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Executive Summary 

Public Health England (PHE) has provided the UK’s National Reference Laboratory 

(NRL) for food microbiology for the Food Standards Agency (FSA), as part of the UK’s 

obligation to adhere to the Regulation (EU) 882/2004 for official controls. This report 

details the 2016 results from a survey sent to the Official Control Laboratories (OCLs) 

from the NRL, to ensure appropriate support is given to the OCLs. 

Questions were reviewed from the survey conducted in 2013, and an updated survey 

was sent to 16 OCLs using the online survey tool, SelectSurvey. Details of Food 

Examiner status, schedule of tests performed, preparedness of the inclusion of 

Campylobacter to the Process Hygiene Criteria and participation of PT schemes were 

requested. Sixteen OCLs responded, although two of these have ceased microbiology 

testing. 

This audit revealed that capacity for microbiological testing in food has dropped since 

the last audit in 2013, both in the number of laboratories and Food Examiners required 

to authorise Official Control results. However, testing capability seemed to be similar or 

has increased within the OCL network since 2013. Half of the OCLs perform challenge 

or shelf-life testing; therefore, the NRL organised a day workshop in this subject to 

address this gap of knowledge. 

A few tests according to the microbiological criteria (as stipulated in EC 2073/2005) 

were only accredited in a few laboratories. Those that the NRL are responsible for 

include 1.28: Salmonella typhimurium and Salmonella enteritidis in fresh poultry meat 

(4/14 laboratories), 1.21: detection of presence of staphylococcal enterotoxins in 

cheeses, milk powder and whey powder (1/14) and 1.29: detection of Shiga toxin 

producing E.coli (STEC) in sprouts (3/14). Reasons for the low uptake of these tests 

include recent additions to the EC 2073/2005 Regulation (1.28 & 1.29) or it is a highly 

specialised test (1.21). When asked about preparing for the forthcoming addition to the 

Process Hygiene Criteria of Campylobacter enumeration in broiler carcases, four OCLs 

are accredited for the test and a further five would be able to perform the test. However, 

some OCLs did state they would need NRL support to implement the test. Furthermore, 

four OCLs noted that in general, they experience difficulties in classifying, processing 

and/or interpreting results when testing certain food matrices 

In order to continually improve and match the needs of the OCLs, a series of questions 

were included in the survey on NRL activities. Most OCLs are aware of the National 

methods on the NRL web page, would like more notifications of legislation updates, but 

have mixed views of the usefulness of training sessions using Skype. This audit has 

identified some areas to improve future NRL activities to support the OCLs. 
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Introduction 

Since 2011, the UK’s National Reference Laboratory (NRL) for food microbiology has 

been provided by Public Health England (PHE) for the UK’s Competent Authority, the 

Foods Standards Agency (FSA). The NRL’s main function is to provide advice, training 

and other support to the other Official Control Laboratories (OCLs) in the UK, as defined 

in Regulation (EU) 882/2004, for the following work areas: Listeria monocytogenes, 

coagulase positive staphylococci, Escherichia coli (incl. VTEC), Campylobacter, 

Salmonella and AMR.  

In 2013, the NRL undertook an audit of the OCLs to ascertain accreditation status, 

numbers of Food Examiners employed, tests available and membership of proficiency 

test (PT) schemes. Information from that audit identified gaps in testing or training areas 

which led the NRL to perform certain activities, such as supporting the participation of 

the European Food Microbiology Legislation Scheme, organised by the Food and 

Environmental Proficiency Testing Unit (FEPTU), to allow comparative data for all the 

OCLs in the UK and organising practical workshops in STEC detection and 

Campylobacter enumeration, where accreditation of these methods amongst OCLs are 

low. 

Three years have passed since the last audit, and due to a decrease of OCLs, adoption 

of amendments to the microbiological criteria (Commission Regulation (EC) No 

2073/2005) and to ensure appropriate NRL support is given to the OCLs, a second 

audit was performed in 2016.  

