
COUGHS, colds and stomach vir-
uses are being sPread through res-

taurants, cafei and takeawaY shoPs
this winter bY emPloYees who are

being pressur-ed inio working while
thev are sick.

The NSW Food authoritY has
investiqated several reports of busi-
nesses"suspected of allowing staff
with svmptoms of gastroenteritis,
such as vomiting and diarrhoea, to
handle food or serye customers.
Gastric viruses are generally trans-
mitted through touch, while respir-
atory bugs 

-are also carried in
droplets in the air.

The concerns have PromPted the
state government to set up a hotline
where members of the Public or
emplovees can anonymouslY voice
conceins about businesses that may
be harbouring illnesses.

The Primary Industries Minister,
Steve Whan, siid emPloYers who did
not send sick workers home were in
breach ofthe Food Standards Code.

"'lf vou're crook, don't cook' is a
eood basic rule to apply in the work-
ilace," he said. "The NSW Food
Authoriw is aware of cases where
staff hav'b been asked to work when
thev were sick, or have not told their
suo'ervisor they were sick."

MrWhan said one sickworkerhad
the potential to infect hundreds, if
not ihousands, of People.

Robert BooY, a virologist at the
University of SydneY and the Chil-
dren's Hospitai at Westmead, said
that people with serious gastro-

would bii physicallY incaPable of
working through the sYmPtoms' so

the coicern is for those with a

"lower viral load".
"For the infection to transmit, it

can either pass in droplets through
the air - within a metre of someone
else - or bv handshaking."

He said it was far less likelY for
viruses to transmit through utensils
or food, although the sYmPtoms.of
food poisoning and gastro can easily
be confused. Viruses have a short
incubation period, usuallY one- to
two davs, and the sYmPtoms can last
anywh-ere from a few hours to a

couple of days.
"Once you're without symptoms

the amount of virus in the bodY is
relatively low and you're unlikely to
infect someone."

Mr Whan advised workers who
have had viruses to refrain from pre-
paring food for 48 hours after their
svmDtoms end.
' Tlie chief executive of Restaurant

and Catering Australia, John Hart,
said members took a serious
aDproach to food safetY but he
asreed small businesses faced added
o"..rsut. when staff become sick.
^ 'Absenteeism is a big Problem
because we are a labour-intensive
[industryl and a greater proportiort
of what we do is wage cost. If PeoPle
are taking all of their sick days..in a

veil it can take uP a huge cost."- Mr Hart said some restaurants
required their employees to have flu
vaicinations and regular health
checks.

Restaurants that fail to comPlY
with the Food Standards Code could
find themselves on the Food Author-
ity's name-and-shame list. In the
oast week, 25 new PenaltY notices
were issued to nine businesses.
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Bad haircuts, dodgy restaurant meals,
pesky telemarketers - Queenslanders
should know their rights. The consumer
people at Ghoice offer some advice

Meal let-down
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