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Foreword



The Mad Cowboy is once again riding to the rescue and this time it is No More Bull! As only Howard Lyman can portray it, we are updated on the egregious, self-serving, and dangerous practices of the meat, dairy, and poultry industries. We are taken behind the scenes to the corridors of power and deals struck that amputate the clout of any meat inspection, neutralize testing procedures for mad cow disease, and permit the unsafe feeding of dead animals and feces to livestock.

With unstinting courage and candor, Howard Lyman shares his decades of knowledge of the untidy underbelly of the animal products industry and the epidemic of acute and chronic illness they guarantee for the unwary that eat them.

While enthusiastically embracing the No More Bull! message of Howard Lyman, I would like to expand the vision we share. As a physician I am embarrassed by the lack of initiative and obstructionist policies of my own medical profession toward healthier lifestyles. This is not surprising. Physicians lack training and knowledge of nutrition and are self-serving when they proclaim “patients won’t follow plant-based nutrition.”

Having counseled patients with severe coronary artery heart disease for over twenty years, I find the opposite to be true. Patients sent home to die by expert cardiologists after failing bypass or stents rejoice as they lose weight, eliminate angina chest pains, lessen their medication, lower their blood sugars, decrease or come off their insulin, revert their positive stress test back to normal, selectively diminish the plaque plugging their arteries, and resume a fully active life empowered by the knowledge that they, not their physicians, have become the locus of control for the disease that was destroying them.

Your arteries at ninety should work as efficiently as they did at nine. A plant-based diet will do the job, as my research has shown.

But medicine is an industry out of control, predicted by 2014 to consume 19 percent of GDP. Think of the plight of General Motors burdened with $2 billion in health benefit obligation. It is unsustainable. This is true for all manufacturers who want to help their employers. Unions can’t gain any increase in wages if all the money goes to health benefits. What are the options? Either more and more manufacturing is lost to overseas or we end up with many more uninsured.

The answer is to eliminate the chronic illness. Most of these dollars are spent on treating strokes, heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, and the common Western cancers of breast, prostate, and colon. Obviously asking union and management to switch to a plant-based diet is not going to happen immediately, so we start small. (This approach incidentally is the same that might salvage Medicare, which it is estimated will consume over 40 percent of the national budget by mid-century.)

We approach union and management with a proposition that requests heart patients targeted for the mechanical intervention of bypass or stenting must first consider a twelve-week arrest and reversal lifestyle program. This must be monitored by those qualified in this technique.

Patients will want to avoid the potential mortality and morbidity of the intervention. In my experience success with the motivated is well over 90 percent. Even with 50 percent adherence and avoiding intervention, the savings in avoiding procedures is colossal. The same approach can work for hypertension, diabetes, and many other chronic illnesses. This will decrease the “prescription promiscuity” (Dayo and Patrick) that characterizes so many physicians’ drug approach to disease.

As we review the last century of medicine, despite striking the technological and drug breakthroughs, the diseases remain the same. Each succeeding generation of medical students learns a different set of pills and procedures but has no teaching of disease prevention. Epidemiological studies of other cultures confirm that 70 percent of our chronic illnesses need never occur.

Another major roadblock to health is the inability of our government to recommend a food pyramid that will restore and maintain well-being rather than destroy it. We need a food pyramid that will result in an average American cholesterol level below 150 mg/dl. The China Study reveals in robust fashion the implications of dairy and meat as causative factors in cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and cancer. The food pyramid is laden with products that promote disease. All who eat these foods are marching toward a cliff. The medical profession is trying to bail them out as they start to fall, but all too often the profession fails and the public is crippled or dies as medicine prospers.

When medicine is rewarded for preventing these diseases, it will teach the public how to walk alongside the cliff, not over it.

The collective will and conscience of our profession is being tested as never before. Now is the time for legendary work.

In summary, a perceived weakness of democracy and capitalism is when economic and political forces keep information from the public. As government succumbs to the industrial might of the meat, dairy, and sugar industries, so Medicare has yielded and now embraces drugs and technical intervention for diseases caused by the toxic American diet. All this can change with a knowledgeable and informed public.

As Howard Lyman states, our goals must be loftier to make it happen. You never get any higher than you aim.

Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn

Cleveland Clinic








Introduction: My Journey



I grew up outside of Great Falls, Montana, as a fourth-generation dairy farmer and cattle rancher. It was a way of life that I believed in deeply, as did my whole family. We worked hard and did our small part to help provide America with high-quality beef and fresh, rich dairy products. I ran the Lyman Ranch until I was forty-five. My learning curve may have been a little slow, but I eventually learned the crucial lesson that impels me to write this book: the “wholesome” meat and dairy products that I was in the business of selling to the public were in fact poisons.

I can guarantee you that if you knew as much as I do about what goes into creating meat and dairy in America today—if you could see behind the walls that those who practice large-scale animal agriculture in this country seek to keep in place—your diet would resemble my own. Vegan. I haven’t consumed an animal product in over a dozen years, and during that time all my considerable health problems (along with over a hundred unnecessary pounds) have melted away.

 

I was born in 1938, an ominous time in Europe, but just another Depression year back home. Growing up during World War II, I had no idea my family was poor. In addition to the farm, we had a large garden that I helped to tend. My love for birds, trees, and healthy soil came from working there as a boy. The family didn’t have much cash, but we ate very well and I had no wants.

