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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the United States, foodborne illness is estimated to cause 5,000 deaths and 76 million
illnesses per year.  Responsibility for food safety is divided among at least ten federal agencies
involved in monitoring, surveillance, inspection, enforcement, outbreak management, research,
and food-safety education.  Despite recent improvements, significant gaps in the federal food-
safety structure remain that put consumers at risk.  To document these gaps, the Center for
Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) maintains a database of foodborne-illness outbreaks and is
offering its own recipe for safe food.  

• Foods regulated by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) were the vehicles in
four times as many outbreaks whose causes were identified as foods regulated by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).  The top five food categories linked to
food-poisoning outbreaks, not including multi-ingredient foods, were seafood, eggs,
produce, beef, and poultry. 

• Contaminated seafood caused the highest number of outbreaks.  It was the vehicle
in 340 outbreaks with 5,133 cases of food poisoning between 1990 and 2001.

• Contaminated eggs and egg-dishes caused 271 outbreaks with 10,827 cases.

• Contaminated produce, including sprouts, lettuce, berries, and cantaloupe, caused
148 outbreaks with 10,504 cases of food poisoning. 

• Contaminated beef was the meat product most likely to cause an outbreak.  There
were 134 outbreaks with 6,089 cases of food poisoning linked to this food.  

• Contaminated poultry caused 79 outbreaks, representing 4,279 cases. 

• Contaminated multi-ingredient foods, such as salads, pizza, and sandwiches, caused
a total of 337 outbreaks and 23,142 cases of food poisoning.

Recommendations

• The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) Should Continue Its Efforts to Improve
Outbreak Reporting.  The number and magnitude of outbreaks reported in this list are a
symptom of the ailing food-safety system in the United States.

• The Recipe for Safe Food: A Single, Independent Food-Safety Agency.  The problems
with food-safety legislation, monitoring, and funding will not be fixed until the
underlying government structure is fixed as well.  It is time for Congress to make a single
food-safety agency, enforcing a modernized and unified food-safety statute, a reality.  
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INTRODUCTION

In the last thirty years, U.S. consumers have seen many changes in the way food is

produced that impact its safety.  Food production has evolved from a local industry to one in

which production and processing are centralized in different parts of the country.  Improved

transportation has given consumers greater access to foods imported from around the world, but

that presents new challenges.  And at the same time that foodborne pathogens have become more

virulent, our population is aging, which makes us increasingly vulnerable to foodborne illness.1

Unsafe foods are estimated to cause 76 million illnesses and 5,000 deaths each year in the

United States.2  Although people from all walks of life can develop foodborne illness, those who

are most at risk include the elderly, young children, pregnant women, and the millions of

Americans who have impaired immune systems due to illnesses or medical treatments.  While

most foodborne illnesses occur as single or (“sporadic”) cases, “outbreaks” of food poisoning are

clusters of illness that result from ingestion of a common contaminated food.  A single outbreak

can affect hundreds, or even thousands, of people.

All-too-common food-poisoning outbreaks are a symptom of the flawed food-safety

system in the United States.  At least ten federal agencies have food-safety responsibilities.  But

rather than offering comprehensive protection, that approach has resulted in many gaps and

inconsistencies in government oversight.  The Center for Science in the Public Interest’s (CSPI)

database of foodborne-illness outbreaks reflects the failures of the existing food-safety system.  

The CDC’s Program For Surveillance of Foodborne Illness Is Flawed

Effective surveillance systems allow public-health officials to detect and respond to

ongoing outbreaks and identify weaknesses in the food-safety system.  Surveillance also helps

policymakers assess comparative risks and establish program goals and priorities.  Timely and

comprehensive information is critical to each of those efforts.3 

Nationwide surveillance of foodborne disease is performed by the CDC, whose mission is

“to promote health and quality of life by preventing and controlling disease, injury, and

disability.”4  In addition, the CDC assists state and local public-health officials, who often have

primary responsibility for foodborne-illness investigations.  But food-safety activities are just

part of what the CDC does.5  The overall CDC budget for Fiscal Year 2001 was over $4 billion,

but less than one percent ($34 million) was devoted to food safety.6  By contrast, the annual costs
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of foodborne illness are estimated at $6.9 billion,7 or nearly twice the size of the total CDC

budget.  Limited resources have led to significant gaps in national foodborne-disease

surveillance.

