
 

Health agencies need clear rules for
disclosing foodborne illness outbreaks

March 9 2017

There's an ongoing debate among public health officials about how
quickly they should notify the public about foodborne illness outbreaks,
and how much information should be shared. Is it better to tell people as
early as possible, or could that create panic that is counterproductive?

Food safety researchers are now calling on public health agencies to
develop clear guidelines on when to inform the public about foodborne
illness outbreaks - something which is often handled on an ad hoc basis
at the local, state and federal levels.

To learn more about how health agencies are currently addressing these
questions, researchers evaluated 11 case studies of large outbreaks,
dating back to 1996.

Not only is there no clear consensus on how to respond, they discovered,
but there is no system in place to help officials decide when to tell the
public about a foodborne illness outbreak.

"We found that pressure from social media, or from companies, has
sometimes influenced when health officials release information, which is
problematic," says Ben Chapman, lead author of a paper on the work and
an associate professor of agricultural and human sciences at North
Carolina State University.

"Officials need to have clearly defined processes for determining when
information should be made public, and those processes don't appear to
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exist right now," Chapman says.

Instead, researchers found that public health agencies - from the federal
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to state and local agencies -
make decisions about sharing information on a case-by-case basis.

"There are advantages and risks to both sharing and withholding
information," Chapman says.

Sharing information early in an outbreak can allow consumers to make
informed decisions about their food choices that limit risk. But there can
also be a lot of uncertainty about that information.

"For example, officials may be investigating a particular restaurant or
type of food, but the investigation could ultimately find that the culprit
was actually a different source altogether," Chapman says.

By the same token, withholding information until there is less
uncertainty may increase public health risks because the source of the
illness may remain accessible to unwitting consumers.

"The best case is to share what you know, and what you don't know, in
an open and transparent way," Chapman says. "Talking about uncertainty
may be uncomfortable for officials, but they need to have a plan for how
to do so."

The paper, "Going Public: Early Disclosure of Food Risks for the
Benefit of Public Health," is published in the Journal of Environmental
Health. The paper was co-authored by Maria Sol Erdozaim, a former
undergraduate at Kansas State University, and Douglas Powell of Powell
Food Safety.

  More information: www.neha.org/node/58904
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