During the war, it was almost impossible to hire any help, so the entire family was pressed into providing the labor to keep the operation running. I remember to this day that whenever there was a family picnic, we would have to leave early to get home so we could milk the cows. I vowed early on that I would never again have my life controlled by the mammary secretions of a cow.

Going to school provided me with a welcome break from work. I loved the freedom of spending time in a warm, clean environment. I liked it so much that I forgot to devote any time to learning. My first twelve years in school consisted of partying and playing football—at both of which I excelled. If I did any studying at all, it’s escaped my memory.

I accomplished my main objective in high school: our team won the state football championship. In the same year, without noticing how it happened, I also somehow managed to graduate. After high school, I spent a year working on the farm full time, where it became apparent that I didn’t have the tools to become a successful farmer—especially not in an age in which science was boldly coming to the aid of agriculture. Although I didn’t know much, I knew enough to realize that the farms that employed new technologies had the competitive edge.

My solution was to enroll in Montana State College, at its College of Agriculture, where I learned not only much of what I had neglected in high school but also a great deal more—about pesticides, herbicides, synthetic fertilizers, hormones, and antibiotics. My agriculture professors were all chemists, and I truly believed that they understood more about farming than my old man, who’d been doing it all his life and didn’t believe in their newfangled ways.

Upon graduation, I received a commission as a second lieutenant in the Army. While serving a two-year tour in the United States, I learned a lot about organizing and leading. I planned to put those skills to good use in running the farm.

When I returned home from the Army, my brother was dying from cancer. The management of the entire operation fell on my shoulders. It was a responsibility that I had to take seriously because it meant providing a living for several families. Bursting with confidence, I expanded the family’s small, organic dairy farm into a large factory farm. We took on thousands of head of cattle, thousands of acres of crops, and over thirty employees. I truly believed that it was necessary for the business to constantly get bigger, or else it would go under. Looking back on it today, I just shake my head in wonder at how I could have managed to get nearly everything wrong.

I used herbicides and pesticides liberally to grow feed for my cattle. Concentrating thousands of head of cattle from different origins in close quarters bred disease, so I added antibiotics to the feed like sugar to a breakfast cereal for kids. Since cattle were not designed by nature to digest the grain that I was using to fatten them up, I fought a constant losing battle to control their digestive ailments. I injected steroids into my bovines to further stimulate their growth and to abort pregnant heifers. I sprayed insecticide to combat the flies that were attracted to my operation like, well, flies to cow manure. And I did it all without the aid of goggles or protective clothing.

In retrospect, it seems unsurprising that, at the height of my chemical farming, in 1979, I was paralyzed from the waist down by a tumor on the inside of my spinal cord. But at the time it came as something of a shock. I had suffered back pain for many years, which I had attributed to an incident at my sister’s wedding, when she and her groom jumped into their Volkswagen after the ceremony and I wittily grabbed the rear bumper and lifted the back end of the vehicle off the ground, preventing them from taking off. Volkswagens turn out to be heavier than they look, at least when they’re loaded down with presents. I succeeded in delaying my sister’s honeymoon by about a minute, and thought I had paid a price in pain.

But it turned out that the cause of my backache was not my nuptial antics but a tumor that had been growing for so long, it was practically old enough to vote. The damned thing had been sneaking up on me, and when it finally pounced, it pounced hard—preventing me from walking, from even being able to feel the floor beneath my feet. The doctor told me that I needed an operation to remove the tumor, and that the odds I would ever walk again were one in a million. I promised myself that, whatever the outcome of the operation, I’d dedicate the balance of my life to restoring health to the land I had damaged, and to fighting those agri-business interests that continue to destroy the fertile earth that should be our birthright.

My operation was successful. Every day I thank God that I can walk, and I renew my vow. I can truly say that my life splits neatly into two parts: before the operation, when I was dangerously unhealthy, thoughtless, self-centered, and devoid of compassion for the animals I slaughtered; and after, when the lessons I’ve learned about kindness and compassion have taken me on a journey that has restored my own health.

I’ve done a lot of things since then to fight for a healthy, sustainable system of agriculture. I began returning my own farm to the organic operation that it had been when my father ran it. I worked for the National Farmers Union, lobbying for small farmers in Congress. I ran for Congress myself in Montana, losing by three percentage points.

But the smartest thing I ever did was to start down a path that eventually led me to become a vegan. It was a process that took years; I made some mistakes along the way, and I’m still learning. But I have arrived now at a diet that leaves me with more energy than I’ve felt since I was a kid, and leaves my doctor shaking his head in wonder at all the glorious numbers in my blood work—one hell of an improvement over the ominous numbers that used to make me think that my only hope was to buy more life insurance. I understand now that no change could produce as much benefit for our land and the water—and our health—than a shift among the American populace toward a plant-based diet.

All my energies now are devoted to reaching that goal. It is my hope that this book can bring us a small step closer to achieving it.









Chapter One

Is Mad Cow Here to Stay?




As a guest on The Oprah Winfrey Show in April 1996, I tried to warn consumers of the very real risk that Mad Cow disease would come to America. I explained that the government was protecting the cattle industry at the expense of the public, and that as a nation we were proceeding headlong down the same disreputable path that government and industry had taken in England: dealing with Mad Cow disease as public relations rather than as a profound risk to human health. I did my best to introduce America to the phenomenon of “downer cows”—cows that fail to arrive at the slaughterhouse in an ambulatory state—and to point out the risks involved in grinding cows up and feeding them back to other cows, effectively turning cows into cannibals. “A hundred thousand cows per year in the United States are fine one night, then [found] dead the following morning,” I said. “The majority of those cows are…ground up and fed back to other cows. If only one of them has Mad Cow disease, it has the potential to affect thousands.” To her credit, Oprah reacted to my pronouncements by swearing off hamburgers.

