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THE NEW YORK TIMES,

TUESDAY, MARCH 15, 1983

Residue of Chemicals in Meat

Leads to Debate on Hazards

By MARIAN BURROS

The residues of as many as 500 to 600
toxic chemicals may be present in this
country’s meat supply, according to the
Food and Drug Administration. But
how much of a danger this presents to
humans is debatable, in part because
only 60 residues are monitored by the
Government and in part because of di-
verging opinions on the possible haz-
ards.

Some of the chemicals in question are
fed to or injected into animals to stimu-
late growth and prevent disease, and
some are ingested accidentally.

Many scientists, as well as environ-
mental and consumer groups, contend
that residues of these chemicais accu-
mulate in humans and can eventually
cause serious illnesses. Others, how-
ever, including a number of officials for
the Government’s regulatory agencies,
say that there is no hard scientific evi-
dence that anyone has been harmed by
them.

Precisely which residues can be
found in any particular piece of meat,
however, is not clear because the
United States Department of Agricul-
ture monitors so few of them. It does
not, for example, check for residues of
such hazardous chemicals as ethylene
bisdithiocarbamate (EBDC), furazoli-
done or polybrominated biphenyl
(PBB), which are suspected of causing
cancer or birth defects.

Nor does it test for dioxin, a contami-
nant of the herbicides 2,4,5,-T and Sil-
vex. Dioxin i rot among them because,

the department says, the cost of testing
for it — $1,000 to $1,500 a sample — is
prohibitive,

However, the Agriculture Depart-
ment has begun a surveillance program
in conjunction with the Food and Drug

Administration of several Missouri
farms where livestock may have been
exposed to dioxin. So far their tests on
two animals have not turned up any
dioxin residues.

Traces of dioxin did turn up in several
earlier Government-sponsored studies
of cattle in four Middle Western and
Southwestern States, however.

In one of those studies, conducted in
1978 for the Environmental Protection
Agency, traces of dioxin were found in a
total of four of 68 cattle from Texas,
Oklahoma, Missouri and Kansas that
had grazed on range land sprayed with
2,4,5,-T. The fat in those four animals
contained between 20 and 68 parts per
trillion. Doses of dioxin as low as 2.5
parts per trillion have caused birth de-
fects in the offspring of monkeys.

Despite a call from the General Ac-
counting Office in 1979 for more exten-
sive sampling for chemical residues in
meat, a request from the Carter Admis-
istration for more funds in 1980 and an
appropriation from Congress that year
to conduct more tests, the Agriculture
Department under the Reagan Admin-
istration has chosen to spend the money
elsewhere. Approximately 20,000 chem-
ical residue samples have been taken
for each of the last four years from the
4.4 billion animals that are slaughtered
yearly under Federal inspection.

Residues Above Tolerances

While the Food and Drug Administra-
tion says that there may be residues
from 500 or 600 chemicals in meat, the
General Accounting Office has said 143
chemicals are likely to leave residues
above the tolerance levels set by the
Government. Of those, 42 are suspected
of causing cancer, 20 are suspected of
causing birth defects, and six are sus.-
pected of causing mutations.

Lack of funds and effective testing
methods are the reasons some critics of
the Agriculture Department believe
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that the possible hazards from these
chemicals pose an increasingly serious
threat to this country’s meat supply.

In 1982, 17.000 residue samples —

3,000 less than the previous year — were
taken. The budget for such tests was
less than $3 million, the same as it has
beensince 1979.

Testifying before Congress at a 1980
budget hearing, Dr. Donald Houston,
the administrator of the Agriculture
Department’s Food Safety and Inspec-
tion Service, said that to increase moni-
toring to 20 times the present rate would
cost an estimated $92 million.

‘““This option appears unrealistic
when viewed against our present budg-
et,”” Dr. Houston said, ‘“‘but may turn
out to be cost effective when viewed
from the total Governmentwide budget
for controlling toxic substances and the
Government and private costs associ-
ated with a contamination incident.”

Money Diverted Elsewhere

In 1980 Congress appropriated $1.5
million for the residue testing program,
but the money was not used for that pur-
pose. Instead, the Agriculture Depart-
ment diverted the money to an educa-

- tion program for farmers on the proper

use of animal drugs, to improvement of
the department’s emergency response
system after accidental chemical con-
tamination and to the department’s
testing methods.

