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Eat Your Spinach

- Wall Street Journal, By MARC SIEGEL, September 18, 2006

As news reports continue to focus on a spinach-induced illness caused by a single strain of Escherichia Coli bacteria known as 0157:H7, many of us tend to believe that our next bite of spinach will be our last. The facts don't back this up. With the FDA linking the outbreak to a single Natural Selection Foods processing plant in California, and with just around 100 people sick, 29 hospitalized and 14 with kidney failure across 19 states, the risks remain minimal. I could eat uncooked spinach all day and the overwhelming odds would be against my ever having a problem. The fear epidemic spreads faster than any bacteria.

This is not to say that there is no problem. By not effectively regulating the use of organic fertilizers or the content of an animal's feed, government agencies have allowed an unhealthy bacteria to go unchecked until it rears up and scares us. The FDA now has no choice but to temporarily ban spinach so that as few additional cases as possible occur.

The 157:H7 strain of E Coli, which can populate the intestines of cows, makes a toxin that damages human blood-vessel lining, causing bloody diarrhea. It can also lead to blood clots and kidney failure, especially in children. Cows lack the toxin receptors in their blood vessels, and so are asymptomatic carriers. The manure from infected cows can contaminate ground water or organic fertilizer. Since very small amounts are necessary for human infection, it is fairly easy to cause a limited outbreak, especially in farms that rely on manure for fertilizer. There have been at least 11 outbreaks of this E Coli in salad foods since 1995. No one knows the exact mechanism in each case, but possibilities include contaminated water, equipment or fertilizer. In 1999, nearly 1,000 people were infected, and at least two died after consuming water (believed to be contaminated by manure after a heavy rain) at a county fair in upstate N.Y.

The current outbreak is most concerning not because of its size, but its virulence. Almost a third of the sick have been hospitalized, with at least 15% suffering the rare -- and life-threatening -- kidney failure known as Hemolytic-uremic Syndrome. This virulence may be partly due to the way we raise cattle and process foods and other bovine products. Feeding antibiotics to cows in order to suppress bacteria can backfire by promoting new strains of drug-resistant bacteria. Not adequately testing fertilizer or controlling the entry of manure into our water or food supply is a factor in the spread.

Finally, it is also unwise to automatically consider everything organically grown to be safe, and food products that contain chemicals unsafe.

Dr. Siegel is an associate professor at NYU School of Medicine and author of "False Alarm: The Truth About the Epidemic of Fear" (Wiley, 2005).

**************************
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Researchers say deadly bacteria may be in, not on, spinach

- Cox News Service, September 19, 2006, By JEFF NESMITH

WASHINGTON ˜ Potentially deadly E. coli bacteria can contaminate edible parts of plants like spinach and lettuce through water absorbed by the plants' roots, scientists said Monday as federal officials reported that a new outbreak of the bacteria continues to spread.

The scientists' findings means that no amount of rinsing or careful handling can keep the E. coli out of salads and other foods in which raw vegetables are used if the pathogen is in, rather than on, plant leaves. It also poses new challenges for farmers seeking to ensure that their crops remain free of the contaminant.

More than 100 persons have fallen ill in recent days and one died after eating raw spinach contaminated with the ?O157:H7 strain of E. coli, according to Food and Drug Administration officials. A second death, of a person in Ohio, was being studied to see if it also was linked to the outbreak.

In a telephone briefing Monday evening, Dr. David Acheson of the FDA's Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition said the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention had linked 114 cases of E. coli poisoning in 21 states to raw spinach. The states with the largest number of cases were Wisconsin with 32, Utah with 15 and Ohio with 10.

Three-fourths of the victims were women, which Acheson said probably resulted from the fact that women eat more raw spinach than men.

Acheson said FDA food safety investigators were visiting farms in California on Monday in an effort to determine what caused the contamination.

He said the FDA had concluded that "there is nothing in the epidemiology to consider this deliberate." He would not estimate the likelihood that the agency would ever know its precise cause.

He urged farmers to adhere to the agency's recommended "Good Agricultural Practices" as the best way to prevent E. coli contamination of fresh vegetables.

Following 19 other E. coli-related food-poisoning outbreaks since 1995, the FDA created a Lettuce Safety Initiative establishing stricter inspections of that farm industry. The initiative has been extended to spinach following the current outbreak.

Asked why spinach wasn't covered to begin with, Acheson said the agency had "focused our resources on the food ... for which we had seen the biggest problem."

If the E. coli pathogen is found to be inside the plant leaves, that might have serious implications for the burgeoning organic foods market.

Scientists at Rutgers University reported four years ago that they had shown that quantities of the bacteria sufficient to cause disease can be present in - rather than on - the plants' leaves.

"I am concerned from the findings that we have," said Karl Matthews, a microbiologist. "You can't wash the organism away from the crop. Even if it's washed several times, you're not actually washing away the organism."

After growing lettuce in soil that had been deliberately inoculated with E. coli O157:H7, Matthews washed the leaves in bleach but still found the bacteria inside the plant tissues.

