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   Today’s edition will complete the coverage on the Listeria Outbreak traced to Jensen Farms located in southeastern Colorado near the town of Holly. The Center for Disease Control (the CDC) stated that this Listeria outbreak has now reached the level of “the largest in the history of the United States.” 

   Since the “incubation period” for Listeriosis has passed (typically two months), the U.S Food and Drug Administration, the CDC and the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment have apparently pretty much closed the case on the outbreak – at least that is the impression given during meetings held in area communities last week. 

   The issue of biosolids shipped into the Holly area went unaddressed by government officials. When asked about the fees reportedly paid to the county and the state to “help underwrite the expense of inspectors,” officials were unaware of such fees and where the fees were going. 

   Parker Ag’s Mike Scharp reported in a July 2000 article published in BioCycle magazine that his company (Parker Ag) “pays fees ($1 per dry ton to the county and $2.40 per dry ton to the state) to help underwrite the expense of the inspectors.” 

   If this proves to be the end of the investigation by the three governmental agencies – the FDC, the CDC and the CDPHE – it is a sad statement on the ability of these agencies to assure even minimal quality and safety of the food supply Americans consume. 

   Third-party audits apparently give unscrupulous farm producers or those willing to cut corners a pass on close scrutiny by federal/state inspectors. Inspections of companies by independent auditors provide strong support for this statement. To name just a few:  

· Jensen Farms rated 96 on a scale of 100 just prior to the outbreak; 

· Peanut Corporation of America rated superior just before a Salmonella-contaminated product killed 9 people and made 700 people ill; and

· Wright County Egg passed with flying colors just prior to “the largest recall of table eggs in U.S. history.”
   Despite all this, it is beyond disingenuous to have heads of government agencies praise efforts of state and federal agencies as the FDC Commissioner did during a briefing on the “root cause” report issued detailing how officials quickly traced the strains of Listeria monocytogenes to the single Colorado cantaloupe grower – Jensen Farms. 
   Former President George W. Bush’s praise of former FEMA director Michael Brown on the heels of Hurricane Katrina is another instance that comes to mind:  “Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job.” 
   FDA deputy commissioner Michael Taylor did announce to the media last week that under the new Food Safety Modernization Act passed earlier this year, new standards for audits would be established for both imported and domestic foods.  

   As a refresher, “foodborne illness outbreak” is defined as “when two or more cases of foodborne illness occur during a limited period of time with the same organism that are associated with either the same food service operation such as a restaurant, or the same food product.” The one exception to that definition is botulism where a single case is considered an outbreak due “to the severity of the illness and the possibility that a source food may cause others to become seriously ill.”
   The CDC’s first report of Listeriosis cases were for the period of July 28th to August 2nd. That number quickly grew to a multi-state outbreak with 28 deaths and 133 persons infected as of October 25, 2011.  
   On October 21, 2011, the FDC updated its October 19, 2011 report on “Factors Potentially Contributing to the Contamination of Fresh Whole Cantaloupe in the Multi-State Listeria monocytogenes Foodborne Illness Outbreak.” 

   As stated in an earlier edition of Seeing the Round Corners, an environmental assessment was initiated by the FDA upon isolation of outbreak strains of the Listeria monocytogenes in the environment at the Jensen Farms packing facility and whole cantaloupes collected from cold storage. The purpose of the environmental assessment was to “assist the FDA in identifying the factors that potentially contributed to the introduction, growth or spread of Listeria monocytogenes strains that contaminated the cantaloupes.” The assessment was conducted at Jensen Farms on September 22-23, 2011 in conjunction with Colorado state and local officials and the FDA. The following is a point-by-point result of that assessment: 
· On September 10th, the FDA and Colorado state officials collected whole cantaloupe samples and non-product environmental samples (a total of 39 samples) at Jensen Farms; 
· 13 of the 39 samples were confirmed positive for Listeria monocytogenes (on the grading belt, the conveyor, felt rollers and the conveyor belt); and 

· cantaloupe from cold storage tested positive. 

   The environmental assessment identified the following factors that “potentially contributed to the introduction, growth or spread of the Listeria monocytogenes strains that contaminated the cantaloupe.” 

· There could have been low level sporadic Listeria monocytogenes in the field where the cantaloupe were grown, which could have been introduced into the packing facility; and 

· A truck used to haul culled cantaloupe to a cattle operation was parked adjacent to the packing facility and could have introduced contamination into the facility. 

   The spread was attributed to:  

· The packing facility’s design allowed water to pool on the floor near equipment and employee walkways; 
· The packing facility floor was constructed in a manner that make it difficult to clean; 

· The packing equipment was not easily cleaned and sanitized; washing and drying equipment used for cantaloupe packing was previously used for postharvest handling of another raw agricultural commodity (later identified as potatoes); 

   The growth of the bacteria is attributed to: 

· There was no pre-cooling step to remove field heat from the cantaloupes before cold storage. As the cantaloupes cooled, there may have been condensation that promoted the growth of Listeria monocytogenes. 

   Neglecting the pre-cooling step is a blatant violation of the good agricultural and management practices recommended by the FDA, and a must-do step that is conducted by cantaloupe growers throughout Colorado. A cantaloupe grower advised this writer it is done to cut costs – as evidenced by the outbreak, with disastrous results. 

   The independent audit by Primus Labs/BioFood Safety just before the Listeria outbreak discovered Jensen Farms had also eliminated the use of chlorine in water used to wash the cantaloupes. Elimination of that step in the process is also a blatant violation of good agricultural and management practices. The two resulted in tragic and unnecessary loss of lives.   
   The FDA subsequently issued a warning letter to Jensen Farms in which it pointed out that “The significant percentage of swabs that tested positive for outbreak strains of Listeria monocytogenes demonstrates widespread contamination throughout your facility and indicates poor sanitary practice in the facility.” 


The letter also contained this warning: “The cantaloupe packed in your facility are adulterated within the meaning of Section 402(a)(4) of the Act [21 U.S.C. §324(a)(4)] in that they have been prepared, packed or held under [i]nsanitary conditions whereby they may have been injurious to health.” 
   Additionally, “FDA may take further action if you do not promptly correct these violations. For instance, we may take further action to seize your product(s) and/or enjoin your firm from operating. Additionally, the receipt of this warning letter and any action taken to correct the violations cited in it do not preclude a subsequent criminal prosecution by the United States Department of Justice.” 

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