Method 

The questions from the 2013 audit were reviewed and an updated survey was drafted, 

which requested information on capabilities and capacity, including Food Examiner 

status, preparedness of the inclusion of Campylobacter to the Process Hygiene Criteria 

and participation of PT schemes. To ascertain which methods and matrices the OCLs 

perform and their accreditation status: Annex 1 of the 2073/2005 microbiological criteria 

(including amendments) were modified to facilitate data gathering and entry for the 

OCLs. The final part of the survey sought information regarding anticipated services 

from the National Reference Laboratory, such as training and support. 

To maximise the response rate and minimise data-entry, the PHE-approved online 

survey tool, Select Survey was used as before. After piloting the survey, the URL link 

and amended Annex 1 table was sent to all the OCL contacts identified from NRL 

records and the FSA website (n=18 laboratories), in September 2016. The closing date 
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for responses was 30 November 2016. Responses were then downloaded from Select 

Survey and analysed on a question-by-question basis using Excel. For those questions 

that were identical from the 2013 audit, direct comparisons were then made. 

Results 

In total, 16 laboratories entered results, generating a response rate of 89%. However, 

two of the laboratories have ceased microbiology testing in foods as part of the PHE 

Food, Water and Environmental Network reconfiguration which was finalised in 

December 2016. In addition, although one other laboratory completed the audit, they 

themselves are not an OCL. However, they do undertake Official Control work for 

another OCL under the direction of the Public Analyst/Food Examiner from that OCL, as 

permitted by UK legislation (The Food Safety and Hygiene (England) Regulations 2013; 

Section 15:15 – 8). 

Preliminary results were presented at the OCL user day (22 May 2017). The following 

results are based on the 14 laboratories that currently perform microbiological testing, 

and are presented in sequential order to the questionnaire. The first two questions 

relate to contact details, which are not included here and remains anonymous for this 

report. The third question relates to microbiological testing and was reported above. The 

results for question eight relating to the examinations performed in accordance to the 

microbiological criteria of EU 2073/2005 (as amended) are presented by the 

microorganism in specific food groups. Comments are found in the Discussion and 

Conclusion section. 
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Q4:  
Do you currently perform microbiology tests for Official Control purposes on behalf of government bodies? 
 

Yes: 13 (93%) 

No: 1 (7%) 
 

 

 
 

 

Q5: 
How many staff are designated as food examiners? 
 
Number of food 

examiners 
Number 
of labs 

1 2 

2 5 

3 3 

4 1 

5 3 
Total Food Examiners working in UK OCLs in 2016 = 40 

 

 
 
 
Q7: 
How many staff are designated as public analysts and supervise microbiological testing for Official Control purposes? 
 

Number of 
public analysts 

Number 
of labs 

0 13 

2 1 
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Q8: 
What testing does your laboratory perform, according to the Microbiological Criteria EC 2073/2005? 

 
 
 

Listeria in ready-to-eat (RTE) products Accredited 
Not 

accredited 
Not 

performed 

1.1 RTE for infants and for special medical purposes 12 
 

2 

1.2 RTE supports growth, shelf-life 14 
  1.2 RTE supports growth at FBO* 11 
 

1 

1.3 RTE unable to support growth  14 
    

  *2 OCLs did not submit data for this criterion   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Salmonella in meat products Accredited 
Not 

accredited 
Not 

performed 

1.4 minced meat and other meats eaten raw 12 1 1 

1.5 poultry preparations eaten cooked 14 
  1.6 meat preparations other than poultry and eaten 

cooked 
14   

1.7 MSM 12 
 

2 

1.8 meats intended to be eaten raw 12 1 1 

1.9 poultry meat products intended to be cooked  14 
  1.10 gelatine and collagen 10 
 

4 

1.28 fresh poultry meat* 4 1 8 
 

  

 
*1 OCL did not submit data for this criterion 
 
 



Audit of Official Control Laboratories capabilities and accreditation status in the UK 

9 

 
 
 

