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Pseudomonas and salad vegetables: Myth or menace?

Megan H Hargreaves
Queensland University of Technology, Australia

Most salad vegetables are eaten raw by consumers. However, uncooked or untreated vegetables may pose a risk of
transmitting opportunistic bacteria to various risk groups, including cystic fibrosis (CF) sufferers, children and the
elderly. In particular, CF patients are vulnerable to chronic Pseudomonas aeruginosa lung infections. Clonal variants of P
aeruginosa have been identified as emerging threats however the source of these clones has not yet been definitely demonstrated.
Due to the organism’s environmental niche, our team investigated the possibility that salad vegetables may be a source of these
clones. To test this conjecture, lettuce, tomatoes, mushrooms and bean sprout packages (n=150) were analyzed from different
categories of supplier: a green grocer, a supermarket and farmers market within the Brisbane (Australia) region, availability
permitting. The internal and external areas of the vegetables were analyzed separately in order to establish the site of the
contamination (surface or body), which would provide vital clues as to the original source and also that recommendations
could be made to decrease or eliminate P. aeruginosa from these foods prior to consumption. Soil and water samples (n=17)
from local farms were also analyzed for the presence of P. aeruginosa, again in order to verify a potential original source of
contamination. Although 72 P. aeruginosa were isolated, none of these proved to be clonal strains. The significance of these
findings is that vegetables may pose a risk of transmitting sporadic strains of P. aeruginosa to people with CF and possibly, other
immune compromised risk groups.
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