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Review of Tools Scientists Use

Lesson 2

Review of Tools Scientists Use 

In Investigating Foodborne Illnesses 

1. What is PulseNet and what is its connection to DNA?

(PulseNet is a national network of public health laboratories that performs DNA "fingerprinting" on foodborne bacteria.  Biologists send electronic pulses through the DNA of microorganisms in order to see patterns.  If the same pattern is linked with the DNA of another microorganism associated with an outbreak, then the food containing those microorganisms may be taken off the market.)

2.  How is an outbreak detected?

(Local and state health departments are usually the first ones to suspect a possible outbreak.  When a local clinical lab detects the presence of foodborne bacteria, they send an isolate of that bacterial culture to the state health department lab for further testing.  Here's where pulse-field gel electrophoresis (PFGE) is conducted.  The state health department lab sends the PFGE results electronically (via the Internet) to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).  PulseNet provides supporting laboratory evidence to the epidemiological investigation and may link patients and a product to a single outbreak.)

     3.   Why is it important for public health officials to investigate  

           foodborne  illness outbreaks?

(Early detection of an outbreak helps determine the possible source of that outbreak and prevents additional people from getting sick or dying from consuming harmful foodborne bacteria.  Also, what public health officials learn from these outbreaks can help prevent future outbreaks.)

     4.  What happens when a nationally distributed food is implicated in an outbreak?

(FDA or USDA, depending on which agency has jurisdiction over the food, requests a nationwide recall of that food.  The manufacturer or distributor implements the recall.)

5.  Do you think that all outbreaks are solved?  If not, what factors could prevent  

     scientists from solving them?

(Some outbreaks are never solved.  Sometimes people don't get sick until 7 to 10 days after they consumed the contaminated food.  By that time, samples of the contaminated food may no longer exist for analysis.  The sick individuals may have eaten food on a plane or from a street vendor, and investigators may never find the source.)
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