He and other researchers concluded that the pathogen had clearly traveled to edible parts of the lettuce through the roots.

He said the research was not designed to determine how much contamination could have occurred, but whether it could happen at all. Even so, he said, in some cases the amount of E. coli found in the leaves was sufficient to cause disease.

In 2004 and 2005, the FDA's top food safety official told California farmers that they should do more to protect crops from the floodwaters that periodically strike the central Salinas Valley, the Associated Press reported. The waters are known to be subject to E. coli contamination.

"In light of continuing outbreaks, it is clear that more needs to be done," the FDA's Robert Brackett wrote in a Nov. 4, 2005, letter, the AP said. Suggested actions included discarding any produce that comes into contact with floodwaters.

Western Growers, a group representing 3,000 growers and shippers in California and Arizona said the new Lettuce Safety Initiative was not a response to any particular incident, and that "the basic standard for the industry is zero tolerance," said Tim Chelling, a spokesman.

No one has shown that organically produced vegetables are likely to be more vulnerable to this form of contamination than conventionally grown crops.

However, organic crops are nourished not with chemical fertilizer but with material that contains animal manure, usually the source of E. coli.

Federal regulations adopted for organic foods prohibit application of raw animal manure to crops within 120 days of harvest if the edible portion comes into contact with the manure. Raw manure is not allowed within 90 days of harvest of any food crop.

However, these regulations determine only whether a farmer qualifies for the Department of Agriculture "organic food," seal and are not enforced by food safety officials. Instead, private organizations approved by the department visit farms and "certify" them for the seal.

A California company that has been at the center of an outbreak of E. coli poisoning in raw spinach produces an organic line of fresh vegetables.

The company, Natural Selection Foods of San Juan Bautista, Calif., has recalled fresh spinach and products containing fresh spinach, and the FDA has advised against eating any fresh spinach until further notice.

**********************

http://www.prweb.com/releases/spinach/ecoli/prweb440190.htm

Enjoy Organic Foods Including Spinach While Avoiding E. coli 

- Organic Gardening Magic, Sept 20, 2006

With the recent E. coli outbreak attributed to the United States spinach crop one should take the proper precautions to avoid infection. There is no reason to sacrifice the health benefits of organic gardening if one adheres to the correct procedures.

Berkeley Heights, NJ (PRWEB) September 20, 2006 -- With the recent E. coli outbreak attributed to the United States spinach crop one should take the proper precautions to avoid infection. There is no reason to sacrifice the health benefits of organic gardening if one adheres to the correct procedures.

Root crops and leafy vegetables such as spinach and lettuce are most susceptible to infection when manure is applied directly to the soil. Because of this, manure should never be applied directly to a garden. Only composted manure should be applied for organic gardening and farming benefits. 

If you choose to use your own compost you must ensure you do it correctly or you will run the risk of infection. The compost must be mixed regularly to be sure there is proper aeration to the pile and so that the entire heap has reached the required temperature. The temperature must reach at least 140° F during two five day heating cycles. A thermometer must be used to properly measure the temperature, do not estimate. The compost must be mixed between cycles. The compost should be allowed to sit for a few months before it is applied to your garden. Waiting the proper amount of time will allow the beneficial bacteria to effectively kill any harmful bacterial. Never use cat, dog, or pig manure as they may have parasites that can remain infectious to people.

Because commercially processed manure reaches much higher composting temperatures than homemade compost, it is significantly safer to use. Therefore it should be considered a best practice to make your home composts without manure. If you feel the need to add manure to your garden, commercially processed manure is the safest bet.

When it is time to add the composted manure into the garden, it is best to mix it into the soil before you plant and not leave it on the surface. This way the manure will not have direct contact with the crops. It is recommended that you apply composted manure at least 120 days before any crop harvest.

Spinach is unfortunately being left out in the fields as no one is currently willing to buy it. Farmers will continue to suffer until the source of the E. coli outbreak is specifically identified, and the fears of the consumers are put to rest. 

To get started with organic vegetable gardening and safely enjoy all of organic gardening's health benefits Laura Fox has provided a free report at her site http://www.organicgardeningmagic.com.

******************************

http://www.sacbee.com/101/story/26835.html

Spinach firm has permit troubles

No evidence of link between wastewater woes, E. coli outbreak.

- Sacramento Bee, By Matt Weiser, Dorsey Griffith and Jim Downing, September 21, 2006

SAN JUAN BAUTISTA -- The spinach-packaging company in the cross hairs of an investigation into a nationwide E. coli outbreak has struggled to manage its wastewater and is in violation of a state water disposal permit, according to public records and state officials.

There is no indication these problems at Natural Selection Foods contributed to the current outbreak; by Wednesday investigators had not pinpointed a single source. But federal officials said wastewater management and processing habits at Natural Selection and other companies have not been ruled out.

"Yes, the investigation of the plants is ongoing, and investigators have been in there looking at all the practices in the plants in terms of areas where spinach could have been contaminated in the process," said Dr. David Acheson, chief medical officer with the Food and Drug Administration's Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition.