Today Dr. Houston prefers educating
farmers to testing their livestock and
poultry.

““If we can do a better job of educat-
ing them we might be able to further re-
duce residue testing,’”’ he said in a re-
cent interview. Critics of the depart-
ment say that teaching farmers how to
prevent contamination of livestock with
chemical residues at illegal levels is
useful but that without increased moni-
toring the education program is mean-
ingless.

Scientists have argued for years over
the effects of toxic chemicals. On one
side are those who cite laboratory stud-
ies linking many of these chemicals to
cancer and birth defects in animals.
They say there is no reason to believe
that humans do not react in the same
way to toxic substances; in fact, they
contend humans may even be more
sensitive than the laboratorv animals.

They also cite epidemiological evi-
dence that humans suffer illnesses and
diseases similar to those found in labo-
ratory animals when exposed to the
same chemicals — such as dioxin and
polybrominated biphenyl, known as
PBB.

A 1979 General Accounting Office re-
port entitled “Problems in Preventing
the Marketing of Raw Meat and Poultry
Containing Potentially Harmful Resi-
dues” stated that ‘‘there is no known
safe level for exposure to residues of a
carcinogen.”’

Others, some of them in the Govern-
ment’s regulatory agencies and many
of them in the meat industry, argue that
there is no proof that the accumulation
of chemical residues in the body is
harmful, and that because a substance
causes cancer in animals does not mean
it will cause cancer in humans. They
say there is no scientifically sound evi-
dence linking ingestion of the chemicals
found in the meat supply with disease.

Besides, they argue, if there were no
tolerance levels for such pesticides as
DDT and dieldrin, both of which have
beer banned but are still widespread in
the environment, there would be much
less meat available for the public,

Tolerance Levels for Residues

The Environmental Protection Agen-
cy, which has jurisdiction over pesti-
cides, and the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration, which is responsible for the
safety of drugs, have set tolerance
levels for some chemical residues in
meat and poultry. These levels are indi-
cated by maximum amounts in parts
per million of a toxic chemical that is
permitted in food. The tolerance level
for PBB in meat is 0.3 parts per million.

According to Albert Meyerhoff, an at-
torney with the National Resources De-
fense Council, a public-interest law
firm specializing in environmental
cases, data on which to base these toler-
ances, particularly for suspected car-
cinogens, ‘‘is often inadequate and
sketchy.”

According to the General Accounting
Office, tolerance levels are sometimes
established not because it has been
scientifically determined that the levels
are safe, but because there is no cer-
tainty that the substance causes cancer,
or because the residues of the substance
are unavoidable since they are persist-
ent in the environment, like DDT.

Dr. John Spaulding, director of the
residue evaluation and planning divi-
sion of the Food Safety and Inspection
Service, disagrees. ‘“Data on safety
tolerances,” he said, “‘are quite exhaus-
tive. They are constantly upgraded.”’

Some of the chemicals legally used in
animals are drugs that make them
grow more rapidly; some are drugs ad-
ministered to combat certain diseases.
Two of the best known of these are the
antibiotics penicillin and tetracycline.
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Chemicals in the U. S

Supply

of Meat

Lead to a Debate on
Possible Hazards

There is scientific evidence that the in-
creased presence of these antibiotics in
meat diminishes their effectiveness in

1 humans, who can build up a resistance

tothem. A
Chemicals Introduced in Feed

Other chemicals sometimes found in
meat are introduced accidentally. Ani-
mals may pick up environmertal con-
taminants from the water they drink
and from foraging or grazing. The 2,4,5-
T, in which dioxin is found, is used to
kill undesirable vegetation on range
lands.

Occasionally, chemicals are inad-
vertently added to animal feed. That is
how the widespread contamination of
many food products with PBB in Michi-
gan in 1973 began — the PBB was acci-
dentally added to feed for dairy cows.
Thousands of farm animals either died
or had to be destroyed, and many
Michigan farm familes with PBB in
their systems experienced serious
medical problems such as damage to
their bodies’ immune systems.

Because PBB is ubiquitous, farm ani-
mals continue to die, and in a 1976 study
by a Mount Sinai Medical School team,
an estimated 97 percent of state’s resi-
dents had the chemical in their bodies.

