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Food Safety: Continued Vigilance Needed to Ensure Safety of
School Meal s (30-APR-02, GAO 02-669T).

The national school |unch and breakfast prograns provide

i nexpensive or free neals to nore than 27 mllion children each
day. During the 1990s, nearly 300 out breaks of foodborne illness
at the nation's schools sickened 16,000 students. The rise in the
nunber of school outbreaks mrrors a rise in the nunber of

out breaks in the overall population, according to the Centers for
Di sease Control and Prevention (CDC). Because the CDC data

i ncl ude out breaks attributable to food brought from hone or other
sources, GAO could not determ ne the extent to which food served
in the school neal progranms caused reported outbreaks. Data from
1998 and 1999 do show, however, that nost of the outbreaks during
t hose years were caused by foods served through the school neal
program Foods contam nated wth sal nonella and Norwal k-11i ke
viruses were the nost common causes of outbreaks. GAO found that
t he Departnment of Agriculture has not devel oped security neasures
to protect foods served at schools fromdeliberate contam nation.
The existing food safety systemis a patchwork of protections
that fall short in addressing existing and enmergi ng food safety

t hreats.
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M. Chairnmen and Menbers of the Subcomm ttees: | appreciate this opportunity
to cone before you today to discuss the safety of the foods served in our
schools. As you know, nore than 27 mllion children are provided | ow cost
or free nmeals daily through two federally assisted prograns adm ni stered by
the U S. Departnent of Agriculture?s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS)- the National School Lunch and School Breakfast prograns. In fiscal
year 2001, these prograns were funded at about $8 billion dollars. According
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), between 1990 and
1999, nearly 300 out breaks of foodborne illness occurred in schools
affecting approxi mately 16,000 children. Qutbreaks of foodborne illness in
our schools are of particular concern because of children?s vulnerability to
har nf ul pat hogens. According to CDC, only a fraction of foodborne ill nesses
are routinely reported, and since nost foodborne illnesses are sporadic,
only a small nunber are identified as being part of an outbreak. 1

I n February 2000, we reported that USDA shoul d take actions to better ensure
the safety of foods served in federal school neal prograns. 2 In response to
your request, M. Chairnmen, our testinony today (1) provides information on
t he frequency of outbreaks of foodborne illness in schools between 1990 and
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1999, (2) discusses the status of our February 2000 recomendati ons to
better safeguard the food served in our schools, (3) offers additional
observations on how the safety of the school neal prograns could be further
enhanced, (4) discusses the status of efforts to mnimze the risk of
del i berate contam nati on of school neals, an issue of heightened inportance
in the wake of recent events, and (5) because the safety of the school neals
hi nges on the effectiveness of the nation?s overall food safety system our
testi nony sunmari zes several endem c problens that we have found in the
federal food safety system as a whol e.

Qur current analysis of CDC?s outbreak data shows an increase in the nunber
of school - related outbreaks reported to CDC between 1990 and 1999 (the | ast
year for which conplete outbreak data is available). Overall, our analysis
of these data indicates that the rise in the nunber of

1 CDC defines an outbreak as an incident in which two or nore persons
experience a simlar illness after ingestion of a comon food. 2 U S
General Accounting Ofice, School Meal Prograns: Few Qutbreaks of Foodborne
Il ness Reported, GAQ RCED- 00- 53 (Washington, D. C: Feb. 22, 2000).
Results in Brief
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out breaks reported in schools since 1990 mrrors the rise in the nunber of
out breaks reported in the general popul ation. W cannot determ ne the extent
to which foods served in the school neal prograns are the cause of reported
out breaks because CDC?s data al so i ncludes outbreaks that are attri butable
to foods brought from honme or other sources. Qur exam nation of 20 |arge
school outbreaks in 1998 and 1999 does show, however, that the mpjority of

t he outbreaks in those years were caused by foods served through the school
nmeal prograns. CDC attributes nmuch of the increases in reported outbreaks to
the inproved data collection procedures initiated in 1998, when it began
encouragi ng states to report foodborne outbreaks and to verify the data they
subm tted. CDC al so suggests that increased resources for outbreak

i nvestigations and greater pubic awareness regardi ng foodborne di sease m ght
al so account for the increased nunber of reported outbreaks. However, after
accounting for CDC?s nore active surveillance approach, our analysis
reveal ed an increase in reported outbreaks in schools, generally averaging
10 percent per year. Qur analysis also shows that, of those outbreaks with a
known cause, the nost commonly identified cause of the ill nesses were foods
contam nated wth sal nonella and Norwal k- |ike viruses. 3

