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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode until the question and answer session of today's conference. At that time, you may press star 1 on your touchtone phone to ask a question. I would also like to remind parties that this call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time.

I would now like to turn the call over to Greg DiNapoli. Thank you, you may begin.

Greg DiNapoli:
Welcome all to this Monday's town hall meeting with the new Under Secretary, Dr. Elisabeth Hagen and our Administrator, Al Almanza, and I'm going to turn it over to Al right now.

Al Almanza:
Well, good morning and thanks to everyone for joining us today. I'm happy, no, not only happy, I'm thrilled to death to introduce some and to introduce to others Dr. Elisabeth Hagen as USDA's Under Secretary for Food Safety.

In this position, Dr. Hagen is the highest ranking food safety official in the United States government. She is no stranger to FSIS and the work we do here. She joined the agency in 2006 as a Senior Executive in the Office of Public Health Science.

At OPHS she directed outbreak investigations, oversaw science-based food safety programs, and helped the agency do some forward thinking about emergency - emerging public health issues. Since last year, she served as USDA's Chief Medical Officer advising FSIS and other USDA agencies on human health issues. As you can see, Dr. Hagen has led a science-based public health agenda at USDA and especially at FSIS.

Before joining public service, she taught and practiced medicine and saw the effects of foodborne illness firsthand, so she knows how important the work we do is and that food safety is really about protecting public health. In addition to Dr. Hagen's career in public service, she also manages the demands of a second career as a mother of two small children, so her interest and dedication to food safety is both professional and personal.

On a personal note, I have faith Dr. Hagen, or Elisabeth, is a person that really cares about people. And I say this because I've been around her, I've seen how she truly, truly cares about the work that we do, about the line inspectors, she always wants to know - in every position she's held, she wants to know what are they doing, what are they really thinking, and that's important. Because we all know that we all have important jobs and contributions to public health and food safety.


And Dr. Hagen focuses on what it is that can make us better, what it is that we're thinking to help her make better decisions and so now, as the Under Secretary, she's going to have an opportunity to do that and to play an integral role in those things that we're thinking, those things that she can help us change.

I know she's going to serve us well as an Under Secretary. She did in OPHS and as a Chief Medical Officer. I'm looking forward to working with her and hope you all will join me in welcoming her back to FSIS. Thank you.

Dr. Hagen.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thank you, Al. Thanks so much. I mean we all know what a great guy Al is. You all are so incredibly lucky to have him as your Administrator. Nobody knows this agency like Al Almanza. And I do have one announcement to make. Al has been lobbying me to move FSIS headquarters to San Antonio for about six or seven months now and I'm going to have to say no. It's my first official duty as Under Secretary. As you all know, Texas is Al's home and it's still very close to his heart, so I'm sorry to disappoint him.
Al Almanza:
If that's the greatest disappointment, I'm fine with that.
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Well, let's get started. Thank you so much for being here. I'm sorry that we were late. It's embarrassing, my first big speech, my first big appointment and we're running about ten minutes late, so we'll try to keep this brief. I know we have a lot of people on the line with us and we have a nice crowd here in Beltsville, so thanks again everybody for taking some time out of your busy day.

Let me start by saying this, I'm just truly honored to be here as your Under Secretary. When I joined public service a few years ago, I could never, ever have imagined that I'd be sitting where I am right now, but I'm really just so proud to be part of this incredibly important mission.

I've had the privilege of working with FSIS, as Al said, for the last four years, so I'm one of you. I know who you are, I know what you do, and I know how much it matters to you and how well that you do it. Hopefully some of you have had a chance to get to know me a little bit as well and my passion for public health. And I want to build a strong partnership to make this agency even better at doing the incredibly important work that it already does.

So we all know that FSIS has gone for quite some time without an Under Secretary and I'm aware that for many of you, especially those of you out in the field, that the work goes on, day in or day out, Under Secretary or no Under Secretary, and that's really just a testament to the dedication you all have to the mission.

