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Introduction

Good morning. I am happy to be here with you, but even happier that you are here. I commend all of you for the good you do to improve the quality of lives and, in fact save lives, by teaching food safety.

U.S. Food System

A hundred years ago, America and the world were very different than they are today. Most food was produced, sometimes stored, and almost always prepared and eaten by those who produced it. Today, at lease in the developed world, food is produced, preserved, and prepared by a long series of people other than those who ultimately consume it. From this system, we derive many benefits, including variety and nutrition in our diets unheard of in former generations.

Global Food System

In addition to these changes in the way food is handled, technological revolutions in transportation, communication, and information technology are creating a global food system. We are dependent on markets in other countries and we, in turn, use more goods and products from other countries. Our Nation’s once unchallenged preeminence in production and distribution of food for the world and ourselves faces competition from throughout the world. Production and delivery of safe, health promoting food, while protecting the environment for future production, must compete with producers sometimes less encumbered by such ideals. Even our efforts to help less fortunate countries solve their socially disruptive food problems are under fire.

In the U.S., government agencies, professional groups, academia, and industry have adopted a farm-to-table approach to food safety, addressing food quality problems with science-based solutions. Our effort to extend this system to the whole world is a major challenge because Americans consume food produced outside of the U.S. We have to cooperate with many nations to accomplish our goals. Our food imports have increased steadily during the past 25 years. An increasing share of these imports comes from low income or developing countries, much as fresh or minimally processed fruits and vegetables. Our citizens increasingly worry about things such as food safety, nutritional content of their food, their overall health, and water quality. They are environmentally mindful but lack knowledge about food.

Food Security

Immediately following the tragedy of September 11, 2001, things like improving air traffic control we on everyone’s mind. During the year since then attention has move to making our food and water secure. We now face intentional as well as unintentional challenges to food safety. The meaning of food security has quickly changed from providing enough food for everyone to protecting the food itself. USDA is working with many other agencies to meet this challenge. 

Our Challenge

For these and many other reasons, we have major challenges. We count gastrointestinal illnesses each year in the millions, serious food borne illnesses in the hundreds of thousands, and food related deaths in the thousands. These numbers are unacceptable. We pronounce frequently that “our food is the safest in the world,” and that “it has never been safer.” These statements are true. However, the U.S. public is not as convinced of their truth as we are, or as they should be. 

No one of us, and no single organization, can do all that needs to be done. Responsibility transfers from individuals to organizations, especially government, when the public perceives that someone is looking after the whole problem. We need people to feel and be responsible for themselves.

Food Safety Education

This is an education meeting. Most of us here are educators, formally or informally. Education goes far beyond delivery of information, although that is clearly part of our task. I am pleased to say that many here are part of the Cooperative Extension Service, the best extended education system in the world. Among us are those who teach food producers, food processors, the public (young and old), the news media, and almost every other group we can define. We must pay special attention to the hard to reach and teach groups. (Often the hardest part of our work is the most important.) The things that happen to cause food borne illness happen on farms, in food processing plants, in food service situations, in homes, and everywhere else where food is handled or eaten. Education must take place at each link in the food system, from farm to table. We even have to find ways to teach food safety in the pieces of the food chain outside our legal and political boundaries.

Food Safety Research

Though research is not the focus of this meeting, it is a big part of the solution to our food safety challenge. USDA has been conducting food safety research for more than 140 years, since its very beginning in 1862. It began when President Lincoln appointed a chemist, Charles M. Wetherill, to serve in the Department of Agriculture (USDA) Bureau of Chemistry, the predecessor of the Food and Drug Administration

The first attempt to regulate food safety occurred in 1880, when Peter Collier, USDA’s chief chemist, recommended passage of a national food and drug law. The bill was defeated, but during the next 25 years more than 100 food and drug bills were introduced in Congress. In 1906, the original Food and Drugs Act and the Meat Inspection Act were passed by Congress, marking the birth of the modern Food and Drug Administration (FDA). In 1940, the FDA transferred from USDA. Today, USDA works with FDA and other agencies to ensure the safety of America’s food.

Physical and social science research are adding to our abilities to improve food safety. Behavioral science is import in solving problems that focus on why people do what they do, which often ignores their knowledge.

Conclusion

Eating should not be a hazardous activity. On a numerical risk basis, many things we do every day have hazards we ignore. No one is willing to ignore the risks of eating, even though they are relatively low.

We have the information needed to dramatically lower the incidence of food borne illness and death. You have done much. I encourage you to broaden and deepen what you do and to keep keeping at it.
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