 
Salmonella in dairy products 

 
Accredited 

Not 
accredited 

Not 
performed 

1.11 cheese, butter, cream lower heat than 
pasteur 

11  3 

1.12 milk and whey powder 11 
 

3 

1.13 ice cream 14 
  1.22 dried infant formula and dietary foods <6 

mths 
10  4 

1.23 dried follow-on formula 10 
 

4 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Salmonella in miscellaneous products Accredited 
Not 

accredited 
Not 

performed 

1.14 egg products 12 
 

2 

1.15 RTE foods containing raw eggs 12 
 

2 

1.16 cooked crustaceans and molluscs 11 
 

3 

1.17 live shellfish 10 
 

4 

1.18 sprouted seeds 13 
 

1 

1.19 precut fruit and vegetables 14 
  1.20 unpasteurised fruit and vegetables 

juices 
12  2 
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Miscellaneous in food safety criteria 

    

 
Detail Accredited 

Not 
accredited 

Not 
performed Method if not ISO 

1.21 Staph tox in cheese & milk/whey powder 1 
 

13 3M Tecra Staph Enterotoxin VIA ELISA 

1.24 Cronobacter in dried products intended for 
<6mths 

2 1 11 Pathatrix Auto system followed by Real-Time PCR using 
Taqman detection kit 

1.25 E.coli in live shellfish 10 
 

4 2 OCLs stated method based on CEFAS method 

1.26 Histamine in fish associated with high histidine 6 1 7 1 OCL states an ELISA; another states R-Biopharm 
Ridascreen Histamine ELISA kit 

1.27 Histamine in brined fish associated with high 
histidine 

6  8 1 OCL states R-Biopharm Ridascreen Histamine ELISA kit 

1.29 STEC in sprouts 3 3 8 1 OCLs states only accredited for O157 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACCs in meat – Process Hygiene 
Criteria (PHC) Accredited 

Not 
accredited 

Not 
performed 

2.1.1 cattle, sheep, goat & horse carcases 6 
 

8 

2.1.2 pig carcases 6 
 

8 

2.1.6 minced meat 12 
 

2 

2.1.7 mechanically separated meat 12 1 1 
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Enterobacteriaceae in PHC 

 
Accredited 

Not 
accredited 

Not 
performed 

2.1.1 cattle, sheep, goat & horse carcases 6 
 

8 

2.1.2 pig carcases 6 
 

8 

2.2.1 pasteurised milk & other liquid dairy 12 
 

2 

2.2.7 milk powder and whey powder 11 
 

3 

2.2.8 ice cream and frozen dairy products 13 
 

1 

2.2.9 dried infant formula and dietary foods 
<6 mths 

6 2 6 

2.2.10 dried follow-on formula 5 2 7 

2.3.1 egg products 12 
 

2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Salmonella in meat products - PHC Accredited 
Not 

accredited 
Not 

performed 

2.1.3 cattle, sheep, goat & horse carcases 6 
 

8 

2.1.4 pig carcases 6 
 

8 

2.1.5 broiler and turkey carcases 7 
 

7 
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E.coli in PHC Accredited 
Not 

accredited 
Not 

performed 

2.1.6 minced meat 11 1 2 

2.1.7 mechanically separated meat 12 1 1 

2.1.8 meat preparations 12 1 1 

2.2.2 cheese from heat treated milk or whey 12 
 

2 

2.2.6 butter, cream & milk lower heat than 
pasteur 

11  3 

2.4.1 shelled/shucked cooked shellfish 10 
 

4 

2.5.1 precut fruit & vegetables (RTE) 13 
 

1 

2.5.2 unpasteurised fruit and vegetables 
juices 

11  3 

 
 
 
 

 
CPS in dairy and cooked shellfish - PHC 

 
Accredited 

Not 
accredited 

Not 
performed 

2.2.3 cheese from raw milk 10 
 

4 

2.2.4 cheese from <pasteur and ripened 
cheese >pasteur 

11  3 

2.2.5 unripened cheese from pasteurised 
milk/whey 

11  3 

2.2.7 milk and whey powder 11 
 

3 

2.4.1 shelled/shucked cooked shellfish 10 
 

4 

 
 
 
 
 

Bacillus cereus in infant formula Accredited 
Not 

accredited 
Not 

performed 

2.11 10 
 

4 
 



Audit of Official Control Laboratories capabilities and accreditation status in the UK 

 

Q9: 
Do you detect Campylobacter for Local Authorities, FSA or other Government 
departments, and are you accredited for this test? 
 