But I really can't go any further without thanking our Deputy Under Secretary, Jerry Mande, who is not here with us today but perhaps he is listening in on the phone, Administrator Al Almanza, and members of the Management Council for the leadership they've provided during this time of transition.

So as you can imagine, we have a lot of work ahead of us and not as much time to get it done as we had thought and we're certainly going to be moving very quickly and moving forward on some things that have needed action and have been pending for some time. But before the meetings with consumer groups, before we meet with the industry, before I talk to other agencies, before I talk to anybody on the Hill, I want to talk to you. 

The very first thing I wanted to do as your Under Secretary was to talk with you and to hear from you. Because I understand that you all are what makes the agency tick. Some of you have been here for 40 years, some of you just started two or three weeks ago. I remember when I first came to the agency, there was always that sort of game or a little icebreaker at any given meeting or conference, you know, who had been here the longest and who had been here the least and I was always the one raising my hand that said, well, I've been here a month.

But no matter what you do or where you work here at headquarters or in the field, your work protects consumers, particularly the most vulnerable consumers among us, because you ensure safe food. That's what we do here.

So how many of you here in the room, if I could see a show of hands, how many of you have young kids? How many of you have aging parents? How about a loved one or a family member or a friend who has got a chronic illness or a chronic medical condition? Anybody? Right.  I'm seeing a lot of hands here.

To me that means that each and every one of us has a stake in getting this right. The work that we do impacts us, it impacts our families, it impacts our loved ones, it impacts our communities. We need to get this right.


So today I thought I'd tell you just a little bit about me so maybe you'll understand why I took this job and how I want to move forward as one team with one purpose. And then I want to hear from you all.

So as Al mentioned, I am a physician by training. I'm an infectious disease specialist. Before I came into the agency four years ago, I was treating patients in the office and in the hospital and teaching medicine to residents and students and fellows. So I've personally taken care of many, many people who have had foodborne illnesses. I know firsthand what it means exactly to a human body to be attacked by Salmonella or by E. coli or the other pathogens that we try to prevent here. And I know what it means to a family to go through that and to possibly lose a loved one to foodborne illness.

As Al mentioned, I'm also a mom to two young children. I have a 5-year-old starting kindergarten next week and I have a daughter who's going to be 3 this weekend. I want to see my kids grow up healthy and I want to see everybody's kids grow up healthy.

And I don't want for parents in this country to have to worry about whether something so simple as putting food on their tables at night is going to make their kids sick or even kill their children. So for me this passion for this work comes from a very personal place, from my experiences in the world of medicine, from my experiences as a mom, and from the time that I've already spent her at FSIS.

So as I've told members of the Senate, I will tell you today, to me there is no function of government more important, more fundamental than protecting the safety of its people. So FSIS, this is what you do. This is exactly what you do. Whether you're working on the lines investigating a consumer complaint, answering the phones in the district office, or teaching kids about food safety, you are, every one of you, protecting public health. That's why you're here. That's why I'm here.

So let's remember this every day, or if you work the night shift every night, when you go to work, why you come to work. What you do matters. It matters so, so very much. You prevent illness and you save lives. So you're going to hear me saying that over and over and over again in the time that I'm here, but as Al said, you can't underestimate the importance of what each and every one of you does.

So yes, we carry out one of the most basic essential functions of government. We ensure the safety of our people. So I couldn't be more honored to join you as your leader today. I want to work with you to make this agency even stronger and better equipped to protect Americans, including our families, friends, and loved ones. And I want to start by sharing some of my vision for food safety with you.

So I know that you've all heard many calls for national food safety reform from the President, from the Secretary, from Congress, from the media, and from the general public. There's heightened attention to food safety and for good reason. I mean, right now we're in the middle of an enormous egg recall. And just last week as the school year started in some parts of the country and parents started packing lunches there was a deli meat recall.

