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Just like the genetic databases 
used by police to nab offenders 
who leave their DNA at the 
crime scene, experts in food-
borne diseases are setting up a 
global data bank to help them 
identify, track and treat out-
breaks fast.

The effort will see laborato-
ries  and  clinics  around  the  
world sharing the DNA of vari-
ous strains of diseases (includ-
ing food-borne diseases), and 
it promises to transform the 
way food poisoning cases are 
contained.

The  process  hinges  on
whole genome sequencing, the 
process  of  determining  the  
DNA sequence of an organ-
ism’s genome at one time.

This  would  allow  every  
microorganism in a patient,  
food or an animal to be identi-
fied and typed within hours, by 
checking it against the global 
database.

It would enable an almost 
perfect global surveillance of 
all diseases caused by micro-
organisms, say the advocates 
of such a database.

“This sequencing is going to 
revolutionise the way we inves-
tigate outbreaks and the way 
we do disease surveillance,” 
said Dr Peter Ben Embarek, a 
scientist in the Department of 
Food Safety and Zoonoses (dis-
eases spread between animals 
and humans) under the World 
Health Organisation (WHO).

The project was announced 
at  the  12th  meeting  of  the  
Global  Microbial  Identifier  
conference. 

More  than  250  scientists  
and experts from all around the 
world,  including  WHO  and  
Food and Agriculture Organi-
sation representatives, met in 

Singapore yesterday to dis-
cuss new ways to combat food 
poisoning.

The ambitious plan comes at 
a time when cases of food-
borne diseases, such as salmo-
nella, are increasing. 

In March’s gastroenteritis 
outbreak, 13 PCF Sparkletots 
pre-schools and Plan Student 
Care Centres were hit with sal-
monella.

The DNA database would 
help hospitals, clinics and ani-
mal laboratories detect, track 
and monitor human, animal 
and food-related communica-
ble diseases.

Although  consumers  can  
take steps to avoid getting sick 
from  food,  it  is  sometimes  
beyond their control, said Pro-
fessor Joergen Schlundt, of the 
NTU Food Technology Cen-
tre, who spoke at the confer-
ence.

“We often say food safety is 
the responsibility of the con-
sumer,  but  food  safety  is  
mostly the responsibility  of  
the  food  industry  and  the  
authorities in the country. If 
the meat is already contami-
nated, no amount of precau-
tion can keep consumers safe 
from diseases,” he said. 
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Grab Singapore made clear yes-
terday it takes data protection 
and users’ privacy very seri-
ously,  pointing  to  immediate  
steps  taken  after  it  detected  
unauthorised disclosures by its 
ride-hailing firm  GrabCar  on 
Dec 17, 2017.

On  Tuesday,  GrabCar  was  
fined $16,000 for the unautho-
rised disclosure of the names 
and mobile numbers of 120,747 
customers in marketing
e-mails.

Mr Tan Kiat How, Commis-
sioner of the Personal Data Pro-
tection  Commission  (PDPC),  
recognised  in  his  decision  
grounds  that  GrabCar  took  
immediate action and changed 
its practices.

Grab reported the incident  
immediately to the PDPC when 
it was discovered, said a Grab 
spokesman. 

“To prevent a recurrence, we 
had immediately put in place 
more rigorous data validation 
and checks, including new pro-
cesses that require a third per-
son to perform sanity checks on 

data as well as masking phone 
numbers in all marketing cam-
paigns,” added the spokesman.

She stressed Grab’s commit-

ment to personal data protec-
tion and apologised for “any anx-
iety caused”.

A second report issued by the 
PDPC on the same day dealt  
with  GrabHitch  driver-part-
ners.

In the separate case, Deputy 
Commissioner Yeong Zee Kin 
issued directions to GrabCar for 
failing to install security arrange-
ments for GrabHitch drivers to 
protect passenger data.

This case involved separate 
complaints by two passengers 
who used GrabHitch to book car-
pool rides provided by two driv-

ers on separate occasions. The 
passengers complained that the 
drivers had posted their  data 
without their consent on Face-
book.

Mr Yeong held in a significant 
ruling that a GrabHitch driver is 
not an “organisation” under the 
PDPA, pointing out it is the com-
pany that discloses the passen-
gers’ personal data to the Grab-
Hitch drivers in the company’s 
chosen manner and for the pur-
pose deemed acceptable by the 
company.
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Professor Joergen Schlundt of the NTU 
Food Technology Centre spoke at the 
GMI conference. PHOTO: NTU
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