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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thanks for being here this afternoon.  I want to thank Dr. Elsa Murano, who is our undersecretary for Food Safety, here, at USDA, for joining me today for this discussion.

“Earlier this week, the Centers For Disease Control (CDC) reported several illnesses linked to E. Coli 0517H7.  Testing by the CDC showed that the cause of the illness was linked to raw beef product produced from ConAgra Beef Company located in Greeley, Colorado.


 “The latest information from the Centers For Disease Control shows that there are 16 cases associated with ConAgra product in Colorado and five other states-- California, Michigan, South Dakota, Washington State and Wyoming.


 “The Center For Disease Control continues to examine other reported illnesses.  Upon learning about this, the U.S. Department of Agriculture immediately dispatched an additional team of food safety scientists and other experts to that facility to begin an in-depth investigation into the situation at hand.


“We have been working very closely with CDC and the Colorado Department of Health on this issue.  In addition, ConAgra has been very cooperative throughout this review process.


“Our initial investigation has determined that product destined to become ground beef, that was produced in the Greeley, Colorado plant, had a heightened possibility of containing E. Coli 0157H7.  The scientific and technical review of plant practices and company records has resulted, today, in the USDA announcing an expanded voluntary recall of approximately 18 million pounds of beef trim and fresh frozen ground beef products.


“This action is being taken as a cautionary measure to ensure the protection of public health.  Public health is our number one priority and it is our number one concern.


“We are recommending that consumers and businesses who have purchased products on these specific dates, with specific lot numbers, either return the product to the point of purchase or discard the product.
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As well, it is important to remind consumers and cooking establishments to always follow proper food safety and handling practices that include fully cooking and properly preparing foods.


“Proper cooking kills harmful bacteria, and in the case of ground beef, it should always be fully cooked.


“Specific food safety and product recall information is available on the USDA Web site at www.usda.gov. and through our meat and poultry consumer hotline and that number is 1-800-535-4555.


“I encourage the media to please include this information in your reports, so that we can best help to inform the public about this recall and how to find the specific information.

“Again, I want to emphasize that this action is being taken as a cautionary measure to protect the public health and to protect the public from any potential illness.


“The U.S. has one of the safest food supplies anywhere in the world.  Processing facilities and food companies and the Government take many preventive measures to ensure that our food supply is safe.


“USDA, along with other federal, state, and local enforcement agencies, have strong programs and personnel throughout the country, who work tirelessly to protect our food supply.


“USDA's investigation at this particular meat processing facility is ongoing.  Our goal is to determine what happened and to ensure public health and safety, and we will continue that swiftly and responsibly to ensure a safe and wholesome food supply for consumers.


“I want to thank you again for being here.  Thank you to all of you in the media who are helping to inform consumers about these important food safety issues and how to get the necessary information.  Thank you very much.” 


MS. HARRISON:  We'll now take questions.  Again, wait for the microphone as the Secretary calls on you.


SECRETARY VENEMAN  We'll start over here.


QUESTION:  Secretary--


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Could you please identify yourselves as you ask the questions.  Thank you.


QUESTION:  Mike Emmanuel [ph] with Fox News.  Can you give us a little sense of perspective of how big this recall is compared to other recalls, historically.
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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  This is one of the largest.  It is not the largest.  The largest recall was in 1997, the Hudson Beef recall, and that was about 25 million pounds.  This is about eighteen, under our estimates.


Yes?


QUESTION:  Kathleen Koch with CNN. 


What are the exact dates that the consumers need to look for on the packaging, and do you believe that--how much of this product is still out there on the shelves, or potentially in consumers' refrigerators.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I'm going to have Undersecretary Murano answer that.


DR. MURANO:  Sure.  I'd be happy to.  This is product that was produced from April 12th to July 11th and of course we have no way of knowing for sure how much product is still in consumers' hands.  So we are issuing this recall to try to collect as much of that product as possible, and certainly we expect to have a good response on this.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Over here.


QUESTION:  Jake Thompson from the Omaha World Herald.

Do you know, from the testing you've done from at the plant, have you found E. Coli in the testing there at the plant as well?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, the testing is ongoing and we are currently testing a 100 percent in the plant, and so all the product is getting at this point in time 100 percent testing because of the ongoing review.


QUESTION:  [inaudible] or have you found any e. coli at the plant?


DR. MURANO: Since July 11th, we've been testing  100 percent of the product and there has been no more positives found.


QUESTION:  Bob Hager with NBC.

I'm thinking a consumer who'd already bought ground beef would have no way to tell a lot number or a brand, or anything, I think.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, there are package labels on a number of these, on these packages, and you can tell from inside the USDA inspection label, there is a number there, and they can compare that to the list that will appear on our Web site.


DR. MURANO: I would just urge consumers to, certainly, if they have any doubt at all, to call our meat and poultry hot line, 1-800-535-4555, and certainly they can call the store where they purchased the product.
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I would urge them certainly to do that if they have any doubt.


