Frequently Asked Questions About BSE

Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) is also known as “Mad Cow Disease”

What is the current situation with the single U.S. cow that was found to have BSE?  

On December 23, 2003, a single dairy cow in Washington State was diagnosed with BSE through the USDA’s ongoing BSE surveillance program.  This case was found in a federally inspected plant. The central nervous tissue from this animal, which scientists recognize as the infective material, was removed and did not go into the food supply. The BSE agent is not found in meat like steaks, roasts and ground beef.

Currently, the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Food and Drug Administration are taking all actions necessary to protect animal health and assure consumers a safe and wholesome food supply.  A thorough epidemiological investigation being conducted by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Canadian Food Inspection Agency determined through DNA testing that the animal is of Canadian origin.  Both authorities conducted independent DNA tests, and both tests reached the same conclusion.

Is U.S. beef safe to feed to my family?

Yes, U.S. beef remains the safest in the world.  The BSE agent is not found in meat like steaks, roasts and ground beef. It is found primarily in central nervous system tissue such as brain and spinal cord.  

This was a single case of BSE and the potentially infective parts of this animal were not allowed into the food supply.  

Is U.S. milk safe?

Yes.  The U.S. food supply, including milk and beef, is very safe.  A substantial body of scientific research shows that beef and milk do not carry the BSE disease agent. National and international public health organizations such as the World Health Organization have consistently stated that milk and milk products are safe regardless of whether the country producing them has had cases of BSE.

Does BSE pose a risk to human health?
Following an outbreak of BSE in the UK, resulting in a total of 183,191 confirmed cases in the UK to date, research has found an association between BSE and the human disease, variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (vCJD).  Variant CJD likely developed as a result of people consuming products contaminated with nervous system tissue, such as brain and spinal cord, from BSE-infected cattle.  There have been 155 definite and probable cases of vCJD worldwide.  Additional research indicates that all of the vCJD patients had a similar genetic make-up and research continues to see if this commonality would indicate a genetic predisposition to infection by the BSE agent. Classic CJD and vCJD are distinct and separate diseases and have different clinical symptoms, durations and affect different parts of the brain.  
Has anyone in the United States contracted vCJD?

No indigenous cases of vCJD have been discovered in the U.S.  A probable vCJD case was reported in Spring 2002 in a Florida resident, and scientists have concluded that patient contracted the disease while she was living in the UK during the height of the BSE outbreak.
What is BSE?  And how is it spread?

Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE), frequently called Mad Cow Disease, is a degenerative neurological disease affecting the central nervous system of cattle.  BSE affects older cattle, typically over 30 months of age. The vast majority of the cattle going to market in the U.S. are less than 24 months old.

According to the latest science, BSE does not spread from animal to animal; the only way BSE spreads is through contaminated protein supplements in cattle feed. In addition to increased testing and a series of import bans, in 1997 the Food and Drug Administration banned the use of ruminant-derived protein supplements in cattle feed.  The feed ban has had one of the highest levels of compliance of all the Food and Drug Administration regulations not only because it's a requirement, but also because U.S. beef producers have seen the impact this disease had in the U.K. and are committed to preventing its spread within the U.S. cattle herd.

How is BSE detected?  

The U.S. began a surveillance program for BSE in 1990 and was the first country without the disease within its borders to test cattle for the disease. The surveillance system targets the highest risk cattle populations such as cattle with any signs of neurological disorder and those animals that cannot walk as well as those over 30 months of age. Animals under 30 months of age do not pose a BSE risk.  Also, our surveillance program is designed to detect the disease even if it were occurring at a rate of one animal in a million.

U.S. procedures require that all U.S. cattle be inspected by a USDA inspector or veterinarian before going to slaughter. Animals with any signs of neurological disorder are removed from the food supply and tested for BSE. And, as of January 2, 2004, animals that cannot walk on their own are prohibited from entering the food supply and also are targets of the surveillance program. The program also samples apparently healthy cattle. When those animals are tested for BSE the meat from these animals is held until the test results show it is safe.

In what type of beef is BSE found? 

The BSE agent is not found in beef such as steaks, roasts and ground beef; it is found in central nervous system tissue such as brain and spinal cord.  

What systems are in place to prevent future cases of BSE in the U.S.?

The U.S. government, in partnership with industry, has worked for 15 years to build a system that works to protect animal and public health by preventing the introduction of BSE and preventing its spread if it were introduced.  In 1989, the U.S. began a series of ban on imports of animals or at-risk animal products from BSE countries and, in 1997, to ban feeding practices that could spread the disease. 

Our surveillance program, in place since 1990, targets the highest risk populations and is designed to detect the disease even if it were occurring at a rate of one animal in a million. For testing purposes, the U.S. is divided into eight regions and within each region we test more than the World Animal Health Organization recommends for an entire minimal risk country.

Finally, a multi-year risk analysis conducted by Harvard University reported "Measures taken by the U.S. government and industry make the U.S. robust against the spread of BSE to animals or humans should it be introduced into this country."
Is “organic” beef safer from BSE?

No. Both conventional and organic beef are safe from BSE.  Despite many scientific studies, the BSE infectious agent has not been found in beef muscle cuts or milk and U.S. beef is a safe and wholesome food.

Beginning in the 1980s the industry and government worked together to create a series of firewalls to safeguard the U.S. beef supply from the introduction or spread of BSE. Regardless of how the beef is produced, you can be assured the beef you eat is safe.
