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To: ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES 
COMMllTEE 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

REPORT 

Subject: E Coli Outbreak 
Pennington Expert Group 
Interim Report 

From: DIRECTOR OF ENVIRONMENTAL 
SERVICES 

Date: 18th February, 1997. Ref: GB/MC 

PROPOSED DECISION 

To homologate the action by the Department in replying to the Scottish Office Consultation 
Paper. 

BACKGROUND 

Members will be aware that the Secretary of State set up a group led by Professor H. 
Pennington to make recommendations with regard to the recent E Coli 0157 food poisoning 
outbreak in North Lanarkshire and Forth Valley. 

The interim report was published on 15th January and made several recommendations for 
stricter control of high risk food retailers, for changes in the legislation and also for further 
research into the E Coli 0157 organism. 

The Scottish Office have now requested views on two of these specific recommendations, 
Selective Licensing and Physical Separation, by 28th February at the latest. 

REPORT 

The first point for consultation is the proposal to introduce licensing for butchers and other 
retailers who handle raw and cooked meats. 
The reason behind this choice is obvious as there is a high risk of cross contamination in such 
premises which may lead to food poisoning and licensing gives more direct control over such 
premises. The various questions asked in the consultation are dealt with in the Appendix to 
this report. 

A t  

The second point raised in the consultation document is the proposal for separation of raw and 
cooked meats in premises where they are handled and sold and again this measure as in the 
case above is designed to reduce the risk of cross contamination and so food poisoning. Again 
the various questions posed in the consultation are dealt with in the Appendix to this report. 

The consultation document also raises the question of additional compliance costs and seek 
views on what they are likely to be. 

RECOMMENDATION 

I recommend that the Committee homologate the action of the Department in sending the 
comments listed at the Appendix to this report to the Scottish Office. 
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APPENDIX 1 

I. Selective Licensing 

a) The alternative to licensing is the current system of random inspection with any 
contraventions found being notified either to the proprietor or if serious for 
prosecution. The current option of serving a prohibition notice to close the 
premises can only be used to prohibit the use of equipment or a process or to 
close the entire premises. There is no intermediate option of prohibiting the 
sale of certain foods. Licensing would ensure in the case of new premises that 
they could not open for the sale of high risk foods until they had met the licence 
criteria. 

b) Licensing will be effective in practice provided sufficient powers are given to 
local authorities to deal with breaches of licence conditions. These powers 
must include the right of the local authority to withdraw the licence at short 
notice for breaches of conditions which could lead to cross contamination and 
ultimately food poisoning. 

At the present time as stated at (a) above Environmental Health Officers only 
have the power to close a business in extreme cases and even then only for a 
few days until the matter is considered by a court. The only alternative is to 
report offenders for prosecution which can take many months. In the case of 
licensing the licensee would know that he had to comply with the standards at 
all times or risk having his licence removed and this would be a far more serious 
sanction than a fine which in the current system would not be applied for many 
months after the offence. 

d) Additional policing would be required to ensure that licence conditions were 
being maintained at all times and would at the very least require one visit during 
the period of the licence to decide if the licence should be renewed and a report 
made to the appropriate committee. 

e) The cost to the trade would be the cost of an annual licence renewal which if 
approved by Government could include an additional cost factor to take account 
of the extra costs of policing these high risk businesses. 

2. Physical Separation 

a) Raw and cooked meat can be produced, stored and sold safely on premises but 
only where strict separation procedures are understood and implemented by 
staff and management. There should be separate lines of production, separate 
areas of storage and separate equipment such as knives, scales, and slicers 
used to prepare it for sale. The risk of course does not only apply to raw and 
cooked meat but also products made from raw meats such as pies and sausage 
rolls. 

b) Physical separation will reduce the risk of cross-contamination and will obviate 
the risk of the human factor to a large extent whereby currently, if the person 
handling raw and cooked meat forget to wash their hands the potential for harm 
is great. Separate staff operating different counters and production lines with 
separate equipment will reduce that potential for harm. 
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c) There is no absolute guarantees but the public will soon come to expect and 
only accept the sale of such products by separate staff using separate 
equipment. 

d) There is likely to be fairly high initial costs for structural alterations and thereafter 
the ongoing cost of additional staff which will have to be borne by the consumer. 
However, these costs will be light compared to the pain and suffering of the 

public affected by a food poisoning outbreak such as we have recently suffered. 

e) The costlbenefit to customers is as already stated, the confidence of being able 
to purchase a safer food which is much less likely to have been contaminated 
by food poisoning organisms. 




