted
meat were produced. Mead asked Dunne to
question Bil Mar management about any
unusual events, particularly in early sam-
mer; they were both intrigued to learn of the

@wiull

July dismantling of the hot dog cooling unit

Mead believed the refrigeration unit
would have been a likely harbor for large
colonies of listeria, and that cuting it apart
could have unleashed bacterial dust. That
would explain how the outbreak strain could
have grown in both hot dogs and deli meats.
Company officials, however, insisted that
they had taken precautions to cover all the
equipment and carefully clean the area.

Then Dunne learned from Bil Mar techni-
cians about the swab testing. The tests give
a quick indication of the presence of the lis-
teria species of bacteria In swabs that test
positive, up to 40 percent of the bacteria
colony can turn out to be the most virwent
form. listeria monocytogenes, although a
lengthier test is necessary to detect it

Dunne faxed to the CDC several hundred
pages of swab-testing dara from throughout
the huge plant. She also obtained from Bil
Mar unopened samples of hot dogs and deli
meat produced months earlier, and shipped
them, packed in dry ice, to Atlanta But the
test for listeria monocytogenes would take
about a week. Meanwhile, the list of victims
continued growing.

Sara Lee, a company with $20
billion in annual revenue and a good reputa-
tion, was facing a corporate nightmare.

In recent years, there had been four recalls
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at Bil Mar involving shipments of meat that
were undercooked, spoiled or conlaminated
by foreign objects. The recalls had generally
gone smoothly with little negative publicity.

But now a company whose wholesome
image was captured in its adverusing slogan
“Nobody Doesn'’t Like Sara Lee” was con-
fronting the prospect of being identified as
the source of a fatal nationwide outbreak
that seemed to be spreading with each pass-
ing day. The recall, if it came, would be mas-
sive in size and polentially devastating in
publicity. Yet the company was getting no
clear guidance: CDC scientists would only
say they were investigating and would not
discuss the question of a recall. USDA regu-
lators were assisting the CDC, burt had no
information of their own and no guidance to
Sara Lee about what to do.

Suddenly, the decision took on greater ur-
gency. Someone leaked the December 15
CDC memo to the Associated Press. On De-
cember 17 the news service reported that
federal officials were investigating four
deaths and dozens of illnesses, and that Sara
Lee was awaiting results from government
inspectors before deciding whether to initi-
ate a recall. The story ran in newspapers
around the country.

The next day, Sara Lee sent two lawyers
to the Washington office of USDA's Thomas
Billy, offering cooperation and seeking the

department's guidance. But Billy and his
deputy, Kayée Wachsmuth, proffered little
help. In a tense but cordial hour-long meet-
ing, USDA officials said they did not yet
have the evidence to seek a recall and were
awaiting further lab results,

Then toward the end of the meeting came
a moment that seemed to sum up USDA's
paralysis. Billy, a former biochemical engr
neer who sormetimes speaks in a professorial
tone, suggested that instead of a recall, Sara
Lee might consider a “marker withdrawal.”
This is a litle-used option in which products
are taken back from distribution points. but
without any public announcement Sara Lee
officials were thoroughly puzzled by what
seemed like an offhand suggestion in deal-
ing with a fatal multi-state outbreak. Neither
side pursued it any further.

The company sought help elsewhere. It
called Michael Osterholm, then the Min-
nesota state epidemiologist, whose reputa-
tion as a bio-detective was based on high-
profile investigations. His department was
credited with tracking salmonella-tainted ice
cream that sickened tens of thousands of
people in 1994 and uncovering the link be-
tween toxic-shock syndrome and tampen
usc. A bearded and buoyant man, he was an
outspoken healrh advocate with diverse inter-
ests, among them trying to swim the English
Channel and serving as an adviser to King

WwjuiLs

Hussein of Jordan on biological terrorism.

When a Bil Mar supervisor had called to
seek his opinion on December 17, Oster-
holm already knew the details of the case
from other state epidemiclogists and be-
lieved Sara Lee should immediately start a
recall. He agreed to take part in 2 series of
conlerence calls over the next few days with
Sara Lee executives, scientists and lawyers.

Oslerholm was convinced that waiting
would mean more illnesses and deaths. “]
told them they had a serious problem and
should do a recall, and they said. ‘Nobody in
the federal government says we should,’
and it was true, they were getting mixed sig-
nals,” he recalled in an interview.