In conjunction with the Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists, the CDC has

established reporting on 52 diseases, only five of which are foodborne.  However, even that

reporting is voluntary, unless mandated by state or local governments.  Some states voluntarily

give the CDC additional information on foodborne-illness outbreaks, but the CDC does not

actively monitor states that do not.  As a result, even the CDC’s listing of food-poisoning

outbreaks is incomplete.  In fact, CSPI’s database of outbreaks contains almost 500 more

outbreaks over the past decade than the most comparable CDC outbreak listing.8 

The CDC’s Outbreak Reporting Is Not Timely

The 1998 National Academy of Sciences (NAS) report, Ensuring Safe Food from

Production to Consumption, criticized current disease-tracking efforts:

A significant impediment to moving toward a science-based food safety system is
the lack of adequate emphasis on and integration of surveillance activities that
provide timely information on current and potential foodborne disease and related
hazards.  This timely information is critical if the food safety system is to move
from a mode of reaction to prevention.9

The CDC does not report foodborne-illness outbreaks until months, or even years, after the

outbreaks have occurred.  For example, the CDC’s website contains a general list of reported

foodborne-illness outbreaks, but the most recent entries are at least four years old.10  The website

also includes smaller, specialized lists of outbreaks from Salmonella and E. coli O157:H7, but

even those entries are at least one year old.11  

Although the CDC has published some newer reports of individual outbreak

investigations in its Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report and in peer-reviewed journals, the

agency still does not publish those reports until months after the outbreaks are over.  Without

more timely information, public-health officials and consumers can do little to control the spread

of outbreaks. 
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The CDC’s Outbreak Reporting Needs To Be Enhanced

Improved outbreak reporting is necessary to guide food-safety activities among the

numerous federal agencies with food-safety responsibilities.12  Although the CDC periodically

publishes reports classifying outbreaks by specific pathogen,13 those are of limited use in guiding

the highly fragmented federal food-safety system that structures regulatory policy around food

products, not pathogens.  Linking food hazards to specific foods, as CSPI does in this listing,

gives policymakers better information to prioritize their food-safety activities and also assists the

food industry in designing more comprehensive plans to control hazards.

The FDA and USDA Fail To Protect Consumers From Foodborne Illness

While timely and comprehensive surveillance is an important part of an effective food-

safety system, so too are strong regulations and thorough inspections of food processors. 

Unfortunately our fragmented food-safety system is flawed in these areas as well.

The primary food regulatory and inspection agencies are the USDA, which oversees meat,

poultry, and processed-egg products, and the FDA, which is responsible for all other foods. 

Although the FDA is responsible for the safety of 80 percent of our food supply, its budget is just

26 percent of the total U.S. budget for food-safety inspections.14  Because of limited funding,

FDA inspects less than one percent of the four million shipments of imported food each year.15 

And while low-risk meat-processing plants are inspected by USDA daily (a frequency that many

observers believe is excessive and wasteful), plants that make cheese pizza, lasagna, or other

multi-ingredient dishes are inspected by FDA on average just once every five years.16 

Other gaps and inconsistencies in our federal food-safety system jeopardize public health.

For example, no agency controls the use of animal manure on food crops, even though USDA,

FDA, and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) all have oversight responsibility for

various farm practices.  Similarly, the FDA is responsible for oysters, clams, and other shellfish,

but it lets an industry-dominated coalition of state regulators set food-safety standards.17

Clearly, our food-safety system is outmoded and in need of a major overhaul.  With so

many chefs in the kitchen, it’s no wonder that foodborne-illness outbreaks occur regularly.  The

existing agencies should be merged to create a single, independent food-safety agency, and the

underlying statutes that define how food-safety agencies function should be unified and

modernized.  Only with such changes would Americans receive the protection they deserve.
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CSPI’s DATABASE OF FOODBORNE-ILLNESS OUTBREAKS

To help identify gaps in food-safety protection, CSPI maintains a database of outbreaks. 

CSPI’s lists include reported foodborne-illness outbreaks occurring between 1990 and 2001,

organized by the implicated food.  Each food group appears under the agency that regulates it –

the FDA, USDA, or both (Appendix A).  CSPI’s methodology is described in Appendix B, and

the bacterial abbreviations used in the database are listed in Appendix C. 

For several reasons, the outbreaks included in this report represent only a small

percentage of actual foodborne illnesses that occurred over the reporting period.  

• CSPI’s database includes only the outbreaks for which we could obtain complete
information from a reliable source. 

• Our list only includes illnesses where a hazard could be linked to a food.  (The CDC
listing for 1990-1997 contained over 3,000 outbreaks that had no identifiable etiology or
vehicle.)   

