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Figure 1 - E.coli outbreaks (STEC) in Europe 

Country Year Cause Cases Fatalities 
UK (Wales) 2005 Meat / poor hygiene 150 1 

Ireland 2005 Drinking water 18 0 
Netherlands, 

Iceland 
2007 Shredded,  

pre-packaged lettuce 50 0 
Norway 2009 Most likely sausage meat 13 1 

UK (England) 2009 Children touching  
live animals 93 0 

Germany 2011 Poss. cucumbers or salads +1000 16 (or +) 

Sources: Daily Mail, RTÉ, Welsh Assembly, ECDC 

A recent outbreak of STEC in Germany has raised 
concerns about the implementation of food 
safety policy in the internal market.  

Background 
Along with salmonella, infection related to the 
Shiga-toxin producing Escherichia coli (E. coli) 
bacteria - commonly referred to as STEC - 
represents the most serious risk to food safety 
in the EU. Most strains of STEC can cause 
severe complications (i.e. renal bleeding) 
especially in children, even resulting in death. 
Some, rarer, strains mostly affect adults. 

Precise figures on the number of food-borne 
STEC infections EU-wide are not available, but 
are likely to number in the thousands annually, 
with many instances of non-reporting, and 
most cases passing with only mild illness and 
some bloody diarrhoea.  

Previous STEC outbreaks in the EU 
In addition to these ongoing isolated cases, 
STEC has been associated with major 
outbreaks in the EU. The last one linked to a 
food source occurred in the United Kingdom in 
2005 and was the result of hygiene failures on 
the part of a Welsh butcher who supplied 
meats to local schools. One child lost his life 
during this outbreak. Since then, a number of 
other significant outbreaks have occurred, but 
fatalities have been limited. Most cases have 
involved food-borne contamination, often 
associated with poor hygiene and/or 
undercooking of meat. 

2011 outbreak in northern Germany 
In May 2011, a major outbreak of a rare strain of 
STEC, affecting mainly adults, was 
confirmed, mainly in Hamburg, Lower 
Saxony and in Hesse, Germany. Initially, 
on 26 May, the Hamburg health 
authorities isolated STEC from three 
samples of cucumber that originated in 
Spain, and one from the Netherlands. 
However, later analysis has revealed that 
the STEC strains of these cucumber 
samples did not match those of the 
stool samples of infected patients. The 
source is therefore still unknown. 

Effects on Spanish produce market 
To date, although there has been no 
conclusive proof that the infection can be 
traced to production conditions of vegetables 
in Spain, Spanish cucumbers are no longer 
finding buyers across Europe. This has 
triggered anger from Spanish authorities, who 
feel unfairly blamed before conclusive 
evidence is available. Madrid has indicated it 
will seek damages from Germany for the losses 
it has incurred. It also raises questions about 
the legality under EU law of imposing health 
and safety restrictions on the movement of 
goods within the internal market, in the 
absence of objective indications that such 
restrictions are justified. 

The Spanish wholesale cucumber market alone 
was worth approximately €600 million in 2010. 

Wholesalers and greengrocers in Germany 
have also complained of massive losses, arising 
primarily from government recommendations 
that consumers avoid all fresh vegetables. 

The Commission has indicated it may be 
willing to provide assistance to compensate for 
losses to the fruit and vegetable sector. 

EU policy 
Secondary legislation 
Food safety is covered by three regulations, 
dating from 2004: 

• Regulation (EC) no. 852/2004, that lays down 
specific requirements for all food business 
operators. 

• Regulation (EC) no. 853/2004 that lays down 
requirements additional to those contained in 
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852/2004, for businesses handling foods of 
animal origin. 

• Regulation (EC) no. 854/2004 that replaces 
current legislation relating to the organisation 
of official controls on products of animal origin 
intended for human consumption. 

Responsibility for the implementation of food 
safety policy is vested with the competent 
national authorities of the Member States.  

Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed 
The RASFF system is a tool operated by the 
European Commission which allows food 
safety authorities across the Union to 
exchange information and quickly identify 
risks to food and feed safety across the internal 
borders. It has been in place since 1979, and its 
current legal basis dates from a 2002 
regulation. Since 2009, as part of an ongoing 
effort to improve the transparency of the 
RASFF activities, the Commission has created a 
portal, which provides business operators, 
authorities and consumers with access to 
RASFF notifications. 

This transparency initiative must, however, 
strike a careful balance between informing all 
stakeholders, and releasing information which 
may occasion disproportionate economic 
damage, for instance by causing panic. 

European Food Safety Authority 
Established in 2002, the European Food Safety 
Authority is charged with the coordination of 
risk assessment for food and feed supply in the 
EU. It works in close cooperation with 
stakeholders and with national authorities, and 
also participates in the RASFF system.  

EFSA work in the area of E.coli prevention 
In a 2008 study published by EFSA's biological 
hazards panel, the Authority notes the risks 
posed to human health by food-borne anti-
microbial resistant bacteria and recommends a 
full risk assessment be undertaken, pointing 
out that current methodologies used to assess 
risks in food must be harmonised at EU and MS 
levels.  

A separate, 2011 study by EFSA investigates 
the use of food irradiation to control bacterial 
outbreaks like E.coli O157 (STEC). The study is 
critical of previous benchmark thresholds 

which have been used to determine irradiation 
levels, and suggests that irradiation can be an 
effective tool to help eliminate food-borne 
pathogens. However, current EU policy on 
irradiation is limited, while the restrictions that 
exist at MS level essentially mean that there is 
little scope for this practice in food safety. 

Criticism of EFSA 
EFSA has already attracted considerable 
criticism from environmental groups, notably 
over its handling of risks associated with 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs). In 
particular, critics have questioned the 
independence of EFSA, which - they maintain - 
has chosen to rely on industry studies in its 
assessment of risks associated with GMOs.   

Some analysts have suggested a link between 
the underfunding of regulatory agencies and 
'regulatory capture' - i.e. when stakeholders 
gain influence over the agencies that are 
designed to regulate them. 

European Centre for Disease Prevention 
and Control 
Established in 2005, the agency's aim is to 
strengthen Europe's defences against 
infectious disease. ECDC works together with 
national authorities to identify potential risks 
and to strengthen and develop early warning 
systems. This work is complementary to the 
European Commission's RASFF system, in that 
it aims primarily to establish a pool of scientific 
expertise available to assist in the rapid 
identification of threats. 

Food safety and agricultural subsidy 
Consumer advocacy groups have also made 
the point that the high levels of agricultural 
subsidy in the EU may have an effect on food 
quality. If agribusiness receives subsidy 
irrespective of quality, this reduces food 
consumers' ability to influence what makes it 
to the shelf, because what they spend only 
represents a portion of the income 
agribusiness receives. 

There is also a wider issue of regulatory 
capture for the EU as a whole, as agriculture 
makes up a large proportion of the EU's total 
budget. 

http://collection.europarchive.org/dnb/20070702132253/http:/eur-lex.europa.eu/pri/en/oj/dat/2002/l_031/l_03120020201en00010024.pdf
http://collection.europarchive.org/dnb/20070702132253/http:/eur-lex.europa.eu/pri/en/oj/dat/2002/l_031/l_03120020201en00010024.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/food/food/rapidalert/index_en.htm
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/aboutefsa.htm
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/aboutefsa.htm
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/765.htm
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/efsajournal/pub/2107.htm
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