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October 11, 2007

John Gage

American Federation of Government Employees

80 F Street NW

Washington, DC  20001

Dear Mr. Gage:

As you know, I copied you on a letter that I wrote to Carol Tucker Foreman on October 2, 2007, about a misleading ad about state inspected meat and poultry programs that ran in USA Today. It is my understanding that the following day the ad was pulled. When I was in Washington, DC, last week, I met with Alan Kadrofske and Beth Moten of your staff and Carol Tucker Foremen to discuss interstate shipment of state inspected products, and we agreed to continue meeting on that issue. 

Consequently, I was shocked when I found out today that you recently started running a radio ad that has a similarly distorted message.  I am writing to demand that you withdraw the radio ad because it contains false and misleading information about state meat and poultry inspection programs and the companies they inspect. Most of what you say is simply false. Your attempts to raise doubts about food safety are a slap in the face to state inspected meat processors and a disservice to American consumers.  I can assure you that the National Association of State Departments of Agriculture (NASDA) and state officials are as concerned about food safety as federal officials are.

Your radio ad contains several direct and implied falsehoods regarding state meat and poultry inspection programs.  

First, your statements that “meat and poultry interests want congress to let them avoid federal inspections” and “less rigorous inspections will let small businesses expand” are misleading because they imply meat processing plants will have fewer or no inspections. This is not true.

State inspectors, who have received the same training as federal inspectors, are responsible for enforcing the same standards as federal inspectors   Further, state inspectors have actually received more oversight from USDA auditing teams than federal inspectors have. In addition, pound for pound, state products receive more “hands on” inspection than federal products do.     

Secondly, your statements that “they have convinced the House of Representatives to open loopholes to keep federal inspectors out of meat plants” and “cutting back on federal inspections” are completely false.  

The Farm Bill legislation pending in Congress ensures high standards for food safety and simply allows state-inspected meat and poultry to be sold across state borders. Federal

meat inspection programs are not changed at all; they will continue to operate with USDA personnel carrying out their inspection responsibilities. 

Your staff should have informed you that at our meeting last week, we promised that we would promote legislation that would not allow plants to shift from federal to state inspection.

One of the final statements in your radio ad says, “We must let congress know that we will not stand by and let our family’s lives be jeopardized so the meat industry can grow”. This statement clearly demonstrates that you are sadly misinformed. All of the large food borne illness outbreaks, from the early Jack in the Box incident to the most recent one involving Topps Meat Company, originated from meat products produced at federally inspected plants. There has never been a documented food-borne illness from state inspected meat or poultry products. 

I need to reiterate what I said in my October 2, 2007, letter because you need to understand that we are not intending to lower food safety standards by pursuing interstate shipment. State and local agriculture and health officials conduct 80 percent of all food safety inspections, including meat and poultry. We take our consumer protection responsibilities very seriously.  My office alone inspects pesticides, dairy, meat and poultry products.    

It should be our joint goal that meat and poultry products processed in the United States under both federal and state inspection are safe, wholesome, unadulterated and properly labeled.

I am worried that your campaign is undercutting the Safe Tables Our Priority (STOP) mission, which is “to prevent unnecessary illness and loss of life from pathogenic foodborne illness.” In order to achieve this goal, you need to realize we are on the same side, and we all need to work together.  Consequently, I must again insist that you immediately withdraw your radio ad that contains false and misleading information about state meat and poultry inspection programs and the companies they inspect.

In a good faith effort, I made a last minute trip to Washington, DC, last week to deal with this issue.  I would like to meet with you personally, and I am willing to return next week to do so.  

Thank you.

Sincerely,
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Roger Johnson

President

National Association of State Departments of Agriculture

CC:
Carol Tucker Foremen, Safe Food Coalition and the Consumer Federation of America


Nancy Donley, Safe Tables Our Priority

Tom Buis, National Farmers Union

Rick Kirchhoff, NASDA

