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Background 
Viral contamination of bivalve shellfish is a significant public health concern. 
Controlling this problem presents a difficult challenge for all concerned. However, in 
recent years there have been significant technical advances in this area of food safety. 
In particular the developments of standardised quantitative real-time PCR methods 
have allowed the investigation of conditions leading to contamination of 
shellfisheries. These new advances mean we are now well placed to develop 
improved safety procedures for bivalve shellfisheries. However significant challenges 
remain and future steps in this area require careful consideration by all stakeholders. 
Data emerging from the SEAFOODplus project and other sources such as from the 
European National Reference Laboratories network makes it an opportune time to 
review the current position and consider the way forward. 
 
To develop a view on how to take this forward a workshop was held in Bilbao, Spain. 
The workshop brought together experts from throughout Europe with the aim of 
disseminating the latest developments in the area of virus shellfish safety and to 
identify information gaps. Twenty-three participants from ten countries attended the 
workshop and are listed in appendix 1.    
 
Format of the Workshop 
The programme for the workshop is shown in Appendix 2. 
 
Invited scientists, regulators and industry representatives gave a series of 
presentations. These were aimed at highlighting the current state of knowledge and 
developing the views of representatives from regulators and industry on the 
requirements for moving issue of virus safety in shellfish forward.  
 
The presentations were followed up by three breakout sessions each reviewing the 
following areas.  
 
1. Risk Management in shellfisheries 
2. Application of Virus Testing and Potential Virus Standards 
3. Pollution Control in Shellfisheries 
 
Following the breakout sessions, recommendations were made covering each of these 
areas.  
 



Recommendations  
 

1. It is recognised that the risk of viral illness associated with bivalve molluscan 
shellfish varies between products. In particular it is recognised that shellfish 
intended for consumption as a raw product represents a significantly greater 
risk of causing illness compared with cooked products. It is recommended 
that shellfish intended for raw consumption should be labelled to identify 
that increased risk to the consumer. Further, in general it is 
recommended that increased control measures to reduce the virus risk 
should be focused on shellfish products intended to be consumed raw.  

 
2. Imports of bivalve shellfish into the European Union from some third 

countries are acknowledged as representing greater risk than European 
shellfish. It is noted that some countries (notably Hong Kong and Singapore) 
already test batches of imported shellfish for NoVs and may reject on the basis 
of a positive result.  It is recommended that consideration should be given 
to the introduction of end-product testing of shellfish imported into the 
EU for NoV and HAV. This should particularly target high-risk products. 

 
3. It is recognised that considerable and significant advances have been made in 

the development of quantitative real-time PCR methods for the detection of 
NoV and HAV in shellfish. Further ongoing work is planned to fully validate 
and standardise these methods to ISO criteria. It is recommended that 
methods are fully validated and standardised before virus standards are 
introduced in EU regulations. 

 
4. Before determining a virus standard in the EU it is recognised that further 

information on the prevalence of human enteric viruses in shellfish harvesting 
areas is required to assess how to apply such a standard and what it’s impact 
might be. Similarly the health significance of low-level NoV PCR results in 
shellfish remains unclear. It is acknowledged that recently reported novel 
tissue culture procedures for NoV detection may assist in understanding the 
infectious risk associated with PCR positive shellfish.  It is recommended 
that further data on the prevalence of NoV and HAV in shellfish should 
be gathered alongside studies to establish the human health significance 
of PCR positive shellfish prior to the introduction of a virus standard.  

 
5. It is recognised that the development of robust and reliable quantitative PCR 

procedures has increased the understanding of conditions leading to 
contamination of shellfisheries. Whilst recognising the site-specific details of 
developing risk management procedures, research undertaken in the 
SEAFOODplus project has identified that a generic framework for developing 
a risk matrix approach to identifying and controlling virus risk can be 
developed. The approach involves risk characterisation, risk assessment and 
real-time intervention during high-risk periods. New requirements to conduct 
sanitary surveys in harvesting areas provide opportunities for developing this 
approach further. It is recommended that site-specific studies are 
undertaken to further develop, trial and evaluate a risk matrix approach 
to risk management.   

