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Local scientists “say cheese”

Quebecers eat an average 
of 8 kilos (17.64 pounds) 
of cheese annually. 

Despite the seeming diversity 
in markets and grocery stores, 
Canada’s cheese industry is 
dominated by four companies – 
Agropur, Kraft, Parmalat, and 
Saputo. Among them, these 
companies control nearly 80% 
of the national cheese market, 
and all operate at least one pro-
duction facility in Quebec. The 
province also boasts the widest 
range of cheese producers 
and products; Dairy Farmers 
Canada indicates Quebec has 
over 100 cheese producers.

  According to Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada, “Over 
80% of specialty cheeses are 
made in Quebec, and just over 
15% are raw-milk cheeses.” 
These are the soft cheeses made 
from aged, unpasteurized milk, 
the very cheeses that are often 
suspected when people fall ill 
from contaminated cheese. In 
light of the hefty portions we 
ate over the holidays, the QCT 
recently interviewed local 
scientists about the biology of 
cheese and what we actually 
risk by eating “raw” cheese.

Most of Canada’s raw milk cheeses are produced in 
Quebec.

 Raw milk risks
Dr. Josiane Garneau of the 

Quebec ministry of food and 
agriculture was frank. She 
said, “The risk starts with raw 
milk, which has natural micro-
bial flora [naturally occurring 
bacteria, yeasts, etc.]. Some of 
these are beneficial and some 
could be pathogenic (harmful).” 
Among the most common 
pathogens are certain strains 
of Salmonella, Staphylococcus, 
Listeria, and E. coli.  

Dr. Steve Labrie, a re-
searcher in Université Laval’s 
department of food science and 
nutrition, explained how these 
pathogens could persist. He told 
the QCT, “Without adequate 
heating, if pathogenic microor-
ganisms are present in the milk, 
they could find their way to the 
final product and contaminate 
the cheese.” 

In Canada, pasteurization 
standards require that milk be 
heated to a minimum of 72°C 
(161.6°F) for at least 16 seconds. 
Since pasteurizing aims to 
reduce the number of microor-
ganisms, not to eliminate them 
completely, there is a slight risk 
in eating any cheese. In fact, 
Labrie stated, “The risk asso-
ciated with a raw-milk cheese 

that was analyzed and found 
safe at the end of production 
is, theoretically, the same as a 
pasteurized-milk cheese.”

 Managing the risks
Garneau elaborated on the 

provincial standards that help 
ensure raw-milk cheeses are 
safe. She said, “When you make 
raw-milk cheeses, you want 
the best milk quality.” This is 
achieved by controlling the 
health of the dairy cow herd, 
the purity of the water, hygiene 
and sanitation procedures, all 
of which are in place before 
the milk ever becomes cheese. 
Garneau continued, “Special 
provisions exist for soft and 
semi-soft cheeses aged less 
than 60 days. For example, 
producers must use milk within 
24 hours,” and water, milk and 
cheeses used in these products 
must be tested regularly. 

Garneau also noted that the 
microbes essential to making 
cheese, namely lactic acid 
bacteria, are quite different 
from the harmful microbes. 
Labrie clarified the difference, 
saying, “From a scientific point 
of view the pathogens are easily 
identified. However, it is not 
so obvious which species and 
strains have a beneficial impact 

on cheese ripening and flavour 
development.” He continued, 

“For example, some species 
are well known and have been 
used for hundreds of years 
as cultures to initiate milk 
coagulation. But many other 
species, including some yeast 
and some moulds for specialty 
cheeses, develop during the 
cheese ripening and participate 
in the cheese ‘ecosystem,’ and 
these are of interest to today’s 
scientists.”

 As two such scientists, 
Garneau and Labrie play dif-
ferent yet key roles in producing 
the cheese we Quebecers 
know and love. Garneau works 
with provincial inspectors in 
collaboration with cheese pro-
ducers, to plan inspections and 
to organize consultations and 
analyses. Her agency is also re-
sponsible for investigations into 
complaints and food-related 
illnesses. Consumers should 
report any such concerns by 
calling 1 800 463-5023. 

On the other hand, Labrie 
collaborates with other re-
searchers and cheese producers 
of all sizes to answer two basic 
concerns. First, he seeks ways 
to help cheesemakers reduce 
variability from batch to batch. 

And more recently, he has been 
working on ways to ensure the 
safety and quality of cheeses 
made according to new federal 
regulations for reduced salt 
levels in processed foods.  

Both scientists emphasized 
that “the products on the 
shelves right now are already 
considered safe to eat.” While 
Garneau conceded, “Zero risk 
doesn’t exist,” she agreed with 
Labrie, who said, “There’s 
nothing a consumer can do 
to reduce the risk, other than 
follow proper storage and han-
dling rules.” Garneau added, 

“We do recommend that high-
risk people not eat raw-milk 
products,” and perhaps most 

importantly, “The same rules 
concerning refrigeration and 
cross-contamination apply to all 
foods, not just dairy products.” 

