
 

 

TRANSCRIPT 

FRONTLINE: The Trouble with Chicken  
Deadly Bacteria and Food Safety  
 

 

Video 1 - A Public Health Crisis 

NARRATOR: The dangers of widespread meat contamination were first brought home to 

consumers and regulators in 1993. 

NEWSCASTER: This is King 5 news live at 6:30. Good evening again, another child has died of 

E. coli poisoning. 

NEWSCASTER: A major medical catastrophe, this E. coli outbreak— 

NARRATOR: A bacteria called E. coli 0157 had sickened more than 700 people across the West. 

NEWSCASTER: Most of the victims ate undercooked, contaminated hamburgers from Jack in 

the Box restaurants— 

NEWSCASTER: Four are in critical condition— 

NEWSCASTER: Ten are hooked up to kidney dialysis machines— 

NEWSCASTER: And every day, a small child fights to live— 

BILL MARLER, Food Safety Attorney: It really was a war zone here. And I think Jack In The Box 

was that crisis moment for the public realizing that this quintessential American meal, the 

hamburger, could kill kids. 

NEWSCASTER: The legal battles have just begun— 

NARRATOR: Bill Marler became the lead attorney in the case against Jack in the Box. 

BILL MARLER: Four children died 

NEWSCASTER: A small white casket carried this 17-month-old child— 
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BILL MARLER: And they died a really— this is not, like, an easy death. I mean, when these 

children die, they usually die of— their bowel perforates so they die of strokes and they die of 

heart attacks. 

NARRATOR: It was a watershed moment. The crisis had exposed gaping holes in the meat 

safety system. The U.S. Department of Agriculture, which oversees meat safety, had failed to 

keep deadly strains of bacteria, like E. coli 0157, from reaching consumers. 

WILLIAM JAMES, D.V.M., M.P.H., Fmr. USDA Public Health Vet: That was a seminal event for 

the agency. We realized that the most important food safety issue was not what we could see 

with our eyes, but what existed invisibly to the naked eye, and that is bacteria. 

NARRATOR: The disaster spawned a major overhaul of the meat safety system, and USDA 

banned E. coli 0157 from raw ground beef by declaring it an “adulterant.” 

BILL MARLER: It means that from here on out, there’s zero tolerance for E. coli 0157:H7 in 

hamburger. If it sickens somebody, you have to recall the product. 

Dr. WILLIAM JAMES: That was something that the agency had never done before because 

bacteria were considered to be a natural occurring part of any animal that came in to be 

slaughtered. 

NARRATOR: Despite opposition from meat companies, who said the change would be too 

costly and couldn’t be done, over the next two decades, illnesses from E. coli 0157 dropped 

dramatically. But E. coli 0157 wasn’t the only deadly bacteria found in meat. 

BILL MARLER: Salmonella sickens and kills more of us than any other food-borne pathogen. 

And over the last 20 years, I’ve represented dozens and dozens of families who’ve lost loved 

ones from salmonella contamination. 

NARRATOR: After Jack in the Box, the USDA began testing for salmonella in slaughterhouses 

and set new limits on how much would be allowed. 

But unlike E. coli 0157, USDA didn’t declare salmonella an adulterant and ban it. They believed 

that question had been settled in court in 1974. 

BILL MARLER: And in that decision, the American Public Health Association wanted salmonella 

to be considered an adulterant, and the USDA and the beef industry together said no. And this is 

actually from the court decision, that housewives will take care of it — they know what they’re 

doing — by cooking it properly and handling it properly. It’s the consumer’s problem. 
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