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WASHINGTON  - USDA Undersecretary Elsa Murano was cited as telling reporters
Tuesday that about 60 percent of the largest U.S. meat plants failed to meet
federal food safety regulations for preventing the E. coli bacteria in their
products, and that with proposed record level funding for its food safety
programs in fiscal 2004, USDA would begin imposing the "next generation of
enforcement" on the U.S. meat industry as part of its "war against E. coli,"
adding, "We are doing everything possible to prevent outbreaks of E. coli in
the summer, certainly to prevent these large recalls that we've had."
The story explains that in September, the department ordered all U.S. beef
slaughter and grinding plants to reexamine their food safety systems after
inspectors discovered E. coli was more prevalent in meat than previously
thought.
A preliminary review of these reassessments found 60 percent of 35 large
meat plants not meeting federal food safety regulations.
Garry McKee, administrator for USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service,
was quoted as saying, "They were scientific and design issues and not direct
food safety issues."
USDA said many plants could not verify that their food safety systems were
adequate.
McKee was further cited as saying the department has notified the plants to
fix the problem within 30 days. Meat companies are also being told add at
least one safeguard in their food safety systems that will reduce the risk
of E. coli.
Caroline Smith DeWaal, food safety director for the Center for Science in
the Public Interest, was cited as saying USDA's findings proved that
companies were not effectively implementing mandated food safety programs.