On Wednesday, the list of victims in the outbreak grew to 146 in 23 states. Meanwhile, government investigators stepped closer to the source of the outbreak, narrowing the list of suspect operations to three Northern California counties -- San Benito, Santa Clara and Monterey.

Investigators also found the E. coli strain responsible for the human illness in a single bag of spinach purchased in New Mexico and sold under the brand name Dole. The bag was traced back to Natural Selection Foods.

As of Wednesday federal officials said more than half the E. coli victims have required hospitalization, and 23 were diagnosed with hemolytic uremic syndrome, which can cause kidney failure. One woman has died.

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger said he plans to promote California spinach in a commercial to help the industry rebound from the E. coli bacteria scare.

"We have to help the industry because every so often something like this happens, and we all have to really work together to help them again to get back because they are losing millions of dollars every day," Schwarzenegger said.

State agencies are meeting to discuss what "best practices" they can employ to protect against future outbreaks, said Susan Kennedy, Schwarzenegger's chief of staff.

Natural Selection, North America's largest processor of packaged salad greens, operated for years without a permanent disposal method for human sewage produced by employees, according to San Benito County records.

The company has two wastewater systems: one for sewage produced by its employees, another for "washwater" from vegetable packaging operations. The company has struggled with both in recent years.

In 1998, according to San Benito County records, Natural Selection suffered a failure of its onsite septic system, which handled the sewage generated by its approximately 400 employees. Until at least 2003, the records state, the company trucked this waste to an offsite facility.

The company won county approval to expand its vegetable processing facilities in 1999 -- on the condition that it build a new onsite sewage disposal system. The system was not built. Yet the county allowed the new buildings to be occupied in April 2000 after being told the septic system would be built that summer.

The company received a $150,000 bid for the system, but it still didn't get built, county records show. Instead, the company asked the city of San Juan Bautista for permission to connect to its sewer system.

Establishing that sewer connection took several years. But San Juan Bautista City Manager Jan McClintock said Natural Selection now is allowed to discharge wastewater at 90,000 gallons per day into the city's system. She said that volume includes some of the washwater from vegetable processing.

Cecile DeMartini, a water resources engineer at the Central Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board, said Natural Selection is allowed to dispose 70,000 gallons per day of vegetable washwater by irrigating nearby fields. By law, those fields can grow only crops for animal feed.

But DeMartini said that during an inspection in February, she learned the company was exceeding the permitted disposal limit. As of July, she said, the company disposed an average of 274,000 gallons per day on nearby fields.

"They could not tell me at what point in time they exceeded 70,000 gallons per day," she said.

San Benito County records show this limit was "frequently exceeded" as early as July 2001.

DeMartini said her agency is revisiting the permit conditions, which may result in permission for a larger discharge volume. The company may be fined for exceeding the current permit, but DeMartini could not estimate the size of those fines.

On Tuesday, Natural Selection spokeswoman Samantha Cabaluna said she was not familiar with the company's wastewater operations and declined to comment. She said she would try to learn about the issue, but attempts to reach her Wednesday were unsuccessful.

Drew and Myra Goodman, company founders and executives, did not respond to a message left at their home.

Natural Selection Foods started in 1984 on a small plot in the Carmel Valley called Earthbound Farm. In 1986, Earthbound sold its first pre-washed, bagged organic greens, becoming the first to succeed in a specialty market it now dominates.

By the mid-1990s, Earthbound was farming 800 acres and its salads were sold in Costco and Safeway. To fuel further expansion, the company struck deals with conventional growers, processing their crops while their fields went through the three-year organic certification process, said Samuel Fromartz of Washington, D.C., author of "Organic Inc.: Natural Foods and How They Grew."

But as organic agriculture took on the scale of conventional farming, Fromartz said, it became apparent the two forms face the same hazards.

"It's not like their irrigation water comes from different sources," Fromartz said.

Natural Selection uses onsite wells for its water. Records show this water usage averages about 70,000 gallons per day, but it can peak at more than 2 million gallons per day during the April-to-November harvest season.

Sometimes a disinfectant, like chlorine, is added to water on the production line to further sanitize produce. But in April the salad greens industry warned producers not to depend on this to remove all pathogens.

After the production line, solids are removed from the wastewater stream and the water is stored in an unlined pond onsite. From there, the water is pumped onto 97 acres of nearby fields as irrigation water, where it percolates back into groundwater.

The company tests groundwater monthly via monitoring wells. A sampling of those results in San Benito County files from 2001 showed no fecal coliform contamination in those wells.

Kevin Reilly, deputy director of the California Department of Health Services, said state officials inspect food processing plants like Natural Selection at least annually. But there are no routine inspections of farms.

Consumer advocates and academics say the nation's food inspection system has become an unreliable patchwork, especially in the wake of the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, which forced new duties on many agencies.

"We're busy fending off perceived terrorists, but with the same resources we were supposed to be using to fend off disease as it already existed," said Dean Cliver, a food safety expert at UC Davis.

