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BAcKgrounD
While significant, the recent national outbreaks 
of gastrointestinal disease associated with raw 
cookie dough, sprouts, and peanut butter that 
captured national attention are merely the best-
known examples of a far more extensive burden. 
Food is capable of transmitting more than 200 
known diseases and, in 1999, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimated 
that foodborne disease caused approximately 
76 million illnesses annually, including 5,000 
deaths in the US. In the majority of outbreaks, 
the causes of the illnesses remain unidentified. 
The improved public health laboratory (PHL) 
capability that would result from enactment of 
Congresswoman Rosa DeLauro’s bill, H.R. 875, 
would allow food safety experts to link cases of 
illnesses more rapidly, identifying common causes 
earlier in an outbreak and potentially limiting 
exposures. Frenzen, et al. estimated in 2005 that 
the prevention of a single fatal case of hemolytic 
uremic syndrome in a patient infected with Shiga 
toxin-producing E. coli may save $6.2 million 
dollars. Moreover, economist Robert Scharff 
recently estimated that the cost of foodborne 
illness in the US could reach $152 billion annually.

PHLs form the backbone of the response 
by providing information that can assist 
epidemiologists and other food safety officials 
in their investigation. Laboratories respond 
to foodborne emergencies by detecting and 
identifying outbreaks through networks such 
as PulseNet, the national molecular subtyping 
network formed by PHLs and CDC. Without these 

networks, large national outbreaks, including the 
2008-09 peanut butter outbreak and 2009 raw 
cookie dough outbreak, might never be detected. 
As an example, during the national E. coli O157:H7 
outbreak in 1993 that was the impetus for the 
development of PulseNet, it took 39 days to 
determine ground beef patties served at a national 
restaurant chain were the source of the illness. 
In 2006, during the national outbreak of E. coli 
O157:H7 linked to fresh spinach, it took only 14 
days from the first case onset of illness until the 
product was recalled nationally, preventing an 
untold number of cases of illnesses.  

PHLs serve a number of food safety functions:
•	 Disease	Surveillance	and	PulseNet.	Through	

PulseNet, PHLs routinely perform DNA 
fingerprinting on common foodborne bacteria 
and transmit those data electronically to a 
national database, allowing member laboratories 
to identify related bacterial strains across state 
borders in a timely manner. PulseNet continues 
to expand in scope and utility by engaging 
new federal partners, targeting emerging food 

CDC FUNDING 
Food Safety 
(Dollars in millions)

FY 2010 $28 (Enacted)

FY 2011 $37* (APHL Required Amount) 
(*additional $9 million necessary to improve 

food safety measures at the state level)

)
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pathogens and implementing next-generation 
technology.

•	 Outbreak	Testing.	When	an	outbreak	related	
to food consumption occurs, PHLs receive 
both human and food samples from public 
health nurses or health inspectors and analyze 
them to determine the chemical or biological 
contaminant. PHLs’ contributions allow for 
human illness to be linked to a food source by 
investigators. Food safety initiatives may then 
be promoted to help prevent future illness.

•	 Confirmatory	Testing.	PHLs	also	test	samples	
to confirm the results of clinical and hospital 
laboratories. This routine testing is important to 
monitoring the incidence and type of foodborne 
disease in the population.

PHL unmET nEEDs
Over the years, PHLs have brought their food 
safety laboratory capacity to a higher level based 
on APHL recommendations. However, notable 
gaps remain:
•	 Personnel.	Without	steady	funding	for	qualified	

personnel, states may lack the ability to use 
their resources fully. According to a recent APHL 
survey, 64% of states would like to hire more 
staff but do not have sufficient funding.

•	 Training.	The	knowledge	gap	in	conventional	
laboratory methods is increasing, and states 
need	sufficient	resources	to	adequately	train	
staff to perform classical microbiological and 
chemical testing on both food and human 
samples. However, 81% of state laboratories 
have	cited	inadequate	funding	as	the	primary	
barrier that restricts them from providing food 
safety training to staff.

•	 Reagents/Equipment.	While	most	laboratories	
use or have access to highly technical 
equipment	and	software	capable	of	rapidly	

detecting and differentiating strains of 
foodborne pathogens, maintenance of 
laboratory	equipment	is	very	costly.	In	addition,	
reagent costs place a significant financial 
burden on many of these laboratories. 

•	 Food	Chemistry.	Every	PHL	should	have	the	
capability to perform food chemistry testing 
to detect the presence of environmental 
contaminants, natural toxins and other 
chemical agents in food. However, the average 
PHL	has	only	1.6	FTEs	that	routinely	perform	
food chemistry testing. 

cDc FooD sAFETy unmET nEEDs
•	 PulseNet—to	allow	immediate	testing	of	

samples, expand PulseNet to be able to 
detect additional pathogens, to evaluate and 
implement next-generation laboratory testing 
methods, to improve diagnostic methods and 
training and to support national foodborne 
disease surveillance efforts.

•	 Improvements	in	sample	shipping—to	provide	
states funding to combat rising costs of shipping 
clinical	isolates	and/or	specimens	to	PHLs	and	
assure timely submission of samples from 
healthcare providers and clinical laboratories to 
PHLs performing surveilllance.

•	 Calicivirus/Norovirus—to	expand	the	number	
of states that have capacity for molecular 
Norovirus	detection	and	sequencing,	train	
laboratorians	in	Norovirus	sequencing	
methods	and	sequence	analysis,	improve	
Norovirus typing methods and support national 
Calicivirus/Norovirus	surveillance.

•	 Parasitic	activities—to	develop	new	technologies	
 to detect the presence of foodborne parasites 

such as Cyclospora cayetanensis and to provide 
molecular, conventional and tele-diagnostic 
tools to PHLs.  
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