For my trouble, I wound up, along with Oprah and her production company, Harpo Productions, sued by a group of Texas cattlemen for the preposterous crime of “Food Disparagement.” Ludicrous and un-American as it may sound, thirteen states, including Texas, have laws on the books that attempt to protect the food grown in their states from insult, the First Amendment be damned. I was charged with making “slanderous” statements about cattle and beef that brought “shame, embarrassment, humiliation, and mental pain and anguish” upon the thin-skinned, litigious cattlewimps of Texas.

Oprah and I were vindicated in a courtroom in Amarillo, Texas, on February 26, 1998. A series of last-ditch, desperate, and ultimately failed appeals by some of the plaintiffs dragged the case on until August 2002, when it was finally dismissed with prejudice by the presiding judge. In the process of losing in the courts, the cattle industry may have nonetheless succeeded in casting a veil of fear over the media. You’ll note that Oprah has not done any more shows about Mad Cow disease, and, although I hope to be proved wrong, I don’t expect her to do any more soon.

Not even now that it is here.

On December 23, 2003, the news broke that a Holstein cow slaughtered near Yakima, Washington, tested positive for bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), or Mad Cow disease. BSE is one of a class of brain-wasting diseases brought on by prions—aberrant, misfolded proteins that have been shown to cross the species barrier to cause equally deadly encephalopathies in various other mammals, including humans.

Clearly prepared for the eventuality of Mad Cow coming to America, the then United States Agriculture Secretary, Ann M. Veneman, jumped before the cameras to announce to the nation that the meat on our grocery store shelves was safe, owing to precautions she claimed were in effect that would keep the nerve tissue of slaughtered cows out of the human food supply. She insisted that the “safety of our food supply and public health are high priorities of this administration and high priorities of the U.S.D.A.” She contended that in the year 2003 “we have tested 20,526 head of cattle for B.S.E., which is triple the level of the previous year of 2002.” Straining to put a positive spin on news that was about to devastate the United States cattle industry, she boasted, “The presumptive positive today is a result of our aggressive surveillance program. This is a clear indication that our surveillance and detection program is working.” She tried to reassure consumers with the notion that “one thing that it’s important to remember is that muscle cuts of meat have almost no risk. In fact, as far as the science is concerned, I know of no science that’s shown that you can transmit B.S.E. from muscle cuts of meat. So the fact that it’s gone to further processing is not significant in terms of human health.” Hearteningly, she told America, “I plan to serve beef for my Christmas dinner.”

Her Undersecretary of Agriculture, Dr. Elsa Murano, added that the brain and spinal column of the sick cow—the parts most likely to be infected with prions—had been sent to a rendering plant, thus keeping it safely out of the human food supply.

All in all, it was a brilliant performance in the art of putting lipstick on a pig. Or, in this case, a dead cow. It was the kind of performance one would expect from a Department of Agriculture whose leading players, like Ms. Veneman herself, used to work as lobbyists for the cattle industry. As author Eric Schlosser has pointed out, “Right now you’d have a hard time finding a federal agency more completely dominated by the industry it was created to regulate.” But in spite of Secretary Veneman’s best efforts, the U.S. cattle industry lost about 90 percent of its beef exports, or at least $6 billion per year, within days of the announcement of the infected Holstein, as more than a dozen countries stopped buying American beef. Unfortunately for Ms. Veneman and Ms. Murano, for the Bush Administration’s Agriculture Department, for the cattle industry, and most important for consumers, public relations is no substitute for public health policy, and stonewalling will prove in the long run to be more expensive than taking the measures required to deal honestly with the reality of Mad Cow disease. The disease is here, and if we do not quickly address its challenges, it may be here to stay for generations to come.

Mad Cow disease is one of a class of spongiform encephalopathies that crosses species barriers readily and destroys brain cells in its victims, leaving holes in the brain (hence “spongiform”), bringing about a rapid neurological decline and death. It is likely that all mammals are susceptible to the disease; lions, tigers, cheetahs, pumas, kudu, and bison in zoos that were fed pet food contaminated with rendered material from sick cows developed spongiform diseases and died. We cannot yet rule out the possibility that birds and fish (a prion protein has been discovered in pufferfish) may be susceptible as well. In sheep and goats, the disease is called scrapie; in cats, it is known as feline spongiform encephalopathy; in deer and elk, it is called chronic wasting disease; in humans, the disease was discovered in 1906 and given the name Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD).

While BSE has deservedly gotten more attention than any other prion disease in animals as a result of the Mad Cow outbreak in the U.K. in the nineties, the fact is that chronic wasting disease (CWD) happens to be spreading like wildfire throughout both deer and elk populations in parts of North America, from Colorado to Saskatchewan to New York. CWD is believed to readily cross the species barrier between mule deer, elk, and white-tailed deer. In captive populations of mule deer, incidence of the disease has been found to be as high as 90 percent or more. In wild populations, in areas such as Colorado and Wisconsin in which the disease is endemic, prevalence has been estimated as high as 15 percent. Since 1996, infected animals have been detected in more than twenty-five elk farms throughout the West and Midwest. Meanwhile, anecdotal reports continue of hunters dying of CJD. In 2001, a twenty-five-year-old man who shared deer and elk that his grandfather hunted succumbed to CJD. In 2002 and 2003, about a half-dozen cases were reported of CJD deaths in deer and elk hunters, and in men who participated in “wild game feasts” that included venison and elk meat.