COMPANY PROFILE

� Earthbound Farm -- Natural Selection LLC -- was founded in 1984 by New York City natives Myra and Drew Goodman on a 2 1/2-acre plot in Carmel Valley.

� The couple sold organic raspberries by the roadside. Two years later they packaged their first batch of pre-washed, bagged organic lettuce.

� In 1994 Earthbound operated a 9,000-square-foot processing facility, selling organic greens to Costco and Safeway from 800 acres of farmland. A year later Earthbound became Natural Selection Foods.

� The Earthbound name was put on its organic products and the company teamed with large-scale Salinas-area growers to feed the demand for organic greens.

� Today Earthbound's organic produce comes from more than 26,000 acres in five countries, and the company's processing facilities total 570,000 square feet. It controls nearly three-fourths of the U.S. market in organic greens. Earthbound also processed an undisclosed amount of conventionally grown produce for at least 31 different brands.

http://www.miami.com/mld/miamiherald/15617025.htm

Suit filed over bad spinach

- Associated Press, Sept 27, 2006

TOLEDO, Ohio - (AP) -- Five family members who said they were sickened after eating fresh spinach filed a lawsuit Tuesday against a processing company investigators are examining in their search for the source of the tainted greens.

The lawsuit in U.S. District Court seeks at least $100,000 in damages from Natural Selection Foods LLC.

Roger Drummond and Laura Snider, of Bowling Green, said they and their three children became ill in late August and early September after eating packages of organic spinach salad they believe was contaminated with E. coli.

The family suffered from diarrhea, cramping and headaches, the lawsuit said.

The youngest, 1-year-old Amrita Drummond, was hospitalized and tests showed that she was suffering from a highly virulent strain of E. coli, according to the lawsuit.

She suffered permanent kidney damage and will require lifelong care, said attorney David Zoll.

A message seeking comment was left with the company Tuesday, but was not immediately returned.

Health officials tracking the source of the E. coli outbreak from spinach that has sickened at least 175 people nationwide are focusing on Natural Selection Foods LLC, which officials believe packaged the tainted spinach for Dole and dozens of other brands. They're also looking specifically at nine farms in three California counties that supplied the company.

Natural Selection Foods, based in San Juan Bautista, Calif., has recalled more than 30 brands, including Dole, President's Choice, Ready Pac, Trader Joe's, Nature's Basket and Premium Fresh.

http://www.webcommentary.com/asp/ShowArticle.asp?id=averyd&date=060927

Tainted Spinach Raises Questions of Manure on Food Crops 

_ Center for Global Food Issues, September 27, 2006, By Dennis T. Avery

Ten years after one of the country‚s top food safety experts warned of danger from putting manure on food crops, Americans are still being devastated by manure-born pathogens. It doesn‚t have to be.

Contaminated raw spinach has just killed at least one person, brought devastating kidney failure to 23, hospitalized more than 75, and sickened more than 150 people across America. The deadly spinach has been traced back to Natural Selections Foods, the largest grower of organic lettuce and spinach in the United States.

Organic rules bar the use of manufactured fertilizer on their crops, so organics use composted manure and other animal wastes on their fields. Animal manure is the ultimate source of the virulent E. coli O157:H7, which contaminated the spinach.

In 1995, the Journal of the American Medical Association quoted Dr. Robert Tauxe, head of foodborne illnesses for the U.S. Centers for Disease Control, telling a medical conference that „ŒOrganic‚ means a food is grown in animal manure. . . . We got rid of human waste in our food and water, and I think we‚re going to have better control in the future of manure in our food and water.‰

The Organic Trade Association responded that organic food was safe because farmers compost their manure. Dr. Tauxe responded that „Unfortunately, knowledge of the critical times and temperatures needed to make composted animal manures microbiologically safe is incomplete.‰

Today, USDA organic rules allow manure to be applied after just 3 days of composting˜right up to harvest time! Raw manure can be applied until 90 to120 days prior to harvest, under most state-level rules for all farms. But a recent University of Minnesota study found that produce grown with manure aged 6 to 12 months was still 19 times more likely to be contaminated with E. coli than foods grown with manure aged more than a year.

Virtually no farmers age their manure for a year as too much of the vital nitrogen gasses off into the air during that time. Instead, most conventional farmers put their manure only on feed crops such as corn or on pasture. That may be why the Minnesota researchers found organic produce three times more likely to be contaminated with E. coli (7% of samples) than conventional (2%).

Organic activists love to claim that the deadly O157:H7 strain of E. coli is caused by „factory farming.‰ Not so. The USDA says it has found O157:H7 in every cattle herd it‚s tested for it. A Swiss study last year found „no significant differences‰ in O157:H7 prevalence between organic and conventional dairy farms. Claims that „grain feeding‰ of cattle causes O157:H7 to flourish are also unsupported; various studies have found the opposite.