“USDA blew this one,” Osterholm said.
“They were not convinced it was true.” With
people dying, he said, "you cannot sit there
and wait two weeks for the perfect data, and
thar is what USDA and CDC were doing.”

Osterholm held several impassioned con-
versations with Mead and others at the
CDC, urging them to be more definitive and
forceful with Sara Lee. But Mead told him
he had just reviewed the latest data in a can-
ference call with several state epideriolo-
gists who were not yet convinced they’d
proved the source. Osterholm chided him,
“Come on, Paul, you know this is it! You
gotra cut through the {expletive]! You gotta
make sure Sara Lee understands!”
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While Mead held back, Osterholm went
forward alone. He called Sara Lee Presi-
dent C. Steven McMillan. who had cut
short a Caribbean vacation to return to
Chicago headquarters on Sunday, Decem-
ber 20, because of Bil Mar. A recall would
cost Sara Lee §75 million, at minimumn, and
company executives were torn between
wanting to do the right thing and not want-
ing to jump to a conclusion that might
needlessly damage Sara Lee's reputation
and market share.

But Osterholm was convinced it was time
to jump. *1 said to Sara Lee thar this was like
driving down a highway and seeing a herd
of deer,” he recalled. “You can put on the
brakes now and youll still hit them. Or you
can hit them at full speed and the deer will
come through your windshield.”

Over the pre-Christmas weekend, Mead,
retreated to his home with hundreds of

recalling “specific production lots of hot dogs
and other packaged meat products ... The
CDC has indicated it is studying whether
some of these products might contain the
Listeria bacteria.” The announcement made
no mention of any illnesses or deaths, and de-
scribed the recall as a “precautionary mes-
sure.” It gave no symptoms of listeriosis, ex-
cept to say that it “affects primarily the
elderly, pregnant women, newborns and
adults with weakened immune systems.”
USDA, even at this late date, still wasn't
buying the recall. Unsigned memos sent to
headquarters by the USDA team at Bil Mar
questioned both the CDC’s findings and
Sara Lee's action. A December 21 memo
stated it was “difficult to imagine” that liste-
ria monocytogenes could have contami-
nated both hot dogs and deli meat because
“listeriosis has never been documented to
be transmitted in airborne particles.” (Thar

Wwjuly

said. In Upstate New York, for example, Os-
terholm learned, a2 Meals on Wheels pro-
gram had continued to serve sandwiches of
recalled Sara Lee deli meats to its elderly pa-
trons because nobody had heard the news.
An irate Osterholm repeatedly called
USDA and Sara Lee during the week be-
tween Christmas and New Year's, imploring
them to put the word out more strongly.
When he reached McMillan, he recalled,
“Steve got upset with me. He said he had
put the company through enough. He said,
*We already had enough bad publicity.” "
Osterholm did not fare any better with
USDA. He said it tock several days to get
his calls returned. When he finally reached
Catherine Woteki, the USDA undersecre-
tary for food safety, she declined 1o issue an
announcement, saying she believed there
had been adequate public notice. He said
Woteki was not even aware that labaratory

_ ‘In hindsight, says a USDA official
‘it would’ve been the right decision to have requested a recall
.. .We should have put out a press release. |

pages of Bil Mar's swab tests, spread them
out across his living room carpet and care
fully catalogued the results. It was only
then that he saw the pattern emerge
clearly: a dramatic spike in bacteria read-
ings at several places in the plant coincid-
ing with the chain saw dismantling of the
refrigeration unit.

That same weekend, the CDC lab came
up with the results from the opened pack-
age of Bil Mar hot dogs from Ohio: Type E.

Final lab results on the crucial
unopened hot dog samples would take sev-
eral more days. But Mead believed it was
time to give Sara Lee the official word. On
Monday, December 21, he sent the company
a three-page report of the CDC’s indings.

The CDC recommended a recall of all
hot dogs and deli meats produced since
July 4. It also recommended Bil Mar re-
sume envirommental swab testing to pre-
vent [uture illnesses.

Outlining the mass of circumstantal evi-
dence, the CDC said it believed contami-
nated food was still sitting in supermarkets
and refrigerators across the country. “By
the time definitive proof is available,” the re-
port warned, “more illnesses and deaths will
likely occur.”

The next day, Sara Lee announced it was
recalling all meats produced at Bil Mar
since July 4.

