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A SCIENCE AND DEMOCRACY CASE STUDY

SCIENCE SIDELINED

During the summer and fall of 2011, cantaloupes contaminated with Listeria bacteria
(L. monocytogenes) caused one of the deadliest foodborne illness outbreaks in U.S.
history, killing 33 people and sickening 147 in 28 states. Unfortunately, such outbreaks
are not uncommon. The United States has the scientific know-how to better safeguard
our food supply, but regulatory gaps, insufficient government resources, and conflicts
of interest hinder our ability to adequately protect the public.

Ensuring a Safe Food Supply

Americans count on the federal government to ensure our food supply is safe. The job requires putting
complex scientific understanding to work within a regulatory framework.

e The source of the contaminated melons, Jensen Farms in southeastern Colorado,
devoted approximately 480 of its 6,000 acres to growing cantaloupes. Third-party
safety auditors visited the operation just days before the outbreak. Due to
insufficient regulations, the auditors followed standard practice and gave
Jensen Farms a high score despite key deficiencies cited in their report.

e Scientists investigating the outbreak quickly determined that melons destined for
major retailers had come into contact with water harboring the Listeria bacteria.
Contamination occurred due to poor design of the storage and handling
facility, inappropriate equipment, and flawed post-harvest practices.

e While we make decisions every day about our food based on evidence such as a
bad smell coming from a carton of milk or the brown leaves on a head of lettuce,
many pathogens that cause foodborne illness cannot be detected by sight, smell, or
taste. The people who bought and ate Jensen Farms’ cantaloupes could not tell they were tainted with
Listeria.

Image courtesy of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control

e Detecting pathogens like Listeria involves specialized data that can only be obtained at the locations where the
food is produced, processed, packaged, and stored. Science-based rules must govern how industry
harvests, handles, and inspects food so those responsible for the food at its sources can better
determine its safety before it reaches markets and kitchens.

Oversight Plagued by Conflict of Interest
The U.S. government depends on third-party auditors who are paid by the growers and packers they are
supposed to evaluate.

e A conflict of interest exists between third-party auditors and growers and packers like Jensen Farms.
Companies need good audit scores to continue selling their produce and may be unwilling to hire auditors who give
bad scores.

e When Jensen Farms asked for advice on improving deficiencies, the auditors gave them poor but easy-to-implement
advice about the equipment and methods they were using to wash, process, and pack melons. Making the operation
truly safer would have been much more costly and difficult.

e Not all retailers are irresponsible in the way they handle food safety through third-party audits, but in this case, the
third-party auditing system allowed Jensen Farms, along with its distributors and retailers to ignore FDA
food safety guidelines.

e New FDA rules to implement the Food Safety Modernization Act still depend on oversight by third-party
auditors and do not eliminate the conflict of interest inherent in this system.
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The Center for Science and Democracy at the Union of Concerned
Scientists believes that science can help us make the best
decisions about our health and safety. We support an evidence-
based approach for sound regulations, adequate resources for
implementation, and the elimination of conflicts of interest that
threaten compliance.

A fully referenced version of this case study is available online at www.ucsusa.org/CSDcasestudies
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