• The list omits sporadic cases of foodborne illness.  That excludes most cases of several
well-known food hazards, such as Vibrio vulnificus in shellfish and Campylobacter in
poultry, which generally cause isolated cases rather than outbreaks.  

• Foodborne illness is vastly underreported because of the number of steps involved:
People who become ill may not seek medical care; doctors may not order diagnostic tests
or sampling; the tests may not be sensitive enough to detect low numbers of organisms; or
diagnosed illnesses may not be reported to public-health agencies.  Failures at any point
in the process means that information about those outbreaks never makes its way into the
public record and is, therefore, not included in CSPI’s database. 

Finally, although CSPI’s database includes the most current data available, outbreaks are

still not reported on a “real-time” basis.  Even the newest outbreaks listed are several months old. 

Real-time outbreak reporting would help state and local public-health officials curb ongoing

outbreaks and prevent contaminated foods from reaching the public.  However, only a federal

agency such as the CDC is capable of tracking and reporting on its Internet site outbreaks as they

occur.
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Findings

The following is a summary of findings from CSPI’s database of outbreaks. 

• A total of 1,589 outbreaks, involving 73,425 cases, were recorded between 1990-2001
(see Appendix A).  Those outbreaks include all of the outbreaks on the CDC listings
of outbreaks where both the hazard and the food were identified.  In addition, the
database includes outbreaks separately identified by CSPI (for more information,
see Appendix B).

• FDA-regulated foods were linked to 1,242 outbreaks with 55,045 cases; USDA-
regulated foods were linked to 273 outbreaks with 13,410 cases; and 74 outbreaks 
with 4,970 cases were linked to foods regulated by both FDA and USDA. 

• FDA foods were linked to four times more outbreaks than USDA-regulated foods. 
FDA-regulated foods clearly pose a significant risk of causing a food-poisoning outbreak. 
However, FDA’s food budget is just 26 percent of the total U.S. food inspection budget;
the remainder goes to USDA. 
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• The top five food categories, not including multi-ingredient foods, linked to food-
poisoning outbreaks were seafood, eggs, produce, beef, and poultry.  Seafood, with 340
outbreaks, made up 21 percent of the total outbreaks.  Eggs, with 271 outbreaks, comprised
17 percent; produce, with 148 outbreaks, made up nine percent; beef, with 134 outbreaks
made up eight percent, and poultry, with 79 outbreaks, comprised five percent.

FDA-Regulated Foods
• 340 outbreaks with 5,133 cases were linked to seafood, including fin-fish, molluscan

shellfish, and other shellfish.  265 outbreaks with 1,680 cases were linked to fin-fish, and
66 outbreaks with 3,299 cases were linked to molluscan shellfish, including oysters, clams,
and mussels.  Nine outbreaks with 154 illnesses were linked to other shellfish such as crab
and shrimp.  The seafood category had an average of 15 cases per outbreak.

• 337 outbreaks with 23,142 cases were linked to multi-ingredient foods.  Of those foods,
93 outbreaks with 12,036 cases were linked to salads, such as tuna, egg, and potato. 
Contaminated multi-ingredient ethnic foods, such as Italian, Mexican, and Chinese, caused
88 outbreaks with 4,817 cases.  Meat dishes such as casseroles, gravies, and stews were
linked to 61 outbreaks with 1,978 cases.  Thirty-three outbreaks with 1,621 cases were
linked to rice, bean, stuffing, and pasta dishes, and 30 outbreaks with 1,760 cases were
linked to sandwiches.  Contaminated sauces, dressings, and oils caused 17 outbreaks with
674 cases, and 15 outbreaks with 256 cases were linked to such other foods as soups,
puddings, and dips.  The multi-ingredient-food category had an average of 69 cases per
outbreak. 
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• 271 outbreaks with 10,827 cases were linked to eggs and egg dishes.  Egg-based dishes
such as French toast, omelets, and egg salad were linked to 220 outbreaks with 8,599 cases,
and eggs were linked to 51 outbreaks with 2,228 cases.  In 93 percent of the egg and egg-
dish outbreaks, Salmonella enteritidis was the etiological agent.  The egg-food group had
an average of 40 cases per outbreak.

