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Salmonella enterica serotype Baildon, a rare serotype, was recovered from
86 persons in eight states; 87% of illnesses began during a 3-week period
ending January 9, 1999. Raw restaurant-prepared tomatoes were impli-
cated in multiple case-control studies. Contamination likely occurred on the
farm or during packing; more effective disinfection and prevention strategies

are needed.

We report our investigation of a large, multistate out-
break of 86 cases of salmonellosis associated with eating
raw, domestic tomatoes; this is the third such outbreak in
the United States in recent years (1,2).

The Study

Outbreak patients were persons from whom Salmonella
enterica serotype Baildon was recovered between December
1, 1998, and March 1, 1999. S. Baildon is rare; only five iso-
lates were reported nationwide in 1997 (3). To increase case
finding, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) notified epidemiologists and public health laboratori-
ans nationwide about the outbreak.

After hypotheses-generating interviews in three states,
patients from Arizona, California, Georgia, and Virginia
were enrolled in four independently conducted case-control
studies. Each study explored food items eaten, and place of
food preparation and consumption (home vs. institution or
restaurant), for the 5 to 7 days before illness began. Controls
were matched to patients by gender, age, geographic area,
and case-specific exposure period. Ten Arizona patients were
compared with 18 controls identified by systematic tele-
phone digit-dialing. Seventeen California patients were com-
pared with 32 healthy controls previously infected with
nontyphoidal Salmonella; five Georgia patients were com-
pared with 10 controls identified by patients as friends; 11
Virginia patients were compared with 33 controls drawn
from a systematic sample of reverse telephone directories.

The distribution sources of tomatoes for 15 tomato point
of service (POS) exposures reported by 14 patients in Califor-
nia and Virginia were examined. POS included three
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Virginia and two California restaurants, six outlets of one
Mexican fast-food restaurant chain in California, and two
Virginia nursing homes. Tomato operations were observed at
one grower/packer cooperative, five Virginia facilities, and
the sole-source processor of diced tomatoes used by the Mex-
ican restaurant chain in California.

We calculated Mantel-Haenszel matched odds ratios
and p values to assess univariate associations between food
items and illness. Three of four case-control studies sug-
gested two food items. Using data collected from the Califor-
nia case-control study, we assessed the independent
association of these two food items by conditional logistic
regression.

We identified 86 patients from eight states (Table).
Onset dates were from December 6, 1998 to February 2,
1999; 87% occurred in a 3-week period ending January 9,
1999. Three elderly persons died.

Arizona patients were significantly more likely than con-
trols to report eating at a specific chain of Mexican fast-food
restaurants (60% vs. 13%, matched odds ratio (MOR) unde-
fined, p = 0.008) but no food item was implicated. California
patients were significantly more likely than controls to report
eating five restaurant-prepared foods: raw tomatoes (94% vs.
33%, MOR 20, p = 0.002), iceberg lettuce (88% vs. 40%, MOR
16.5, p = 0.008), cheese (88% vs. 43%, MOR 6.6, p=0.02), raw
onions (77% vs. 16%, MOR 10.3, p<0.001) and sour cream
(76% vs. 11%, MOR 21.5, p <0.001). California patients were
also more likely than controls to report eating at the same
chain of Mexican fast-food restaurants identified in the Ari-
zona study (63% vs. 17%, MOR 14.5, p = 0.01). There was a
trend toward an association with eating home-prepared raw
tomatoes (81% vs. 48%, MOR 6.0, p = 0.08). In a regression
model containing both restaurant-prepared tomatoes and ice-
berg lettuce, tomatoes but not iceberg lettuce remained asso-
ciated with disease (maximum likelihood estimate [MLE]
11.2, Wald p = .08 vs. MLE 1.6, Wald p = 0.74).
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Table. Characteristics of patients with culture-confirmed Salmonella enterica Serotype Baildon

Death& Median Age range Patients >18 Female

State Cases (#) Hospitalized® (#) #) age (years) (years) years of age (%) (%) Range of onset datesP
CA 44 11 1 33 <1-82 89 65 12/18/98-02/02/99
VA 13 4 1 47 20-86 100 69 12/21/98-01/09/99
AZ 13 0 0 26 18-69 92 69 12/18/98-01/29/99
GA 8 1 1 38 17-86 88 75 12/19/98-02/02/99
L 3 0 0 43 32-58 100 33 12/23/98-01/07/99
AL 2 0 0 66 45-86 100 100 01/07/99

TN 2 0 0 46 41-51 100 50 01/04/99-01/06/99
KS 1 0 0 22 22 100 100 12/06/98
Total 86 16 3 35 <1-86 93 67 12/06/98-02/02/99

8Data available for 91% (78) of patients.

bSpecimen collection date was used if patient’s symptom onset date was unknown (n = 10)

Georgia patients demonstrated a trend toward eating
restaurant-prepared tomatoes (80% vs. 20%, MOR 8.7, p =
0.09) and iceberg lettuce (100% vs. 60%, MOR undefined, p =
0.10). Virginia patients were significantly more likely than
controls to report eating institution- or restaurant-prepared
raw tomatoes (91% vs. 45%, MOR 11.1, p = 0.009) and
cucumbers (73% vs. 33%, MOR 5.4, p = 0.03). Patients dem-
onstrated a trend toward eating restaurant-prepared iceberg
lettuce (73% vs. 52%, MOR 2.2, p = 0.21), raw onion (55% vs.
27%, MOR 2.9, p = 0.1), and romaine lettuce (36% vs. 9%,
MOR 4, p =0.07).

