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Cow Parts

If BSE disease does come to the United States, it will inevitably wreak havoc
because nearly everything we touch or taste has cow in it. A lesson in truly
efficient recycling
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A cow is elementary. Milk and butter and cheese from cows fill the dairy shelves in
supermarkets, and the meat section is stacked with cuts of cow. The fast-food restaurants of this
world are archipelagos of ground cow. And, lately, much of the anxiety people feel about life,
and especially about agriculture, is compounded of cow too.

Especially burning cows, and cows in heaps waiting to be burned, and cows being tipped into

mass graves. Several million cows have been killed in Great Britain and other European
countries during the past 15 years to prevent the spread of two diseases. One is foot-and-mouth
disease, which broke out this past February on English farms in Cumbria and Devon, leading to a

prophylactic mass slaughter of cows and sheep throughout Britain and France. The other, bovine

spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), better known as mad cow disease, appeared near Ashford,
England, in November 1986 and subsequently devastated the British beef and dairy industries.

Cows have been the victims of the pathogens that cause these diseases— a virus in the case of
foot-and-mouth, an abnormal protein called a prion in the case of BSE— but they have also been
victims of human fears. These days, the poor beasts seem more pathological than pas toral.

Both diseases are insidious, but in different ways. Foot-and-mouth is explosively contagious,
although it rarely affects humans and isn't usually fatal to adult livestock. BSE isn't contagious at
all, but it always Kkills the animals that get it as well as humans too— a rare occurrence— in the
form of new variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. Trying to stop foot-and-mouth disease is like
trying to put out a wildfire in a dry, windy season. Trying to stop BSE is like trying to bring
down a network of spies in a prolonged cold war. The global reaction to these diseases has been
to lock up the borders. International trade in live cattle and many bovine products has come to a
near halt.

The continued slaughter in Europe has also led to a growing awareness of the problem of
disposing of all that dead livestock. Renderers have worked overtime, and still the bodies, or
what has become of them, pile up because there is no longer any fit use for them. The forced
stockpiling of cow debris until it can be properly disposed of makes it obvious how completely
the animals had once disappeared after reaching the slaughterhouse. But the apparently
enormous scale of these forced culls— hecatomb upon hecatomb, it seems— is an optical
illusion, caused mainly because cow pyres are news, and because the flesh of those animals is
worse than useless.



Rendering plants don't let any part of a slaughtered cow go to waste.
Even the nasal septum is processed to make chondroitin sulfate, a drug
used for the treatment of arthritis.

Here is the measure of that optical illusion. In the United States in
1992— a normal year in this country, even as the BSE epidemic
approached its peak in Britain— 30,860,000 cattle and 1,353,000
calves were sent to slaughter as a matter of ordinary business, their
meat bound for burger chains and restaurants and supermarket meat
counters. And this is where the numbers get interesting. On average,
the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that 70 percent of a cow
or calf is used for meat, but that percentage is high. Cattle buyers say the number is closer to 63
percent. The rendering industry estimates 60 percent. Studies conducted for the British Minist ry
of Agriculture, Fisheries, and Food estimate 53 percent. What remains is inedible, and there is a
lot of what remains, called offal. In the United States, what remains adds up by weight every
year to nearly 9.5 million whole cows. To put it another way, every year in this country we must
dispose of more than 11 billion pounds of inedible cow. Where does it all go? The answer is
everywhere.

Imagine that somehow you were obliged to reconstruct a Holstein or an Angus from all its
commercially disseminated parts, no matter how small, reclaiming them from all of their uses,
no matter how diverse, until you succeeded in reintegrating and revivifying an animal that
might, as in a film running backward, walk rump-first out of the slaughterhouse, back up the
ramp to the stock truck, and back to the feedlot or the dairy barn. You might begin by gathering
all the cuts of meat that come from a cow, but that would give you only a composite, rather like
the diagram of the principal steaks and roasts you often find in cookbooks. There is the leather,
of course, the hide. But that would still leave you with an extraordinarily incomplete beast.

To reconstruct the complete cow, you would need to gather countless products from an
astonishing array of industries. Some are still close to agriculture— processed animal feed and
pet food as well as garden supplies such as blood and bone meal. But other products have no
apparent connection with farming, such as jet engine lubricants and brake fluid from bovine fatty
acids, which are derived from tallow, which is itself produced from fat and bone.

The cow's brain is the organ most likely to harbor prions,
the source of bovine spongiform encephalopathy. But
tissues from the brain and spinal cord can contaminate
other cow parts at meat plants. Stun guns that immobilize
cows for slaughter with blasts of pneumatic pressure pose
a particularly high risk for spreading infectious brain
tissues. Renderers process brains for use in laboratory
reagents, pharmaceuticals, and cosmetics.




The number of uses for beef by-products was once largely a matter of curiosity, of interest
mainly to the manufacturers and to renderers. But in Great Britain, the appearance of BSE in the
mid-1980s created a critical need for an inventory of beef by-products and their uses to identify
which specific cow parts should be banned for use as human food and in animal feeds and
fertilizers. The process was slowed by administrative wrangling, so 10 years passed from the
time BSE was discovered and the audit was completed. But early in the investigation, scientists
identified the cow parts that might carry the risk of contaminating farmers, slaughterhouse
workers, and employees at rendering plants, butchers, and the public. The most infectious
organs— where BSE prions cluster— are the brain and spinal cord, followed, on a less infectious
level, by the pineal, pituitary, and adrenal glands, spleen, tonsils, placenta, lymph nodes, ileum,
part of the colon, dura mater, and cerebrospinal fluid. Less infectious still are the distal colon,
nasal mucosa, sciatic nerve, bone marrow, liver, lung, pancreas, and thymus gland.

At first glance, these seem like lists of parts that could have very little use. But heparin, a
frequently prescribed anticoagulant drug, is made from the lungs and bovine mucosa. The
adrenal gland is used in making steroid drugs. The pancreas and the thymus gland are better
known to diners as sweetbreads, and the pancreas itself is used to make insulin. Cosmetics and
pharmaceuticals are made from the placenta. The dura mater is used as an implant in human brain
surgery. The list of uses for just these parts, which together add up to only a small fraction of a
cow's total live weight, goes on and on.

Before BSE surfaced, no one had ever accurately assessed just how many uses there are for a
dead cow. There had been some guesses. According to the authors of the British inquiry, "it has
been said, and not altogether facetiously, that the only industry in which some part of the cow is
not used is concrete production.”" But if the concrete is loaded onto a truck with rubber tires and
driven down a paved road or if the production company's annual report is printed on glossy
paper, or if the company office uses plywood in its construction, then cow parts are involved.
The paper is probably coated with a gelatinous chemical ultimately derived from tallow. The
tires and the pavement are manufactured, in part, with bovine fatty acids, and the plywood is
bound together with adhesive made partly of cow blood.

The very ingenuity of industry in making use of every last scrap of a cow is both a marvel and a
potential source of anxiety. BSE emerged as a result of what originally looked like an ingenious
use of beef by-products: feeding processed ground cow to ruminants, which are herbivores, not
carnivores. And BSE suddenly meant that every industry using potentially infectious bovine by -
products— a list broadly interpreted to include almost all proteinaceous materials— had to
ensure that it was using by-products from unaffected countries. Various federal regulatory
agencies issued a flurry of bulletins and advisory letters in the early 1990s in an effort to prevent
the spread of contamination.

Cow feet and hooves are rendered for human and pet food, gelatin,
glue, buttons, handles, lubricants, cowheel jelly, bonemeal, soaps,
the foam in fire extinguishers, and fertilizers.







