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Food Standards Agency (FSA), designated the Cefas
Weymouth Laboratory as the UK NRL in 1999.

Background
In the late 1990s, a number of large outbreaks of viral
gastroenteritis associated with bivalve molluscan
shellfish occurred in Scandinavia and neighbouring
countries. The shellfish implicated in these outbreaks
originated from other parts of the EU. Council
Decision 1999/313/EC was published in order to
provide more consistency in approach to the application
of present controls on microbiological quality of bivalve
molluscs and to establish the basis for the development
and future application of viral standards. The Decision
designated a Community Reference Laboratory (CRL)
and obliged competent authorities in Member States
to each designate a National Reference Laboratory
(NRL). The competent authority for the UK, the

The work of the UK NRL is divided into 3 areas:
•

Scientific co-ordination and representation

•

Laboratory activities - bacteriology

•

Laboratory activities - virology

Scientific co-ordination and
representation
The NRL holds periodic meetings of a representative
committee of official laboratories entitled the
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The National Reference
Laboratory, Cefas
Weymouth Laboratory

UK Shellfish Microbiology Group. This includes
representatives from the NRL, FSA, FSA Scotland, the
Health Protection Agency, Hospital Trust Laboratories
in England, National Public Health Service for Wales,
the FRS Marine Laboratory Aberdeen and the Northern
Ireland Public Health Laboratory. The Group
currently meets on an annual basis with additional adhoc meetings held if required. Every two years more
general meetings are held which are open to all British
laboratories (both official and private) undertaking
microbiological testing of shellfish. A website (www.
nrlcefas.org) is used to disseminate information to
laboratories and resolutions passed at the meetings
of the UK Shellfish Microbiology Group are also
posted on the site. The NRL provides advice on
microbiological test methods for shellfish UK official
laboratories and provides help to other laboratories as
resources allow.

Laboratory activities - bacteriology
The NRL is accredited by the United Kingdom
Accreditation Service (UKAS) for the enumeration
of Echerichia coli and the detection of Salmonella
in shellfish and also undertakes testing for human
pathogenic vibrios. The methods are used for reference
testing of bivalve molluscs, primarily in relation to
outbreak material. Validation and characterisation
studies are undertaken on laboratory methods used in
the UK. The NRL also contributes to collaborative
European programmes and the development of new
ISO and CEN methods. Laboratory work is undertaken
in support of UK protocols for the sampling and sample
transport in relation to monitoring for official control
purposes. The NRL organizes UK-wide ring trials for
E. coli and Salmonella for official testing laboratories
and participates in European ring trials.

Laboratory activities – virology
The NRL uses both conventional and real-time PCR
methods for testing for Norovirus and Hepatitis A virus
in bivalve molluscs. It works to standardized protocols
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for these methods and participates in EU-wide ringtrials. The methods are primarily used for the testing
of bivalve molluscs associated with outbreaks of illness.
The NRL is also undertaking development work on the
real-time method in support of a CEN technical group
on the standardisation of methods for viruses in foods.

Other NRL activities
The NRL provides scientific advice to the FSA and
local authorities in relation to outbreaks of shellfishrelated illness. It also provides scientific and technical
advice to the FSA (both in London and the devolved
administrations) and local authorities on:
•

Sanitary surveys

•

Sample plans

•

Sampling

•

Sample transport

•

Laboratory requirements

•

Test methods

•

Result interpretation

•

Depuration system approval

and contributes to training courses for local food
authority officers.
The NRL takes an active part in annual workshops
of the European Reference Laboratory network and
relevant EU working groups.

Further information
Consult the web-site (www.nrlcefas.org) or contact:
Dr Ron Lee 01035 206656 (r.j.lee@cefas.co.uk) or
Dr Rachel Rangdale 01305 2066707
(r.e.rangdale@cefas.co.uk).