While I firmly believe that all meat is bad for you, the most dangerous meat in America today may well be wild game. Eating venison in America today is like playing Russian roulette. The connection between CWD and CJD isn’t as well established scientifically as the connection between Mad Cow disease and CJD, but I can promise you that one day soon, it will be. It would be foolish to eat venison in the frail hope that a species barrier might exist in prion diseases between deer and humans, when we now know that no such barrier exists between cows and humans. The more we learn about the transmissible encephalopathies, the more the notion of a species barrier seems like a quaint case of wishful thinking.

Traditionally, CJD was believed to occur sporadically in about one in a million people, usually over sixty years of age. The Mad Cow epidemic in England, however, gave rise to what is called “new variant” CJD, a wrinkle on the disease that has been definitively linked to the consumption of infected meat. As of this writing, new variant CJD has led to at least one hundred fifty-three quite miserable deaths in Europe (most of those in England), and many of the victims have been young, in their teens and twenties. Since the disease-causing agent is not viral but is rather a misfolded protein, no known form of sterilization can contain or totally destroy it, and we are a long way from a cure, if indeed a cure will ever be possible. There has been some rare hope, however, provided by the case of Jonathan Simms, a young man from Belfast who was diagnosed with new variant CJD at the age of seventeen, and was expected to die within a year. But his father won the right to treat him with an experimental drug, pentosan polysulphate (PPS), and remarkably Jonathan is still alive today at twenty, and regaining some neurological function.

Nothing can be more important to understand about the spongiform encephalopathies than this: the incubation period is long. As I wrote in my first exploration of the subject, Mad Cowboy:

The incubation period of the spongiform diseases appears to vary in direct relation to a species’ natural life expectancy. Mice can incubate the disease in just a few months. It takes cats a few years from being infected to display symptoms of disease. The incubation period in humans of CJD is thought to be from ten to thirty years. Therefore the cases of CJD that have arisen in the first half of the 1990s could well have derived from the eating of infected beef in the early or mid-eighties, before BSE was even diagnosed. If so, these first deaths could prove reminiscent of the curiosity of the first handful of people who died of AIDS in the early 1980s, before the numbers of mortalities exploded and the disease spread worldwide.


In cattle, the incubation period is thought to be at least four or five years, and yet most cattle are slaughtered before they are five. It’s therefore perfectly possible that a significant percentage of cattle are infected, although not yet symptomatic, as they enter the slaughterhouse and then the food chain. It’s also perfectly possible that meat eaters are becoming infected every day, and that we will not know of the coming plague until they begin manifesting the symptoms of CJD in ten or twenty or thirty years. To those who understand something about the disease, it was no mystery when a twenty-year-old British vegetarian died of CJD; he is believed to have contracted the disease from beef he ate as a child.

Understanding those facts, one would think that it would be incumbent upon our government to proceed with extreme caution, and to take every reasonable measure to protect its citizens’ health. But the pattern has been otherwise. Secretary Veneman chose to spin wishful thinking as if it were responsible government action. Like her equivalents at the Ministry of Agriculture in England in the first half of the 1990s, who assured England that BSE would have no effect on public health, she and her successors can try to bolster consumer confidence until the (mad) cows come home, but the facts tell a different, far more alarming, story.

Testing twenty thousand head of cattle annually amounts to a “Don’t Look, Don’t Find” policy. It’s hardly reassuring when one considers that some thirty-five million cattle are slaughtered in America each year. We are testing about one out of every seventeen hundred cows we slaughter—slightly under 0.06 percent. In recent years, hundreds of thousands of those cows have arrived at the slaughterhouse in a nonambulatory state, often dragged by chains—and yet only a small fraction of even these downer cows have been tested. Indeed, our testing protocols appear to be something of a bad joke when compared to those of countries that take the matter seriously, such as Japan and England, where every single animal is tested before it enters the food supply. Most Western European countries test all cattle over two years old, as well as all sick cattle.

The tests used in Japan and Europe, incidentally, take only three hours, so there is no difficulty in holding the carcasses aside until they pass the test. In America, our testing employs an outdated technology in which results come back days after the meat has already been processed. That is because our system is a “surveillance system, not a food safety test,” says Dr. Ron DeHaven, the Agriculture Department’s chief veterinarian, by way of explanation. Uh-huh. Tests in Japan have found Mad Cow disease in animals that appear healthy. That may be why Dr. DeHaven has argued that Japan’s testing is excessive.

Dr. DeHaven may also be annoyed that Japan’s testing is more accurate than our own. Japan uses what’s known as a Western blot test. Using that test, Japanese researchers were able to detect the presence of BSE in a two-year-old bull, while the test we use in America, called an immunohistochemistry assay, failed to detect the disease in the same animal.

Why would most American cattlemen, and the USDA that protects them (not us), oppose the Japanese and British approach of testing every single cow sent to slaughter?

