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VENEMAN PRESENTS OPTIONS TO MODERNIZE MEAT INSPECTION AUTHORITIES

WASHINGTON, March 19, 2003---Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman today outlined several tools that USDA is considering to modernize the department’s enforcement authorities under the meat and poultry inspection system.  

“We have taken numerous actions to reduce pathogens,” said Veneman.  “However, we need to modernize our regulatory tools to make additional progress throughout the food system.” 

During remarks to the 2003 Food Safety Summit and Expo, Veneman said that USDA is considering actions such as mandatory notification to USDA when a federal establishment has reason to believe that meat or poultry has been adulterated or misbranded.  

In addition, the department will consider authority to impose civil penalties after notice in writing and continued lack of compliance.  This authority would involve due process before an administrative law judge, and liabilities would be limited to penalties based on continued noncompliance.  Also, cease-and-desist orders and potential suspensions at earlier phases and on an expedited basis arising from HACCP violations may be considered. 

Veneman said these ideas are not the only options and that USDA will work with all interested parties to look at new ideas for enhancing food safety systems and providing incentives for compliance.  

“Input from a variety of sources will be critical as we move forward.” said Veneman.  “We can achieve further results if we work together, remain vigilant and consider new approaches in our regulatory systems.” 

USDA will also upgrade existing training programs by integrating scientific and technical advances, including HACCP validation, into its programs and augmenting current training programs through distance-learning and interactive sessions near employees’ work-sites.  In addition, USDA is creating collaborative teams to develop and validate decontamination strategies.  
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The actions announced today follow aggressive steps already taken including; record increases in food safety budget proposals including a FY 2004 proposal that, if passed by Congress, would represent a 15 percent increase since 2001; requiring intervention steps in plants to reduce the incidence of E. coli O157:H7; improving traceback systems to inform suppliers of processing facilities when a positive E. coli O157:H7 sample is discovered; issuing a new directive to reduce Listeria in ready-to-eat meat and poultry that is risk-driven, and focuses on environmental testing in order to reduce the risk of product contamination; completing a scientific risk assessment to finalize the rulemaking process for Listeria; accelerating in-depth HACCP reviews in plants that fail to meet Salmonella standards; and increasing the training of Consumer Safety Officers and the inspection workforce to ensure regulations are being followed and strong HACCP systems are maintained.

“As we celebrate Agriculture Week to educate Americans about our bountiful, affordable food supply, it is important to remember that the success of our farmers and ranchers and the entire food industry relies on the confidence of consumers in a safe food supply” said Veneman.  


Veneman also launched the USDA Food Safety Mobile that will visit some 100 communities this year alone to educate consumers about safe food handling techniques.   More information on the Food Safety Mobile can be found at http://www.fsis.usda.gov/
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