cal butchers and wholesalers made hamburger meat out of leftover
scraps. Ground beef was distributed locally, and was often made from
cattle slaughtered locally. Today large slaughterhouses and grinders
dominate the nationwide production of ground beef. A modern pro-
cessing plant can produce 800,000 pounds of hamburger a day, meat
that will be shipped throughout the United States. A single animal in-
fected with E. coli 0157:H7 can contaminate 32,000 pounds of that
ground beef.

To make matters worse, the animals used to make about one-quar-
ter of the nation’s ground beef — worn-out dairy cattle — are the an-
imals most likely to be diseased and riddled with antibiotic residues.
The stresses of industrial milk production make them even more un-
healthy than cattle in a large feedlot. Dairy cattle can live as long as
forty years, but are often slaughtered at the age of four, when their
milk output starts to decline. McDonald’s relies heavily on dairy cattle
for its hamburger supplies, since the animals are relatively inexpen-
sive, yield low-fat meat, and enable the chain to boast that all its beef is
raised in the United States. The days when hamburger meat was
ground in the back of a butcher shop, out of scraps from one or two
sides of beef, are long gone. Like the multiple sex partners that helped
spread the AIDS epidemic, the huge admixture of animals in most
American ground beef plants has played a crucial role in spreading E.
coli 0157:H7. A single fast food hamburger now contains meat from
dozens or even hundreds of different cattle.

all we care to pay

“THIS IS NO FAIRY STORY and no joke,” Upton Sinclair wrote in
1906; “the meat would be shoveled into carts, and the man who did
the shoveling would not trouble to lift out a rat even when he saw one
— there were things that went into the sausage in comparison with
which a poisoned rat was a tidbit.” Sinclair described a long list of
practices in the meatpacking industry that threatened the health of
consumers: the routine slaughter of diseased animals, the use of
chemicals such as borax and glycerine to disguise the smell of spoiled
beef, the deliberate mislabeling of canned meat, the tendency of work-
ers to urinate and defecate on the kill floor. After reading The Jungle
President Theodore Roosevelt ordered an independent investigation

of Sinclair’s charges. When it confirmed the accuracy of the book,
Roosevelt called for legislation requiring mandatory federal inspec-
tion of all meat sold through interstate commerce, accurate labeling
and dating of canned meat products, and a fee-based regulatory sys-
tem that made meatpackers pay the cost of cleaning up their own in-
dustry.

The powerful magnates of the Beef Trust responded by vilifying
Roosevelt and Upton Sinclair, dismissing their accusations, and
launching a public relations campaign to persuade the American peo-
ple that nothing was wrong. “Meat and food products, generally
speaking,” J. Ogden Armour claimed in a Saturday Evening Post article,
“are handled as carefully and circumspectly in large packing houses
as they are in the average home kitchen.” Testifying before Con-
gress, Thomas Wilson, an executive at Morris & Company, said that
blame for the occasional sanitary lapse lay not with the policies of in-
dustry executives, but with the greed and laziness of slaughterhouse
workers. “Men are men,” Wilson contended, “and it is pretty hard to
control some of them.” After an angry legislative battle, Congress nar-
rowly passed the Meat Inspection Act of 1906, a watered-down ver-
sion of Roosevelt’s proposals that made taxpayers pay for the new reg-
ulations.

The meatpacking industry’s response to The Jungle established a
pattern that would be repeated throughout the twentieth century,
whenever health concerns were raised about the nation’s beef. The
industry has repeatedly denied that problems exist, impugned the
motives of its critics, fought vehemently against federal oversight,
sought to avoid any responsibility for outbreaks of food poisoning,
and worked hard to shift the costs of food safety efforts onto the gen-
eral public. The industry’s strategy has been driven by a profound an-
tipathy to any government regulation that might lower profits. “There
is no limit to the expense that might be put upon us;” the Beef Trust’s
Wilson said in 1906, arguing against a federal inspection plan that
would have cost meatpackers less than a dime per head of cattle.
“[Our] contention is that in all reasonableness and fairness we are
paying all we care to pay”

During the 1980s, as the risks of widespread contamination in-
creased, the meatpacking industry blocked the use of microbial testing
in the federal meat inspection program. A panel appointed by the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences warned in 1985 that the nation’s meat in-



spection program was hopelessly outdated, still relying on visual and
olfactory clues to find disease while dangerous pathogens slipped past
undetected. Three years later, another National Academy of Sciences
panel warned that the nation’s public health infrastructure was in seri-
ous disarray, limiting its ability to track or prevent the spread of newly
emerging pathogens. Without additional funding for public health
measures, outbreaks and epidemics of new diseases were virtually in-
evitable. “Who knows what crisis will be next?” said the chairman of
the panel.

Nevertheless, the Reagan and Bush administrations cut spending
on public health measures and staffed the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture with officials far more interested in government deregulation
than in food safety. The USDA became largely indistinguishable from
the industries it was meant to police. President Reagan’s first secretary
of agriculture was in the hog business. His second was the president of
the American Meat Institute (formerly known as the American Meat
Packers Association). And his choice to run the USDA’s Food Mar-
keting and Inspection Service was a vice president of the National
Cattleman’s Association. President Bush later appointed the president
of the National Cattleman’s Association to the job.

