
FOOD SAFETY
ENSURING A STRONG SURVEILLANCE SYSTEM

UNMET NEEDS
Dedicated funding for: 
• Maintaining national public health laboratory networks 

including PulseNet (CDC) and GenomeTrakr (FDA)

• Recovering foodborne isolates from clinical specimens 
in order to conduct specialized public health testing 

• Transitioning public health laboratories to whole 
genome sequencing methods

• Enhancing bioinformatics capabilities and electronic 
data sharing 

• Detecting emerging antibiotic resistance in foodborne 
pathogens

• Supporting accreditation of public health laboratories 
to the ISO/IEC 17025 standard

BACKGROUND
The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
estimates that foodborne diseases cause approximately 48 
million illnesses (1 in 6 Americans) annually, accounting for 
128,000 hospitalizations and 3,000 deaths in the US.1 

State and local public health and agricultural laboratories 
play an essential role in preventing such illnesses. PulseNet 
helps disease detectives identify the source of outbreaks 
by routinely analyzing genetic fingerprints from foodborne 
pathogens found in ill persons and, when clusters of 
matching strains are found, comparing them to strains 
found in contaminated food products. PulseNet prevents 
over 275,000 illnesses and saves greater than $.5 billion in 
medical costs and lost productivity each year.2  

1  Scallan E, Hoekstra RM, Angulo FJ, Tauxe RV, Widdowson M-A, Roy SL, et al. Foodborne illness acquired in the United States—major pathogens. Emerg Infect Dis. 
2011 Jan [February 26, 2016]. 

2 Scharf, Robert L. et al. “An Economic Evaluation of PulseNet. A Network for Foodborne Disease Surveillance.” American Journal of Preventive Medicine 50.5 
Supplement 1: S66-S73.

GenomeTrakr generates sequences from foodborne 
pathogens identified in food, animal and environmental 
samples. In collaboration with epidemiologists, regulatory 
officials can compare these data to human illness data to 
speed outbreak investigations, remove products from the 
marketplace quickly and reduce foodborne illnesses and 
deaths.

PulseNet and GenomeTrakr help detect and solve 
outbreaks that may otherwise have been missed. For 
example, public health investigators used PulseNet to 
identify and link outbreak-related illnesses among 220 
people infected with a variety of Salmonella strains in 
23 states in 2017. When epidemiologic and laboratory 
evidence indicated that Maradol papayas imported 
from Mexico were the likely source of the outbreak, 
GenomeTrackr laboratories were able to identify a specific 
farm as the outbreak’s source through whole genome 
sequencing (WGS) testing. 

Dedicated resources are needed to ensure that public 
health laboratories can continue to perform specialized 
testing to support these critical networks.  Furthermore, 
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electronic data sharing capabilities need to be greatly 
enhanced so that the human, food and environmental 
isolates can be compared seamlessly. 

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF 
FOODBORNE DISEASE TESTING 
In order to conduct specialized testing, public health 
relies on the submission of foodborne disease isolates 
from patient specimens. Such isolates are not as readily 
available with the rapid uptake of CIDTs in clinical 
laboratories. Public health laboratories are diverting critical 
resources in order to recover these isolates. Placing the 
financial burden on state government is not a sustainable 
model for maintaining successful national foodborne 
disease surveillance activities. 

INTEGRATING FOOD SAFETY SYSTEMS 
Human and animal food laboratories perform critical testing 
on a variety of products for pathogens, chemicals and other 
contaminants. The Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA) 
has identified laboratory accreditation as a critical element 
of a fully integrated food safety system. 

Human and animal food laboratories that are accredited 
to the ISO/IEC 17025 standard produce data that FDA 
can more confidently act upon, resulting in faster removal 
of unsafe products from the US food supply, quicker 
identification of foods responsible for foodborne outbreaks 
and more effective measures to prevent outbreaks from 
(re)occurring in the future. 

In the past five years, FDA has invested over $50 million 
in human and animal food laboratories that are working 
towards attaining or expanding their scope of ISO/IEC 
17025 accreditation. Major success stories reinforce the 
need for ongoing investment in laboratory accreditation, 
such as in March 2017, when several state public health 
laboratories identified Shiga toxin-producing Escherichia 
coli O157:H7 (O157 STEC) in samples of SoyNut butter. 
Supported by state data from these laboratories and from 

noted sanitary violations, FDA ordered the manufacturer to 
shut down operations within the same month.  

Continued funding is needed to ensure that human and 
animal food testing laboratories have the necessary 
resources to maintain and expand their scope of 
accreditation and continue to perform critical testing on a 
wide variety of foods. 

LOOKING AHEAD 
The food safety system is transitioning from more traditional 
testing methods to modern technologies such as WGS. 
New sequencing technologies will allow public health 
laboratories to perform several types of specialized testing 
in fewer steps and less time. For example, WGS analysis 
detects drug resistant superbugs in human, food, and 
environmental sources. Analysis of these test results 
for public health action will reduce the overall burden of 
foodborne illness in the US. More funding is needed to 
transition public health laboratories to newer technologies 
in order to stay on the forefront of global food safety. ■
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CDC FUNDING
FOOD SAFETY

FY 2017:  $52
FY 2018/19:  $52 (necessary)

FDA Funding
FOOD SAFETY

FY 2017:  Increased by $104
FY 2018/19: Increase by $104 (necessary)

(Dollars in millions)
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