AMERICAN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE IN HONG KONG

Position Paper

 Hong Kong Should Lift its Ban on US Beef Imports

The Issue

For the last 18 months, the Hong Kong Government has banned US beef, due to a single case of mad cow disease (technical name of disease is Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy {BSE}, which is a chronic, degenerative disorder affecting the central nervous system of cattle), which arose in December 23rd, 2003, from a cow born in Canada, and imported into the United States in 2001.   

This ban continues despite significant US government action to reduce the spread of BSE in cattle and reduce Human Exposure to BSE Agents, should BSE be introduced into the United States.

While we note a second reported case of BSE in June 2005, the animal was non-ambulatory, and as such had already been removed from the human food supply.  It was processed at a facility that handles only animals unsuitable for human consumption, and the carcass was incinerated.

Position

The Hong Kong Government should lift its ban on US Beef, as the United States has taken extraordinary steps in prevent the spread of BSE and there is no health threat to Hong Kong.

Rationale
The US Department of Agriculture (“USDA”) has worked tirelessly since 1988, when it first established the BSE working group, after the UK reported cases of BSE, “to ensure its BSE program is the best it can be, keeping pace with science and international guidelines, and to consider all recommendations made by international bodies and others.  The USDA is committed to making certain that they have the right protocols in place that are solidly grounded in science and consistently followed in order to minimize the risk of  BSE in US beef.”

Furthermore, since the single reporting of BSE in December 2003, the USDA has adopted several new public health safeguards in order to provide consumers, trading partners and industry increased assurances about animal health.  These measures: 

1. Require the removal of Specified Risk Materials (“SRM”) from the human food chain;

2. Prohibit use of Stunning Devices;

3. Prohibit all non-ambulatory, disabled cattle for use as human food;

4. Ongoing review and testing;
5. Expand surveillance of BSE.

Expanded surveillance means testing a target 268,500 cattle for BSE per year.  The goal is to test as many cattle as possible from the high risk population (12-18 months) and “normal” age animals, from the 40 slaughter plants that handle 86% of aged cattle processed in the United States.  As of 22nd July 2005, 412, 359 cattle had been tested negative for BSE.

It is predicted that this testing procedure allows the government to detect 1-in-10 million with 99% confidence, or identify a positive if there were only five BSE cows in the national herd.

We also note that, notwithstanding the one case reported in December 2003, 32 exporting countries continue to import US beef and a further 52 countries (such as EU-25, Canada, Mexico and Norway) accept US beef, subject to removal of SRM’s.  Most recently, Chile in late July lifted its ban on US beef.
Recommendation
Hong Kong should lift its ban on US beef; since the US can prove that its first case of BSE was not indigenous to the US; the second was from an animal already removed from the human food chain; significant science-based measures have been undertaken to alleviate the situation; there is already precedent in that Hong Kong allows importation of Canadian beef even though BSE has been reported in that country.
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