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Safety, Food and Environmental Hygiene Department on every third Wednesday of the month
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Truthful Nutrition Labels Help Make

Informed Food Choice

Reported by Mr. Nicky HO, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

Recently, certain products were found non-compliant with
the nutrition labelling scheme. Since the nutrition labelling
scheme came into force on 1 July 2010, the compliance rate
of the nutrition labelling of prepackaged food is over 98%.
Among the non-compliant products, most of them were found
to contain incomplete nutrition label or were identified to have
discrepancies between the nutrient contents and the declared
value on their nutrition labels. This article talks about the
public health importance of the nutrition labelling scheme and
consumers’ right fo make informed healthy choice.

Nutrition Labelling Scheme

To assist consumers in making informed food choices
and encourage food manufacturers to apply sound nutrition
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principles in formulation
of foods, a mandatory
nutrition labelling scheme
had been developed
and came into force
on 1 July 2010. This
scheme defines the need
for general prepackaged
food to provide nutrition
labels, with standardised
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Nutrients in food and their associated health problems

total fat, saturated fat,
trans fat, sodium and
sugars. Protein, carbohydrates, and fats are the three main
groups of macro-nutrients that provide energy and are the
building blocks of human body. Saturated fat and trans fat
are two sub-sefs of total fat, excessive consumption of which
may increase the risks of developing coronary heart disease
and strokes.  Sugars (sub-sets of carbohydrates) provide
energy for the body, but excessive intake can lead to dental
caries and obesity, which is a major risk factor for a number of
chronic diseases, including diabetes, cardiovascular diseases
(CVDs) and cancer. Sodium is a mineral required for nerve
transmission and muscle contraction, but excessive intake can
lead to hypertension, and possibly life-threatening CVDs.

Accurate and truthful nutrition labels help consumer choose
food with lower saturated fat, trans fat, sodium and sugars
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contents, so as fo prevent developing associated health problems (see
Figure).

In order to regulate misleading or deceptive claims, the nutrition
labelling scheme also stipulates specified conditions for nutrition claims.
There are three main types of nutrition claims: nutrient content claim,
nutrient comparative claim, and nutrient function claim.

Regulation for Formula Products and Foods for Infants and
Young Children

To better protect the health of infants and young children, the Food and
Drugs (Composition and Labelling) (Amendment) (No. 2) Regulation 2014
(the Amendment Regulation) expanded its scope and came into force on
13 June 2016. The Amendment Regulation comprises requirements on
nutritional composition of infant formula and nutrition labelling of infant
formula, follow-up formula and prepackaged foods for infants and young

children.

Accurate and Truthful Nutrition Label

The nutrition information of foods can be obtained by either direct
chemical analysis of food samples or indirect nutrient analysis based
on calculation.  Sometimes, the nutrition information of foods may be
obtained from manufacturers or suppliers.

If members of the trade choose to use indirect nutrient analysis to
estimate the content of nutrients in the food products, they should be
aware of the limitations of indirect nutrient analysis. The trade has the
onus to ensure the accuracy and suitability of the data and the method
used. Compliance with the regulation on nutrition labelling would be
assessed by laboratory analysis. So, the trade is encouraged to engage
laboratory testing to verify their nutrition label declarations.

Key Points to Note:

1. Nutrition labelling scheme covers the whole range of food from
infants to adults.

2. Nutrition label provides nutrition information of food products
and assists consumers in making informed food choices.

3. Accurate and truthful nutrition labels help consumers choose
food with lower saturated fat, trans fat, sodium and sugars
contents, so as fo prevent developing associated health
problems.

Advice to Consumers

+  Use nutrition labels to choose prepackaged food with lower saturated
fat, trans fat, sodium and sugars contents.

Nutrition claims are only quick reference. Consumers are encouraged
to read the nutrition label to understand the overall nutritional property
of the food product for making healthy food choices.

Advice to the Trade
»  Provide accurate information on food labels.

+  Ensure that the nutrition information obtained from manufacturers and
suppliers is accurate and truthful.

+  Consider to engage laboratory testing to verify their nutrition label
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (May 2016) Number
,ﬂpﬁ'ﬁ% =1/ B % 2{EZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 102
B AT E A Public Enquiries 140
I'ﬂz = 57 EH Trade Enquiries 288
Summary of EW#E R Food Complaints 431
Risk Communication Work (R RRESR Rapid Alerts to Trade 8
HEERRYER Food Alerts to Consumers 2
BB MR/ BB/ EEE/EE Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 44
[EBEIEYZ 2P OMHERHNE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 56



http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_48_02.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/food_leg/food_leg_Formula_Products_for_Infants.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/food_leg/food_leg_Formula_Products_for_Infants.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_48_02.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/food_leg/food_leg_Formula_Products_for_Infants.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/food_leg/food_leg_Formula_Products_for_Infants.html
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Raw Oysters, Stay or Out?

Reported by Ms. Janny MA, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

Despite the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)’s ongoing publicity regarding eating
raw oysters carries inherent risk, every now and then food poisoning outbreaks
linked to raw oysters are reported in Hong Kong. Recently, there are discussions on
simply banning the sale of raw oysters. Should we do this?

Microbiological Hazards Associated with Raw Oysters
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Oysters feed by filtering

_— Y > the surrounding waters and may
OO B INY r concentrate harmful microorganisms,
FROM EATING RAW | including viruses (e.g. norovirus and
OYSTERS??! Hepatitis A virus) and bacteria (e.g.

