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Food inspectors, according to this editorial, test samples from more than 50 butcher shops in Sydney and the Hunter and find evidence of widespread substitution using cheaper meats. What's more, half the mincemeat samples reveal the presence of sulphur dioxide, a preservative not permitted in fresh meats. Distressing? Certainly for Jews and Muslims, who do not expect to be served pork when they order beef or lamb. Dangerous? Certainly if the added preservative disguises the meat's shelf life and infected meat is served as fresh. Surprising? Not in a time when butchers are made to cut margins to the bone (excuse the pun) just to stay in business and when they think (stupidly, as it turns out) they can avoid vigilance. If they're in the business of the meat cheat, they don't much deserve business survival.
The editorial says that there are reasonable grounds for suspecting avarice as well as sloppiness. Australian beef and lamb prices have jumped markedly because of drought and export demand, particularly from Japan, where the mad cow-inspired ban on American beef is likely to end soon. The price increase, of course, means butchers can make a tidy profit by substituting pork or mutton for beef or lamb mince. It will take more detective work to determine just how much this is responsible for 70 per cent of samples being contaminated with wrong types of meat.
Food authority targeting of any substitution racket is welcome, however, because the heavy penalties, and the increased chance of exposure, will serve as the best deterrent. This problem emerges only months after some retailers were found to be substituting cheaper fish for more expensive species. By some accounts, the fish industry has been much repaired as a result. Now, butchering needs a dose of the same. If butchers, big and small, cannot figuratively and literally clean up their own acts, the law anticipates its own remedies.