USDA has been, for the nost part, responsive to the two reconmendati ons we
made in our February 2000 report. Qur first recomendati on entail ed USDA
establishing a database to track all of the actions it takes to hold or
recall USDA- donated foods that could potentially cause foodborne illness in
schools. W& made this recommendation so that USDA coul d docunent its
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responsi veness to food safety concerns and potentially identify problematic
vendors or foods. USDA agreed with our recommendati on and established a

dat abase that currently contains records of 11 food safety actions. W al so
recomrended that USDA revise its school food service manual to include

gui dance for state and | ocal school authorities on enhanced safety

provi sions that are normally included in USDA?s procurenent contracts for
donat ed foods. USDA plans to address our reconmendation by revising its
school procurenent guidance to include an exanple that addresses safety
concerns. However, we believe USDA should include nore information that
woul d be useful to schools. W nmade this recommendati on because state and

| ocal school food authorities

3 Food contam nated with sal nonella may cause nausea, voniting, diarrhea,
and headaches. Nausea, vom ting, diarrhea, and abdom nal pain al so
characterize Norwal k- like viral infections. Headache and | ow grade fever
may al so occur.
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pur chase 83 percent of the dollar value of foods for the school |unch
program

Based on the limted work we conducted in preparing for this testinony, we
have identified two other issues that nay warrant additional study and could
contribute to inproving the safety of school neals. First, as we reported in
February 2000, USDA?s procurenent officials have routine access to the
federal inspection and conpliance records of potential suppliers, and they

t ake these records into account when considering bids before contracting for
donat ed foods. However, our recent interviews with USDA officials suggest
that there is currently no nechanismfor state and | ocal authorities to
easily and routinely access such informati on. Because state and | ocal school
authorities purchase the mpjority of foods for school neals, they nay
benefit from having ready access to the inspection and conpli ance
information that the U S. Departnent of Health and Human Servi ces? Food and
Drug Admi nistration (FDA) and USDA collect. Such data sharing could enable
themto make nore infornmed purchasing decisions. USDA officials stated that
this idea would have to be explored further to address potential |egal

i npedi ments to such information sharing. FDA officials said that the idea

m ght have nerit. Second, in the course of preparing for this testinony, we
observed that FNS has an established process for holding and recal | i ng USDA-
donat ed foods when safety concerns arise. As the single common point of
contact for all schools participating in the school neal prograns, FNS may
want to study the possibility of extending its hold and recall procedures to
i ncl ude school - purchased foods. In this manner, FNS woul d coordi nate and
track safety actions pertaining to all foods served in the school neal
prograns rather than just those pertaining to USDA- donated foods. USDA
officials agreed with this concept and indicated that they intend to share
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the hold and recall procedures with schools in fiscal year 2003.

USDA and FDA have not devel oped specific security provisions to protect food
served in the school neal prograns from potential deliberate contam nation.
But, according to USDA and FDA officials, actions designed to enhance the
security of the federal food safety systemas a whol e would al so enhance the
security of school neals. As we testified in Cctober 2001, recent events
have rai sed the specter of bioterrorismas an energing risk factor for our
food supply. Mreover, under the current structure, there are questions
about the food safety systenf?’s ability to detect and quickly respond to any
such event. Since our Cctober 2001 testinony, FDA and USDA officials stated
that they are better prepared to detect and respond to such an event. The
agencies are in the process of conducting risk assessnents to determ ne
where in the farm to- table food

Page 4 GAO- 02- 669T School Meals Safety

continuum the food supply may be nost vul nerable. In addition, FDA has

i ssued voluntary guidelines to the sectors of the food industry that it
regul ates to enhance, anong ot her things, the physical security of
processing and storage facilities. USDA is also working on a simlar set of
guidelines. Finally, agency officials told us that they have asked their
field personnel to be on heightened alert for potential security concerns.