P B LB Y I 22! Vibrio  parahaemolyticus and Vibrio

vulnificus) in their tissues.  During
2013-2015, there were 18 confirmed
norovirus food poisoning cases and
two confirmed Vibrio parahaemolyticus
food poisoning cases, affecting a total of
140 people, related to the consumption
of raw oysters reported to the Centre
for Health Protection of the Department
of Health.  Whilst illnesses caused
by the consumption of contaminated
raw oysters are usually mild and self-
limiting, they can also be deadly,
especially for the susceptible
populations (e.g. elderly, young
children, pregnant women and
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Should | ban myself from eating raw oysters??!

people with weakened immune
systems or liver diseases).

Risk Management Options

To control the hazards associated with raw oysters, national authorities are taking
various control measures to protect public health. Knowing the main hazard for the
production of oysters is microbiological contamination of waters in which they grow,
one of the most widely used management options is the regular microbiological
monitoring of oyster harvesting areas or oyster tissues and classifying the areas.
For instance, in the EU, oyster production areas are classified into three classes
according to the level of faecal contamination. Only oysters harvested from Class A
areas (with least faecal contamination) can be used for direct human consumption,
whereas oysters collected from areas of other classes are to be used only after
depuration, relaying or heat processing. Other management options include
ensuring appropriate femperature control to prevent out-growth of bacteria after
harvesting.

Depuration VS Relaying

Depuration is a process of holding oysters in tanks of clean seawater for a
relatively short period of time (e.g. two days) to allow contaminants to be purged.
Relaying refers to the removal of oysters from a microbiologically contaminated
growing area to an acceptable area for a longer period of time (e.g. two months)
to reduce the level of contamination.

In Hong Kong, importers are encouraged to obtain health certificates issued by
relevant authority of the exporting countries to accompany their imports, certifying
that the raw oysters concerned are fit for human consumption. Food businesses
should also obtain a restricted food permit before selling oysters to be eaten in
raw state. Like other jurisdictions, the CFS has made reference to Codex to set
microbiological limits for oysters intended for direct consumption.

Even though effective measures are in place, there is no guarantee that raw
oysters are completely free from microbiological risks, e.g. raw oysters harvested
from areas monitored for faecal contamination may still contain norovirus. It is not
always possible to detect problems before food poisoning cases due to limitations
of the current knowledge and technology including laboratory testing. From June
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2013 to May 2016, the CFS put up 10 import and sale bans (more
stringent measures) towards raw oysters harvested from various
harvesting sites due to possible link to local food poisoning cases/
outbreaks or tested positive for norovirus by overseas authorities.

Why Not Simply Ban All Raw Oysters?

Superficially, banning the import and sale of oysters intended
for raw consumption can solve the problems for good. It is, however,
a drastic (also not proportionate to the risk posed to public health)
measure to avoid such risk. And oyster lovers may eventually
have greater temptation to consume oysters not destined for direct
consumption raw, i.e. even riskier! In addition, banning all imported
raw oysters without sufficient scientific substantiation would result in
unnecessary barriers to international trade, which would be subject
to the World Trade Organization challenge.

In fact, there is no such thing as “zero risk” for food. Take leafy
vegetables which play an important role in a healthy diet as an
example, they accounted for more foodborne illnesses (~2.2 million
per year; 22%) than any other commodities including molluscs
(~0.28 million per year; 3%) in the US in 1998-2008. Consumers
should make informed food choice based on their capacity for risk.

Shared Responsibility for Food Safety

With proper risk management and communication by the
government as well as efforts made by the trade, the general public
can choose and enjoy a wide range of food in our gourmet paradise
while susceptible populations should always avoid eating high risk
food including raw oysters.
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Disposable PET Bottles and Food Safety

Plastic water bottles and containers designed for reuse purpose
are readily available in the market. Yet, some people may choose
to refill disposable PET bottles for the sake of convenience, money
saving, environment protection, etc. PET bottles (a triangular arrow
symbol around the number 1 printed on the bottom of bottle) are safe
for holding beverages but there are quite a few things that the public
should pay attention to when refilling them.

Disposable PET bottles, intended for single use, may not be
as durable as bottles designed purposely for reuse. Concerns on
reusing disposable PET bottles include deformation, hygiene, and
chemical migration. PET bottles may be deformed by hot beverages
over 70°C. Damaged bottles should not be reused. Moreover,
PET bottles should be cleaned and air-dried thoroughly to prevent
bacterial growth. Lastly, PET bottles should be refilled on a like-for-
like basis to prevent excessive chemical migration. For instance, a
PET bottle for water should only be reused for water but not other
liquids such as vinegar or oil.

Lethal Cyanide in Raw Apricot Kernels

In late April, the European Food Safety Authority released a
report regarding the lethal doses of cyanide in raw apricot kernel (the
seed(s) inside the stone). It is estimated that adults eating as
little as half of a raw apricot seed could have acute health
risks, such as headaches, nausea, vomiting, lethargy, etc.,
and death in extreme cases. Whereas toddlers (aged 1-3
years) consuming one small seed could be fatal.

While cyanide-containing chemicals are naturally
present in apricot seeds, eating apricot fruit is safe as the
seed inside the hard stone shell has no contact with the fruit.
Consumers are advised against eating raw, unprocessed
bitter or sweet apricot seeds and their powdered forms.
Although processing (e.g. removing skin, soaking and
boiling bitter apricot seeds when preparing some Chinese
soups/drinks) can reduce the level of toxins in apricot

Apricof fruit and its raw seed in the stone Seeds, they ShOUId be COnSUmed in strict mOderOﬁOn.
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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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http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_60_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_60_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_02_16.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_02_16.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_02_16.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/whatsnew/whatsnew_fst/whatsnew_fst_Natural_Toxins_in_Bitter_Apricot_Seeds.html
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