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RE:

Purchasing Foods for Bridgeport Schoolsset  

You asked how Bridgeport schools purchase meat products for their cafeterias and whether the meats are inspected for health and safety.  Specifically, you were interested in the purchase of tainted pork sausages that were recently recalled by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA).

SUMMARY


Bridgeport’s Department of Education purchases food for its school cafeterias through a central food and nutrition office.  That office purchased the tainted pork from the USDA Commodity Distribution Program and shipped it to Zartic Inc. (a Georgia company) for processing into pork sausages.  According to the recall report, the pork was contaminated with salmonella bacteria while at a Zartic facility.  According to Edward Huff, Bridgeport’s food and nutrition director, schools served the sausages as part of a hot breakfast program on three occasions (approximately 15,000 meals in total) before the recall.  The district has not received any complaints of illness associated with the tainted meat.


The USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) inspects and regulates all raw beef, pork, lamp, chicken, and turkey sold in interstate commence.  It inspects the animals before and after slaughter and requires slaughter and processing facilities to have systems to prevent contamination.

RECALLED MEAT PRODUCTS


Bridgeport schools recently received pork sausage links contaminated with salmonella bacteria.  The pork used to make the sausage links was part of an October 7, 1998 USDA recall of two million pounds of beef, pork, and poultry products processed at a Zartic facility. According to the recall report, the meat products were contaminated on three separate production lines at Zartic’s facility (attached; USDA recalls are listed on its website: http://www.fsis.usda.gov/OPHS/recalls/rec1998.htm).

Centralized Food Purchasing


Bridgeport’s school system plans its school meals and purchases its food products through a central food and nutrition office.  According to Mr. Huff, the school system purchases food products two ways (1) through an annual standard bid process administered by the city’s purchasing office and (2) through the USDA Commodity Distribution Program administered by the Department of Administrated Services.  The school purchased the recalled pork through the commodity program and sent it to a Zartic facility to be processed into pork sausage links.  The salmonella contamination occurred on the production line at that facility. 


The USDA purchases bulk food products for a variety of reasons including price stabilization and sells them, at a favorable rate, through state-administered programs.  The state warehouse informs schools of what is available, and the schools decide what, if anything, they want to purchase.  Often the food must be sent out to one of a approved list of contractors, such as Zartic, to be processed.  According to Mr. Huff, ideally the food can be diverted directly form USDA to the processor.  However, usually it has already been shipped to the state warehouse or to the district, in which case it must be shipped to the processor (as was the case with the tainted pork).  Food products ordered from the program are filled with inventory on a “first in -first out” basis.


According to Neil Manski of the USDA, meat products sold through the commodity program are subject to the same inspection process as all other meats. 

No Resulting Illnesses Reported in Bridgeport


According to Mr. Huff, the schools served the sausages as part of a hot breakfast program on three occasions (September 18th and 27th and October 2nd ).  They served approximately 5,000 meals on each occasion.  The district has not received any complaints of illness associated with the tainted meat.  Heating the meat to 160 degrees or higher kills the bacteria.


Salmonella is a bacterial pathogen.  People infected with salmonella suffer from diarrhea, fever, and abdominal cramps within 12 to 72 hours of infection.  The symptoms usually last 4 to 7 days and most people recover without treatment, but in some cases, infection results in dehydration, permanent joint pain, and possibly death.  People with deficient or suppressed immune systems (such as HIV patients, the elderly, and infants) are most susceptible to severe symptoms. 

USDA INSPECTIONS


The FSIS inspects and regulates all raw beef, pork, lamp, chicken, and turkey sold in interstate commence.  It inspects the animals before and after slaughter and the meat after processing.  It requires the facilities to maintain certain food safety systems (known as the Final Rule on Pathogen Reduction and Hazardous Analysis and Critical Control Point Systems (61 Fed. Reg. 144 (July 25, 1996)).  Under the rule, facilities must (1) identify critical contamination control points, (2) inspect and test for salmonella and E. coli, and (3) devise strategies to prevent contamination from pathogens and harmful bacteria.  In addition, FSIS tests the meat for drug, chemical, and microbiological adulteration.
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