Now those of us who work in food safety, we know that these recalls are the exception and not the rule. We know that FSIS is working every day on every shift to protect the food supply. And most of the time nobody is looking when we're doing this and we're doing it right. But still the possibility that somebody could get sick or even die from the food that they eat is very frightening. Americans deserve to feel confident that the food they feed their friends and their families is safe.

We're doing a great job, but that means we have to do better. Secretary Vilsack has said that until we get to zero on the number of foodborne illnesses, deaths, hospitalizations, we have more to do and I agree. We still have more to do.

So FSIS and our public health partners have to work hard to meet the expectations that the President, that the Secretary, that Congress, and most importantly that the public has set for this agency. We need to improve and build on our food safety system to make it the best that it can be.

So my vision for food safety at USDA is an approach that's based on both science and personal commitment, a system that communicates and collaborates with all partners, internal and external, from farm to fork. So there are five things that I wanted to hit on with you today, five areas that I think are going to be critical to our success.

First, this is something you're going to hear us say over and over again, we must work as one team with one purpose. That purpose is to protect public health. Make no mistake, our single most important goal is to protect the American people.

It's easy, I think, to get caught up in our own individual roles and responsibilities and each of those things that each of you does is so important, but it's important to remember that we are one team and we only have one goal: and that's to protect the consumers.


So we need to think of ourselves as the first line of defense against unsafe food. What gets through us or gets by us could cause harm to consumers. And as I've said, we each play a role in this line of defense. We're inspectors, we're veterinarians, we're scientists, we're food safety professionals, we're administrative professionals; we have to work together as one team for one purpose.

Next we must reach out to every group with a stake in food safety and reenergize our commitment to safe food. That includes consumer organizations, industry groups, farmers and ranchers who raise food animals, and you, all of you, as FSIS employees. We are all partners in this important effort.

Your ideas and your input are very critical to this agency's success, no matter what position you hold or where you work. We're going to be holding town hall meetings throughout the country, as well as in the DC area, and we're going to be coming up with other forums that will allow us to get as much feedback as possible from our employees. So today we're here in Beltsville, Maryland, but in the weeks and months to come we'll be traveling. Al and I and other folks from the agency will be meeting those of you around the country and I'm really looking forward to it.

So third, we must ensure that all decisions that this agency makes are based on the best available science and designed to achieve the best possible public health outcomes. The single most important thing for me is that 300 million Americans can feel confident and safe about the food that they're putting on their tables.

So everything that we do will be based on the best science, data, and research available. Information will be key with tools like the Public Health Information System, or PHIS as we've all come to know it; these things are going to help us better collect and use data to protect the consumers.

Our relationship with the Research Education and Economics mission area, ARS is part of that mission area out here in Beltsville and the newly formed National Institutes of Food and Agriculture; these relationships are going to be absolutely critical as we move forward.

So next, we will be looking at vulnerabilities in the entire farm to fork system. Pathogens and other food safety threats do not begin at the slaughterhouse door and there are aspects of slaughter and processing where science or technology has perhaps outpaced our policies. We need to look carefully at all of these things.

The Secretary has charged us to explore any and all options that will lead to a food - safer food supply. That may mean new or revised regulations, it may mean partnerships with sister agencies or other departments, I would say everything is on the table for consideration.

We will look at pre-harvest opportunities for food safety improvement. How can we work with ranchers and farmers to reduce threats before animals ever come to slaughter? We will look at other points from farm to fork for opportunities as well and where we don't have authority or jurisdiction, we'll leverage our partners.

And finally, and most importantly, we must never forget why we do this and who we work for, the American people. The bottom line is every one of us in this room, every one of us on the phone, is a consumer. So our work in food safety isn't just business, it takes personal commitment. Every change we make must improve food safety, it must protect public health, and it must give Americans the confidence that they deserve when they eat their dinner tonight.

So FSIS, I'm really, truly looking forward to working with you. I want to work as one team with one purpose to protect public health. I want to work with all partners, especially you, to make our entire food safety system stronger. I want to make the best science-based decisions possible and I want each of us to remember how important and how personal our work is.

