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frequently identified contributing factors are consumption of raw food (e.g.
oyster with norovirus), contamination by food handlers or utensils and
inadequate cooking.

We discuss below are two major food poisoning outbreaks that
occurred in 2016 to illustrate the importance of good hygiene and food
safety practices in safeguarding food safety.

12 Clusters of Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to the Sauces

In April 2016, 12 clusters of food poisoning outbreaks in relation to
a restaurant affecting a fotal of 32 persons were reported to the CFS. Stool
samples of four of the victims were tested positive for group D Salmonella.
Epidemiological investigation of these clusters suggested that food poisoning
was related to the consumption of four different incriminated food items,
all of them contained sour cream sauce as ingredient. A food sample of
this sauce was tested positive for group D Salmonella. In addition to sour
cream sauce, samples of guacamole sauce collected during investigation
were also tested positive for group D Salmonella. Further sample collected
at the supplier level were tested negative for Salmonella and other food
poisoing ogranisms. Stool samples of two food handlers were tested
positive for Salmonella group B and group C respectively, but they were
regarded as incidental findings.

All the clusters happened within four consecutive days and before
the visit of the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department (FEHD). Our
field investigation revealed that during this period, one large bottle of sour
cream sauce was re-packed into smaller bottles and multiple handling
occurred during the re-packing procedure. The incriminated sour cream
sauce was the probable vehicle for transmission of this food poisoning
outbreak. Lapse of food hygienic practices by food handlers, cross
contamination with other foods, re-packing and continual topping-up of
sour cream sauces posed a risk of cross-contamination.

Health advice was given to the restaurant operators and their staff.
Sale of the incriminated food items and all related sauces including the
sour cream sauce was suspended immediately to curb further cases. No
further outbreaks were received afterwards.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to Consumption of Buffet Meals

In June 2016, 22 clusters of food poisoning outbreaks related to
consumption of buffet meals in a restaurant were reported to the CFS, a
total of 108 persons reported to be affected. Six victims had submitted
stool specimens for testing and all were tested positive for Vibrio
parahaemolyticus (VP). VP is a common food poisoning organism and
often found in the marine environment and seafood.

Epidemiological assessment and field investigation indicated that
some cold served seafood provided at the buffets were possible illness
sources. Onssite investigation revealed that the ready-to-eat frozen cooked
lobster was defrosted in a basin next to another basin for washing raw
seafood. Cross-contamination by raw seafood might have contributed to
the outbreak. However, the cold served RTE seafood samples, including
lobsters, cold shrimps and cold crabs collected at the restaurants and
supplier level showed negative results.

Health advice on food, environmental and personal hygiene was
given fo the restaurant operators and their staff. Follow up visits were
also conducted to ensure proper implementation of food safety measures.
No additional cases have been reported after the control measures were
implemented.

Both food poisoning outbreaks discussed above demonstrated that
cross-contamination posed high risk to food safety. Cross-contamination
and the resulting food poisoning could, however, be prevented by
improving the training to food handlers, one of the key elements of good
food hygiene practice.

Conclusion

Although the number of food poisoning outbreaks remains at a
relatively low level over the past few years, there is no room for complacency.
While the government will continue to be vigilant in safeguarding food
safety, the trade and the public are advised to adopt and adhere to the
“Five Keys to Food Safety” in order to prevent the occurrence of future
outbreaks. Moreover, the management of food premises is encouraged to
provide more training and monitoring to staff to enhance food safety.
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Consumers in Hong Kong enjoy a wide range of meat and meat

%rom various places around the world. Regulatory
and surveillance system is in place to ensure they are safe for

TEREPERRYRINE
The Use of Food Additives in Meats

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

Meat is a source of protein, vitamins and minerals. It can be used to
prepare different meat dishes and processed meat products. To improve
food safety and quality, food additives had been safely used in meat
processing for long time. But some consumers still have concerns over
the use of food additives. In this article, we will introduce the application,

safety and regulation of cerfain food
additives in meats.

What are Food Additives?

Generally speaking, food additives are
substances infentionally added to food to
serve cerfain technological functions, such
as to improve taste, appearance, texture or
stability, and to prolong shelf life of foods.

Why Food Additives are Used in
Meats?

Meat is a perishable commodity. If it is
not kept properly, it may support growth of
microorganisms such as bacteria, yeasts
and moulds which can spoil the meat
and, even worse, produce toxins. Meat is
also susceptible to fat oxidation and may
become rancid with offflavour. In order
to extend the shelf life of meat and reduce
wastage, preservatives are added as
antimicrobials to prevent or retard the growth
of microorganisms whereas antioxidants are
used to act against deferioration of meat due
to oxidation.

