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Centre for Food Safety

Last week, media reported that some local restaurants
prepared and sold ready-fo-eat raw drunken/marinated crabs,
shrimps, cockles and the like, albeit without a restricted food
permit from the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department (FEHD)
for selling sushi and sashimi (see Figure). In Hong Kong,
consumption of raw aquatic food products has been considered

one of the causes of food poisoning.
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Special Endorsement:

The licensee shall exhibit a sign indicating that the

premises have been licensed, with special endorsement
(if any), at a conspicuous place near the main entrance

of the licensed premises.
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FEHD licence with special endorsement for sale of sushi and sashimi
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Hazards Associated with Raw Aquatic Food
Products

Parasites

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations, parasites are more likely to be present
in wild caught aquatic animals and certain aquaculture fish if
the fish is not fed exclusively on a diet free of parasites. The
parasites that are of most concern include flukes (liver flukes and
lung flukes), roundworms (e.g. Angiostrongylus canfonensis)
and tapeworms (e.g. Diphyllobothrium spp.). Some freshwater
crabs and snails are known to be infected with lung flukes and
roundworms respectively while fish may be infected with liver
flukes and tapeworms.

Bacteria and Viruses

The harmful microorganisms of concern include both
bacteria (e.g. Vibrio parahaemolyticus (VP) and Vibrio cholerae
(VC)) and viruses (e.g. norovirus). VP occurs naturally in
seawater (estuaries and coastal areas). Hence, some seafood is
inevitably contaminated with VP. On the other hand, VC can live
in both saltwater and freshwater such as rivers. In Hong Kong,
norovirus is a prevalent foodborne virus that is commonly found
in polluted seawater and shellfish living in polluted areas is easily
contaminated.

Public Health Significance

Roundworms may embed in the intestinal wall and cause
nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, and severe abdominal pain and
sometimes may penetrate the intestine. Tapeworms, which may
grow to many feet in length, can cause abdominal swelling and
abdominal cramps and may lead to weight loss and vitamin
B12 deficiency anaemia. Heavy aggregates of parasitic worms
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can also cause intestinal blockage, particularly in small children. Besides
causing abdominal discomfort and diarrhoea, liver flukes and lung flukes
may migrate to the liver and lung respectively and sometimes lead to serious
complications in other vital organs such as hearts and brains.

VP is amongst the top food poisoning agents in Hong Kong.
Symptoms include abdominal pain, diarrhoea, vomiting and sometimes
mild fever. Cholera, an acute diarrhoeal disease, is caused by the bacterium
VC. Although not commonly reported nowadays in Hong Kong, cholera
can cause profuse diarrhoea and, without prompt treatment, may lead to
dehydration and death. Worldwide, norovirus is recognised as the most
important cause of non-bacterial outbreaks of gastroenteritis. Consumption
of contaminated raw oysters is an important cause of norovirus infection
locally. Symptoms may include nausea, vomiting, non-bloody diarrhoea
and abdominal cramps. Secondary person to person spread may occur.

Preventive Measures

1. Avoid consuming raw marinated aquatic food products

Raw fish and crabs may contain harmful bacteria and parasites while
shellfish are more commonly contaminated with harmful bacteria and
viruses. Using ingredients such as wine, vinegar, soy sauce, garlic, chilli to
marinate fish and crabs cannot effectively kill harmful microorganisms and
parasites. Hence, marinated raw crabs (e.g. drunken crabs), raw fish (e.g.
ceviche), raw shrimps (e.g. Thai-style shrimp sashimi) and raw cockles
(e.g. drunken cockles) have been reported to cause food poisoning.

