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Network on Microbiological Risk Assessment 
Minutes of the 8th meeting 

Held on 23/24 April 2013, Brussels  
 

(Agreed on 21/05/2013) 
 
Participants 

• Network Representatives of Member States: 
 

Country  Name Country Name  

Austria  Monika Matt Ireland  Wayne Anderson 
Belgium  Isabel De Boosere Italy  Dario De Medici 
Bulgaria  Hristo Miladinov 

Naydenski  
Lithuania  Rūta Bubulienė 

Cyprus  Georgios T. 
Papageorgiou 

Netherlands Benno ter Kuile 

Czech Republic  Renáta Karpíšková  Poland  Halina Ścieżyńska 
Denmark  Maarten Nauta Portugal  Elisa Maria Carrilho 
Finland  Pirkko Tuominen Slovakia  Lubomir Valík 
France  Pauline Kooh Spain  Fernando Pérez 

Rodríguez 
Germany  Juliane Bräunig Sweden Mats Lindblad 
Greece  Vassilis Xanthopoulos United 

Kingdom  
Geraldine Hoad 

Hungary  László Mészáros   

 

• Network Representatives of other countries: 

Country  Name
Norway  Danica Grahek-Ogden 
Switzerland  Hans Schmid  
Croatia Brigita Hengl 
FYR of Macedonia Dejan Andreev 
Serbia Dejan Krnjaic 

 

• EFSA:  
BIOHAZ Unit: 

o Marta Hugas (Head of unit) 
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o Ernesto Liebana Criado (Deputy head of unit) 
o Michaela Hempen (Secretariat) 

 

• other 
Donald Prater (FDA) 

 
1. Welcome and apologies for absence 
The Chair welcomed the participants.  
Apologies were received from Italy (Dario De Medici), Portugal (Elisa Maria Carrilho), and 
Switzerland (Hans Schmid). 

 
2. Adoption of agenda 
The agenda was adopted without changes. 

 

3. Agreement of the minutes of the 7th meeting of the Network on Microbiological Risk 
Assessment held on 9/10 October 2012, Parma.  
The minutes were agreed by written procedure on 24/10/2012 and published on the EFSA 
website on 26/10/2012. 
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4. Topics for discussion 
 
4.1 VTEC 
The first block of presentations and the following break out session focused on VTEC. 

5.1.1 Scientific Opinion of the BIOHAZ Panel on VTEC-seropathotype and scientific criteria 
regarding pathogenicity assessment 

EFSA’s BIOHAZ unit presented the recently adopted BIOHAZ opinion on VTEC (EFSA-Q-
2012-00576) which was requested from the Austrian Federal Ministry of Health. The 
opinion discusses the limitations of seropathotype classification of VTEC versus an 
alternative concept based on the detection of verotoxins or genes encoding for verotoxins 
in isolates. It further assesses the public health risk associated with the contamination of 
RTE foods with VTEC considering these two categorisation schemes. The full opinion is 
available on the EFSA website1. 

 

4.1.2 Finnish VTEC monitoring programme 

Finland (Pirkko Tuominen) presented results of the Finnish VTEC monitoring programme.  
The programme considers EHEC any E. coli O157 with vtx I and/or vtx II genes and eae 
gene, or any non-O157 EHEC strains found to infect people. Monitored were bovine 
animals at slaughter and positive or suspected herds. 

 

4.1.3 Lessons learnt from food-borne outbreaks in Germany 

Germany (Juliane Bräunig) presented lessons learnt from the food-borne outbreaks in 
2011 (EHEC) and 2012 (Norovirus). Methodologies used in the outbreak investigations 
were described. Collecting information on commodity flows is one of the key time-limiting 
factors for risk assessments. To successfully manage an outbreak crisis it is necessary to 
have clear competences and communication pathways, to quickly assemble a 
multidisciplinary outbreak investigation team, to carry out a  joint analysis of investigation 
results, to have adequately qualified and trained staff (media training), to have adequate 
laboratory capacities and analysis methods, to have appropriate information management 
systems, and to have a close cooperation between press office and scientific department 
to facilitate successful risk communication 

4.1.4 Preventative measures for avoiding possible food-borne infections caused by strains of 
VTEC 

Spain (Fernando Perez-Rodriguez) presented the approach taken by Spanish Agency of 
Food Safety and Nutrition to prevent VTEC food-borne infections. Important components 
of the control programme are monitoring and exclusion of asymptomatic VTEC carriers 
involved in food handling, development of new feeds or formulations helping to reduce E. 
coli excretion, controlling and monitoring microbiological quality of water in farms, 
establishing measures to avoid access of animals in crops and surrounding areas, and 
educational programs for handlers and consumers as active actors in risk reduction. 

