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 GOVERNMENT

Shutdown Letdowns
Government gridlock harms quality, safety and increases risk 

KEEPINGCURRE NT
As the clock wound down on Sept. 30 and 

lawmakers failed to reach an agreement 

on the U.S. federal budget and President 

Obama’s healthcare overhaul, the country 

prepared for its first government shutdown 

in 17 years. 

Initially, many Americans may have felt 

mostly unaffected by the shutdown, par-

ticularly if they weren’t one of the 800,000 

nonessential federal employees who were 

furloughed, a government contractor or 

someone who regularly relies on govern-

ment services.1 

What many didn’t realize was the partial 

shutdown-—which eventually ended on Oct. 

17—also sidelined thousands of inspectors 

and regulators who monitor and manage 

safety and quality in various industries. 

While federal law requires workers whose 

jobs are considered “necessary to protect 

life and property” to be retained, the shut-

down forced most regulatory agencies to 

operate with skeletal staffs—increasing the 

chances of missing a potential hazard.2 

“The risks are going up every day,” Ronald 

White, director of regulatory policy at the 

Center for Effective Government, a Washing-

ton-based group, said during the shutdown. 

“These are under-the-radar kind of 

effects that are not clearly obvious to 

the person on the street.”3

Within just 10 days of the 

government’s closure, certain 

events signaled the importance 

of processes that maintain safety 

and quality, and revealed potential 

consequences of not having these 

regulatory procedures in place at 

full force. 

Salmonella outbreak 
A week into the shutdown, the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

issued a public health alert after 

it learned that illnesses caused by 

salmonella Heidelberg may be as-

sociated with raw chicken products 

from Foster Farms at three of its 

California facilities.4

Concerns were circulating about 

how food recalls or illness out-

breaks would be handled during the 

shutdown. Most federal meat and poultry 

inspectors kept their jobs—87% of the 

USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Services 

employees continued to work—although 

the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 

which is responsible for 80% of the food 

supply, halted routine food inspections.5

The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) was significantly ham-

pered in tracing illness outbreaks due to the 

shutdown of PulseNet, a network of public 

health laboratories that locates trends and 

matches up cases to identify foodborne ill-

ness outbreaks.6 

Each year, PulseNet monitors about 250 

clusters of foodborne diseases. At the time 

of the shutdown, the agency was track-

ing more than 30 illness clusters. During 

the shutdown, just one person—instead 

of eight—monitored important pathogens 

such as salmonella, E. coli and listeria. 

Another person watched listservs and data 

systems for outbreaks and investigations—

a job usually performed by five people.7

“The long and short of it is that there is 

only a skeleton crew at CDC to respond to 

any kind of outbreak,” Scott Becker, director 

of the Association of Public Health Labora-

tories, said when the shutdown began. “It’s 

awful for public health.”8

Days later, consumers of Foster Farms’ 

chicken began to fall ill. As of Oct. 8, 278 

known people in 18 states were sickened. 

To make matters worse, the outbreak 

involved seven strains of salmonella—some 

resistant to commonly used antibiotics. It 

hospitalized 42% of sufferers, which is high 

compared to the usual 20% hospitalization 
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rate for victims of salmonella Heidelberg, said CDC 

spokesperson Barbara Reynolds.9

“That means more people are going to the 

hospital, and their infections will be harder for 

physicians to treat,” said Caroline Smith DeWaal, 

food safety director of the Center for Science in the 

Public Interest.10

“This outbreak shows that it is a terrible time for 

government public health officials to be locked out 

of their offices and labs and for government web-

sites to go dark,” DeWaal said.11

Following news of the outbreak, CDC director 

Thomas Frieden determined not having PulseNet re-

sulted in “an imminent threat to health and safety,” 

and seven staffers were allowed to return to work.12

An electric car ignites, recalls halted
Normally, if a vehicle goes up in flames, the 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 

(NHTSA), which investigates safety complaints 

and orders carmakers to recall vehicles, would 

travel to the scene. But when a Tesla Model S 

electric car’s battery pack ignited in Washington 

state after it struck metal debris, that wasn’t the 

case because NHTSA field investigations had been 

suspended.13

On Sept. 30, the NHTSA posted a notice on 

its website stating it would not announce new 

auto-related recalls and evaluate safety complaints 

during the shutdown. 

According to Joan Claybrook, safety advocate 

and former head of the NHTSA, the agency releases 

about 700 auto recalls per year affecting 20 million 

vehicles. For every workday lost to the shutdown, 

an average of three recalls covering 80,000 ve-

hicles are delayed indefinitely, she said.14

Automakers can announce their own recalls 

during the shutdown. For example, on Oct. 9, Gen-

eral Motors recalled its 2014 pickups after it was 

discovered the seat backs might not hold up if the 

truck is hit from behind.15

Still, Claybrook said, the NHTSA’s inability to func-
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tion at capacity could be life threatening. 

“If unsafe cars are on the highway, if 

the agency isn’t operating so it can’t put 

out consumer alerts, if it can’t finish up 

a recall notice that it wants to publish or 

negotiate with an auto company they want 

to do a recall, that puts the public at risk,” 

Claybrook said during the shutdown.16

Others affected
Along with auto and food safety, many 

other regulatory functions experienced a 

higher sense of risk associated with fur-

loughed employees and hampered opera-

tions. Some examples include:

Workplace safety. The Occupational 

Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), 

responsible for inspecting workplaces, re-

tained 230 of 2,235 workers—only enough 

staff to respond to complaints with “a high 

risk of death or serious physical harm,” ac-

cording to OSHA’s shutdown plan.

