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“Good morning and thank you very much John, for that kind introduction.

“It is truly a pleasure to be here with you today to talk about ways to protect the public health by strengthening our food protection systems.

“I am pleased today to be joined here by many members of our leadership team at USDA in the food safety arena.  All of these people are microbiologists and have excellent training for the positions they are holding.

           “We have our Undersecretary here, Dr. Elsa Murano our Deputy Undersecretary Dr. Merle Pierson, and our administrator of the Food Safety Inspection Service Dr. Garry McKee. He is the first public health official to serve as the administrator of the Food Safety Inspection Service. 


“I also want to say thank to all of you today for your attendance at this conference. 

“This conference brings together many diverse interests with the common objective of improving food safety.

“When I spoke to this conference shortly after my confirmation, I discussed the need to look for new approaches to help further strengthen our protection systems - and ensure that America’s food supply remains the safest in the world.

“Today, however, we live in a different, post-September 11th world.

“We are now on heightened alert for the risk of terrorist attack, and our men and women in the military and in law enforcement stand ready to protect our lives and liberty.


“We at USDA are working closely with the Department of Homeland Security, the Department which has the responsibility for coordinating the federal response and implementing Operation Liberty Shield.

“Operation Liberty Shield is a comprehensive national plan designed to increase protections of America.

“It includes:  Increased security at our borders; stronger transportation protections;  ongoing measures to disrupt threats against our nation; greater protections for key infrastructure and key assets;  increased public health preparedness,  and federal response resources positioned and ready.
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“At USDA, we are taking additional steps to monitor the food chain and protect the public health.

“We are alerting employees and representatives throughout the food and agriculture community of the need to take extra precautions. 

“We are also encouraging state and private authorities to monitor feedlots, stockyards, and import and storage areas.

“Homeland security applies to so much of what we do - and when it relates to our food and agricultural protection systems, we must constantly guard against potential threats - whether they are intentional or unintentional.

“Our ongoing efforts include the hiring of new Surveillance Liaison inspectors at strategic points of entry to focus on food security; additional funding for research on priority threat agents;  and security guidelines for producers, processors and food providers to strengthen the system at the local level.

“The USDA and Department of Homeland Security websites contain updates and information to help everyone in the food chain better prepare in these times of heightened alert. 

“We encourage all who are involved in the food system to be on alert for unusual activity.  

“Everyone has a role to play in homeland security.

“In spite of the threats that are facing us today, the United States continues to have a food production and processing system that is second-to-none in the world.

“Today’s fast-paced society demands convenience and simplicity in food choices.

“The result is that consumers increasingly rely on others for meal preparation, whether it is in a restaurant, a deli counter or ready-to-eat products from a supermarket display case.

“This means we must have more training and education at all links throughout the food chain.

“Changing consumer demands, research advances and new technologies require USDA to continuously re-examine our programs, our authorities and systems.

“We have implemented HACCP, which has transformed our inspection systems - and the way plants are maintained and managed.

“Our experts are reviewing our food safety systems, regulations and current authorities, in an effort to better protect the public health.

“Today I want to focus on some of the approaches we have taken - and new strategies we are considering.

“The President and I take the charge of protecting the public health very seriously.

“President Bush has proposed to the Congress - and so far achieved - record funding for this nation’s food safety programs not just in his first year, but also in the second.
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“And the Administration’s FY 2004 budget again requests record-level funding.

“If approved by the Congress, the 2004 budget will reflect a 15-percent increase in food safety spending since this Administration took office.

“This budget would support a strong inspection workforce of 7,680 inspectors.

“It would enhance research and provide specialized training and education for the inspection workforce.

“And it would increase microbiological testing and sampling and strengthen foreign surveillance programs.

“Over the past two years, we have made important strides - and we’ve taken specific actions - to reduce pathogens.

“Some of these steps have included:

“Requiring intervention steps in plants to reduce the incidence of E. coli O157:H7;

“Improving trace back systems to inform those who supply product to processing facilities when a positive E. coli O157:H7 sample is discovered;

“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;

“A scientific risk assessment to finalize the rulemaking process for Listeria.  

