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Chairman Scott, Ranking Member Neugebauer, and Members of the Committee, my name is Bo Reagan and I am the Senior Vice President of Research, Education and Innovation for the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA) which oversees beef safety research, consumer education and the development of new beef products.   I’m the Chairman of the Beef Industry Food Safety Council (BIFSCo), and also a member of NCBA.  I appreciate the opportunity to testify today about the beef industry’s role in producing the most affordable, nutritious and safest food supply in the world.  

As you know, The Beef Checkoff assesses a $1 per head fee for every beef animal sold.  The Checkoff is managed by USDA and the Cattlemen’s Beef Board (CBB). NCBA is the largest contractor of The Beef Checkoff and manages education, promotion and research priorities relating to beef and beef products funded by the Checkoff.  In addition to NCBA’s Checkoff activities, we also have a policy division in Washington, DC that is not funded by The Beef Checkoff.  The policy office works closely with NCBA members to represent their views in the legislative and regulatory bodies of our government.

I would like to take a few minutes to share some of the background about the beef industry’s commitment to beef safety.  The beef industry focus research on a variety of pathogens and two pathogens of particular interest to the beef industry are Salmonella and E. coli which are commonly found in the gastrointestinal tracts of humans and animals.  Most strains do not cause illness, however, in 1993 E. coli O157:H7 became a research priority after an illness outbreak in the Pacific Northwest was linked to ground beef.  

In light of the outbreak, the research focus was placed on where the most impact could be accomplished and the research investment was made at the processing plant level – post harvest.  At that time approximately 800,000 head of cattle were processed at about 35 processing facilities.  The research resulted in multiple interventions being developed by industry, accepted by the government and implemented in the beef industry over a 10-year period.

In 1996, USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service enacted a rule requiring HACCP (Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point) plans for all beef processing plants.  It is important to note that HACCP plans were pro-actively developed by the food industry as a method to identify the potential hazards and then prevent them.  The following year BIFSCo was formed to coordinate a broad effort to solve pathogen issues, focus on research and consumer education.  Representatives from all segments of the beef industry belong to BIFSCo and work together under the founding principles that safety is a non-competitive issue to develop industry-wide, science-based strategies to address safety challenges, particularly E. coli O157:H7.  
In the late 1990s, the live animal or pre-harvest area became the focus of research in an effort to collect data about the ecology of E. coli O157:H7.  We needed to know more about the relationship between the pathogen and the live animal to develop interventions that could be used pre-harvest and to continue improving post-harvest interventions and their efficacy.  By developing this knowledge, technologies were discovered that could affect the shedding and prevalence of E. coli in live animals.  Projects funded by The Beef Checkoff serves an important role in testing the effectiveness of new technologies including vaccines, sodium chlorate, direct fed microbials and neomycin, all of which reduce the prevalence of pathogens in live animals.

The current research program focuses on building the knowledge base of E. coli O157:H7 and Salmonella by identifying the where, why and how it survives from pre- to post-harvest.  We are also taking into consideration the impact of production practices, processing systems and interventions and the possible development of resistance between the pathogens and interventions. NCBA continues to evaluate how to optimize food safety systems not only for the current safety challenges but also for any potential future challenges.  


It is important to note that everyone plays an important role in the safety of food.  All beef is subject to strict government oversight and everyone who plays a role in the production chain is committed to producing safe beef products.  Every meat processing facility undergoes on-going USDA inspection, which includes review of their HACCP plans.  Consumers also play an important role in food safety and should always follow the food handling, cooking and storage steps that are essential in preventing foodborne illness.  


America’s beef producers and our partners will continue to dedicate significant time and resources to reduce the incidence of pathogens.  Cattle producers’ top priority is to produce the safest and highest quality beef in the world.  This has been consistent throughout our industry’s history and in our long-term efforts to continually improve our knowledge and ability to raise healthy cattle.  To date, cattle producers have invested more than $27 million since 1993 in beef safety research, and the industry as a whole spends approximately $350 million every year on beef safety.  Above all, safety is a non-competitive issue for the beef industry.  
Our producers believe that it is the responsibility of our government to give the industry the various tools needed to keep our food safe and reduce pathogens including E. coli O157:H7 in beef products.  Interventions, both pre- and post-harvest are vital parts of a system of hurdles in beef production and processing.  There is not a “silver-bullet” for a common intervention application and because of the multi-hurdle approach it is not necessary that there be one.  
Beef packing plants and processers vary in size as well as in design, and nearly 100 percent of beef establishments use one or more of the safety interventions the beef industry has helped research, implement and validate.  These interventions have been accepted by USDA and include hide washes, hand-held steam vacuums, spray washes, organic acid sprays and irradiation.  In addition to the use of interventions, NCBA also believes that processing establishments should make an ardent effort to minimize the threat of foodborne illness and increase pathogen control through continual process improvements.  