Finally, M. Chairnen, as we have frequently reported in the past, a series
of structural weaknesses in our federal food safety systemcan affect all
consuners, including children who eat school neals. As we reported in
February 2000, while no federal agency specifically nonitors the safety of
school neals, USDA and FDA are responsible for enforcing regul ations that
ensure the safety of the nation?s food supply. As we testified in Qctober
2001 the existing food safety systemis a patchwork structure that hanpers
efforts to adequately address existing and energi ng food safety risks

whet her those risks involve inadvertent or deliberate contam nation. 4 The
food safety systemis affected by a series of overarching probl ens that

i npede efforts to address public health concerns associated with existing
and energi ng safety risks. For exanple, when unsafe foods are detected,
nei t her USDA nor FDA has the authority to recall themfromdistributors,

al t hough the appropriate agency can request manufacturers to do so
voluntarily. Therefore, today we re- enphasize the need for the creation of
a single food safety agency with new | egi slative authority. Such an action
woul d go a long way toward i nproving overall food safety.

The extent of foodborne illness in the United States and its associ at ed
costs are significant. CDC estimates that unsafe foods cause as many as 76
mllion illnesses, 325,000 hospitalizations, and 5,000 deaths annually. 5 In
terms of nedical costs and productivity | osses, foodborne illnesses

associ ated with seven mmj or pathogens cost the nation between $7 billion and
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$37 billion annually, according to USDA?s esti nates.

4 U S. Ceneral Accounting Ofice, Food Safety and Security: Fundanent al
Changes Needed to Ensure Safe Food, GAO 02- 47T (Washington, D. C: Cct.
10, 2001). 5 On Apr. 19, 2002, CDC reported that there has been a decrease

in several major bacterial foodborne illnesses, including infections due to
sal nonel | a, canpyl obacter, and listeria. However, CDC has not revised its
estimtes of the overall incidence of foodborne illness in the United

St at es. Background
Page 5 GAO- 02- 669T School Meals Safety

The National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program share the
goal s of inproving children?s nutrition, increasing |lower- inconme children?s
access to nutritious neals, and supporting the agricultural econony. The
school lunch programis available in alnost all public schools and in many
private schools. About 70 percent of those schools also participate in the
br eakfast program Schools participating in the school |unch or breakfast
prograns receive a per- neal federal cash reinbursenent for all neals they
serve to children, as long as the neals neet federal nutrition standards. In
fiscal year 2001, school neal prograns provided | unch, breakfast, and snacks
to over 27 mllion school children daily.

At the federal level, FNS adm nisters the school neal prograns. At the state
| evel, the programis usually adm nistered by state educati on agenci es,

whi ch operate them through agreenents with | ocal school food authorities.
Overal |, USDA donates about 17 percent of the dollar value of food that goes
on the table in school |unch prograns through its Food Distribution Program
USDA purchases and distributes commodities to renove surpluses fromthe

mar ket pl ace and to provide nutritious foods to the nation?s children.
School s purchase the remaining 83 percent of the dollar value of food served
usi ng USDA?s cash rei nbursenent and their own funds. In fiscal year 2001,
the total cost of the school neal prograns- including cash reinbursenents to
school s, USDA purchases of donated foods, and program admni ni stration- was
nearly $8 billion. By far the | argest conmponent of the school neal prograns
is the school lunch program In fiscal year 2001, the school |unch program
cost about $5.7 billion.

The procurenent process for foods served in school |unch programdiffers
dependi ng on whether federal or state/ local food authorities procure the
foods (see figure 1).

Page 6 GAO- 02- 669T School Meals Safety
Figure 1: School Lunch Program Procurenent Process

USDA?s Agricul tural Marketing Service (AMS) and Farm Service Agency (FSA)
are responsible for procuring USDA- donated foods. The Agricul tural
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Mar ket i ng Service purchases neat, poultry, fish, and fruits and veget abl es
for donation; the Farm Servi ce Agency purchases grains, oils, peanut
products, dairy products, and other foods. USDA contracts for the purchase
of these products wth manufacturers that are selected through a formally
advertised conpetitive bidding process. FNS, through its Food Distribution
Di vision, provides the donated foods to state agencies for
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distribution to schools. Schools then purchase the renai nder of food for
school neal s i ndependently using their own procurenent practices, either
purchasing foods directly from manufacturers or distributors, or contracting
wi th food service managenent conpani es that procure the foods for them

USDA provides little guidance to pronote safety in school food procurenents.
FNS? gui dance to school s enphasi zes safe food handling because, according to
USDA officials, nost cases of foodborne illness at schools are due to poor
food storage, handling, and serving practices. Therefore, the priority is on
gui dance to ensure food safety through proper handling and preparation of
foods at schools. For exanple, manuals are provided that address appropriate
tenperatures for reheating ready- to- eat foods and for hot- hol ding
potentially hazardous foods. Simlarly, FNS provides information on enpl oyee
personal hygiene and how it relates to cross- contam nation of foods.

