Massive nationwide frozen beef recall rekindles concerns in California
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A massive recall of frozen beef, according to this story, swept the U.S. Wednesday, rekindling fears in California that state officials don't get enough specifics about such recalls and couldn't tell consumers even if they did.
The story says that none of the beef in question was thought to have been sold in California, but critics have seized on uncertainty surrounding the announcement to blast the state Department of Health's 2-year-old agreement with the federal government that keeps beef recall details from the public.
Carneco Foods LLC, a 360-employee processing company based in Columbus, Neb., was cited as recalling about 497,000 pounds of frozen ground beef over concerns that it may be contaminated with E. coli O157:H7. 
Carneco Vice President of Operations John Schaller, was cited as saying the recall affects various six-, eight- and 10-pound bags packages of ground beef and beef patties sold exclusively to Sam's Club, and that distribution of the recalled beef was largely limited to the Upper Midwest and New England, although shipments went as far west as Utah.
Sam's Club spokeswoman Jolanda Stewart was cited as confirming that none of the beef was sold in California and that the company pulled the remaining product from its shelves in other states.
The story notes that the USDA's announcement said only that the recalled beef was sent to "retail stores nationwide."
That vague phrase angered Alameda County Public Health Officer Anthony Iton, who on Wednesday testified before the Assembly Appropriations Committee in support of a bill that would mandate businesses tell state officials if they've transported or sold recalled beef or poultry, stating, "I don't even know if (the recalled meat) is in California. The USDA won't tell you anything about any state other than Nebraska, where the recalled meat came from."
The story notes that USDA policy treats details of voluntary beef recalls, such as customer lists and delivery manifests, as secret business information, much like the recipe for Coca Cola.
The department's position was tested in 2002, when the agency refused to give California's Department of Health Services distribution lists associated with a similar E. coli outbreak. Later that year, DHS signed off on anagreement with USDA, promising to keep recall details secret in exchange for information about where recalled beef was sent in the state.
The agreement became a point of controversy last December, when recalled beef associated with a case of mad cow disease made its way into restaurants and grocery stores in a dozen California counties.
The names of the restaurants were kept from the public by DHS, and some of the beef was consumed by unaware customers. County health officials also received the information – with the caveat that they adhere to the USDA agreement and keep it secret.