Two possible explanations immediately present themselves. The first is what we might call the bottom line theory: the cost of vigilant testing would be onerous, and the cattlemen and the USDA would be happy to do it if only it didn’t have such a detrimental impact on the cost of bringing beef to market. The second we might call the skeptic’s theory: the cattlemen and the USDA are simply scared to test vigilantly because of what they might find.

Which theory is true?

First, consider a report commissioned by the Kansas Department of Agriculture to determine if stepped-up testing for BSE would have brought more economic benefit to the beef industry than such testing would have cost. The report found that the loss of export markets following the discovery of Mad Cow disease in the United States cost the beef industry between $3.2 and $4.7 billion in 2004, whereas it would have cost only $640 million to test all cattle slaughtered in the country. It’s therefore clearly a slam-dunk case that testing would more than pay for itself—assuming, of course, that the testing didn’t turn up more and more cases of BSE. There’s the rub.

Now consider the case of Creekstone Farms, a privately held operation based in Kansas that prides itself on raising Black Angus—branded beef the old-fashioned way—with no supplemental hormones, no antibiotics, and no animal products fed to their cattle. In February 2004, Creekstone requested permission to voluntarily test for BSE all the cattle they process at their Arkansas City, Kansas, processing plant. That simple request must have sent USDA officials into a tizzy because Creekstone did not get a reply for six weeks. You wouldn’t think it would take the USDA such a long period of time to formulate the complex response they gave Creekstone: no.

Remember, all the costs of the testing were going to be borne by Creekstone. The taxpayers would not be contributing a dime. Further, Japan had agreed to allow imports from Creekstone (making an exception to their import ban on American beef), on the condition that Creekstone implemented its planned testing. So the USDA could have simply allowed a private corporation to fund its own testing, and some U.S. exports could have resumed to Japan, presumably creating jobs in the process. Instead, the USDA jumped in to make sure it didn’t happen. A laissez-faire Republican Administration allegedly committed to getting the government bureaucracy off the backs of corporations actively intervened to ensure that a corporation could not spend its own money to test its own product, and augment public safety in the process. As Jonathan Turley of the Los Angeles Times wrote, “The Agriculture Department’s Creekstone decision reveals the best thinking of Soviet central planning: The government shoots the innovator to preserve market stability. Though President Bush invokes free-market principles when it comes to industry downsizing, ‘outsourcing’ jobs, media mergers and energy deregulation, those principles apparently have their limits when a company seeks to become an industry leader in consumer protection.”

It’s hard to fathom why the USDA acted to prevent privately funded testing, unless the skeptics are right and the agency feared the results of an expanded monitoring system.

Upon being blocked from protecting consumer safety, Creekstone fired off a letter to the Agriculture Department with some pointed questions. Notably, Creekstone asked, “How can the USDA justify spending $72,000,000 in taxpayer funds to test 221,000 head of cattle in 12 months ($325/head), when a private company will use the same test method as APHIS [Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service] to test 300,000 head for $5,400,000 paid for by consumers in 12 months ($18/head)? Also, [if] this private company can fully implement testing in one week, why will it take APHIS five months to fully implement their program? Complete preparation and training took Creekstone one month.”

There has not been, and there will not be, any satisfactory reply to that query. Meanwhile, Australian meat producers who test their cattle and certify it BSE-free have won the lucrative Japanese contracts that our government prevents Creekstone from competing for. The government argues, pathetically, that certifying some beef as disease-free might confuse consumers into thinking that other beef was not safe.

Uh-huh. Count me among the skeptics.

That is why I am unsurprised to learn that the USDA is scaling back its BSE testing program for 2006. The agency is now planning to fund the testing of only forty thousand animals.

Another skeptic—and one uniquely in a position to know—is Dr. Lester Friedlander, a former USDA veterinarian, who has alleged that the Department of Agriculture systematically sought to cover up cases of Mad Cow disease. Friedlander claims that he was instructed by a USDA official in the early nineties not to report any cases of BSE that he might uncover. Even more alarmingly, he says that he knew of brain samples that were either thrown out or given suspect diagnoses by USDA lab technicians.

The group of Texas cattlemen who sued Oprah and me were members of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, an organization that for years resisted efforts to remove all downer cows from the human food chain. That judgment, they argued, should instead be made on a case-by-case basis by federal veterinarians employed in slaughterhouses. But as the New York Times reported, “trusting federal veterinarians to find mad cow disease may be a mistake, an inspector at a Midwest meatpacking firm said. The inspector said that in his two years overseeing the killing of 600 downer cows, the veterinarian at his plant tested the central nervous tissue of only one of the animals. ‘All we tested downer cows for was antibiotic residue,’ said the inspector, who insisted on anonymity to protect his job.”

The fact that this honest inspector needed to maintain his anonymity in order to simply tell the truth speaks volumes about the nature of the meat industry, the Agriculture Department, and the tangled web of corruption and collusion between them.

Secretary Veneman’s glib reassurance that the public was safe as long as it was not consuming cow brains and spinal cords could only make me wonder if the woman is duplicitous or simply ignorant. Did Ms. Veneman believe that those 153 victims in Europe had all been dining on cow brains and spinal cord, rather than steak and hamburger like everyone else?

