Cam Lucadou-Wells

\ief Health Officer Brett Sutton has told a
rliamentary inquiry he has “no doubt” he
ade the right call to close I Cook Foods' fac-
Iy.

Following the precautionary principle,
ofessor Sutton signed the closure order in
sbruary 2019 after an investigation into a
;-year-old hospital patient’s listeria mono in-
ction a month earlier.

The infection contributed “significantly” to
e woman's death on 4 February 2019.

According to her death certificate, she died
Fa combination of heart disease and a listeri-

is-triggered inflammation of her brain, Pro-
:ssor Sutton said.

As part of his statutory duty, there was “no
oubt” production needed to stop.

He needed to halt a potentially lethal out-
reak among I Cook Foods’ vulnerable con-
umers including aged care residents, Meals
nWheels diners and hospital patients, he told
1e inquiry.

If infected, this group were at high risk of
erious invasive illness and death, he said.

Sometimes health authorities had to act,
ven with “imperfect knowledge”, Professor
utton said.

In this case, there was evidence and “suffi-
ient grounds” to act to curtail I Cook’s “unsafe
nd unsuitable” foods.

“We often have much less compelling evi-
ence for a closure.”

A “soup of listeria strains” were found at I
ook Foods across seven different food sam-
les - including six cross-contaminated with
he listeria mono, Professor Sutton said.

“] didn’t know about any slug at the time of
he closure.”

The lack of a listeria management plan at I
ook Foods was unusual arid a collective fail-

ure by the factory and the oversight authority
Greater Dandenong Council, Professor Sutton
said.

The “findings after the event” showed there
were “long-standing” flaws at the factory that

Profeséor Brett Sutton regretted that | Cook Foods’ 41 jobs weren't saved.

could sustain listeria.

Despite the alleged urgency, Upper House
MPs asked why the factory was not closed until
22 February - nearly a month after the hospital
patient’s infection was discovered.
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Despite I Cook Foods preparing 7000 meals
a week, no other confirmed deaths were linked
to the listeria mono strain, they noted.

Professor Sutton said the closure prevented
more deaths. In the meantime, other gastro in-
fections related to the listeria mono may have
occurred but not been detected or reported, he
said.

Deputy Chief Health Officer Angie Bone
told the inquiry that positive listeria results
from the I Cook samples weren't received until
18 February.

It was not known until then that the patient
had died two weeks earlier.

While at Knox Private Hospital, the late
patient ate hospital food solely supplied by I
Cook Foods as well as food from outside the
hospital, Professor Sutton said.

The patient’s food history was based on a
supplied “food selection” from the hospital.

However I Cook Foods’ director Ian Cook
says the hospital has stated it had no record of
what the patient exactly ate.

The only DNA-matched source for the lis-
teria mono strain were samples taken at the
Dandenong South commercial caterer’s kitch-
en on 1 February. It was a “very close” match,
Professor Sutton said.

The hospital was tested and given the all-
clear. A small-goods supplier was tested by
Prime Safe.

Mr Cook had argued that a similar strain
was found in Queensland - where I Cook Foods
did not deliver.

However, genomic sequencing confirmed
that strains found in Queensland and Western
Australia at the time were not a match, Profes-
sor Sutton said.

The case was also cross-matched with na-
tional and international listeria databases.
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. Professor Sutton told fhe inquiry that the

\y tested sample’s listeria levels were within food

3 standards but the patient may have mgested a
hlgher level.

A food suppher of vulnerable clients should

¢ t-stand pessmle, he said.

uncil mspeeuons prior to the closure
, ,sufﬁmen*t food-handling training, a
m” of bactena on a choppmg board

d properly, and,_the ,pondmg of _water

where bactena could harbour.

After the closure, health depanment staff
continued to teport ponding of water on dam-
aged flooring and cross-contamination risks.

“If it was found these (council) reports to be
manifestly wrong, I would have lifted the order
then and there.” - -

Avaried grder was 1ssued on23 February to
reintroduce “lower-risk” lines of food as part of -
. a test-and-hold program, a gap-audit and full

food safety dudit.

Mr Cook has argued the food could not be
sold during the test-and-hold program. By the
time the food was tested and released it had
expired.

" Foods to get it up and runnmgas qulv as -

ubt’ kitchen closure was right move

Professor Sutton said I Cook Foods‘ ‘i-e-
opening took longer - more than a o
because its management did not réspond.and
sufficiently comply with DHHS orders.

it was not the usual response by food man- .
ufacturers - who were normally concerned
that they had possibly caused illness and tock
action to reopen as soon as possxble, he told
-the inquiry.

“My team spent many weeks withi T Coek

possible.”

Professor Suttor: said he'd's
toryhad found “common gro r
its temporary closure to save e 41 lost L jobs.

“That’s a mystery to rma ‘



