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Thank you Chairman Peterson and Mr. Goodlatte.  I appreciate the opportunity to speak before you today on innovations in food safety and quality.  The House Agriculture Committee has for many years been deeply committed to the understanding of science and risk in protecting public health.  For that we are grateful.

My remarks address one of the most important food safety innovations in the harvest and manufacture of safe and wholesome meat products – the adoption of Modified Atmosphere Packaging (MAP).

Through a MAP system, meat is packaged at processing plant and then delivered to the retail grocery store in a tray covered with a protective film.  This helps eliminate the potential for cross contamination that can come from human handling both at the retail store and in the home.  The package is both leak-proof and tamper proof, adding additional consumer protections.

Several members of Congress have recently raised questions with the concern that MAP packaging may allow meat to retain its characteristic red coloration for too long, potentially masking spoilage.  I appreciate the opportunity to help ensure that this technology is more fully understood and that that we are deeply committed to consumer protection.

Today beef is typically delivered to a grocery store in one of two ways – as boxed product sealed in a vacuum packaged bag, or as individual packages ready for display in the meat case for consumer purchase.  Boxed, vacuum packaged product will be opened at the grocery store and cut into steaks or roasts and then wrapped for retail display.   Case ready products come completely packaged and labeled, and will be simply taken from a lined box and placed in the retail display.

Meat products in a vacuum bag have a shelf life of about 35 days.  The shelf life of case ready products will vary depending on the use of the packaging technology used.  

There are two types of case ready MAP product offerings – those packaged in a high oxygen (high-ox) format and those in a low oxygen (low-ox) format.  Both are good formats, but the low-ox format in many respects, has significantly better functionality, especially in the area of ensuring freshness and convenience for the consumer.

Steaks and roasts that are packaged in a low-ox environment have a shelf life roughly equivalent to the 35 days of the vacuum bag.  Steaks and roasts in high-ox packaging have a shorter shelf life of only 14 or 15 days.  You can observe this shelf life concern not only in meat packaging but also in produce.  As a point of reference, note that the spoilage of a head of lettuce accelerates rapidly after the packaging is removed.

It is critical for the committee to understand that our technology does not in any way extend shelf life – rather it protects the shelf life in a manner the performs equal to the vacuum package, yet in a much more consumer friendly, convenient format.

It is a given that protecting freshness and shelf life is critical.  Beyond preserving freshness, low-ox packaging also protects against flavor degradation.  High levels of oxygen in a high-ox packaging will deteriorate the flavor of meat.  Many university studies have shown that meat in a high ox package can look acceptable, but will have a significantly less acceptable flavor than low oxygen products.  Low oxygen packaging helps to maintain the natural flavor of meat.  

There are numerous additional benefits of low-ox packaging.  It greatly reduces product waste, helping keep costs down because retailers can make larger, more efficient purchasing decisions.  It also gives consumers the flexibility to plan ahead for meals, rather than make more trips to the grocer. It ensures the ability of smaller retailers in both rural and very urban areas the opportunity to have a diverse product offering.  As further protection against product failure, our packaging is tamperproof, and includes an imprinted use or freeze-by instruction that cannot be removed.

Let me cover just a little bit about the science of our packaging technology.  

One of the challenges with low oxygen packaging is that the removal of oxygen has a visual impact on meat coloration.  You’ve probably noticed that when you can see a blood vessel through your arm, it can appear bluish rather than red.  This is because the blood is not exposed to oxygen.  Once exposed to oxygen, blood becomes red.  This principle also applies to MAP packaging.  To provide the most consumer protection and to preserve freshness, we flush all the oxygen from the packaging.  This process will affect the meat coloration, turning the product somewhat purple.  As you might imagine, this doesn’t look very appealing to the customer. In contrast, the traditional grocery tray is more exposed to oxygen, and therefore it retains the red color.

To gain the functional and appearance performance for low-ox packaging, we substitute the oxygen with other acceptable and safe gasses.  One of these gasses we use involves a trace amount of carbon monoxide.  This is fully approved by the FDA, based on volumes of scientific study.  As with all MAP products, the packaging gas dissipates immediately once the package is opened.    

We want consumers to have all the benefits of MAP.  But to do so, the package must be as attractive as competing products in the case.  We believe it unfortunate that there has been misinformation about low oxygen MAP.  We have seen some retail customers who have found this technology serves them and their customers best, find the need to back away from it because of pressure campaigns led by a competitor offering a different, similarly performing technology.  This has led to greater waste, less efficiency, and ultimately higher prices for consumers.  We are hopeful that this will abate.

We recently had the opportunity to host investigators from the House Committee on Energy and Commerce at one of our case ready plants.  We learned clearly that the most important issue concerning committee members was the potential that a consumer may not fully understand that color is not the only indicator of freshness.  For this reason, we have decided to add new wording to our labeling.  We will now include the statement, “Color is not an indicator of freshness.  Please refer to use or freeze by dates.”  We believe this effectively addresses the concerns of the committee in protecting public health, while not undermining the adoption of the safety and convenience offered through case ready packaging.

In summary, Cargill is deeply committed to serving the needs of our customers.  Case ready packaging meets the needs of today’s consumers, and is a very effective way to deliver fresh and wholesome products to the retail store.  The low ox technology that we have discussed today is an important evolution in packaging technology.  The pressure campaigns against this technology are unfortunate.  They are preventing us from using this technology to better ensure a safe and high quality meat supply to the consumer.

Again, we thank this Committee for its commitment and leadership in the area food safety.   I would be pleased to answer any questions.