There are many reasons not to believe the secretary’s repeated insistence that muscle cuts of meat are, unlike brains and spinal cord, safe for human consumption. Slaughterhouses are not tidy operations that isolate the brains and spinal cord from the violence inflicted on the rest of the animal. The spinal cord is widely dispersed when the bovine carcass is cut down the middle—right through the cord itself—with a band saw. Stunning devices used to render cattle unconscious as they enter slaughterhouses have been shown to blast bits of brain into their bloodstreams. And meat is contaminated on a regular basis by central nervous system tissue that flies from Advanced Meat Recovery machines used to strip the maximum possible quantity of meat scraps from carcasses. A February 2003 report by the Food and Safety Inspection Service, an agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, detected “unacceptable nervous tissues” in 35 percent of samples from Advanced Meat Recovery machines. Moreover, as the New York Times reported, “regulations to prevent contamination of cattle food with nerve tissue are unevenly enforced.” As a former cattle rancher and feedlot operator, I can tell you that “unevenly” is nice, diplomatic language for “rarely”—enforcement of safety regulations in slaughterhouses being the exception to the general rule of bending or disregarding them. Finally, all meat naturally has some nervous tissue in it. If that surprises you, just pinch your bicep and see if you can feel any pain. Dr. Stanley Prusiner, who won the Nobel Prize in Medicine for his discovery of prions, has shown that the muscle cells of mice could develop prions. A study published in the New England Journal of Medicine of patients with CJD identified pathologic, disease-associated prion protein in not only the central nervous system but in spleen and skeletal-muscle samples. The report concluded that “extraneural [pathologic prion presence] appears to correlate with a long duration of the disease.”

Spinal cord contamination is probably most abundant in ground beef products: hot dogs, hamburgers, meat-based pizza toppings, and taco fillings. Nonetheless, the USDA characteristically ignored a General Accounting Office (GAO) recommendation that consumers be informed that such beef products may contain central nervous system tissue.

But the risk is real in steak, too. As Dr. Michael Greger points out, “The ‘T’ in a T-bone steak is a vertebra from the animal’s spinal column, and as such may contain a section of the actual spinal cord. Other potentially contaminated cuts include porterhouse, standing rib roast, prime rib with bone, bone-in rib steak, and (if they contain bone) chuck blade roast and loin. These cuts may include spinal cord tissue and/or so-called dorsal root ganglia, swellings of nerve roots coming into the meat from the spinal cord which have been proven to be infectious as well.”

In spite of these real dangers and a host of unknowns, the Bush Administration reacted to the crisis with mere political damage control instead of rising to the moral imperative of protecting the American food supply. Over and over again, officials reassured us that there was no risk to consuming beef, while scrambling to recall some ten thousand pounds of beef produced at Vern’s Moses Lake Meats in Moses Lake, Washington, where the cow in question had met its end. It took days for the Administration to trace the destiny of that meat to groceries and distributors in eight states, and by the time the recall was in effect, there was no telling how much of that meat may have been already consumed. No matter, we were told again and again, the food supply remains safe. The Bush Administration policy could be boiled down to a single proposition: repeat something often enough, and maybe it will magically become true.

Alas, another cow, in November 2004, tested positive on two quick tests. Then, rather suspiciously, we were told that the animal tested negative on a third test conducted within a profoundly nervous and secretive Department of Agriculture. According to John Stauber, author of Mad Cow U.S.A., the negative third test “flunked the smell test,” since the odds of the first two tests being wrong were around 1 in 240,000. Moreover, the Department of Agriculture refused to send tissue from the suspect animal to the world’s leading testing center for prion diseases, the National CJD Surveillance Unit in Edinburgh, Scotland, where tissue from our first Mad Cow had been confirmed as infected with BSE. If you want any further information on what happened to the tissue from our second suspected case of Mad Cow, I wish you the best of luck in finding it. The government has not honored Freedom of Information requests on the subject. (Note: As this volume is about to go to press, the USDA was forced by its own Inspector General, who had in turn been stirred to action by Lester Friedlander’s charges, to submit the suspect tissue to a lab in Weybridge, England. On June 25, 2005, the Weybridge lab, using a variation of the Western blot testing method, confirmed that the cow was indeed positive for BSE. Within hours, the new Secretary of Agriculture, Mike Johanns, was hard at work, spinning the story of the detected American-born Mad Cow as if it were positive proof of a “firewall” in place to protect consumers. That may be what he sees; I see a cover-up exposed.)

Don’t look to the media to vigorously fight those Freedom of Information request denials. When the first cow was confirmed positive, much of the media merely parroted the party line. USA Today reported on its first page, “Officials emphasized that the meat in question represents ‘essentially zero risk’ because potentially infectious tissue from the brain, spinal cord and nervous system was removed at slaughter.” A few paragraphs later, more reassurance: “The risk of someone in the USA being infected right now is ‘infinitesimal,’ said Fred Kilbourne, an actuary in San Diego and an expert on risk. He calculates the prospect as one in 1 million, the same as the risk of being killed in a crash of a commercial jet.”

Now I’m no professional actuary, and in assessing the danger that Americans may presently be eating beef with infectious prions, I hate to match my skills in probability theory with those of an “expert on risk” like Mr. Kilbourne. But let me try a little back-of-the-envelope math. In 2003, using a less than state-of-the-art test, we tested approximately twenty thousand cattle, and at least one came up positive for BSE. Since there are one hundred million cows in the United States, that would indicate that we shouldn’t be surprised if at least five thousand cows have the disease. If each one of those five thousand sick cows winds up, as they inevitably will, with their beef mixed in with the beef of other cattle, there could be many hundreds of thousands of packages of beef on supermarket shelves at any given time that are infected with the agent that causes CJD. Neither cooking nor any other type of safety measure can totally destroy the deadly prion. If the average package of beef is shared among a few people, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to project the possibility that literally millions of Americans per year may have some exposure to the infectious agent. Not all of those people will become infected, but if even 1 percent of them do, that could mean thousands of cases of CJD in the coming decades.

