
CM\887643EN.doc PE478.593v01-00

EN United in diversity EN

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 2009 - 2014

Committee on Petitions

16.12.2011

NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 0620/2011 by Isaac Ibáñez García (Spanish), on the E. coli bacillus

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner states that Spanish farmers growing horticultural produce suffered because of 
rumours concerning the origin of the E. coli bacillus, which were spread by the German 
Minister of Health, who at first thought that the bacillus originated in cucumbers imported 
from Spain. The petitioner asks the Committee on Petitions to check whether European 
legislation was complied with as regards the timing, manner and appropriateness of 
mechanisms to be adopted in the event of public health emergencies.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 29 September 2011. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 16 December 2011

The outbreak of shiga-toxin producing E. coli (STEC) that occurred from May to July 2011 
was responsible for many severe and fatal human cases predominantely in Germany, but also 
in other countries. The epicentre of the disease was the area around Hamburg in northern 
Germany. Most of the cases reported outside Germany concerned either German nationals 
travelling or persons who had visited the country. Epidemiological investigations in Germany 
identified the origin of the 0104 STEC contamination in the bean sprout farm in 
Bienenbuettel. 

On 24 June, the French authorities informed about an E. coli outbreak in the region of 
Bordeaux. A strain of E. coli O104:H4 had been isolated from three human cases. Results 
indicated that its pattern was similar to the German outbreak strain. The investigations pointed



PE478.593v01-00 2/3 CM\887643EN.doc

EN

into the direction of bean sprouts. This was the first verified outbreak of persons being 
infected outside northern Germany. A comprehensive tracing back exercise was initiated to 
investigate the source of the two outbreaks in order to identify the original source and thereby 
restore consumers' confidence. This pointed to the dry seeds/beans used for sprouting as the 
source of the infection. On 06 July, the Commission adopted for reasons of precaution a 
decision to ban imports of seeds and beans commonly used for sprouting from Egypt, as 
fenugreek seeds from Egypt had been identified to be the most likely source of the outbreak 
based on the tracing back exercise.

Following the outbreak in Germany and the notifications by the German authorities thereof, 
the Commission immediately activated all its networks responsible for managing crises. The 
Early Warning and Response System (EWRS) and the Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed 
(RASFF) have provided a solid basis for exchanging information between competent 
authorities. 

Moreover, the Commission fully involved the relevant EU bodies to collaborate and provide 
support. To keep all parties fully informed and to discuss developments the Commission 
organised almost daily audio conferences with the European Centre for Disease Prevention 
and Control (ECDC), the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) and the relevant contact point in Member States.
Following requests from the Commission, EFSA provided on 1 June urgent advice on several 
issues. These include the role of surface and internal contamination of fresh vegetables, 
possible risk mitigation measures and the importance and relative risk of routine handling 
steps. Overall, one of the main recommendations remains the ensurance of the best possible 
hygiene throughout the food chain, including hygienic cooking practices. 

In addition, the ECDC was requested to conduct a risk assessment, and has established an EU 
case definition for HUS (hemolytic uremic syndrome) to help detecting cases in the EU in a 
coherent manner, helped in making a common approach to patient questionnaires and setting 
up a platform on best practices for treatment options for infected patients. ECDC also 
assessed the risk of STEC as regards infected patients donating blood during the 
asymptomatic incubation period. These actions have helped Member States to share the same 
approach to the outbreak investigation.  Outbreak investigations have targeted the possible 
sources of the infection in order to contain the spread of infections. For this purpose, a 
comprehensive system of traceability established by the EU food law allowed targeted and 
accurate withdrawals.

ECDC has developed, together with EFSA, advice on preventive measures addressed to the 
public. Finally, the relevant EU reference laboratory in the food safety area in Rome 
developed a method that reduces the time needed to detect the specific strain in food, from 
about six days to 48 hours. 

In relation to the ban on certain products as established by Russia, the Commission Services 
have been working hard to implement the political agreement reached on Friday 10 June, 
between President Barroso and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, at the Russia-EU 
summit in Nizhny Novgorod. An implementing agreement protocol was agreed on 22 June 
and followed up without delay by the Commission. The first exports could resume on the 28 
June and the ban was finally lifted on 9 August. Export of vegetables from Spain was 
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reopened relatively shortly after the Commission submitted the information transmitted by the 
Spanish authorities. 

Following the E.coli outbreak, the Commission adopted on 17 June a Commission 
Implementing Regulation (EU) No 585/2011 laying down exceptional support measures for 
the fruit and vegetable sector in order to assist affected producers. These exceptional 
measures concerned the products most directly affected by the crisis, i.e. cucumbers, 
tomatoes, lettuces and certain endives, courgettes and sweet peppers for the fresh market. The 
EU budget available for this comprehensive package was 227 million €.

Besides those actions, the Commission has offered trade and inter-trade professional 
organizations in the fresh fruit and vegetable sector the opportunity to benefit from an 
additional submission date under Regulation 501/2008 to propose information and promotion 
programmes during the year 2011. 

Furthermore, on 19 July, the European Commission launched a media campaign in all EU 
Member States to win back consumer trust in fruits and vegetables. The campaign consisted 
of advertisements in print media as well as an audiovisual news package distributed free of 
charge to TV stations across the EU and neighbouring countries. 

In the framework of the CAP Reform post 2013, a risk management toolkit including support 
to mutual funds and a new income stabilization tool will offer new possibilities to deal with 
the strong volatility in agricultural markets that is expected to continue in the medium term.