CDC?s out break data shows an increase in the nunber of school- rel ated

out breaks since 1990. Between 1990 and 1999 (the nobst recent year for which
conpl ete outbreak data is available from CDC), 292 school - rel ated out breaks
were reported to CDC, averaging 17 outbreaks in the first 4 years of the
decade, 28 in the next 4 years, and 57 in the final 2 years (see table 1).
In total, approximately 16,000 individuals, nostly children, were affected.
6 For those outbreaks with a known cause, the nost commonly identified cause

of the illnesses were foods contami nated with sal nonella or Norwal k- |ike
Vi ruses.
6 According to CDC, foodborne illnesses are underreported because (1) m |l der

cases are often undetected; (2) pathogens that are transmtted through food
may al so be spread through water or from person to person, obscuring the
role of foodborne transm ssion; and (3) sone proportion of foodborne ill ness
I's caused by pathogens or agents that have not yet been identified and thus
cannot be di agnosed. Furthernore, CDC relies on states to voluntarily report
out break i nformation. Data Show an

| ncrease i n School Qutbreaks
Page 8 GAO- 02- 669T School Meals Safety

Table 1: Qutbreaks and Ill nesses in Schools and Non- School Settings, 1990-
1999 Year School
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Qut breaks O her CQut breaks School
Il ] nesses O her |1l nesses

1990 25 508 1212 18, 019 1991 14 517 486 14,566 1992 14 397 991 10,092 1993
15 499 676 13,404 1994 31 659 1,807 15,188 1995 9 636 436 13,061 1996 32 570
1,772 13,649 1997 39 767 2,026 16, 776 1998 63 1,251 3,944 22,775 1999 50
1,294 2,882 22,404

Total 292 7,098 16, 232 159, 934

Note: As explained later, this outbreak data includes outbreaks caused by
foods in the school neal prograns as well as foods brought from hone.

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data.

According to CDC officials, sone unknown portion of the increase in reported
out breaks extends from CDC?s transition froma conpl etely passive

surveill ance data collection nethod to a nore active surveillance

nmet hodol ogy in early 1998. In effect, CDC went from accepting data fromthe
states to actively soliciting states for nore conprehensive information and
having the states verify the information that they submt. As a result,
states began to report nore of all types of foodborne outbreaks, including
school outbreaks, to CDC beginning in 1998. Mreover, CDC suggests that

i ncreased resources for outbreak investigations and greater awareness anong
t he general public about foodborne disease m ght al so account for the

i ncreased nunber of reported outbreaks.

To evaluate the trend in the nunber of school outbreaks, and in their nunber
relative to non- school outbreaks, we conpared the observed nunbers to the
esti mated nunbers of school and non- school outbreaks. 7 This anal ysis shows
that there is an upward trend in foodborne illness outbreaks reported in
school s between 1990 and 1999 and that not all of this increasing trend is
attributable to changes that took place when CDC began a nore active data
collection effort. Qutbreaks in the general

7 We used traditional statistical tests to determ ne how well the different
nodel s fit the observed data and which nodels were preferable to distinguish
the pattern in the observed data fromrandom fl uctuati ons.
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popul ati on have increased by a conparabl e anobunt over the sane peri od;
therefore, there is no statistically significant difference between

i ncreased out breaks in schools and increased outbreaks in general. As figure
2 shows, our analysis of CDC?s data indicates that, even after adjusting for
CDC?s i nproved data col |l ection, the nunber of school- rel ated foodborne
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out breaks i ncreased, on average, about 10 percent per year between 1990 and
1999.

Figure 2: Trends in School - Rel ated Foodborne Qutbreaks (1990- 1999)
Source: GAO?s anal ysis of CDC dat a.