4.1.5 Breakout session: VTEC 

During the break out session the following questions were discussed in three small 
groups: 

• What type of data is collected on VTEC in animals/food/human cases that could 
be relevant for risk assessment purposes? 

                                                             
1  http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/3138.htm  
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• Which criteria are currently applied to assess pathogenicity? 
 

During the discussions it appeared that data collection on VTEC and laboratory methods 
vary a lot across the EU. In general, monitoring of VTEC in animals is not done 
systematically, but rather carried out in smaller surveys. Testing is bias towards O157 
with fewer countries testing for non-O157 serotypes. For isolates from human cases, 
and often from food, serotyping usually carried out but not always genotyping. Presence 
of vtx-genes is used to indicate pathogenicity in most MS.  
 

4.2 Campylobacter 
The second block of presentations addressed Campylobacter. 
 
 

4.2.1 Bulgarian risk assessment Campylobacter during production and retail 

Bulgaria (Hristo Naydenski) presented results of a Campylobacter risk assessment 
during production and retail. Campylobacter was widely distributed in poultry, waterfowl 
and wild birds and on carcasses at retail. Monitoring and control of hygiene at farms and 
retail was recommended. 

4.2.2 Finnish exposure assessment on Campylobacter from fresh meat and environment 
compared 

Finland (Pirkko Tuominen) presented preliminary results of an exposure assessment of 
Campylobacter from fresh meat and environment. Tested were broilers at 
slaughterhouses. From 2004 to 2012, the percentage of positive lots was around 5% 
(±2%) with a larger number of positives during the summer months. The large majority of 
isolates were C. jejuni. The goals of the exposure assessment are to analyse the data 
collected for evaluation and improvement of the control programme. Further research 
will focus on Campylobacter in recreational waters, meat products at retail and to 
compare PCR and cultivation methods. A source attribution model for Campylobacter is 
being developed.  

4.2.3 Spanish control strategies to reduce Campylobacter burden 

Spain (Fernando Perez-Rodriguez) presented the Spanish control programme for 
Campylobacter in fresh poultry meat. A study was carried out in broiler farms in 
Southern Spain. Around 63% of broiler lots were positive (n=291) with a higher 
prevalence in spring and summer and mostly C. jejuni. The control strategy focuses on 
the implementation of biosafety programs in poultry farms to reduce colonization, reduce 
cross-contamination at slaughterhouse, apply authorized techniques for carcasses 
decontamination, promote hygienic handling and effective inactivation treatments during 
household cooking, and develop educational programs for food handlers and consumers 
as active agents in risk reduction. It is planned to carry out a quantitative risk 
assessment using existing national data. 

4.3 Molecular typing and monitoring programmes 
4.3.1 EFSA and BIOHAZ activities related to WGS/molecular typing 

EFSA’s BIOHAZ unit presented ongoing EFSA activities related to molecular typing. 
EFSA has formally agreed to collaborate closely with ECDC and EURLs on molecular 
typing of food-borne pathogens and EFSA together with ECDC and DG-SANCO are 
working on a standard operating procedure for joint assessment of food borne 
outbreaks. Further, EFSA received a mandate (BIOMO) from DG SANCO to provide 
technical support on the collection of molecular typing data in food-borne pathogens. 
The BIOHAZ Panel is working on an evaluation of molecular typing methods for food-
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borne hazards and their use for attribution modelling, outbreak investigation and 
scanning surveillance. In 2014, EFSA plans to organise a colloquium on “Whole 
Genome Sequencing and other molecular typing techniques".  

4.3.2 FSA report on “Assessing the potential of novel molecular epidemiological approaches 
for managing foodborne disease outbreaks” 

UK (Geraldine Hoad) presented the FSA report on the potential of molecular approaches 
for managing disease outbreaks. The report concluded that newer molecular 
approaches have the potential to significantly improve outbreak investigations. However, 
there remains a need for parallel development of standards and method validation 
approaches to determine accuracy, comparability, robustness and ‘fitness for purpose’. 
Links to the project report are provided.2 

 

4.3.3 Design of a monitoring program for the prevalence of pathogens on foodstuffs to 
support risk assessment 

The Netherlands (Benno ter Kuile) proposed points for discussion on the design of 
monitoring programmes that are useful for risk assessment purposes. What is the critical 
information for risk assessors, and how can it be obtained with the available resources. 
These questions were further discussed in the following break-out session. 

 

4.3.4 Break out session on molecular typing and monitoring programmes 

The following questions were discussed in three smaller groups: 

General questions: 

• What kind of information do we want from a monitoring program, how can trends be 
best detected? 

• Can monitoring be set up to detect emerging risks? What kind of additional 
information is needed to spot new risks? 

• How could the programme be made EU-wide? 

