ALLERGY THREAT: A TRIBUNE INVESTIGATION

hildren at risk

in food roulette

- Mislabeling,
lax oversight
threaten people
with allergies

By Sam Roe
TRIBUNE REPORTER -

American children with food al-
lergies are suffering life-threaten-
ing—and completely avoidable—
reactions because manufacturers
mislabel their products and regu-
lators fail to police store shelves, a
Tribune investigation has found.

In effect, children are used as
guinea pigs, with the government
and industry often taking steps to
properly label a product only after
a child has been harmed.
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lergic reactions to foed. A large per-
centage were children, researchers
say

To determine the full scope of the
problem, the Tribune created anun-
precedented computer database of
2,800 recalls velated to food allergies
over the last 10 years. The news-
paper found that roughly five prod-
ucts a week are recalled because of
hidden allergens, making it ane of
the top reasons any consumer prod-
uct in America is recalled,

But that doesnt mean the govern-
ment or companies are vigilant.

Take the exarnple of Pegey Pride-
more, a Kentucky woman who
bought Wellshire Kids’ Dinosaur
Shapes Chicken Bites because her
son Patrick has a severe wheat al-
lergy Bold letters on the packaging
said the item was “gluten frea,” or
contained no wheat, rve and barley
proteins

After Patrick, then 3, ate the nug-
gets in December, he started cough-
ing, his eves swelled and he had
trouble breathing. His mom jabbed
his leg with a large needle contain-
ing epinephrine, a drug to help him
breathe, then raced him to the hospi-
tal, where he recovered in the emer-
gency room.

Pridemore sald she contacted
both the US. Department of Agricul-
fure and the food manufacturer and
thatneither offered io test the chick-
en Huggets,

The Tribune recently bought the
product on two necasions at a River
Forest supermarket and sent the
samples to one of the nation’s lead-
ing food-allergy labs, at the Univer-
sity of Mebraska. Both times, the lab
found gluten. The item remains on
shelves across the U.S.

“T'm stunned it hasn't been re-
called,” Pridemore said. “I thought
somebody  somewhere would do
something.™

Recalls swell, but mislead

The nation has seen a mysterious
rise since the 1990s in the number of
children with food allergies, now es
timated to be 3 million kids, or 1in
every 2 children.

As awareness has skvrocketed so
have recalls. But they are voluntary
Food companies themselves—nor
regulators—decide whether to do
s, If they do, the companies work
with regulators o coordinate the ve-
calls and issue news releases to in-
form the public.

Yet the official recall statements
by the Food and Drug Administra-
tion eften downplay the truerisks or
lack basic information, such as
where the tainted products were
sold. One reason for the soft pedal-
ing: The FDA allows the food compa-
nies ta write their own recalls.

A recent recall statement, for in-
stanee, read more like an advertise-
ment than a warning. “While the
product is good and wholesome,” it
stated, “these soups may contain
wheat Ur:soyasl.ngmdients not iden-
tified on the label.”

In many cases, the government
and companies never inform con-
swners. The Tribune found that
nearly half of the allergy-related re-
calls in thelast 10 vears were not an-
nouneed to the publie. This was troe
even in dozens of cases where the
FDA classified products as likely to
cause serious harm or death.

Alarms sounded by consumers
seldom result in products being

pulled,

The Tribune examined 260 com-
plaints to the FDA since 2001 where
people with known food allergies—
many of them children who had 1o
be treated at hospitals—reported a
reaction from products  they
claimed were mislabeled. Yet just 7
percent resulted in recalls,

Even when authorities concluded
a product was at fanlr, the regula-
tory wheels moved slowly. On aver-
age, it took 32 days to issue a recall.

In one case, a girl, 14, with a
known milk allergy was taken to the
emergency room after eating mud-
fins made from Duncan Hines choc-
olate chip mix. The illness was re-
ported 1o the FDA, but the distriin-
tor, Pinnacle Foods, did not recall
the mix until seven months later

When asked by the Tribune why
therecall took so long, Pinnacle said
it immediately had the product
tested but found no milk. A few
menths later, the company received
asecond complaint of an allergic re-
action to the mix. Pinnacle said it in-
vestigated, this time finding a likely
culprit overlooked before: a batch of
chocolate chips.