• 148 outbreaks with 10,504 cases were linked to produce.  Vegetables were linked to 115
outbreaks (78 percent) with 6,155 cases, while fruits were the vehicle in 26 outbreaks (17
percent) with 4,018 cases.  There were also seven outbreaks (5 percent) with 331 cases
linked to both fruits and vegetables. The produce category had an average of 71 cases per
outbreak.
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• 65 outbreaks with 2,866 cases were linked to dairy products, including cheese,
pasteurized and raw milk, and ice cream.  Milk was the vehicle in 19 outbreaks (29
percent) with 333 cases, cheese in 18 outbreaks (28 percent) with 1,014 cases, and ice
cream in 20 outbreaks (31 percent) with 1,334 cases.  The remaining eight outbreaks (12
percent) with 185 cases were linked to other dairy products.  The dairy-products category
had an average of 44 cases per outbreak.

• 41 outbreaks with 1,303 cases were linked to breads and other bakery items.  
11 outbreaks with 600 cases were linked to breads, while 30 outbreaks with 703 cases were
linked to other bakery items such as cake, pie, fruit desserts, and cheesecake.  The bread
and bakery category had an average of 32 cases per outbreak.

• 25 outbreaks with 1,172 cases were linked to beverages.  14 outbreaks with 951 cases
were linked to juice, and 11 outbreaks with 221 cases were linked to other beverages such
as soda, punch, coffee, tea, and beer. The beverage category had an average of 47 cases per
outbreak.

• 15 outbreaks with 98 cases were linked to game.  This category includes walrus, bear,
moose, venison, and cougar meats.  The etiological agent in many of the game-related
outbreaks was Trichinella, a parasite found in raw meat.  The game category had an
average of seven cases per outbreak.
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USDA-Regulated Foods

• 134 outbreaks with 6,089 cases were linked to beef.  64 outbreaks with 2,633 cases were
linked to ground beef, and 70 outbreaks with 3,456 cases were linked to other types of beef
such as roast beef, veal, and beef jerky.  The beef category had an average of 45 cases per
outbreak.

• 79 outbreaks with 4,279 cases were linked to poultry.  Turkey was the vehicle in 31 of
these outbreaks with 2,703 cases, while chicken was linked to 45 outbreaks with 1,483
cases.  Three outbreaks with 93 cases were linked to other kinds of poultry such as duck,
game hen, and goose. The poultry category had an average of 54 cases per outbreak.

• 44 outbreaks with 2,680 cases were linked to pork.   Ham was the vehicle in seven
outbreaks with 1,163 cases.  Other types of pork were linked to the 37 remaining outbreaks,
which accounted for 1,517 cases.  The pork category had an average of 61 cases per
outbreak.

• 16 outbreaks with 362 cases were linked to other meats.  Of these, ten outbreaks with
278 cases were attributed to ready-to-eat luncheon meats such as bologna, salami, and hot
dogs, while six outbreaks with 84 cases were linked to other meats, such as lamb, goat, and
sausage.  The other-meats group had an average of 23 cases per outbreak.

Both FDA- and USDA-Regulated Foods
• 74 outbreaks with 4,970 cases were linked to meals containing both FDA- and USDA-

regulated foods.  These foods included such meals as chicken served with salad, turkey
with dressing, pork with coleslaw, and ground beef with potatoes.  This category had an
average of 67 cases per outbreak. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

As this edition of Outbreak Alert! shows, foodborne illness continues to be a serious

problem in the U.S.  Consumers have the right to expect legislators to push for changes that will

prevent foodborne illnesses and protect their health.  CSPI offers the following recommendations

for changes in government systems that will serve to close the gaps in our federal food-safety net

and, ultimately, decrease the number of illnesses and deaths caused by contaminated food. 

The CDC Should Continue Its Efforts To Improve Outbreak Reporting

Outbreak information serves several important functions.  It can alert consumers to existing

food-safety hazards and help policymakers and public-health officials to (1) identify emerging

problems, (2) evaluate existing programs, and (3) set goals and priorities for food safety.  Having a

timely and comprehensive inventory of food-poisoning outbreaks would allow policymakers and

the food industry to monitor trends, issue public-health alerts, and change production practices.  In

previous editions of Outbreak Alert!, CSPI made a number of recommendations to improve the

CDC’s foodborne-illness surveillance and monitoring system:

• Congress should give the CDC new funding to develop a system of computerized reporting
for use by the states, including providing state-health departments hardware, software, and
training to facilitate reporting.

• States should be required to report all foodborne-illness outbreaks to the CDC.

• The CDC should maintain a comprehensive inventory of foodborne-illness outbreaks and
periodically issue timely reports on those outbreaks.  

• The CDC should develop a standardized-reporting system for deaths from foodborne
illnesses.

