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“Good morning. --  Elsa, thank you for that kind introduction.  I’m very pleased to join you at this symposium on pathogen reduction.  

“One of the several public meetings we are hosting over the next several months to talk about an issue that is very important to this Administration – the safety of our food. 

“Food safety is a complex system of inspections, surveillance, intervention, technology and much, much more. But ultimately, our goal is quite simple:  to protect the public health and to assure Americans that what they eat is safe and free from harmful disease and bacteria.  

“That is one of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s most important roles, and one that we take very seriously.  

“Dr. Murano is doing a great job and she is fortunate to have a strong dedicated force of career employees throughout the country – employees who are committed to safeguarding consumers and our nation’s meat and poultry supply.

“We have made significant strides in food safety in recent years. But we cannot rest on our laurels – much remains to be done.

“The implementation of the Pathogen Reduction/HACCP rule stands out as a major achievement.  And, it has played a vital role in reducing pathogens.  

“Data released just last month by USDA show that Salmonella prevalence levels are well below the product baselines that existed prior to HACCP.  

“This decrease correlates with reports from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention indicating a decline in Salmonella-related human illnesses during the same time period—tangible evidence of our success.  

“We must remember that this achievement has behind it decades of hard work and dedication from individuals who have spent lifetimes in the pursuit of making food safer to eat—people such as Dr. Bauman, who we honor here today.    

“HACCP began in 1959—a collaborative effort originally intended for the production of foods that could be used under zero gravity conditions in space shuttles.  

“Perhaps this is where the term “lite” food came from.

[Laughter].  

“But the critical part was making the effort useful to more than just those in space.  

“Hard work and determination by numerous scientists, government officials, academians, consumers, and the private sector, contributed to building this system.  

“Another top priority at USDA is keeping BSE out of this country by maintaining a vigilant system of protections.  USDA’s BSE program is a good example of how we are utilizing science to continually update our policies.  

“Last November, we released a landmark study by Harvard University that shows the risk of BSE occurring in the United States is extremely low. This is the result of many years of vigilant effort.  The report clearly showed that the years of early actions taken by the Federal government have been largely responsible for keeping BSE out of the U.S. and putting a structure in place to prevent it from spreading if it ever did enter the country.   

“We continue to strengthen our BSE prevention programs by taking science-based steps in areas such as surveillance and inspection. However, we must remain vigilant and we must continue to work closely with other federal agencies, states and all stakeholders – to ensure we maintain strong programs that not only protect consumers, but our livestock as well.

“Science has served as the foundation for these successes, and we are here today to continue this progress.  Let me emphasize that our goal is not to simply generate science for academic exercise—our goal is to generate science that is useful in protecting the public health of the United States.

“This symposium brings together leading scientific experts from government and academia, consumer interest professionals and the private sector, to discuss scientific data and issues associated with pathogen reduction and HACCP.  

“Our aim is to stimulate thinking and generate new ideas that will hopefully become the foundation for future efforts to make our food safety systems even stronger and more effective than they are today.

“We have hired two of the country’s finest and most respected scientists from the food safety science disciplines—Dr. Elsa Murano and Dr. Merle Pierson—and have charged them with taking food safety in this country to a new level. 

“In fact, just last month, Dr. Murano announced important new steps to control pathogens in ground beef. Ground beef plants will now be expected to use effective decontamination strategies for pathogens or require their suppliers to do so.  

“Plants that do not include this decontamination step as part of their HACCP plan will be targeted for increased verification testing by FSIS inspectors, above that which is already conducted. 

“We will continue to use scientifically based decisions to strengthen HACCP systems and move food safety forward. There is a strong commitment to food safety programs by the Bush Administration.  

“We have proposed record-level spending for food safety programs in two consecutive budgets and strengthened inspection systems to ensure regulatory compliance and safety.  

“This includes, among other things, funding for additional food safety professionals such as veterinarians and Consumer Safety Officers, who along with the rest of our inspection workforce are ensuring that plants have effective HACCP systems.

“Those of you who have heard me speak before know how strongly I believe in the importance of partnerships in achieving real improvements in all areas of the food chain -- including food safety.  None of us can do the job alone.  

“That is why we have invited speakers from government and academia and welcome the input of consumers, industry representatives and other interested parties as we continue to examine ways to make our systems stronger. This process involves scientists and non-scientists alike.

“We are committed to seeking input from all parties who have an interest in improving the laws, the regulations, and the systems that enhance public health and help protect our nation’s food supply.  I want to thank all of you for being here today and for participating in this very important conference. 

Bauman award

“Today, I am pleased to have another honor and that is to unveil the Howard E. Bauman Award for significant achievements in food safety.  

“We honor the achievements of his life by providing this award posthumously to his daughters Victoria Nobel and Kay Rose, who are here with us today.

“Dr. Bauman was working for Pillsbury Company when he received a phone call from what is now known as Natick laboratories, and was asked whether Pillsbury would be willing to produce foods that could be used safely under zero gravity conditions in space capsules.  

“He recounted in a 1993 lecture how the most important part of the program was to come as close to 100 percent assurance as possible that the food products would not be contaminated with pathogens and would not result in an aborted or catastrophic mission—such as the loss of his job. 

[Laughter]

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Working in the best traditions of creativity and cooperation, Dr. Bauman worked collaboratively with government scientists to find a new approach to the problem.  

“They concluded after extensive evaluation that the only way to succeed would be to have control over the raw materials, the process, the environment, personnel, storage and distribution beginning as early in the system as possible.  

“It was using this approach that Dr. Bauman and his colleagues developed HACCP. We owe much to Dr. Bauman for his creativity, and I’m sure he would be pleased to know that HACCP is now in place in meat and poultry plants nationwide.  

“It is because of his vision and foresight that American consumers have a higher level of food safety protection. USDA is presenting this award annually, in his honor, to recognize the achievements of others with similar vision and commitment to improving food safety and public health.

            “So I want to thank you both again for being here today.”

[Applause].
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