National Association of State Departments of Agriculture (NASDA)

Statement on State Meat and Poultry Inspection Programs 
This week, the United Food and Commercial Workers International Union (UFCW) and Consumer Federation sent a letter to the House and Senate expressing opposition to legislation that would allow interstate sales of state-inspected meat and poultry. Their letter is misleading and misconstrues a September 2006 USDA Office of Inspector General (OIG) Audit Report on State Meat & Poultry Programs. 

Consumers can be confident that meat and poultry products processed in the United States under federal or state inspection are safe, wholesome, and unadulterated.

In January 2007, USDA released it’s “Review of State Programs” based on the department’s thorough audits and assessments of the state programs during 2006. According to the report, the state inspection programs were “at least equal to” federal inspection.   

Contrary to statements from UFCW and the Consumer Federation, USDA’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) Audit Report on State Meat and Poultry Inspection Programs was not a report on the “quality” of state inspection programs and it does not raise any food safety concerns. Rather, it takes a hard look at how USDA has implemented a new system for reviewing state meat and poultry inspection programs that was started in late 2003. 

USDA’s Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS) has a clear responsibility to make sure that state inspection programs are “at least equal to” or exceed federal requirements. USDA has never found that a state inspected program should be discontinued, and there has never been a documented food-borne illness from state-inspected meat and poultry products. Today, there are no real distinctions between state and federal inspection requirements. In fact, many states impose inspection requirements more stringent than USDA.
USDA’s new process for reviewing state inspection programs holds state inspection programs to an even higher level of scrutiny than before. This review data continues to demonstrate that state inspection programs are highly effective and provide consumers with a wholesome, unadulterated food product that is properly labeled and safe. 

The UFCW and Consumer Federation’s statement opposes legislation which would allow interstate sales of state-inspected meat and poultry products. Their opposition is based on false premises. Rather, UFCW and Consumer Federation should be supporting the legislation because it will “harmonize” state and federal inspection requirements under a seamless system. 

State-inspected facilities produce approximately 10 percent of the red meat consumed in the United States. Our locally-produced, state-inspected meats are some of the best specialty products in the country. Imported meat products compose approximately 20 percent of the red meat consumed in our country. Foreign-inspected meat from 34 countries can be shipped and sold anywhere in the U.S. as long as that country’s inspection program is “equivalent” to U.S. federal standards—in practice the same standard which state-inspected programs must meet. However, importing countries do not have either the frequency or thoroughness of USDA oversight that state inspection programs undergo. How can anyone justify this? 

The safety of our food supply is not the issue. The real issue is the need to pass legislation now in Congress that will level the economic playing field for interstate markets and rural small businesses. This will not only create a more uniform inspection system, but will also spur more competition in the marketplace, stimulate jobs, and give consumers more choices at the supermarket. 

American consumers deserve greater access to safe, nutritious products from state-inspected meat and poultry processors. And American livestock growers deserve more entrepreneurial marketing options. NASDA urges you to support and cosponsor legislation to allow interstate sales of state-inspected meat and poultry. 
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