We al so anal yzed trends in participation in the school neal prograns over
this sane tine period and found that the changes in school outbreaks
reported did not sinply mrror changes in the nunber of students
participating in the school neal prograns. Wile the nunber of reported
school out breaks doubl ed over the decade, and generally increased by an
average of about 10 percent fromone year to the next, the nunber of school

l unch participants increased by only 12 percent over the entire decade, or
by just over 1 percent per year. Thus, the increase in school outbreaks
reported is not explained by the increase in children?s participation in the
school neal prograns.
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One shoul d exercise caution, however, when anal yzi ng school outbreak data.
CDC?s data nust be supplenented with nore detailed state or |oca

information to determine the extent of foodborne illness outbreaks actually
associated with the school neal prograns in any given year. W gathered
addi ti onal state and | ocal health departnent information for the 20 | argest
school outbreaks in CDC?s database for 1998 and 1999, each of which resulted
in 100 or nore illnesses. W determ ned that 13 of the 20 out breaks (65
percent) were associated with foods served in the school neal prograns.
Three of the 13 outbreaks were linked to tainted burritos that were

di stributed to schools nationw de and are thought to have caused
approximtely 1, 700 illnesses. The other 7 outbreaks were not linked to
foods served in the school neal progranms, but with foods brought to schools
from hone or other sources. Therefore, data limtations nmake it difficult to
assert with conplete certainty to what extent the foods served in the school
nmeal prograns are the cause of the reported outbreaks from 1990 to 1999.

USDA has, for the nost part, been responsive to the two reconmendati ons we
made in our February 2000 report. First, we recomended that USDA devel op a
dat abase to track the actions it takes to hold or recall donated foods when
safety concerns arise regardi ng foods donated to the school neal prograns.
Second, we recomended that the agency revise its school food service manual
to i nclude guidance regarding food safety procurenent contract provisions,
whi ch coul d be used by state and | ocal school authorities.

We nmade our first reconmendati on because, w thout conprehensive records of
such safety actions, USDA had no reliable basis for identifying problematic
foods or suppliers, or for docunenting the agency?s responsiveness to
concerns over the safety of USDA- donated foods. In response to our February
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2000 reconmendation, USDA inplenmented its food safety action database in
April 2000. The database identifies and tracks key hold and recall
information starting in Cctober 1998. As of April 2002, the database lists
11 food safety actions, including, for exanple, the recall of 114,000 pounds
of chicken that was contamnated with listeria in February 2000. 8 Because
of the limted nunber of actions recorded thus

8 Listeria is a foodborne contam nant that can cause neningitis, septicem a,
and perinatal disease. USDA Has Been

Largely Responsive to Qur February 2000 Recommendati ons
Page 11 GAO- 02- 669T School Meals Safety

far, USDA has not conducted any analysis of the information contained in the
dat abase, but plans to continue nmaintaining it for future use.

W made our second reconmendati on because, although USDA has established
procuremnment policies and procedures to ensure the safety of foods donated to
school s, these policies and procedures do not apply to foods purchased

i ndependently by schools. For exanple, contracts for donated foods may
speci fy pathogen testing for every lot of certain products that are highly
susceptible to contam nation, or may contain contract provisions that
establish specific tenperature requirenents for chilled and frozen products
during processing and storage at the plant, transportation between
processi ng plants, upon shipnment fromthe plant, and upon arrival at final
destination. However, there is no requirenent that state and | ocal
authorities include simlar food safety provisions in their procurenent
contracts. According to USDA?s regul ations for schools participating in the
school neal progranms, the responsible school food authority may use its own
procurenment procedures, which reflect applicable state and |ocal |aws and
regul ati ons. Therefore, the extent to which schools address safety in their
food procurenent contracts may vary depending on state and | ocal |aws and
procurenment guidance that is available to them To assist state and | ocal
authorities, we recommended that USDA provide them gui dance on food safety
provi sions that could be included in their procurenent contracts.

USDA officials told us that they plan to address our reconmendati on by

revi sing the school procurenent guidance to include an exanple that
addresses safety concerns. W believe, however, that USDA shoul d include
nore information that woul d be useful to schools. Specifically, providing a
list of the specific food safety provisions found i n USDAdonat ed f ood
contracts would help schools in preparing their own food procurenent
contracts. Wile USDA officials contend that | ocal school districts have
little negotiating power to require safety provisions because their
purchases are mainly | ow volunme fromcomrercial sources, USDA?s own data

i ndicates that in the 1996- 1997 school year, the |atest year for which this
data was avail able, 37 percent of school food authorities participated in
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cooperative arrangenents that purchase in |arger volune. Therefore, we
believe that nore detailed information on contract safety provisions could
enhance the safety of foods purchased directly by schools. In particular,
since | ocal school authorities purchase 83 percent of the dollar val ue of
school neals, it is inportant that they receive guidance from FNS on how
best to achieve a conparable | evel of safety precautions through their
procurenment process.

