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Ensure that frozen food is kept at -18°C or below by checking the
temperature with a thermometer placed inside the freezer.
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Reported by Dr. Anna TANG and Dr. John LUM, Scientific Officers,
Risk Communication Section,
Centre for Food Safety

Recently, there have been concerns as to whether frozen
foods kept for long durations are safe for consumption. This
article looks into various issues of freezing and food safety.

Freezing as a Means of Food Preservation

Freezing is a common way fo preserve raw meat or
cooked food for later consumption. The freezing temperature
(-18°C or below) inhibits the
growth of microbes (e.g.
bacteria, yeasts and moulds,
including pathogens) which
may otherwise cause the
food to spoil or be unsafe for
consumption. As such, food
stored at a stably maintained
freezing temperature could
be kept safe for a prolonged
period of time. The US
Department of Agriculture
opines that food safety of
properly stored frozen food
could last almost indefinitely!
Although freezing keeps the
food safe for consumption,
the organoleptic quality of
the food may deteriorate upon long-term freezing. There may
be changes in meat texture, fat can crumble and meat colour
may also change because freezing slows down but does not
totally stop the actions of certain enzymes naturally present in
animals and vegetables which would cause food components
to degrade or oxidise.
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Freezer Storage Duration

Although freezing can keep food safe for a very long
period, the food industry will not label the storage time of
frozen food as indefinite. The quality of food also needs to
be considered when determining the storage duration. The
storage duration for frozen food (usually in terms of months
or years) is usually set out as a quality indicator. The duration
may be reduced if the freezer temperature cannot reach
-18°C or fluctuates to above -18°C.

Proper Thawing to Ensure Food Safety

Frozen food should be thawed properly to ensure food
safety. Although the growth of microorganisms is inhibited
when frozen, they may not be killed and may become active
again when food is thawed. Therefore, food should not be
thawed at room temperature because the process will take
a long time and microorganisms, including pathogens, can
multiply before the food is entirely defrosted. This may render
frozen cooked food or frozen ready-to-eat food unsafe and
increase the risk of cross-contamination by frozen raw food.
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under cold running water, or in a microwave oven. Frozen food thawed
under cold running water or in a microwave oven has to be cooked
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immediately after thawing. Refreezing of thawed food is generally not
recommended, unless the warmest temperature of the thawed food
is still kept below 4°C. Once thawed, the food becomes perishable
again and should be prepared as intended and consumed as soon as
possible.

Best Practices in the Cold Chain

For traders, good temperature control is essential along the cold
chain (include receiving, processing, storage, transport, distribution
and retailing) for maintaining the safety and quality of frozen food.
Temperature should be monitored along the cold chain in order to ensure
that a freezing temperature is maintained, within permitted tolerances
which do not affect safety and quality. The Codex Code of Practice
for the Processing and Handling of Quick Frozen Foods (CAC/RCP
8-1976) provides guidance on the processing and handling of frozen
food to help ensure product safety. The trade is also reminded to observe
good hygienic and good manufacturing practices and to develop a
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP) programme for
each operation in the cold chain.

The import of meat and pouliry (including frozen products) requires
an import licence under the Import and Export Ordinance (Cap. 60).
Trade members are reminded to ensure that there are relevant health
certificates for all meat and poultry imported under the Imported Game,
Meat and Poultry Regulations of the Public Health and Municipal Services
Ordinance (Cap. 132) and that the record keeping requirement is met
under the Food Safety Ordinance (Cap. 612).

Key Points to Note:

«  Frozen food can be kept safe for extended periods if
handled properly and stored constantly at -18°C or below.

+  The quality of frozen food may diminish with increasing
storage time as deterioration continues to take place at a
slow rate.

«  Frozen food should not be thawed at room temperature
because the process will take a long time and pathogens
can multiply before the food is entirely defrosted.

Advice to the Trade

1. Ensure good temperature control along the cold chain to maintain
the safety and quality of frozen food.

2. Display frozen food for sale inside freezer cabinets with proper
temperature control at -18°C or below.

3. Follow firstinirst-out rule for sale and for food preparation.
Advice to Consumers
1. Purchase frozen food offered for sale in freezer cabinets.

2. Use thermometers to monitor the temperature of the home freezer
compartment to ensure that frozen food is kept at -18°C or below.

3. Thaw frozen food in a refrigerator (0° - 4°C). For faster thawing,
food can be thawed under cold running water or in a microwave
oven, but the food has to be cooked immediately after thawing.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (July 2015) Number

EH/BYMLEMEZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 117

’EB@1§E AREA Public Enquiries 81
Iﬂ;_%&a ¥R EH Trade Enquiries 270
Summary Of R#EF Food Complaints 308
Risk Communication Work EERIOKEER Ropid Alerts to Trade 2
HBEENRYER Food Alerts to Consumers 2

HEMEIR/EHE/ERE/5E Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 49

EFEBIRYLEHOAERIFEE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 57



http://www.codexalimentarius.org/download/standards/285/CXP_008e.pdf
http://www.codexalimentarius.org/download/standards/285/CXP_008c.pdf
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Monosodium Glutamate (MSG): Use it or Loathe it? (Part )

Reported by Ms. Michelle CHAN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue, we discussed the nature, uses and food safety of monosodium
glutamate (MSG). In this issue, let us look into the role of MSG in sodium intake
and labelling issues of MSG.

