Hawaii Egg Producers Cooperative

Suite 850, Davies Pacific Center

841 Bishop Street

Honolulu, Hawaii  96813

December 17, 2004

Division of Dockets Management

Food and Drug Administration

5630 Fishers Lane, Room 1061

Rockville, MD 20852

[Docket Nos. 1996P-0418, 1997P-0197, 1998P-0203, and 2000N-0504 and RIN number 0910-AC14]

Dear Sir or Madam:

The Hawaii Egg Producers Cooperative is a cooperative representing the egg producers in the State of Hawaii.  Hawaii production is in excess of 118 million eggs per year with a layer population of 500,000. The average number of layers per farm is 45,000.

Hawaii residents have a decided preference for fresh Hawaii produced eggs as indicated by the majority market share of local product. 

Production cost are high, probably the highest in the country. Eggs are not exported out of the State.  Hawaii’s production does not afford the industry with an egg breaking or pasteurization facility. No egg products are manufactured. No chicks for egg production are hatched in our State.  All chicks are air-shipped from the West Coast.  All packing materials and feed are imported from the continental United States by ocean freight. There are only two slaughter facilities on two of eight islands, and one very small rendering plant on Oahu. Both slaughter facilities do not operate on a daily basis and lack the capacity for slaughtering spent fowl if positive test results occur. Hawaii has a landfill crisis with a shortage of land available for new landfill. Because there is no egg breaking facilities for diversion, existing landfills may be limited to accept eggs and spent fowl. There is only one private laboratory in our state available to do environmental and egg testing.

The Hawaii egg producers have very limited alternatives. Eggs that cannot be sold would have to be destroyed. It is cost prohibitive to ship the eggs to breaker plants in California or elsewhere in the continental U.S. In the past, west coast breaker plants have denied the receipt of eggs from Hawaii.

The high cost and market isolation of the Hawaii egg industry, although healthy and vital to the food security of Hawaii consumers, is nonetheless economically fragile.  The strategies set forth in the FDA Proposed Rules – Prevention of Salmonella enteritidis in Shell Eggs during Production, would devastate our entire industry because of the suggested testing programs and no alternatives available for the diversion of eggs.

There is no HACCP responsibility placed on food handlers.  More important than the threat of serving undercooked eggs is that of human to human transmission.  When an egg-associated food borne disease outbreak occurs, there needs to be epidemiological testing of the food handlers to determine if human to human transmission has occurred.  Along with this, environmental testing of the food establishment needs to be included to determine any time-temperature abuse, and/or contamination by other food sources.

We believe the components for a SE reduction program are adequately addressed by our Hawaii Egg Quality Assurance Plan. According to the Hawaii State Department of Health, the SE cases in Hawaii are very low. In 2001, the U.S. cases sited in the Federal Register were 118,000 cases while Hawaii had only 50 cases which equivalent to 0.042 percent. Hawaii producers should not be penalized for SE cases occurring in other States and from other foods.

The Hawaii egg industry and the State of Hawaii Department of Health and State Department of Agriculture have effectively been able to regulate Hawaii egg production and marketing.  Hawaii regulators are acquainted with local custom, practice and requirements and should continue regulatory oversight. We believe the FDA proposals for the prevention of SE do not provide Hawaii egg producer/processors a “level playing field” with the continental U.S. industry. Hawaii producers participating in the Hawaii Egg Quality Assurance Plan should not be economically devastated with the new costs and procedures exceeding $1.00 per bird because of our small flock size with 3 lay cycles when the eggs we produce are SE negative.

We hereby comment on specific provisions of FDA’s Proposed Regulations:

Producer Testing for SE in Poultry Houses

It is common for producers in Hawaii to have multi-age flocks in one house. Some producers have multi-age flock rows in a single house. SE testing would be very difficult at best to keep separate. A positive environmental test result could mean depopulation of the entire farm.

If there is an environmental positive test result for a typical farm in Hawaii (5-10 acres), we would not have the space to store the eggs to wait for egg test results. If the egg tests are negative, it could still mean the end of the farm.

Refrigerated Storage of Eggs at the Farm

It is common to process eggs only 2-3 days per week.  The current 72 hour at 65 degrees or below time line gets producers through the weekend. Many of our producers do not have the extra cooler space. Having to put nest run eggs into the big cooler for a day and a half would be unaffordable.

Biosecurity Program

The proposed requirements are extremely burdensome for Hawaii producers. Hawaii’s limited land mass affords a minimum setback requirement between farm lots of 15 feet. Therefore, the proposed bio-security program would be unattainable because neighbors to commercial egg farms have pet birds with 15 feet from the property line. You could prohibit your employees from owning birds, but you cannot prohibit your neighbor next door from pet birds.

Pest and Rodent Control Program

Pest control would be inaccurate because the fly count could be flawed by fly breeding from horse stable, goat farm or swine farm next door which could be only 15 feet from your property line.

In conclusion, we strongly urge FDA to recognize and reward states with low SE cases.  Hawaii represents only 0.04% of total SE cases in the nation, which indicates the Hawaii 

Egg Quality Assurance program is adequate. States that have no egg diversion or inadequate egg diversion capacity should be given flexibility. And egg producers compliant with those state plans; be considered to be in compliance with FDA regulations.

Very truly yours,

Nelson Okumura

President

