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Recently released documents show, according to this story, that ConAgra
officials rebuffed repeated efforts this summer by California health
investigators to locate E.  coli-tainted meat suspected of making people
sick.
But a spokesman for the Greeley slaughterhouse, now known as Swift & Co.,
was cited as saying Monday that it was California that goofed by not
returning the company's telephone calls offering help.
The story explains that the problem occurred during one of the nation's
largest meat recalls ever and in the face of public promises by ConAgra to
tell health departments nationwide where it shipped nearly 19 million pounds
of beef that later was recalled, say nearly 300 pages of health department
e-mails obtained by The Denver Post through California's open-records laws.
California Department of Health Services officials said in the internal
e-mails that ConAgra's refusal to disclose where it distributed nearly 50
tons of recalled beef in the state "may further endanger California
consumers."
Jim Waddell, acting chief of the agency's food and drug branch, was quoted
as writing health services director Richard Rodriguez on Sept.  10, eight
weeks after the state's initial request, adding, "This blatant disregard for
a request from a public health agency is unacceptable and may have
jeopardized the health of (California) citizens."
Consumer safety groups say the problem raises new concerns about the recall
system and how firms decide whether information is kept from the public and
health investigators.
California had four illnesses linked to the recalled meat. ConAgra provided
its confidential customer list to Colorado and other states.
The story says that the e-mails detail nearly three months of frustrated
efforts by California to obtain ConAgra's distribution list - how calls to
the company sometimes were not returned, letters went unanswered and
voice-mails were ignored.
Waddell said Monday that California still has not received the list. In
addition to determining whether recalled meat may have caused illnesses,
officials would have used the information to ensure grocers had pulled the
beef from store shelves.
Swift spokesman Jim Herlihy was cited as saying that ConAgra's consultant,
Melvin Kramer, told him he twice - on Aug. 23 and Aug. 28 - left telephone
messages with California health officials with the intention of giving them
the list.
California officials said they are unaware of any messages from ConAgra.
"We've been prepared to give them the information about the expanded recall
all along," Herlihy said. "We will be doing that shortly."