Use MSG as One of the Possible Ways to Reduce the Need for Salt

From a culinary perspective, salt (sodium chloride) has its desirable
properties including enhancing the positive sensory attributes of food. However,
as a major sodium contributor in diet, the amount of salt added to food should
be controlled because excessive sodium intake is associated with increased risk
of hypertension, stroke and cardiovascular diseases. While abrupt absence of
salt in food can make food less appealing, reduction of dietary sodium intake
relies on modification of the salt taste. Besides gradual reduction of salt in food,
other possible strategies include, but are not limited to, modification of size of salt
particles, use of salt substitutes and replacement of salt with ingredients having
other flavours. In addition to herbs and spices, MSG is another example of
flavour enhancer to replace some of the salt in food.

Salt Versus MSG

You may be aware that both salt and MSG are sodium-containing
compounds. Comparing to salt, MSG contains one-third the amount of sodium
as its counterpart. Whilst salt contains about 39 per cent sodium, MSG contains
about 12 per cent sodium.

As a flavour enhancer, MSG imparts “umami” taste as well as a salt taste
to food. When used in combination with a small amount of salt during food
preparation, MSG has been reported to reduce the total amount of sodium in a
recipe by 20 to 40 per cent. Studies have shown that it is possible to maintain
food palatability with a lowered overall sodium level when MSG iis substituted for
some of the salt in soups. In those cases, the amount of MSG added to food is
less than the quantity of salt being removed from it.

Nevertheless, same as salt and other sodium containing seasonings, MSG
is a source of sodium in our diet. While small amounts of MSG can be used
as flavour enhancer in some kinds of food, for example, not more than one
teaspoon of MSG per kilogram of meat or half teaspoon per four to six servings
of vegetables, adding more contributes litle or no improvement in taste. All
in all, from both health and technological points of view, if MSG is added to
food, a minimum amount of MSG should be used to serve its flavour-enhancing
properties.

Labelling of MSG
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class (flavour enhancer) in the
ingredient list on the food label.

Glutamic acid and its salts
including MSG can naturally
occur in ingredients such as
hydrolysed vegetable protein,
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Different labelling formats of monosodium glutamate

autolysed yeast, yeast extract,
efc. If any of these names show
up in the ingredient list, you will
know that glutamate-containing ingredients are present in the food.
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The food trade is required by local regulation to make sure that
information on the food label is accurate and not misleading. Food
that contains added or naturally occurring MSG should not make “No
MSG” claim. As “No added MSG” claim may leave the consumers
with the impression that MSG is not present in the food, such a claim is
undesirable for food with ingredients that naturally contain MSG.

Advice to the Trade

1. Reformulate products with
seasonings.

less salt and sodium-containing

2. On occasion that MSG is added to replace some salt in food, use
it in accordance with Good Manufacturing Practice to limit the
quantity to the lowest level for achieving flavour-enhancing effect.

3. Observe the regulatory requirement under the local legislation on

labelling of food additives including MSG.
Adyvice to the Public

1. Reduce the amount of salt/sodium-containing seasonings added to
food when cooking and at the table.

2. Consider using herbs and spices (e.g. chili, ginger) and glutamate-
rich ingredients (e.g. tomato, mushroom) to enhance the flavour of
food.

3. Read the food label to make informed choices.
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Anything Wrong with “Weird-looking” Fruits?

From time to time, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) receives
enquiries regarding whether certain “weird-looking” fruits such as melon
with “hollow-heart”, peach with split stone, lychee with crack shell, efc.
are safe to eat. In fact, many of these are physiological changes or
disorders of fruits which may be caused by growing conditions such as
inappropriate levels of water, light, temperature and nutrients. They
may look strange to some but are safe to eat.

On the other hand, rotten fruits usually have obvious signs such
as unpleasant odour or taste along with bruises and blemishes, mould
and slimy patches, breakdown of plant tissue or flesh and/or water-
soaked lesions.  Although not all rotten fruits contain pathogenic
organisms or toxins, they are undesirable for consumption as there are
varying degrees of deterioration in nutritional values and organoleptic
properties. It is advisable to discard rotten fruits.

The CFS reminds the trade and the public to adopt good stock
management to keep fruits fresh before consumption.
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Microbiological Quality of Sushi and Sashimi
Last month, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)

released the report on the microbiological quality of
sushi and sashimi. Whilst none of the 197 samples
: had any food safety problems, four were found
Y unsatisfactory regarding the hygienic indicators.

Proper acidification of cooked rice to pH
4.6 or below is known to inhibit the growth of
pathogenic bacteria, particularly Bacillus cereus.
The sushi rice of all but two samples was at pH 4.6
or below.

The CFS advises people with weakened
immunity, the elderly, pregnant women and young
children who are at higher risk for foodborne
ilinesses to avoid eating sashimi or sushi with raw

wetvwnis, "= For undercooked ingredients. The CFS also urges
T the trade to observe the Microbiological Guidelines

pHistrips

for Food and to keep sushi and sashimi at 4°C or
below, and to discard the sushi displayed at above
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Some tools for measuring pH of sushi rice

4°C for over four hours. Food handlers are advised
to check the pH value of acidified rice with the aim
to achieve a pH value of 4.6 or below.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: htp://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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