Antipollution efforts. Inspections of 

water treatment plants and industrial sites, 

as well as some work cleaning up hazard-

ous chemicals, were on hold as 94% of 

Environmental Protection Agency employ-

ees were furloughed. 

Nursing home care oversight. Accord-

ing to the Centers for Medicare and Medic-

aid Services, routine federal inspections to 

examine safety, clinical care and medica-

tion being administered at nursing homes 

weren’t conducted during the shutdown.

Nuclear plant oversight. The U.S. 

Nuclear Regulatory Commission had been 

using carryover funding to remain open 

for the first week of the shutdown, but 

then closed, keeping only enough staff to 

respond to emergencies.17

Mine inspections. With about 40% of its 

staff working, the Mine Safety and Health 

Administration conducted limited mine 

inspections. Days after the shutdown began, 

three coal mine fatalities occurred—the first 

time the industry saw three consecutive 

days of fatal accidents in a decade.18

Back to work
Last-minute legislation ended the disruptive 

16-day government shutdown as Obama 

signed the bill in the early morning hours of 

Oct. 17. Federal employees were expected 

to report to work the same day and begin 

reopening offices, public parks, research 

projects and community programs.19

Just how quickly the government 

resumes normal operations was not imme-

diately clear. All told, the shutdown cost the 

government billions of dollars, and some 

said it damaged the nation’s international 

credibility. The longer-term effects the shut-

down will have in the United States and 

around the globe remain to be seen. What 

most can agree on, however, is hampered 

operations of many of the nation’s regula-

tory agencies does, in fact, present a signifi-

cant risk to safety and quality.

  —Amanda Hankel, assistant editor

REFERENCES
1. Kevin G. Hall, “Shutdown Will Mean Furloughs, Fewer 

Services, and Closed Museums and Parks,” McClatchy 
Washington Bureau, Sept. 30, 2013, www.mcclatchydc.
com/2013/09/30/203699/shutdown-would-mean-
furloughs.html.

2. Jim Snyder, Brian Wingfield and Mark Drajem, “Fur-
loughed Inspectors Leave Gaps in Safety Oversight,” Oct. 
9, 2013, Bloomberg, www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-
10-09/furloughed-inspectors-leave-gaps-in-safety-
oversight.html.

3. Ibid.
4. United Press International, “278 Salmonella Illnesses 

Blamed on Foster Farms,” Oct. 7, 2013, www.upi.com/
Top_News/US/2013/10/07/278-salmonella-illnesses-
blamed-on-Foster-Farms/UPI-28731381192221 (case 
sensitive). 

5. Helena Bottemiller Evich and Tarini Parti, “Government 
Shutdown Stresses Food Inspections,” Politico, Oct. 2, 
2013, www.politico.com/story/2013/10/government-
shutdown-food-inspectors-agriculture-97691.html.

6. Elizabeth Weise, “New Salmonella Outbreak in Chicken 
Resists Antibiotics,” USA Today, Oct. 8, 2013, www.usa-
today.com/story/news/nation/2013/10/08/salmonella-
chicken-outbreak/2941783. 

7. Evich, “Government Shutdown Stresses Food Inspec-
tions,” see reference 5.

8. Ibid.
9. Weise, “New Salmonella Outbreak in Chicken Resists 

Antibiotics,” see reference 6.
10. Ibid.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid.
13. U.S. Official News, “Tesla Says Car Fire Began in Bat-

tery,” Quality News Today, Oct. 4, 2013, http://asq.org/
qualitynews/qnt/execute/displaySetup?newsID=17053 
(case sensitive).

14. Joan Lowy, “Auto Recalls on Hold During Govt Shut-
down,” Associated Press, Oct. 10, 2013, http://abcnews.
go.com/politics/wirestory/auto-recalls-hold-govt-
shutdown-20526499.

15. James R. Healey, “New GM Pickups Recalled for 
Possible Seat Failure,” USA Today, Oct. 9, 2013, www.
usatoday.com/story/money/cars/2013/10/09/gm- 
general-motors-chevrolet-silverado-gmc-sierra-recall-
seat-failure/2955301/.

16. Lowy, “Auto Recalls on Hold During Govt Shutdown,” 
see reference 14.

17. Snyder, “Furloughed Inspectors Leave Gaps in Safety 
Oversight,” see reference 2.

18. John Bacon and Natalie DiBlasio, “Shutdown Puts 
Squeeze on Health, Safety,” USA Today, Oct. 9, 2013, 
www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2013/10/08/
federal-furloughs-health-and-safety/2944897.

19. Jonathan Weisman and Ashley Parker, “Republicans 
Back Down, Ending Crisis Over Shutdown and Debt 
Limit,” New York Times, Oct. 17, 2013, www.nytimes.
com/2013/10/17/us/congress-budget-debate.html?_r=0.

QP  •  www.qualityprogress.com16

KEEPINGCURRENT
Shutdown letdowns (continued from p. 13)

The average salary in U.S. dollars earned by a regular, full-time quality professional in 

the United States in 2013, according to the annual QP Salary Survey. Look for all the 

results and analysis in December’s issue of QP and at www.qualityprogress.com.

 $88,458
SALARY SURVEY SAYS


