
 

 

Save the Date – March 16, 2015 

10AM – 1PM CST 
Workshop: Whole Genome Sequencing for Food Safety – 

Opportunities and Applications to the Food Industry 

 

 

Synopsis: Whole genome sequencing (WGS) technology has emerged as a new high-resolution tool for 

rapid and accurate differentiation and tracing of foodborne pathogens to their sources of contamination to 

facilitate implementation of adequate food safety control measures. The FDA has created an integrated 

pilot network of state and federal laboratories to use WGS to enhance trace back of foodborne 

pathogens. Known as GenomeTrakr, the network is creating a publically available, global database 

containing the genetic makeup of thousands of foodborne disease-causing bacteria including Salmonella, 

Listeria, E. coli and other common foodborne pathogens. The WGS initiative is impacting regulatory 

science in FDA’s Foods Program. This workshop will provide an opportunity for the food industry to learn 

about the latest development of the WGS technology, and discuss how the food industry can benefit from 

these new capabilities. An Industry Working Group is expected to be established as one of the outcomes 

of the workshop to facilitate the use of WGS technology benefiting the food industry. 

 

 

What to expect: The workshop will feature speakers from the FDA, academia and the food industry: 

• Overview and current status of WGS technology 

• Whole genome database of foodborne pathogens and benefits to the food industry 

• Industry perspective on use of the WGS technology 

• Role of IFSH and Industry Working Group  

 

 

Who should attend: This workshop is for food safety professionals from industry, academia and 

government in food processing, food safety, quality assurance, regulatory functions, public health 

administration, and those involved in developing or using pathogen detection equipment and methods.  

 

 

Location: The workshop will be hosted at the Institute for Food Safety and Health, Bedford Park, IL. 

Face-to-face attendance of the workshop is encouraged. The workshop will also be available through 

webinar, but space is limited.   

 

 

Contact: Haley Tomlinson at htomlin2@iit.edu or (708) 563-8278 for additional information. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

AGENDA  

 

Whole Genome Sequencing for Food Safety – 

Opportunities and Applications to the Food Industry  

 

MARCH 16, 2015 at 10AM-1PM (CST) 

 

TIME:   TOPIC: 

 
10:00-10:10am  Welcome 

Robert Brackett - IIT VICE PRESIDENT AND IFSH DIRECTOR 
Institute for Food Safety and Health 

 

10:10-10:40am  A New Approach for Pathogen Source Tracking to Benefit the Food Industry 

   Marc Allard - SENIOR BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH SERVICES  
Eric Brown - DIRECTOR, DIVISION OF MICROBIOLOGY 

FDA-CFSAN 

 
10:40-11:10am  Opportunities and Challenges of Whole-Genome Sequencing –  

Application in the Food Industry 
  Leen Baert - MICROBIAL & MOLECULAR ANALYTICS 

 David Clifford - FOOD SAFETY EXPERT FOR NESTLE ZONE AMERICAS  

Nestle 
 
 

11:10-11:40am  Application of WGS during Industry Environmental Monitoring Investigations –  

   A Case Study 

   Bala Kottapalli - PRINCIPAL MICROBIOLOGIST 

ConAgra Foods 
 
 

11:40-12:10pm  Sequencing the Food Supply Chain 
Niina Haiminen- RESEARCH SCIENTIST: COMPUTATIONAL BIOLOGY 
IBM  

 
 
12:10-12:30pm  Industry Working Group and the Role of IFSH 

   Robert Brackett - IIT VICE PRESIDENT AND IFSH DIRECTOR 
Wei Zhang- ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF FOOD MICROBIOLOGY 

   Institute for Food Safety and Health 
 
 
12:30- 1:00pm  Round Table Discussion 
   All 
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Whole Genome Sequencing for Food Safety – 

