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their completed food history questionnairesto collect and transmit vital information.

and noticed that 86% of them had eaten cetdS tomato growers and packers were also

tain types of raw tomatoes. In epidemiologiecaiderstandably aggrieved about the resulting

terms this is pretty good evidence for a link damage to their businesses, especially when

and so consumers were warned by the FDAheir blamelessness became apparent. | dont

not to eat the implicated tomatoes unless know enough about the organisation of the

they were from sources known to be safe. US food safety system to comment on its

What should have happened next was that apparent failings, but | must say that | do

the number of new cases would fall quickly.have sympathy for the investigators.

It didnt. In fact, reports of new cases kept

on coming in, despite the warnings and the It seems that the jalapeno peppers now

removal of suspect tomatoes from the markstispected of causing the outbreak were

Clearly, something else was involved. Eventmported from Mexico in 35-pound crates

ally it turned out to be jalapeno peppers  and 50-pound bags, none of which were

grown in Mexico, a food item not included labelled. The fact that cases of illness

on the original questionnaires and often eatencurred in at least 43 out of 50 US states

with tomatoes in salsa and other dishes. tells us something about the complexity of
the supply chain from then on. Tracing the

The rst big clue came when larger and  peppers back through a distribution system

more detailed case-control studies conducfall of re-packing and re-labelling operations

by CDC pointed to jalapeno peppers rathemust have been an epic task.

than tomatoes. Then at last, after a lengthy

traceback operation, a single sample of jalaremember once being shown a diagram

It is something of a cliché that everything penos taken from a small distribution centref a distribution chain for lettuce in several

happens on a bigger scale in America, butin Texas tested positive for the outbreak European countries. The lettuce too was

it certainly seems to be true of recent food Sa/monellatrain, providing much needed implicated in a food poisoning outbreak, but

poisoning outbreaks. Since April, the USA microbiological evidence of a link — no posits source was never found. The diagram cov-

has been in the grip of an outbreakaifno- tives were found in more than 1,700 samplesed two pages of very small print and was

nella saintpadiifection that had claimed of tomatoes that were analysed. Finally, almost impossible to follow. | have nothing

at least 1,300 victims across 43 states at thematoes were given a clean bill of health but admiration for the US investigators who

time of writing. The real size of the outbreatind consumers were instead advised not tmanaged to nd their way through what

i ne takes in&at raw jalapeno peppers from Mexico. Theounds like an even more baf ing maze of

ek medical health authorities across the country must tistribution networks and nally locate the

't reported. praying that the number of new cases nowsmoking gun.

s do happeustarts to tail off at last.

unfortunate

ts, but the As one might expect, the US authorities

rticular out- responsible for food safety have come in f

xperienceddparrage of media criticism for their initial

failure to nd the cause of the outbreak.

Much has been made of the fact that no o

nters for government agency is of cially in charge

(CDC) in  when nationwide outbreaks are investigat

n provided and of delays caused by the varying capa

ctims and of the health authorities in different states
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