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MAD COW HITS THE U.S. 

 

TRACKING MAD-COW 
DISEASE
1985: First cow dies of "mad-cow" 
disease in U.K.
1986: First official diagnosis of 
bovine spongiform encephalopathy 
is made in U.K.
1988: Britain prohibits feeding of 
cattle with meal containing cattle 
meat and bones.
1995: First human death from what 
was later identified as the human 
form of BSE, new-variant 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.
1996: Britain establishes link 
between BSE and its human form, 
and says all cattle over 30 months 
old must be tested for BSE. 
European Commission imposes a 
world-wide ban on British beef.
1999: European Commission issues 
draft report warning that BSE has 
likely spread from Britain to cows 
elsewhere. Other EU countries 
attack report, delaying publication.
2000: Denmark, Germany, France 
and Spain all discover their first 
cases of mad cow. Japan bans beef 
imports from Europe.
March 21, 2001: Investigation into a 
cluster of people who died from 
vCJD shows they had incubated the 
disease for a period of 10 to 16 
years.
Sept. 23, 2001: Japan confirms 
dairy cow has BSE, the first case in 
Asia.
May 20, 2003: Canada confirms 
case of mad-cow disease in an 
Alberta cow.
Dec. 23, 2003: First case of mad-
cow disease found in the U.S.

 

U.S. Pegs Mad-Cow Exposure at 81

By SCOTT KILMAN 
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Federal investigators increased to 81 the number of cattle now 
roaming the U.S. that may have been exposed to mad-cow disease. 
Meanwhile, cattle-futures prices plunged at record speed.

Yet even the 81 figure isn't complete. Many of these cattle 
presumably have given birth since entering the U.S., at least some 
of which came in a group thought to include the Washington state 
Holstein that was found last week to have been infected with bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy, otherwise known as BSE, or mad-cow 
disease.

Previously, federal investigators said 73 dairy cattle had come into 
the U.S. in August 2001 from the same herd in Canada's Alberta 
province that is thought to have been the original home of the 
infected Holstein.

Investigators hope to find and screen those cattle for BSE, which 
creates holes in the brains of infected cattle. By eating contaminated 
beef products, people can catch a similar form of the affliction, 
known as variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.

The federal government's ability to quickly control the fallout from 
the nation's first case of mad-cow disease is being complicated by 
poor record keeping of cattle shipments and the inexperience of U.
S. officials, who never have had to deal with a mad-cow discovery, 
agricultural experts say.
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Age Is Determined

Indeed, a week into the federal government's search for the source of this mad-cow case, investigators 
have just managed to confirm the age of the infected cow at its slaughter -- 6½ years -- which is crucial 
to figuring how long ago it might have been infected. The mad-cow disease can incubate silently for 
three to six years.

U.S. officials said Monday that investigators still aren't certain whether the infected cow came from 
Canada and have yet to recover the vast majority of meat from the sick animal, which was slaughtered 
Dec. 9 at a small Moses Lake, Wash., meatpacker. Meat from the cow was mixed with the meat of 19 
other cattle killed at the plant that day and eventually shipped to more than 40 businesses in eight states 
and Guam. Officials believe most of the meat is in Oregon and Washington state.

MAD COW HITS THE U.S.
See full coverage1 of the first mad-cow case 
in the U.S. 

The lack of hard information is hurting the U.S.'s ability 
to persuade about two dozen trade partners to lift the bans 
on U.S. beef that they imposed after the mad-cow finding. 
A U.S. trade delegation sent to Tokyo to reopen beef sales 
was immediately rebuffed Monday by Japanese officials, 
who said the U.S. government doesn't yet have the facts 

Japan needs to decide whether it is safe to drop the ban on U.S. beef imports.

Trade experts believe that many of the nations that have banned U.S. beef imports because of the mad-
cow discovery won't make a move until they see what is done by Japan, which is the biggest importer of 
U.S. beef, spending roughly $1 billion annually.

Ron DeHaven, chief veterinarian of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, said Monday that it will likely 
"take a considerable amount of time" to satisfy the concerns of officials in Japan, who have tried to 
control a continuing mad-cow outbreak of their own with far more stringent surveillance procedures 
than are practiced in the U.S. While Japan tests every cow it slaughters for BSE, the U.S. tests only one 
in 1,700.

