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enelle Dorner, 32, of Bloomington, Indiana, doesn’t 
eat chicken. In fact, she hardly eats anything. “Each 
night while I sleep, I’m fed nutrients and fluids by 
IV,” says the married mother of one. Eight years ago, 
Dorner developed gastroparesis, a condition that 

delays or prevents food from reaching the intestines, where 
nutrients are absorbed. The possible cause? A hearty helping of 
bacteria-ridden chicken she ate at a restaurant 14 years ago.

Her story is an extreme one, but poultry can make you sick as 
easily today as it did to Dorner when 
she bit into her destructive dinner. In 
fact, there is a 50 percent chance that 
the bird you bring home from the gro-
cery store will contain Campylobacter 
(known as campy for short), the bacte-
ria that was lurking in Dorner’s under-
cooked entrée. The pathogen, found in 
a chicken’s intestinal tract, causes no 
harm to the animals, but it can make 
humans very ill, sometimes fatally, if 
high cooking temperatures don’t kill 
it. Seeing as how the average American 
puts away more than 42 pounds of 
poultry per year (equal to 222 chicken 
breasts), your chances of getting sick are 
considerable. An estimated 76 million 
cases of foodborne illness occur each 
year in the United States, and during 
the past decade, poultry has caused 
more cases than any other individual 
food group, including vegetables, fruit, 
seafood and beef, according to data 
from the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest (CSPI), a food and health 
watchdog group in Washington, D.C.  

“Infections of campy are so common that many of us have probably 
already had it at least once,” says Robert Tauxe, M.D., deputy direc-
tor of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Division of 
Foodborne, Bacterial and Mycotic Diseases in Atlanta.

Dorner’s ordeal began in 1995, when she was a sophomore at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Her father took 
her to a restaurant to celebrate her 19th birthday, and she ordered 
chicken. “I remember thinking it was slightly pink, but other than 
that, it seemed fine,” she says. Three days later, Dorner began 

vomiting and experiencing stomach 
pains and diarrhea. Doctors at the stu-
dent health center suspected a virus and 
sent her home with instructions to stay 
hydrated. But her condition worsened. “I 
was running a fever, couldn’t keep any-
thing down and had bloody diarrhea,” 
Dorner recalls. She returned to the 
health center, where they took a stool 
sample and admitted her to the hospi-
tal. Dorner’s lab work revealed that she 
had contracted campy. After taking the 
antibiotic Cipro, she felt better, but her 
digestive system was never the same. 
In 2001, Dorner began having severe 
abdominal pain and couldn’t eat a meal 
without vomiting, the first signs of her 
gastroparesis. During the next five years, 
her condition progressed to full-blown 
digestive failure. “My doctors won’t 
ever be certain, but they believe that 
my campylobacter infection 14 years 
ago could have weakened my digestive 
system and set the stage for the gastro-
paresis,” Dorner says. “I was completely 
healthy until I had that meal.”
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It may as well be the fox himself, considering how little regula-
tory agencies are doing. The failures start on the farm. Farm is 
a quaint term that does nothing to conjure up the thousands of 
chickens crammed together in cramped quarters, making it easier 
for them to swap bacteria through direct contact and their water 
supply (see “Follow the Chicken,” above). When the birds arrive 
at the slaughterhouse, they are usually rinsed with hot water and 
chlorine—a step that can help reduce bacteria levels but isn’t 

Campy isn’t the only bug infecting chickens and the women 
who eat them. Between 2000 and 2005, rates of salmonella, 
another dangerous chicken-borne pathogen, spiked 80 percent 
in broiler birds. Although rates have declined slightly since then, 
the percentage of food poisonings from salmonella has remained 
steady over the past decade. And in addition to gut-ravaging bac-
teria, there could be another harmful hitchhiker on your roaster: 
Conventionally raised birds may also contain arsenic, a known 
carcinogen. “About 70 percent of broiler chickens in the United 
States are fed arsenic at some point,” says David Wallinga, 
M.D., director of the Food and Health Program at the Institute 
for Agriculture and Trade Policy (IATP), a nonprofit think tank 
focusing on farming and food policy, in Minneapolis. Farmers 
add arsenic to chicken feed in order to fatten their flocks—birds 
go from hatchling to slaughter in only six weeks—and to give the 
birds their pinkish hue. And the practice is actually legal.

