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Making food safety part of my practice 
Allan R. Carlson, DVM 
Swine Health Center, P. O. Box 2A, Farwell, MN 56327 

Introduction 

Food safety is becoming increasingly important within 
food production. News stories and publications about ill
nesses and/or disease traceable to a food source have in
creased consumer awareness of the health risk that may 
be associated with food. Some of the health issues trace
able to a food source that have been publicized include 
the following: 

• BSE in Europe 

• Salmonella DT104 

• Salmonella in eggs 

• Escherichia coli 0157:H7 in meat 

• Listeria contamination of ready-to-eat meats 

Although food is safer than ever before, consumers are 
demanding ever-increasing safety and quality standards 
to assure foods' safety and quality. These demands are 
domestic and international in origin. In fact, government 
regulation of food production with regard to food safety 
has been brought into question, leading to consumer-in
fluence on trade both intra- and internationally. Unfortu
nately, this has, in some cases, lead to the formation of 
non-science-based regulations and requirements in food 
production for trade. Consumers appear to be less con
cerned about the impact of their demands on the cost of 
production and more concerned about how they feel about 
the product they are buying. 

Meeting the demands of consumers must be a priority in 
production. Competition is intensifying in the global swine 
industry. Export of pork is vital to the survival of pork 
production in North America. Therefore, it is imperative 
that the North American pork industry listens, understands. 
and delivers the product demanded by our domestic and 
international customers. The pork industry. regardless of 
where it is located, must address worldwide concerns and 
issues of food safety and quality to obtain and maintain 
export. Ultimately, it is better for the pork industry to sat
isfy consumer demands on its own accord than to be forced 
into it. Additionally, it must be remembered that pigs are 
raised in many parts of the world. If North American pro
ducers do not meet consumer demands and requirements 
domestically and/or abroad, some other pork industry will. 
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Food safety throughout the production 
chain 

The response by government and regulatory bodies to food 
safety has also increased the awareness of food safety 
along the entire production chain. The United States Food 
Safety Inspection Service (FSIS) has implemented pro
cedures at slaughter and processing plants to reduce the 
contamination of meat products and increase food safety 
in the United States. The Hazard Analysis/Critical Con
trol Point Pathogen Reduction Act of 1996 is now in place. 
The legislation is designed to improve science-based pro
cessing procedures and inspection standards to improve 
microbiologic safety of meat. The act also established 
targets for pathogen reduction based on standardized sam
pling. Although this legislation has focused the food safety 
issue of bacterial contamination carcasses at the slaugh
ter level, there may be potential for this legislation to 
trickle down to the farm level, despite no direct legisla
tion for production-level issues. Regulation and legisla
tion of food safety will likely affect the entire production 
chain in some way or another. 

For the most part, food safety issues have primarily fo
cused on the post-harvest portion of the production chain. 
However, consumers are demanding more and more in 
regards to food safety and quality. Consumers not only 
want to trust that food is safe-they want to know that it 
is verified and/or certified safe. It appears that pre-har
vest food safety programs will be a more important part 
of verification and certification for the consumer. 

As food safety becomes more of an issue, many produc
ers are aware that it is an issue for them as well. How
ever. many producers do not understand their role with 
respect to food safety. Producers should be reminded regu
larly that it is their participation that comes first. Food 
safety is a catchall for issues that encompass human health 
risk associated with food. However, pre-harvest food 
safety issues can be grouped into one of three general 
categories: 

• Chemical: e.g .. antibiotics: pesticide/insecticide/her
bicide residues; non-organic poisons 

• Biological: e.g., bacterial, viral, or parasitic agents: 
toxins and poisons produced by organisms 
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• Physical: e.g., broken needles 

One of the prerequisites for establishing and maintaining 
an effective food safety program is to agree that all par
ticipants along the food production chain share some re
sponsibility. Obviously, on-farm food safety must be a 
part of any food safety program. This is particularly im
portant when addressing those issues that can only be 
controlled at the farm level (pre-harvest). These include 
antibiotic, pesticide, herbicide, and insecticide residues; 
physical hazards such as broken needles; and biological 
hazards including Trichinae spiralis and Toxoplasma 
gondii. Carcasses that are contaminated with one or more 
of these hazards must have been contaminated at the farm. 
All safety assurance programs for these food safety haz
ards must be focused at the farm level, and producers must 
realize this and deal with it. 

The pork industry in the United States and Canada has 
responded quickly to many public demands for food 
safety. A proactive approach has served these industries 
well. There are several programs in place that address 
food safety issues as they directly relate to pork produc
tion. A consortium of representatives along the entire pork 
production chain, for the most part, developed these pro
grams. The programs that veterinarians should be famil
iar with in the US include the Pork Quality Assurance 
Program (PQA), the Trichinae Herd Certification Pro
gram, and the needle avoidance program. 