Many manufacturers test their
products for allergens and have set
up special assembly lines to prevent
cross-contamination.  But  other
commpanies, particulariy small ones
with limited resources, acknowl
edge taking limited precautions.

Orhers do lirtle or no testing, and
the government does not require

to the public,
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. CONSUMER FACT CHECK

‘Gluten free’ may not be

Responding to consumer demand, firms are making moare “gluten-free”
praducts, or those having no wheat, rye and barley proteins_ But rules on
gluten-free claims are vague, putling consumers with allergies at risk.

What is considered ‘gluten free?'

The FDA doesn't define“gluten free " but generally “free” means a product
contains none of the substance in question, The FDA has proposed adopting
a 20 parts per million standard. in July, an international health commission

recommended a similar standard.

The USDA, which has jurisdiction over meat products (including those
below), has no policy specifically addressing "gluten-free” claims, The agency

OKs labels before products go to market.

TRIBUNE TESTING: Gluten found in ‘gluten-free' products.

The Tribune bought three popular Wellshire Farms products advertised
as "gluten free”and sent multiple samples to a ab for testing,

Chicken Bites
Tested at 204 parts
per million and 260 ppm

Chicken Corn Dogs
Tested at 116 ppm
and 2,200 ppm

Beef Corn Dogs
Tested at 191 ppm
and 1,200 ppm

Wellshire Farms provided the Tribune with its own testing results, conducted
in the spring. Their results showed: chicken nuggets tested at 200 pprn,
chicken corn dogs 150 ppm. and beef corn dogs 120 ppim.

SOURCE: Trisune reserting

them to do so.

The FDA, which oversees the vast
majority of packaged foods, said it
trusts firms to police themselves.

The USDA, which regulates meat,
poultry and egg products, is even
more lax. It said it never tests for un-
declared allergens, such as eggs or
peannts, because these ingredients
by themselves are not prohibited

foods—ignoring the fact that prod-
ucts containing hidden allergens
are potentially illegal and deadly.

TRIBUNE

Testing shows risk

_ This broken system leaves fami-

5 v 3

Pridemore recalled how she
bought Wellshire Kids' dinosaur-
shaped chicken nuggeis, made by
MNew Jersey-based Wellshire Farms,
because the item specifically
claimed to be ghiten free. She also
found the same claim on the Well-
shire Farms Web site

After her som had the severe reac-

Peggy Pridemore of Kentucky says she can't believe chicken that was labeled as “gluten free” and caused her son Pat-

tion to the nuggets, she took some to
his allergist, who ran tests, includ-
ing gently rubbing a nugget on the
boy's arm to see if it would cause a
small welt. It did, and the allergist
concluded the nuggets were to
Dlame for his Mmll-blown reaction

Pridemore contacted the USDA,
which sent agency investigator Mi-
chael Maxwell to her home just onr-
side Cincinnati. He took photos of
the package, but did not test the nug-
gets for undisclosed allergens.

The Investigator also obtained a
copy of a brief, ansigned in-plant in-
spection report, which found ne
problems with the nuggets. He later
acknowledged to the Tribune he
wasn't sure who wrote the report—
another USDA inspector or a plant
worker, The report sald workers
routinely sent the nuggets out to a
lab for testing. The report stated
that thosa lab results, from lase fall,
“were all negative for gluten.”

In an e-mail in January, Maxwell
indicated to Pridemaore that in light
of that inspection report and thefact
that no other consumer had com-
plained, no action would be taken.
“You may want to have the product
tesled,” he wrole, according o a
copy of the e-mail exchange.

Pridemore said she was taken
aback thal the USDA suggested she
test the food herself. But she sent the
remainderof the nuggets inher free-
zer to the Nebraska lah.

The results showed high amounts
of gluten. S0 she emailed a copy
the findings to the USDA and o
minded Maxwell that the product
advertises itself as gluten free,

The investigator wrote back that
the government had “archived your
complaint.” The investigation went
no further, according to Pridemore.
She also e-mailed the test results to
‘Wellshire Farms, The company, she
said, never responded.

In May, several weeks after Max:
well told Pridemore her complaint
was archived, a second child with a
known wheat allergy—Timmy Os
terhoudt, 5, of Lemoove, Calif —had
a severe reaction afier eating the
same product, his mother said.

