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BREAKING NEWS ON LISTERIA OUTBREAK  
   Holly, Colorado, the location of Jensen Farms, is some 100 miles east of Rocky Ford, Colorado, home of the Rocky Ford cantaloupe!  

   That geography lesson is one the on-air and print media should have recognized and clarified at the very beginning of the zealous coverage on the Listeria outbreak. 

   With any health crisis such as the Listeria outbreak, ongoing investigations take place and as the investigation proceeds, at least some of the preliminary findings fall by the wayside or are found to be downright erroneous. Unfortunately, innocent people are harmed not only financially but also reputations are damaged and/or ruined. 

   Some years back, this writer completed an in-depth analysis of the zeal and bias of the on-air and print media that occurs in the race to be first in the 24-hour news cycle. But in the case of the Listeria outbreak, it was not bias but blatantly wrong to refer to the cantaloupes from Holly, Colorado as Rocky Ford cantaloupes.  Adding insult to injury was referring to the contaminated product as “Rocky Ford brand” cantaloupes which occurred on various newscasts. 
   Rocky Ford cantaloupes have been a unique and distinct product grown in the Arkansas Valley located in Otero County of Colorado since 1895. “U.S. commercial production of cantaloupes actually began in the Arkansas Valley right near the town of Rocky Ford,” according to the area’s website. The area’s soil, water and climate get equal billing for the superior quality and the sweet taste when compared to other cantaloupes. 
   Point-of-Information:  The U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s (the FDA) October 19th statement points out that “Cantaloupes from other farms have not been linked to this outbreak.”  Jensen Farms did recall their whole cantaloupes on September 14th in response to the multi-state outbreak of listeriosis. The recalled cantaloupes were produced from the end of July to September 10, 2011, according to the FDA’s audit.
   Holly, Colorado is some 100 miles east of the town of Rocky Ford, a very short distance from the Kansas state line in Prowers County which is better known for its dryland wheat crops. Readers may recall that increased wheat crop yield is the reason biosolids were first brought to Colorado.  
   Now for the corrections/updates to the early-released information on the source of the Listeria outbreak at Jensen Farms. 

   Early reports indicated Listeria monocytogenes had been found on the Jensen farm equipment, on cantaloupes still in the field, in the soil and at the Jensen packing plant which is a distance from the farm itself. All but the Jensen packing plant have been eliminated by the FDA as being contaminated with the Listeria monocytogenes. 

   The FDA did identify two factors that “most likely contributed to the introduction, spread and growth of Listeria monocytogenes in the cantaloupes:” 1) There could have been the low level sporadic Listeria monocytogenes in the field where the cantaloupe were grown, which could have been introduced into the packing facility (later eliminated); and 2) a truck used to haul culled cantaloupes to a cattle operation was parked adjacent to the packing facility and could have introduced contamination into the facility. 
   Point-of-Information:  At this point, the FDA has not addressed the method of transporting the cantaloupes from the field to the Jensen packing facility.
   Published news photographs of the Jensen packing plant reveal two rail sidings run alongside the Jensen packing facility. The exact number of trainloads of biosolids brought into the Holly area is yet to be determined by this writer.   

   In FDA statements on October 19th and 21st, 2011, results of an environmental assessment conducted on September 22-23 at Jensen Farms and the Jensen packing facility (which is separate from the farm itself) were disclosed to the media and the public – “The environmental assessment was conducted to gather more information to assist the FDA in identifying the factors that potentially contributed to the introduction, growth or spread of the Listeria monocytogenes strains that contaminated the cantaloupes. The firm cooperated in the environmental assessment.” 
   The assessment was completed by a “multi-disciplinary team with expertise in produce safety, agriculture, veterinary medicine, epidemiology microbiology, environmental health and sanitation from the FDA, Colorado Department of Health and Environment, the Colorado Department of Agriculture and the Prowers County Department of Health,” using what is defined as Good Agricultural Practice (GAP) guidance and principles. 

   The purpose of this procedure was to “develop hypotheses regarding potential routes for contamination of cantaloupes in the field.” The FDA news release confirmed that “All environmental samples collected in the grow fields [cantaloupes at Jensen Farms] were negative for Listeria monocytogenes.” 
   Due to the possibility of further revelations by the FDA, the in-depth details of the FDA’s October 19th and 21st news release and any subsequent updates will be covered in next week’s edition of Seeing the Round Corners.

The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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