The average person ingests an estimated 8.1 micrograms of 
arsenic a day from chicken, according to a study from the USDA. 
And when you add that to the small amounts of arsenic you can 
be exposed to from other sources, such as drinking water, dust 
and arsenic-treated wood, a steady diet of chicken could quickly 
become risky. “Chronic exposure [10 to 40 micrograms a day, 
research suggests] is associated with an increased risk for skin, 
bladder and respiratory cancer,” says Caroline Smith DeWaal, 
food-safety director at the CSPI. Richard Lobb, a spokesman 
for the National Chicken Council in Washington, D.C., told SELF 
that the arsenic found in some chickens could also come from 
environmental sources—insisting that there is no evidence that 
arsenic fed to chickens harms humans.

Along with arsenic, farmers are also allowed to lace their 
birds’ feed with antibiotics to control bacteria in crowded 
quarters. It sounds great in theory, but if you catch a strain of 
bacteria that was exposed to antibiotics in the chicken’s gut, and 
that strain “learned” to outsmart the antibiotics, then it will be 
harder for you to recover. “Antibiotic-resistant strains can last 
longer in your body and are more likely to lead to hospitaliza-
tion,” Dr. Tauxe says. What’s more, these superbugs are on the 
rise, so even though the hens might be healthy, they may be 
making you sicker. (Lobb reinforced that “food safety is a top 
concern of the poultry industry” and that it has worked to adopt 
judicious use of antibiotics in its farming practices.)
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required by the USDA. (The chlorine used for rinsing presents no 
safety issue for humans.) Unfortunately, dirty birds still go under 
the knife. It is here, when birds are gutted and defeathered, that 
bacteria travels from the intestines to the surface of muscle meat 
and the porous poultry skin. A USDA officer is on site in every 
plant, responsible for giving visual once-overs to about 35 birds a 
minute. “Inspectors look for things like whether entrails or feces 
have contaminated the outside of the bird and whether there are 
bruises or other signs of disease,” says Kenneth 
Petersen, D.V.M., assistant administrator in the 
Office of Field Operations at the USDA’s Food 
Safety and Inspection Service. But a hen may 
look fine and still be loaded with microscopic 
salmonella or campylobacter.

The gold standard for detecting bacteria in 
chicken is microbial testing. The USDA requires 
that plants submit to a test for salmonella about 
once a year. (There is currently no regulatory 
test for campy.) And in recent months, the USDA has begun reallo-
cating resources to test poorly performing plants more often and 
plants with better records less often. These cleaner plants undergo 
testing at least once every two years. During the testing period, 
the USDA pulls one sample from the plant per day for 51 days. “If 
more than 12 of those 51 samples test positive for salmonella, it’s 
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deemed a performance-standard failure,” Dr. Petersen says. Put it 
another way: A plant can pass even if just under 20 percent of its 
poultry is riddled with potentially harmful pathogens. And that 
plant’s birds can end up in your grocery store.

In the event that a plant fails to meet even this low standard, 
the USDA doesn’t immediately suspend it. Instead, the agency 
performs a follow-up test “as soon as possible” and sends an officer 
to scrutinize the plant’s procedures. Once the officer determines 

the problem, he asks the plant to address it. If the 
plant refuses to comply, the USDA sends it a letter 
giving it three days to clean up its act. If that 
doesn’t work, the plant is suspended while it 
makes corrections. “Of the 135 letters we sent out 
in 2007, about 30 plants were suspended,” Dr. 
Petersen says. Public health experts are critical. 
“There are roughly 6,000 processing plants in the 
United States, and they’ve suspended only 30? Not 
impressive,” says Carol Tucker-Foreman, distin-

guished fellow of the Food Policy Institute for the Consumer 
Federation of America in Washington, D.C., and former assistant 
secretary of agriculture under the Carter administration. “The 
USDA works feverishly to prevent a plant from shutting down; 
they go in and hold hands and grant extensions,” Tucker-Foreman 
says. A USDA spokesperson counters that safeguarding poultry, 

