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Food Animal Concerns Trust (FACT) is a non-profit organization that advocates better farming practices to improve the safety of meat, milk, and eggs.  Since Bovine Spongiform Ecephalopathy (BSE) was first recognized in the mid 1980s, FACT has worked diligently with Federal regulatory agencies to develop an appropriate response to the threat to human and animal health presented by this fatal degenerative disease. FACT worked on the drafting of the FDA rule to prohibit certain types mammalian protein for ruminant feed which is the subject of the current Advanced Notice of Proposed Rule Making (ANPRM).  FACT appreciates the opportunity to submit comments on this important matter.

Introduction

While we currently have no evidence to suggest that BSE is present in domestic cattle in the United States, FACT believes that the steps implemented by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) banning the feeding of ruminant proteins to other ruminants are prudent.  Given the uncertainties about the origin of the outbreak of the disease in the United Kingdom, FACT strongly believes that the only way to insure that we do not have a similar tragedy is take steps to keep the disease from multiplying if it does appear.  For this reason, FACT calls on the FDA to tighten the loopholes that exist in the current feed ban.  FACT believes that poultry litter from barns where ruminant protein may have been used as a feed ingredient should not be used as feed for ruminants.  In addition, FACT calls on the FDA to require dedicated facilities for feed plants that handle prohibited materials, unless there is a satisfactory method in place to ensure the effectiveness of steps taken to limit cross-contamination.  

Specific Comments

Question 2. Use of Poultry Litter in Cattle Feed

FACT does not have specific information on the extent to which poultry litter is used as a cattle feed ingredient.  There are several regions of the country where both cattle and poultry are raised in large numbers.  The Shenandoah Valley in Virginia, the Upper Mississippi Region in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Iowa are two areas where there is the potential to feed poultry litter.  Currently, there is increased regulation of livestock waste because of its potential as an environmental pollutant.  This may lead greater recycling of poultry litter as feed.

We did not find research indicating how much feed is wasted in broiler production, but research at Oregon State College found that caged layers lost from 1 to 4.5 pounds of feed per year (North and Bell, 1990:338-339.)  FACT believes that spilled feed may not be as large a problem as protein that is passed through the digestive tract of chickens.  Litter varies in amount of crude protein from 13 – 31 percent (Cross, 1995).   This is in addition to another 6 percent non-protein nitrogen.  Given the relatively high level of protein in litter, it is unlikely that this results from spilled feed.  There is no evidence to suggest that the digestive tract of chickens would destroy prion proteins which are not readily destroyed by low pH or digestive enzymes (SSC, 2002).    

Poultry litter is commonly placed in a pile for 3 to 6 weeks to compost before mixing with grain for feeding (Cross, 1995).  Alternatively cage layer litter may be artificially dried to produce dried poultry waste (North and Bell, 1990: 576).  In either case, the treatment is unlikely to destroy prions if they are present.  

In considering the impacts of prohibiting the use of poultry litter as a feed ingredient,   FACT recommends that the potential health benefits be considered.  Prevalence levels for the important foodborne pathogens, Salmonella and Campylobacter, are much higher for poultry products than for cattle products (USDA 2001).  Despite the recommendation that litter be composted before use in feed, FACT doubts that composting under typical farm conditions is an effective method to significantly reduce the risk of transmitting both animal and human diseases.  

In summary, FACT finds the practice of feeding poultry litter to cattle questionable because of the risk of transfer the BSE infectious agent in litter and because of the risk of transmitting other infectious agents.  

Question 4.  Preventing Cross-Contamination

FACT feels that dedicated facilities are the only way to insure that cross-contamination does not occur given the inability of the regulatory agencies to maintain a daily presence in feed plants.  This is particularly important given the recent history in Europe where cross-contamination is implicated as the likely cause of many born after the ban BSE cases

More effort needs to be placed on developing a rapid and economical test for prohibited proteins.  If a test were available that could easily detect prohibited proteins, then the effectiveness of procedures to control cross-contamination could be tested.   Unless a mechanism for testing for prohibited proteins is developed and incorporated into a monitoring system, FACT believes that dedicated facilities are necessary for an effective ban.

Conclusion

FACT appreciates the opportunity to provide comments to the FDA to help in the agencies efforts to protect the United States from the deadly animal and human disease BSE.   FACT recommends that the FDA prohibit the feeding of poultry litter to cattle in cases where it is impossible to be sure that the litter does not come from animals that included ruminant protein in their diet.  FACT also recommends that dedicated facilities be required for prohibited and non-prohibited proteins until there is a system in place that is capable assuring the cross-contamination does not occur. 
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