Listeriosis deaths in UK reach eight-year high as cases rise sharply in vulnerable groups
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Health officials are raising alarms over the rising incidence of listeriosis, a food-borne infection linked to 28 fatalities in the UK last year—marking the highest death toll from this disease in eight years. The UK Health and Security Agency (UKHSA) reported a total of 179 cases in 2024. The statistics highlight a serious public health concern, particularly for vulnerable populations, including the elderly, pregnant women, and individuals with weakened immune systems.
Listeriosis, caused by the bacterium Listeria monocytogenes, is often contracted through consuming contaminated foods. The primary culprits include cold and cured meats, smoked fish, and mouldy cheeses such as camembert and brie, alongside pre-packaged sandwiches. While many people experience mild symptoms, which may include gastrointestinal discomfort, fever, and headaches, the disease can lead to severe illness or death, especially among at-risk groups.
Vanessa Wong, a consultant with the UKHSA, noted, "Listeriosis is a rare infection and most people only experience mild symptoms of gastroenteritis that usually pass within a few days without the need for treatment." However, the situation can escalate dramatically for vulnerable individuals, necessitating stricter food safety measures and awareness.
Recent data reveals that the trend is concerning: a 12.7% increase in listeriosis cases has been observed in England and Wales, with individuals aged 80 and over bearing the brunt. Of note, about 16% of pregnancy-associated infections have resulted in stillbirth or miscarriage, underscoring the gravity of the threat to pregnant women. The South West region has recorded the highest incidence, with 0.38 cases per 100,000 population, while Wales remains relatively unaffected, reporting 0.13 cases per 100,000.
A specific concern is the increased detection of Listeria monocytogenes in smoked fish products, which research indicates poses a significant risk for invasive listeriosis. Investigations into outbreaks have revealed that semi-soft cheeses and beef products, alongside smoked fish, have been linked to many cases. This sustained rise since 2020 has prompted health authorities to issue guidance aimed primarily at older adults and those with compromised immune systems, advising the thorough cooking of smoked fish before consumption.
In response to the rising threat, health agencies are urging heightened vigilance, especially among vulnerable groups. Recommendations include practising good food hygiene and exercising caution with high-risk foods. The safety message is clear: maintaining proper storage and consumption habits is vital in preventing this severe infection. The importance of adhering to use-by dates and carefully following specific dietary guidelines cannot be overstated to mitigate the risk surrounding listeriosis.
Amidst growing concerns about food safety, public health officials like Wong reiterate the importance of education on risks associated with certain foods. As instances of listeriosis continue to climb, only through enhanced awareness and preventive measures can the frequency of this potentially deadly infection be curbed. 
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