It is essential that all safety programs be based on science, have a strong research foundation, focus on industry application and be communicated to the appropriate sector to implement.  NCBA has worked diligently to find pre- and post-harvest interventions to decrease as much as possible, the potential load of bacterial pathogens in beef products.  Currently, there are a variety of processing aids the industry may use to eliminate E. coli O157:H7 but microbial contamination continues to be an obstacle to overcome and the cattle industry remains committed to further reducing and eliminating the presence of E. coli O157:H7 in beef products.  

In terms of food safety, there is still work that needs to be done to accomplish the public health goals established for 2010.  These goals include reducing the national incidence of Salmonella, E. coli O157:H7, Campylobacter and Listeria to 50% of their 1997 incidence. 1 In order to meet and exceed the 2010 goals proven science-based technologies will need to be utilized.  As well, NCBA consistently strives to work with all of our partners to research new science-based technologies and interventions that will continually contribute to the safety and quality of our products.


With the current budget and economic situation facing our country, there has never been a more important time for our government and the beef industry to work together to achieve the common goal of beef safety.  Throughout the years, there have been several opportunities for the beef industry and USDA to create a partnership on beef safety research.  This collaborative effort is vital as USDA and the industry are able to leverage dollars and utilize the scientific expertise of USDA’s Agricultural Research Service’s (ARS) scientists to ensure safety challenges and knowledge gaps are being addressed proactively.  Every year, the Checkoff funds and NCBA manages several ARS food safety research projects.  Some of the projects have included the prevalence monitoring of pathogens from gate to plate, pre- and post-harvest intervention development, methodology improvements in accuracy and basic research on the genetics of pathogens.  It is essential for the industry to utilize USDA personnel at meetings and workshops to ensure that we are working towards the same goal.  It is common for the beef industry to invite USDA personnel to provide feedback when we are developing safety initiatives and programs to make sure that we are on target.  For example, BIFSCo hosts an annual safety summit, E. coli workshops, and “think tank” meetings to address safety challenges, where USDA personnel are invited and often attend.  



NCBA and BIFSCo will continue to proactively develop educational programs to disseminate food safety information from USDA to the beef industry and consumers.  BIFSCo noticed a lack of training tools regarding the N60 sampling method which prevented standardized application across all of the beef industry.  BIFSCo created a training video which provides a visual tool for companies to use and it accompanies written best practices, a how-to guide, for the N60 sampling method which are available to the public at www.bifsco.org. N60 has been accepted as the industry standard for sampling, and BIFSCo has worked with FSIS to have the video and best practices document distributed to 675 federally inspected facilities.  

Every year The Beef Checkoff funds a variety of research focused on consumers in order to assess their knowledge of beef safety.  The research found that a substantial number of consumers did not properly handle and cook ground beef products.  Since everyone plays an important role in beef safety NCBA developed Safe and Savory at 160 to emphasize the steps consumers should take to ensure food safety in their homes.  Consumers can find tips and tools about safe food storage, handling and preparation, instructional videos and new burger recipes online at www.safeandsavory160.com. 

NCBA supports the establishment of realistic food safety objectives designed to protect public health to the maximum extent possible.  It is important that the objectives be based on sound science with the realistic understanding that even under the best science-based operating procedures achieving zero is not possible.  NCBA encourages FSIS to incorporate the objectives of existing regulatory programs, including HACCP and the Pathogen Reduction Act, which focus on process controls rather than testing as a means to protect public health.  
However, utilizing science-based principles and validating interventions used throughout the process effectively control the associated risks of E. coli O157:H7.    NCBA will continue the industry-wide collaboration efforts to educate consumers, the beef industry and regulatory authorities about science-based strategies that are realistic and can be utilized in raw beef production to reduce food safety risks.  

As Congress continues to discuss food safety we encourage you to work with USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) and the regulated industries to achieve the common goal of food safety.  It’s essential that policymakers and regulators have a working knowledge and understanding of the industry and the processes it uses to produce safe beef products.  The knowledge base is crucial so regulations do not become burdensome, be impractical or too costly for the industry to apply.  