So I’m not sure how the actuary arrives at his conclusion that there’s only a one-in-a-million chance that any single person in America is infected, but who am I to question an expert?

It’s interesting that USA Today should seek out the opinion of an actuary in this matter, instead of, say, that of a Nobel Prize winner like Dr. Prusiner, who is on record as saying that the Agriculture Department “believes its own propaganda,” that our practice of feeding cow blood to calves is “a really stupid idea,” and that we should test every single cow upon slaughter. Or it might have sought out the opinion of Dr. John Collinge, the neurologist at University College in London who made many of the scientific breakthroughs definitively linking BSE to CJD. Dr. Collinge’s advice is to rigorously test cattle herds. “Every country in Europe went through a phase of denying they had a problem,” he points out. “After mandatory testing was introduced last year, countries that denied it vehemently discovered that they did have the disease.”

A pattern emerges: those who best understand the science involved in the epidemic of spongiform diseases turn out to be the ones most concerned about the risk to consumers.

A few days after the sick Holstein was identified, Dr. DeHaven announced that the cow had been part of a herd of seventy-four cattle shipped from Alberta, Canada, more than two years earlier. That made it the second Mad Cow native to Alberta, as another had been identified in May 2003, triggering a United States ban of imports of beef from Canada. (That ban has been modified since being enacted. First the ban was total, then it became a ban of live cattle only, with some boxed beef allowed in. Now there is talk of lifting the ban on live cattle under thirty months old. You can see the logic. Canadian cattle are dangerous to eat unless they are young enough to not yet test positive for BSE, whether they are infected or not.) The National Cattlemen’s Beef Association immediately resorted to a blame-Canada-first strategy, suggesting that U.S. trading partners should now reopen their borders to unfairly maligned American beef. There were only two problems with this argument, even accepting the less-than-definitive contention (disputed because Canadian records concerning the animal’s history did not match U.S. records) that the cow was indeed from Canada: first, Canada raises her beef in the exact same way we do in the United States, with the same lax procedures that permit the feeding of animal protein to cows; second, we have an integrated market, with cattle shipped back and forth (mainly south) across the border all the time. One million, seven hundred thousand cattle were imported from Canada in the last year before the ban. If a bovine born in Canada is fattened and slaughtered in the United States, turns out to be diseased, and winds up on the shelves of American grocery stores, what exactly is the significance to the consumer of the fact that the cow is Canadian by birth? What conceivable difference should it make to a poor slob barbecuing steaks in Chicago that the infected meat on his grill came from a cow born in Alberta, rather than Oregon? Are we supposed to be collectively relieved that the cow, even if diseased, even if deadly, could never have grown up to be president?

At the same time that we learned that the cow in question may have been Canadian came the news that it may have been six and a half years old, not four and a half, as previously thought. The real significance of this fact—if anything connected with the hazy provenance of the animal can be considered a “fact”—is that in spite of its unusually advanced age, the animal was not symptomatic of Mad Cow disease. The cow came to the attention of inspectors at the meat plant only because she had been injured in the process of giving birth to a calf. It was, as the Wall Street Journal reported, simply a “fluke” that the inspectors hit upon a cow with BSE. If a cow with BSE can reach the age of six and a half, which few cattle attain, and still not be symptomatic of the disease, that should alert us as to how very little we know about the extent to which BSE may have already spread within U.S. herds.

Naturally, that was not the significance that the cattle lobbyists and their flaks at the Department of Agriculture gleaned from the news that the Mad Cow was older than previously believed. Their spin was that the cow might have been infected before the 1997 ban was enacted on cattle feed. That ban prohibited the feeding of ruminant protein (protein from cud-chewing animals) to cattle, in effect stopping cattle from being the cannibals we had turned them into. As I pointed out in Mad Cowboy, that feed ban amounted to an inadequate first step toward removing the threat of BSE. Even when the ban is not flouted by feed mills, cattle still feed on the blood of their own species, as well as ground-up dogs, cats, horses, pigs, roadkill, and their own dung. We feed ground-up cattle to chickens, and then we feed chicken litter back to cattle. Despite all these loopholes in the current feed ban, the Department of Agriculture and the cattlemen who fought so long and hard against enacting even this fig leaf of a measure now cling desperately to the argument that it has made beef safe.

It has not.

In 1999, the FDA and Canadian health officials recommended that blood centers disallow donations from people who spent considerable time in England during the preceding seventeen years, owing to the possibility that they may have ingested infected beef and the likelihood that it could be transmitted through blood. And yet most dairy cattle and some beef cattle on American feedlots have been eating feed laced with the blood of their own species. They have been weaned on something called Calf Starter, which contains cattle blood proteins. On what scientific basis can we contend that infected human blood is dangerous to us, but infected cow blood is not dangerous to the cows humans eat?

How many cases of CJD are there in the United States? We do not know, since the Centers for Disease Control has not made reporting the disease mandatory. As Colm A. Kelleher wrote in his book Brain Trust, “When a confident-sounding spokesperson trots out the reassuring ‘fact’ that only one in a million people get CJD, what they are actually telling us is that they have no idea how many CJD cases there are because no one has carefully searched for them. To think that in 2004 there is no way of accurately determining the number of CJD cases in the United States belies belief.”

