Food & Water Watch e 1616 P St. NW, Suite 300 ¢ Washington, DC 20036

April 27,2009

Honorable Edward Kennedy, Chairman

Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee
317 Russell Senate Office Building

Washington, DC 20510

Honorable Tom Harkin, Chairman
Senate Agriculture Committee
731 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

Honorable Collin Peterson, Chairman
House Agriculture Committee

2211 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515

Honorable Henry Waxman, Chairman
House Energy and Commerce Committee
2204 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515

Dear Chairman Kennedy, Chairman Harkin, Chairman Waxman and Chairman Peterson,

I am writing to urge you to conduct hearings into a matter of serious importance to public
health — industrialized pork production. The international race to head off a dangerous
strain of swine flu is only the latest example of the ways that pork production intersects
with human health.

The emerging crisis of a human-to-human transmissible swine flu strain that has now
been detected in people in several countries should trigger long-overdue attention to the
potential for disease transmission from intensive livestock production. The potential for
hog production to put human health at risk has been noted in medical literature, with one
2007 study in a Centers for Disease Control journal noting that “protecting swine workers
from human and zoonotic influenza makes good public health sense.”

This topic is worthy of the attention of your committees. Specifically, I urge you to look
into:

- the source of the virus;

- the pathway for transmission between hogs and humans; and



- conditions inside hog confinement operations that could foster the growth and
mutation of the influenza virus into more virulent strains.

Swine flu is not the only impact on public health impact from pork production that is
worthy of examination by your committees. Another crucial topic is the discovery of
Methicillin-Resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) in U.S. hog facilities," a finding
that follows on the discovery of these antibiotic-resistant bacteria on hog farms in
Canada™ and the Netherlands.” A growing body of research is establishing the link
between the trend of antibiotic-resistant bacteria and the use of antibiotics in livestock
production. In fact, recent studies of E. coli bacteria on operations using non-therapeutic
antibiotics find that anywhere from 30 to 80 percent of bacterial samples are resistant to
one or more antibiotics.” These bacteria can be transmitted from livestock to humans
through direct contact between animals and workers or farm families;" through human
contact with animal waste, which can leach into water sources"" or be carried by flies;"™"
or on the meat that consumers purchase in retail stores.™

A third topic related to pork production that is worthy of your committees’ attention is an
illness suffered by pork processing plant workers in several states. Workers in pork
plants, specifically the parts of the plant where hog brains were removed with
compressed air, suffered a rare and debilitating neurological condition.* The connection
between conditions in meat plants and worker health should be further studied so that
regulations and plant practices can be updated to better protect workers who are faced
with many risks to their health and safety.

Finally, I urge your committees to prioritize these topics for credible research that is
funded and performed by public entities, not the pork industry or its trade associations.
The public health issues of disease transmission, antibiotic resistant bacteria and worker
health are critically important to rural communities, workers, and consumers and any
research into these issues must be done in a way that is independent of any industry
pressure. This is not possible when the studies are financed by the industry. These issues
must be high priorities on the research agenda of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the
Centers for Disease Control, the Food and Drug Administration and the National Institute
for Occupational Safety and Health.

Please contact Tony Corbo at (202) 683-2500 if you have questions or need further

information on this topic.

Sincerely,

e

Wenonah Hauter
Executive Director



Cec:
Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack
Secretary of Health and Human Services-nominee Katherine Sebelius
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