Those actions are still needed, though the CDC has made a number of notable

improvements.  The agency has dramatically increased its use of the Internet to report foodborne-

illness outbreaks.  Also, it now has a website that allows easy access to a listing of outbreaks that

was previously only available through a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request.  The CDC’s

website offers state public-health officials an outbreak investigation tool kit and on-line reporting

forms.  

The CDC told CSPI that foodborne-illness reporting by states has significantly increased in

recent years.  In fact, the CDC’s latest listing of 1990-1997 outbreaks included over 500 outbreaks
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that were not included on last year’s version of the CDC’s 1990-1997 listing.  Those newly

reported outbreaks are included in this edition of Outbreak Alert!.  Clearly, the states have

increased their outbreak reporting to the CDC, and this trend will likely continue in the future. 

While those improvements are significant, other Outbreak Alert! recommendations have

not been adopted yet:  increased Congressional funding for the CDC, mandatory reporting by

states, standardized-reporting forms, and timely reporting of outbreaks by the CDC.  With

continuing threats of accidental contamination of the food supply and new concerns about

bioterrorism, it is more important than ever that the CDC and the states improve the surveillance

and reporting system for foodborne-illness outbreaks.

The Recipe for Safe Food: A Single, Independent Food-Safety Agency

While better monitoring and reporting of food-poisoning outbreaks is important, more

comprehensive changes are needed to ensure that an effective, science-based food-safety system is

in place.  A single, independent food-safety agency could better address the problems with food-

safety inspections and regulation, including gaps in consumer protections, inadequate coordination,

conflicting public-health standards, regulatory redundancies, and slow approvals of new

technologies.  The improved food-safety net should help decrease the numbers of outbreaks.

The 1998 NAS report on food safety called for the consolidation of food-safety

responsibility under a single statute, with a single budget and single leader.  The NAS report

concluded that the “current fragmented regulatory structure is not well equipped to meet the current

challenges.”18  

The challenges are even more immediate given the heightened threat of bioterrorism to the

food supply.  On that issue an October 2001 General Accounting Office report determined:

A single, food safety agency responsible for administering a uniform set of laws is
needed to resolve the long-standing problems with the current system; deal with
emerging food safety issues, such as the safety of genetically modified foods or
deliberate acts of contamination; and ensure a safe food supply.19

President Bush also has recognized the need for fundamental reorganization.  When he was

campaigning for the presidency, he stated:  

The federal government is also responsible for the safety of the nation’s food supply.  The
way things work now, there’s one agency that inspects cheese pizza.  There’s another that
inspects pepperoni pizza.  There is one agency that inspects food grown outside the United
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States.  Another that inspects food grown here inside the United States.  Apparently, the
revolutionary idea that maybe these functions could be combined hasn’t dawned on anyone
yet.20

Making the transition to a new federal agency requires both organizational and statutory changes,

as outlined below.

Organizational Changes

The Bush Administration and Congress should unify all of the federal food-safety activities

within a single, independent agency -- the Food Safety Administration (FSA) -- which would be

responsible for setting food-safety and labeling standards, approving new food technologies,

conducting food-safety inspections, and enforcing the relevant laws.  A presidentially appointed,

congressionally confirmed Administrator would lead the new agency.  The FSA would integrate

units from numerous federal departments, including: 

• USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service and the egg-inspection program of USDA’s
Agricultural Marketing Service;

• The Food and Drug Administration’s food regulatory components (including the Center for
Food Safety and Applied Nutrition, the human-food-safety components of the Center for
Veterinary Medicine, and the food-related laboratory and field resources of FDA’s Office
of Regulatory Affairs);

• The Environmental Protection Agency’s pesticide tolerance-setting program; and

• The Department of Commerce’s seafood inspection program.

The non-regulatory, foodborne-illness-surveillance program of the CDC should remain

separate to provide ongoing information on the nature and magnitude of food-safety hazards. 

Similarly, food-safety-related research activities conducted by the National Institutes of Health, the

Agricultural Research Service, and other research agencies would continue to provide information,

but those agencies would not be incorporated into the FSA.