Two months after the threat of deadly new outbreaks was outlined
by the National Academy of Sciences, the USDA launched the Stream-
lined Inspection System for Cattle (SIS-C). The program was designed
to reduce the presence of federal inspectors in the nation’s slaughter-
houses, allowing company employees to assume most of the food
safety tasks. According to the Reagan administration, the Streamlined
Inspection System for Cattle would help the USDA shrink its budget
and deploy its manpower more efficiently. Freed from the hassles of
continuous federal inspection, SIS-C also enabled meatpacking com-
panies to increase their line speeds. Despite the fact that IBP and Mor-
rell had just a year earlier been caught falsifying safety records and
keeping two sets of injury logs, the meatpacking industry was given
the authority to inspect its own meat. SIS-C was launched in 1988 as a
pilot program at five major slaughterhouses that supplied about one-
fifth of the beef consumed in the United States. The USDA hoped that
within a decade the new system would extend nationwide and that the
number of federal meat inspectors would be cut by half.

A 1992 USDA study of the Streamlined Inspection System for Cat-
tle concluded that beef produced under the program was no dirtier
than beef produced at slaughterhouses fully staffed by federal inspec-

tors. But the accuracy of that study was thrown into doubt by the reve-
lation that meatpacking firms had sometimes been told in advance
when USDA investigators would be arriving at SIS-C slaughterhouses.
The Monfort beef plant in Greeley, Colorado, was one of the original
participants in the program. According to federal inspectors there, the
meat produced under the Streamlined Inspection System “had never
been filthier” At SIS-C slaughterhouses, visibly diseased animals —
cattle infected with measles and tapeworms, covered with abscesses —
were being slaughtered. Poorly trained company inspectors were al-
lowing the shipment of beef contaminated with fecal material, hair,
insects, metal shavings, urine, and vomit.

The Streamlined Inspection System for Cattle was discontinued in
1993, following the Jack in the Box outbreak. Cutbacks in federal in-
spection seemed difficult to justify, when hundreds of children had
been made seriously ill by tainted hamburgers. Although the precise
source of E. coli 0157:H7 contamination was never identified, some of
the beef used by Jack in the Box came from an SIS-C plant —a
Monfort slaughterhouse. The meatpacking industry’s immediate reac-
tion to the outbreak was an attempt to shift the blame elsewhere. As
children continued to be hospitalized after eating Jack in the Box
hamburgers, J. Patrick Boyle, the head of the American Meat Institute
said, “This recent outbreak sheds light on a nationwide problem: in-
consistent information about proper cooking temperatures for ham-
burger.” The meat industry’s allies at the USDA also seemed remark-
ably laissez-faire, noting that the contaminated hamburger patties had
not violated any federal standards. According to Dr. Russell Cross,
head of the USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service, “The presence
of bacteria in raw meat, including E. coli 0157:H7, although undesir-
able, is unavoidable, and not cause for condemnation of the product.”
Members of the newly elected Clinton administration disagreed. Dr.
Cross, a Bush appointee, resigned. On September 29, 1993, his re-
placement, Michael R. Taylor, announced that E. coli 0157:H7 would
henceforth be considered an illegal adulterant, that no ground beef
contaminated with it could be sold, and that the USDA would begin
random microbial testing to remove it from the nation’s food supply.
The American Meat Institute immediately filed a lawsuit in federal
court to prevent the USDA from testing any ground beef for E. coli
0157:H7. Judge James R. Rowlin, a conservative and a cattleman, dis-
missed the meatpacking industry’s arguments and allowed the testing
to proceed.



a matter of will

WHILE THE MEATPACKING INDUSTRY sought to block imple-
mentation of a science-based inspection system, the owner of the Jack
in the Box chain, Foodmaker, Inc., struggled to recover from the bad
publicity surrounding the outbreak. Robert Nugent, the president of
Foodmaker, had ‘waited a week before acknowledging that Jack in the
Box bore some responsibility for the illnesses. His first instinct had
been to blame the chain’s ground beef supplier and Washington State
health officials. He claimed that Jack in the Box had never received a
thorough explanation of why hamburgers needed to be fully cooked.
Nugent soon recruited Jody Powell, President Jimmy Carter’s former
press secretary, to help improve the company’s image and hired David
M. Theno, a prominent food scientist, to prevent future outbreaks.

Theno had previously helped Foster Farms, a family-owned poultry
processor in California, eliminate most of the Salmonella from its
birds. He was a strong advocate of Hazard Analysis and Critical Con-
trol Points (HACCP) programs, embracing a food safety philosophy
that the National Academy of Sciences had promoted for years. The
essence of a HACCP program is prevention; it attempts to combine
scientific analysis with common sense. The most vulnerable steps in a
food production system are identified and then monitored. Stacks and
stacks of records are kept in order to follow what went where. Theno
quickly realized after arriving at Jack in the Box that the chain relied
upon the safety standards of its suppliers — instead of imposing its
own. He created the first HACCP plan in the fast food industry, a
“farm-to-fork” policy that scrutinized threats to food safety at every
level of production and distribution. Assuring Jack in the Box custom-
ers that their food was safe not only seemed the right thing to do, it
seemed essential for the chain’s survival. In the years since the Jack in
the Box outbreak, David Theno has emerged as a fast food maverick,
applauded by consumer groups and considered “the Antichrist,” he
says, by many in the meatpacking industry.