Editor’s note: Neither Dr. 
Garneau nor Dr. Labrie were 
able to comment on the recent 
Canadian trade agreement, 
which has generated con-
siderable discussion among 
Quebecers. Dr. Garneau in-
dicated that all public health 
concerns related to imported 
cheeses must be referred to 
the Canadian Food Inspec-
tion Agency, as international 
products are outside the 
jurisdiction of the provincial 
ministry.
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John Ross Matheson, OC 
CD QC (1917 – 2013), a 
Canadian lawyer, judge, 

and politician who helped 
develop both the maple leaf 
flag and the Order of Canada, 
died on December 27, 2013, in 
Kingston, Ontario. 

He is survived by his wife 
Edith Bickley and his six 
children: Duncan, Wendy, 
Jill, Donald, Roderick, and 
Murdoch; 18 grandchildren, 
one great-grandson, and 
his sisters Dorothy Parnell, 
Catherine Carty, and Margaret 
Slemon.

Matheson was born in 
Arundel, Quebec, the eldest 
child of the Reverend Dr. 
Dawson Matheson and his 
wife Gertrude. It is inter-
esting to note that Rev. 
Matheson was the minister 
of Chalmers-Wesley United 
Church in Quebec City from 
1922-1931.

Matheson began training 
at the Royal Military College 
of Canada in 1936 and gradu-
ated from Queen's University 
in 1940. During World War II, 
he served as an officer with 
the 1st Field Regiment, Royal 
Canadian Horse Artillery, 1st 

Canadian Infantry Division in 
Italy, where he was wounded. 
He held honorary militia ap-
pointments with the 30th Field 
Artillery Regiment, Royal Regi-
ment of Canadian Artillery 
from 1972 to 1982. 

Matheson received a Bach-
elor of Laws degree from 
Osgoode Hall Law School, a 
Master of Arts degree from 
Mount Allison University, and 
a Master of Laws degree from 
the University of Western 
Ontario. He was called to the 
Bar of Ontario in 1948 and was 
created a Queen's Counsel in 
1967. He practised law with 
the firm of Matheson, Hend-
erson and Hart in Brockville, 
Ontario. 

Matheson was first elected 
as a Liberal in the Ontario 
riding of Leeds in a by-election 
in 1961 and was re-elected in 
1962, 1963, and 1965. He was 
defeated by only four votes 
in 1968.

During his political tenure, 
Matheson was a leading 
member of the multi-party 
parliamentary committee 
whose mandate was to select a 
new flag design. It was George 
F.G. Stanley's idea that the new 
flag should be red and white, 
and that it should feature the 
single maple leaf. Matheson 
wrote a book, Canada's Flag: 
A Search for a Country, about 
the creation of the new flag. 

A plaque at Royal Military 
College marks the historical 
day. It reads: "Near this Parade 
Square, in March 1964, while 
viewing the College Flag atop 
Mackenzie Building, Col. the 
Hon. G.F.G Stanley, then Dean 
of Arts RMC, first suggested to 
Col. the Hon. J.R. Matheson, 
then MP for Leeds, that the 
RMC College Flag should form 
the basis of the National Flag. 
The two collaborated on a 
design which was ultimately 
approved by Parliament and by 
Royal Proclamation adopted as 
the National Flag of Canada as 
of the 15th of February 1965."

Matheson also played an 
important role in the creation 
of the Order of Canada.

In 1968, he was appointed 
a judge of the Judicial District 
of Ottawa-Carleton. In 1984, 
he was appointed a judge of 
the County Court of Lanark. 
In 1985, he was appointed a 
judge of the District Court of 
Ontario. From 1990 to 1992, he 
was a justice of the Ontario 
Court of Justice.

Judge Matheson received 
many honours:

• In 1993, he was made 
an Officer of the Order of 
Canada.

• In 1999, he was the 
inaugural recipient of the 
Distinguished Service Award 
from the Canadian Association 
of Former Parliamentarians, 
awarded to a former parlia-
mentarians "who has made 
an outstanding contribution to 
the country and its democratic 
institutions."

• Knight of Justice Vener-
able Order of Saint John

• Knight Commander of 
Merit Order of Saint Lazarus

• Canadian Centennial 
Medal (1967)

• Canadian Forces Decora-
tion (1977) 

• Queen Elizabeth II Silver 
Jubilee Medal (1977)

• 125th Anniversary of 
the Confederation of Canada 
Medal (1992)

• Queen Elizabeth II Golden 
Jubilee Medal (2002)

• Queen El i zabeth II 
Diamond Jubi lee Medal 
(2012)

• "Father of Our Flag"
Matheson was a lifelong 

member of the United Church 
of Canada, most recently 
Chalmers United, in Kingston, 
Ontario, where a Celebration 
of Life ceremony will be held 
in the spring of 2014.