Washing the food can‚t fully protect consumers either. Rutgers University has shown that lettuce (and likely spinach) can take up O157:H7 via its roots and harbor the pathogens inside the leaves! In short, there is no practical way to ensure full safety in the food crops fertilized with manure, composted or not.

Is it time to get the manure out of human food crops?

States could require that manure either be used on non-food crops or composted for at least a year. Annual questionnaires could identify the relatively few farms that compost with regular government inspections made.

This will raise howls of protest from the organic movement, which also protested the current weak manure rules. However, it‚s now clear that using manure on food crops involves a serious public risk˜especially with leafy produce like lettuce and spinach. The organic movement should want to ensure its customers health as urgently as do public health officials.

Eating no longer needs to be a deadly game of Russian roulette. 

*****************************

http://www.cgfi.org/cgficommentary/spinach-e-coli-contamination-media-advisory

Spinach E. coli Contamination: Media Advisory 

- Center for Global Food Issues, September 20, 2006 

Contact: Alex Avery, Center for Global Food Issues, 540-337-6354 or cell: 540-255-6378

Churchville, Virginia, September 19

The following is to correct misinformation regarding organic farming practices and food safety risks distributed to national media by organic food interest groups in an effort to deflect scrutiny in the wake of the recent and tragic outbreak of virulent E. coli that has killed at least one, hospitalized nearly 20, and sickened 114 individuals in 21 states.

Unless otherwise identified, all discussion points can be attributed to the Center for Global Food Issues‚ director of research and education, Alex Avery.

1. Organic farming practices are not safer and may, in fact, be less safe than non-organic farming practices.

--  A University of Minnesota study published in the Journal of Food Protection in 2004 concluded that organic produce was six times more likely to be contaminated with E. coli. Salmonella was found on organic lettuce and organic green peppers, but not on any conventional produce. According to the researchers, the „prevalence of E. coli on certified organic produce‰ was „almost threefold higher than that on conventional‰, but because of the comparatively smaller conventional food sample size, this difference could not be considered „statistically significant‰. Yet of the total of 15 farms that had E. coli-positive samples, 13 were organic and only two were conventional. (Mukherjee, A, et al. J of Food Prot 67(5):894-900, 2004)

-- The most frequently contaminated product found in the Minnesota study was organic lettuce, with roughly one quarter of organic lettuce samples contaminated by E. coli. The levels of E. coli on organic lettuce and leafy greens was also higher than found on conventional samples.

-- Importantly, the research determined that fruits and vegetables were 19 times more likely to be contaminated with E. coli if the manure was composted 6 to 12 months compared to produce fertilized with manure aged more than one year. Current organic manure handling regulations allow application of manure that has been composted for as little as three days right up to harvest time.

-- Some have suggested that manure use is „highly regulated‰ on organic farms but is not regulated on non-organic farms. This is incorrect. Every state has regulations against the use of raw (uncomposted) manure on crops consumed raw. However, all use of manure and manure-based compost by organic and non-organic farmers needs to be reexamined in light of the findings in the Minnesota study and applied to all. 

Fortunately, this is essentially the point of „The Lettuce Safety Initiative‰ that has now been expanded to include spinach. This is a sound policy reaction to this and other E. coli contamination episodes of the past decade, including a multi-state outbreak from organic lettuce that sickened many in Connecticut and Illinois in June of 1996.

2. None of the organic brands from Natural Selections Foods LLC have been cleared of possible contamination by the FDA. 

-- While Natural Selections Foods LLC has claimed that „manufacturing codes‰ from packaging retained by patients are all from non-organic spinach, this is totally inadequate information. The FDA and state authorities have package/UPC codes for a relatively small number of victims identified so far.

-- Why was Natural Selections posting reassuring (and conflicting) messages about the apparent safety of its organic products on its website only three days into a growing foodborne-illness outbreak for which no products had been cleared and the source of the contamination had yet to be identified?

3. Is E. coli O157:H7 a by-product of grain-based feeding or other „industrial‰ farming practices? No.

-- Studies have found E. coli O157:H7 in every single cattle herd tested by USDA researchers, including cattle raised on open pastures at low densities in remote areas. Genetic evidence indicates the O157:H7 strain arose thousands of years ago. Studies are conflicting as to whether grain-based feed increases the prevalence and shedding of O157:H7 strains of E. coli compared to grass feeding. Some have found higher rates with grass and hay feeding, others with grain. 

4. This outbreak is due to practices used in organic farming While some outbreaks in the past have been thought to have occurred due to cross contamination during rinsing, current regulations ˆ if followed ˆ have been designed to address this hazard.

-- Ironically, the Minnesota research indicates that larger, certified operations are considerably less prone to bacterial contamination than smaller, more independent uncertified operations. E. coli contamination rates were roughly twice as high on un-certified organic farms compared to certified farms.

*************************

http://www.foxnews.com/wires/2006Sep26/0,4670,TaintedSpinachLawsuit,00.html

Ohio Family Sues Over Tainted Spinach

- FoxNews.com, September 26, 2006

TOLEDO, Ohio ˜  Five family members who said they were sickened after eating fresh spinach filed a lawsuit Tuesday against a processing company investigators are examining in their search for the source of the tainted greens.