Toxic chemicals have betome more

| prevalent since the end of World War I,

but critics of the Department of Agri-
culture say the department’s chemical
residue-monitoring program has not
kept up with the problem.

Carol Tucker Foreman was an Assist-
ant Secretary of Agriculture from 1977
to 1980. Her duties included supervision
of the resxdue-momtonng program. She
says the agency’s effort to monitor
harmful residues has never been good

and is getting worse.

“There 1s a good chance that the
American public consumes meat with
violative levels-of carcinogenic and
teratogenic chemical residues with
some regularity,” Mrs. Foreman said
last August in Congressional testimony.

In a recent interview, she explained
that the residue program is not de-

's1gned to keep unsafe meat from reach-

ing the public. “It merely monitors the
incidence of violations and tries to pre-
vent recurrences,”” she contended.

With the exception of some new and
quicker tests for checking residues,
Mrs. Foreman said, ‘‘nothing has hap-
pened.”

“I have always made the assumption
that we were missing a good part of the
contamination,”” she said.

Changing List of Chemicals

According to Dr. Spaulding, the de-
partment changes the residues moni-
tored each year. A scientific group from
the Agriculture Department, the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and the
Food and Drug Administration deter-
mines which chemicals will be moni-
tored based on such criteria as the rela-
tive toxicity of the chemical and previ-
ous history of violations.

Dr. Spaulding admits that the sam-
pling size is small, but he said, *‘It is not
critical when you are just sampling to
see what is going on in the population.”

He said later, "‘If you add up the
violation rate for all species, the total is
8.2percent.”

Both Mrs. Foreman and Rodney
Leonard, who was in charge of the Agri-
culture Department’s inspection serv-
ice from 1967 to 1969, as well as some of-
ficials in the department, disagree:
“They need much more intensive sam-
pling,” Mr. Leonard said, ‘’so they
know where the most severe problems
are.”

One problem frequently cited is the
timing of residue tests: they are per-
formed when the animal is slaughtered.
However, by the time test results for
most chemicals are evaluated, the
meat has passed into dxstnbunon and
most likely has already been consumed.
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The exception is a test for antibiotics; it
can be evaluated within 18 hours.

What is more, there is no system for
identifying the animal’s point of origin,
so if harmful residues are discovered, a
check cannot be made to see if other
animals from the same source-also con-
tainillegal levels of the chemical.

But Dr. Spaulding says the quick test
for antibiotic residues, which was instij-
tuted in 1979, and the Reagan Adminis-
tration’s emphasis on educating those |
who raise livestock and poultry have
cut down on the level of residue viola-
tions. The incidence of illegal sulfa resi-
dues in swine dropped from 16 percent
to 4.8 percent between 1974 and 1982, he
said.

Sulfa Residue in Calves

On the other hand, the new measures
have had no appreciable effect on the
illegal levels of sulfa residue in very
young calves, according to Joseph Set-
tepani of the F.D.A.’s Bureau of Veteri-
nary Medicine. *‘The levels of sulfa in
calves sent to slaughter is extraordi-
narily high,"”” he said.

The permissible level is one-tenth of a
part per million, he said, “‘and we are
finding 100 parts.”

In a sense, however, the overal]
statistics are meaningless, according to
the General Accounting Office, because
the Agriculture Department’s practice
of changing the list of residues it sam-
ples each year. The department also
changes the number of each species of
animal tested and has now changed its
reporting system.

The department recently instituted a
joint residue testing program with the
poultry industry. In exchange for the in-
dustry’s assumption of responsiblity to
.est for residues before slaughter, the
department has agreed not to issue a
press release when accidental contami-
nation occurs, as it used to do. Such in-
dustry-generated data are not included
in the department’s residue violation
figures.

Dr. Spaulding describes the program
as ‘‘cooperative.” Mrs. Foreman calls
it ““collusion.”

Efforts by the Food and Drug Admin-

JIstration, which is responsible for the

safety and efficacy of animal drugs, to
ban some of the drugs that present seri-
ous hazards to humans have met with
little success.

Since 1977 the F.D.A. has tried to ban
two drugs commonly used to stimulate

" animal growth — penicillin and tetracy-

| cline — because most scientists agree
‘that their use makes bacteria in
humans resistant to the drugs. A réport
‘on antibiotic-resistant salmonella in
The New England Journal of Medicine
last summer supports the theory. But
Congress placed a moratorium on the
ban while further studies are being con-
ducted.

