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Review of Food Incidents in 2016

Reported by Dr. Eliza KY SHA, Medical & Health Officer,
Risk Management Section,

Centre for Food Safety

Food is indispensable to lives, but unsafe food

poses global health threats and endangers all walks of
life. As the food authority in Hong Kong, the Centre for
Food Safety (CFS) has been actively monitoring local
and overseas food incidents through various channels.
Upon identifying food incidents that may affect local
public health, appropriate control measures will be
initiated.

Food Incidents in 2016

In 2016, the CFS identified about 1 400 food

incidents and another 450 food recalls related to
undeclared allergens, which are similar to the figures in

2015. The CFS conducted
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Types of Hazard

risk assessments on all
food incidents identified
and took follow up actions
for those with local public
health relevance.

In response to these
incidents, the CFS issued
32 trade alerts, 183 food
incident posts and 42
press releases in 2016.
The hazards identified
included microbiological
(e.g. Listeria, Salmonella,
E. coli, efc.), chemical
(e.g. use of unauthorised/

K&~ RBRE
F) ~ 2P (B
AR A], i
ERNER ~ RERSBEY) RDE (BN
EY)EE  FBLULAREUEDNTES
E(RE) -

EERMEN
TXRBRBIL B AT LS RAR

REREZBIN=REZANER -

1. AR S E IRRFER

—BRENRAE > AOLEBYRYE
SETEI AR ERAETRB - BIBAE
(& e EX A R B LBk & 7K E = TE B A M (B R
BMERASA _RBAN_RBREZQBE - 2

EBHPOTRANITEIRT - HREQARE
B EP/B\T*HXT ERIRETE - B - Rl
(ZB—ARF+—A—B)EFEOAHERE

AT R T S I B R R e

Types of hazard involved in local alerts due to food incident

bl

excessive  preservatives,
undeclared allergens)
and physical (e.g. foreign
body), with over 50% of

cases related to microbiological hazards (see Figure).

Important Food Incidents

Three important food incidents which attracted

considerable interest from the public and the media in
2016 are described in the following paragraphs.

1.

Incident of hairy crabs detected with dioxins
In late September 2016, the CFS collected hairy

crab (also known as mitten crab) samples for testing
under the seasonal food surveillance programme.
Two of the samples collected at import level from two
aquaculture farms in Jiangsu Province were found
to contain dioxins and dioxinlike polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs) at levels exceeding the CFS’s action

level.

To safeguard public health, the CFS has taken

a series of follow-up actions, including immediately
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(1 November 2016) suspending the import and sale of the hairy crabs
from the two aquaculture farms, instructing the local importers concerned
to remove the affected products from shelves, stop sale and initiate a recall,
and notifying the relevant authorities in the Mainland for follow-up.

In addition, the CFS has stepped up surveillance against hairy
crabs. It was later found that the total level of dioxins and dioxin-like PCBs
in another sample taken at the retail level also exceeded the CFS’s action
level and our investigation suggested that the affected sample, imported
earlier, was likely from one of the aquaculture farms where the import of
hairy crabs to Hong Kong has been suspended.

The CFS will continue to keep close liaison with the relevant
authorities in the Mainland to ensure safe supply of hairy crabs.

2. Incident of imported live pigs tainted with prohibited veterinary drug

In early August 2016, some urine samples from live pigs imported
from two Mainland farms were found to contain residues of a veterinary
drug, salbutamol, which is prohibited under the Public Health (Animals
and Birds) (Chemical Residues) Regulation (Cap. 139N) and the Harmful
Substances in Food Regulations (Cap. 132AF).

Since the carcasses of the affected pigs have inadvertently found their
ways into the distribution network, the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department (FEHD) took remedial actions by issuing a public announcement
to alert the public, tracing the distribution and liaising with the retail outlets
concerned. Relevant Mainland authorities were informed for appropriate
follow-up actions. The tainted pigs were ultimately disposed of. There were
no reports of food poisoning arising from this incident.

Llearning from this incident, the FEHD will exercise stringent
control to ensure all pork and offal sold at retail outlets are fit for human
consumption.