The lawsuit in U.S. District Court seeks at least $100,000 in damages from Natural Selection Foods LLC.

Roger Drummond and Laura Snider, of Bowling Green, said they and their three children became ill in late August and early September after eating packages of organic spinach salad.

The family suffered from diarrhea, cramping and headaches, the lawsuit said. The youngest, 1-year-old Amrita Drummond, was hospitalized and tests showed that she was suffering from a highly virulent strain of E. coli, according to the lawsuit.

She suffered permanent kidney damage and will require lifelong care, said attorney David Zoll.

A message seeking comment was left with the company Tuesday, but was not immediately returned.

Health officials tracking the source of the E. coli outbreak from spinach has sickened at least 175 people nationwide are focusing on Natural Selection Foods LLC, which officials believe packaged the tainted spinach for Dole and dozens of other brands. They're also looking specifically at nine farms in three California counties that supplied the company with leafy greens.

Natural Selection Foods, based in San Juan Bautista, Calif., has recalled more than 30 brands, including Dole, President's Choice, Ready Pac, Trader Joe's, Nature's Basket and Premium Fresh.

******************************

http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/nationworld/2003278965_kiner28.html

E. coli haunts victims long after outbreak

- Seattle Times, By Mary Engel, Sept 24, 2006

When she was 10, Brianne Kiner became the public face of one of the country's worst outbreaks of food poisoning.

Television cameras zoomed in as she left Seattle's Children's Hospital & Regional Medical Center in June 1993, six months after eating an undercooked Jack in the Box hamburger contaminated by E. coli. It was the same virulent strain that recently has been linked to California-grown spinach.

Doctors called her survival a miracle. What most people outside her family didn't know then ˜ and may not realize now ˜ was that her recovery was just beginning.

"She had to learn to walk again. Think again. Learn her colors," said her mother, Suzanne Kiner. "She had such total body atrophy that she could not chew."

Brianne suffered from hemolytic uremic syndrome (HUS), the most dreaded consequence of E. coli O157:H7 infection and the most common cause of kidney failure in children younger than 18. Of the 183 people sickened so far in the current spinach-related outbreak, 27 have been diagnosed with HUS. One person has died. Two other deaths are under investigation.

Not everyone who ingests this strain of E. coli falls ill, and not everyone who becomes ill develops the bloody diarrhea described by doctors and patients as worse than kidney stones, more painful than childbirth. But about 10 percent of those who do come down with HUS.

The death rate from HUS is 3 percent to 5 percent, doctors say. Ten percent of patients survive but have long-term kidney damage and may eventually require dialysis or a transplant. The vast majority recover complete kidney function, but experts say even they should be tested regularly for abnormalities that could cause high blood pressure or diabetes.

Brianne's case was so severe that just about everyone expected her to die. She was the last to leave the hospital among those stricken in the Jack in the Box outbreak that sickened hundreds and killed four.

During the months she was laid up, the toxin produced by the bacteria attacked her brain, kidneys and liver, putting her in a coma for 40 days. She suffered strokes and seizures. Her infected pancreas lost the ability to produce insulin, and she developed diabetes. Doctors removed part of her inflamed intestine.

Brianne doesn't remember being rushed to the hospital. She does recall awakening in the intensive-care unit and spending months in bed. She remembers all too well the rounds of doctor appointments after her release and the years of physical, occupational and speech therapy that extended into high school. She was left with damaged lungs and learning disabilities.

"I had to relearn how to read," she said. "And this is embarrassing, but I had to be potty-trained all over again."

The $15.6 million settlement the Kiners won in 1995 from Jack in the Box provides for Brianne's support. She now lives on her own and takes community college classes part time ˜ routine milestones for a 23-year-old, but they represent hard-won autonomy for someone stricken as severely as she was. Every three months, she visits her endocrinologist to check her diabetes, but she pronounces her health ˜ and life ˜ "good."

"I have a house and I'm loving it," she said.

Her mother takes pride in Brianne's progress, calling her "blessed."

But letting go leaves Suzanne Kiner with time she hasn't had in years. Time to watch the spinach outbreak unfold and to think, "Oh, no. Not again."

E. coli is commonly found in cow manure and passed to people though contaminated food. Most strains are ubiquitous and relatively harmless.

But somewhere along the way, E. coli O157:H7 evolved the ability to produce lethal toxins that can cross the intestinal wall and enter the bloodstream.

The toxins flock to receptors in the kidneys, where they kill small blood vessels and clog waste filters. They can also harm the pancreas, liver and heart. Death is often a result of toxins affecting the brain and causing strokes or swelling.

Virtually nothing can be done to fight HUS once it is under way. Treatment consists of supporting the patient ˜ from something as simple as hydration, all the way to dialysis ˜ while the body fights off the toxins.