Also, it is important for Congress to focus on the resources FSIS needs to effectively implement the science- and risk-based regulations that are already in place.  It is imperative for USDA to increase ARS funding of food safety research.  In order to achieve the goal of food safety, we have to understand the science of the pathogen and interventions that may be used to control not only the pathogen but also the environment. 
We encourage USDA to work with industry when planning educational or outreach events.  This will help to ensure the necessary information is presented in a manner where attendees can easily understand the concepts and we encourage the use of interactive or “hands-on” demonstrations.  Just as important is the need for employee training and the communication of any new regulatory changes to FSIS inspectors in the field so that there is not any confusion or misinterpretation of the law.  We realize that communicating regulatory changes to personnel throughout the Country is a challenge, but this is an area of concern for the beef industry that needs to be addressed.  With regards to small and very small operations, there is a greater need of information and resources from USDA to be provided for these small businesses to utilize.  BIFSCo has developed a series of “Best Practice” documents for the beef industry and several are targeted for the small and very small operations to use.  We will continue our outreach to small and very small plants with educational materials and encourage USDA to place a stronger focus on communicating and providing information to these small businesses.

Lastly, consumers will always play an important role to ensure that their food is safe.  The beef industry has numerous resources for consumers to access to learn more about proper storage, handling and cooking of beef products.  Any assistance the federal government could provide to ensure consumers are aware of these resources or know how to utilize them would be appreciated.  The beef industry remains committed to safety, however, imposing new rules or regulations that are not based on science, risk assessments and industry application will only hinder food safety efforts.  
Another area of concern for beef producers is the misconception that an animal identification program is a necessary component for food safety.  Animal identification programs are tools to help monitor and trace in the event of an animal health emergency.  Animal ID systems do not enhance food safety, nor were they ever intended to.  In addition, animal ID systems do not prevent animal disease; they are only a tool to help contain them.  Producers currently utilize animal identification for herd management, genetic improvement and as a positive tool for their operations’ marketing program. 
In closing, the beef industry will continue our multiple-hurdle approach to address food safety.  It is imperative for our government to use sound science when evaluating the effectiveness of pre- and post-harvest interventions and programs to address food safety concerns.  Science-based intervention and management strategies coupled with safe food handling techniques, will help our industry reach its goal of providing a safe, high-quality product for the consumer.  The beef industry cannot afford for the government to have an unscientific mis-step that removes or limits valuable interventions as options for the industry to utilize for beef safety. 
I appreciate the opportunity to testify today about the beef industry’s role in food safety.  I have attached some background information on the beef industry and beef safety which you may find helpful.  We look forward to working with you in the future.  
JAMES O. “Bo” REAGAN, Ph.D.
Senior Vice President
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Dr. Reagan grew up on a cattle and sheep operation in Lampasas, Texas.  He is a graduate of Texas A&M University where he received his BS, MS and Ph.D. in Animal Science/Meat Science. 

He served a 16-year tenure at the University of Georgia (UGA) where he attained the rank of Professor of Meat Science in the Department of Animal Sciences.  Reagan has authored or co-authored over 125 scientific publications in the areas of food microbiology and beef and pork quality.  He was the recipient of the UGA’s “Creative Research” award which is presented by the Vice President of Research as well as the “Meat Processing” Award from the American Meat Science Association.  Dr. Reagan has also received the “Outstanding Research Faculty” award from Sigma Chi as well as an award for the “Top Ten” grant recipients in the College of Agriculture.  In 2007, at the 60th Annual Reciprocal Meats Conference, Dr. Reagan was awarded the American Meat Science Association’s Signal Service Award which is given in recognition of devoted service and lasting contributions to the meat industry and to the association.
In 1991, he joined the National Live Stock & Meat Board as a Director of Research with responsibilities in the areas of product enhancement and beef safety.  He served as the staff coordinator for the industry’s Blue Ribbon Task Force which was charged with developing an industry blueprint for addressing the issues associated with E. coli O157:H7.  Following the merger, Dr. Reagan was named Executive Director of Science & Technology for the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association.  The strong research program developed under his guidance has resulted in numerous significant contributions to the beef industry in the areas of beef quality, customer satisfaction, beef safety and beef cattle genomics.

Dr. Reagan was instrumental in establishing the Beef Industry Food Safety Council (BIFSCO) which is recognized internationally for its role in leading the beef industry in the safety arena.  Reagan currently serves as Chairman of BIFSCO.  He has served as the Executive Director and Co-Leader for NCBA’s Center for Research and Technical Services, and in December 2004, Dr. Reagan was named Vice President of the NCBA Research and Knowledge Management Center where he directed the national research programs in the areas of beef safety, market research, product enhancement and human nutrition.  Recently, Dr. Reagan was named Sr. Vice President of the NCBA Department of Research, Education and Innovation where he oversees the national research programs mentioned above as well as New Product Development, Producer Education and Culinary Center Services.
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