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WASHINGTON -- The Bush administration, according to this story, says it
plans to beef up funding for meat inspections at slaughterhouses such as
those in Fort Morgan and Greeley.  But many in the industry and Congress say
the agency's budget numbers smell bad.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture,
in its fiscal year 2004 budget, proposes funding 13.5 percent of $899
million in food safety services through fees paid by the meat, poultry and
egg industries.
Known as user fees, the story says that the controversial funding mechanism
has been proposed and repeatedly vetoed for more than two decades. If
Congress again rejects the user fees and money can't be found elsewhere,
funding for inspections actually drops by $80 million from the previous
year.
Carol Tucker Foreman, director of the Food Policy Institute at the Consumer
Federation of America and a former USDA official, was quoted as saying, "The
increased funding is a shell game. Now you see it, now you don't. It really
means they're not increasing the funding for food safety."
The story says that USDA when it released its budget touted the numbers as a
"record level of support."
New resources for food safety -- $42 million more than 2003 -- are supposed
to help pay for 80 new inspectors, specialized training for the inspection
workforce, augmented microbiological testing, enhanced foreign surveillance
programs and increased public education efforts.
The director of the Food Safety and Inspection Service, Elsa Murano, also
cited the higher budget numbers last week when responding to safe food
advocates who say not enough has been done to prevent food-borne illnesses.
"We are proposing a budget increase. The question is how to pay for it in a
tight budget year," USDA Secretary Ann Veneman said. "That's the bottom
line." Veneman said the USDA would work with Congress to get the funding
elsewhere if the user fees were rejected. She pointed out that the USDA
already collects $102 million in user fees from the meat, poultry and egg
industry. Those fees are collected for overtime and holiday inspections.
The USDA now wants to collect another $122 million in user fees for any
inspections beyond those performed during an eight-hour shift.
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Editor's note: The following is an exchange between James Spinelli, a
veteran meat inspector with some 30 years on the line, and MMT Editor Dan
Murphy, discussing the issue of the inspector's role in moving food safety
forward. First, inspector James Spinelli takes issue with those who
criticize USDA inspectors as being "part of the problem."
I am an import inspector with almost 30 years on the job, and before that I
spent 10 years as a professional meatcutter. My uncle, who owned a small
butcher shop, started training me at 12 years old, working in his store
after school.
When I returned from Vietnam, I took advantage of the GI Bill and attended
the National School of Meat Cutting in Toledo, Ohio. That school is no
longer an operational; they folded their tent many years ago. But at one
time, it was considered the "Harvard" of meatcutting.
So in my heart, I love the meat business. The trouble today is that there
are too many people in this business who do not know how to run a meat plant
properly. Yes, I act as a regulator but I'll tell it to you straight: I have
helped to educate more people in this business than I have hurt (with
enforcement).
If we are going to run the [meatpacking] business with statistical process
controls and Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points programs, then in my
mind, the industry should understand what that's all about.
I want the meat industry to prosper; the people who work in it are
Americans, and I work for America.
The bottom line is that we can share and learn from each other.
Jim Spinelli, meat inspector
Dan Murphy responds: I respect the fact that you've been in the trenches;
many people who criticize inspectors have not. And you're right on about
that last sentiment.
But what bothers me -- and I'm not suggesting you are part of that group --
are the inspectors who have allied themselves with activists, such as GAP
(Government Accountability Project) and Public Citizen and others who are
trying to sell the public on the idea that HACCP now allows meat companies
to sell "filth, pus and tumors" to the public -- that nobody is inspecting
anything any more because the inspectors' enforcement authority has been
shackled.
That is patently false, and even if it were true, mechanisms are in place --
both regulatory and in the marketplace -- to prevent such product from
reaching the public. I mean seriously, what supermarket operator would be
willing to sell rotten, filthy meat? They'd be all over their meat supplier
in a heartbeat if product was arriving at their stores in that condition.
Likewise, any restaurant chain has strict specifications, and if they're not
met, the chain finds another vendor. End of story.
Seeing as how the primary problem with meatpacking today isn't livestock
diseases or physical contamination, it makes sense to focus USDA's resources
on dealing with microbial contamination. That's where the problems are and
that's what the public wants "fixed." In that light, having more bodies on
the slaughter lines -- even if they're conscientious guys like yourself --
isn't going to do much to solve the problem of microbial contamination. Yes,
maybe slowing linespeeds might make a difference, but there's good evidence
that slower speeds alone won't solve the problem, either.
In Australia, they haven't had the E. coli O157:H7 problems the United
States has
experienced. Why? Many experts say it's because Aussie producers are
marketing grass-fed cattle that aren't coming off muddy feedlots where any
animals shedding E. coli O157:H7 tend to cross-contaminate all the other
animals in the pen, coupled with the fact that they run slower linespeeds in
the plants. But most importantly, they tend to have a "professional" work
force of skilled workers on the kill floor and the fab lines. These people
know what they're doing, they follow rigid work rules and they make food
safety a top priority.
I've visited that country a half a dozen times, and nobody ever once
suggested that "intensified inspections" had anything to do with Australia's
success in avoiding E. coli O157:H7 contamination incidents. In fact, their
system features what we would characterize as a very "cozy" relationship
between packers and inspectors. They work together (like HACCP is supposed
to foster) and each side knows what the other is doing.
So if we use Australia as an example -- and they ARE one of the leading beef
exporters in the world -- there is virtually no evidence that inspection has
much to do with enhancing microbial control.
Granted, if a meat company is simply a "bad actor," then yes, we need
inspectors to put the clamps on them. Furthermore, as you suggested,
inspectors also have a role in helping with a variety of other operational
aspects related not just to regulatory compliance but to better plant
management, so that the risks that create potential problems with the
quality and safety of meat products are minimized.
Assuming a company's plan is solid, I believe that HACCP is the best way to
manage risks and focus on prevention of problems, as opposed to random
testing of end products that can only catch things after it's too late.
The activist contingent (including the "disgruntled" inspectors are crying
wolf when they complain that HACCP is moving meatpacking in the wrong
direction and that a system of identifying and managing critical control
points in processing is somehow increasing the danger of the public being
exposed to "bad meat."
Far from helping, they're only making the situation worse -- not better.

