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Raw milk products Q & A

What is raw cow’s milk?

· Raw cow’s milk is milk that hasn’t been pasteurised.

What is pasteurisation?

· Pasteurisation is a process that heats milk to a specific temperature for a set period of time, killing bacteria responsible for diseases such as campylobacteriosis, listeriosis and salmonellosis. It has been used in Australia since the early 1900s, becoming standard practice in the mid-1950s. It is a valuable public health tool.

Is the sale of raw cow’s milk allowed?

· Processing requirements in the Australia New Zealand Food Standards (FSANZ) Code (Food Standards Code) require that milk intended for human consumption is pasteurised or equivalently processed to eliminate pathogenic bacteria that may be present. The National food standards setting body FSANZ recently completed an extensive assessment of raw cow’s milk and concluded that the risk to the public was too high to change the current processing requirement. All documents on this matter are publicly available on the Food Standards Australia New Zealand website 

How is the sale of raw cow’s milk banned in South Australia?

· The national food safety dairy standard produced by FSANZ and endorsed by all Australian Ministers requires that milk is pasteurised. This is made law in South Australia under the Food Act 2001 and the Primary Produce (Food Safety Schemes) Act 2004.

What government agencies are involved?

· The Food Act 2001 is administered by the Department of Health and Ageing and controls the retail sale of milk. The Primary Produce (Food Safety Schemes) Act 2004 is administered by the Department of Primary Industry and Regions and under this Act the Dairy Authority of South Australia administers regulations that control the production and processing of milk. 

What did the FSANZ say about raw cow’s milk after their extensive risk analysis?

· FSANZ concluded that raw drinking milk presents too high a risk to consider changing the current processing requirements in the Food Standards Code.

· For raw drinking milk, even extremely good hygiene procedures won’t ensure dangerous pathogens aren’t present. 

Does distributing raw milk more widely increase the risk?

· Yes, increased distribution significantly increases the risk.

· There is the potential for increased exposure of people, that is, more people consume the milk and get exposed to potential pathogens.

· There is also increased potential for growth of some pathogens due to greater time from production to consumption and/or lack of temperature control.

Is raw cow’s milk unsafe?

· Raw cow’s milk has a higher risk of containing pathogens that can cause illness and, unlike pasteurised milk, is not treated to render it safe for consumption. Pasteurised milk is the safe option.

What pathogens can be present in raw milk?

· A wide variety of organisms that could cause illness can potentially be found in raw milk. These include bacteria such as Campylobacter, Listeria, Salmonella, shiga toxin-producing Escherichia coli (e.g. E. coli O157); parasites such as Cryptosporidium.

· Complications from bacteria that can contaminate raw milk can be extremely severe, such as haemolytic uraemic syndrome (HUS) which can result in renal failure and death in otherwise healthy people.

· People with increased vulnerability to diseases caused by these bacteria include young children, elderly people, people with compromised immune systems and pregnant women and their foetuses.

· There is no way of telling by taste, sight or smell that raw milk contains harmful bacteria.

If it is so unsafe why do people say they have been drinking it for years without any problems? 

· The potential rate of contamination in raw milk may be low but over time there is the likelihood that an individual could be exposed to a dangerous pathogen.

· This could have potentially severe consequences, especially for the vulnerable in our community, such as young children, the elderly, people with compromised immune systems and pregnant women and their foetuses.

Have people got ill from drinking raw cow’s milk?

· Last month (April 2013) 13 people became ill with salmonellosis linked to eating a raw Mexican-style cheese in Minneapolis, Minnesota, US.

· This year it was reported that 24 ill people were linked to raw milk from a cow share scheme in Alaska. This followed 18 people becoming ill in 2011 in Alaska, also linked to a cow share scheme.

· In January 2012, 81 people from Pennsylvania and nearby states got sick from raw milk containing campylobacter bacteria from one dairy farm, with 10 people requiring hospitalization. 

· Last year a toddler and two young teens from Portland, Oregon US were hospitalised with E. coli poisoning, two with kidney failure (haemolytic uremic syndrome). Raw milk was implicated in the outbreak.

· In New Zealand a disease outbreak associated with raw milk consumption occurred in May/June 2011 and involved eight people. In 2009, an outbreak of campylobacteriosis due to raw milk affected 16 people.

· OzFoodNet, the Australian public health national surveillance program recorded eight outbreaks affecting 101 people associated with raw milk or raw milk products between 1995 and 2004.

· The FSANZ assessment report identified many outbreaks in North America and Europe associated with raw cow’s milk.

· For example, the US Centre for Disease Control and Prevention reported that from 1993 to 2006 there were 73 outbreaks caused by raw milk in the USA, 60 % of those affected were under 20 years and the hospitalisation rate was 13%. They also reported that during this period more than 1500 people in the United States became sick from drinking raw milk or eating cheese made from raw milk and that unpasteurized milk is 150 times more likely to cause foodborne illness and results in 13 times more hospitalizations than illnesses involving pasteurized dairy products.

What about farmers who drink their own raw milk?

· Exposure is limited to only those on the farm, whereas any food for sale can be potentially consumed by a much wider audience, including vulnerable individuals with limited or no information about the risks involved.

Do any other States allow raw cow’s milk to be sold? 

· No state, including South Australia, allows raw cow’s milk to be sold.

· Many developed countries have bans or restrictions in place on raw cow’s milk.

What about consumer and personal rights, why can’t an informed adult make their own decision?

· Protection of consumer rights is an important matter. It is only overridden where the health risk to the community is considered sufficient to modify those rights. With raw cow’s milk the key consideration is that there is an alternative, safer product available, which is pasteurised milk. As well, more vulnerable individuals in the community may not be aware of the increased risk if they bought the product.

Drinking raw milk is allowed in other places such as England, some states in the US and Italy. Why not here? 

· There are many parts of the world that ban the sale of raw milk, eg Canada, Scotland, some states in the US. There are varying laws in many parts of the world on many issues and in many cases local factors are different. 

Raw milk includes a lot of natural defences and the rate of illness in people drinking seems to be low. Why ban it?

· Raw cow’s milk is not permitted for sale and is therefore illegal because there is a safer alternative readily available, which is pasteurised milk. More, vulnerable individuals in the community may not be aware of the increased risk if they consume the unpasteurised product.

Pasteurised milk is not as nutritious as raw milk.

· This is not strictly true. FSANZ assessed the evidence concerning the difference in health and nutrition between pasteurised and raw milk and concluded there was not a significant difference. Pasteurisation causes a small decrease in the amount of vitamin C and thiamine, however milk is not a major contributor of these nutrients to Australian diets. 

· FSANZ also believes that a specific association between raw milk consumption and protection against allergy sensitisation has not been fully established in currently available scientific literature.