The traceback identified two tomato grower/packer coop-
eratives, in Florida, which could have supplied tomatoes
eaten by the 14 patients who reported only one or two POS
encounters during the exposure period. In April 1999, the
only cooperative still packing tomatoes was investigated.
Tomatoes had reportedly been hand-picked and were trans-
ported to the packing facilities in covered bins. Tomatoes
were unloaded into a dump tank and moved by a flume sys-
tem (water temperature 38.7°C, pH 6.5, target chlorine
reported as 125 ppm but not measured) to a warm spray
wash. Tomatoes were mechanically sorted (unacceptable
tomatoes were manually removed), waxed, and boxed.
Packed tomatoes were stored at 21.1°C in ripening rooms.

The tomato dicing operation in California was inspected
in May 1999. Uncored tomatoes were washed, inspected for
decay, color, and stem removal, and then conveyed to a
mechanical dicer. Diced tomatoes were moved by a flume
system to a perforated shaker-belt conveyor, mechanically
packaged into 5-pound trays, sealed and stored at 4.4°C.
Tomatoes were held for one day before being shipped by
refrigerated truck to two distributors. Target water tempera-
ture, total chlorine, and hold-times for the bath and flume
were reported by the processor as 1.1°C, 100-130 ppm, and 1-
2 minutes, respectively. Wash water temperatures and chlo-
rine levels were maintained manually whereas the flume
system was chlorinated by an automated system. During
inspection, this system’s pH monitor did not work. Tempera-
ture was measured at 2.20°C.

Tomatoes served in Virginia were processed at the indi-
vidual POS facilities. Whole, uncored tomatoes were washed
and cut by knife or mechanical chopper.
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Conclusions

We report on a large, multistate outbreak caused by S.
Baildon, an unusual Salmonella serotype. The outbreak was
associated with eating raw tomatoes. Because less than
three percent of estimated Salmonella cases are officially
reported nationwide (4,5), this outbreak could have included
3,300 cases.

Raw tomatoes were epidemiologically implicated as the
source of this outbreak. This finding is supported by several
observations. First, eating raw tomatoes was strongly associ-
ated with illness in the case-control studies, and nearly all
patients ate them. Second, these studies were conducted
independently, using different control recruitment strate-
gies. Third, raw tomatoes have a 3-week shelf life, consistent
with the brief occurrence of the outbreak.

That many restaurants across several states were
involved suggests the tomatoes were likely contaminated
early on—at the farm or during packing. Salmonellae can
grow on tomato skin surfaces and infiltrate core tissues dur-
ing tomato harvest, packing, and transportation (6,7). Air
spaces in tomatoes at high field-heat temperatures can con-
strict when submerged in cool water. As air space volume
decreases, water and salmonellae can be drawn (by vacuum
effect) from the dump tank into the fruit through the stem
scar. For these reasons, postharvest process water should be
potable and warmer than the incoming fruit (8).

Once tomatoes are contaminated, elimination of salmo-
nellae can be difficult. While chlorine levels of 200-250 ppm
would be expected to substantially reduce salmonellae (6,7),
even higher levels of chlorine disinfection (320 ppm) did not
eliminate salmonellae from tomatoes in one laboratory study
(6). The efficacy of chlorine against salmonellae depends, in
part, on the location and amount of contamination. Salmo-
nellae inoculated onto stem scars and growth cracks sur-
vived disinfection better than on smooth tomato skins (7).

The grower/packer cooperative we observed had at least
some elements of a hazard analysis critical control point
(HACCP) program for commercial tomato packinghouses (9)
including warm, chlorinated wash water. However, we
observed operations after the outbreak and did not have
access to historic water quality measures (free chlorine, pH,
and temperature). Even if free chlorine levels of 125 ppm

Emerging Infectious Diseases



Dispatches

were maintained, such levels would not be expected to elimi-
nate organisms in stem scars or damaged tomato skin.

Dicing and pooling of contaminated tomatoes in our out-
break may have played a role in amplifying the amount of
contaminated product, just as these were suspected to have
played a role in prior outbreaks (2). The diced tomato proces-
sor we observed in California exposed both whole and diced
tomatoes to chlorine. However, laboratory experiments dem-
onstrated that S. Baildon could survive disinfection with 200
ppm chlorine in diced tomatoes (10). Microorganisms in
tomatoes are highest around the stem scar and central core
(11), where they are less accessible to chlorine (7). Therefore,
the practice of including stem scars and cores in pooled, fin-
ished product could have increased the opportunity for
amplification, especially if the diced tomatoes were later
mishandled. Contamination of internal tissue from the outer
skin and stem scar can also occur during cutting and slicing
(12). Numerous Salmonella serotypes, including our out-
break strain, grow rapidly in cut tomatoes held at room tem-
perature (6,7,10,13). If the involved restaurants maintained
tomatoes at room temperature for extended periods, even
small populations of salmonellae on sliced or diced tomatoes
could have grown rapidly.

While chlorine-based water quality systems may mark-
edly reduce salmonellae contamination, they cannot be
relied upon to eliminate it. A terminal treatment step with
demonstrated effectiveness against Salmonella, such as irra-
diation (14,15), should be considered, particularly since
tomatoes are commonly eaten raw and have now been impli-
cated in three multistate outbreaks.
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