Opportunities and Applications to the Food Industry  
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Dr. Brackett serves as Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT) Vice President and Director of the Institute for Food Safety 
and Health (IFSH). In this capacity, he serves on the IIT administrative leadership team, as well as directs the 
scientific and educational programs at IFSH. With nearly 30 years of experience in scientific research in industry, 
government and academia Dr. Brackett most recently served as Senior Vice President and Chief Science and 
Regulatory Officer for the Washington D.C. based Grocery Manufacturers Association (GMA), a position he held from 
2007 to 2010.Prior to his position at GMA, he worked at the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s Center for Food 
Safety and Applied Nutrition (FDA CFSAN), where he started as a senior microbiologist in the Office of Plant and 
Dairy Foods and Beverages in 2000. After several promotions, Dr. Brackett was appointed CFSAN Director, where 
from 2004-2007 he provided executive leadership to CFSAN’s development and implementation of programs and 
policies relative to the composition, quality, safety and labeling of foods, food and color additives, dietary 
supplements and cosmetics. Earlier in his career, Dr. Brackett held professorial positions with North Carolina State 
University in Raleigh, and the University of Georgia. Dr. Brackett is a fellow in the International Association for Food 
Protection and American Academy of Microbiology and a member of the International Association for Food 
Protection, Institute of Food Technologists, and the American Society for Microbiology. He has been honored with the 
FDA Award of Merit, the International Association for Food Protection's President’s Appreciation Award, and most 
recently, the William C. Frazier Food Microbiology Award.  Dr. Brackett received his doctorate in food microbiology 
from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Marc W. Allard received his Ph.D. in biology in 1990 from Harvard University (Cambridge, MA).  Dr. Allard was the 
Louis Weintraub Associate Professor of Biology (and Genetics) at George Washington University (Washington, DC) 
for 14 years from 1994 to 2008.  He has had appointments to the Visiting Scientists Program both at the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation’s Counterterrorism and Forensic Science Research Unit (CTFSRU) and in the Chem.-Bio. 
Sciences Unit (CBSU) for approximately 8 years, where he assisted in the anthrax investigations as well as in human 
genetics data-basing.  Dr. Allard joined the Division of Microbiology in FDA’s Office of Regulatory Science in 2008 
where he uses DNA sequence information from the genomes of foodborne pathogens to identify unique single 
nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPsto enable the rapid identification and characterization of bacterial strains, particularly 
Salmonella, E. coli, Shigella and Listeria.  Dr. Allard was recently promoted to Senior Biomedical Research Services 
and he specializes in both phylogenetic analysis, as well as the biochemical laboratory methods which generate this 
genetic information. 

Marc W. Allard 

SENIOR BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH SERVICES  

FDA CFSAN  

 

Robert E. Brackett 

IIT VICE PRESIDENT AND IFSH DIRECTOR 

Illinois Institute of Technology  
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Dr. Brown has been with the Food and Drug Administration’s Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition (CFSAN) 

since 1999 and currently serves as Director of the Division of Microbiology in the Office of Regulatory Science. Here, 

he oversees a group of 60 food safety microbiology researchers and support scientists engaged in a multi-parameter 

research program to develop and apply microbiological and molecular genetic strategies for detecting, identifying, 

and differentiating bacterial foodborne pathogens such as Salmonella and shiga-toxin producing E. coli.  Recently, his 

laboratory has been instrumental in adapting next-generation sequencing technologies to augment foodborne 

outbreak investigations and to ensure preventive control and compliance standards at the FDA including the 

establishment of the GenomeTrakr pilot whole-genome sequencing network for food safety. Dr. Brown received his 

M.S. in Microbiology from the National Cancer Institute/Hood College joint program in the biomedical sciences in 

1993 and his Ph.D. in Microbial Genetics from The Department of Biological Sciences at The George Washington 

University in 1997.  He has conducted research in microbial evolution and genetics as a research fellow at the 

National Institutes of Health, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and as an Assistant Professor of Microbiology at 

Loyola University of Chicago. He has been a member of the American Society for Microbiology since 1994 and has 

co-authored more than 100 refereed publications and book chapters on the molecular differentiation and evolutionary 

genetics of bacterial pathogens.  

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Leen Baert has obtained her PhD in Applied Biological Sciences in 2009 at Ghent University, Belgium on the topic 

“Detection and inactivation strategies of foodborne viruses”.  She continued as post-doctoral fellowship at Ghent 

University, Laboratory of Food Microbiology and Food Preservation until 2011. In 2011, she started to work at the 

Nestlé Research Center in Lausanne, Switzerland as a scientist in the Microbial & Molecular Analytics group. Her 

main activities are developing and evaluating molecular detection methods for microbial targets. 