As Secretary Vilsack says, we touch lives every day through food safety. There are 300 million people counting on us. So thank you so much for joining us today and now I would like to hear from you.

Greg DiNapoli:
Do we have any questions on the phone or in the room? (Diane), if you're still there, the operator, if you could go ahead and queue up some questions for us that would be great.

Coordinator:
Thank you. We will now begin the question and answer session. If you would like to ask a question, please press star 1. Please unmute your phone and record your name clearly when prompted. Your name is required to introduce your question. To withdraw your request, press star 2. One moment please while we wait for the first question.
Al Almanza:
All right, now is not the time to be shy. 
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Never this nice, Al.

Al Almanza:
No, are you kidding me? No questions, even in the room?
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Even in the room?
Al Almanza:
Sure, okay, go ahead.

CiCi Williamson:
(CiCi Williamson) Meat and Poultry Hotline. We get a lot of questions to the hotline about food service, unsanitary conditions and things, and I realize that's not FSIS' jurisdiction, but I wondered if FSIS might do some outreach to the state health departments to work more on serving FSIS inspected meats and poultries in a safer manner.
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
That's a great question and it reminds us that the work that we do in the plants is incredibly important, it's the first line of defense, and there are multiple opportunities along the way for that good work to be undone. So I think whatever we can do to explore partnership with other folks along the way, that's what I was talking about looking at the whole farm to fork continuum, we're willing to explore that. Because we don't want the good work that we do to be undone at some point down the road. So that's a great question (CiCi), thank you.


Go ahead.

Coordinator:
We have a question from Deb Arthur. Your line is now open.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Go ahead, Deb.

Coordinator:
Please check your mute button. We'll go to Wesley Caudell. Your line is now open.

Wesley Caudell:
I'd like to say congratulations to Dr. Hagen on being the Under Secretary for Food Safety. Do you foresee in the future FSIS and FDA coming together to be in one super food agency?
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thanks, Wesley. Wesley, how long have you been with the agency?

Wesley Caudell:
Sixteen and a half years.
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Sixteen and a half years. Congratulations. That's a good question. It's one that we get all of the time. And, you know, I don't have a crystal ball. I could tell you what I believe. I believe that Americans want a system that works and that consistently meets their expectations and I'm not sure that folks think we have that right now.

I think that there would probably be a lot less interest, a lot less talk about a single food safety agency if the American people felt like we as a system, as a government, were getting this right consistently. So I think that's the most important thing for us to do.

The President's Food Safety Working Group put us on the path for better collaboration, better cooperation, and I think both FDA and FSIS are looking at what they can do to improve their own agencies, but also how to make the whole thing look and feel seamless to the American public. So but, as I said, I don't think the American public cares so much about what acronym is in charge. I think they want us to get it right. They don't want to see enormous recalls. They don't want to hear about kids getting sick. They don't want to have to worry about these kind of things.


So I think right now my job is to lead this mission area and to work with Al to make this agency the best agency that it can be and we'll see what happens down the road.

Wesley Caudell:
Thank you.
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
I think we have a question here in the room.
(Gabrielle James):
Hi. I'm (Gabrielle James) I’m actually kind of a contracting designee. And we recently have been working diligently to reduce our budget by 5% initially and the challenges that we face (to) work with our partners and work with other federal agencies, how are you going to test that challenge as we continue to grow every year?

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Well, a couple of things. I think food safety is absolutely a huge priority for Secretary Vilsack and for the President. I know I feel confident that we will advocate for the budget that we need and that we will do that aggressively and that they will make sure that we are funded the way that we should be funded.

But we've also heard Secretary Vilsack and we've heard President Obama talk about [belt tightening]. It's only fair that the federal government should be looking at tightening its belt too.  So certainly we're going to comply with any requests to cut waste where we can, but food safety is a very, very high priority for this administration and I do feel confident that we're going to be funded at the level that we need to be funded to do the important work that we do.