Theno insisted that every Jack in the Box manager attend a food
safety course, that every refrigerated delivery truck have a record-
keeping thermometer mounted inside it, that every kitchen grill be
calibrated to ensure an adequate cooking temperature, and that every
grill person use tongs to handle hamburger patties instead of bare
hands. An almost fanatical devotion to microbial testing, however, be-

came the key to Theno’s food safety program. He discovered that the
levels of contamination varied enormously in ground beef supplied by
different meatpacking companies. Some slaughterhouses did a fine
job; others were adequate; and a few were appalling. The companies
that manufactured hamburger patties for Jack in the Box were re-
quired to test their beef every fifteen minutes for a wide range of dan-
gerous microbes, including E. coli 0157:H7. Slaughterhouses that con-
tinued to ship bad meat were eliminated as suppliers.

Jack in the Box now buys all of its ground beef from two compa-
nies: SSI, a subsidiary of the J. R. Simplot Company, and Texas-Ameri-
can, a subsidiary of the family-owned American Food Service Corpo-
ration. Theno gave me a tour of the Texas-American plant in Fort
Worth that makes hamburger patties for Jack in the Box. We were ac-
companied by the plant manager, Tim Biela. Much of Biela’s work in-
volved testing things repeatedly and maintaining records of the tests.
“You can’t manage what you don’t measure,” he said more than once.
His records contain not only the date and time when a case of ham-
burger patties was produced, but also which employees worked that
shift, which slaughterhouse provided that beef, and which feedlots
sent cattle to the slaughterhouse that day. The hamburger patty plant
looked new and clean. I saw huge vats of beef scraps — some shipped
all the way from Australia — stacked high in a cooler. The beef was
dumped from the vats into shiny stainless steel machines. It was
ground into fine particles by giant augers, mixed into exact propor-
tions of lean meat and fat, stamped into patties, perforated, frozen,
passed through metal detectors and then sealed in plastic wrap. The
frozen hamburger patties that came out of the machines looked like
little pink waffles.

David Theno would like the meatpacking industry to adopt a sys-
tem of “performance-based grading” Slaughterhouses that produced
consistently clean meat would received a grade A. Plants that per-
formed moderately well would receive a grade B, and so on. Microbial
testing would determine the grades, and the marketplace would re-
ward companies that ranked highest. Plants that earned only a C or a
D would have to do better — or stick to making dog food.

Some people in the fast food industry resent the idea that Jack in
the Box, which was involved in such a large outbreak of food poison-
ing, has assumed the mantle of leadership on the issue of food safety.
Theno’s support for tough food safety legislation in California made
him unpopular with the state’s restaurant association. The meatpack-



ing industry is not fond of him, either. Theno says that the industry’s
long-standing resistance to microbial testing is a form of denial. “If
* you don’t know about a problem,” he explained, “then you don’t have
to deal with it.” He thinks that the problem of E. coli 0157:H7 contam-
ination in ground beef can be solved. He has an optimistic faith in the
power of science and reason. “If you put in a score-keeping system
and profile these meatpacking companies,” Theno says, “you can fix
this problem. You can actually fix this problem in six months . . . This
is a matter of will, not technology.” Despite the meatpacking indus-
try’s claims, the solution need not be enormously expensive. The en-
tire Jack in the Box food safety program raises the cost of the chain’s
ground beef by about one penny per pound.

 lack of recall

THE CLINTON ADMINISTRATION’S EFFORTS to implement a
tough, science-based food inspection system received an enormous
setback when the Republican Party gained control of Congress in No-
vember of 1994. Both the meatpacking industry and the fast food in-
dustry have been major financial supporters of the Republican Party’s
right wing. Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich’s Contract. With
America, stressing government deregulation and opposition to an in-
creased minimum wage, fit perfectly with the legislative agenda of the
large meatpackers and fast food chains. A study of campaign contri-
butions between 1987 and 1996, conducted by the Center for Public
Integrity, found that Gingrich received more money from the restau-
rant industry than any other congressman. Among the top twenty-five
House recipients of restaurant industry funds, only four were Demo-
crats. The meatpacking industry also directed most of its campaign
contributions to conservative Republicans, providing strong support
in the Senate to Mitch McConnell of Kentucky, Jesse Helms of North
Carolina, and Orrin Hatch of Utah. Between 1987 and 1996, Phil
Gramm, a Republican from Texas, received more money from the
meatpacking industry than any other U.S. senator. Gramm is a mem-
ber of the Senate Agriculture Committee, and his wife, Wendy Lee, sits
on the board of IBP.

The meatpacking industry’s allies in Congress worked hard in the
1990s to thwart modernization of the nation’s meat inspection system.

A great deal of effort was spent denying the federal government any
authority to recall contaminated meat or impose civil fines on firms
that knowingly ship contaminated products. Under current law, the
USDA cannot demand a recall. It can only consult with a company
that has shipped bad meat and suggest that it withdraw the meat from
interstate commerce. In extreme cases, the USDA can remove its in-
spectors from a slaughterhouse or processing plant, for all intents and
purposes shutting down the facility. That step is rarely taken, however
— and can be challenged by a meatpacker in federal court. In most
cases, the USDA conducts negotiations with a meatpacking company
over the timing and the scale of a proposed recall. The company has a
strong economic interest in withdrawing as little meat as possible
from the market (especially if the meat is difficult to trace) and in lim-
iting publicity about the recall. And every day the USDA and the com-
pany spend discussing the subject is one more day in which Ameri-
cans risk eating contaminated meat.