The role of the swine practitioner 

The veterinarian's role in food safety should be clear. The 
practitioner is in the best position to disseminate infor
mation, educate the producer, implement any food safety 
programs, and also assist in, or directly audit, such pro
grams. Veterinarians have some training in epidemiology 
and public health. The veterinarian is highly respected by 
the public, and with respect to third-party verification/ 
certification of on-farm programs, has the qualifications 
to educate producers, as well as to implement and audit 
on-farm food safety programs. 

Additionally, the role of the swine practitioner has tradi
tionally been as primary health and production advisors. 
Many practitioners already have the skills needed for edu
cation and implementation of any food safety program. 
Although not all of the food safety hazards at the farm 
level involve infectious agents, veterinarians have devel
oped and implemented technologies to aid in pathogen 
control. Although not all of the techniques utilized to con
trol "economically significant" pathogens in swine are 
applicable to pre-harvest food safety, many of them are 
and can be continually monitored and improved upon. 

Veterinary practitioners should take their role in food 
safety very seriously. This includes obtaining the neces
sary training to address food safety issues, which will 
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enable them to familiarize and assist producers in improv
ing on-farm food safety. All veterinarians should make 
food safety a part of their efforts when establishing a 
working relationship with their producers. All veterinar
ians must remember that someone must implement and 
monitor those items pertaining to food safety on the farm. 

Ultimately, the producer must accept the concept of food 
safety if any food safety program is to be successful. In 
practice, all veterinarians should promote current food 
safety programs and assist producers in implementing 
programs that become available. The greatest obstacle that 
the industry has faced with respect to food safety pro
grams is the perception (reality?) that food safety pro
grams do not add value to the pig. In the producer's mind, 
any additional effort put towards food safety comes at a 
cost and offers no return. The reality is that participation 
in these programs may not result in an immediate increase 
in the value of the pig. 

The question often heard from producers is "why should 
I participate before I am forced to?" There have been no 
demands for food safety placed on the pre-harvest seg
ment by governmental bodies, other than those for resi
due avoidance. Remember, however, consumers' demands 
today often exceed those requirements governing food 
safety. Therefore, the industry must either convince the 
consumer that the consumer is getting more than what is 
demanded or that the current food safety practices ex
ceed current requirements. It is most likely that a bit of 
both of these two approaches will be necessary. 

The consumer is not the only force that producers must 
listen to. Processors have, in at least some way, been suc
cessful in enforcing some requirements pertaining to pre
harvest food safety. This is particularly true of the PQA 
program. What is the next step that will be taken? Only 
time will tell. However, my prediction is that, in time, 
processors will need to comply with demands and require
ments from further up the processing chain, and some of 
these will lead to the production level. 

This may bring into question the possibility of processor 
access. Simply said, "we need this to slaughter your pigs." 
Sound too far fetched? Maybe in today's pork production 
environment, but the future may bring more change. None
theless, there are countries that have fairly strict regula
tions for pig production that producers must comply with. 
In Denmark, for example, producers are routinely audited 
for program compliance and must take steps to correct 
non-compliant issues or face penalty. 

Most producers have voluntarily participated in programs 
that improve food safety and quality. As always, more 
intensified participation in current programs and/or new 
programs that add cost will likely not be accepted very 
readily. However, if producers are educated on the merits 
of a program (Good Manufacturing Practices, or "GMPs") 
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that improves performance, decreases losses, improves 
biosecurity, etc., any program will have a much greater 
chance of being implemented and achieve the program's 
goals. Veterinarians that understand PQA, Trichinae Cer
tification programs, and the needle avoidance initiative 
will be better prepared to get these programs implemented, 
or at least started on the farm. 

Therefore, veterinarians should understand the subject of 
food safety well, familiarize themselves with current pro
grams for producers, receive training, and promote cur
rent food safety practices to their clients. 

What I have discovered is that the PQA, Trichinae Certi
fication Programs, and the needle avoidance program are 
very useful in ways beyond addressing food safety. So 
much so that the management practices suggested within 
these programs apply to many aspects of pork production 
and will make producers better if these practices are imple
mented. Showing producers that these programs can help 
to optimize performance and return on investment is the 
best and the easiest way to get them to listen and imple
ment recommendations. 

Conclusion 

I think we must all agree that food safety and food qual
ity is, at least in part, everyone's responsibility. Many 
producers have benefited directly and indirectly from their 
participation in the current food safety programs. Despite 
the fact that a more intensified participation in current 
programs or the start of a new program may make pro
ducers' lives more difficult, veterinarians should continue 
to promote the programs that are good for the entire pork 
industry. 
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