 

 

 

 

Eric W. Brown 

DIRECTOR, DIVISION OF MICROBIOLOGY 

FDA CFSAN  

 

Leen Baert  

MICROBIAL & MOLECULAR ANALYTICS 

Nestlé 
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David Clifford has a degree in microbiology from The Ohio State University, along with an MBA. He began his career 

with Nestle in 1988 as a microbiologist in the Nestle Quality Assurance Laboratory Dublin, Ohio. During his 26 years 

with Nestle, he has worked in several areas including a food safety microbiology research mission at Nestle 

Research Center Lausanne Switzerland, several food safety/quality operational roles in various US sites producing 

chocolate, confectionary, powdered beverage, and ice cream products, and a corporate food safety role responsible 

for HACCP, pathogen monitoring programs, and food allergens. In 2011, David moved into a role as food safety 

expert for Nestle Zone Americas and global lead for HACCP. His focus remains HACCP and food safety support 

programs including pathogen monitoring, food allergens, and foreign body prevention. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Dr. Bala Kottapalli is a Principal Microbiologist at ConAgra Foods, Inc. in the Enterprise Microbiology Division, 
providing microbiological support for low moisture foods and bakery operations. Prior to joining ConAgra Foods, Dr. 
Kottapalli worked as a Senior Scientist at Kraft Foods in the Food Safety & Microbiology Division from December 
2008-April 2012.  During his term at Kraft Foods he provided microbiological support for Biscuit and Bars operations. 
Dr. Kottapalli also worked as a Microbiologist/Lab Manager at the Institute for Environmental Health, Inc. (IEH), 
Seattle, Washington for 4 years. He obtained his Ph.D. in ¬Food Safety and M.S. in Cereal Science, as well as a 
minor in Statistics from North Dakota State University, Fargo, North Dakota. He also has Masters Degree in Applied 
Statistics from Penn State University. He obtained his B.S. degree in Dairy Engineering/Technology from Osmania 
University, India. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

David Clifford  

FOOD SAFETY EXPERT FOR NESTLE ZONE AMERICAS  

Nestlé 

 

Bala Kottapalli  

PRINCIPAL MICROBIOLOGIST 

ConAgra Foods 
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Dr. Niina Haiminen is a Research Scientist at the IBM Research Computational Genomics group, managed by Dr. 
Laxmi Parida. Her research focuses on computational methods for analyzing various types of biological data, from 
gene expression profiles to genome assembly and comparative genomics. Niina’s expertise lies in algorithm design 
and analysis, applied to genomic data. She is currently applying her skills in the context of discovering differentially 
expressed genes during plant stress conditions and differentially abundant species in metagenomics samples, trait 
mapping in plant populations, and designing population-genetic simulations. These projects have already resulted in 
several publications and software tools, specifically iXora for trait mapping and visualization, RoDEO for differential 
gene expression and species abundance, and SimBA for simulating populations. Highlights of Niina’s research 
contributions include numerous peer-reviewed publications, including one in Genome Biology on the Cacao Genome 
Project, and several talks in international conferences. Niina received her PhD in Computer Science in 2008 under 
the supervision of Prof. Heikki Mannila at University of Helsinki, Finland, where she focused on algorithmic data 
mining with applications in biological sequence analysis. Niina joined IBM Research in 2008 as a Post-Doctoral 
Researcher, and was awarded a permanent Research Scientist position in 2011. Her current responsibilities also 
include co-chairing the Computational Biology Professional Interest Community at IBM Research. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Dr. Wei Zhang is an Associate Professor of Food Science at the Institute for Food Safety and Nutrition (IFSH) of the 
Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT). Dr. Zhang received his PhD in food science at Penn State University. He has 
served as the principle investigator of more than $4 million US federal grants, including three from USDA NIFA 
foundational program in food safety.  Dr. Zhang’s research focuses on molecular biology, genomics, epidemiology 
and pathogenesis of foodborne bacterial pathogens, aiming at better understanding the molecular mechanisms that 
allow bacteria to colonize food processing environments, survive or grow in various food products, and eventually 
transmit to and infect humans. Dr. Zhang has published in top-tier genomics journals including PNAS, Genome 
Research, and BMC Genomics. He is the editor of Genomic of Foodborne Bacterial Pathogens and serves on the 
editorial boards for Food Microbiology and Applied and Environmental Microbiology. 

 

Niina Haiminen  

RESEARCH SCIENTIST: COMPUTATIONAL BIOLOGY 

IBM Research 

 

Wei Zhang 

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF FOOD MICROBIOLOGY  

Illinois Institute of Technology 

 




