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Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004 on official controls performed to ensure 
the verification of compliance with feed and food law, animal health and animal 
welfare rules



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

Mainly dedicated to laboratories approved by the 
Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food Chain 
(FASFC – Competent Authority): around 20 labs.

Features: 

- fresh matrices (naturally contaminated by background flora)

- samples contaminated with a mixture of bacteria

M. Abdelmassih, M. Polet, M.-J. Goffaux, V. Planchon, K. Dierick and J. Mahillon 2013, Commutability of food 
microbiology proficiency testing samples. Journal of Applied Microbiology, 2013 Nov 22, doi: 10.1111/jam.12396, 
IF (2013): 2.386



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

3 PT/year:
- March: Y. enterocolitica and pathogenic E. coli 

detection on carcass swabs. 
2015: sprouts.

- November: Campylobacter spp enumeration in 
chicken products
+ E. coli ESBL 

inoculation



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

- June: L. monocytogenes, B. cereus, E. coli, 
Pseudomonas spp, coagulase positive 
Staphylococcus (CPS) enumeration in a different 
matrix each year (pâté, beans, smoked salmon, 
pastry cream and fresh cheese). 
2015: surimi



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

Contamination of the samples
Performed at our laboratory

2 different techniques tested:

- 1°� lyophilized culture : added to the sample by 
the participant just before starting the PT 

- 2°� fresh culture: added in the laboratory 1 or 2 
days before starting PT, depending on the bacteria 
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microbiology at WIV-ISP

Contamination of the samples
Lyophilized culture 

Advantages: long stability at fridge or room T°
Disavantages: not a real sample, difficulty to reach 

exact levels of concentration (mainly low levels) �
not optimal 
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microbiology at WIV-ISP

Contamination of the samples
Fresh culture
Contamination by the NRL either directly in the stomacher bag 

used by the participant to start the PT or in a big portion of 
matrix (later divided in small portions)

Advantages: real sample, possibility to inoculate at 3 levels 
for enumeration PT (blank, low and medium) 

Disavantages: not very long stable � participants have to 
start the analysis at D+1 or D+2 maximum (lack of flexibility)



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP
Laboratory work:

- some tests needed to reach the right 
concentrations (difficulty with combinations of 
bacteria) 

- homogeneity tests (day D0)
- stability tests (D start PT)
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Combination bacteria-matrix

- Homogeneity tests: always OK
- Stability tests: depending on the matrix. Sometimes 

difficulties oa. B. cereus and CPS in fresh cheese.



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

In the transport box:

- Stomacher bags or small containers 
- precise weight of the sample to start the analysis
- higher weight (� sub-sampling necessary)

- Datalogger
- Ice-block



Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

Statistics

- Performed by the Service “Quality of medical 
laboratories” at WIV-ISP

- Performance of the labs: calculation of z-score
according to the robust average and robust SD of 
the participant’s results (ISO 13528)

- No repeatability calculation
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Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at IPH

PT report and follow-up of the labs

- Intermediate report: within 1 month, z-score 
- Final report: within 3-4 months
- Follow-up of the labs with unsatisfactory z-score
- Evaluation of the PT organisation by the labs





Proficiency tests in food 
microbiology at WIV-ISP

New website

- Registration to an annual campaign OK
- Submission of results OK
- Access to the intermediate report    coming soon
- Access to the final report          coming soon
- Link PT-scheme (FAFSC) OK

Started in November 2014 
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Conclusion

- All steps of the PT (sample preparation, distribution, 
of the samples, statistics …) performed by the NRL 
� difficulty to follow completely the ISO norms 17043  

and 13528. Too expensive and too much work  
for our small team. 

- Each year a challenge because new matrix for the 
enumeration PT.
- Analysis of results always very interesting
- Easier now with our new web application.





Thank you for your attention!

Questions?


