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Quest for
food safety
goes down
to DNA level
Scientists setting up global genetic database
of bugs responsible for food-borne diseases
Rosalind Ang
Just like the genetic databases used
by police to nab offenders who
leave their DNA at the crime scene,
experts in food-borne diseases are
setting up a global data bank to help
them identify, track and treat outbreaks fast.
The effort will see laboratories
and clinics around the world sharing the DNA of various strains of diseases (including food-borne diseases), and it promises to transform the way food-poisoning cases
are contained.
The process hinges on wholegenome sequencing, the process of
determining the DNA sequence of
an organism’s genome at one time.
This would allow every microorganism in a patient, food or an animal to be identified and typed
within hours, by checking it against
the global database.
It would enable an almost perfect
global surveillance of all diseases
caused by micro-organisms, say the
advocates of such a database.
“This sequencing is going to revolutionise the way we investigate outbreaks and the way we do disease
surveillance,” said Dr Peter Ben Embarek, a scientist in the Department
of Food Safety and Zoonoses (diseases spread between animals and
humans) under the World Health
Organisation (WHO).

The project was announced at the
12th meeting of the Global Microbial Identifier (GMI) Conference.
More than 250 scientists and experts from all around the world, including WHO and Food and Agriculture Organisation representatives,
met at Nanyang Technological University (NTU) yesterday to discuss
new ways to combat food poisoning.
While the details are still being
worked out, the ambitious plan
comes at a time when cases of foodborne diseases, such as salmonella,
are increasing.
Over the past decade in Singapore, the frequency of salmonella
disease in humans has increased
four to five times, mostly originating from imported food.
In March’s gastroenteritis outbreak, 13 PCF Sparkletots preschools and Plan Student Care Centres were hit with salmonella, affecting 259 children and staff.
The DNA database would help
hospitals, clinics and animal laboratories detect, track and monitor human, animal and food-related communicable diseases.
“Before that, it took time before
we could isolate bacteria, but now
we can very quickly isolate and identify more details of each bacteria
(species). It will help us to prevent
future outbreaks and reduce the
number of people who get sick,”
added Dr Embarek.
The database will be managed by

PAP Community Foundation (PCF) schools have stepped up on food safety measures, including hiring in-house cooks to prepare meals after PCF Sparkletots
pre-schools and Plan Student Care Centres were hit in March by a salmonella outbreak that affected 259 children and staff. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

GMI’s network of scientists and
healthcare experts from 50 countries. It will contain the full
genomes of all investigated microorganisms and provide quick characteristics and treatment options
of micro-organisms when they are
detected in sick patients or food.
Although consumers can take
steps to avoid getting sick from food,
it is sometimes beyond their control,
said Professor Joergen Schlundt, of
the NTU Food Technology Centre,
who spoke at the conference.
“We often say food safety is the responsibility of the consumer, but
food safety is mostly the responsibility of the food industry and the
authorities in the country. If the
meat is already contaminated, no
amount of precaution can keep consumers safe from diseases,” he said.
The database is seen as a centralised “one health” surveillance
solution to control food-borne or
other disease outbreaks efficiently.
sweewena@sph.com.sg

How to prevent food poisoning
KEEP CLEAN

While it is important to wash your hands before
meals, it is equally important to wash your utensils, as it reduces the possibility of being exposed to germs and bacteria while eating.
HEAT YOUR FOOD TO ABOVE 70 DEG C

It will help to kill the existing bacteria in food,
making it safe for consumption.
TO STORE FOOD, COOL IT BELOW 5 DEG C

Keeping food warm can help bacteria to grow.
Stored food should be chilled below 5 deg C.
SEPARATE RAW AND COOKED FOOD

Raw food contains bacteria that should be kept
away from food meant for consumption.
USE SAFE RAW INGREDIENTS

Raw ingredients, such as fish and even water,
should be clean to ensure good hygiene.
Professor Joergen Schlundt says food safety is sometimes
beyond the consumer’s control.
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Study aims for no-drug way to
cure some hepatitis B patients
Rei Kurohi
A new study by researchers at the
National University Hospital
(NUH) is aiming to cure hepatitis B
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patients who have low amounts of
the virus by taking them off their
medications and monitoring them
closely.
Professor Lim Seng Gee, a senior
consultant at the NUH department
of gastroenterology and hepatology
who is leading the study, said stopping medication can allow the
body’s immune system to clear the
virus on its own.
“If you are on medication for a
long time, your body may not recognise the virus as foreign because it
is being suppressed. When you stop
treatment, the body can recognise a
small flare-up and attack the virus.”
But close observation is needed
and not all patients can be taken off
their medication safely, he said.
He added that those with more severe flare-ups will see symptoms
like jaundice and liver inflammation return, which can lead to liver
cirrhosis or liver cancer. They have
to be put back on medication.
One of the 23 patients enrolled in
the study since January, Mr Arfan
Awaloeddin, 49, has already seen
his viral load fall to zero.

