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Dear Dr. McConnon:

Thank you for your June 18,2004, letter to SecretaryAnn M. Veneman on behalf of the
Executive Committee and membersof the Council of Stateand Territorial
Epidemiologists (CSTE) about the CSTE position statement, "Disclosing Food
Distribution Information to Protect the Public Health." The Secretary has asked the
Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) to respond to your letter. We appreciate the
opportunity to update you on the FSIS' initiatives in this area.

As you are aware, distribution lists are part of an establishment's confidential commercial
information, which is valuable to a firm and its competitors. Currently, firms conducting
recalls voluntarily share this information with FSIS, knowing it will not be disclosed
publicly, but rather used to facilitate the removal of a product from commerce. Because
the names of the businesses that received the product are considered proprietary, FSIS
may not release the information. Access to this information protects public health by
allowing the Agency to verify that recalls are proceeding effectively.

While FSIS believes that the recall process enables the Agency to respond promptly to
potential threats to public health, we are committed to continuous improvement. For
example, in a recently issued directive, FSIS has implemented new recall procedures that
allow FSIS to begin the process of collecting recall information even before a
microbiological sample confirms positive. This will allow the Agency to reach the public
with recall information even more quickly, further enhancing consumer awareness and

. public health protection.

To further strengthen the food recall process, FSIS negotiated a memorandum of
understanding with several States, including Georgia, under the terms of which FSIS
shares distribution lists with the States. The participating States take an active role in
verifying that recall activities are effective. Sharing these distribution lists with State
officials contributes to improved public health protection by permitting a timely
verification that products are removed from commerce. We believe this is in the best
interests of protecting public health.
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To further pursue food safety, the Agency is considering whether additional changes in
its policies are appropriate and will advance its goal in recalling product. We appreciate
your continued interest in food safety. Your comments are appreciated and thank you for
writing.

Sincerely,
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Philip S. Derfler
Assistant Administrator
Office of Policy, Program, and Employee Development