      This rule will build upon the directive issued last December;

“Accelerating in-depth HACCP reviews in plants that fail to meet Salmonella standards;

“Nearly quadrupling the number of cattle tested for BSE;

“Implementing a new enforcement testing regime for meat obtained from Advanced Meat Recovery; and

“And increasing the training of Consumer Safety Officers and the inspection workforce to ensure regulations are being followed and strong HACCP systems are in place.

“The bottom line is that our efforts are achieving results.

“The proof is in the decreased numbers of food borne illnesses.

“Between 1996 and 2002, the rate of all bacterial food borne illnesses dropped 23 percent.

“This is a positive sign, but it is not good enough.

“The challenge is to ensure that we have all the possible tools so that we can make additional progress across our entire food system and against all threats.

“This can be achieved with greater responsibility and accountability throughout the food chain.
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“All of this will take enormous effort.

“Consider this fact:  FSIS inspects products that represent more than one-third of all consumer spending on food.

“This is quite a responsibility.

“And, it means that we must continue to be vigilant and consider new approaches - new thinking in everything we do.

“Advanced technologies are being incorporated into plants and processing facilities.

“This includes improved decontamination strategies and validation methods.

“We will continue to examine all aspects of the food chain - from farm to table - to ensure the most rigorous protections possible are in place.  

“Everyone in the food chain has a responsibility for food safety.  

“Food preparers must know and clearly understand basic food-handling practices.

“Industry needs to be accountable for their food safety regimes.

“And, we need to examine our federal inspection efforts to ensure a strong system of checks and balances.

“HACCP, which took effect five years ago, is proving to be an effective and promising tool, based on science and the best technologies.

“But right now, we are working under a Meat Inspection Act that pre-dates the Model T.

“In an effort to modernize food safety authorities, we want to work with Congress and our partners to consider various ideas, some of which have been discussed in the past.  

“These include:

“Mandatory notification to USDA when a federally inspected establishment has reason to believe that meat or poultry has been adulterated or misbranded;

“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;

“And cease-and-desist orders and potential suspensions at earlier phases and on an expedited basis arising from HACCP violations.

“These are not the only options.

“We want to work with all interested parties to look at new ideas for 

enhancing our systems and providing incentives for compliance. 
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“Underlying all of our prevention tools is the need for effective training and expertise among our employees.

“FSIS is upgrading its existing training programs in two ways:

“First, to more fully integrate scientific and technical advances, including 

HACCP validation, into its programs.

“And second, to augment training now offered at the National Training

Center at Texas A&M University through distance-learning, interactive sessions near employees’ work-sites.

“To help us develop stronger, scientifically based policies, USDA is strategically analyzing current threats to the food supply and conducting additional research on emerging issues.

“In addition, steps are already underway to better coordinate research efforts among USDA, academia and industry.

“To help provide more guidance and direction to give our food supply even greater safeguards, we are also forming collaborative teams to develop and validate decontamination strategies.

“Another important collaboration is the Partnership for Food Safety Education.

“It needs our collective ongoing commitment and active involvement.

“Following my remarks today, we will join members of the Partnership in the Exhibit Hall to launch a new tool to strengthen efforts to improve food safety education and knowledge.

“We know we cannot just deliver the message here from Washington and so we will take food-safety education on the road.

“USDA, as part of our role in the Partnership, has developed a “Food Safety Education Mobile” that will begin a tour of the United States today.

“This vehicle will be visiting schools, fairs, parades, sporting events, shopping centers, and family entertainment venues, to deliver important food safety messages.

“This year alone, the Food Safety Mobile will travel to more than 100 communities, and we are teaming up with dignitaries and celebrities to help get this important message of food safety to the public. 

“We will announce more details of our Food Safety Tour in the coming weeks.

“We appreciate the hard work of the Partnership - in organizing this venture.

“In closing, let me just reiterate our commitment to strengthening food safety programs and protecting the public health.

“Few things are more personal or important to each of us than the food we eat and provide to our families.

-more-

“And there is no better time than Agriculture Week, not only to educate Americans about our bountiful, affordable food supply but to remember that the success of our farmers and ranchers - and indeed, the entire food industry - relies on the confidence of consumers in a safe food supply.

“We are making progress but the job is not done.

“We need to keep our food safety systems moving in the right direction - and help break the cycle of food borne illnesses.

“Thank you very much.”
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