Statutory Changes

The food-safety and inspection provisions of the Federal Food, Drug and Cosmetic Act, the

Federal Meat Inspection Act, the Poultry Products Inspection Act, and the Egg Products Inspection

Act need to be replaced by a unified and modernized food-safety statute.  The new statute would

build on the strengths of the existing laws, while modernizing the mandates and authorities of the

new FSA.  Key elements of the unified food-safety statute would include: 
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• Clear definition and empowerment of the roles of government, consumers, and the food
industry, including: (1) the food industry’s responsibility to produce safe food products by
using up-to-date preventive process control; (2) the government’s authority to establish and
oversee compliance with food-safety standards, such as limits on pesticide residues and
performance standards for reducing microbial pathogens; (3) the government’s
responsibility to use its regulatory tools in ways that systematically reduce the risk of
foodborne illness; and (4) consumers’ right to sue companies responsible for foodborne
illnesses and deaths and the right to transparent government decision-making and
accountability.

• A modernized mandate for food inspection to: (1) require that inspection resources are
allocated across the food supply based on risk; (2) set a minimum frequency of inspection
for food-production establishments, taking into account the food-safety risks and
companies’ performance; (3) establish a statutory mechanism to ensure that inspection
resources be increased as needed to allow for risk-based reallocation and that future funding
levels are adequate to meet the modernized inspection mandate; and (4) coordinate
inspections and resource allocation with state and local food-safety agencies.

• Enhancement of enforcement authorities and other tools of accountability, including: (1)
registration of food processors and importers; (2) authority to mandate recalls of
contaminated food; (3) adequate civil and other penalties for repeat violators of food-safety
standards; and (4) citizen-suit provisions to enforce food-safety statutes.

• Strengthened oversight of imported foods to ensure they are at least as safe as
U.S.-produced foods, including: (1) authority similar to what USDA has today to assure
that all imported foods meet U.S. safety standards; (2) increased inspection of foreign food-
production establishments, especially in countries whose food-safety regulatory systems
have not been demonstrated to be equivalent to the U.S. system; and (3) increased border
inspection of imported food.

• Refinement of the procedures for evaluating and approving new food technologies to:  (1)
maintain high scientific standards; (2) increase opportunities for public participation; (3)
ensure timely action; and (4) expedite the availability of technologies that can improve food
safety. 

The unification of the food-safety system should be accomplished over a five-year period,

with full participation by many stakeholders, including the food and agriculture industries,

scientists, and public-health experts.

While creating a single food-safety agency must be done thoughtfully, it also must be done

soon.  Consumers cannot afford to wait years or even decades for the agencies to resolve their

competing agendas.  The current system is highly inefficient and underpowered.  As evidenced by

the number of large foodborne-illness outbreaks occurring in the U.S., that system is putting public
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health at risk.  It is time for Congress to respond with concrete actions and not just words; it is time

for Congress to make a single food-safety agency a reality.
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Methodology

In 1997, CSPI began to compile this inventory of foodborne-illness outbreaks when efforts to

obtain a comprehensive list from the CDC failed.  This edition of Outbreak Alert! contains outbreaks that

occurred in the U.S. from 1990 to 2001.21  The listing of outbreaks between 1990 and 1997 contains more

complete information than was available from more recent years because the CDC and other sources have

not yet released data for the years 1998-2001. 

Outbreaks were classified by food and placed into three categories: USDA-regulated, FDA-

regulated, and both FDA- and USDA-regulated foods.  If the outbreak was linked to more than one food,

the food item with the highest relative risk (as identified in epidemiology reports) was listed as the vehicle. 

If a pathogen could be epidemiologically linked to a common-food source, but could not be isolated from

the food itself, it is listed as “suspected” in the table.

States where outbreaks occurred were listed using common postal abbreviations.  Multi-state

outbreaks involving less than six states were listed with the names of all states involved.  If more than six

states were involved, the location was listed as “multi-state.”  Bacterial-name abbreviations are listed in

Appendix C.  

CSPI’s inventory of outbreaks was compiled from many different sources, such as the CDC’s 

“Line Listings of Foodborne Disease Outbreaks (1990-1997),”22  CDC’s Morbidity and Mortality Weekly

Report, medical journal articles, and abstracts from conferences.  We learned of some outbreaks from trade

publications (Food Chemical News and Meat and Poultry) and newspapers.  Additional outbreaks were

discovered through Food Safety Net (FSnet), a “listserv” sponsored by the Agri-Food Risk Management

and Communications Project at the University of Guelph, Canada, that sends out daily postings of food-

safety information from newspapers and other sources from around the world.  All information from trade

publications, newspapers, and e-mail postings was verified by health officials. In order to verify outbreaks,

a standard questionnaire was used, a copy of which can be provided on request.  All outbreaks from non-

CDC sources were checked against the CDC’s lists to ensure that the same outbreak was not listed twice.