Said Dr. Phillip Tarr, an expert on HUS and a professor of pediatric gastroenterology at Washington University in St. Louis: "It is an absolute horrible experience to go through during the acute stage. But many people, if not most, get through it and do fine in the future."

Amber Brister of Minneapolis is 12. She is not quite a year from the first anniversary of the illness brought on by the 2005 Dole lettuce outbreak, one of nine E. coli outbreaks traced to lettuce or spinach grown in California's Salinas Valley since 1995.

Amber entered the hospital Sept. 28 and was discharged on Halloween. Her kidneys failed, and she spent 18 of those 34 days hooked up to a dialysis machine. Her pancreas became infected. She couldn't eat for three weeks.

"No one knows what it's like until it happens to you, until you're the one sitting in the hospital, watching your child fight for her life," said her mother, Lori Olson. "What people don't understand about this is they think that you just get sick, and you get better, and that's it."

The single mom lost her job to stay with her daughter in the hospital. Olson agonized over leaving a second daughter, then 15, home alone every night for a month. She, too, had been sickened in the outbreak, but not as severely.

Now, almost a year later, there are the questions, the ones Olson has to ask and the ones she has to fret about.

"Every day you have to ask questions that, as a preteen, she's not very comfortable with, and she'd like to forget the whole thing," Olson said about Amber. "Every little thing you have to monitor. When she has a cold, you just worry and worry and worry."

Amber herself doesn't want to talk about her illness. She doesn't want the attention, her mother said. She just wants to live a normal life.

Brianne Kiner understands ˜ and sympathizes with anyone suffering through the latest outbreak linked to California spinach.

"It's going to get better," she said. "It's tough right now, but it's going to get better."

Our Statement About the Recent E.coli outbreak
We are deeply saddened by the results of the recent outbreak of e.coli found in spinach.

 

It has been reported that the Paicines Ranch is under investigation.  This is not true.  The Paicines Ranch is not under investigation by any government agency.

 

We lease row crop land to farmers.  If you want to know whether a particular farmer is under investigation, you should ask them.

 

Since we neither farm nor process row crops of any kind, we are unable to comment further.

Deadly Organic Spinach  

- Center for Global Food Issues, March 9, 2007, http://www.cgfi.org/cgficommentary/deadly-organic-spinach

Organic food activists are being served a heaping platter of organic crow now that we finally learn last fall's outbreak of deadly E. coli O157:H7 was caused by organically grown spinach. 

On Tuesday (February 27th), California food regulators admitted under direct questioning at a state senate hearing that the tainted spinach that ultimately killed 3 and sickened over 200 was traced to a 50-acre organic field - contrary to the repeated denials of organic activists. 

They're still denying it. The spokeswoman for the Organic Trade Association told us the contaminated spinach "does not meet the legal definition of organic" because the farm was "in transition" - the mandatory 3-year period when the product must be sold as conventional. During the phase-in, however, the farmer must use only "organic" fertilizers, such as bacteria-laden manure and manure compost. 

When the organic revelation surfaced last week, we emailed our long-time ideological adversary Chuck Benbrook, who runs the industry-funded Organic Center for Education and Promotion. Chuck was the former head of the National Academy of Science's Board on Agriculture until he was dismissed for pushing his organic agenda too far into Academy reports. 

Chuck insisted that "there is zero evidence that anything [the organic farmer] did opened the door to the pathogens; no compost was applied on the field." But he wouldn't say what, if any, organic fertilizer was applied to the spinach field. 

Mum's the Word. 

>From the beginning, we have repeatedly asked the Food and Drug Administration and other agencies if any of the suspected farms were organic or "transitional organic," and whether they used animal manure (composted or not) as a fertilizer on the suspected spinach crop. We've never received an answer to this simple, basic question. 

Instead, the FDA and California Department of Health Services have settled on the theory that the E. coli came from angus beef cattle raised on nearby pastures. (See the ranches website, http://www.paicinesranch.com/) Investigators found matching E. coli in the feces of the ranch's cattle and also in a feral pig killed on the ranch. The officials have openly speculated that feral pigs could have transferred the E. coli from the cattle pastures to the spinach field, noting holes in and under the fences on the ranch. 

Many organic believers have seized on this theory to continue their ceaseless bashing of "industrial cattle feedlots." In this case, however, they are only shooting themselves. The ranch in question is strictly a grass-only, pasture-based operation -- the kind they themselves advocate as the "safe alternative" to so-called "factory farms." (See: http://www.paicinesranch.com/grass-fed%20beef.htm) 

The ranch's website even refers visitors to a website that claims people who eat grass-fed beef have "a much lower risk of becoming infected with the [E. coli bacteria]" and that E. coli O157:H7 from grass-fed cattle are far less likely "to survive the natural acidity of our digestive tract." 

Maybe, maybe not - the research is contradictory and ongoing. But in this case the claims ring hollow to the hundreds of spinach victims and their families. 

