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   Colorado has long been famous for its Rocky Ford cantaloupes, but that fame turned ugly with the recent Listeria outbreak.  On September 19th, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) issued a news release identifying Jensen Farms as the grower of the cantaloupes contaminated with Listeria monocytogenes.  
   Tests on samples taken from equipment and cantaloupe at the Jensen Farms’ packing facility confirmed that “the Listeria monocytogenes found in the samples matched one of the three different strains of Listeria associated with the multi-state outbreak of listeriosis.” 

   On September 29, 2011, the Center for Disease Control’s latest updated figures show fifteen deaths have been reported – 3 in Colorado, 1 in Kansas, 1 in Maryland, 1 in Missouri, 1 in Nebraska, 5 in New Mexico, 1 in Oklahoma and 2 in Texas.  

   Various local, state and federal public health and regulatory agencies join forces on collaborative investigations when an outbreak occurs such as the recent Listeria monocytogenes outbreak.  The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment (CDPHE) conducted testing that identified cantaloupes collected from grocery stores and from ill persons’ homes that were contaminated with Listeria monocytogenes bacteria. Colorado state officials, through product traceback information, determined the cantaloupes were grown and distributed by Jensen Farms, Granada, Colorado. Jensen issued a voluntary recall on September 14th for its cantaloupes that were shipped between July 29th and September 10th to at least 25 states.  
   Those people most at risk for Listeriosis are those with weakened immune systems, pregnant women and newborns, but it is less uncommon for persons out of these categories to be susceptible to Listeriosis. Typical symptoms of Listeriosis are fever and muscle aches, often preceded by diarrhea or other gastrointestinal symptoms, almost always resulting in invasive infection (bacteria spreads from the intestine to the bloodstream or other body sites), but sometimes taking up to two months for symptoms to appear. 

   News reports now relate that Listeria monocytogenes has been widely detected on Jensen Farms – on the crops, on equipment, in the soil and the packing plant equipment. So, how does such widespread contamination “appear” throughout a farm such as Jensen.  Turns out, biosolids from New York were sprayed by Parker Ag Services “on a field directly across from a Jensen Farms field years ago,” according to a report by Denver’s Channel 7 News.  

   Shipping biosolids across the United States is big business these days. A profile of Parker Ag Services, LLC, of Limon, Colorado states, “Parker Ag’s first foray into biosolids management was its involvement with the land application of biosolids material from New York City to the dryland wheat ground in southeastern Colorado. Seems New York cannot handle the volume of human waste New Yorkers “generate.” 

Parker Ag was already known to the CDPHE and the USEPA Region 8 for its spraying of biosolids. The company participated in the development and application of the public outreach and educational aspects of the program, assisted in preparation of detailed site-specific data necessary to achieve regulatory approval from those two agencies, and then provided operational services once biosolids from New York reached Colorado. 
   That Colorado is the dumping site for another state’s human waste is beyond disgusting, but when big bucks are at stake, anything has become acceptable. How widespread is this practice?  That and more next week.  

   In the meantime, “savor” this as you eat your next meal. Experts have long warned that if wastewater treatment is not properly and thoroughly completed, pathogens such as Listeria mynocytogenes, salomonella and e Coli can remain within the biosolids which can become dry and thus end up airborne!!


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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