
Buena Vista, Va.

THE E. coli outbreak sweeping Europe is the deadliest on record: 18 people have
died and there are almost 2,000 reported cases in nine countries.

While Americans have been following the disaster through news reports, few of
us feel threatened. After all, we took steps to protect consumers against E. coli
poisoning after the infamous 1993 Jack in the Box outbreak that sickened 750
children and killed four. We haven’t had a comparable outbreak since.
But it would be a big mistake to assume that all is well when it comes to the
American food supply and E. coli. On the contrary, the precarious situation we
are in today recalls our mind-set just before the 1993 outbreak: naïve
complacency.

When news of the outbreak hit, Americans were stunned to discover that one of
our most popular foods — hamburgers — could have a lethal pathogen. Officials
responded quickly, with some of the biggest changes in food policy since the
fallout after the Upton Sinclair novel “The Jungle” appeared.
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The federally mandated internal cooking temperature for meat was raised to 155 degrees,
which scientists deemed was sufficient to kill E. coli. Cooking and handling instructions
were applied to meat and poultry sold in grocery stores, a practice we take for granted
today. And the strain of E. coli responsible for the outbreak was declared an adulterant by
the Department of Agriculture in 1994, paving the way for mandatory reporting laws and
testing procedures at all facilities that produce meat.

The 1993 outbreak introduced the world to E. coli. But the recent outbreak in
Europe involves a new strain of the bacteria, one that we know little about.
Indeed, there are several other strains afoot; in the United States federal
officials have identified six additional strains in our food supply. Referred to by
food safety experts as the Big Six or, more technically, non-O157s, these strains
have already been associated with food-borne illness outbreaks involving
lettuce, raw ground beef, berries and other foods.

These strains are a food-safety disaster waiting to happen. As far back as 2007,
the government considered routine testing for the presence of these pathogens
in certain raw beef products. But nothing has been done: inspectors don’t test
for them, and the public isn’t aware of how they are different from earlier strains.
Nor have they been declared adulterants in food, which would lead to stricter
quality and reporting standards.

Just like in the early 1990s, few people knew about the bacteria’s presence in
meat. Doctors and hospitals in most states weren’t required to report cases of E.
coli poisoning. Nor did federal regulators or those in the meat industry test for
the presence of E. coli in meat products.
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If the government doesn’t act fast, we could repeat history. A report by the Government
Accountability Office this year estimated that these new strains cause approximately
113,000 illnesses and 300 hospitalizations annually in the United States. In 2009, a leading
microbiology lab randomly purchased 5,070 packages of ground beef in 12 states; it found
301 presumptive positives for E.
coli, including 30 with one of the Big Six strains.

Meat isn’t the only vector of these new strains of E. coli. Last year more than two dozen
people in seven states were poisoned with a new E. coli strain after eating contaminated
lettuce. Since that outbreak, one produce company now routinely tests its leafy greens for
these additional E. coli strains. And the Department of Agriculture has worked with the
meat and poultry industry to develop tests that can rapidly detect the Big Six strains.

But one produce company conducting voluntary testing is hardly adequate. Nor
is it sufficient for the government to simply develop tests that can detect
additional strains of E. coli. All food manufacturers should be required to test for
these new strains, and food safety regulators should inspect for them.
In December, Congress passed the Food Safety Modernization Act, a landmark
law that goes a long way to improving food safety in the United States through
mandatory recalls, stricter inspections and better resources for tracking the
sources of outbreaks. But so far nothing has happened because Congress hasn’t
provided money for the Food and Drug Administration to enforce the law.

The most important part of the law includes stronger regulations on food
imports. Only 1 percent of them are now inspected. Yet imported cucumbers,
tomatoes and leafy greens are the most likely suspects behind the current
outbreak.
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We shouldn’t have to wonder if the food we are buying is safe. E. coli is a complicated,
ever-evolving threat, and we can’t assume that measures put in place in 1993 are still
sufficient. The Food Safety Modernization Act gives federal regulators the tools to bring
E.coli monitoring and prevention up to date. Congress shouldn’t stand in the way.

Jeff Benedict is the author of “Poisoned: The True Story of the Deadly E. Coli Outbreak That Changed the Way
Americans Eat.”
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