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> Last week Rep. Henry A. Waxman (D-CA) ranking minority member of the House

> Committee on Government Reform, requested that USDA disclose inspection

> reports and allow his staff to interview inspectors at the Wampler Foods

> plant, according to a Meatingplace.com report.

> Waxman is trying to determine if USDA ignored signs that Listeria was in

the

> plant. He is especially concerned about the possibility that Wampler had

> been given time to clean the plant before the Listeria tests and thereby

> have the opportunity to minimize the chances that the bacteria would be

> detected.  Waxman said if any notifications were given earlier than usual,

> the tests would have been "basically rigged." However, USDA rules allow it

> to give companies enough notice to make plans to avoid shipping the meat

> before the test results are received.

> Vincent Erthal, an 18-year veteran USDA inspector, told the New York Times

> that Wampler employees told him that other USDA inspectors notified the

> company about the Listeria tests in advance. According to USDA officials,

at

> least one inspector had denied giving the company improper warning.

However,

> Erthal said that on several occasions the company halted its night

> production shift two or three hours early to clean up before tests the

next

> morning. In a Times report, Erthal said that the Wampler plant had

> persistent sanitation problems that could have led to the Listeria

outbreak.

> Erthal also said some of the new Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point

> (HACCP) rules "have a lot of gray areas." Erthal told the Times that

> inspectors were still taught to step in quickly at any sign of direct

> contamination but with respect to broader sanitation problems, inspectors

> tended to wait longer to intervene out of a sense that it is the company's

> role to deal with those issues, unless there are repeated failures. Elsa

> Murano, USDA's under secretary for food safety, impugned Erthal's claim.

She

> said she expects her inspectors to be as aggressive as ever. She also said

> the  agency would have acted if USDA had known before the outbreak that

> Wampler's  environmental tests had detected Listeria in the plant.

> Murano added that the recall at Wampler was a prime motivation for a new

> Listeria-testing directive that went into effect recently. Under the new

> directive, if companies that make ready-to-eat products do not voluntarily

> provide the government with test results for any type of Listeria in their

> plants, USDA will expand its own testing.
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