“He said, ‘Mommy, I don't want to
die!" " Michelle Osterhoudt recalled,

I mld him, ‘Mommy won't let you
di

She jabbed him with the epineph-
rine needle and raced him to themil-
itary hospital on the base where the
family lives. Theve, he recovered.

Like Pridemore, Osterhoudt sent
the chicken bites to the Nebraska
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with five or more
recalls for hidden
allergens since 1998,
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Why the allergy spike?

The number of kids with food
allergies is mysteriously searing—
peanuts allergies alone have doubled
in racent years—bul scientisis do not
agree on the cause,

One theory is simply more aware-
necs. Parents today may be quicker
Lo seek a medical diagnesis for their
children’s ilness than in the past.

Another explanation is the *hy-
giene hypothesis.” which argues that
some children's environments have
become too sterile. With fewer germs.
to fend off, a child's immune system
overreacts to common food proteins.

Other thecries abound. Kids eat
more pre-packaged foods and a
wider variely of dishes containing
petential allergens. Or an increase in
births by Caesarean section has
robbed bahies of the protective pow-
er of micrabes present in the
mother's vagina. But few studies
confirm such spaculation
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lab for testing. Again, the results
showed high amounts of gluten. She
said she complained to Wellshire
Farms, USDA and FDA, tat o no
avail.

USDA  spokeswoman Amanda
Eamich said one reason it did not
ask Wellshire Farms to recall the
chicken bites is because the agency
did not trust the consumers’ testing
results. The consumers had sent
samples of chicken nuggets from
opened packages, raising the pos-
sibility that the product was cr
taminated  somewhere Dbelween
their homes and the Lab.

Pridemore said it was the USDA’s
job—nat consumers—to test sam-
ples from unopened packages,

I'm not a doctor. I'm not a scien-
tist,” she said. “I'm just a mom fry-
ing to keep her child safe.”

The Tribune recently bought two
samples of the chicken nuggets and
sent them to the same Nebraska lab.
Both tested [;oam\'e for gluten—in-
cluding a sample from an unopened
box.

The nuggets, said Steve Tavior, the
lab's director and a leading allergy
expert, “are not safe for people with
wheat allergies or celiac disease,”
often characterized by chronie ab-
dominal pain.

The nawwnwr also tesred fwo
other We e Kids® products: the
“Gluten Free Chu.lien Corn Dogs
and the “Gluten Free” Beef Corn
Dogs, finding high amounts of glu-
ten in both,

Wellshire Farms owner Louis
Colameco said his products are safe.
But he said that in light of the 1wo
consumer complaints and recent
moves by regulators to tighten “glu-
ten-free” rules, he halted production
of the threa Wellshire Kids products
inJune.

Colameco said he would start
making the food again when he
finds a supplier who can guarantes
that the batter used in the products
is gluten free. The old supplier, he
said, could not give such an assur-
ance.

He said he has not recalled the
Wellshire Kids products still on
store shelves because he believes
they are in compliance with federal
regulations.

But weak and murky federal rules
on gluten leave food companies wig-
gle room and consumers at risk.

The USDA, which has jurisdiction
over meat-based products such as
chicken nuggets, said it has no pol-
loy specifically addressing “gluien-
Mree™ claims, The agency must ap-
prove labels before products go to
market, and packaging claims are
reviewed on a case-hy-case basls,

The FDA's rules are tough
Theugh the agency has no spe
rule for “glutendiee” products, the
ageney’s policy generally is that ab-
sent a %tand.ard ucts claiming
o be “fiy f an mgmdmm cannot
contain it.

Recognizing that food companies
may interpret these rules as they
wish, the FDA has pushed a pro-
posed rule that products advertised
as “gluten-free” must contain less
than 30 parts permillion of gluten. &
UN health panel this summer rec-
ommended a sim{lar standard. Trib-
une tests of Wellshire products all
far exceaded those levels.

Apart from online sales, the Well-
shive Kids™ gluten-free products are
sold exclusively at Whole Foods
Market, the upscale chain..

Whole Fouds said it was investi-
gating the issue, but that it was the
supplier's responsibility, not Whole
Foods', 10 ensirs the Wellshirve prod-
uets are safe and legal.

Tribune reporters Annie Slezickey
and Jason Grotto congributed to this
report.
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