Questions with regard to WGS: 

• What are the existing capabilities within MS for starting to systematically collect 
molecular typing data, and specifically to start work on WGS: data generation and 
data analysis? 

• Are national reference laboratories for zoonotic pathogens ready/will be ready in the 
near future to adopt WGS technology? 

Current monitoring programmes are used for law enforcement purposes. They are of 
limited use for risk assessment purposes, mainly because sampling is not done 
randomly. Some countries devote a small portion of national sampling to a more random 
approach to support risk assessment.. A good alternative are EU-wide baseline surveys, 
with the difficulty of having long timelines and therefore need to be planned well in 
advance. 

Concerning the use of molecular typing, there was variability across the MS. Most MS 
undertook molecular typing at national reference laboratory level but few applied it at 

                                                             
2http://www.food.gov.uk/science/research/supportingresearch/strategicevidenceprogramme/strategicevidence
programme/x02projlist/fs246004C_fs101029/  and  
http://www.foodbase.org.uk/results.php?f_report_id=801  
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official laboratory level. Some countries are planning to engage in WGS at a large scale, 
whereas others have no plans to do so at the moment. They stressed that equipment 
and trained staff will be needed, in particular bioinformaticians. Standard methods 
should be applied also to molecular typing methods to allow comparison of results and 
the European Reference Laboratories have a major role in this area.. 

 
4.4 Finnish model assessing Norovirus risk in a simplified process line 

Finland (Pirkko Tuominen) presented preliminary results from a quantitative model for 
Norovirus in a simplified process line. It appears that the number of days that an 
employees may contaminate the products is quite small (1-10 days per year), but on 
those days the contamination is quite probable (72%). In the current situation, process 
line contaminating products is a minor risk. Cleaning procedure and process line 
become more important, when viruses get to the line more often or in great numbers. 
However, more test results are needed in order to get reliable results. 

4.5 Hepatitis E Virus in pigs and raw pig liver products: Evaluation of control options 
and detection methods 

France (Pauline Kooh) presented an opinion of ANSES on Hepatitis E in raw pig liver 
products. In France, 65% of pig farms and 4% of pork liver at slaughter stage were found 
HEV-positive. The opinion evaluated various HEV control options throughout the food 
chain. Preliminary results of on-going studies show the risk associated with the presence 
of HEV in liver corresponds to an infection/slaughter interval of less than 20 days. The 
age of animals at the time of infection is highly variable and is difficult to determine. In 
practice, the probability of the presence of the virus in the liver cannot be directly inferred 
from the slaughter age of the animals. In view of the constraints presented in the opinion, 
it does not currently appear possible to implement a certification system for HEV-free 
farms. The only measure to reduce the risk would be to use livers treated thermally (71°C 
for 5 minutes minimum) for the manufacture of processed products. Alternative methods 
of inactivation, such as high-pressure processing, could be examined. Along with those 
measures, consumer information (via labeling or physicians) about hepatitis E and 
preventive measures can already implemented.  

The full opinion and previous opinions on HEV are available on the ANSES website3. 

4.6 Recent and ongoing activities of the BIOHAZ Panel 

The BIOHAZ Unit presented recent and ongoing MRA activities of the BIOHAZ Panel. 
The recently adopted opinions were: 

• VTEC-seropathotype and scientific criteria regarding pathogenicity assessment 
(EFSA-Q-2012-00576; adopted on 7 March 2013) 

• Public health risks related to the mechanically separated meat (MSM) derived from 
poultry and swine (EFSA-Q-2012-00752; adopted on 7 March 2013) 

• Risk posed by pathogens in food of non-animal origin. Part 1 (outbreak data 
analysis and risk ranking of food/pathogen combinations) (EFSA-Q-2012-00237; 
adopted on 6 December 2012)  
 

                                                             
3 http://www.anses.fr/sites/default/files/documents/MIC2009sa0101EN.pdf  
http://www.anses.fr/sites/default/files/documents/MIC2009sa0146EN.pdf  
http://www.anses.fr/sites/default/files/documents/BIORISK2012sa0012EN.pdf  
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Currently ongoing mandates are the following: 
 

• Risk Posed by Pathogens in food of non-animal origin FONAO (Part II-EFSA-Q-
2012-238, EFSA-Q-2013-176, EFSA-Q-2013-177, EFSA-Q-2013-178 and EFSA-
Q-2013-179 by Mar/June/Sept/Dec 2014) 

• Carbapenem resistance in food animal ecosystems (EFSA-Q-2013-00010; 
December 2013) 

• Development of a risk ranking toolbox for EFSA BIOHAZ Panel (EFSA-Q-2013-
00014; December 2014) 

• Evaluation of molecular typing methods (EFSA-Q-2013-00032; December 2014). 

 

5. Next meeting 
The next meeting of the MRA Network is planned for the 19/20 November in Parma. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


