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Bacteriological study on the group A Streptococcus strains derived
from a food—borne outbreak occurring in Ehime in 2012
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In August 2012, we were notified of cases suggestive of a food-borne outbreak of Group A Streptococcus
(GAS) pharyngitis occurring among attendees of a summer festival in the Ehime prefecture.
Epidemiological investigation revealed that among 89 persons who consumed foods served at the
summer festival, 46 primary illnesses occurred. Major symptoms in patients were fever (93%), sore
throat (83%), and chills (46%). Rice balls were the only food item that was significantly associated with
illness and must have been the vehicle of infection although no rice balls were left for cultivation. GAS
colonies were isolated from an eating-house where rice balls were prepared (1 strain), hands of a food
worker (1 strain), and pharyngeal swabs of patients (3 strains) and the food worker (1 strain). These 6
strains exhibited the same serotype (ITB3264) and emm genotype (emm 89) and indistinguishable
pulsed-field gel electrophoresis patterns, and it was also found that they had the same set of
streptococcal pyrogenic exotoxin genes(speB, speC and speF), indicating that all the strains were
derived from the same strain, the causative agent of the outbreak. We further examined the growth of
the GAS strain in cooked rice, and found that the bacteria grew well at 20 to 30°C but not at 10°C.
Taking the above into consideration, it has been concluded that in this food-borne outbreak of GAS
illness, rice balls that were prepared by a GAS carrier and left in a temperature-uncontrolled room were

implicated as the vehicle.
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