2. Avoid consuming undercooked aquatic food products

In some regions, light-cooking (or quick-boiling) of shellfish such as
cockles is claimed to be able to keep the fine flavour of the shellfish.
However, consumption of undercooked shellfish is also a cause of food
poisoning because lightcooking cannot effectively destroy harmful
microorganisms and parasites.
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In South Korea, nationwide survey data showed that infection caused by the lung fluke had been common in 1960s, becoming less prevalent in

the 1990s, but has re-emerged since 2000s.
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In the summer of 2006, over 130 people in Beijing were infected with parasitic roundworms (i.e. Angiostrongylus cantonensis) after eating

undercooked snails.
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In 1988, over 290 000 cases of Hepatitis A were reported in Shanghai due to the consumption of raw or partially cooked cockles.
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Cooking aquatic products thoroughly is the only way to
prevent diseases caused by harmful microorganisms and parasites.

Regulatory Control

In Hong Kong, food premises holding a general restaurant or food
factory licence have to obtain relevant permission from FEHD in the form
of endorsement onto the licence for manufacturing and sale of sushi and
sashimi. Others who want to sell but not manufacture sushi and sashimi also
need to obtain a restricted food permit. No matter selling of restricted food
online or by traditional means, operators should, with regard to their mode
of operation and the types of restricted food offered for sale, obtain relevant
licences/permits as required by the law.

Key Points to Note:

1. Marinating raw aquatic food products with wine, vinegar, etc.
cannot effectively kill bacteria and parasites.

2. Cooking aquatic food products thoroughly is the only way
to prevent diseases caused by harmful microorganisms and
parasites.

3. Food premises holding a general restaurant or food factory
licence have to obtain special endorsement for manufacturing and
sale of sushi and sashimi.

Advice to the Trade

Ensure that the products are fit for consumption and in compliance with
relevant legislative requirements.

Obtain relevant licence/permit from FEHD for manufacturing and/or
sale of sushi and sashimi.

Avoid serving raw or partially cooked crabs, snails, cockles and the like.
Advice to the Public
Avoid eating raw or partially cooked crabs, snails, cockles and the like.

Check whether the premises have a FEHD licence or permit for sale of
sashimi and sushi before patronising or ordering.
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Putting an Effective Food Safety System in Place
— HACCP for Food Businesses
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Reported by Dr. Anna S.P. TANG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section,
Centre for Food Safety

Following from the last article on the background and principles of the
HACCP (Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point) system, let's move on to see how
this effective system may be implemented in food businesses to enhance and
improve food safety.

Applying the HACCP System in Food Businesses

Prevention is better than cure: HACCP adopts a preventive and proactive
approach to anticipate the occurrence of potential problems during the food
production process and to implement measures designed to prevent the occurrence
of these problems. The prime objective of implementing HACCP systems in food
businesses is to provide efficient and cost-effective arrangements governing safe
and hygienic production, storage, transportation and handling of food.

What are the Pre-requisites for Implementing HACCP?

An effective implementation of a prerequisite programme (PRP) can facilitate
introduction of HACCP in food businesses. PRP may be in the form of Good
Manufacturing Practices (GMP) and Sanitation Standard Operating Procedures
(SSOP). PRP includes some basic activities such as: supplier management, cleaning
and sanitation, control of operation and transportation, environmental hygiene,
personal hygiene, pest control, staff training and management of traceability
system, efc. In the local situation, many elements of the PRP have been covered in
the licensing requirements, licensing conditions, and Food Hygiene Code.

Preliminary Tasks in the Development of HACCP

In the development of a HACCP plan, five preliminary tasks need to be
accomplished before the application of the HACCP principles to a specific product
and process.

1. Assemble a HACCP feam:
The first step is to establish
a HACCP team consisting
of individuals who have
specific  knowledge and
expertise of the product
and process.  Staff with
good knowledge of food
safety and hygiene such as
the food hygiene manager
may assemble and lead a
team of staff from different
job roles familiar with the
daily operation. This team
will  develop o HACCP
plan based on the potential
biological, chemical and
physical hazards associated
with the product and the
process.

ARG AR
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2. Describe the food product
and its distribution: The
HACCP team first describes
the food and takes stock of
their own products, and develops an understanding of the work flow including the
processing methods and the temperature at which the food is to be distributed.