Investigators are trying to track down the 81 cattle because they might have eaten the same sort of feed 
provided to the infected Holstein cow, and it is through her diet that she was most likely exposed to the 
disease. Cattle catch the affliction by eating feed that contains the rendered remains of infected cattle.

The infected Holstein cow, which spent the last two years of its life on a dairy farm in Mabton, Wash., 
was born in April 1997, shortly before the governments of Canada and the U.S. banned their feed 
industries' practice of recycling cattle remains as a source of protein in cattle feed.

As a result of the uncertainty, cattle prices in the futures pit at the Chicago Mercantile Exchange are 
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falling faster than ever allowed before by its officials. Under emergency rules adopted by the exchange, 
which expanded trading limits in order to help investors get out of the mad-cow-rattled market, the 
prices of futures contracts for delivery through April plunged by their maximum permissible limit of 
five cents a pound Monday.

The prices of many contracts have fallen by more than 10% of their value since the U.S. mad-cow 
announcement late Dec. 23.

The rush downward could be even sharper Tuesday. CME officials late Monday adjusted their trading 
rules again to allow the price of the nearby contract, which is the contract for December delivery, to fall 
by as much as 7.5 cents a pound under certain circumstances, which by industry standards is 
astonishing. Usually, cattle-futures prices can move no more than 1.5 cents a pound in a trading session.

The problem for the Chicago futures market is that, with so much unknown about the scope of the U.S. 
mad-cow problem, there aren't enough buyers to let those who want to sell to get out of the market.

Chilling Effect in Plains States

The situation at the Chicago exchange is having a chilling effect across the Plains states, where trading 
in cattle at auction yards is grinding to halt, in part because there is no way for buyers to hedge their 
price risks with futures contracts.

"We're in business today; we're just not doing anything," said Bill Freeman, president of Superior 
Stampede, which operates an Internet auction for cattle. All of the ranchers who had scheduled sales of 
their cattle Monday on his service canceled their plans. On a typical Monday, the Internet service 
handles transactions involving about 1,000 cattle.

The nearly world-wide ban on U.S. beef imports is creating in many countries a shortage of beef 
marbled with fat, which is the result of the U.S. practice of feeding cattle copious amounts of grain. 
Supplies of grain-fed beef are expected to shrink particularly fast in Asia, where this type of beef is 
highly prized by consumers.

The few cattle-raising nations that can supply this type of meat are seeing prices of their product jump as 
a result. While much of Australia's cattle are raised on grass, which results in a leaner, tougher cut of 
meat, ranchers there have been expanding their ability to fatten cattle on grain in recent years. As a 
result, cattle prices in Australia have jumped by between five cents a pound and seven cents a pound in 
recent days, cattle traders say.

Asian Retailers See Higher Costs

Some retailers in Asia are already anticipating higher costs of finding grain-fed beef now that their U.S. 
supply has been cut off. The Hong Kong Foreign Correspondents' Club, for instance, is notifying its 
members that the kitchen is shifting to beef from Australia and New Zealand, a move the club says will 
at least temporarily increase its beef costs by as much as 40%.
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In the U.S., meanwhile, the mad-cow discovery has yet to damp Americans' appetite for beef. Wal-
Mart Stores Inc., the nation's largest grocer, said sales of fresh and frozen beef over the past week were 
in line with what it had expected. The nation's top burger chains, McDonald's Corp., Burger King Corp. 
and Wendy's International Inc., didn't disclose sales results, but said they aren't seeing any impact.

One steakhouse chain, Morton's, operated by Morton's Restaurant Group Inc., said its sales over the 
weekend climbed 12% from the year-earlier weekend, which it attributed to the strengthening economy.

Harry Balzer, vice president at NPD Group, a market research firm in Port Washington, N.Y., said a 
survey it conducted indicates that Americans aren't planning to reduce beef consumption. Still, anxiety 
is starting to build. The survey, which covers the period since Christmas Eve, found that 71% of the 500 
people sampled are "concerned" about mad-cow disease. That is up from early December, when 56% of 
the group expressed concern, according to the firm.

--Shirley Leung contributed to this article.

Write to Scott Kilman at scott.kilman@wsj.com2 
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