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E. coli O157 Can Kill
Escherichia coli (E. coli) is the name given to a large family of
bacteria commonly found in the gut of humans and animals.
The majority of E. coli are harmless however, some types
can cause illness. One particular type, known as E. coli
O157, may cause serious illness in humans ranging from
diarrhoea to kidney failure and even death.

Human infection has been increasing worldwide since the
early 1980s. In 1996 Scotland had a large outbreak that
affected over 500 people and 21 people died. Here in
Ireland the number of reported cases has increased from
8, including 1 death, in 1996 to 76 cases in 1998.

Up to 30% of people infected with E. coli O157 can develop
kidney failure and 3-5% of these people die.

This increase in incidence is alarming and action is required
to stop this upward trend. Those involved at all stages of
animal production and the food chain must take measures
to reduce the risk of infection of humans with this very
serious condition. Abattoirs have a very significant part to
play.



Reservoir of Infection
E. coli O157 is now commonly found in the gut of healthy
livestock, particularly cattle. Up to 37% of beef and dairy
cattle may carry E. coli O157. It has also been found in
sheep, goats and certain wildlife. The animals appear
perfectly healthy and farmers cannot identify animals
carrying this bacterium. Abattoirs must therefore assume
that a proportion of animals is carrying the germ at any
one time.

Normally, it takes hundreds if not thousands of germs to
make someone ill. Unfortunately, with E. coli O157 the
number required may be as little as 10. So even a small
number of germs can cause serious illness, particularly in
the young, the elderly and those already suffering from
other diseases.

Shared Responsibility
Because of the seriousness of the disease, steps must be
taken to reduce the risks of E. coli O157 infection
throughout the food chain: from farm to fork.

Farmers, processors, distributors, retailers, caterers and
consumers all have their part to play. All share the
responsibility to minimise the risks.

Many outbreaks of E. coli O157 infection in humans are
associated with contaminated meat and meat products.

In the abattoir, carcasses can become contaminated when
the hide is being removed and when the animal is being
eviscerated. Abattoirs are food factories and the cattle and
sheep are the raw ingredients.

In order to reduce the risk of spreading E. coli O157 from
livestock to the meat, the amount of faeces on the hides of
animals must be kept to an absolute minimum.

Up to 30% of people  
infected with E. coli O157 can develop

kidney failure and 3-5% of 
these peopledie



Good Manufacturing Practice
The most effective way of minimising the risk of
contamination is to adopt Good Manufacturing Practice
(GMP) that incorporates the Hazard Analysis Critical
Control Point (HACCP) principles. This approach
identifies points of significant risk along the production
process and installs a system of control and monitoring.

In the abattoir, the following points present a risk for
spreading E. coli O157:

1. Dirty animals accepted for slaughter
2. Hide/fleece removal
3. Evisceration
4. Chill
5. Deboning and cutting
6. Transportation.

1. Dirty animals accepted for slaughter 
Abattoir managers must accept their responsibility to
protect public health by ensuring that they accept only
clean cattle at their plants. The Department of Agriculture
and Food Clean Livestock Policy requires that only cattle
meeting the standards of cleanliness of categories 1, 2 and
3 should be admitted for slaughter for human
consumption.

Animals should not be wet and/or soiled at time of
slaughter. Suitable transport, handling and lairaging facilities
must be provided. The lairage must be adequate for the
plant’s throughput and there must be sufficient covered
pens to avoid overcrowding and animals getting wet.
Lighting must be sufficient to facilitate visual examination
by the inspecting officer.



2. Hide/fleece removal
It is essential to prevent the transfer of any E. coli O157
present from the hide or skin of the animal to the carcass
surface. Contact between hides and adjacent carcasses
must be avoided. Hides and skins should be removed
promptly from the slaughter area. Staff should follow strict
hygiene practices and hands, aprons or equipment should
be washed when soiled.

3. Evisceration
The oesophagus and rectum must be effectively sealed
before removal of the stomach or intestines. Great care
must be taken to prevent spillage of gut contents and to
ensure the stomachs, intestines or gall bladders are not
punctured.

Particular care must be taken during the removal and
treatment of headmeat as this meat is used for high risk
products such as beef burgers.

Dressing operations must ensure that carcasses are
dressed in an hygienic manner. A zero tolerance policy for
visible faecal contamination on carcasses should be
operated. Adequate lighting (500 Lux) and sufficient time
is required to facilitate inspection of the entire carcass
prior to washing. The carcass should be trimmed to
remove any visible contamination.

4. Chill
Carcasses must be refrigerated immediately after dressing
is complete. The surface temperature of the carcass must
be chilled to 10oC or less within 5 hours of slaughter and
to 5oC or less within 24 hours of slaughter.



5. Deboning and cutting
The risk of E. coli O157 contamination rises as the carcass
is cut up into primals and smaller cuts that will eventually
reach the consumer. As the pieces of meat get smaller, the
surface area available for contamination increases.

The following measures should be taken at the
deboning/cutting stage to reduce the risk:

• The meat should be examined to ensure it is free 
from visible faecal contamination

• The temperature of the cutting room should be at 
12oC or less

• Contact surfaces such as tables, cutting boards,
conveyor belts and gloves should be cleaned regularly

• Potable (chlorinated) water should be used.

6. Transportation
Meat may become contaminated with E. coli O157 or
bacteria may multiply during transportation from abattoirs
to cutting plants or retail outlets. The highest standards of
hygiene and the principles of HACCP should apply to
transportation. Unprotected meat should not touch the
sides or floors of transport vehicles and a temperature of
5oC should be maintained.

Enforcement of Hygiene
The primary responsibility for the production of safe meat
rests with the operator of the abattoir.

Every abattoir should have an occupational health policy in
place and follow work restriction guidelines. Staff should
stay at home if they have acute diarrhoea and in particular,
if E.coli O157 infection has been diagnosed.

Staff should be formally trained in
good hygiene practice and properly 

supervised



Labelling
High risk raw meat products, such as minced meat,
packaged for retail outlets should be labelled with clear
cooking instructions to consumers: "Minced meat and
minced meat products should be thoroughly cooked until the
juices run clear and no pink meat remains."

Financial Reasons
E. coli O157 is here to stay for the foreseeable future. It is
a threat to public health and in addition, outbreaks pose a
threat to national and international markets for beef and
lamb.
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