Another Proposed Ban

For the last 10 years the F.D.A. has
been trying to ban another class of ani-
mal-growth promoters, nitrofurans,
which are potent carcinogens.

monitor nitrofuran residues because
there are no tests for them. After the
F.D.A.’s last attempt for a ban, five
years ago, a United States District
Court judge instructed the agency to re-

likely that the agency will follow the
lead of. many other countries and ban
the use of nitrofurans before the end of
the year. :

The  Environmental Protection
Agency is proposing a ban on all but one
use of another chemical, toxaphene, be-
cause it causes liver problems and may
be a carcinogen. The one use that would
still be permitted is as a dip to prevent
'scabiesin cattle,

Even if the Government expanded its
residue-sampling program — an un-
likely prospect in the current Adminis-
tration — critics contend that the most
important problem of residues would
still not be addressed: assessing the
hazards of the chemicals and their
metabolites, which are the components
of the chemicals that remain after they
break down.

According to Joseph Rodricks, for-
mer F.D.A. deputy associate commis-
sioner for health affairs and now a pri-
vate consultant on toxic substances,
‘“‘one of the big problems with animal
drugs is that even when the Govern-

monitoring the metabolites.”

Dr. Lester Crawford, director of
F.D.A’s Bureau of Veterinary Medi-
cine, says the situation is ‘‘pretty
scary” because the metabolites “may
do awful things; we know so little about
them.”

Mrs. Foreman said, ‘“With residues
the Government makes the assumption
that X amount of meat each year will be
"contaminated. They don’t make a pre-
tense of preventing meat from going out

with residues in it.”

The Agriculture Departmént does not -

study the problem. It is now considered -

ment is monitoring the drugs, it is not’

———
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Glatt Kosher

Dear Editor,

Mr. Eli Sacks’ letter concerning
“Glatt-Kosher’’ published in your
Aug. 6th edition caught my eye.
Having practiced ‘‘Sh’chita U’b-
dika”’ several years, I feel I have
some knowledge — as well as
questions — in this matter and
would like to express my opinion.

An animal slaughtered kosher
requires ‘‘B’'dikas Hore’oh” — in-
spection of the lungs. If this in-
spection turns up a ‘‘sircha’’ -- an
athesion — the entire animal is
tre if. The Ra’moh, whose .deci-
sions we usually accept in mat-
ters of Halacha, is lenient in this
case. He permits the practice of
“Mi’uch U’'mishmush’’ — rubbing
gently the “‘sircha’’ between the
fingers of the ‘‘bodek’’ and, if this
process removes the ‘‘sircha,”
the animal is kosher (Ramoh,
Yore Deah, 39:13). Those who
refuse to accept this lenient view
of the Ramoh or question whether
the ‘“bodek’’ was gentle enough in
the handling of the ‘‘sircha’’ insist
that their meat be from an animal
with ‘‘glatt’’ — smooth, in Yiddish
— lungs with no “sircha’’ at all
and are willing to pay the price.

So much for the basic Halacha:
May I now ask several questions,
based upon practical experience:

1) Beef cattie without a
“sircha’ is very rare. At times,
as little as 0-5% are really “‘glat-
t.” Where does all the beef sold in

‘New York as ‘‘glatt-Kosher’

come from?

2) The Ramoh (ibid) specifical-
ly excludes calves and lambs
from his lenient decision concern-
ing “‘Mi’uch U’'mishmush.”’
Consequently, a calf or a lamb
which has a ‘‘sircha®’ is treif even
according to the Ramoh. What,
then, is ‘“‘glatt-Kosher’’ veal or
lamb? *

3) Poultry requires no inspec-
tion of the lungs. In fact, the lungs
of all poultry is adherent to the
ribs. What, then, is ‘‘glatt-
Kosher’’ chicken or duck?

I have been asking these and
similar questions for the last 45
years and, to date, heard no
satisfactory answer. Isn’t it time
that the authorities in charge of
Kashruth listen to them seriously
and begin mending fences?

Most respectfully,
Rabbi Joseph Goldberg
Brooklyn, N.Y.
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