Page 12 GAO 02- 669T School Meals Safety

Based on limted work conducted in preparation for this testinony, we offer
two additional observations that, if validated by further study, my
contribute to greater safety for school children at mniml cost. First,
USDA?s procurenment officials told us that they have routine access to
federal inspection and conpliance records of potential suppliers and that

t hey consider this information when they review bids before contracting.
However, there is currently no established nmechanismfor state and | ocal
authorities in charge of purchasing food for schools to easily and routinely
access such information. It nay be desirable for USDA to consider whether it
shoul d provide state and | ocal school officials with access to information
col l ected through FDA?s and USDA?s inspections of school [unch food
suppliers, potentially enabling themto nake nore infornmed purchasing

deci sions. USDA officials stated that this idea woul d have to be expl ored
further to address potential |egal inpedinents to such information sharing.
FDA officials comented that this idea is worth consi deri ng.

Second, FNS has devel oped a process for hol ding foods suspected of

contam nation that applies exclusively to food commodities that USDA
purchases for donation to schools. The hold allows tine for additional
testing and inspection prior to asking for a recall of donated foods when
safety concerns arise. Because FNS is the single comopn point of contact for
all schools participating in the school neal prograns, and because it does
provi de gui dance to the schools on food nutrition and quality, an extension
of FNS? hold and recall procedures to include non- donated (school -

pur chased) foods would seem | ogical. USDA officials agreed wwth this concept
and indicated that they intend to share the hold and recall procedures with
schools in fiscal year 2003.

USDA and FDA have not devel oped any specific security provisions to help
protect food served through the school neal prograns from potenti al
del i berate contam nation. But, according to USDA and FDA officials, actions
desi gned to enhance the security of the federal food safety systemas a
whol e woul d al so enhance the security of neals served at schools. As we
testified in Cctober 2001, however, recent events have raised the specter of
bioterrorismas an energing risk factor for our food safety system. W
further stated that under the current structure, there are questions about
the systenf’s ability to detect and quickly respond to any such event. Since
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our Cctober 2001 testinony, both FDA and USDA have stated that they are
better prepared to detect and respond to such an event. Both agencies are in
the process of conducting risk assessnents to determ ne where in the farm
to- table food continuumthere is a critical Potential Opportunity

to Further Enhance the Safety of School Meals
There Are No Special Security Provisions for the School Meal Prograns
Page 13 GAO- 02- 669T School Meals Safety

need to provide additional resources. In addition, FDA staffing has already
i ncreased i nspections of inported foods, added nore inspections of donestic
producers, and nore |l aboratory testing of food products. Further, FDA has

i ssued voluntary security guidelines to the sector of the food industry that
it regulates on the need to (1) ensure physical security of processing and
storage facilities, (2) ensure that chem cal and bi ol ogi cal agents that may
be kept in their facilities or at in- house |aboratories are under
appropriate controls, and (3) verify the background of plant enpl oyees.
Currently, the agency is receiving public comrents and expects to revise the
guidelines. USDA is also working on a sinmlar set of guidelines that neat,
poul try, and egg products processors could voluntarily adopt. Finally,
agency officials told us that they have generally asked their field
personnel to be on heightened alert for potential security concerns. W are
initiating a review to determ ne how these gui delines are being inplenented
and how federal agencies plan to nonitor their inplenentation.

As we reported in February 2000, while no federal agency nonitors the safety
of school neals, USDA?s Food Safety and | nspection Service (FSI'S) and FDA
are responsible for enforcing regulations that ensure the safety of the
nation?s food supply. FSIS is responsible for the safety of neat, poultry,
and sone eggs and egg products, while the FDA is responsible for all other
foods, including fish, fruit, vegetables, mlk, and grain products. However,
as we stated nost recently in our Cctober 2001 testinony, the existing food
safety systemis a patchwork structure that hanpers efforts to adequately
address existing and energing food safety risks whether those risks invol ve
I nadvertent or deliberate contam nation. The food safety systemis al so

af fected by ot her overarching problens, such as the challenge of effectively
coordinating the food safety activities of nultiple agencies including
coordinating nmulti- state outbreaks. For exanple, the current organi zationa
and |l egal structure of our federal food safety system has given
responsibility for specific food comodities to different agencies and
provided themw th significantly different regulatory authorities and
responsibilities. As a result, we have inefficient use of resources and

i nconsi stencies in oversi ght and enforcenent.