Accredited for Campylobacter detection:  13 
Do not perform Campylobacter detection:  1 
 
 
Q10: 
If you have answered "accredited" or "test performed (not accredited)" yes in Q9, which 
matrices do you investigate? 
 

Type of matrix/tested Number of OCLs 

Raw foods 11 

RTE/processed food 11 

Water 5 

Environmental samples 3 

Rarely requested 3 
 
 
Q11: 
Do you enumerate Campylobacter for Local Authorities, FSA or other Government 
Depts, and are you accredited for this test? 
 
Accredited for Campylobacter enumeration:   3 
Performing Campylobacter enumeration (not accredited): 2 
Do not perform Campylobacter enumeration:   9 
 
 
Q12: 
If you have answered "accredited" or "test performed (not accredited)" in Q11, which 
matrices do you investigate? 
 

Type of matrix/tested Number of OCLs 

Raw foods 5 

RTE/processed food 3 

Water 0 

Environmental samples 2 
 
 
Q13: 
Are there any food matrices that your laboratory has difficulty in classifying, processing 
and/or interpreting results for any target organism? 
 

Yes: 4 (29%) 

No: 10 (71%) 
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Q14: 
Which matrices cause problems? 
 

1. [Regarding 1.29 and STEC detection in general] Non O157 STEC in all matrices as 

not sure how to isolate once detected by PCR 

2. Foods containing salads, rice and/or cheese as a component 

3. Foods described as processed, not RTE 

4. Unsure whether milk socks are classed as 'environmental swabs and cloths' in scope 

of accreditation, as there is an increase of requests to test for STEC 

5. Are raw burgers and sausages classed 'minced meat', 'meat preparations' or neither; 

an increase of requests to test for ACC and E. coli 

6. Dried products being classed as ready to eat eg baby/infant formula 

 
 
Q15: 
Do you have any further comments or problems regarding microbiological testing of 
food? 
 

No: 6 
 Yes: 3 
 Not answered: 5  

   

1. Validating STEC by PCR for sprouted seeds, irrigation water and other waters- 

accreditation currently awaited from UKAS. Other labs who are accredited for other 

food types eg raw milk, cheeses, have had to carry out different levels of validation. 

Feedback/ advice would be appreciated 

2. Products containing salad or cheese often have high counts which could mask 

hygiene issues. Product descriptions sometimes do not make the proportion of salad 

content clear and interpretation can be difficult 

3. Rice is often submitted as RTE but could be fried before service 

4. No interpretation guidance available for processed food samples 
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Q16: 
There is likely to be an addition of Campylobacter enumeration to the Micro-Criteria. 
Would your laboratory be able to test for this? 
 

Yes: 10 (71%) 

No: 3 (21%) 

Not answered: 1 (8%) 
 
 
Q17: 
If no, what support would your laboratory need to implement the testing? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Q18: 
Do you participate in any PTs/EQAs other than the EFL scheme for food microbiology? If 
so, please list (multiple answers) 
 

FEPTU Standard 7 

FEPTU Environmental Swab 2 

FEPTU Non-Pathogen 3 

FEPTU Pathogenic Vibrio 1 

FEPTU STEC 2 

FEPTU/CEFAS Shellfish scheme 5 

LGC Standard 3 

LGC Dairy Chemistry (pH & phosphatase) 1 

LGC Food Chemistry (Aw) 1 

LGC Vet 1 

FEPAS Standard 1 

Don Whitley (spiral plater) 1 

Did not answer 1 
 

 

 

Q19: 
Do you perform challenge or shelf-life testing for Food Business Operators or 
otherwise? 
 