3. Describe the consumers and use of the food: This step involves describing
the normal expected use of the food and the intended consumers who may
be the general public or a particular population (e.g. infants, school children,
immunocompromised individuals, the elderly, etc.).

4. Drawing a flow diagram: A flow diagram highlighting the main steps of the
food production provides a clear, simple outline of the steps involved in the process
to understand and evaluate the product and the process flow. Each main step can
be further subdivided into more specific steps. Whether to subdivide the main step
depends on the particular needs of the food business.

5. Verify the flow diagram: The HACCP team would then perform an on-site review
of the operation to verify the accuracy and completeness of the flow diagram and
document any modifications as required.
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With the flow diagram in place, the seven principles of HACCP system are
applied starting with hazard analysis and determination for critical control points

(CCP).
Local Situation

In Hong Kong, various food businesses have successfully introduced HACCP
in their operation including food factories for the production of ham, sushi and
sashimi, smoked salmon, and school lunchboxes. Some are small and medium
sized enterprises. The success of a HACCP system depends on educating and
training management and employees on the importance of their role in producing
safe food.

Education and Training

Effective training is an important prerequisite fo the successful implementation
of a HACCP plan. The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) provides a vast amount of
resource materials on the designated CFS webpage on HACCP for the trade
and public to better understand the HACCP principles and practices. In addition,
various food safety guidelines based on the HACCP system are published for food
businesses serving specific foods (e.g. siu-mei and lo-mei, sushi and sashimi, “Poon
Choi”, school lunchboxes, other ready-to-eat foods such as sandwiches, salads,
and snowy mooncakes) and catering services preparing foods for particular
populations (e.g. for children and for the elderly). To further facilitate the trade
to implement the HACCP plan, the CFS organises a series of Trade Talks and
Workshops on HACCP each year. Operators of food businesses which do not
already have HACCP plan in place are highly encouraged to make use of the
resources to provide training for the staff and to develop a HACCP-based Food
Safety Plan, with an ultimate aim to implement the HACCP system. Food businesses
which are ready should embark on the HACCP system for food processing so that
food safety can be better enhanced.
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Mussels Contaminated with Diarrhetic Shellfish Toxins

In March, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) was notified by the Australian
authorities that mussels harvested from Spring Bay, Tasmania, Australia were
under recall due to the defection of unsatisfactory levels of diarrhetic shellfish
toxins (DSTs). The CFS then banned the import info and sale within Hong Kong of
all mussels harvested from the area to protect the local population from possible
diarrhetic shellfish poisoning (DSP).

DSTs are naturally occurring marine toxins produced by algae. Shellfish
are filter feeders. Especially during or shortly after algal blooms, shellfish may
accumulate DSTs reaching a level that can make people sick. The main symptoms
of DSP are diarrhoea, nausea, vomiting and abdominal pain, which usually occur
between 30 minutes and a few hours after consuming contaminated shellfish.
Affected persons usually recover within 2-3 days.

DSTs are heatstable and cannot be destroyed through cooking. To prevent
DSP, remove the viscera of the shellfish before cooking, avoid consuming the
cooking sauce and eat only a small amount of shellfish in one meal.
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Follow-up on Perchlorate in Tea Leaves

In view of earlier media reports that Mainland-produced tea leaves available
in Europe were found to contain perchlorate, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
has collected 30 imported tea leaf samples for testing of perchlorate levels. All
samples passed the tests (i.e. they did not exceed the action level of 0.75 mg/
kg dried leaves). This action level has been developed after taking reference
from the “reference values for intra-Union trade” on dried tea used by European
Commission.

In recent years there has been increasing interest in perchlorate in the
environment and foods and what health effects they may have. Prolonged exposure
to excessive amounts of perchlorate may lower thyroid activity. Risk assessment
showed the perchlorate levels of tea leaves available in local market would not
pose a health risk to consumers. Nevertheless, the CFS will remain vigilant and
keep in view the future developments of the international food safety authorities to
protect public health.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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