USDA and FDA oversee recalls when the foods they regul ate are contan nat ed
or adulterated. If a USDA- regul ated conpany does not voluntarily conduct

http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/useftp.cgi...ilename=d02669t.txt&directory=/diskb/wais/data/gao (12 of 14) [9/12/2002 11:27:22 AM]



http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/useftp.cgi 7 Paddress=162.140.64.21& filename=d02669t.txt& directory=/diskb/wai data/gao

the recall, USDA can detain the product for up to 20 days. On the other
hand, FDA, which currently does not have adm nistrative detention authority
for food under the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosnetic Act, nust seek a court
order to seize the food. Mreover, as Overarchi ng Probl ens

in the National Food Safety System Also Affect the Safety of School Meals
Page 14 GAO 02- 669T School Meals Safety

we reported in August 2000, 9 neither USDA nor FDA had provided gui dance to
i ndustry on how to quickly initiate and carry out food recalls that involve
potentially serious adverse health risk. W recommended that such guidelines
i nstruct conpanies on tine frames for quickly initiating and carrying out
recalls, including procedures that expeditiously notify distribution chains
and alert the public. USDA has revised its guidelines, and FDA is in the
process of revising its guidance and expects to reissue the guidance in

Sept enber 2002.

Finally, M. Chairnen, in working on food safety issues over the past

decade, we have revi ewed USDA?s and FDA?s inspection systens and identified
weaknesses in both. The agencies agreed with nost of our recomendati ons and
have either taken steps or are taking steps to inprove inspections. W have
al so focused on specific products, nmany of which are included in school
neal s. For exanpl e, because of concerns about the risk of salnonella in
eggs, we reviewed the adequacy of the federal systemfor ensuring egg
safety. Qur work shows that the current regulatory and organi zati ona
framework for egg safety makes it difficult to ensure that resources are
directed to areas of highest risk. Simlarly, we evaluated the seafood and
shel | fish safety program and determ ned that theses prograns do not
sufficiently protect consuners because of weaknesses in FDA?s inplenentation
of the new science- based inspection system FDA agreed with nost of our
reconmendati ons. W al so revi ewed USDA?s oversight of neat and poultry
products and concluded that, in order to better ensure safety, USDA needed
to ensure that inspectors are properly trained on the new science- based
system USDA agreed with our recomendation and is providing enhanced
training. In January 2002, 10 our report on mad cow di sease concl uded that,
al t hough bovi ne spongi f orm encephal opat hy (BSE) has not been found in the
United States, federal actions do not sufficiently ensure that all BSE-
infected ani mals or products are kept out of the country or that if BSE were
found, it would be detected pronptly and not spread. FDA, USDA, and Custons
generally agreed with the report?s reconmmendati ons.

9 U S. General Accounting Ofice, Food Safety: Actions Needed by USDA and
FDA to Ensure that Conpanies Pronptly Carry Qut Recalls, GAQ RCED 00- 195
(Washington, D. C.: Aug. 17, 2000).

10 U. S. Ceneral Accounting Ofice, Mad Cow Di sease: |nprovenents in the
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Ani mal Feed Ban and Ot her Regul atory Areas Wuld Strengthen U S. Prevention
Efforts, GAO 02- 183 (Washington, D. C: Jan. 25, 2002).
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M. Chairnen, in conclusion, schools face the difficult task of providing
heal thy, nutritious neals to mllions of children daily. As the data

i ndi cate, the nunber of school- related foodborne illness outbreaks reported
bet ween 1990 and 1999 has generally increased despite the efforts of these
schools, as well as the federal regulatory agencies, to prevent tainted food
fromreaching cafeteria plates. W believe that to nmake substanti al

I nprovenents in the safety of school neals will require, in part, addressing
t he overarching problens that affect the nation?s federal food safety system
as a whole. Nevertheless, as we have di scussed today, there are steps that
USDA coul d take within the existing safety systemto better ensure the
safety of school neals, such as providing state and | ocal school authorities
with specific food safety provisions that could be included in their
procurenent contracts. Additionally, continued vigilance is necessary to
determ ne the true extent and cause of the problens, to ensure that schools
obtain the safest food possible for our children, and also to ensure that
unsafe foods are pronptly and effectively withdrawn from schools when

i1l nesses occur.

M. Chairnmen, this conpletes ny prepared statenment. | would be happy to
respond to any questions you or other nenbers of the Subcommttees may have.
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*** End of docunent. *** g Sl oane, Stuart Ryba, and Maria- Alaina |. Ranbus.
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