NEHC Information Sheet

Diagnosis of First Suspected Case of “Mad Cow Disease” in the US.

The first suspected U.S. case of “mad cow disease” (BSE, bovine spongiform encephalopathy) has been diagnosed in a single cow on a farm in southeast Washington State.  The USDA Secretary has emphasized that American beef remains safe, as any meat that might have contained parts from this cow has been recalled, and the infectious parts (brain, spinal cord) are routinely removed from the meat supply during processing and before distribution.  Therefore, no infectious meat from this cow will have entered the U.S. food system, and no customers will have been exposed.

BSE was first diagnosed in England in 1986, and was later found to be associated with the human disease “variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease” (vCJD).  Eating neural tissue (brains, spinal cord) from BSE infected cows appears to cause vCJD in humans years later.  Since this association was found, there have been stringent measures in the US meat industry to ensure that cattle do not come into contact with contaminated feeds, and meat from countries that have BSE has been banned from importation.  There have been less than 150 cases of vCJD diagnosed in humans worldwide, and none in US citizens caused by eating US beef.

The risk to US residents from this one cow’s diagnosis is extremely low, and a full investigation into all aspects of its infection is under way.  Similarly, a case of mad cow diagnosed in Canada in May 2003 was determined to be an isolated case, and no humans were thought to have been affected.  It is currently believed that this cow was imported into the U.S. from overseas before the strict preventive measures against BSE were instituted.  This further reassures us that the current testing and surveillance system are working to prevent spread of BSE in the U.S.

Meat supplied to DOD facilities is safe, as even overseas the meat is provided from US suppliers, and for years any meat from BSE-affected countries has been banned from the US meat supply system.

Further information is available at the excellent USACHPPM webpage at:

http://chppm-www.apgea.army.mil/madcowdisease/
More related links:

USDA web page:  http://www.fsis.usda.gov/OA/topics/bse.htm
World Health Organization:http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs180/en/

