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• We need to work cooperatively to decrease the incidence of food borne illness. 

• Wegmans has successfully marketed and sold irradiated fresh ground beef since May 

2002. 

• In doing so, the company was able to educate its customers and employees about the 

benefits of irradiated fresh ground beef. 

• When a minimum pathogen reduction is achieved by irradiation, the word 

‘pasteurization’ should be used in labeling to clearly communicate the benefits of 

irradiation to consumers. 

• The list of products approved for irradiation should be expanded to include ready-to-eat 

foods, especially fruits and vegetables. 

• The use of technologies that reduce pathogens should be encouraged and approved. 
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Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member, and Members of the Committee, thank you for the 

opportunity to appear before this Committee.  My name is Danny Wegman and I am the 

CEO of Wegmans Food Markets, Inc.  Wegmans Food Markets, Inc. is a 70-store 

supermarket chain with stores in New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Virginia and 

Maryland. We are a family-owned company, founded in 1916.  Wegmans is committed to 

providing safe and wholesome food for our customers.  We see the number of people 

who suffer from food related illness each year and we need to do better for our 

customers. 

 

I am also the chairperson of the Food Marketing Institute’s (FMI) Food Safety Task 

Force.  This task force was created to move food safety forward through the retail 

environment. 



 

At Wegmans, we began with our ground beef ‘Cook to 160°’ program in the summer of 

1998.  With this program we educated our customers that ground beef needed to be 

cooked to 160°F for safety.  We even labeled our ground beef with supplemental labels to 

remind our customers.  We also educated our customers on the need to use a thermometer 

to determine the doneness of ground beef and that color was not a reliable indicator.  

Prior to this education effort, 12 % of those asked knew that ground beef should be 

cooked to 160°F.  Following the campaign, 38% were aware. 

 

In May 2002 Wegmans introduced the choice of irradiated fresh ground beef to our 

customers.  We recognize that not all of our customers cook their ground beef ‘well-

done’ before it’s eaten.  The introduction of this product was accompanied by an 

extensive employee and customer education campaign.  We even went so far as to visit 

with the health departments in each of our market areas so they would be aware that this 

product was going to be introduced and so they would have time to familiarize 

themselves with the technology.  We understood that customers would have questions 

and we wanted our employees to be prepared to answer questions, as well.  The weeks 

before the introduction were spent educating our employees so they could talk to our 

customers about irradiation.   



 

The product was introduced in a very transparent fashion.  We held press conferences in 

each of our major market areas and included academics and public health officials to 

answer questions.  The media helped us educate our customers.   The coverage was 

extensive and many of the local evening news programs in each market had stories that 

exceeded 5 minutes in length.  There were also stories in trade and national publications. 

 

We talked to our customers about the benefits of irradiated fresh ground beef and offered 

in-store samples so they could try the product before purchase.  The product was heavily 

promoted in our weekly add.  The education and the sampling helped drive sales of the 

irradiated fresh ground beef to about 5% of total ground beef sales and even as high as 

10% when the product was aggressively promoted.   

 

Because customer trust is very important to us, we chose to include ‘irradiated’ on the 

principle display panel of the product label and in the product name.  This transparency 

allows customers to make an informed purchase decision.  

 

In January 2004, our irradiated fresh ground beef was discontinued following the closing 

of SureBeam, the irradiation provider.  The product had developed a faithful following 

and we received communications from our customers asking that we find an alternative 

irradiation supplier and reintroduce the product.   

 



We were finally able to reintroduce the product in August 2006, although we did not 

promote it to the same extent we did when it was launched in May 2002.   

 

Our irradiated fresh ground beef goes through all the same in-plant interventions as our 

non-irradiated ground beef.  This includes steam vacuums, organic acid washes, and 

carcass steam pasteurization.  In addition, the product is tested negative for E. coli 

O157:H7 prior to irradiation, so the irradiation is an additional step for safety.  We have 

chosen a level of irradiation that kills E. coli O157:H7 and is equivalent to cooking the 

ground beef to 160°F, the recommended cooking temperature for non-irradiated ground 

beef.   The irradiation is an additional step in the process. 

 

At present our sales are approximately 1% of our total ground beef sales.  While this is 

lower than the 5-10% penetration previously achieved, it is increasing.  There is a $.30 to 

$.40 per pound retail price difference between the irradiated and non-irradiated ground 

beef.  However, the additional cost to us for irradiated ground beef is much greater.  

Because of our commitment to offering our customers a safer product, we made the 

decision to absorb some of the additional cost. 

At present, other than the word ‘irradiated,’ the wording on our irradiated fresh ground 

beef is identical to that on our non-irradiated ground beef.  

 

Wegmans proposes the following: 

• Recognize that irradiation is effective in eliminating pathogens from ground beef and 

allow labeling that will communicate this to customers.    



• USDA’s caution about the ‘Cook to 160°F’ message is understandable, but irradiated 

fresh ground beef should have label differentiation, such as use of the word 

‘pasteurized.’   

• If necessary, require a minimum level of irradiation to label a product ‘pasteurized.’   

• Many products are available in pasteurized and non-pasteurized forms, and it is not 

confusing for consumers to tell the difference with labeling.  An example of this is 

eggs.  Pasteurized eggs are available for use in products that may not be fully cooked 

following the addition of egg, such as a Caesar salad dressing or eggnog.  

• We are encouraging our customers to adopt healthier lifestyles by eating more fruits 

and vegetables, but these foods can pose a risk, too.  Expand the list of products that 

can be irradiated to include fruits and vegetables, as well as other ready-to-eat 

products.  

• Help protect consumers from food borne illness by encouraging and approving the use 

of technologies that reduce pathogens. 

Thank you for allowing me to present our views before this distinguished committee. 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Daniel R. Wegman, CEO 
Wegmans Food Markets, Inc. 
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