Moreover, other research indicates that organic methods are at best no safer than non-organic methods. At worst, they're significantly less safe. Research from the University of Minnesota published in 2004 found organic lettuce was the most contaminated they tested (one in four heads carried generic E. coli, an indicator of bacterial contamination). Overall, the organic produce was six times more likely to harbor E. coli than produce from conventional farms. The scientists also found potentially deadly Salmonella on organic lettuce and green peppers, but not in any conventional foods tested. The sample sizes were too small to say whether this difference was statistically significant. 

The contamination echoes the findings of Consumer Reports, who reported in January that organic chicken harbors 300% more Salmonella than cheaper, non-organic brands they tested. Ditto similar studies from Denmark and Britain. Last week, the British environment agency reported that they could find no evidence that organic foods are any better for the environment, either, despite the shrill insistence of organic activist groups. 

We wish we could say that the news the tainted spinach was organic surprised us, but given the multiple research findings indicating greater bacterial risk, we suspected it all along. 

********* 

Response to Blame factory farming, not organic food

- Nature Biotechnology - 25, 165 - 166 (2007) 

Nature Biotechnology responds:

It is instructive that a proponent of organic agriculture is outraged and prompted to speak out against an editorial that intentionally (and ironically) sought to apply to organic spinach the types of media distortions that are all too often applied to genetically modified (GM) products. If only the industrial and academic research community were as forthright in defending GM products from media distortions and scaremongering, our editorial would have been unnecessary.

When we wrote that "all spinach was bad for consumers, organic fresh produce per se was hazardous" and "combinations of 'organic' and 'spinach' [are] simply a time-bomb waiting to go off," our intention was not to alert readers to the explosive dangers of organic spinach, nor to tarnish the image of spinach or organic food as a whole˜it was simply to illustrate the preposterousness of some of the claims concerning GM food that are bandied about by the media without challenge.

As stated clearly in our editorial, the facts presented concerning the suspected source of contamination were correct at the time Nature Biotechnology went to press. Subsequently, Natural Selections Foods' Earthbound Farm did issue a press release (the release mentioned in ref. 1 above appears to be no longer active on the website) claiming that manufacturing codes from packaging retained by patients were all from nonorganic spinach˜a claim parroted widely and without critique in the media; however, what was not widely reported was that these codes were obtained for only a relatively small number of victims. So the possibility that organic spinach was responsible for illness in other patients has never been ruled out by federal authorities; indeed, perhaps an important question to ask is why Natural Selections Foods issued press releases absolving its organic products from culpability only three days into a national outbreak of a food-borne illness for which no products had been cleared by regulatory authorities and in which the source of the E. coli O157:H7 contamination had yet to be ascertained.

We agree with Holdrege that "the problem of E. coli O157:H7 contamination is complex." Thus far, this strain has been found in every cattle herd tested by US Department of Agriculture researchers, including animals raised on open pastures at low densities in remote areas. On the basis of information available to date, government investigators have traced the most likely source of the September E. coli outbreak to a herd of cattle raised on a pasture-based, grass-only beef ranch--not "cattle fed large portions of grain as is the case in feedlots and large factory farms," as insinuated by Holdrege. The grazing cattle were about a half mile from the field where the tainted spinach was grown. E. coli O157:H7 was found in samples from a feral pig killed on the ranch, together with evidence that pigs had breached the fencing around the spinach fields. The supposition is that wild pigs spread the E. coli from the cattle pastures to the spinach fields 1.

Holdrege is correct that industrialized agriculture and its distribution system contribute to the problem of food-borne illness in the United States. Indeed, cattle on US feedlots produce more than a billion tons of manure every year--manure chockfull not only of nasty microbes like E. coli 0157:H7, but also high concentrations of pharmaceuticals used to medicate feedlot animals--which can end up on fields and in food. At the same time, increasingly centralized food washing and distribution systems are likely to continue to give microbes ample opportunities to cross-contaminate a vast amount of our food.

But organic food is not an absolute solution. It is not going to feed the entire country (or indeed the whole world)--it is an expensive lifestyle choice available to only a minority of consumers. And contrary to the wholesome hamburger picture painted by Holdrege, organic practices may even increase the likelihood of E. coli 0157:H7 contamination. The most comprehensive peer-reviewed study 2 to look at contamination of produce found that organic fruits and vegetables are three times more likely to be contaminated with bacteria than conventional produce; indeed, of all the produce tested, the study found the pathogen Salmonella exclusively in organic lettuce and organic green peppers. Of a total of 15 farms that had E. coliˆpositive samples, 13 were organic and only two were conventional 2.

There is a simple fix available, however, that could stem the rising tide of cases of food-borne illness in the United States. Irradiation of fruits and vegetables would eliminate 99.999% of pathogens. It would have prevented or drastically reduced all of last year's E. coli outbreaks. And most important of all, it would have saved lives. It's hard to understand why a country that already irradiates its meat should not do the same to its fruits and vegetables.

1. http://www.fda.gov/ola/2006/foodsafety1115.html 

2. Mukherjee, A. et al. J. Food Prot. 67, 894ˆ900 (2004). 
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