The Hudson Foods outbreak revealed many of the flaws in the cur-
rent USDA policies on recall. Officials at Hudson Foods were in-
formed late in July of 1997 that its frozen hamburger patties had in-
fected Lee Harding with E. coli 0157:H7. Because Harding had saved
the box, Hudson Foods knew the exact lot number and production
code of the tainted meat. The company made no effort to warn the
public or to recall the frozen patties for another three weeks, until the
USDA found a second box of Hudson Foods patties contaminated
with E. coli 0157:H7. On August 12 the company announced that it
was voluntarily recalling 20,000 pounds of ground beef, an amount
determined through negotiations with the USDA. The recall seemed
surprisingly small, considering that the Hudson Foods plant in Co-
lumbus, Nebraska, could produce as much as 400,000 pounds of
ground beef in a single shift — and that tainted patties had been man-
ufactured, according to the product codes on their boxes, on at least
three separate days in June. As food safety advocates and reporters be-
gan to question the size of the recall, it started to expand, reaching
40,000 pounds on August 13, 1.5 million pounds on August 15, and 25
million pounds on August 21. The recall eventually extended to 35
million pounds of ground beef, most of which had already been eaten.

The USDA had not only been forced to negotiate the Hudson Foods
recall, it had to rely on company officials for information about how
much meat needed to be recalled. Two of those officials suggested that



just a few small lots of ground beef might have been contaminated. In
reality, Hudson Foods had for months been using “rework” — ground
beef left over from the previous day of production — as part of its
routine processing supply. It had shipped hamburger meat potentially
contaminated with the same strain of E. coli 0157:H7 from at least
May of 1997 until the third week of August, when the company volun-
tarily agreed to shut the plant. Brent Wolke, the manager of the Hud-
son Foods plant in Columbus, and Michael Gregory, the company di-
rector of customer relations and quality control, were indicted in
December of 1998. Federal prosecutors claimed that the pair had de-
liberately misled USDA inspectors and had falsified company docu-
ments to minimize the scale of the recall. Both men were later found
innocent.

Once a company has decided voluntarily to pull contaminated meat
from the market, it is under no legal obligation to inform the public
— Or even state health officials — that a recall is taking place. During
the Jack in the Box outbreak, health officials in Nevada did not learn
from the company that contaminated hamburger patties had been
shipped there; they got the news when people noticed trucks pulling
up to Jack in the Box restaurants in Las Vegas and removing the meat.
Once the investigators realized that tainted ground beef had reached
Nevada, a number of cases of severe food poisoning that might other-
wise have been wrongly diagnosed were linked to E. coli 0157:H7. In
1994, Wendy'’s tried to recall about 250,000 pounds of ground beef
without officially notifying state health officials, the USDA, or the
public. The meat had been shipped to Wendy’s restaurants in Illinois,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, and Wisconsin. When news of the re-
call leaked, Wendy’s issued a press release claiming that only 8,000
pounds was being withdrawn, because it “had not been fully tested.”
The press release failed to mention that some ground beef from the
same lot had indeed been tested — and had tested positive for E. coli
0157:H7.

A subsequent investigation by Cox News Service reporters Elliot
Jaspin and Scott Montgomery found that the USDA does not inform
the public when contaminated meat is recalled from fast food restau-
rants. “We live in a very litigious society” Jacque Knight, a USDA
spokesman explained; if every meat recall was publicly announced,
companies would face problems from “everybody with a stomach-
ache.” Between 1996 and 1999, the USDA didn’t tell the public about
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more than one-third of the Class I recalls, cases in which consumers
faced a serious and potentially lethal threat. The USDA now informs
the public about every Class I recall, but will not reveal exactly where
contaminated meat is being sold (unless it is being distributed under a
brand name at a retail store). State health officials have attacked the
USDA policy, arguing that it makes outbreaks much more difficult to
trace and puts victims of food poisoning at much greater risk. Some-
one infected with E. coli 0157:H7, unsure about what has caused his or
her symptoms and unaware of a local outbreak, may take over-the-
counter medications that make the illness much worse.

Both the USDA and the meatpacking industry argue that details
about where a company has distributed its meat must not be revealed
in order to protect the firm’s “trade secrets” In February of 1999,
when IBP recalled 10,000 pounds of ground beef laced with small
pieces of glass, the company would disclose only that the meat had
been shipped to stores in Florida, Indiana, Michigan, and Ohio. Nei-
ther IBP, nor the USDA, would provide the names of those stores. “It’s
very frustrating for us,” an Indiana health official told a reporter, ex-
plaining why the beef containing broken glass could not easily be re-
moved from supermarket shelves. “If they don’t give [the informa-
tion] to us, there’s not much we can do.”

