Everyone:
 

The article below was on today's Food Safety Network website.  It provides further evidence of the need to trace back to the ORIGIN of contamination, rather than prematurely terminate investigations at the DESTINATION of previously-contaminated food.
In this case, the manufacturer of "Red Lodge Spring Water" discovered the presence of coliform bacteria in its bottled water, notified its customers and recalled the water.  Let's assume that the manufacturer did not discover the contamination.  Instead, let's assume that a downstream public health outbreak occurred (which is frequently the case) and a subsequent investigation revealed that consumer consumption of "Red Lodge Spring Water" was the common link which proved that the water was the cause of the outbreak.  We will also assume that four retail outlets had unwittingly sold the contaminated water.
 
We need to ask ourselves:  should those four retail outlets be held responsible for their innocent purchase and sale of water which had been previously contaminated with an invisible bacteria?  Should we sue these four outlets for their non-compliance with public health imperatives?  Should the charges include the heinous fact that those four felonious corporate citizen outlets had not previously specified (in their "Purchasing Specifications") that their bottled water suppliers provide certifications that their water was guaranteed to exclude coliform bacteria?  If so, would an educated America then feel secure, realizing that these rascal outlets were sued into oblivion while government authorities refused to trace back to the manufacturer origin and require corrective actions at the source of contamination?
 
Admittedly, such actions would be absurd.  However, it would be no less absurd than USDA/FSIS' adroit avoidance to traceback to the slaughterhouse origins of E.coli and Salmonella-contaminated meat, and to implement enforcement actions at the true source required to prevent recurrences.  
 
USDA's habit of accusing downline sales outlets of having inappropriate "Purchasing Specifications" is a thinly-disguised government regulatory ploy intended to place all accountability at the small downline facilities.  These relatively small businesses lack the political connections and financial largesse required to engage the government in protracted litigation, an ability frequently enjoyed by the large manufacturers.  Small businesses are easier prey for any government regulatory agency focused on improving its public image.  If Melamine is discovered in pet food, are the grocery store outlets guilty of not previously notifying its pet food suppliers to exclude melamine from the list of ingredients?  If ethylene glycol is discovered in tooth paste, are the grocery stores guilty of not previously notifying its tooth paste suppliers to exclude ethylene glycol from their tooth paste?  If rat droppings are discovered in chocolate bars, are the grocery stores guilty of not previously notifying its chocolate bar suppliers to exclude rat droppings?  If miniscule chunks of rubber are found in breakfast cereal, well, you know the rest.  
 
Bottom line:  manufacturers must be held accountable for contamination which was introduced into products at their facilities, and must no longer be accomplices with government entities whose policies are designed to insulate the manufacturers from accountability.  Government regulatory entities such as FDA and USDA which refuse to perform tracebacks to the true origin of contamination must either proactively change their policies and procedures, or their authority must be given to another agency which is more committed to public health considerations.
 
It is ironic (and revealing) that our government's vaunted "Abundance of Caution" is capable of tracing unsafe products to China, but not to large domestic manufacturers.  We are witnessing an "Abandance of Caution".  
 

John W. Munsell
Manager, Foundation for Accountability in Regulatory Enforcement (FARE)
Miles City, MT
pdoggy@midrivers.com
July 21, 2007




FSnet July 21/07

MONTANA: Billings company recalls bottled water
20.jul.07
Department of Public Health & Human Service
http://www.dphhs.mt.gov/newsevents/newsreleases2007/july/bottledwater.shtml
The Montana Department of Public Health and Human Services (DPHHS) was cited as announcing Friday that a Billings company is voluntarily recalling bottled water it produces under the Red Lodge Spring Water label after tests turned up positive for coliform bacteria.
Yellowstone Ice & Water owner Kevin Olson was cited as saying the company discovered the problem Thursday, July 19, and immediately notified all of its customers and various state agencies. The water is distributed in Billings and Red Lodge.
Red Lodge Spring Water is packaged in one and 2.5 gallon disposable containers as well as three and five gallon returnable containers. The recall affects only the Red Lodge Spring Water products produced from July 16, 2007 through July 20, 2007 with product codes: #071607, 071707, and 071807. No other products produced by Yellowstone Ice & Water are affected by this recall.
