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	Spinach scare hits locally 

By NEIL HUGHES STAFF WRITER 


   After the Food & Drug Administration issued a warning Thursday about E. coli outbreaks possibly from bagged spinach, area supermarkets took the vegetable off the shelf. 
   The FDA blamed one death and multiple hospitalizations across eight states on the bacterium. There have been no reported cases in Florida. 
   Despite no cases thus far, the Charlotte County Health Department is advising residents to throw away any bagged spinach they may have, said Garry Allshouse, epidemiology supervisor. 
   “We’ve been told it’s in the North, but it’s not down here,” he said. “But how do you know?” 
   Area Publix, Sweet Bay and Winn-Dixie supermarkets were not carrying the vegetable as of Friday. 
   Tom Peacock, evening manager for the Sweet Bay supermarket at 5855 Placida Road, said he got word from the company to remove the product Friday. 
   “We’ve pulled all of our spinach off of the shelf,” he said. 
   Peacock said he first heard of the outbreak Thursday night, but he had not heard any concerns from customers so far. 
   The FDA said it is investigating reported illnesses in Connecticut, Idaho, Indiana, Michigan, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah and Wisconsin. 
   The death occurred in Wisconsin, where 20 people were reported ill, 11 in Milwaukee. The outbreak has sickened others — eight of them seriously — in the remaining eight states. 
   In California, state health officials said they were investigating a possible case there. 
   Though the outbreak is not near the southeastern United States, supermarkets aren’t taking any chances. 
   Winn-Dixie issued a mandate to all stores to remove spinach, said Kevin Miller, manager on duty for the store at 2000 Kings Highway. 
   “They just had us pull it all off and destroy it,” he said. 
   Publix’s stores adopted the same policy. 
   “We pulled that product for the entire company,” said Shannon Patten, Publix spokesperson. “We’re not taking any chances.” 
   Managers from local Publix stores refused to comment. 
   The FDA warning applied to consumers nationwide because of uncertainty over the origin of the tainted spinach and how widely it was distributed. Health officials did not know of any link to a specific growing region, grower, brand or supplier. 
   FDA and state officials don’t know the cause of the outbreak, although raw, packaged spinach appears likely. 
   “We’re advising people not to eat it,” said David Acheson of the FDA’s Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition. 
   Washing the spinach won’t solve the problem, because the E. coli bacteria are too tightly attached, said Robert Brackett, director of the FDA’s Center for Food Safety and Nutrition. 
   The outbreak has affected a mix of ages, but most of the cases have involved women, Acheson said. Further information on the person who died wasn’t available. 
   The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Wisconsin health officials alerted the FDA about the outbreak midweek. Preliminary analysis suggested the same bug is responsible for the outbreak in all eight states. 
   “Typically we would try to narrow it down as focused as we could,” Brackett said in an interview. “The fact that it was distributed all over the country, the fact that people are getting seriously ill from this, warranted us to have an abundance of caution and just to say ‘OK, stop now until we figure out exactly what’s going on.” 
   Brackett noted most of the spinach crop at this time of the year comes from California. A special effort is under way in the Salinas Valley of California, a major leafy-vegetable growing region, to look for any possible source of contamination there. 
   Reports of infections have been growing by the day, Acheson said. 
   “We may be at the peak, we may not be,” he said. 
   E. coli causes diarrhea, often with bloody stools. Most healthy adults can recover completely within a week, although some people — including the very young and old — can develop a form of kidney failure that often leads to death. 
   Anyone who has gotten sick after eating raw packaged spinach should contact a doctor, officials said. 
   Other bagged vegetables, including prepackaged salads, apparently are not affected. In general, however, washing all bagged vegetables is recommended. Thorough cooking kills the bacteria. 
   Allshouse said the Charlotte health department had received a few phone calls by Friday afternoon from people who had heard about the outbreak on the news. He said he appreciates the fact that people hear warnings so quickly. 
   “We live in a wonderful time where the information gets out fast,” he said. “I think this is great.” 
   The Associated Press contributed to this story. 
   You can e-mail Neil Hughes at nhughes@sun-herald.com. 
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Area stores have removed bagged spinach from their shelves after a nationwide E. coli bacteria scare involving the leafy green vegetable. 