3. Incident of a mooncake sample detected with aflatoxins by Macau
authorities

In September 2016, the CFS received a notification from Macau
authorities that a sample of mooncake imported from Hong Kong was
detected with aflatoxins at a level exceeding Macau’s newly adopted legal
limit (i.e. 5 ppb).

The CFS has all along been monitoring the aflatoxins level in
mooncakes under our seasonal surveillance project. For those samples
tested, all were below 5 ppb. In view of the Macau’s report, the CFS has
further enhanced surveillance on mooncake for aflatoxins. Nine samples
of the same brand of mooncake reported by the Macau authorities were
collected and the aflatoxins levels in all samples were below 15 ppb (i.e.
local legal limit), and also below 5 ppb (i.e. Macau’s legal limit). The CFS
will keep abreast of international developments, and tighten the legal limit
if considered appropriate.

Way Forward

In managing food incidents, the CFS not only strives to reduce
the immediate impact of the incidents, but also takes important follow-
up measures (e.g. enhancing surveillance) to prevent similar problems
from occurring in the future. The CFS is committed to maintaining a
comprehensive system to detect, manage and review food incidents in a
timely manner.
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. Summary of Risk Communication Work (February 2017) Number
mpﬁ'%g B/ BYLZR(EZE Incidents / Food Safety Cases 124
I'ﬂz_%.ﬁ /AR B Public Enquiries 16
Summary of BER &5 Trade Enquiries 170
Risk Communication Work 1423 Food Complaints 528
MAZERMIPURER Rapid Alerts to Trade 2
[ HBEBMNRYESR Food Alerts to Consumers 3
BB/ EE/ER/H%E Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 17
| EHEI R LR2ROEERFTEES New Messages Put on the CFS Website 46
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Pesticide Residues in Vegetables and Fruits Part II:
Review on the Recommendations on Cleaning of Vegetables and Fruits
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water are effective ways in cleaning produces

—# - BZEERBHRZERRE
RYB AR R - LIRIARHRE
Br o RARMRER » REVEBXTEEAM
B REHERSEVIINBEERENERFE
90% - ELRBUEZZEXRERENEERERINZ
KERIELUBOHERGERSE - WHIEKBEN
#HD(RE) - —EHRBSHIRPERNRBEZTBRRRK
REREE « ERERBEXRERSRZE - 0
BLESEACEMEBHFTHRR - FOUWTEREE
RAERE BRI EREHERGRANME - B8
REEE 202 ERERD —LBRERE - EHRAEE
REHE - BHBHEN -

Reported by Mr. Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

In this issue, we discuss the review results on the recommendations on washing
of vegetables at home.

Methods to Reduce Pesticide Residues by Consumer Interventions

As mentioned in the last issue, major progress has been made in reducing
pesticide residue levels in vegetables and fruits. However, when acute poisoning
caused by pesticide (predominantly methamidophos) tainted vegetables was a
common place about 20 plus years ago, consumers were concerned whether the risk
reduction measures they adopted would be sufficient to reduce pesticide residues to
harmless levels. A study to examine the effects of washing, soaking, blanching and
stirfrying of vegetables was conducted by the government at that time. The results
revealed that washing vegetables well in clean running water for several times, then
soak them in water for an hour or blanch them in boiling water for one minute and
discard the water could effectively reduce pesticide residues. Both measures could
be adopted together for further reduction in residue levels. Furthermore, outer leaves
may be removed if concerned individuals would like further reduction in pesticide
intake. These advices had been given since the early 1990s.

Review of the Advice in Cleaning Vegetables

The era of blatant methamidophos abuse is probably gone. There are no
cases of pesticide food poisoning reported in the past 11 years and the unsatisfactory
rate for pesticide residues in vegetables and fruits between 1 August 2014 and 2016
is a low 0.2%, and the levels of pesticide residues detected were so low that they
were not likely to cause poisoning. With pesticide residue problem under control,
a question emerged and doubted
whether the previous advice is
excessive in the present days,
which results in  unnecessary
nutrient loss.  The Food and
Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations remarked that
soaking of fruits and vegetables
“is never a good idea” due to
the loss of water soluble nutrients.
The Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
thus examined the issue again
and updated her advice.