Yes: 7 (50%) 

No: 6 (43%) 
Not answered: 1 (7%) 
 
 

Practical training: 4 
 ISO interpretation: 4 

 NRL Method: 4  

Validation of method: 2  

Not interested/can’t support implementation: 1  
Did not answer 8  



Audit of Official Control Laboratories capabilities and accreditation status in the UK 

16 

Q20: 
The NRL have deposited some National Methods on the .gov.uk website. Have you found 
them useful? 
 

Yes: 7 (50%) 

No: 1 (7%) 

Unaware of them 5 (36%) 
Not answered: 1 (7%) 
 
 
Q21: 
If you have attended an OCL User Day, would you like to see smaller discussion 
groups? 
 

Yes: 3 (21%) 

No: 9 (64%) 
Not answered: 2 (15%) 
 
 
 
Q22: 
If yes, what topics would you like to discuss? 
 

1. STEC and the issues around presumptive and confirmed results 

2. Statistical analysis of IQC and PT test results. Performance assessment of IQC tests. 

Interpretation of tests for processed foods 

3. More consistency in application of testing for 2073. More interaction between the 

FSA and OCLs when requests for specific testing of food types by the FSA due to a 

public health issue 

 
 
Q23: 
When attending the OCL User Day or other training events, the NRL seeks CPD 
(continuing professional development) approval from IBMS and RCPath, however, when 
participants attend, there is a minimal uptake in these choices, as most tick the self-
certification box. Providing a Certificate of Attendance can also be used as evidence for 
IBMS and RCPath CPD schemes; are people happy to be provided with just this? 
 

Yes: 12 (86%) 

No: 0 (0%) 

Unsure 1 (7%) 
Not answered: 1 (7%) 
 
 
 



Audit of Official Control Laboratories capabilities and accreditation status in the UK 

17 

Q24: 
The PHE Food Water & Environmental Microbiology Laboratory Network organises Food 
Examiner Updates twice yearly. Are you or your colleagues aware of these? 
 

Have attended and useful: 9 (64%) 

Unaware and would like to know more: 4 (29%) 

Not answered: 1  (7%) 
 
 
Q25: 
The NRL could provide training and advice via Skype for Business (Lync) as well as 
specific areas of support your laboratory. Would your laboratory benefit in the NRL 
exploring these possibilities? 
 

Yes: 9 (64%) 

No: 3 (21%) 

Not answered: 2 (15%) 
 
 
Q26: 
Have you any other comments or suggestions for the NRL's service? 
 

1. We have attended some user days but they are inconvenient due to their 

geographical location ie too far to travel. Video conferencing might help. 

2. Skype and Lync currently unavailable to most members of staff 

3. Having expert staff available for consultation when specific queries arise is important 

and very useful. Our Food Examiner has found it increasingly difficult to contact PHE 

staff, possibly due to additional work pressures. 

4. Emails notifying of important method and legislation updates and survey publications 

would be helpful. 

5. Due to the travel distance the recent UoM provided via Skype allowed more 

members of staff to attend and also if presentation slides were provided prior to 

meeting would be very useful. 

6. Lab would need new IT equipment to get full benefit of Skype. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

Microbiology Testing and Capacity – Q4 to Q7, and Q19 

Thirteen of the 14 laboratories responded that they test samples of food collected by 

public bodies for Official Controls. The remaining laboratory does test Official Controls 

on behalf of another OCL. This survey shows a slightly lower capacity in testing of 

Official Controls compared to the 2013 survey, which revealed only one more laboratory 

was capable of testing for Official Control (14/17 laboratories in 2016 compared to 13/14 

in 2013).  

There are 40 food examiners (FE) working in UK OCLs, which is lower than in 2013 

(n=55). All OCLs have at least one FE and seven have three or more FEs to perform 

and oversee Official Control testing. The number of Public Analysts (PAs) supervising 

microbiological testing has fallen from 18 PAs to 2 PAs. These reductions in FEs and 

PAs are possibly due to the laboratory closures and the resources required to train 

competent staff as FEs. 