Let's take one from the phone and then we'll take another one from the room.
Coordinator:
We have a question from Richard Bishop. Your line is now open.

Richard Bishop:
Good morning. I got kind of a two-edged question here. TQC has been gutted to the point that it's really nothing there for the inspectors to use, but it keeps the inspector out of the plant. And also I have a dual jurisdiction plan that has a closed faced sandwich line that uses a 24 to 28% meat on it and I see that they do not have the best of sanitary conditions with the way the line is developed and all. And I was just kind of curious what your take was on that.

In 2006, they showed me a letter that a doctor in Washington had made the call that if it's a close faced sandwich we don't have jurisdiction over it. But yet I watch them take that meat up there and use it, you know, inspected meat.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Okay. All right, Richard, thank you for your question. Regarding the last one, what district are you with, Richard?

Richard Bishop:
Springdale.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Springdale. So it sounds like something we need follow; it's not something I can probably answer the details on right now, but it sounds like something we need to get with the Springdale District Office on and take another look at. Right, Al?

Al Almanza:
Mm-hmm.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Okay. And tell me a little bit more about the TQC. I'm sorry, I don't always have all of my acronyms in (mind).

Richard Bishop:
Okay, yes. It's total...
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Can you help me with that, Richard?

Richard Bishop:
Total quality control.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Oh, okay. Okay. Yes. So and what was your question? 
Richard Bishop:
Well, what, (TQC) is today as compared with years ago is they've taken HACCP and SSOPs out of it and so they stand alone programs where the TQC then you just got SPS as an example and a few other odds and ends in it. They basically don't have anything in there food safety-wise or anything now. So now my coverage if a - for a five day work week is four hours on their overtime. So they run, you know, 20 hours, you take four hours away from that and there's 16 that they know when I'm not going to be there or a pretty good chance of it, if there's nothing already erupted before I leave to be justification, to be there or come back.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Well, I think, you know, Richard, I think that your question gets at kind of the larger question that we're going to be asking ourselves is, you know, are we where we need to be right now in 2010 to protect the food supply effectively? Do the regulations that we have in place serve us the way that they need to serve us and serve the public? And is our relationship with the industry where it needs to be?


So I think there are some details buried there in your question that we would certainly like to talk more about at a later point. I think Al's going to pipe in with something here too.

Al Almanza:
Well, with TQC it's a matter of you adjust your presence in the plant to eight hours within a 12 hour shift, correct?

Richard Bishop:
Yes, sir.

Al Almanza:
Okay, so you're there any time during eight hours of 12 hours of production, which is similar to what they do in a patrol assignment, correct?

Richard Bishop:
Yes, sir.

Al Almanza:
Okay. So basically the question is more that the charging of the overtime part more so than the coverage part.

Richard Bishop:
No, sir. It's strictly a coverage time. I have it patrolled where I work from 3:00 in the morning to 3:00 in the afternoon regardless, but when after the eight hours is completed at the TQC pro - plant then I don't have a reason to go back except for callback which is spread out four hours throughout that week.
Al Almanza:
Okay. (Right). We'll take a look at that.

Richard Bishop:
Thanks, sir.
Al Almanza:
You're welcome.

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thanks for bringing that to our attention. I think we had a question here in the room.

(Yolanda Kennedy):
Hi, (Yolanda Kennedy-Edwards) with OPEER. I had a question in terms of evaluation rehab analysis. I work in the office that uses that program evaluations to help determine or get feedback on different program areas or programs to help determine what we can do better to help create opportune and safe conditions.

And so I think my question is really twofold. I've noticed over the years of the progress of the program evaluation evaluations have been contracted out to various outside agencies for some of the programs and I guess I'm wondering why is that? And also have you guys looked at conducting evaluations to help you reach securitized goals for your vision?

