FDA conference call RE: Salmonella peanut butter outbreak.
21Jan09 with Dr. Steven Sundolf FDA and Dr. Robert Tauxe CDC

From FDA web site:

January 19, 2009: The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is conducting a very active and dynamic investigation into the source of the Salmonella Typhimurium outbreak.  At this time, the FDA, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and state partners have traced sources of Salmonella Typhimurium contamination to a plant owned by Peanut Corporation of America (PCA), which manufactures peanut butter and peanut paste—a concentrated product consisting of ground, roasted peanuts—that are both distributed to food manufacturers to be used as an ingredient in many commercially produced products including cakes, cookies, crackers, candies, cereal and ice cream. In addition, PCA peanut butter is distributed to and institutionally served in such settings as long-term care facilities and cafeterias.

The FDA has notified PCA that product samples originating from its Blakely, Georgia (Ga.), processing plant have been tested and found positive for Salmonella by laboratories in the states of Minnesota and Connecticut.  Connecticut and Minnesota have reported to FDA that samples of King Nut peanut butter tested in those states are a genetic match to the strain of Salmonella associated with the nationwide outbreak of Salmonella Typhimurium.  The results from the Connecticut Department of Health Laboratory are from an unopened container of King Nut peanut butter.  FDA wishes to acknowledge the Connecticut laboratory, Infectious Disease Section and Department of Consumer Protection as well as health officials in Minnesota for their efforts. 
King Nut is a distributor of PCA product. This information, along with the results available from laboratory testing and the CDC epidemiological analysis, have now led FDA to confirm that the source of this outbreak is peanut butter and peanut paste produced by PCA at its Blakely, Ga. processing plant. 

On January 18, PCA expanded its previous voluntary recall to include more products and lot numbers relating to peanut butter and peanut paste products manufactured  on or after July 1, 2008, at its Blakely, Ga., plant because of potential Salmonella contamination. The peanut butter products being recalled are sold by PCA in bulk containers ranging in size from five (5) to 1700 pounds.  The peanut paste is sold in sizes ranging from 35-pound containers to product sold by the tanker container.  These products are not sold directly to consumers.  PCA has stopped all production at its Blakely, Ga. plant as the FDA continues its investigation. Based on this information, and on the current state of the investigation, the FDA recommends that consumers avoid eating products that have been recalled and discard them. 
125 products have been recalled and the list continues to grow that includes pet foods. FDA web site has full details on specific brands and products that have been recalled.

At this point 480 persons have been infected in 43 states, 107 persons hospitalized and 6 deaths have been associated with Salmonella poisoning. There are 15 institutions where 1 or more persons have become ill.

Q and A

Q: USA Today – Do we know where the processing plant in Georgia received it peanuts and were they contaminated? 

A: The peanuts came from many sources domestic and foreign. Peanuts are roasted but it is unsure whether or not the roasting process kills the bacteria, it could be that bacteria were introduced during packaging.

Q: CNN – How many cases?

A: 486 cases in the U.S. and 1 case in Canada.

Q: CNN - Where was Salmonella found in plant?

A: We do not know, strains are different in plant compared to what people have eaten and become ill.
Q: Web-MD – Is Salmonella live and how does processing kill the bacteria?

A: There is no “kill” step in the process, and Salmonella should not be located in the plant. Processing plants should be mindful and steps should be in place to prevent contamination. Peanut butter is not a medium that supports bacterial growth since there is little water.

Q: Web-MD – Are bacteria insisted or vegetated state?

A: Salmonella does not exist in an insisted state. In a dry environment, bacteria are more resistant to heat. Salmonella must be ingested to cause harm.

Q: Atlantic Journal Constitution – Is the Connecticut container the only link to the Georgia plant?
A: Yes, this is strong evidence, several lines point towards the Georgia plant, assuming that Georgia plant is the sole source of the outbreak.

Q: AJC – Could contamination happen outside of the plant during shipping?

A: Unlikely.

Q: Associated Press – Is there an ongoing problem at the plant in quality control?

A: There is an ongoing investigation, the plant has been shut down and is not producing peanut products.

Q: ABC news – How many different products have been tested?

A: We are selectively sampling products that are suspected of being contaminated.

Q: ABC – How many products?

A: We are looking at unopened containers at places where people have become ill.

Q: LA Times – Is our food supply vulnerable?
A: It points to the complexity of our food supply. It is what it is - a small company can have a great impact.

A: We are seeing complexity and an “ingredient driven outbreak”.

Q: Is government prepared to protect consumers?

A: Food companies are responsible and it represents a failure of the food industry.

Q: CBS News – I was told by PCA that the Salmonella was taken from environmental samples.

A: Salmonella was found on the floor, so yes it was an environmental sample, but it was not suppose to be there.

Q: The strains did not match?

A: This is not relevant from a regulatory standpoint and represents a violation.

Q: NPR – Does Salmonella cause flu symptoms?

A: This outbreak shows typical symptoms of other Salmonella outbreaks. The strain of bacteria is average.

Q: New York Times – When was the last time this plant was inspected?

A: The last inspection was June 2008 by the state of Georgia. There were violations that were corrected.

Q: Were there other problems in this plant?

A: The investigation is ongoing.

Q: Connecticut Post – What was the travel history of the peanut butter?

A: From the Georgia plant to King Nut to the institutions in Connecticut. King Nut does not process the peanut products, it is only an intermediate.

Q: USA Today – Has the FDA ever inspected the plant prior to this investigation?
A: Yes, but they were not producing peanut products at that time.

Q: Are peanuts roasted at the plant or do they arrive that way?

A: Both

Dr. Sundolf – One correction to make, the roasting step in processing the peanuts is a “kill” step during the process.

----------------------------------------------END----------------------------------------------