The December 22 press release under the
Bil Mar letterhead was decidedly under-
stated. The company said it was voluntarily
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assertion is incorrect, according to disease
experts.) On the day the recall was an-
nounced, USDA received a daily update
from its staff at Bil Mar with this concluding
assessment: “In the absence of further labo-
ratory data implicating the plant, this recall
action, which is the perogative [sic] of the
plant, may be premature.”

Once a recall begins, USDA guidelines
specify that press releases are to be issued
whenever the information will help con-
sumers avoid products that can cause ill-
ness. In this case, though, officials decided
not to issue one.

“This was rather unprecedented,” said
Wachsmuth, because the recall had been
initiated without USDA involvement. “We
did not have that fink to say that it was adu}
terated, and [ guess that was part of the
problem because that is the kind of press re-
lease thar we put out We say, ‘It is adulter-
ated’ " Since USDA did not believe it could
state that, it stated nothing.

Without any government announcement,
and without mention of deaths or illnesses
in the Bil Mar press release, the news media
paid relatively little attention. The Chicago
Tribune and USA Today carried brief front-
page stories the next day. Other newspapers
ran short wire service stories on inside
pages. Televised news items on the recall
were rare.

Over the next few days, Osterholm, who
found recalled meat in his own refrigerator,
grew incensed. *There was almost no pub-
Iicity, and a recall depends on publicity,” he

T >

tests had finally confirmed the presence of
the outbreak strain of listeria monocyto-
genes inside unopened packages from Bil
Mar. That result had been confirmed at a
CDC lab on Christmas Day; USDA didn't
learn about it for another week.

News of the recall never reached
Park Row Drive in Columbus, Ohio. There,
almost every night, Lisa Lee, in the fifth
month of her first pregnancy, would have a
midnight snack of cold cuts with her fiance,
Jonathan Southworth. They had met when
they both worked at a Blockbuster video.
Now, he was working long hours at two jobs
and they were saving for a minivan because
they were expecting twins. They bought
whatever deli meats were on sale—ham,
turkey ham, turkey breast—and- didn't pay
much attention to brand names.

It was an uneventful pregnancy until Janu-
ary 16, when Lisa felt feverish and dread-
fully il She went to the emergency room of
Riverside Methodist Hospital, where she
ended up spending a fitful night. Doctors
told her it appeared to be the flu and sent
her home the next day. Four days later, her
fever spiked to 104 and she was back in the
hospital, struggling to save her babies.

She underwent more than eight hours of
harrowing treatment, first trying to stop the
labor and prevent a miscarriage, and then
undergoing a lengthy induced labor. The
boy was named Andrew Presston, the girl
Alia Marie. They were delivered eight min-
utes apart, on January 20, both dead.




That same day, Sara Lee ran advertise
ments in some 80 newspapers around the
country, calling attention to the fact that the
recall was still in effect. The company acted
after Kenneth Moll, a Chicago lawyer. filed a
class-action lawsuit on behalf of victims, held
a press conference to publicize the recall,
and accused the company of negligence.

Lee and Southworth had continued ear-
ing deli meats for several weeks after the
date of the recall. “If we knew it as soon as
Sara Lee knew it, we might have had a
chance,” she said in an interview. “] want
people to be more informed. [ wish I
would've been watching the news reports. [
wish they would have publicized it better., |
wish my doctor had been better informed.”

Working two jobs, Southworth said, he
rarely watched television or read newspa-
pers, but frequently did the grocery shop-
ping. “They should have a sign up saying,
‘We sold a product that could make you
sick,’ but no grocery store wants to admit
that,” he said. “If there was a notice posted,
it might have helped us."

Lee and Southworth learned the full
stary only after the babies' deaths. A biopsy
of the placenta showed the presence of liste-
ria, and one of their friends visiting the hos-
pital then remembered hearing about the
recall. The couple said they were bewil-
dered that neither they nor anyone who
treated them in the medical system had had
any knowledge of the danger.

After the babies were cremated, further
testing on Lee's placenta showed that it car-
ried the outbreak strain. The couple recently
retained a lawyer and plan to sue Sara Lee.

"When this listeria thing hap-
pened, I felt really bad for them. We were al
ways very careful to make sure it didn't hap-
pen,” said Joseph Keller, a 53-year-old vet-
eran of Bil Mar. “We took added precautions.
We had & strong sense of pride.” Keller, a su-
pervisor in the hot dog plant, quit in early
1998 after 14 years because he was burned
out from working 60 hours and seven daysa
week, he said. [ was making good money,
but it was no life.”