In addition to letting meatpacking executives determine when to
recall ground beef, how much needs to be recalled, and who should be
told about it, for years the USDA allowed these companies to help
write the agency’s own press releases about the recalls. After the Hud-
son Foods outbreak, Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman ended
the policy of submitting USDA recall announcements to meatpacking
companies for prior approval. Two years later, however, USDA officials
proposed that the agency stop issuing any press releases about meat
recalls, leaving that task entirely to the meatpacking industry. That
proposal was never adopted. In January of 2000, the USDA decided to
announce every meat recall with an official press release; the recalls
are also noted on the agency’s Web site. The new policy, however; has
not made it any easier to learn where contaminated meat has been
sold. “Press releases will not identify the specific recipients of prod-
uct,” the USDA directive says, “unless the supplier chooses to release
the information to the public.”

A recent IBP press release, announcing the recall of more than a
quarter of a million pounds of ground beef possibly tainted with E.



coli 0157:H7, suggests that the industry’s needs and those of consum-
ers are not always the same. “In an abundance of caution, IBP is con-
ducting this voluntary recall,” the release said on June 23, 2000, imply-
ing that the move had been prompted mainly by a spirit of corporate
generosity and good will. Hamburger meat potentially contaminated
with the lethal pathogen had been shipped to wholesalers, distribu-
tors, and grocery stores in twenty-five states. At times, the press release
reads more like an advertisement for IBP than an urgent health warn-
ing. It devotes more space to a description of the company’s food
safety program — with its “Triple Clean” slaughterhouse system and
its “approved and accredited laboratories” — than to the details of
how IBP managed to distribute nationwide enough suspect meat to
make at least a million life-threatening hamburgers. Nowhere does the
press release mention, for example, that the E. coli 0157:H7 in IBP’s
ground beef was first detected not by one of the firm’s own accredited
laboratories, not by employees at the Geneseo, Illinois, IBP plant
where the meat was produced, not by USDA inspectors — but by in-
vestigators from the Arkansas Department of Health, who found the
pathogen in a package of IBP ground beef at Tiger Harry’s restaurant
in El Dorado, Arkansas. Thirty-six people who'd recently eaten at Ti-
ger Harry’s had been sickened by E. coli 0157:H7. Despite the discov-
ery of tainted ground beef in the restaurant freezer, the Arkansas De-
partment of Health could not conclusively link IBP meat to the El
Dorado E. coli 0157:H7 outbreak. “There have been no illnesses asso-
ciated with this product,” the company’s press release brashly asserted.
IBP’s voluntary recall was issued about six weeks after the ground
beef’s production date. By then, almost all of the questionable meat
had been eaten.

In the aftermath of the Jack in the Box outbreak, the Clinton ad-
ministration backed legislation to provide the USDA with the author-
ity to demand meat recalls and impose civil fines on meatpackers.
Republicans in Congress failed to enact not only that bill, but also
similar legislation introduced in 1996, 1997, 1998, and 1999. The in-
ability of the USDA to seek monetary damages from the meatpack-
ing industry is highly unusual, given the federal government’s power
to use fines as a means of regulatory enforcement in the airline, auto-
mobile, mining, steel, and toy industries. “We can fine circuses for
mistreating elephants,” Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman com-
plained in 1997, “but we can’t fine companies that violate food-safety
standards.”

our friend the atom

SURROUNDED BY PARENTS WHOSE children had died after eat-
ing hamburgers tainted with E. coli 0157:H7, President Clinton an-
nounced in July of 1996 that the USDA would finally adopt a science-
based meat inspection system. Under the new regulations, every
slaughterhouse and processing plant in the United States would by the
end of the decade have to implement a government-approved HACCP
plan and submit meat to the USDA for microbial testing. Clinton’s an-
nouncement depicted the changes as the most sweeping reform of the
federal government’s food safety policies since the days of Theodore
Roosevelt. The USDA plan, however, had been significantly watered
down during negotiations with the meatpacking industry and Repub-
lican members of Congress. The new system would shift many food
safety tasks to company employees. The records compiled by those
employees — unlike the reports traditionally written by federal in-
spectors — would not be available to the public through the Freedom
of Information Act. And meatpacking plants would not be required to
test for E. coli 0157:H7, a pathogen whose discovery might lead to im-
mediate condemnation of their meat. Instead, they could test for other
bacteria as a broad measure of fecal contamination levels; the results
of those tests would not have to be revealed to the government; and
meat containing whatever organisms the tests found could still be sold
to the public.

Many federal meat inspectors opposed the Clinton administration’s
new system, arguing that it greatly diminished their authority to de-
tect and remove contaminated meat. Today the USDA’s Food Safety
and Inspection Service is demoralized and understaffed. In 1978, be-
fore the first known outbreak of E. coli 0157:H7, the USDA had 12,000
meat inspectors; now it has about 7,500. The federal inspectors I inter-
viewed felt under enormous pressure from their USDA superiors not
to slow down the line speeds at slaughterhouses. “A lot of us are. feel-
ing beaten down,” one inspector told me. Job openings at the service
are going unfilled for months. Federal inspectors warn that the new
HACCP plans are only as good as the people running them — and
that in the wrong hands HACCP stands for Have a Cup of Coffee and
Pray. The Hudson Foods plant in Columbus, Nebraska, was operating
under a HACCP plan in 1997 when it shipped 35 million pounds of
potentially tainted meat.