An extensive review of
recommendations on cleaning
of vegetables and fruits at home
by international and major
overseas authorities including the
Codex Alimentarius was carried
out. Even though the effect of
the same cleaning regime may
vary among various vegetable-
pesticide residue combinations, many authorities recommend washing of vegetables
under clean running water. A range (minimal to up to 90%) of reduction in residue
levels had been reported in various studies, with different combinations of pesticides,
crop and washing methods. They also recommended peeling and scrubbing of hard
produce to reduce bacterial and pesticide load and trimming of damaged parts
(see Picture). Some authorities have specifically not recommended the use of soaps,
special detergents or commercial produce washes for home use due to the concern of
introducing a new source of chemical residues. Studies on the effect of washing on
various pesticide residues have also been reviewed. It is noticed that while soaking
for 5 to 20 minutes can reduce some pesticide residues, the effect of further soaking
would be relatively small.
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Other than soaking, the CFS has also been recommending blanching
and removal of outer leaves when preparing vegetables for the purpose
of reducing pesticide residues levels. With the present level of pesticide
residues in vegetables, blanching, soaking and removal of outer leaves are
no longer considered necessary for this purpose, even though it is generally
understood that food processing steps like cooking can contribute to the
reduction. This is in line with the recommendations of many food safety
authorities.

With discussion of the information gathered and consideration of the
present local situations, advices are now updated after consulting the Expert
Committee on Food Safety:

2 BIREE

Previous advice

BHER
Updated advice
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Wash vegetables well in clean running water for several times.
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Wash vegetables thoroughly under clean running water.
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Then soak them in water for one hour or blanch them in boiling
water for one minute and discard the water.
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When appropriate, scrub produces with hard surfaces with a clean produce
brush to remove dirt and substances including pesticides and contaminants
from the surface and the fissures.
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Both measures can be adopted together for further risk reduction.
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Use of soaps, special defergents or produce washes is not recommended.
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Concerned individuals, who wish to further reduce their intake

of pesticides, may remove the outer leaves or peel the vegetables.
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Soaking in water and blanching are effective in terms of removing dirt and
reducing pesticide residues, but they are no longer considered necessary in

the face of nutrient loss in the processes.
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Ways to Reduce Acrylamide in Home-cooking

The Food Standards Agency in the United Kingdom has launched a
campaign to “Go for Gold”, helping people understand how to minimise
exposure fo a possible cancer causing agent, acrylamide, when cooking
athome. Acrylamide is a chemical formed when starchy foods are cooked
at high temperatures. The Centre for Food Safety has conducted several
studies on acrylamide and found that acrylamide in food was a public
health concern. Efforts should be made to reduce this substance in our

diet.

As a rule of thumb, acrylamide can be reduced by not cooking
food at a too high temperature for too long. Consumers should aim for a
golden yellow colour or lighter when frying, baking, toasting or roasting
starchy foods like potato, taro and bread. Furthermore, storing potatoes
in fridge is not advisable as it can increase acrylamide formation during
subsequent cooking. While it is impractical for consumers to completely
avoid acrylamide in food, eating a healthy, balanced diet that includes
plenty of fruits and vegetables can help reduce cancer risks.

“Formaldehyde on Vegetable Strapping Tape” Rumour Busted

Recently, food safety concerns about the adhesive tape bundling
the fresh produce have appeared in the media. Some Mainland media
alleged that formaldehyde, a “carcinogenic toxin”, on the strapping tape
leached onto the vegetable, causing the produce unfit for consumption.

Formaldehyde may be present in the environment from natural and
industrial sources. It occurs naturally in some foods (e.g. cabbage, carrot)
in small amounts and has been used in adhesives. It is readily soluble
in water and highly volatile. Although formaldehyde is “carcinogenic
to humans” via inhalation, it is not carcinogenic upon ingestion. Based
on available data and risk assessment conducted by the Centre for Food
Safety, there is no cause for undue concern over formaldehyde exposure
from vegetables so long as a balanced diet is maintained.
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