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Release No. F.S. 0071.02

USDA REPONSE TO GAO RECOMMENDATIONS ON BSE PREVENTION

GAO recommendation.  In order to strengthen inspections of imported products that could pose a risk of BSE, we recommend that the Secretaries of Health and Human Services and of Agriculture, in consultation with the Commissioner of Customs, develop a coordinated strategy including identifying resource needs.

USDA Response:  Government agencies have a solid history of coordinating strategy on BSE and other TSEs.  The U.S. Government coordinates and plans ongoing activities and policies regarding BSE and other TSEs through technical working groups and an inter-agency policy planning committee.

For policy-level coordination, a strategic planning group, the Inter-agency BSE Steering Committee, has several responsibilities, including planning ways to minimize the spread of BSE and identify potential vulnerabilities in present policies, clarifying jurisdictional issues, improving communication between Federal agencies on TSE –related matters, developing contingency plans and communication strategies for the public if a case of BSE or vCJD or BSE-contaminated animal feed were found in the United States.

The committee is made up of representatives from USDA, DHHS, Customs Service, USTR, DOD, State Department, the Office of Management and Budget, the White House Office of Science and Technology, the American Association of Feed Officials, the National Association of State Departments of Agriculture, and the National Assembly of Chief Livestock Health Officials.

A great deal of coordination and planning also takes place at the technical level among scientists working on BSE issues.  APHIS, ARS, CDC, Customs, DOD, FAS, FDA, FSIS, and NIH participate together on the Inter-agency BSE Working Group.  Technical representatives from each participating agency discuss prevention activities, new science, and changing world events and coordinate efforts across agencies.  In addition, the group holds annual meetings with Canadian and Mexican technical experts from counterpart agencies that cover animal health, public health, diagnostics and research in those countries.  These annual meetings have contributed to greater understanding and harmonization of TSE control and prevention policies among the three countries.

A high priority for the Administration has been to increase the number of inspectors at ports of entry to ensure banned products do not enter the United States.  Through the Defense Appropriations Act approved by the President in January 2002, funding was provided to allow for integrating computer technologies among federal agencies that will strengthen coordination and documentation among those agencies involved with inspecting products entering ports of entry.

GAO Recommendation.   Consider whether some interim action, such as public announcements or caution labels or signs, might be appropriate to advise consumers that certain beef cuts and beef products may contain central nervous system (CNS) tissue.

USDA Response.  The presence of CNS tissue does not mean that the product is infectious for BSE.  Labeling and warning statements should be reserved for known hazards.  The Harvard Risk Assessment indicates that the United States is highly resistant to the introduction and spread of the BSE agent in U. S. cattle herds due to existing federal regulatory programs.  Additional measures will be used to further minimize human exposure to the BSE agent in the unlikely event that it is introduced in the United States.

GAO Recommendation. Better enforce the existing labeling requirement for products that contain beef extracted using advanced meat recovery technology (AMR) and contain central nervous system tissue.

USDA Response.  USDA inspectors already are required to ensure that beef made using AMR systems does not contain extraneous tissues such as spinal cord.  Additionally, FSIS intends to strengthen these requirements by finalizing a proposed rule on AMR that prohibits CNS tissue and related materials in beef made using AMR systems.
GAO Recommendation.  In order to strengthen the BSE surveillance program, we further recommend that the Secretary of Agriculture increase the number of tests from cattle that die on farms in the BSE surveillance program.

USDA Response. USDA is on track to double testing this year. On January 10, 2002, President Bush signed into law the Defense Appropriations bill, which bolstered USDA homeland security efforts.  This bill included $105 million for USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service for pest and disease exclusion, detection and monitoring.  A portion of these funds are being expended to increase BSE surveillance, and indeed USDA is already well on its way to the goal of testing 12,500 cattle brains this fiscal year, up from 5,200 last year, as recommended in the Harvard risk assessment.  A focus of this increased surveillance is to obtain more samples from animals that die on farms.  In fact, so far this year there have been well over 400 samples taken from this population. Modern, properly equipped laboratory facilities are required to support testing.  The Secretary of Agriculture has submitted a plan to Congress requesting funds to enhance USDA’s laboratory infrastructure.
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