Meanwhile, other additives may be applied in meats to improve
sensory quality, e.g. flavour enhancer to intensity meat flavour or stabiliser
to enhance texture of meat products.

Food Additives that may be Added to Meats

Phosphates have wide application in meat processing.  They
can retard microbial growth and reduce rancidity in meat. In addition,
phosphates increase the water-holding capacity of meats making them
juicy and easily chewable. They also stabilise the texture of meat products
like sausages by creating a strong muscle protein structure that hold the
product together after heat treatment.

Sodium nitrite may be added in processed meat such as luncheon
meat to serve various technological functions including impart heat
resistant red colour and specific curing flavour which is attractive to some
consumers, retard oxidative process and most importantly, inhibit growth
of the bacterium, Clostridium botulinum. Spores produced by Clostridium
botulinum exist widely in the environment, easily contaminate the meat
and may grow and excrete neurotoxic botulinum toxin in the absence of
oxygen. Consumption of improperly processed food contaminated with
botulinum toxin can lead to life-threatening disease. Ingested nitrite, on
the other hand, may be transformed to N-nitroso compounds in human
digestive fract under certain conditions.  N-nitroso compounds are
probable carcinogens. In view that no alternatives have been identified
to replace sodium nitrite for bringing the same multifunctional effects in
processed meat, such effects are achieved with extremely small amount
of nitrite, and that the advantages outweight the risks, sodium nitrite is
allowed to be used in some types of processed meat at low levels across
different countries/places.

General Principles for Using Food Additives

Overall speaking, the use of food additives is justified only when
such use has an advantage or serves particular technological function(s).
More importantly, it should not present an appreciable health risk to
consumers at the intented level of use and their uses should not mislead
consumers. For example, sulphur dioxide, a common preservative in many
foods, is prohibited to be added to fresh meat as it can delay oxidative
process that keeps the desirable fresh meat colour (purplish-red or cherry-
red) from changing to brownish-red colour, giving consumers the false
impression that the meat is still fresh.
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Moreover, food additives should be used under conditions of Good
Manufacturing Practice, when the amount added to food is limited to the lowest
possible level necessary to accomplish the desired technological effect.

How are Relevant Food Additives Regulated in Hong Kong?

In Hong Kong, all foods for sale must be fit for human consumption. In the
local legislation, the Preservatives in Food Regulation (Cap. 132BD) specifies the
types of permitted preservatives and antioxidants and their respective maximum
permitted levels in specified foods including meats.

Food trade should be aware that the use of food additives in meats may vary
between countries/places. They must make sure that their products comply with
relevant local regulations.

Make Informed Choices by Reading Food Labels

For consumers, they can make informed choices and check if food additives
are present by reading the ingredient list on the food package.

All in all, in order to enjoy the benefits of consuming meat, it is always
prudent to purchase meats from reliable shops, cook them thoroughly and consume
in moderation as part of a balanced diet.
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Brazilian Meat Incident

On 21 March 2017, in view of the reports of the Brazilian meat
incident, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has, as a precautionary
measure, temporarily suspended all import of frozen and chilled meat
and poultry meat from Brazil. As the case evolved, the Brazilian
authorities informed Hong Kong later that Brazil has extended its scope
of export ban to the 21 plants which were under investigation. Taking
into consideration the latest information available including those
provided by the Brazilian authorities, the CFS on 28 March 2017 has
adjusted its import suspension by narrowing the restriction fo the 21
plants under investigation as announced by the Brazilian authorities
earlier.

Since the import suspension, the CFS has enhanced surveillance
on meats from Brazil. As of 18 April, 202 samples were taken at the
import and retail level for testing of meat deterioration and other food
safety indicators (such as metallic contaminants). All samples passed
the tests. In the past three years, under the routine food surveillance
programme, the CFS took 17 060 samples of meat and poultry meat for
tesﬁn? and all the 36 unsatisfactory samples identified were not from
Brazil.

Nevertheless, raw meats, regardless of their origins, offen
contain harmful organisms. In particular, Salmonella can be found
in raw poultry which is hard to be eliminated. To prevent foodborne
illnesses, consumers should cook all raw meats thoroughly, wash and
dry hands thoroughly after handling raw meats, and ensure all utensils
that have been in contact with the raw meats are properly washed and
dried to avoid cross-contamination.

Hong Kong has been maintaining close liaison with the Brazilian
authorities on the issue and will suitably adjust the import restriction and
other follow-up action in response to the latest development.
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