OCLs receive queries and potential work from Local Authorities (LAs) and Food 

Business Organisations (FBOs) regarding shelf-life and challenge testing, which 

requires expertise, knowledge of the food matrix, the behaviour of microbiological 

hazards and spoilage micro-organisms interpretation of legislation, and the resources to 

perform testing. When asked, only half the OCLs perform challenge or shelf-life testing 

(7/14), revealing a gap in knowledge. As understanding the durability of the food and 

generating a safe shelf-life is important in many foods, and is a consideration in the EC 

2073/2005 regulation for microbiological criteria (Article 3), the NRL organised a day 

workshop for OCLs to equip them with the background and knowledge necessary to 

address queries in this area. 

Testing according to EC 2073/2005 microbiological criteria – Q8 

In the previous audit, data was gathered from the OCLs according to the specific 

legislative requirements in terms of detection/enumeration of specific micro-organisms 

in particular food groups. However, this could not evaluate compliance with the 

microbiological criteria and whether alternative methods to the reference ISO methods 

(as stipulated in EC 2073/2005) were used. The annex of the microbiological criteria 

regulations is split into two chapters; Chapter 1. Food Safety Criteria and Chapter 2. 

Process Hygiene Criteria (PHC). The Food Safety Criteria is discussed first.  

At least eleven of the 14 OCLs are accredited for testing Listeria in the different ready-

to-eat (RTE) food categories (1.1 to 1.3), and this is similar to the previous audit. 



Audit of Official Control Laboratories capabilities and accreditation status in the UK 

19 

Testing coverage of Salmonella detection is dependent on the matrix/microbiological 

criteria; eleven OCLs or more are accredited for matrices comprising meat and meat 

products, cheese and milk, eggs, and fruit and vegetables (1.4 to 1.9; 1.11 to 1.16; and 

1.18 to 1.20, inclusive). Ten OCLs are accredited to detect Salmonella in gelatine and 

collagen (1.10), dried infant and follow-on formula (1.22 & 1.23), and live shellfish 

(1.17), and is likely to reflect the local demand for processing these types of matrices. 

Testing for Salmonella typhimurium and Salmonella enteritidis in fresh poultry meat 

(1.28), is performed in only 4/14 laboratories. This addition to the microbiological criteria 

in 2011 states the Salmonella species and the serotyping part of the ISO 6579 method, 

which OCLs may interpret as a more challenging criteria to conform to. However, OCLs 

are reminded that the Gastrointestinal Bacteria Reference Unit at PHE Colindale and 

the Scottish Salmonella Reference Laboratory can identify Salmonella species upon 

receipt of referred isolates. 

The remaining Food Safety Criteria in Chapter 1 varies in both matrices and analytes, 

where demand for testing is low in the UK; consequently, the capability varies between 

OCLs. For example, ten OCLs perform E.coli testing in live shellfish (1.25); this is 

compared to the detection of presence of staphylococcal enterotoxins in cheeses, milk 

powder and whey powder (1.21), where only one OCL is accredited and uses an 

alternative method to the reference. This particular test is highly specialised and is only 

a requirement after ≥ 105 cfu/g of coagulase positive staphylococci) are detected in the 

food. 

Cronobacter testing (1.24) is performed as an accredited test in only two OCLs, and one 

other OCL is not yet accredited. This low uptake could be due to the scarcity of a 

request from an FBO. Histamine testing (1.26 & 1.27) is available from 6/14 OCLs, 

although two OCLs do not use the HPLC reference method and use ELISA kits. 

Detection and quantification of this analyte does not employ conventional 

microbiological methods and consequently this test is more commonly performed in 

Public Analyst Laboratories. The recent addition of detection of Shiga toxin producing 

E.coli (STEC) in sprouts (1.29), has been a challenge for OCLs, as handling STEC 

requires a Schedule 5 license, the provision of containment level 3 facilities for isolation 

of the organism, and detection initially relies on PCR methodologies. There are only 

three OCLs that are accredited for this test compared to the 2013 audit where there 

were two OCLs accredited. The NRL organised an STEC practical workshop for the 

OCLs in 2013 to train and gain awareness of this method; further support can be offered 

by the NRL for OCLs wishing to implement STEC testing in their accreditation schedule.  

