Al Summary - This Is Why Our Fresh Produce Keeps Making Us Sick — NY Times

Key Points

« Cyclosporiasis outbreak: Over 8,000 cases this summer, initially linked to
Taylor Farms iceberg lettuce, though the FDA later said the lettuce produced a
false positive. Investigation continues.

o Broader crisis: Fresh produce is now the leading source of food-borne illness
in the U.S., responsible for more sickness than any other food category.

« High-impact pathogens: E. coli, salmonella, Listeria, Campylobacter and others
cause ~1,300 deaths annually, with salad greens alone driving 2.3 million
illnesses and $5.2B in healthcare costs.

« Why produce is risky:

o Grown outdoors — exposed to contaminated water, animals, equipment,
pollution.
o Often eaten raw — no cooking step to kill pathogens.
Bagged greens pool crops from many farms — one contaminated plant
spreads widely.
Why Fixing the Problem Is Hard

o Irrigation water testing is unreliable and inconsistent. Farmers struggle to
know how clean water is or needs to be.

« Sanitation tech is inadequate. Chlorinated wash doesn’t eliminate pathogens;
alternatives like radiation, ozone, UV, and cold plasma are promising but costly or
not yet effective enough.

« Poor illness surveillance.

o Most food poisoning is handled at home and never reported.
o Even when reported, linking illness to a specific food is difficult.
o As a result, officials can’t reliably track how many people get sick from
specific produce items like lettuce.
What Needs to Happen

- Better irrigation water testing that’s reliable and affordable.

« Continued development of new sanitation technologies even without perfect
proof of illness reduction—if they kill pathogens and are safe, they’'re worth
pursuing.

« Improved government surveillance to detect outbreaks faster and link them to
specific foods before they reach consumers.

What’'s Making It Worse

« Federal cuts and disruptions:
o Reduced USDA food safety research funding.
o Staffing cuts at the CDC division studying parasitic diseases.
o Higher fertilizer and fuel costs due to tariffs and the war with Iran.
o Elimination of the National Advisory Committee on Microbiological Criteria for
Foods, a key scientific body guiding food safety policy.

Bottom Line

« Protecting consumers from contaminated produce requires stronger science,
better surveillance, and industry investment—all of which are currently under
strain. Progress will be slow, but abandoning these efforts guarantees continued
outbreaks.



