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Today’s meat and poultry inspection program has its
origin in the Federal Meat Inspection Act of 1906. At that
time, the primary public health concerns were diseased
animals and unsanitary conditions in meat packing plants.
The law requires all cattle, sheep, swine, goats and equines
and their carcasses and parts be inspected and passed as
human food for distribution in interstate commerce. The
1957 Poultry Products Inspection Act extended to chick-
ens, turkeys, ducks, geese and guineas many of the same
requirements mandated for meat. The Wholesome Meat
Act of 1967 further extended inspection programs to the
state level by establishing a federal-state cooperative in-
spection program for plants that produce and distribute
meat and poultry products within state boundaries. Twenty-
five states currently maintain inspection programs that are
required to be at least equal to federal standards. Similar
requirements also apply to imports from foreign countries,
which must have equivalent inspection systems. The pri-
mary goal of these inspection programs is to prevent un-
wholesome, adulterated or misbranded products from be-
ing sold as human food, and to ensure meat and poultry
products are slaughtered and processed under sanitary con-
ditions.

USDA’s legal responsibilities are primarily focused on
slaughter and processing facilities. It maintains jurisdiction
over federally inspected meat and poultry products during
storage, distribution and sale, but the federal law exempts
retail and restaurant operations from the type of food safety
inspection required in federal and state inspected packing
and processing plants. Moreover, current meat and poul-
try inspection statutes give USDA no food safety jurisdic-
tion on farms, ranches, feedlots or other live animal pro-
duction facilities. No inspection system can eliminate all
foodborne illness risks from meat and poultry, but there is
a growing consensus that food safety can best be ensured
through oversight programs that are coordinated from pro-
duction through consumption.

USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service uses sig-
nificant resources to carry out its responsibilities. FSIS has

a total staff approaching 10,000 employees. More than
8,000 field inspectors and supervisors inspect approxi-
mately 6,500 plants.

The estimated cost to operate this massive, labor-in-
tensive program in fiscal year 1998 is $675 million, or ap-
proximately $100 thousand per federally inspected facil-
ity. In contrast, FDA has a budget slightly over $200 mil-
lion for food safety activities and approximately 900 em-
ployees to regulate an estimated 53,000 establishments that
produce, process or store food. That translates to an ex-
penditure of approximately $4,000 per FDA inspected fa-
cility. These statistics demonstrate that meat and poultry
manufacturers are the most intensely regulated segment of
the U. S. food industry.

Existing governmental resources devoted to food safety
are disproportionately directed at meat and poultry manu-
facturers because federal laws require continuous animal-
by-animal inspection and a daily inspection presence in
processing facilities. Current statutes coupled with FSIS
inspector opposition restrict the agency’s flexibility to shift
its resources in response to changing health risks. The abil-
ity of FSIS to tailor its inspection frequency based on the
risks presented by the type of animal, processing technol-
ogy or other risk factors is limited. FSIS’s effectiveness and
efficiency could be enhanced if the agency focused its re-
sources on products and processes that present the most
significant public health risks.

FSIS has a broad range of enforcement powers to pre-
vent unwholesome, adulterated or mislabeled meat and
poultry from reaching the public. Plants are prohibited from
operating unless the government provides inspection
services. FSIS often exercises its authority to withhold or
suspend inspection if plants are not meeting their statutory
or regulatory obligations. Such actions shut down plant
operations.

It is also illegal to sell or transport adulterated or mis-
branded products. Unsafe products can be condemned and
removed from the market. Violation of the federal meat
and poultry laws can result in substantial fines as well as
imprisonment.

Over the past two decades, USDA has asked Congress
for additional statutory authority to mandate product re-
calls without obtaining court orders, to summarily with-
draw inspection services from companies USDA believes
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have violated the law and to unilaterally impose civil fines
on companies that fail to comply with the laws, regula-
tions, or agency’s orders. In light of the scope and breadth
of USDA’s existing enforcement arsenal, and the absence
of any proof that the tools currently available to USDA are
inadequate, additional authority is not necessary. More-
over, because of the potential administrative abuse these
requested sanctions would present, new enforcement au-
thority would be contrary to sound public policy. More
punitive measures will not and cannot make food safer.

