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My name is Dr. Jim Gorny and I am executive director of the Posharvest Technology Research & Information Center at the University of California in Davis, California. The Postharvest Technology Center is made up of a multi-disciplinary team of researchers and extension educators, with a common mission to reduce postharvest losses and enhance the quality, safety and marketability of fresh horticultural crops. The Center specializes in providing research-based information to stakeholders to assist them in making informed decisions about produce handling practices.  
The foodborne illnesses recently associated with produce are a tragic occurrence and my sympathies go out all of those who have become ill. We can never forget the real human impact when something goes wrong in our food safety system. I am glad to be here to assist in developing solutions to enhance consumer and marketplace confidence in our nations food supply.
I would like to address two issues today.  
First, I want to address current produce industry handling practices and their implications for traceability in the event of a foodborne illness outbreak. 

Second, I want to share with you views regarding possible means of protecting public health in the future.
Enhanced produce traceability may certainly play an important role as a means of bolstering the safety of our food supply, but it is not a panacea as other issues also need attention. Traceability and recall procedures are the last line of defense in preventing foodborne illnesses.
1.
Current Industry Handling Practices
Legal Requirements: The Bioterrorism Act of 2002 and other provisions of the Code of Federal Regulations require food product traceability.   Specifically the Bioterrorism Act of 2002 requires that records be kept for one step forward and one step back product traceability by everyone in the supply chain. 

Rules promulgated by FDA regarding the Bioterrorism Act: 

· Do require that everyone in the supply chain be capable in a timely manner (within 24 hrs of notice) of identifying suppliers of food products and/or ingredients and to know to whom product has been subsequently shipped;
· Do not specify a uniform reporting format;

· Do not require electronic recordkeeping;

· Do not prohibit commingling of food products or ingredients.
While FDA has reported numerous difficulties and specifically tomato commingling, in this recent traceback investigation, to my knowledge, no enterprise has been found by the FDA to be in violation of Bioterrorism Act provisions regarding recordkeeping.

Commingling of food from various suppliers is not unique to the produce industry, another example would be lots of flour for baking which may be commingled in storage silos.  The practice of commingling tomatoes has been reported by the FDA to be particularly problematic in hampering their recent investigations to identify the cause of the recent Salmonella sainpaul foodborne illness outbreak.  So why does the produce industry commingle produce.  
Current Industry Practices:  Tomatoes are commonly picked when they are at the mature green stage of ripeness.  These green tomatoes are then shipped, often long distances near to the marketplace for ripening and sizing sorting before being shipped to grocers and restaurants.  This is done because green tomatoes ship much better than ripe tomatoes that are very susceptible to bruising and postharvest losses.  Ripening and repacking operations which ripen and size sort tomatoes offer a very real value added service because no consumer wants to purchase of consume a small green tomato on their sandwich or hamburger.  
Because tomatoes are not uniform in size and shape and there may be insufficient quantities of tomatoes from any one lot, different lots of products may be commingled and then sent to grocers and restaurants. 
Salmonella saintpaul Foodborne Illness Investigation: 
Determining in an epidemiological investigation where tainted food came from (which store, then which distributor, then which grower/shipper/packer) by identifying commonalities among where ill individuals purchased their food, is critical to ultimately identifying the most likely root cause of contamination and thus providing the possibility of making sure such contamination never occurs in a similar manner again. 
Epidemiology is all about finding a common thread and traceback is only a part of the epidemiological investigation.  

Undoubtedly, commingling as in the case of tomatoes has the potential to confound and hamper traceback investigations. In this case it will be important to determine if produce traceability did or did not work and if the lack of commonality or patterns in the tomato traceback investigation simply indicated that tomatoes were not the tainted food causing the illnesses.
Epidemiologists when investigating a foodborne illness outbreak must be extremely careful in assuring that the link between what ill persons ate and where they purchased that food item from is factually correct.  If a false assumption is made early in the investigation process (i.e. wrong food product or wrong point of purchase) it leads the epidemiological investigation down the wrong distribution chain, thus wasting time, resources and ultimately delaying the identification of the true cause of the illnesses.


It has now come to light, that in fact jalapeño peppers are the most likely food product responsible for this recent almost nationwide salmonellosis outbreak, through epidemiological evidence gathered by the Minnesota Department of Public Health and jalapeño peppers samples testing positive for the presence of Salmonella saintpaul with a similar genetic fingerprint to the outbreak strain. 

It is interesting to note is that in an AP news report on July 24, 2008, reporting about how jalapeño peppers were identified as like cause of this foodborne illness outbreak Ben Miller of the Minnesota Department of Agriculture said "A few phone calls and you can work it fairly quickly back to the grower".  This seems to point out the traceability does seem to be working in the produce industry and it also points out the benefits for public health agencies to use allied agencies with complimentary expertise during investigations. 
Can traceability in the produce industry be improved?  Absolutely yes, the produce industry does have an opportunity to more effectively aid public health investigations into foodborne illness outbreaks by having a uniform format of electronic records.  This task developing and adopting a harmonized format of electronic records for traceability has actually already been initiated by a joint task force of produce industry trade associations.  This group is working on development and use of what is called Global Trade Item Numbers (GTIN) which provides a common electronic language for traceability for the produce industry.
2.
Protecting Public Health
The food industry, government and the public should be concerned about public health officials lagging response time and inability to quickly identify what food is making people ill.

First and foremost public health agencies are currently fragmented and under-resourced to effectively monitor and respond rapidly to developing public health issues.  Each and every foodborne illness outbreak investigation is an opportunity to enhance investigation team response time. 
Broad advisories by FDA to consumers not to consume certain foods should be a regulatory tool of last resort to protect public health. It is a huge disincentive for private enterprises to invest in robust food safety programs and traceability systems, if they offer no protection against industry wide shut downs by broad public health advisories.  A more focused approach is needed to protect public health and commerce. This recent foodborne illness outbreak has tarnished FDA’s reputation and credibility with consumers and businesses alike, many of whom continued to sell and consume jalapeño peppers despite FDA’s blanket advisory against their consumption. This is simply unprecedented and paradigm shift in how people perceive the FDA’s public health recommendations. 

Simply put more resources and cooperation are needed to adequately protect public health and commerce. 

Specific recommendations include,  

· Increased understanding by public health officials regarding how specific food industry sectors produce, process, handle and distribute food products.

· Development of a harmonized approach to foodborne illness outbreak investigations among various federal and state public health agencies. Agencies should also consider engaging academia and industry personnel whom have special working knowledge about food industry segment practices during an investigation.

· Increased capacity building at FDA, CDC and state public health agencies, in terms of trained professions to respond to foodborne illness outbreaks.

· Increased transparency to understand and have confidence in the CDC and FDA decision making process regarding foodborne illness outbreak investigations. 

· Accelerated adoption of a harmonized traceability format Global Trade Item Numbers (GTIN) electronic traceability format for the produce industry. 
 
In conclusion, it is imperative that we all (academia, industry and government) work together to assure the safety of the fresh produce supply because these foods play such an important and central role in maintaining good health. 
Thank you for this opportunity to address the subcommittee and provide my professional perspectives on this issue. 