Keller. like a dozen other former workers,
managers and USDA inspectors interviewed
for this story, described the Bil Mar plant as
a high-stress, high-turnover environment in
which working conditions were difficult and
the push for increased production was re-
lendess. The work force, earning on average
about 810 an houc, was predominantly recent
immigrants from Southeast Asia and Mex-
ico, most of them initially hired as tempo-
raries, and the quality of supervision by man-
agement was spolty, according to interviews
and company documents,

When Keller started at Bil Mar, the family
of brothers Bill and Marvin DeWitt still ran
the company they had founded in 1938, But

he said the atmosphere changed dramati-
cally after Sara Lee bought it in 1987, "It was
2 good company. but the switch from the
DeWitts to Sara Lee, it lost the family feel
ing. It became just How much money can
you make for me?” ... Nothing was ever
good enough. Upper management just kept
pushing and pushing, and you were only as
good as your last production numbers.”

Bil Mar previously.ran five or six days a
week, with two eight-hour production shifts,
plus a third shift devoted solely to sanitation.
Under Sara Lee, Bil Mar not only moved to
a seven-day schedule, but lengthened pro-
duction shifts to 10 hours, at the expense of
cleaning time, according to Keller, “There
was real head-butting between speed and
cleanliness. We would run up to 20 hours a
day, which left four hours to clean. They put
added pressure on sanitation. [ don't think it
caused the problem, but it didn't help.”

Listeria arose as an issue occasionally,
when a particular department received posi-
tive bacteria readings. “They told people we
had to sanitize more, and then they would
push you for about a week, week and a half,
and then everythng would go back to nor-
mal,” said Rick Lyttle, who worked 18 years
on Bil Mar’s production line. His wife, Vicky,
also an 1&year employee, said managers re-
ported in mid-1998 finding listeria in floor
drains, but their warning did not appear dire.
“I didn'’t take it as a real serious matter . .
There™was concern when meat fell on the

floor. But the possibility that it could kill |

someone? That was never mentioned.”

Sunitation and other demands were also
complicated by the language barriers. “I
was running a line with seven people who
could not speak or understand English,”
Vicky Lyttle said. To improve commurica-
tion, Keller said, some company directives
were printed in ar least five languages, and
the company offered language lessons to
employees and supervisors.’

But supervision was not always effective,
as Bil Mar acknowledged in 2 memo to
USDA on July 28, 1998. The department
had criticized Bil Mar's sanitation, noting
that repeat citations had been written for
poor conditions in areas in the hot dog
plant that “appeared 10 have been ne-
glected for a significant period.” In re-
sponse, Bil Mar Vice President Mary Del
rue wrote that the deficiencies were caused
by “ineffective execution,” She said five of
the plant’s top managers, including the san-
itation and quality assurance directors,
would change their work hours to take on
increased responsibility.

Several former employees said supervi-
sors would periodically attempt to sneak
problems past both USDA and Bil Mar's
own quality-assurance staff Rick Lyttle and
Paul Cherry, a former supervisor, said it
was not uncommon to have meat falsely re-
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dated so it appeared fresher than it actually
was, and to otherwise falsify records so that
coaking and cooling temperatures appeared
satisfactory, even if they were not.

Rick Lytte said meat would sometimes be
misplaced for several days in huge refrigera-
tors and he would be instructed by a supervi-
sor to change dates. Jerry Cannon, a retired
USDA inspector, said Bil Mar had “signifi-
cant” problems and that whisteblowers peri-
adically alleged that the company had tried to
hide unsanitary practices. But Cannon, who
has volunteered to work with lawyers suing
Bil Mar, said USDA over the years was only
able to prove minor violations.

Bil Mar, in a February 13, 1998, internal
memo To its top managers, acknowledged
problems with the “integrity of company
documention records” that are examined by
USDA, and pledged to correct the matter.
Inspectors had cited Bil Mar for failing to
properly record the correct time of cooking
and cooling temperatures, which are sup-
posed to be carefully monitored for bacrerial
control purposes.

Delrue. in a memo to 14 supervisors,
warned: “Falsifying company records is a
very serious allegation which could ulti-
mately lead to criminal prosecurion ... Bi
Mar Foods does not condone and will not
tolerate incomplete or inaccurate company
records. Any future occurrences of this na-
ture will result in immediate termination.”