On January 27, 1997, the federal government and in-
dustry began a several year process to dramatically change
the way meat and poultry is inspected. This new regulatory
program commonly referred to as Hazard Analysis Critical
Control Points, or HACCP, more clearly defines the respon-
sibilities of the regulator and the regulated industry. Meat
and poultry companies are required to have a plan for pro-
ducing safe food. The government’s regulatory role is to set
food safety performance standards and to verify through
its inspection activities that the company meets those per-
formance standards. Federal inspectors maintain a continu-
ous presence in plants. But where inspectors previously
looked for problems that had already occurred, under the
new system, they monitor plant activities to be sure appro-
priate steps are being taken to prevent problems. It is a
fundamental shift in the priorities of the federal govern-
ment.

The transition to this new HACCP-based regulatory
program has created several implementation challenges.
Many FSIS personnel find it difficult to abandon traditional
“command and control” inspection tactics. Many inspec-
tors with no scientific training continue to dictate how a
plant’s production process is designed and operated. FSIS
needs to improve its inspector performance to achieve fair
and uniform enforcement of the regulations. A more in-
depth understanding of food safety manufacturing prin-
ciples and the agency’s inspection modernization process
is needed.

USDA’s credibility and the ultimate success or failure
of its new regulatory program depends on allowing com-
panies to produce products in a manner that results in un-
compromising food safety. FSIS should focus on verifying
products are safe and abandon the practice of mandating
how product safety is achieved.

Regulatory and policy changes are also needed to cre-
ate an environment that is consistent with HACCP-based
inspection. FSIS began a regulatory review process in 1995
to revise or repeal existing regulations that impede imple-
mentation of a scientifically designed HACCP program. FSIS
has made limited progress in discarding old, outdated regu-
lations. The result is a new HACCP-based inspection pro-
gram layered over the traditional regulatory compliance
program. Inspectors are using new procedures to deter-

mine compliance with old regulations. FSIS should com-
plete its regulatory review process as soon as possible.
Otherwise, the new HACCP-based inspection program will
be scientifically indefensible and inhibit the adoption of
new technologies and innovations that can improve the
safety of meat and poultry products.

Consumer and food handler education is an extremely
important element of a production to consumption food
safety system. Industry organizations have trained thou-
sands of meat and poultry industry workers in HACCP prin-
ciples and basic food safety. Joint training in these areas
between industry and government employees would be
even more beneficial. Last year, industry, consumers, and
the federal government formed the Partnership for Food
Safety Education and launched a consumer education pro-
gram called Fight BAC!™  It is hoped that this campaign
will persuade consumers to improve risky food handling
behavior and prevent food borne illnesses.

The meat and poultry industry is committed to doing
everything within its powers to ensure that the food it pro-
cesses, distributes and serves to American consumers is
the safest and most wholesome in the world. Companies
strive every day to make their food safety systems better.

Manufacturers of meat and poultry products routinely
employ many state-of-the-art practices to minimize the risks
of foods causing human illness, but they cannot guarantee
all food products are free from all risks. By the same token,
no food inspection system or testing program can guaran-
tee zero risks.

One question facing the federal government is the or-
ganizational structure of the U.S. food safety regulatory
system. Most industry organizations believe the current
organizational structure is adequate to maintain the safety
of the food supply. We are far more concerned about hav-
ing a scientifically supportable meat and poultry inspec-
tion program than where it is located within the federal
bureaucracy. However, other advocacy groups support the
establishment of a single food agency that is statutorily
permitted to allocate its resources to areas that pose the
most significant public health risks. The National Acad-
emy of Science is conducting a study on this topic. The
report is expected to be released later this year.

The fundamental elements of a sound food safety sys-
tem are in place today. Food manufacturers and distribu-
tors willingly accept their responsibilities to produce safe
food. Government has a valuable regulatory role, but it
must expand its leadership and investment in other areas
such as food safety research, education and technology
development. Food safety is a shared responsibility. Main-
taining the safety of the U. S. food supply depends on all
participants in the food chain—from producers to consum-
ers—taking appropriate measures to prevent foodborne dis-
eases.