This means he has been functionally cured of the infection since last
month, but he will continue to be
observed for the duration of the
three-year study, said Prof Lim.
About 3.6 per cent of Singapore’s
population aged 18 to 79 – some
180,000 people – are carriers of
hepatitis B, the most common form
of the virus here. It is usually transmitted from mother to child and
through infected bodily fluids.
Many do not feel unwell until the
infection causes serious symptoms
such as liver inflammation.
Spontaneous cures are not unheard of. Between 2001 and last
year, 122 of the 2,368 hepatitis B patients seen at NUH were cured while
on oral medications, Prof Lim said.
Most sufferers tend to be older as
younger Singaporeans would have
received the hepatitis B vaccine as
children, he said.
Mr Arfan, the chief executive of
the Rumah Sakit Awal Bros group of
hospitals in Indonesia, said he was
diagnosed with hepatitis B in 1992.
His late father also had the virus,
as does his younger brother.

Spontaneous cures are
not unheard of. Between
2001 and last year, 122 of
the 2,368 hepatitis B
patients seen at NUH were
cured while on oral
medications, Prof Lim said.

Professor Lim Seng Gee with Mr
Arfan Awaloeddin, who has been
functionally cured of hepatitis B
under a new study led by Prof Lim.
ST PHOTO: ONG WEE JIN

After receiving treatment in Indonesia and being on medication
for nearly a decade, he decided to
stop taking his medicine in 2001
without discussing it with his doctor as he felt well enough. He said
he had been spending $200 to
$300 a month on the medicine.
But about three months later, his
liver function deteriorated and he

had to restart his medication.
“When Prof Lim suggested I stop taking my medicine, I was very scared
because of my experience,” said Mr
Arfan, who has been receiving treatment in Singapore since 2006.
Those interested in taking part in
the study can call the researchers
on 6772-4447 for screening.
Only patients with viral loads be-

low a certain level and who are relatively well will qualify for the threeyear study, which aims to enrol 150
patients. Those with liver cirrhosis
or cancer will not qualify.
The study is funded by a $1.5 million grant from the National Medical Research Council.
rei@sph.com.sg

Personal data breach: Grab beefs up data protection
K. C. Vijayan
Senior Law Correspondent
Grab Singapore said yesterday it
takes data protection and users’ privacy very seriously, pointing to
steps taken after it detected the
unauthorised disclosures by its ridehailing firm GrabCar on Dec 17, 2017.
On Tuesday, GrabCar was fined
$16,000 for the unauthorised disclosure of the names and mobile numbers of 120,747 customers in marketing e-mails.
Mr Tan Kiat How, the commissioner for the Personal Data Protection Commission (PDPC), recognised in his decision grounds that
GrabCar took immediate action
and changed its practices.
Grab reported the incident immediately to the PDPC when it was discovered, said a Grab spokesman.

She said the incident occurred
from a mismatched database, leading to each affected customer’s
name and phone number being disclosed to one other person.
“To prevent a recurrence, we immediately put in place more rigorous data validation and checks, including new processes that require
a third person to perform sanity
checks on data as well as masking
phone numbers in all marketing
campaigns,” added the spokesman.
She stressed Grab’s commitment
to the Personal Data Protection Act
(PDPA) and apologised for any anxiety caused.
A second report issued by the
PDPC on the same day dealt with
GrabHitch driver-partners.
Deputy Commissioner Yeong Zee
Kin issued directions to GrabCar for
not having security arrangements
for GrabHitch drivers to protect pas-
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To prevent a recurrence,
we immediately put in
place more rigorous data
validation and checks,
including new processes
that require a third person
to perform sanity checks
on data as well as masking
phone numbers in all
marketing campaigns.
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A GRAB SPOKESMAN, on measures the
company has put in place to better protect
customers’ personal data.

senger data. GrabHitch matches a
passenger with a driver willing to
give the person a lift on the way to
the driver’s destination for a fee.
This case involved separate complaints by two passengers who used
GrabHitch to book carpool rides
provided by two different drivers
on separate occasions.
The passengers complained that
the drivers had posted their data
without their consent on Facebook.
Mr Yeong held in a significant ruling that a GrabHitch driver is not an
“organisation” under the PDPA, saying it is the firm that discloses the
passengers’ personal data to GrabHitch drivers in the company’s chosen manner and for the purpose
deemed acceptable by the firm.
GrabHitch drivers have no input
into this collection and use of the
personal data, said Mr Yeong.
He directed GrabCar to review

and amend its policies and practices to provide detailed guidance
for GrabHitch drivers on handling
and protecting customer data.
Grab said it is reviewing the decision “as we believe there is a lack of
clarity on the extent to which an organisation is responsible for educating private individuals offering services on a personal capacity, about
personal data protection”.
Grab said its code of conduct
made clear to all GrabHitch driverpartners that “they are not to use
personal data of their passengers
for any other purpose, apart from
fulfilling the ride booking”.
To prevent the misuse of personal data by the GrabHitch community, Grab has introduced a number-masking feature on its GrabHitch service, the spokesman said.
vijayan@sph.com.sg