Delrue urged managers to try to reduce
the number of citations B} Mar was receiv-
ing and she concluded by saying: “We are
very proud of the fact that we are the lead-
ing producer of meat products labeled un-
der the' Sara Lee brand name. We must do
our utmost to protect this brand along with
all of the products we produce by insuring
they are manufactured under the highest
quality and food safety standards possible.
Quality Products made by Quality People!™

“To have people die on your
watch and have a number of miscarriages, it
is terrible. It is awful.”

Catherine Woteki, arguably the nation’s
top food safety official, is sitting in her office
in USDA's vast complex on Independence
Avenue in Washington. It's December 1999
and USDA's undersecretary for food safety
is pondering for a moment the meaning and
consequences of Bl Mar. The department,
she believes, did the best it could under ex-
isting law and regulations; the new system
now in place is making significant progress.
Her agency is building its public health ca-
pability and adapting to changes in technol-
ogy that will allow enforcers to move far
more quickly against future outbreaks. Still,
for all of that, she acknowledges something
went badly wrong in the Bil Mar case.

“In hindsight, it would've been the right
decision to have requested a recall,” she
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says. “With hindsight, yes, we should have
put out a press release.”

In the aftermpath of the outbreak, various
interested groups took familiar paths. Plain-
tiffs’ lawyers filed mulimillion-dollar lawsuits
against Sara Lee, Consumer advocates called
for stricter regulations. Industry spokesmen
said that while they could never totally elimi-
nate a problem as ubiquitous as listeria, they
would redouble their efforts in research and
sanitation. And USDA took no decisive ac-
tion, but said it would reevaluate what to do.

One way 1o prevent futire Bil Mars is for
food processars to conduct regular tests for
bacteria. Industry, government and public
health advocates all agree on that much. But
they differ over whether testing should be
mandatory, and whether USDA or the in-
dustry should oversee the tests and decide
how to act on the results.

The shock of the outbreak prompted a se-
ries of public and privare meetings. At ope
such session last July, Carol Tucker Fore-
man of the Consumer Federation of Amer-
ica and Caroline Smith DeWaal of the Cen-
ter for Science in the Public Interest
prodded USDA’s Thomas Billy to require
mandatory testing.

Billy told them he was not ready to make
that proposal, even on a ternporary emer-
gency basis. He said the department did not
yet have enough research data to satisfy the
Office of Management and Budget, which
demands a detailed cost-benefit analysis for
any new rule affecting businesses. .

DeWaal was incredulous. “I said, ‘You
mean that 100 people sick and 20 dead is not
enough? and he said, No.'”

Billy, in an interview, said the federal rule-
making process takes two to three years
and that in the meantime he believed he
could get quicker results by asking compa-
nies-to voluntarily reassess their food safety
plans to address listeria.

USDA last May sent all meat companies
guidelines that recommend—but do not re-
quire~—Tlisteria swab-testing at the plants
and, if the swab tests are positive, testing of
the meat products themselves. The depart-
ment glso told companies that they rmust re-
assess safety plans to prevent listeria. but
they are not required to make any changes
unless they wish to.

USDA's own inspectors denounced this
approach as “much too vague, confusing and
contradictory,” according to the National
Joint Council of Food Inspection Locals.
Foreman, a former assistant secretary of
agriculture, called the department's re-

sponse to listeria “the worst gobbledygook I

have seen come out of this department” in
recent years. “They explamed it to me two or
three times and I stifl don’t understand it.”

A coalition of consumer organizations has
petitioned USDA to require listeria testing
and “not await another food-safety disaster
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before acting.” Said DeWaal, “More people
are going to die, and we'll need another out-
break to tell us there’s a problem.”

A former meat industry executive agreed
that the department needs o mandate envi-
ronmental testing. “The USDA needs to be
not so afraid of requirements,” said James
Marsden, retired president of the American
Meat Institute Foundation, who is now a
professor of meat science ar Kansas State
Universiry.

To prevent listeria, Marsden said, the
meat industry will have to remodel its post-
cooking processes to create a germ-free en-
vironiment, similar to the rigorous practices
of pharmaceutical and milk producers. “It
sounds extreme, but it is attainable,” he
said. Officials of the American Meat Insti-
tute and the National Food Processors Asso-
ciation said industry-funded researchers are
already vigorously pursuing those and other
solutions. Sara Lee said Bil Mar is now us-
ing similar technology.