“We give no serious validity to company-generated records,” a long-
time federal inspector told me. “There’s a lot of falsification going on.”
His view was confirmed by other inspectors, and by former meatpack-
ing workers who were in charge of quality control. According to Judy,
a former “QC” at one of IBP’s largest slaughterhouses, the HACCP
plan at her plant was terrific on paper but much less impressive in real
life: senior management cared much more about production than
food safety. The quality control department was severely understaffed.
A single QC had to keep an eye on two production lines simulta-
neously. “I had to check the sterilizer temperature, I had to check
the Cryovac temperature, I had to look at packaging, I had to note the
vats — did they have foreign objects in them or not? — I had to keep
an eye on workers, so they wouldn’t cheat,” Judy said. “I was over-
whelmed with work, it was just impossible to keep up with it all.” She
routinely falsified her checklist, as did the other QCs. The HACCP
plan would have been “fantastic” if three people had been employed
doing her job. There was no way that one person could get all the tasks
on the list properly done.

Though the meatpacking industry has fought almost every federal
effort to mandate food safety, it has also invested millions of dollars in
new equipment to halt the spread of dangerous pathogens. IBP, for ex-
ample, has installed expensive steam pasteurization cabinets at all of
its beef slaughterhouses. Sides of beef enter the new contraption,
which blow-dries them, bathes them in 220-degree steam for eight
seconds, and then sprays them with cold water. When used properly,
steam pasteurization cabinets can kill off most of the E. coli 0157:H7
and reduce the amount of bacteria on the meat’s surface by as much as
90 percent. But an IBP internal corporate memo from 1997 suggests
that the company’s large investment in such technologies has been
motivated less by a genuine concern for the health and well-being of
American consumers than by other considerations.

“We have been informed that carcasses in your plant are occasion-
ally being delayed for extended periods of time on the USDA out-
rail for final disposition (up to 6 hours),” the IBP memo began. It was
sent by the company’s vice president for quality control and food
safety to the plant manager at the Lexington, Nebraska, slaughter-
house. It warned that the longer a carcass remains on the outrail, the
harder it is to clean. With every passing minute, bacteria grows more
firmly attached and difficult to kill. “This delayed carcass deposition,”

the memo emphasized, “is of concern and is cause for extraordinary
actions regarding such affected carcasses.” When carcasses sat for half
an hour on the outrail, supervisors were instructed to find the cause
for the delay. When carcasses sat for an hour, supervisors were told to
spray the meat with a special acid wash. Carcasses that sat for longer
than two hours, that were at highest risk for bacterial contamination,
were not to be destroyed, or sent to rendering, or set aside for process-
ing into precooked meats. “Such carcasses,” IBP’s top food safety exec-
utive advised, “are to be designated for outside (non-IBP) carcass
sale.” The dirtiest meat was to be shipped out and sold for public con-
sumption — but not with an IBP label on it.

Instead of focusing on the primary causes of meat contamination
— the feed being given to cattle, the overcrowding at feedlots, the
poor sanitation at slaughterhouses, excessive line speeds, poorly
trained workers, the lack of stringent government oversight — the
meatpacking industry and the USDA are now advocating an exotic
technological solution to the problem of foodborne pathogens. They
want to irradiate the nation’s meat. Irradiation is a form of bacte-
rial birth control, pioneered in the 1960s by the U.S. Army and by
NASA. When microorganisms are zapped with low levels of gamma
rays or x-rays, they are not killed, but their DNA is disrupted, and they
cannot reproduce. Irradiation has been used for years on some im-
ported spices and domestic poultry. Most irradiating facilities have
concrete walls that are six feet thick, employing cobalt 60 or cesium
137 (a waste product from nuclear weapons plants and nuclear power
plants) to create highly charged, radioactive beams. A new technique,
developed by the Titan Corporation, uses conventional electricity and
an electronic accelerator instead of radioactive isotopes. Titan devised
its SureBeam irradiation technology during the 1980s, while conduct-
ing research for the Star Wars antimissile program.

The American Medical Association and the World Health Organi-
zation have declared that irradiated foods are safe to eat. Widespread
introduction of the process has thus far been impeded, however,.by a
reluctance among consumers to eat things that have been exposed to
radiation. According to current USDA regulations, irradiated meat
must be identified with a special label and with a radura (the interna-
tionally recognized symbol of radiation). The Beef Industry Food
Safety Council — whose members include the meatpacking and fast
food giants — has asked the USDA to change its rules and make the



labeling of irradiated meat completely voluntary. The meatpacking in-
dustry is also working hard to get rid of the word “irradiation.” much
preferring the phrase “cold pasteurization.”