����

�

�

�

PG�CSPJMFS�

DIJDLFOT�BSF�

GFE�BSTFOJD�

$BMM�ZPVS�EPDUPS�JG©

Pfli�XY[fd`eXc�gX`e�`j�nfij\�k_Xe�X�]\n�
ZiXdgj2�fi�pfl�Xi\�ilee`e^�X�_`^_�]\m\i2�
fi�pfl�ZXeËk�b\\g�Xepk_`e^�[fne��efk�
\m\e�j`gj�f]�c`hl`[ �]fi�+�kf�-�_flij�fi�
pfl�ZXeËk�b\\g�[fne�d\[`ZXk`fej�jlZ_�
Xj�Y`ik_�Zfekifc2�fi�pflËm\�Y\\e�j`Zb�]fi�
Xk�c\Xjk�k_i\\�[Xpj2�fi�pflËi\�\oki\d\cp�
k_`ijkp�Xe[�c`^_k$_\X[\[��Xe�\Xicp�j`^e�f]�
[\_p[iXk`fe %�@k�dXp�Y\�m`iXc#�Xe[�pfl�dXp�
e\\[�Xek`eXlj\X�[il^j�Xe[�_p[iXk`fe%

(P�TUSBJHIU�UP�UIF�&3�JG©

Pfli�jkfdXZ_�gX`e�`j�j\m\i\�fi�pflËi\�
[`qqp2�fi�pfli�]\m\i�`j�m\ip�_`^_��Xk�fi�
XYfm\�(')� �Xe[�XZZfdgXe`\[�Yp�Z_`ccj�
Xe[�jn\Xkj2�fi�pfl�_Xm\�Ycff[�`e�pfli�
jkffc�fi�j\\�`k�n_\e�pfl�mfd`k%�8jb�XYflk�
_Xm`e^�X�jkffc$jXdgc\�k\jk1�@]�`kËj�gfj`k`m\�
]fi�ZXdgp�fi�jXcdfe\ccX#�pflËcc�e\\[�
Xek`Y`fk`Zj2�gclj#�XZZliXk\�kiXZb`e^�f]�
]ff[�gf`jfe`e^�ZXj\j�`j�\jj\ek`Xc�kf�_\cg�
k_\�^fm\ied\ek�dfe`kfi�flkYi\Xbj%

5PVHI�JU�PVU�BU�IPNF�JG©

PflËi\�j`dgcp�efk�]\\c`e^�n\cc�fi�pfl�
mfd`k\[�fi�_X[�[`Xii_\X�fecp�X�]\n�
k`d\j#�fi�`]�pfli�jpdgkfdj�Xi\�jkXik`e^�
kf�i\jfcm\�Xe[�pfl�ZXe�b\\g�[fne�Xk�
c\Xjk�jdXcc�Xdflekj�f]�c`hl`[�kf�i\gcXZ\�
cfjk�]cl`[j#�jXpj�:_Xic\j�=%�GXkkXm`eX#�
D%;%#�jgfb\jdXe�`e�9Xe^fi#�DX`e\#�]fi�
k_\�8d\i`ZXe�:fcc\^\�f]�<d\i^\eZp�
G_pj`Z`Xej%�Pfl�dfjk�c`b\cp�_Xm\�X�m`ilj�
k_Xk�n`cc�gXjj�`e�k_i\\�[Xpj�fi�jf%

((.

=I
F

D
�C

<
=K

1�
J
:
@<

E
:
<
�J

F
L
I
:
<
&G

?
F
K
F

�I
<
J
<
8
I
:
?

