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The Advanced Foods and Materials
Network (AFMNet) is Canada’s
national food and bio-materials
research network. We bring
together natural scientists,
engineers, health researchers
and social scientists to come up
with new ideas and to develop
new technologies and products
that benefit Canadians. Then,
we get these technologies and
products out of the lab, to you!
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Eliminating harmful toxins
from Canadian shellfish

The first reported incident of amnesic shellfish poisoning (ASP) occurred
in PEIl in 1987 — the ingestion of blue mussels was linked to 19
hospitalizations and 4 deaths. The sickness causing culprit was domoic
acid (DA), a heat resistant tricarboxylic acid responsible for permanent
and irreversible memory loss in affected individuals and/or death. DA is
produced globally by certain marine algae and enters the food chain
through filter feeding shellfish such as mussels, clams and scallops.

Luckily, outbreaks of ASP are relatively infrequent in Canada, mainly
due to the intensive sampling and shellfish toxin testing carried out by
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency. The major control measure,
however, is devastating to Canadian companies. Monitored production
sites with more than 20 ug DA/g shellfish tissue are shut down, leading
to significant harvesting and processing interruptions.

The benefit of eliminating DA from the food system is thus two-fold:

It would allow an elevated and consistent level of shellfish
production, enabling Canadian growers and processors to meet
their contractual obligations and maintain their market share.

* It would improve consumer safety and save lives.

Although evidence of DA-degrading bacteria has been reported in the
past, very little has been done to determine the practical use of these
organisms — until now. AFMNet researcher Tom Gill from Dalhousie
University, and his team, are working to monitor the DA rate of
degradation by toxin-eliminating bacteria and deliver "competent"
cultures to living shellfish. These competent cultures would render
the DA non-toxic, eliminating the very harmful toxin from production
facilities and, ultimately, the food supply.