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thanks, (Yolanda). That was (Yolanda Kennedy-Edwards) from OPEER, I don't know if you all could hear her on the phone, asking about contracting out program evaluations and whether we would be doing any official evaluations ourselves. I'm not sure that I can speak very educatedly to the first question. It's certainly something that I think we probably need to take a look at and see how much of the contracting we've been doing and whether it's served us well and whether it's been effective. But thanks for bringing it to my attention.

And then, yes, I think that we're probably going to need to be doing some formal evaluations to look at the current state of affairs and figure out what we need to do to go forward. So I can't tell you the specifics yet about what that evaluation might look like, but thanks for bringing it to our attention.

Coordinator:
Wanda Wilson, your line is now open.

Wanda Wilson:
Hello, can you hear me?

Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
We can.

Wanda Wilson:
Hi. Congratulations.
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thank you.

Wanda Wilson:
This is Wanda Wilson from Consumer Complaint Monitoring System. We have been getting an increasing number of consumer complaints associated with allergens in our product and I wanted to know what your thoughts are about the agency's approach to handling that?
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thanks, Wanda. Food allergies are just becoming an increasing concern nationwide. We seem to be seeing more and more of them, particularly in our children, the most vulnerable among us. And I know that during my time at OPHS we already were starting to see an increase in the number of calls and complaints about allergens.

I think it's a piece of the agency policy and a piece of the agency work that we probably need to spend a good amount of time looking at. It's something where we work closely with FDA. There are some - as you know, Wanda, there are some substances that have tolerances and some that don't and the threshold levels can be challenging to sort through as well. And it's been, you know, up until now we've handled a lot of this on sort of a case-by-case basis with FDA and I think we probably need to take a good kind of comprehensive look at the way that we manage allergens and complaints about allergens in our products.

Wanda Wilson:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
And, again, if you do have any more questions or comments, please press star 1. Again, please press star 1.
Al Almanza:
They're way too nice.

Coordinator:
We have a question from (Mike Fisher). Your line is now open. Please check your mute button, your line is now open.
(Mike Fisher):
Okay. Yes, this is (Mike Fisher) and I have a question regarding your one team, one goal initiative or priority. Over the last couple of decades, FSIS has made a lot of progress with food safety and as a topic; it's obviously something that's very important to us. In your one goal, one team you mentioned administrative. There are a large number of administrative supervisory people, particularly out there at the front line, supervisor level and below, that do very important food safety tasks every day.

And as part of your one team, one goal, I'm interested in how you're going to or are you going to try to identify - recognize those people that find ways to deal with resource shortfalls and work around them. Those people who find ways and solutions to problems with knowledge skills and abilities in the workforce, and who excel at those supervisory and administrative tasks sort of at the front line and recognize and honor that and encourage others to come up to those standards. And that's my question.
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Thanks, (Mike). It's a great question. And I think, you know, all good ideas are welcome and are applauded. And as I said before, the input from the field, the input from our employees across the board is really going to be one of the most important things for us moving forward. So folks who are finding new ways to do things, better ways to do things, particularly in challenging times, absolutely. I mean, you know, we want to recognize those individuals, we want to hear from you. Everybody's got something to contribute.

And that's really the idea behind this one team, one purpose that even though we each have our own skills and we each have our own interests and we each may excel at something different, we all come together to accomplish something greater. So, yes, we're all about recognizing folks for going above and beyond.

Coordinator:
I show no further questions.
Al Almanza:
Anybody else in here?
Dr. Elisabeth Hagen:
Well, I think we're going to spend a little bit more time with folks out here at Beltsville this morning. And as I said before, Al and I are already looking at our calendars and making our travel plans to get out and see as many of you as possible. And please, anytime any of you find yourselves in Washington, DC for any reason, we would love to see you, so please come by and visit with us.
Greg DiNapoli:
Great. Thank you Dr. Hagen and Administrator Almanza. This concludes our call for today. Appreciate you all calling in.
Coordinator:
This concludes today's conference call. Thank you for participating. You may disconnect at this time.
END