Within the process hygiene chapter, there are many criteria for testing animal carcases, 

which would more frequently be tested by OCLs for veterinary microbiology (2.1.1 to 

2.1.5). Nonetheless, six and seven food microbiology OCLs are accredited to test 

carcases for aerobic colony counts, Enterobacteriaceae and/or Salmonella. Meat and 

meat products which are at the end of the manufacturing process are more likely to be 
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tested by the food microbiology OCLs, and between 11 and 12 test these matrices for 

the referred microorganisms (2.1.6 to 2.1.8). Between 10 and 13 OCLs are accredited 

to test dairy products in the process hygiene criteria including the quantification of 

Enterobacteriaceae, E.coli and coagulase-positive staphylococci in cheeses made from 

raw milk, ice cream and frozen dairy desserts (2.2.1 to 2.2.8, and 2.2.11). In contrast, 

the PHCs 2.2.9 and 2.2.10, which involves Enterobacteriaceae testing dried infant and 

follow-on formula, are only tested by seven OCLs; five of these are accredited for this 

investigation and some are using alternative methods to the referenced method.  

Egg products, shelled and shucked shellfish and fruit and vegetable products (2.3.1, 

2.4.1 and 2.5.1 to 2.5.2, respectively) are tested in between 10 and 13 OCLs for 

Enterobacteriacae, E.coli, CPS and E.coli.  

When comparing data with the 2013 audit, for coagulase positive staphylococci and 

E.coli testing, the OCL capabilities did not differ markedly. However, there are 

differences between OCLs in the matrices they are accredited to test; for example, 10 

criteria are related to dried milk or milk products and 12 OCLs do not perform one to all 

of these requirements. Moreover, three OCLs do not perform any tests against the 

criteria for dried milk and milk products, possibly due to local demand. Similarly, 

shellfish (cooked and raw) are associated with five criteria and four OCLs do not 

perform four or more of these; three of the OCLs are PA laboratories.  

Provision of Campylobacter testing and preparation of forthcoming amendment to 

the Process Hygiene Criteria – Q9 to Q12, Q16 and Q17 

An amendment to Regulation (EC) 2073/2005 has been published with regards to 

enumeration of Campylobacter in broiler carcases. Commission Regulation (EU) 

2017/1495 of 24 August 2017 applies from 1 January 2018 and although this will mostly 

affect veterinary laboratories, food laboratories may see an increase in demand for 

testing chickens towards the retail end of the food chain. 

This audit reveals that thirteen OCLs are accredited to detect Campylobacter; 2 of the 

13 do not routinely perform the test, and 10 OCLs process raw and ready-to-eat (RTE) 

or processed foods. This is comparable to the 2013 audit. However, this EU 

amendment is based on a limit of 1,000 cfu of Campylobacter spp. per gram of neck 

skin, using the campylobacter enumeration method, EN ISO 10272-2. At the time of the 

audit, there were only three OCLs accredited for Campylobacter enumeration (all of 

which are within PHE) and two performed the test without accreditation. This is a rise 

from the 2013 audit, where only four OCLs performed the test, and none were 

accredited. The nine remaining OCLs do not perform enumeration, and when asked, 

five of these laboratories said that they would be able to test against the amendment. 

However, some of the OCLs did state that they would need NRL support to implement 

the test, including practical training, ISO interpretation and provision of the NRL or 
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Standard method. The NRL has delivered practical training for Campylobacter testing in 

2013 and 2017 and will offer further support to OCLs where necessary.  

Challenges in microbiological testing – Q13 to Q15 

Four OCLs noted that they experience difficulties in classifying, processing and/or 

interpreting results when testing certain food matrices. These were mostly to do with 

how to classify a particular food product and which tests should be selected. For 

example, whether milk socks are considered as ‘environmental swabs and cloths’, and 

how mixed or composite foods (eg, salads containing rice and/or cheese) should be 

classified as. In the case of raw burgers and sausages, one OCL noted that these could 

be classed as ‘minced meat’ (criterion 2.1.6) or ‘meat preparations’ (2.1.8), E.coli are 

both investigated using ISO 16449-1 or 2, but the limits for E.coli differ, with the 

minimum value (m) being 10-fold larger for the meat preparations than the minced 

meat.  