SECRETARY VENEMAN: 
‘ Let me add one more thing.  It is very important to reemphasize and emphasize again the importance of cooking hamburger thoroughly to ensure--if the hamburger is cooked thoroughly the consumer should be assured that illness will not occur, so it's very important.


QUESTION:  Is the USDA confident that all suspect beef has been recalled?  Also, it took USDA 10 days to contact ConAgra after the E. Coli was found.  Could a quicker response have prevented the 19 illnesses?


DR. MURANO:  As soon as we knew that there were illnesses, and this was July 10th is when we were first aware that there was an outbreak in Colorado, we were already at ConAgra plant.  So, as soon as we heard about the outbreak, we just simply, as the Secretary mentioned, dispatched additional experts to that plant.  So there was no delay.  In fact, what we waited for was confirmation from the Centers for Disease Control, which came on July 15th, that the pattern of the organism that they isolated from one of the patients was the same as the pattern of an organism we had isolated ourselves when we had done routine testing and issued a recall June 30th. 


So June 30th, when there was a recall of product earlier last month, there were no outbreaks that anybody knew of.  So, actually, because of our June 30th recall and our investigation of those events, we were already in the plant, and so there was no delay.


QUESTION:  [Inaudible] with ABC News.


You said that the investigation is ongoing.  Does that mean, at this point, you're not sure how the E. coli got into the plant and into the product?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think it's important to recognize that E. coli is an organism that you deal with in the meat supply, and we do everything we can to keep it out, the companies do everything they can, but, again, we are looking at every aspect of the plant.  The plant is looking at every aspect as well.  The plant doesn't want to send anything that's not the safest product possible.


So, together with the plant, we're conducting a thorough review.  As Dr. Murano said, we've been testing everything since July 11th with no positive results.


Elizabeth?


QUESTION:  Elizabeth Becker, New York Times.


Is there a label that consumers should be looking for?  We know that this is from one plant, but is it a particular grocery store chain?  Does it have a label?  How would I know going home whether my hamburger came from Colorado.


DR. MURANO:  Correct.  Through this recall, what will be released is names of stores and so forth where the product would have reached it.  Unfortunately, some of the product probably was opened up at the stores and repackaged and so forth.
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“So it may be difficult for some consumers just to base what they do on looking for lot numbers or code numbers.


“So I agree with the Secretary.  I urge everybody to certainly cook their ground beef thoroughly, and by that we mean 160 degrees internal temperature, and they can do that very easily with a meat thermometer, to be absolutely sure.  Certainly, they can call their grocery store, and they can tell them if they have any doubt whether they purchased product from ConAgra or not.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Roger?


QUESTION:  Roger Runningen, Bloomberg News.


“Do you mean to say that you don't now know the names of the stores or restaurants or supermarkets, and if you do, can you name some of them? 
Also, a second follow-up, how much has been recovered, if any?


DR. MURANO:  This has just begun, this recall, and so we are issuing a press release that has those names, and you'll be able to see those.  Also, because the recall just began, we, of course, don't have all of the information as far as how much product we've recovered so far.  We expect to be recovering most of the product today.


QUESTION:  [Off microphone.]  [Inaudible.]


DR. MURANO:  If ConAgra is as thorough as I know that they will be, that's what we expect to happen.  Of course, it's going to take time because it depends on how quickly this information goes out.  This is the reason we're having this press conference, obviously, because we want to make sure that everybody possible is informed, and they can return the product to where they found it.


QUESTION:  [Off microphone.] [Inaudible.]


USDA MODERATOR:  One more question.


QUESTION:  John Halpern, Associated Press.


I'm told there are 21 states affected.  Could you list them, please?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  In terms of the recall itself, believe the specific that will be included with the press release and on the website, and rather than go through all of those, we know that that information will be available to you on the press release and on the website.  [Correction – The recall is nationwide.  The press release does not list states as the recall is for the entire nation.]


USDA MODERATOR:  [Off microphone.]  [Inaudible]--got the part of the press release announcing the details of the recall.  We'll have the other part here just very, very shortly.
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“Let's take one more question.


QUESTION:  Is there going to be a fine on the ConAgra?  What happens now to ConAgra with this?  Is there going to be a fine, any kind of criminal investigation?


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ At this point, the investigation is continuing.  But as I said before, ConAgra and the plant at Greeley, Colorado, has been very cooperative on this recall, and in the overall review of their plant.  I think it is premature to indicate that any specific action can be determined at this time.


But, again, before we'd conclude, we'd like to thank all of you in the media for the important role that you play in getting the message out.  We want to reassure consumers two things: One, we have a safe food supply in this country--the safest, we believe, in the world--and, two, make sure to cook your products thoroughly so that you don't risk the potential of illness.


So thank you again for being here.”
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