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USDA TO CONTINUE TESTING FOR SALMONELLA IN MEAT PLANTS

Veneman Announces Additional Actions to Strengthen Inspection Systems

WASHINGTON, Dec. 18, 2001 - Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman today announced that USDA inspectors will continue to test for Salmonella in meat grinding plants and she said plants that do not meet food safety requirements will be shut down.  Veneman also announced a series of immediate actions the Department will take to further strengthen food safety programs and continue ensuring a safe and wholesome food supply.

Veneman announced the new actions following a decision earlier this month of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in Supreme Beef Processors, Inc. v. USDA.  The court decision limited the USDA’s ability to enforce Salmonella performance standards. The ruling did not impact the department’s ability to use the standards as a way to measure the effectiveness of food safety programs within plants.

“This ruling does not impair our ability to close plants that do not meet the statutory and regulatory requirements of the law for processing meat and poultry,” said Veneman.  “We can and will shut down plants that do not meet that responsibility.  We will increase our vigilance in meat plants to ensure compliance and the safety of our food supply.”

Actions being taken by the USDA include: 

· Continue to test for Salmonella in grinding plants to verify that the plant’s food safety systems are meeting required specifications.  If a plant fails two sample sets, USDA will immediately conduct an in-depth review of the plant’s food safety systems and identify corrective actions to be taken.  Failure by the plant to address any deficiencies will result in suspension or withdrawal of inspection, which would effectively shut down the plant.  

· Conduct a comprehensive review of current food safety regulations and work with interested parties to determine if science-based changes are necessary to strengthen the Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP) system, and other food safety programs.  This could include examining additional pathogen intervention procedures for plants that produce trimmings; requiring intervention measures in grinding operations that fail to control hazards with HACCP or requiring them to purchase trimmings from plants with intervention steps.  

Expedite the placement of 75 new Consumer Safety Officers with the primary responsibility of conducting in-depth reviews of plant HACCP plans throughout the country, with particular emphasis on facilities that fail a second sample set or do not meet HACCP requirements. This will bring the total CSO staff to 110, supplementing the over 7600 USDA food safety inspection workforce nationwide. 
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· Review training procedures for USDA plant inspectors and enhance HACCP training to ensure inspectors clearly understand their responsibilities in wake of the court decision.  Examine ways to also strengthen the understanding of food safety regulations by processing plants throughout the country to achieve the best results for consumers.

· Conduct a series of public meetings to gain input from interested parties. Expedite review of science-based research currently being examined by the National Academy of Sciences and USDA’s Advisory Committee on the Microbiological Criteria for Foods that could be helpful in strengthening food safety programs.

One of USDA's most important tools in food safety protection is the Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP) system. HACCP requires plants to determine points in their processes where contamination can occur and develop methods to control it.  If a plant does not have an adequate HACCP plan, does not have an adequate sanitation program or does not ensure adequate controls are in place to produce safe products, FSIS can withhold marks of inspection or suspend inspection at a plant. 

HACCP has proven effective since its implementation in 1998.  Earlier this year, USDA released a report showing that the prevalence of Salmonella in raw meat and poultry has decreased since beginning the program.  

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) also reported there has been a reduction in the number of foodborne illnesses associated with meat and poultry products since HACCP began.  The data demonstrate that all categories of product show improvement over baseline studies conducted prior to HACCP implementation. Combined test results of all sized plants show substantially lower Salmonella prevalence levels in 1998-2000. 

"HACCP is moving our food safety programs in the right direction and we will continue to strengthen our systems,” Veneman said.  “This department is committed to science-based systems that protect consumers through stringent enforcement measures if facilities do not meet their food safety obligations.”

For more information of food safety and consumer food safety tips, please visit USDA’s food safety website at http://www.usda.gov .  A toll-free meat and poultry consumer information hotline is available by dialing 1-800-535-4555.
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