 

VICTIMS’ ORGANIZATION CALLS CONAGRA’S ‘VOLUNTARY' RECALL OF 18 MILLION POUNDS OF E. COLI-POISONED MEAT “A SHAM”
 

Negotiations Between USDA And ConAgra Were Going On For Days While Potentially Deadly Hamburger Continued To Be Sold And Consumed
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Chicago, IL—Nancy Donley, President of Safe Tables Our Priority (S.T.O.P.) says that today’s ‘voluntary’ recall by ConAgra Inc. of 18 million pounds of potentionally life-threatening meat is a wakeup call to kill the long-standing Congressional sacred cow that entitles the meat industry to police and regulate itself, especially in the instance of a recall.  This is the second-largest recall in this country’s history, the largest having been the 1997 Hudson Food recall of 25 million pounds of E. coli O157:H7-contaminated hamburger.

“The government does not have the legal authority to recall contaminated food; it’s up to the company to do so ‘voluntarily’,” stated Karen Taylor Mitchell, Executive Director of S.T.O.P.  “Nothing but corporate greed causes a company to stall for time by negotiating the size of a recall with government while their deadly product continues to be sold and consumed.  It is simply unconscionable.”

To date at least 18 illnesses, some requiring hospitalization, have been directly linked to the recalled ConAgra product.  

“This recall began on June 29th with 354,000 pounds. Today’s amount has boosted that amount to 18 million pounds,” Donley stated.  “You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out that between then and now has been nothing but a stall game on the part of industry to minimize the extent of the recall.”  

 “The government agencies responsible for food safety regulation MUST have the authority to assess civil fines and order recalls,” stated Donley. “There have been numerous bills calling for this authority, but they have always been stalled in Congress thanks to the lobbying power of food companies.” 

 S.T.O.P. lists the following problems with federal food protection policies among those exposed by this latest recall: 

      · Agencies governing food safety have no authority to recall contaminated food.

· The need for agencies to negotiate agreement with the company regarding recall amounts guarantees time delays. 

· USDA’s recall system fails to remove the majority of recalled product from the foodstream.

· USDA's recall press releases do not disclose sufficient information about recalls.  For instance, the public is not told which retailers have contaminated product, nor is it fully informed about health risks.

· Companies are not required to label food with origin information to facilitate recall compliance.


STOP makes the following recommendations to improve the effectiveness of recalls, prevent illnesses and assist victims:

      · Congress should pass legislation to grant FDA and USDA mandatory recall authority.

· Congress should pass legislation increasing testing for pathogens in meat and poultry.

· Congress should set stringent minimum fine levels for violations of food safety regulations.

· Congress should set aside funds to assist victims with medical, emotional, financial and legal injuries resulting from ingestion of contaminated food.

· USDA should mandate better contamination prevention strategies at slaughter and grinding plants.

      · USDA and FDA should disclose more – and more specific - information in recall press releases,                                                                                                                                                                                                                              such as the locations where contaminated food was distributed and the names of retailers who         have contaminated food.

      · USDA and FDA should require food companies to place food origin information on all consumer                     food packages.

“Recent events, such as the Enron and WorldCom debacles, have demonstrated how the lack of governmental surveillance has allowed corporate concerns to overshadow individual rights.  That time is over. The lesson is clear: government needs to be protecting the individual’s concerns over those of industries,” stated Taylor Mitchell.

Safe Tables Our Priority (S.T.O.P.) is a national foodborne illness victims’ organization founded in the wake of the 1993 Jack-In-The-Box outbreak which works to prevent suffering, illness and death from serious foodborne disease.  S.T.O.P. is headquartered in Vermont and offers victim assistance, public education, and advocacy for safer food through regional chapters, its website www.SafeTables.org, and through its toll-free hotline: 1-800-350-STOP.
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S.T.O.P. is the powerful victim-founded national grassroots organization working since 1993 to make food safer from pathogenic contamination and reduce suffering, illness and deaths from foodborne disease.  Few people realize that 5,000 Americans, mostly children, die each year from foodborne diseases like E. coli O157:H7 and Salmonella.  To learn more, visit our website at www.SafeTables.org, or make a donation by visiting https://www.givedirect.org/give/givefrm.asp?Action=GC&CID=4547 
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