<
I
J
%�I

F
9
<
I
K
�9

<
:
B
<
I
&-

*/
$

0
-/

�+
0

6
3

/
"

-�
4

5"
3
&8

G
�G

?
F
K
F
%�8

E
;
I
<
N

�I
L
9
K
J
F
M&

8
C8

D
P%

��
F

G
G
F

J
@K

<
�G

8
>

<
#�=

I
F

D
�C

<
=K

1�
9
I
L
:
<
�=

I
@<

;
I
@:

?
&G

<
K8

&8
G
�G

?
F
K
F
%�C

<
J
�J

K
F

E
<
&:

F
I
9
@J

&J
P
>

D
8
%�J

K
@C

C�
C@

=<
1�
>

<
K
K
P
�@
D

8
>

<
J
%



)"7&�"�4"'&3�%*//&3�50/*()5

=\\c`e^�Z_`Zb\e�XYflk�Z_`Zb\e6�N\�jgfb\�kf�glYc`Z�_\Xck_�\og\ikj�kf�]`e[�flk�_fn��
pfl�ZXe�d`e`d`q\�pfli�i`jbj�n_\e�pflËi\�j_fgg`e^#�Zffb`e^�Xe[�fi[\i`e^�f]]�X�d\el%

*O�UIF�NFBU�BJTMF

:?FFJ<�=IFQ<E�=i\\q`e^�b`ccj�jfd\�
ZXdgp�`e�Z_`Zb\e#�jXpj�IfY\ik�KXlo\#�
D%;%#�f]�k_\�:;:#�jf�Ylp`e^�gflckip�k_XkËj�
Xci\X[p�fe�`Z\�dXp�_\cg�i\[lZ\�k_\�
YXZk\i`X�pfl�Yi`e^�`ekf�pfli�b`kZ_\e%�9lk�
jXcdfe\ccX�jlim`m\j�k_\�[\\g�]i\\q\#�jf�
]fccfn�gXZbX^\�`ejkilZk`fej�n_\e�Zffb`e^�
gi\gXi\[�gif[lZkj�jlZ_�Xj�jkl]]\[�
Yi\Xjkj�fi�Z_`Zb\e�Zfi[fe�Yc\l%�8�jc\n�f]�
jXcdfe\ccX�ZXj\j�`e�)''/�nXj�Xkki`Ylk\[�
kf�]ifq\e�Z_`Zb\e�k_Xk�Zfejld\ij�]X`c\[�
kf�Zffb�k_fifl^_cp%�K_\�dfjk�Zfddfe�
d`jkXb\6�K_\p�Xjjld\[�k_\�d\Xk�nXj�
gi\Zffb\[�Xe[�lj\[�k_\�d`ZifnXm\��
kf�_\Xk�k_\`i�d\Xcj�`ejk\X[�f]�k_\�fm\e%
G@:B�:C<8E�G8:B8><J�Cffb�Zcfj\cp�
Xk�k_\�d\Xk�ZXj\%�@]�X�gXZbX^\�f]�Z_`Zb\e�
Xgg\Xij�c\Xbp#�[i`ggp�fi�jk`Zbp�fe�k_\�
flkj`[\#�jb`g�`k%�È@k�`j�m\ip�c`b\cp�kf�Y\�
ZfekXd`eXk\[#�Xe[�`]�`k�c\Xbj#�k_\�YXZk\i`X�
n`cc�^\k�fe�fk_\i�]ff[j�fi�fe�Z_`c[i\e�`e�
pfli�^ifZ\ip�ZXik#É�;i%�KXlo\�jXpj%�8e[�
i\^Xi[c\jj�f]�k_\�gXZbX^\�pfl�j\c\Zk#�lj\�
X�gcXjk`Z�YX^�]ifd�k_\�gif[lZ\�j\Zk`fe�
kf�^iXY�`k�kf�b\\g�YXZk\i`X�f]]�pfli�_Xe[j�
Xe[�fk_\i�]ff[�`e�pfli�YXjb\k%