The only goverument testing for listeria is
a spot check that USDA has conducted
since 1989 on a tiny percentage of cooked
mears. Prompted partly by the 1985 fatal
outbreak in Southern California, USDA en-
acted a “zero tolerance” standard for listeria
monocytogenes. Nadonwide, the agency
takes about 3,500 samples of processed
meats annually, which equates to two or
three samples per plant per year. Since 1989,
listeria monocytogenes has been found in
up to 5 percent of certain types of cold cuts,
which are recalled and destroyed. This spot-
sampling program affects only a single work
shift's production.

The “zero tolerance” standard and the
fear of lawsuits have scared off some compa-
nies from doing voluntary listeria swab tests
or product tests, according to industry offi-
cials, in what some call a “Don’t look, don't
find" policy. “Lawyers are telling people not
to test your food and don't test your environ-
ment because you don't want results lying
around” that could be used against you in
court, said Dane Bernard of the National
Food Processors Association.

At Bil Mar, employees told CDC and
USDA investigators that the company
stopped its swal, testing in November 1998
becanse of a corporate decision by Sara Lee,
according to CDC documents. It is not
known what kind of testing, if any, has been
done since the plant began reopening pro-
duction lines last March.

The CDC’s Paul Mcad believes the Bil
Mar case could be a watershed in control-
ling listeria because many companies were
shocked that a large, reputable firm like
Sara Lee could have such a disaster. “This
outbreak is a tragedy, but it is lessened a lit-
tle bit if it leads to new improvements,” he
said. “It's a tragic way to get there, but ]
hope there is a silver lining."
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Nancy Donley is not so optimistic. She
founded a consumer group called Safe Ta-
bles Our Priority, or STOP, after her only
child, Alex. a 6-year-old, died in 1993 from
eating a hamburger at Jack in the Box. In the
Bil Mar case, Donley said, the fiim, as a re-
peat violator, should have been heavily fined
for sanitary infractions. “They were allowed
to continue business as usual with nothing
but a slap on the wrist, and It is about time
that companies feel this in the pocketbook.
Unless we change that, the public will con-
tinue to bear the burden of this.”

Sen. Tom Harkin of Iowa, the ranking De-
mocrat on the Agriculture Committee, said
the Bil Mar case showed that USDA is not
being ageressive enough in pursuing the lis-
teria issue, and that its lack of enforcement
powers “borders on the ridiculous.” Harkin
has submitted for the past two years a Safer
Meat and Poultry Act to give the department
stronger powers for recalls and civil penal-
ties. Bur his legislation has gone nowhere.

The meat industry poured more than $41
million into political campaigns between
1990 and 1998, much of it aimed at mem-
bers of the congressional committees that
aversee agriculture, according to the Center
for Public Integrity. Harkin said he hopes
the Bil Mar case will improve his chances
when he resubmits his bill in the next ses-
sion, but he is not particularly optimistc.

“The meat lobby,” he said, “has a very pow-
erful influence here.”

Sara Lee is facing at least 10 lawsuits aris-
ing from the Bil Mar outhreak, which ceased
shortly after the recall. The corporation says
Bil Mar's new practices make it “the safest
meat plant in the Unired States.” Sara Lee
has sought to rebuild consumer confidence,
revamping an advertising campaign featur-
ing basketball legend Michael Jordan and
also publishing newspaper ads with coupons
for free Sara Lee deli meats. Wall Street ana-
lysts said they did not think the outbreak
would have lasting impact on the company.

Back at Bil Mar, the firm has resumed
producing deli meats and has completely re-
built its hot dog -operation, preparing to re-
sume producton. Six months after the out:
break, USDA notified Bil Mar that based on
its record of accumulated noncompliance re-
ports—it had 287 total citations in 1998—
the plant’s performance for food safety was
considered inadequate and the department
was moving to suspend federal inspection,
thereby shutting it down.

But USDA rules allow it to suspend the
suspension. Last June, Bil Mar was allowed
to submt a new plan to correct its problems.
So far, USDA has taken no action.m

Peter Perl 1s a Magazine staff writer. Fle will be
fielding questions and comments about this arti-
cle Monday at 1 p.m, at www.washingtonpost.-
com/liveonline.
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