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F.D.A. Opens Office in Beijing to Screen Food and Drug
Exports

By ANDREW JACOBS and MARK MCDONALD

BEIJING — The United States opened a branch of the Food and Drug Administration here in the Chinese

capital on Wednesday, the first of several overseas offices aimed at regulating the safety of imported food

and medicine.

The opening follows a string of scandals involving contaminated Chinese-made toothpaste, pet food, drugs

and milk. The F.D.A. plans to open inspection stations in Shanghai and Guangzhou; offices will also be

opened in India and Latin America.

“We’re opening up a new era, not just new offices,” said Michael O. Leavitt, the secretary of health and

human services, in announcing “a permanent F.D.A. presence in China.”

The United States imported more than $321 billion worth of goods from China last year, and Mr. Leavitt

said Tuesday that it was “clear you cannot inspect everything.” He said the goal of the new offices was to

ensure safety standards and quality controls in foodstuffs and consumer goods “at the point of

manufacture.”

All three offices in China will work with Chinese agencies to inspect products bound for the United States.

They will also certify third-party inspectors.

But inspections by the food and drug agency have been disorganized, inefficient and ineffective, according

to a report from the United States Government Accountability Office. “F.D.A.’s oversight and enforcement

efforts have not kept pace with the growing number of food firms,” the report said. “As a result, F.D.A. has

little assurance that companies comply with food-labeling laws and regulations.”

The United States Department of Agriculture is charged with monitoring the safety of imported meat,

poultry and eggs, which make up about 20 percent of all American food imports. The F.D.A. is responsible

for the other 80 percent — virtually all other foods, vitamins, supplements and pharmaceuticals, as well as

medical equipment.

About 15 percent of the nation’s overall food supply is imported, according to the accountability office. Sixty

percent of fresh fruits and vegetables are imported, and three-quarters of all seafood.

The F.D.A. offices in China will include eight officials described as “inspectors and senior technical experts

in foods, medicines and medical devices.”

Less than a week ago, F.D.A. officials ordered a wide range of Chinese-made products to be held at the

United States border, citing possible health risks. The products, which included candies, chocolates and

snacks, are made with milk or milk powder.

Beijing has objected, saying the products were certified under new and stricter measures.

China has been rocked by a tainted-milk scandal as infant formula and other products have been found to
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have high concentrations of the industrial chemical melamine. At least four Chinese children have died

from drinking contaminated formula; some 50,000 have been sickened.

Even Chinese consumers remain wary of Chinese-made dairy products. The Hong Kong government has a

daily posting on its Web site about continuing melamine tests.

Andrew Jacobs reported from Beijing, and Mark McDonald from Hong Kong.
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