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HEALTH ALERT:

Foodborne illnesses in Missoula County 
are on the rise
Attention Food Service Establishments:
Over the past week, the Missoula City-County Health Department has received a heightened number of calls from people complaining of diarrheal illness caused by eating at food establishments.  Missoula County has investigated a few restaurants linked to these complaints, but the majority of the complaints do NOT have a common restaurant associated with them at this time.  It is not uncommon for an illness like this to pass through a community just like that of a common cold.  
Many of those who became ill complain of similar symptoms, including vomiting, frequent diarrhea, abdominal cramps, and nausea.  These symptoms, along with the sudden onset of the illness and incubation time, are consistent with gastroenteritis (stomach flu) caused by norovirus. To date, we have not received laboratory test results from our state lab to confirm norovirus.  However, the Missoula City-County Health Department is sending out information to food establishments on norovirus because there have been several thousand cases elsewhere in the state.  Please read the following information and take the necessary steps to reduce the possibility of a norovirus outbreak in Missoula County.
What are noroviruses and gastroenteritis?
Noroviruses are a group of viruses that cause an illness called gastroenteritis, or “stomach flu”.  The stomach flu is not related to the flu (or influenza), which is a respiratory illness.  People who are sick with gastroenteritis often experience nausea, vomiting, and/or diarrhea, and the sickness usually lasts 1-2 days.
How is norovirus spread?
Noroviruses are very contagious and can easily spread.  The virus is found in the stool and vomit of infected people.  People can become infected in many different ways, including eating food or drinking liquids that are contaminated, touching contaminated surfaces or objects and then touching their mouths prior to washing their hands, or having direct contact with an infected person.  It only takes a very low dose of the virus to make people sick.

Noroviruses are tough, and can be very difficult to control.  Noroviruses can survive freezing, heating to 140 °F, and can persist on surfaces and in the environment for several days.  Because of its persistence, it is very easy to perpetuate the spread of norovirus.  For example, if an uninfected food worker uses the restroom and washes her hand properly, but then touches a door with norovirus and returns to work without washing her hands again, she has contributed to the spread of norovirus.  Even before symptoms develop, a food worker who has become infected can transmit the illness.  Because of this, it is imperative for food service establishments to take precautionary measures to prevent the spread of norovirus.
What should food service establishments do?

The biggest threat to foods is people with infections who continue to handle foods.  Foods become contaminated by direct contact with contaminated hands or contact with work surfaces that are contaminated.  Below are guidelines for protecting your food, employees, and customers.

· Food handlers must WASH THEIR HANDS, AND WASH THEM OFTEN.
Because norovirus is spread through a fecal-oral route, it is absolutely ESSENTIAL that food employees wash their hands thoroughly after using the restroom.  Proper hand washing includes using hot running water and soap, and scrubbing hands for twenty seconds.  Hands should be thoroughly dried with paper towels.
Hands should also be washed before putting on gloves, when changing gloves, before beginning work, after hands become soiled, and when changing tasks.  Food employees must not have direct hand contact to ready-to-eat foods.  They must use some sort of barrier, like wearing gloves or using tongs, when handling these foods.
· Clean and sanitize dishware, utensils, and surfaces.  
Norovirus can remain on surfaces for several days, so it is very important to maintain a clean and sanitized food establishment. Use an approved sanitizer on surfaces, dishes and utensils.  (It’s a good time to make sure your dishwasher is sanitizing as it’s supposed to.) 
· Protect buffets and salad bars.  
Experience has shown that the public under-appreciates hand washing.  As a result, serving utensils and foods on a self-service buffet or salad bar that are in contact with the hands of customers have a high possibility of becoming contaminated with microbes, including norovirus.  Consider handing out sterile wipes for people to clean their hands as they come to the buffet, or post an informational hand washing sign near the buffet.
If your establishment offers a self-serving buffet or salad bar, there are a few good practices that may help lessen the chance for patron-to-food contamination:

· Provide long handled spoons, forks, tongs, and other utensils

· Keep the handles out of the food

· Maintain all foods under sneeze guards
· Inspect the self-service area frequently, about every 15 minutes

· Sanitize all utensils every hour or replace with new utensils

· Have adults serve children

· Consider having servers do the plating

· Maintain a cleaning schedule for the entire facility.

During times of outbreaks or increased incidence of food borne illness, it may be necessary to clean and sanitize your facility, especially the bathrooms, more frequently.  Consider cleaning and disinfecting the bathrooms every hour, using disposable cloths and a disinfectant approved to kill viruses.  Wipe down all surfaces in your facility, including tabletops, door handles, counters, etc. with an approved sanitizer on a regular, frequent basis.
· Monitor employee health.  
Any food service employees who are sick with a contagious illness, including gastroenteritis, should be prohibited from working.  The presence of an ill worker in a food service establishment is a major public health threat, particularly if the infection is norovirus.  If a food worker exhibits signs of norovirus infection such as nausea, vomiting, or diarrhea, the employee should be excluded from the food preparation area immediately and not return to work until symptom free for 72 hours.
Reporting illness

If any staff, employees, or guests experience illness consistent with food borne illness symptoms, such as vomiting, diarrhea, and/or stomach cramping, please contact the Missoula City-County Health Department at (406) 258-4755.
For more information

If you are looking for more information on norovirus or other food borne illness, contact the Missoula City-County Health Department or check out the following websites:

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: www.cdc.gov
USDA/FDA Foodborne Illness Education Information Center: www.nal.usda.gov/foodborne
FoodSafety.gov: www.foodsafety.gov
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