As Kelleher points out, health insurance companies as a rule don’t pay for autopsies, and neither does our government, so the burden rests on families traumatized by the wrenching loss of a loved one to CJD to willingly spring for a $1,500 autopsy to confirm the diagnosis.

The official American policy on prion diseases essentially boils down to this: feign vigilance, and then whenever and wherever possible, lapse into complacency. On December 29, 2004, the U.S. Department of Agriculture announced an easing of its policy toward the importation of Canadian cattle, to allow the importation of animals younger than thirty months old.

Unfortunately, the next day, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, with miserable timing, announced that it had found another dairy cow in northern Alberta that tested positive for BSE. Still, our government decided not to reverse its new policy of allowing the importation of Canadian cattle. An article in the Wall Street Journal, with its uncanny eye for the bottom line, gave a spot-on assessment of the reasoning: “…the U.S.D.A. is trying to set an example for countries that temporarily closed their borders to American beef when the first U.S. case was diagnosed 12 months ago, extinguishing what had been a $3 billion annual market for U.S. meatpackers. The Bush administration doesn’t want to give those countries grounds to close their borders again if a second mad-cow case is discovered in the U.S.—a distinct possibility.”

One week after the article in the Wall Street Journal came out, yet another case of Mad Cow disease was confirmed in Alberta.

Why did the USDA choose the age of thirty months as a limit for Canadian cattle? Their stated rationale has to do with the partial feed ban put in place years ago and the blind hope that cattle born after the feed ban was in place would be free of BSE. The actual reason—I’d be willing to bet the farm—is that younger cattle are less likely to test positive, even if they are infected with the disease. An Associated Press article on the third Canadian Mad Cow quotes unnamed scientists as claiming that thirty months is “too young to contract mad cow disease.” That’s wishful thinking, folks. I had a tumor in my spine once, and I know damned well I had it before it was detected.

What level of trust should we place in our government’s ability to deal with the Mad Cow threat in an open and honest way? Here’s a UPI story that speaks for itself:


The United States Department of Agriculture insisted the U.S. beef supply is safe Tuesday after announcing the first documented case of mad cow disease in the United States, but for six months the agency repeatedly refused to release its tests for mad cow to United Press International.

The USDA claims to have tested approximately 20,000 cows for the disease in 2002 and 2003, but has been unable to provide any documentation in support of this to UPI, which first requested the information in July.

In addition, former USDA veterinarians tell UPI they have long suspected the disease was in U.S. herds and there are probably additional infected animals.

USDA officials flouted the thirty-day limit under the Freedom of Information Act and failed to provide UPI with documents pertaining to its mad cow test results for 2002 and 2003.



The same story provided insight into the “Don’t Look, Don’t Find” policy:


…“It’s always concerned me that they haven’t used the same rapid testing technique that’s used in Europe,” where Mad Cow has been detected in several additional countries outside of the United Kingdom, Michael Schwochert, a retired USDA veterinarian in Ft. Morgan, Colorado, told UPI. “It was almost like they didn’t want to find mad cow disease,” Schwochert said.

He noted he had been informed that approximately six months ago a cow displaying symptoms suggestive of Mad Cow disease showed up at the X-cel slaughtering plant in Ft. Morgan.

Once cows are unloaded from the truck they are required to be inspected by USDA veterinarians. However, the cow was spotted by plant employees before USDA officials saw it and “it went back out on a special truck and they called the guys in the office and said don’t say anything about this,” Schwochert said.



One week after the news broke that a Holstein had tested positive for BSE, the USDA announced new safety rules. The new rules included the banning of downer cows from the human food supply, changes in slaughterhouse operations to try to prevent brain and spinal cord tissue from contaminating meat, prohibiting the air-injection stunning of cattle, disallowing the processing of meat from cows being tested until test results come in, and the establishment of an improved national electronic animal identification system that would allow offices to track the history of sick cattle more expeditiously. The Bush Administration and Republicans in the House of Representatives had previously blocked Democratic efforts to keep downer cows out of the food supply, but the potential political consequences of inaction in a budding crisis evidently forced an about-face.

All of these new rules, if actually enforced, represent a welcome degree of progress, but collectively they remain insufficient. There are two crucial missing ingredients, and unless we take the following two measures, all of our reforms will ultimately come up short. First, we must ban the feeding of animal proteins to animals. Second, we must test every last cow we slaughter, as is the practice in England and Japan.

It’s that simple. If we do not take those two measures, it will mean that those in power are willing to risk long-term public health catastrophe for short-term corporate profit.

And it could mean that Mad Cow disease is here to stay.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
NO MORE BULL!

The Mad Cowhoy Targets Ameri

's Worst Enemy: Our Diet

HOWARD F.LYMAN

With GLEN MERZER AND JOANNA SAMOROW-MERZER
With a foreword by
DR. CALDWELL ESSELSTYN of the Cleveland Ciinic

SCRIBNER
NEWYORK LONDON TORONTO ~ SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
NO MORE BULL!

The Mad Cowhoy Targets America’s Worst Enemy: Our Diet

HOWARD F.LYMAN

With GLEN MERZER AND JOANNA SAMOROW-MERZER

With a foreword by
DR. CALDWELL ESSELSTYN of the Cleveland Clinic

SCRIBNER
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO  SYDNEY