CSPI used the following reports to compile its list:

• Articles from the Journal of Food Protection, Dairy Food and Environmental Sanitation, the
Journal of Infectious Disease, and others.

• State health-department websites.

• Food Safety From Farm to Table, A Report to the President, a report by the EPA, the USDA, and
the Department of Health and Human Services, published in May 1997.
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• Food Safety, Information on Foodborne Illnesses, a report by the General Accounting Office,
published in May 1996.

CSPI also used the following National Advisory Committee on Microbiological Criteria for Foods reports: 

• White Paper on Epidemiology of Foodborne Outbreaks Related to Fresh Produce.

• Microbiological Safety Evaluations and Recommendations on Fresh Produce, released on March
5, 1998.

Other sources of government information were: 

• CDC memos on outbreaks

• CDC “Trip Reports” of foodborne-illness-outbreak investigations.

• USDA Backgrounders.

• A memorandum from USDA, FDA, and the CDC to the White House Domestic Policy Council
with a chart of foodborne-illness outbreaks from January-July, 1998.

• Tables from the CDC on outbreaks caused by E. coli O157:H7 and Salmonella enteritidis.

Presentations from the following conferences and meetings also provided useful outbreak information:  

• The National Advisory Committee on Microbiological Criteria for Foods, Fresh Produce
Subcommittee Meeting on the Safety of Fresh Juices on December 16, 1996, in Arlington, VA.

• The Emerging Foodborne Pathogens Conference, sponsored by the International Life Sciences
Institute on March 24-26, 1997, in Alexandria, VA.

• The meeting of the National Advisory Committee on Microbiological Criteria for Food, Fresh
Produce Subcommittee, on March 3, 1998, in Atlanta, GA.



��������	
�� ������	��� ��������	
�� ������	���

����������	
������ ���	
������ �����	���������������� �������������

��������������� �������� �����	���������� �������

��������������	������� �������	������� �����	�������	
������ ����	
������

����������
�����
�� ����
�� �����	��������	���	 �����	���	

����������
�������	� ������	� �����	�����	�����
 ��	�����


����
���������
���	�� ����
���	�� �����	��������	��	���� �����	��	����

����
�������������	��	� ��������	��	� �����	��������	� �����	�

����
����������������� �������� �����	����������	� �������	�

���������������
�	�	��� ������
�	�	��� �����	��������	
����� �����	
�����

���������������� ������ �����	�������	����� ����	�����

�	
���
�����	��� ������ ���� �����	����������� ��������

 ��������	
��
�	����  ��	
��
�	���� �����	�����������!�	���	� ��������!�	���	�

"��
�������	���
���	�� "���	���
���	�� �����	�������	�
�	���� ����	�
�	����

�����	��������	� �����	� �����	������
�	��� ���
�	���

�����	������	�
�� ���	�
�� �����	�����
�		����� ��
�		�����

�����	��������
� �����
� �����	�����
������	 ��
������	

�����	���������	����� ������	����� �����	�����
���� ��
����

�����	��������	��	���� �����	��	���� �����	�����
���������� ��
����������

�����	����������	�� �������	�� �����	��������
������	 �����
������	

�����	���������� ������� ��������������� ��������

�����	������	
���
���� ���	
���
���� �������������	
����� ������	
�����

�����	���������� ������� �������������	��� ������	���

�����	��������
���� �����
���� �����������		�� ����		��

�����	���������	� ������	� �
������������������� ��������

�����	��������������� ������������ �������������	��� ����	���

�����	������	��	
�� ���	��	
�� ������	�����	�
��� ��	�
���

�����	��������� ������ ������	������������� ����������

�����	����������	� �������	� #����������	���
���� #�����	���
����

�����	�����$�	
��$� ��$�	
��$� #�������������� #���������

�����	�������
������� ����
������� #�����������������
���� #������������
����

�����	�������	��

�	 ����	��

�	 #���������	������ #����	������

�����	��������	��$� �����	��$� %����	����	
�������
��� %��	
�������
���

����������������	������������	����



47

1.  The terms “food poisoning” and “foodborne disease” are used interchangeably in everyday talk, which is how we
will refer to foodborne illnesses in this report.  Technically, however, “foodborne disease” is a broader term,
composed of three types of illnesses: foodborne intoxications (from ingestion of foodborne poisons); foodborne
infections (caused by foodborne pathogenic microorganisms such as Salmonella that, when ingested, cause
infections); and foodborne toxicoinfections (from foodborne pathogens such as E. coli O157:H7 that, once ingested,
produce harmful toxins).  Morton Satin, Food Alert! The Ultimate Sourcebook for Food Safety 16-17 (1999). 