 



6. It is recognised that periods of high risk of shellfish illness associated with 
shellfish consumption is related to levels of virus infections in the general 
community.  Information on epidemics and viral infection levels in the 
community would assist in identifying high-risk periods for virus 
contamination in shellfisheries. Greater links between shellfish risk 
managers and health professionals should be developed to more 
accurately identify periods of high risk of viral contamination in 
shellfisheries. 

 
7. The workshop participants clearly identified that prevention and management 

of sewage contamination within the harvesting area is the most appropriate 
way to control the virus risk. However it is recognised that this represents a 
longer-term aspiration requiring both significant investment and time. 
Nevertheless, participants agreed that such a process of investment in 
improved sewage treatment facilities should be encouraged.    

 
8. Recognising control of the virus risk through prevention and management of 

sewage contamination will only be achieved in the longer-term. workshop 
participants acknowledged that post harvest treatment processes require 
improvement to reduce the virus risk.  It is recommended that further 
studies should be undertaken to identify post harvest treatment processes 
that successfully reduce the virus risk in end-product shellfish.  

 
9. It is recognised that preventing sewage contamination of shellfisheries is the 

most successful means of preventing viral infections associated with shellfish 
consumption. The Shellfish Waters Directive (SWD) –(codified version: 
2006/113/EC) provides environmental protection measures for shellfisheries. 
In particular Microbiological Guideline Values are determined which Member 
States must endeavour to meet. The SWD will be repealed in 2012 and 
subsumed into the Water Framework Directive (WFD). Whilst designated 
shellfisheries should be awarded protected status under the WFD no explicit 
microbiological standards are given with which to judge progress in 
environmental contamination control and reduction. It is recommended that 
adoption of microbiological standards in the WFD should be reconsidered 
to ensure progress in microbiological pollution control in shellfisheries is 
maintained and can be judged in a transparent manner. The introduction 
of a virus standard should be considered. 

 
10. It is recognised that a number of environmental and food safety monitoring 

programmes exist for the marine area within the EU. It is further noted that 
these programmes may overlap, increasing cost and potentially leading to 
conflicting outcomes for enforcement and policy agencies. To reduce costs 
and improve efficiency a coordinated approach to implementing 
integrated monitoring programmes in shellfish areas should be developed. 
This should include horizontal procedures for monitoring and facilities 
for data sharing.       

 
 
Discussion or comment on the recommendations can be directed to Bill Doré 
bill.dore@marine.ie 
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Appendix 2: Workshop Programme 
 
9.00 Registration 

 
9.15 Introduction and Aims  

 
Bill Doré 
Marine Institute, Ireland 
 

9.30 Introduction to Viruses and Shellfish 
 

Soizick LeGuyader 
Ifremer, France 
 

9.50 
 

New Regulations and the European Good 
Practice Guide to Microbiological Monitoring 
 

Bill Doré, 
Marine Institute, Ireland 

10.20 The Industry perspective 
  

Doug McLeod, 
Association of Scottish 
Shellfish Growers, UK 
 

10.50 Coffee 
 

 

11.20 The Regulators perspective 
 

David Lyons, 
Food Safety Authority of 
Ireland 
 

11.50 Development of standardised methods 
 

Albert Bosch 
University of Barcelona, 
Spain 
 

12.20 Potential for New Virus Standards? 
 

David Lees,  
Cefas, UK 
 

12.50 Results of the REDRISK project and options for 

Risk Management in shellfisheries 

 

Monique Pommepuy 
Ifremer, France 

13.30 Lunch 
 

 

14.30 Breakout Sessions   
 1.Risk Management of shellfisheries 

 
Monique Pommepuy 

 2.Virus Standards 
 

David Lees 

 3.Pollution Control in Shellfisheries 
 

Bill Doré 

   
15.30 Summary of Breakout sessions 

 
All 

16.30 
 

Close  

 
 