"U�IPNF

9<:FD<�8�><IDFG?F9<�:_`Zb\e�
gXk_f^\ej#�\jg\Z`Xccp�ZXdgp#�Xi\�\Xj`cp�
kiXej]\ii\[�]ifd�fe\�]ff[�kf�Xefk_\i%�
È@]�pfl�Zlk�lg�iXn�Z_`Zb\e#�[feËk�nXj_�
pfli�_Xe[j#�k_\e�dXb\�X�jXcX[Çpfl�ZXe�
^lXiXek\\�k_\i\�n`cc�Y\�ZXdgp�`e�k_Xk�
jXcX[#É�;i%�KXlo\�jXpj%�È@�_Xe[c\�Z_`Zb\e�Xj�
`]�`k�n\i\�X�_XqXi[flj�dXk\i`Xc#É�jXpj�=\c`Z`X�
E\jkfi#�j\e`fi�]ff[�gfc`Zp�XeXcpjk�Xk�=ff[�
Xe[�NXk\i�NXkZ_#�X�efegif]`k�Zfejld\i$
jX]\kp�^iflg�`e�NXj_`e^kfe#�;%:%�=fccfn�
_\i�c\X[1�LeniXg�iXn�Z_`Zb\e�`e�k_\�j`eb#�
kiXej]\i�`k�kf�X�gXe�fi�Zlkk`e^�YfXi[#�k_\e�
jZfli�k_\�j`eb#�Zflek\i�Xe[�YfXi[�n`k_�_fk�
jfXgp�nXk\i%�NXj_�pfli�_Xe[j�n`k_�_fk�
nXk\i�Xe[�jfXg%�:c\Xe�[`j_\j�k_Xk�_Xm\�
kflZ_\[�iXn�Z_`Zb\e�`e�k_\�[`j_nXj_\i%
K8B<�PFLI�:?@:B<EËJ�K<DG�@e�X�
n_fc\�Z_`Zb\e#�jk`Zb�X�d\Xk�k_\idfd\k\i�
`ekf�k_\�k_`Zb\jk�gXik�f]�k_\�k_`^_�kf�Y\�
jli\�`kËj�Zffb\[�k_ifl^_%�@e�Yfe\c\jj�
Yi\Xjkj�fi�^ifle[$Z_`Zb\e�gXkk`\j#�X`d�
]fi�k_\�]Xkk\jk�gXik%
=I<<Q<�=FI�C8K<I�@]�pfl�nfeËk�Y\�
\Xk`e^�k_\�Z_`Zb\e�pfl�Yfl^_k�Y\]fi\��
`k�\og`i\j#�]i\\q\�`k�]fi�lg�kf�e`e\�dfek_j%

Beef, in effect curtailing the USDA’s power to make good on its 
threats. Critics blame the Bush administration for not appealing 
the decision to the Supreme Court and a Republican-dominated 
Congress for caving to the meat lobby and refusing to support 
proposals to bolster the USDA’s authority. “The message the 
Bush administration sent to meat plants was, ‘You don’t have to 
worry you’ll be shut down because your salmonella levels are too 
high,’” Tucker-Foreman says. Bottom line: Plants can churn out 
a virtual petri dish of product. And consumers, who are flocking 
to chicken in greater numbers each year (it is, after all, one of the 
leanest sources of meat protein), are paying the price.
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What should be happening to chicken before it lands in your  
#4 deli special? Ridding roasters of illness-causing bacteria 
must begin on the farm. “The industry knows how to produce 
safer poultry; they’re just not doing it as carefully as they 
should,” says Marion Nestle, Ph.D., professor of nutrition at 
New York University in New York City and author of What to 

eggs and meat is the agency’s top priority, which it 
accomplishes “through a dedicated workforce, evolving 
technology and science and good business practices.”

To reduce your odds of purchasing meat from plants 
that have failed USDA inspection, you have to jump 
through numerous hoops. The USDA has begun post-
ing the names and identifying digits, or P numbers, of offending 
plants on its website (www.fsis.usda.gov/science/salmonella_
verification_testing_program/index.asp)—a step that has reduced 
contamination rates, Tucker-Foreman says. To avoid buying a bird 
from a poorly performing plant, you can check the site monthly to 
print out the list, then compare it with the packages in your store 
or toss any chicken you already bought with matching numbers. 
But not all packages carry P numbers, and because plants can 
pump out bacteria-ridden chicken and still pass inspection, there 
is still no guarantee that your bird is bacteria-free.

