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Online Shopping and Food Safety

Reported by Ms. Janny MA, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

Online shopping has become popular; food/ food
ingredients ranging from raw meats, sashimi to sandwiches
can be delivered to consumers, from Hong Kong or even
abroad, by simply clicking a button. This article addresses the
increasing concerns over the microbiological risk associated
with food purchased online and the importance of effective
control o ensure food safety.

High-risk Foods

Bacteria are ubiquitous in the environment; virtually any
food can harbour bacteria.  While spoilage bacteria cause
taste and smell changes in food which affect the quality,
pathogenic bacteria can cause illness and lead to food safety
problems.

In general, bacteria can grow rapidly (i.e. one bacterium
can double in just 15 minutes and can multiply to over
16 million  within  six
hours!) in high moisture,
high protein foods that
have not been processed
to prevent their growth.
Perishable foods are thus
prone to deterioration
if they are not stored,
refrigerated and handled
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consumption to inactivate any harmful microorganisms that
may be present.

Control Measures

Upon ordering online, food products are delivered to
individual buyers, from miles to thousand miles away. Effective
measures to protect food from cross-contamination and prevent
bacterial growth particularly during long distance transport are
essential to ensure food safety. It is rather difficult for consumers
to verify though.

Food must be adequately protected. Perishable foods such
as meat and pouliry should be wrapped securely to maintain
quality and to prevent meat juices from gefting onto other
foods. Containers for transporting foods should be kept in an
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appropriate state of cleanliness, repair and condition. Effective cleaning
and disinfection should take place between loads if the same container is
used for transporting different foods. Where appropriate, particularly in
bulk transport, containers should be designated and marked for food-use
only and be used only for that purpose.

Noting that inadequate food temperature control is one of the most
common causes of foodborne illness or food spoilage, systems should
be in place to ensure that temperature is controlled effectively i.e. keep
refrigerated foods at 4°C or below, frozen foods at or below -18°C. Pack
perishable foods in an insulated box with a cold source or in a cool bag
to maintain a proper storage environment where necessary. Make sure
perishable foods are not held at 4°C-60°C for a prolonged period i.e. for
more than 4 hours. If they are, they should be discarded.

Key Points to Note:

1. Ready-to-eat perishable foods, regardless they are purchased
online or from traditional retail stores, are of high food safety
risk.

2. Llike those sold in the tradition manner, it is essential to protect
perishable foods sold online from contamination and follow
strict time/ temperature control throughout the supply chain.

3. Food businesses involved in the preparation of food for sale
or the sale of restricted foods such as sashimi, sushi, oysters
to be eaten raw and chilled meat are required to obtain
relevant licences/restricted food permits from the Food and
Environmental Hygiene Department (FEHD).

Advice to the Public

«  Pay attention to the nature and potential risks associated with the
food items if you intend to purchase online. Susceptible populations,
e.g., the elderly, young children, pregnant women and people with
weakened immune systems should take extra precautions.

+  Patronise reliable licensed food premises/holders of restricted food
permits, especially when buying high-risk foods such as oysters to
be eaten raw, sushi and sashimi etc. Ask the operator to provide
information about their licensing status or identity and verify such
information through the website of the FEHD.

Consider whether the high-risk foods purchased online can be kept at
a safe temperature during transportation.

Transactions made outside Hong Kong might be subject to risk. For
instance, the coverage of consumer protection abroad can be different
from that in Hong Kong.

Advice to the Trade

Sale activities online, like in the conventional business mode, are
regulated by relevant legislation in Hong Kong, including food
safety and food business regulations pertaining to the importation,
advertisement and sale of food products.

- All food for sale must be fit for human consumption.

- An import licence from the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) is
required for the importation of chilled/frozen meat or chilled/
frozen poultry meat.

- Application to the CFS for importation of milk, milk beverage or
frozen confection from approved sources of manufacture outside
Hong Kong is also required.

- Ensure the requirements on food labelling under the Food and
Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations (Cap. 132W)
regarding the sale, advertisement and display of food are
complied with, if prepackaged foods are to be sold online.

- Any person who carries on a food importation or distribution
business must register as a food importer or a food distributor
and keep records relating to the movements of food as stipulated
in the Food Safety Ordinance (Cap. 612).

- It is an offence to prepare food for sale without a valid food
factory or other forms of licences issued by the FEHD.

- It is an offence to sell or offer to sell restricted food, such as
chilled/frozen meat, poultry and fish, oysters to be eaten raw,
sushi and sashimi, without relevant permission granted by the
FEHD.
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http://www.fehd.gov.hk/tc_chi/licensing/licence-type.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/english/licensing/licence-type.html
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Reported by Ms. Janny MA, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue, we discussed the nature of fats and oils as well as their
processing. Now let's talk something about the quality and safety concerns
associated with these products.

Quality Concerns

Cooking food with fats and oils not only gives crispy texture and golden
appearance but also brings distinctive
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Acid Value VS Peroxide Value of Fats and Oils

oils may get rancid, accompanying
with “off” flavours and smells, which

BNHEERS  HP  BEma s i i i Ak e =i i i  degrades their quality.

B H E"‘J“%%@%” ‘B HIKR B REIE B B ) & BRI Z & - Currently, there are various ways
E nﬂi i@%ﬁ{_&@ c AV is a measurement of free fatty acidss, including those fo measure the quality of fats cnd”oil.s,
— R - BREABS cleaved from their parent molecules (i.e. triglycerides) by with the common ones include ccn::l
{EERE - RAMEN hydrolysis (water breakdown). value (AV)” and “peroxide value (PV)".
BRI o In general, the.lower the AV and PV, the
b B T2 R BRI B IR ENHEE - SR a7 gy nevc:

mE ~ LR~ ARE PV is an indication of the amount of hydroperoxides (i.e.