2.  Paul S. Mead, et. al.  Food-Related Illness and Death in the United States, 5 Morbidity and Mortality Weekly
Report 607-625 (Sept.-Oct. 1999).  Foodborne illnesses and deaths are caused by viruses, prions, bacteria, parasites,
toxins, and metals that contaminate foods.  

3.  National Academy of Sciences, Institute of Medicine, National Research Council, Ensuring Safe Food From
Production to Consumption 69 (1998) [hereinafter cited as Ensuring Safe Food].

4.  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, About CDC (accessed Sept. 26, 2001)
<http://www.cdc.gov/aboutcdc.htm>.

5.  Overall, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has 12 major centers, institutes, and offices that
concentrate on specific health threats.  Foodborne disease activities fall under the National Center for Infectious
Diseases (NCID), Division of Bacterial and Mycotic Diseases (DBMD), Foodborne and Diarrheal Diseases Branch. 
This branch is just one of five that make up the of DBMD which is just one of the 12 divisions in the NCID. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, About CDC (accessed Sept. 26, 2001)
<http://www.cdc.gov/aboutcdc.htm>.

6.  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, FY 2002 Budget Request Information, Program Activity by Sub-
Budget Categories (accessed Sept. 26, 2001) <http://www.cdc.gov/fmo/fy2002funcbudget.pdf>.

7.  Stephen R. Crutchfield and Tanya Roberts, Food Safety Efforts Accelerate in the 1990's, 23 FoodReview 44, 49
(Sept.-Dec. 2000).

8.  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, U.S. Foodborne Disease Outbreaks (accessed July-Sept. 2001)
<http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dbmd/outbreak/us_outb.htm>[hereinafter CDC Line Listings] (not including the
outbreaks with unknown food and etiology listed there).

9.  Ensuring Safe Food, at 8.

10. CDC Line Listings.

11. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, E. coli O157 Outbreak Summaries (accessed July, 2001)
<http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dbmd/outbreak/ecoli_sum.htm>; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
Salmonella Subtype enteritidis Outbreak Summaries (accessed July, 2001)
<http:www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dbmd/outbreak/salmo_sum.htm>.

12.  Ensuring Safe Food, at 83-84.

13.  See, e.g., Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, FoodNet: Diseases & Pathogens Under Surveillance
(accessed July-Sept. 2001) <http://www.cdc.gov/foodnet/pus.htm>.  The CDC reports treat foodborne illnesses like
any other type of disease and list outbreaks by etiological agent.  CDC Line Listings.

14.  General Accounting Office, Food Safety: Overview of Federal and State Expenditures 2-3 (2001) [hereinafter
GAO Food Safety Expenditures]; U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of Budget and Program Analysis, U.S.
Department of Agriculture FY 2002 Budget Summary (accessed Sept. 26, 2001)
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<http://www.usda.gov/agency/obpa/Budget-Summary/2002/master2002.pdf>; Food and Drug Administration, “FY
2002 Budget for the Food and Drug Administration
<http://www.fda.gov/oc/oms/ofm/budget/2002/CJ2002/HTML/CFSAN.htm>.  Furthermore, the FDA budget
includes myriad functions not related to foodborne illness, such as food labeling, food-additive approvals, and
cosmetics safety.

15.  GAO Food Safety Expenditures, at 16.

16.  GAO Food Safety Expenditures, at 12, 16.

17.  Center for Science in the Public Interest, Death On The Half Shell (2001).

18.  Ensuring Safe Food, at 12.

19.  General Accounting Office, Testimony Before the Subcommittee on Oversight of Government Management,
Restructuring and the District of Columbia, Committee on Governmental Affairs, U.S. Senate, Food Safety and
Security: Fundamental Changes Needed to Ensure Safe Food 1 (2001).

20.  George W. Bush, “Getting Results from Government,” Philadelphia, PA, June 9, 2000, available at
<http://www.fifthldrepublicans.org/new_page_5.htm>.

21.  The table does not list any foodborne illnesses that were not linked to outbreaks (two or more illnesses linked to
a common food source except with botulism, where one case is considered an outbreak).  

22.  CSPI obtained the complete set of line listings of foodborne-illness outbreaks for 1990-1997 from CDC only
after filing a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request and subsequent appeal.  But in July 2001, the CDC posted
an update of the 1990-1997 line listings on its website.  CDC Line Listing.


