
Firstly a few key facts about Listeria monocytogenes.  It’s wildly dispersed in the environment, so 

were I to go outside and pick up a handful of soil, there’s a very good chance I’d be able to isolate L. 

monocytogenes from that soil. It’s also present in surface waters, so lakes, rivers and lochs 

commonly harbour Listeria monocytogenes. There’s a fairly good chance that were I to take a swab 

and swab some of the surfaces, the surface of the desk for example in this room, that we’d be able 

to isolate L. monocytogenes from the environment of the room. The last big reservoirs for 

L. monocytogenes are livestock and animals and up to 10% of humans carry L. monocytogenes in 

their gastro-intestinal tract. Listeria can be a human pathogen, although it’s not much of a threat to 

most people. However there are some vulnerable groups and these include the elderly, pregnant 

women and the immunocompromised. Amongst the vulnerable groups there is a high morbidity and 

mortality which in plain English means if you’re a member of the vulnerable group and you become 

infected with L. monocytogenes there’s between a 25% and 33% chance that the infection will cause 

your death.  

A classic infection is of the central nervous system and it’s very similar to meningitis in essence the 

fluid that supports the brain and the top of the spinal column becomes infected with 

L. monocytogenes. In the immunocompromised, there can also be bacteraemia and septicaemia 

which really are just the technical terms for blood poisoning. Finally, within pregnant women it’s 

common for there to be spontaneous abortion and stillbirth of the unborn child.  

I’ve provided a few examples of what can happen when L. monocytogenes causes a food born 

disease outbreak. I’ve deliberately stayed away from outbreaks in the smoked fish industry. My first 

example here concerns a North American company. The company produced cooked sliced meats 

and the big issue was they were supplying into retirement homes and hospitals, which are the sort 

of places where you’re likely to find vulnerable groups. In essence there were 22 deaths and there 

was a class action lawsuit that was eventually settled for 27 million Canadian dollars. When all the 

investigations were completed it was concluded that the outbreak had been caused by a dirty slicer, 

basically the slicers hadn’t been getting stripped down and cleaned and sanitised properly. My 

second example happened in the early 1990s it occurred in France and it was eventually traced back 

to jellied pork tongue. That particular outbreak caused 85 deaths. My final example occurred in the 

mid to late 1980’s, it involved Belgian pate which in essence had been left to sit unrefrigerated in a 

transport lorry for 24 hours before being imported into the UK. That outbreak caused 94 deaths. 