The rate of degradation depends on

EEZIERAE - IB5HIE products ofpr/'mary oxidation). various factors such as temperature,

THEREIRE RIS
BHREFERE - AL
ERTMAREE - DHEERKNEAE

LREfEE

BERYPTNEBEBHEBE I RARTXEE
E o mPETRHIRESBME (P12 K Z 2R E
RIS HPTEL -

RUBANEBRHSHABREENARY
2 W5IBURE - KER © DIMERSRRA -
RAFHSNRERR - RERPBEAH - A5
HRREME NRIE - B
FANMRPEEL > NEg
BRAM -~ MR EAMNE
XA -

ESE=HNRE BK
B2 BEH BROM A 5P RO BA AT
B o THHE £ X &K RAIH
PEFFS B E R YERAR
% o It - HRIVERE
DL 85 8 E R R 2
B2 ARHASBE 2N
fEep o

BRYSBMEIN ™
RINEEEI B2 EY MY
HBREEREMEIENE
2E - FREBRE—&
RAGHENEE - B 5
ISR TR & E MV
EE(h#2MERREE30-60%) ©

light, oxygen and moisture. Storing fats

and oils in a dark, cool, dry place is a

way to preserve their quality while some
products have also used antioxidants to delay the onset of rancidity.

Safety Concerns

Currently, there are increasing concerns over metallic contamination in
various foods. Generally speaking, the presence of metallic contaminants
(e.g. arsenic and lead) in fats and oils is mostly due to environmental
contamination.

The main adverse effects in human affer longterm ingestion of arsenic
(inorganic form) are cancer, skin lesions, cardiovascular disease, neurotoxicity
and diabetes. For lead, chronic
exposure can cause neurological
impairment and  reduction  of
intelligence quotient (IQ) in children
and may result in anaemiaq,
increased blood pressure and
kidney damage in adults.

Fortunately, both arsenic and
lead can be removed by oil
refining. Properly refined fats and
oils available in the market should
have low levels of these harmful
contaminants. Besides, there is no
need fo worry about fats and oils in
tin cans as they do not experience
tin migration.

Apart from metallic contaminants,
there is also safety concern over
cerfain vegetable’ oils due to
their high erucic acid levels. In
fact, erucic acid is a naturally
present fatty acid. Early rapesee
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animals found that excessive intake

of erucic acid may damage their
heart tissues, but this link has not yet been established in humans. This has
resulted in the selective breeding o?llow erucic acid varieties.
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Canola is developed from traditional cross breeding of the rapeseed
plant with unwanted traits removed. Hence, canola oil has only low levels
of erucic acid (below 2% total fatty acids), contrary to rapeseed oil which
may contain high levels of erucic acid.

In the next issue, we will take a deeper look on some carcinogenic
chemicals i.e. aflatoxin and benzo(a)pyrene associated with fats and oils.
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Acrylamide in Dark Brown Sugar

It has been reported in Taiwan that some dark brown sugars were
found to contain acrylamide, a potentially carcinogenic substance.
Some were at levels (>1 000pg/kg) comparable to baked and fried
foods. Acrylamide is formed in foods at high temperatures (usually
>120°C) when the free amino acid asparagine reacts with reducin
sugars, especially glucose and fructose. During the production of dori
brown sugars, repeatedly boiling the raw ingredient sugar cane juice
which contains natural asparagine and reducing sugars will cause
acrylamide formation.

Many hightemperature processed foods such as French fries,
crisps, biscuits, breakfast cereals and certain stirfried vegetables
contain relatively high levels (from several hundreds to thousands
of pg/kg) of acrylamide. It is estimated that locally available dark
brown sugars (detected acrylamide level ranged from 28 to 860pg/
kg(;} contrigute to less than 1% of total acrylamide intake in Hong Kon
adults. Comparing to fried vegetables (including fried potatoes) whic
contribute to 52% of acrylamide intake, dark brown sugars are unlikely
a major source of acrylamide.

In preparing beverages or sweet soups, some people may use dark
brown sugars in the belief that they are healthier than granulated white
sugar. The Centre for Food Safety advises consumers to limit the intake
of free sugars including dark brown sugars as excessive sugar intake
may lead to obesity and tooth decay.
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Malachite Green and Fish

Last month, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) announced that two
samples of tinned fried dace were found to contain trace amounts of
malachite green. The Harmful Substances in Food Regulations (Cap.
132AF) do not allow the presence of malachite green in any food sold
in Hong Kong.

Malachite green is an industrial dye used to colour materials such
as silk and paper. Worldwide, malachite green has also been used in
aquaculture for the treatment of parasitic, fungal and protozoan diseases
in fish. However, due to its ability to cause cancer in experimental
animals, major agricultural economies such as the Mainland, the
European Union, Canada and the United States prohibit the use of
malachite green in food fish.

The trade shall ensure that the foods they sell are fit for human
consumption and comply with local legislations. The CFS has informed
the vendor concerned of the irregularity and will continue to follow up
on the incident.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (September 2015) Number

W/ BWE2EZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 105

. AFEH Public Enquiries 126

@EF@1§E 7 &8 Trade Enquiries 230

I{/E_E’ B3R Food Complaints 376
Summary of ERAGHIEER Ropid Alerts o Trade 7
Risk Communication Work HHEBENRWER Food Alerts to Consumers 4
BB R/ ER/ERE/EE Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 37

FEEIEYZ2PORERFTRE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 40
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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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