One slaughterhouse engineer that I interviewed — who has helped
to invent some of the most sophisticated food safety equipment now
being used — told me that from a purely scientific point of view, irra-
diation is safe and effective. But he is concerned about the introduc-
tion of highly complex electromagnetic and nuclear technology into
slaughterhouses with a largely illiterate, non-English-speaking work-
force. “These are not the type of people you want working on that
level of equipment,” he says. He also worries that the widespread use
of irradiation might encourage meatpackers “to speed up the kill floor
and spray shit everywhere” Steven Bjerklie, the former editor of Meat
& Poultry, opposes irradiation on similar grounds. He thinks it will re-
duce pressure on the meatpacking industry to make fundamental and
necessary changes in their production methods, allowing unsanitary
practices to continue. “I don’t want to be served irradiated feces along
with my meat,” Bjerklie says.

what kids eat

FOR YEARS SOME OF the most questionable ground beef in the
United States was purchased by the USDA — and then distributed to
school cafeterias throughout the country. Throughout the 1980s and
1990s, the USDA chose meat suppliers for its National School Lunch
Program on the basis of the lowest price, without imposing additional
food safety requirements. The cheapest ground beef was not only the
most likely to be contaminated with pathogens, but also the most
likely to contain pieces of spinal cord, bone, and gristle left behind by
Automated Meat Recovery Systems (contraptions that squeeze the last
shreds of meat off bones). A 1983 investigation by NBC News said
that the Cattle King Packing Company — at the time, the USDA’s
largest supplier of ground beef for school lunches and a supplier to
Wendy’s — routinely processed cattle that were already dead before
arriving at its plant, hid diseased cattle from inspectors, and mixed
rotten meat that had been returned by customers into packages of
hamburger meat. Cattle King’s facilities were infested with rats and
cockroaches. Rudy “Butch” Stanko, the owner of the company, was
later tried and convicted for selling tainted meat to the federal govern-

ment. He had been convicted just two years earlier on similar charges.
That earlier felony conviction had not prevented him from supply-
ing one-quarter of the ground beef served in the USDA school lunch
program.,

More recently, an eleven-year-old boy became seriously ill in April
of 1998 after eating a hamburger at his elementary school in Daniels-
ville, Georgia. Tests of the ground beef, which had been processed by
the Bauer Meat Company, confirmed the presence of E. coli 0157:H7.
Bauer Meat’s processing plant in Ocala, Florida, was so filthy that on
August 12, 1998, the USDA withdrew its inspectors, a highly unusual
move. Frank Bauer, the company’s owner, committed suicide the next
day. The USDA later declared Bauer’s meat products “unfit for human
consumption,” ordering that roughly 6 million pounds be detained.
Nearly a third of the meat had already been shipped to school dis-
tricts in North Carolina and Georgia, U.S. military bases, and prisons.
Around the same time, a dozen children in Finley, Washington, were
sickened by E. coli 0157:H7. Eleven of them had eaten undercooked
beef tacos at their school cafeteria; the twelfth, a two-year-old, was
most likely infected by one of the other children. The company that
had supplied the USDA with the taco meat — Northern States Beef, a
subsidiary of ConAgra — had in the previous eighteen months been
cited for 171 “critical” food safety violations at its facilities. A critical
violation is one likely to cause serious contamination and to harm
consumers. Northern States Beef was also linked to a 1994 outbreak of
E. coli 0157:H7 in Nebraska that sickened eighteen people. Neverthe-
less, the USDA continued to do business with the ConAgra subsidiary,
buying about 20 million pounds of its meat for use in American
schools.

In the summer and fall of 1999, a ground beef plant in Dallas,
Texas, owned by Supreme Beef Processors failed a series of USDA
tests for Salmonella. The tests showed that as much as 47 percent
of the company’s ground beef contained Salmonella — a proportion
five times higher than what USDA regulations allow. Every year in
the United States food tainted with Salmonella causes about 1.4 mil-
lion illnesses and 500 deaths. Moreover, high levels of Salmonella in
ground beef indicate high levels of fecal contamination. Despite the
alarming test results, the USDA continued to purchase thousands of
tons of meat from Supreme Beef for distribution in schools. Indeed,
Supreme Beef Processors was one of the nation’s largest suppliers to
the school meals program, annually providing as much as 45 percent



of its ground beef. On November 30, 1999, the USDA finally took ac-
tion, suspending purchases from Supreme Beef and removing inspec-
tors from the company’s plant, effectively shutting it down.

Supreme Beef responded the next day by suing the USDA in federal
court, claiming that Salmonella was a natural organism, not an adul-
terant. With backing from the National Meat Association, Supreme
Beef challenged the legality of the USDA’s science-based testing system
and contended that the government had no right to remove inspectors
from the plant. A. Joe Fish, a federal judge in Texas, heard Supreme
Beef’s arguments and immediately ordered USDA inspectors back
into the plant, pending final resolution of the lawsuit. The plant shut-
down — the first ever attempted under the USDA’s new science-based
system — lasted less than one day. A few weeks later, USDA inspec-
tors detected E. coli 0157:H7 in a sample of meat from the Supreme
Beef plant, and the company voluntarily recalled 180,000 pounds of
ground beef that had been shipped to eight states. Nevertheless, just
six weeks after that recall, the USDA resumed its purchases from Su-
preme Beef, once again allowing the company to supply ground beef
for the nation’s schools.

On May 25, 2000, Judge Fish issued a decision in the Supreme Beef
case, ruling that the presence of high levels of Salmonella in the plant’s
ground beef was not proof that conditions there were “unsanitary”
Fish endorsed one of Supreme Beef’s central arguments: a ground
beef processor should not be held responsible for the bacterial levels
of meat that could easily have been tainted with Salmonella at a
slaughterhouse. The ruling cast doubt on the USDA’s ability to with-
draw inspectors from a plant where tests revealed excessive levels of
fecal contamination. Although Supreme Beef portrayed itself in the
case as an innocent victim of forces beyond its control, much of the
beef used at the plant had come from its own slaughterhouse in La-
donia, Texas. That slaughterhouse had repeatedly failed USDA tests
for Salmonella.