The USDA claims it has broad authority to enforce regula-
tions and take action against rogue plants if necessary; but, in 
truth, it is limited in its ability to permanently shut down repeat 
offenders. In 1999, the USDA tried to close a Supreme Beef meat 
plant in Texas because its meat failed the USDA’s salmonella tests 
three times in 11 months. Supreme Beef sued the USDA, claim-
ing that the meat could have arrived at the plant already tainted 
by salmonella, and the law applied only to sanitary conditions 
within the plant. A 2001 court decision agreed with Supreme 
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Eat (North Point Press). Less crowding in chicken coops and 
supplying chlorinated drinking water for the birds are a start. 
But to help completely eradicate pathogens, the industry 
should work to rid chicken feed of bacteria by keeping bug-
carrying rodents out of chicken houses, and it should test 
birds for bacteria before slaughter, Dr. Tauxe suggests. 

The unlikely McRole model for safer chicken-processing 
standards: fast food chains. “Com-
panies like McDonald’s and Burger 
King don’t count on USDA regulations 
to keep their product safe,” Tucker-
Foreman says. Because of the bad rap 
the fast food industry acquired during 
the Jack in the Box fatal E. coli out-
break in 1993, major fast food compa-
nies now go to extraordinary lengths 
to safeguard their products.

“We do microbiological testing 
hourly, every day,” says Edward Sabatini, 
vice president of quality assurance, food 
safety and regulatory compliance at 
Burger King Corporation in Miami. 
The company holds all meat (it’s frozen) 
until results come back, so tainted pat-
ties can be weeded out. It also monitors 
its flocks’ feed and water and keeps wild 
birds, which can easily transfer salmo-
nella to chickens, out of its breeder 
flocks. Plus, unlike other eateries, fast 
food chains standardize their cooking 
process (and cook meat well), so high 
cooking temperatures kill any way-
ward pathogen that has eluded Burger 
King’s tightly knit regulatory system.

In addition to putting controls in 
place on the farm, it’s also up to the 
government to develop stricter stan-
dards for plant performance. “When 
the 20 percent salmonella perfor-
mance standard was set in 1996, the 
idea was we would gradually ratchet it 
down to around 5 percent or so,” says 
Michael Taylor, research professor at 
George Washington University School 
of Public Health and Health Services in 
Washington, D.C., and a former USDA 
administrator who helped write the 
original rule. “But the strategy of bring-
ing the standard down was not pursued 
by subsequent departments, and there 
has been little follow-up,” he says.

Some progress has been made on 
the antibiotic-resistant front. The FDA 
removed one group of commonly used 
antibiotics called fluoroquinolones 
from use in poultry in 2005. “But tet-
racycline and sulfa drugs are still added 
to feed,” IATP’s Dr. Wallinga says. The 

issue is of such urgency that more than 350 groups, including 
the American Medical Association, have endorsed a bill—the 
Preservation of Antibiotics for Medical Treatment Act—that 
would phase out the routine use of medically important anti-
biotics in animals. Log on to KeepAntibioticsWorking.org and 
click the Act Now button to send an automatic form letter in 
support of the bill to your congressional representatives.

If the state of chicken has ruffled 
your feathers and made you despair 
of a diet of tofu and lentils, take heart: 
There are things you can do to enjoy 
chicken without worry. Cook your 
chicken thoroughly (to kill off bacte-
ria) and follow the steps outlined in 
“Have a Safer Dinner Tonight” (oppo-
site page). You can also get on your 
squawk box and ask your congress-
person to support the Food Safety 
Authority Modernization Act, which 
would enact measures to improve 
testing and inspection. Because, in the 
end, your tax dollars—which fund the 
USDA—should make the food you eat 
safer. “Why should we tolerate spend-
ing money on a program that defrauds 
the public with an archaic system and 
a seal that says our government has 
inspected this meat and it’s OK?” 
Tucker-Foreman asks. When it comes 
to tonight’s dinner, you’ll have to take 
your health into your own hands. The 
greatest weapon against food poison-
ing is your own roasting pan.  N
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