Further problems encountered were listed by three OCLs and were related to classifying 

the food products listed for Q14. One was querying the amount of data required to 

validate STEC testing using ISO 13136 on sprouted seeds and irrigation water, and 

whether there is a difference for validating the same test on raw milk and cheeses. The 

NRL will try to clarify all the queries listed under Q14 and Q15, Results.  

Participation in Proficiency Test schemes – Q18  

The audit in 2013 revealed that the OCLs participated in a range of different EQA 

schemes. This resulted in an arrangement where the NRL funded participation in the 

FEPTU’s European Food Microbiology Legislation (EFL) Scheme by all OCLs, thus 

allowing direct comparisons of performance to be made between OCLs. Participation in 

the EFL Scheme has been successful, with between eleven and fourteen OCLs 

registering on an annual basis, since 2014. The NRL has monitored results and there is 

no evidence of continued periods of poor performance from any OCL, which supports 

and gives confidence in the competence and reliability of the UK’s OCLs and the advice 

and results they generate. 

Although most OCLs have registered for the EFL Scheme, participation occurs in other 

proficiency test schemes according to their needs and schedule of tests of each 

individual laboratory. Six other FEPTU schemes are used, including the Standard 

Scheme (N=7) and the Environmental Swab Scheme (N=2), and four LGC schemes 

were also used. One OCL used the FAPAS Food Microbiology Scheme and another 

recorded as participating in the Don Whitley (spiral plater) scheme. Other PT schemes 

were listed by the OCLs, but these would not be relevant to the NRLs activities. 
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Provision of National Reference Laboratory Services – Q20 to Q26 

In order to continually improve and match the needs of the OCLs, a series of questions 

were included in the survey on NRL activities. Over three-quarters of the OCLs thought 

that National methods should be provided by the NRL in the previous survey and at the 

time of writing, eight methods are available through the NRL Web page on the .gov.uk 

website. This survey reveals that 7 of the 14 OCLs find them useful but that 5 were 

unaware of their availability. This will be continually updated and expanded with relevant 

documents. 

Focusing on delivering training and information through NRL events, the survey asked 

whether participants would like smaller discussion groups at the OCL User Day. Only 

three OCLs would like to see this, suggesting topics such as STEC and the issues 

around presumptive and confirmed results, statistical analysis of IQC and PT test 

results and more consistency in application of testing for the micro-criteria regulations in 

EU 2073/2005. Twelve OCLs are happy to receive Certificates of Attendance to NRL 

events, as opposed to specific CPD-approved evidence from professional bodies, such 

as IBMS and RCPath, as these can be time-consuming and difficult to justify for a small 

sub-set of participants. The survey included questions about the Food Examiner 

Updates and using Skype as a platform for further training and workshops; nine OCLs 

were aware of the FE Updates and would also welcome the use of Skype to deliver 

training. Skype would be useful to inform OCLs on new legislations and methods and 

their potential impact, as some find travelling for a face-to-face meeting hard to justify. 

However, others remarked that Skype is still unavailable for them or they would require 

new equipment. 

When prompted, OCLs gave further suggestions regarding the NRL’s service, including 

emailing OCLs important legislation and method updates. The NRL produces a 

quarterly newsletter, which incorporates news such as this to the OCLs and other 

stakeholders. It was also noted that it was useful to have expert staff available at the 

NRL for consultation when specific queries arise from an OCL. However, they added 

that sometimes it was difficult contacting PHE staff; we would advise that any 

correspondence from an OCL should be emailed, with the generic inbox 

fwe.nrl@phe.gov.uk copied in. 

This audit has given qualitative data concerning the capabilities and capacity of the 

OCLs and has identified some areas to improve and will inform future NRL activities to 

support the OCLs.  
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