Not long after the ruling, Supreme Beef failed another Salmonella
test. The USDA moved to terminate its contract with the company
and announced tough new rules for processors hoping to supply
ground beef to the school lunch program. The rules sought to impose
the same sort of food safety requirements that fast food chains de-
mand from their suppliers. Beginning with the 2000-2001 school year,
ground beef intended for distribution to schools would be tested for
pathogens; meat that failed the tests would be réjected; and “downers”

— cattle too old or too sick to walk into a slaughterhouse — could no
Jonger be processed into the ground beef that the USDA buys for chil-
dren. The meatpacking industry immediately opposed the new rules.

your kitchen sink

DURING THE 1990s, the federal government (which is supposed to

_ ensure food safety) applied standards to the meat it purchased for

schools that were much less stringent than the standards applied by
the fast food industry (which is responsible for much of the f:urrent
threat to food safety). Having played a central role in the creation ofa
meatpacking system that can spread bacterial contamination far and
wide, the fast food chains are now able to avoid many of the worst
consequences. Much like Jack in the Box, the leading chains have in re-
cent years forced their suppliers to conduct frequent tests for E. coli
0157:H7 and other pathogens. More importantly, the enormous buy-
ing power of the fast food giants has given them access to some of the
cleanest ground beef. The meatpacking industry is now w1l'hng to per-
form the sort of rigorous testing for fast food chains that it refuses to
r the general public.
dofi?lyone%vho bripngs raw ground beef into his or her kitchen today
must regard it as a potential biohazard, one that may carry an ex-
tremely dangerous microbe, infectious at an extremely lgw dos.e. The
current high levels of ground beef contamination, combined w1‘Eh the
even higher levels of poultry contamination, have led to some bgarre
findings. A series of tests conducted by Charles Gerba, a mlCI'Obl_Ol(.)—
gist at the University of Arizona, discovered far more fecal baFterla in
the average American kitchen sink than on the average American toi-
let seat. According to Gerba, “You'd be better off eating a carrot stick
that fell in your toilet than one that fell in your sink.” .
Although the fast food chains have belatedly made fF}od safety a pri-
ority, their production and distribution systems remaln. vulnerable to
newly emerging foodborne pathogens. A virus that carries the‘ gene to
produce Shiga toxins is now infecting previously harmless strains of E.
coli. Dr. David Acheson, an associate professor of medicine at Tgfts
University Medical School, believes the spread of that virus is being
encouraged by the indiscriminate use of antibiotics in cattle feed. In
addition to E. coli 0157:H7, approximately sixty to one hundred other
mutant E. coli organisms now produce Shiga toxins. Perhaps a third of



them cause illnesses in human beings. Among the most dangerous are
E. coli 0103, 0111, 026, 0121, and 0145. The standard tests being used
to find E. coli 0157:H7 do not detect the presence of these other bugs.
The CDC now estimates that roughly 37,000 Americans suffer food
poisoning each year from non-0157 strains of E. coli, about 1,000 peo-
ple are hospitalized, and about 25 die.

No matter how well executed the HACCP plan, no matter how
highly automated the grills, no matter how many bursts of gamma ra-
diation are fired at the meat, the safety of the food at any restau-
rant ultimately depends upon the workers in its kitchen. Dr. Patricia
Griffin, one of the CDC’s leading experts on E. coli 0157:H7, believes
that food safety classes should be mandatory for fast food workers.
“We place our lives in their hands,” she says, “in the same way we en-
trust our lives to the training of airline pilots.” Griffin worries that a
low-paid, unskilled workforce composed of teenagers and recent im-
migrants may not always be familiar with proper food handling pro-
cedures.

Dr. Griffin has good reason to worry. A 1997 undercover investiga-
tion by KCBS-TV in Los Angeles videotaped local restaurant workers
sneezing into their hands while preparing food, licking salad dress-
ing off their fingers, picking their noses, and flicking their cigarettes
into meals about to be served. In May of 2000, three teenage employ-
ees at a Burger King in Scottsville, New York, were arrested for putting
spit, urine, and cleaning products such as Easy-Off Oven Cleaner and
Comet with Bleach into the food. They had allegedly tampered with
the Burger King food for eight months, and it was served to thousands
of customers, until a fellow employee informed the management.

The teenage fast food workers I met in Colorado Springs, Colorado,
told me other horror stories. The safety of the food seemed to be de-
termined more by the personality of the manager on duty than by the
written policies of the chain. Many workers would not eat anything at
their restaurant unless they’d made it themselves. A Taco Bell em-
ployee said that food dropped on the floor was often picked up and
served. An Arby’s employee told me that one kitchen worker never
washed his hands at work after doing engine repairs on his car. And
several employees at the same McDonald’s restaurant in Colorado
Springs independently provided details about a cockroach infesta-
tion in the milk-shake machine and about armies of mice that uri-
nated and defecated on hamburger rolls left out to thaw in the kitchen
every night. ‘




