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Re:

COVID-19 Update: FDA and USDA Issue Memorandum of Understanding Regarding
the Potential Use of the Defense Production Act with Regard to FDA-Regulated Food
During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
recently issued a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) regarding the potential use of the Defense
Production Act (DPA) with regard to FDA-regulated food.1 Importantly, USDA retains its DPA
authority for products subject to FDA jurisdiction. The MOU, however, establishes that FDA will be
responsible for monitoring the continued functioning of the FDA-regulated food production sector,
bringing issues to USDA’s attention should FDA believe that USDA may need to exercise its DPA
authorities to address a situation.2 The MOU is intended to supplement preparedness efforts and
directs FDA to take the lead for FDA-regulated industry and monitor the food supply, work with
stakeholders to identify and assess potential supply chain disruptions, issue applicable guidance for
workers, and educate stakeholders about the potential for use of DPA authority. To the extent FDA
identifies disruptions to the supply or other issues, both Agencies will work together to discuss
appropriate action, including potentially invoking USDA’s DPA-delegated authorities. The MOU
does not actually take any action under the DPA—it does not reflect action by USDA expanding the
scope of the President’s invocation of the DPA beyond the meat and poultry sectors, nor does it
constitute an order under the DPA.3
Executive Order Authorities
As brief background, the DPA provides the President with authority to expedite and expand critical
supplies and services that are needed to promote national defense, including protection and
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restoration of critical infrastructure.4 All components of the Food and Agriculture Sector are
considered critical infrastructure as determined by Presidential Policy Directive 21 and under
Department of Homeland Security guidance related to COVID-19.5
Under an earlier and still-in-force 2012 Executive Order (EO), President Obama delegated to the
Secretary of Agriculture certain DPA authorities for the food and agriculture sector, including the
authority to require acceptance and priority performance of contracts or orders to promote the
national defense over performance of any other contracts or orders, and to allocate materials,
services, and facilities as deemed necessary or appropriate to promote national defense.6 On April
28, 2020, President Trump issued an EO delegating authority to USDA under the DPA with respect
to food supply chain resources specifically during the national emergency caused by the outbreak of
COVID-19.7
Under EO 13917, President Trump directed the Secretary of Agriculture to take all appropriate
actions to ensure that meat and poultry processors continue operations consistent with the guidance
for their operations jointly issued by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the U.S. Department
of Labor’s (DOL) Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA).8 Additionally, the EO
specifies that: “the Secretary of Agriculture may identify additional specific food supply chain
resources that meet the criteria of section 101(b).”9 The MOU explains that it outlines the process
and respective FDA and USDA responsibilities in the event the Secretary of Agriculture identifies
specific food supply chain resources under FDA’s jurisdiction that meet the criteria of Section 101(b)
of the DPA. Importantly, the MOU is not itself a decision that any FDA-regulated aspects of the food
supply chain meet this criteria.
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Substance of the Agreement under the MOU
The MOU outlines FDA’s and USDA’s responsibilities in the event USDA expands the scope of the
EO to cover additional parts of the food supply chain. Generally, under the MOU, FDA would have
initial responsibility for monitoring and interfacing with the FDA-regulated supply chain, but USDA
would retain ultimate authority to invoke the DPA and issue DPA orders, at FDA’s recommendation.
FDA Responsibilities








Monitor, to the extent feasible, the integrity and adequacy of the nation’s food supply that is
subject to FDA regulation;
Work with stakeholders involved in the domestic production or distribution of FDA-regulated
food to identify extant and potential domestic supply chain disruptions;
Direct FDA-regulated entities to applicable guidance, including guidance issued by CDC and
OSHA for workers on farms and at food resource facilities;
Assess, to the extent possible, extant and potential disruptions to the nation’s supply of FDAregulated food, including, but not limited to, closures of American resource facilities or
actions by states or localities that could lead to potential disruption to the harvest or
production of such food;
As appropriate, educate domestic stakeholders about this MOU and the potential for use of
DPA authority where necessary or appropriate to protect the supply of FDA-regulated food;
Upon identifying a potential or extant disruption to the supply of FDA-regulated food of
sufficient likelihood, seriousness or significance, contact USDA to discuss appropriate action,
including possibly invoking its delegated DPA authorities.

USDA Responsibilities




Retain exclusive delegated authority to issue DPA orders or invoke DPA authorities with
regard to food resources and domestic food resource facilities;
Upon notification by FDA of a potential or extant disruption to the supply of FDA-regulated
food of sufficient likelihood, seriousness or significance, consult with FDA about appropriate
action, including whether to invoke USDA’s DPA delegated authorities;
After consultation with FDA, issue orders related to or utilize other delegated USDA DPA
authorities with regard to food resources and food resource facilities.

Mutual Responsibilities



The Parties will maintain a collaborative working relationship. HHS-FDA and USDA
personnel will meet periodically, as appropriate, for purposes of coordination, evaluation, and
review concerning the nation’s food supply during the COVID-19 public health emergency.
A Party will immediately notify the other Party if it is unable to carry out any or all of its
responsibilities under this MOU.
*

*

*

We will continue to monitor the federal government’s response to COVID-19. Should you have any
questions or if we can be of assistance with your COVID-19 response strategy, please do not
hesitate to contact us.
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