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Listeria Monocytogenes Outbreak in Frozen Vegetables
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The package
indicates that these
frozen vegetables

have to be cooked.
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Follow the cooking/ preparation instructions on the package.
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Reported by Dr. Cherrie NG, Veterinary Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, and Dr. Violette LIN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

In early July 2018, the Centre for Food Safety
(CFS) urged the public not to consume several kinds of
prepackaged frozen vegetable products produced by the
Greenyard Frozen UK Lid due to possible contamination
with Listeria monocytogenes (LM). This article provides
information on LM including prevention of LM infection,
the actions taken by the CFS, and advice for trade and
consumers with highlights in frozen vegetables that are not
for ready-to-eat (RTE) .

The Incident

According to the European Food Safety Authority and
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control report
dated 3 July 2018, an outbreak of LM linked to frozen corn
and possibly other frozen vegetables had been ongoing
in five European countries since 2015. After a Hungarian
freezing plant was found to be the source of contamination,
the Hungarian competent authority banned marketing of
all frozen vegetable products produced by that plant and
ordered immediate withdrawal and recall on 29 June 2018.
On 5 July 2018, the Food Safety Agency of the United
Kingdom (FSA) issued a notice regarding a voluntary recall
of various frozen vegetable
products due to possible LM
contamination.  Subsequently,
authorities in Ireland, Australia,
and New Zealand also issued
notices on recalls of frozen
vegetable  products. The
FSA advised that most frozen
vegetables, including sweetcorn,
need to be cooked before eating,

including when adding them to
salads, smoothies or dips.
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Let's follow the
instructions on the
package.

Listeriosis

Listeriosis is an infectious
disease caused by the bacterium
LM. Listeriosis has two main
types: a non-invasive form and an invasive form. The non-
invasive form usually affects otherwise healthy individuals
with symptoms such as diarrhoea, fever, headache and
muscle pain. The invasive form usually affects certain high
risk groups, including pregnant women, individuals with
weakened immune systems, elderly people and infants.
The infection may spread to the bloodstream and brain
and there is a high mortality rate of 20-30%. Listeriosis
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in pregnant women can result in miscarriage or stillbirth and the newborn may also
have low birth weight, septicaemia and meningitis.

Occurrence and Prevention of LM

LM is widely distributed in nature and can be found in soil, water, vegetation and
animal digestive tracts. Whilst eating contaminated food is the main route, infection
can also occur through contact with infected animals or humans and from mother to
foetus or newborn.

RTE foods can be contaminated during processing and the bacteria can multiply
during distribution and storage. Vegetables may be contaminated through soil or
the use of manure as fertiliser. High risk foods include deli meat and RTE products
(e.g. cooked, cured and / or fermented meats and sausages), soft cheese and cold
smoked fishery products.

LM can be destroyed by cooking but can survive and multiply at refrigerator
temperature.  Although it is not able to grow under freezing condition, frozen
vegetables, unless clearly labelled as RTE, should be cooked thoroughly before
consumption. Traders should take the initiative to provide preparation/ cooking
instructions for their non-RTE frozen vegetable products on the food label.

Actions Taken

The incident was detected through the CFS’ Food Incidents Surveillance System
and CFS was also notified by the Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed of the
European Commission. The CFS immediately conducted investigations.
provided information, the CFS found some affected batches of products imported
info Hong Kong and ordered the local importers concerned to stop sale and recalled
several kinds of affected product.

Based on

In response to the incident, the CFS issued a food alert (with updates) to urge the
public not to consume the affected products and the trade to stop using or selling the
products concerned. Related advice to public was provided via social media such
as Facebook.
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Key Points to Note:

1. Frozen corn and possibly other frozen vegetables were found to be the
source of this LM outbreak incident.

2. LM can be easily destroyed by cooking but can survive and multiply at
refrigerator temperature.

3. More severe complications can develop in high risk groups.
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Advice to the Trade

®  Mainfain good hygienic and food handling practices in food manufacturing
plants, food service and retail establishments.

® Provide cooking/ preparation instructions on the label of prepackaged non-RTE
frozen vegetables.

® Unless it is clearly labelled as RTE, cook non-RTE frozen vegetables thoroughly
during food preparation.

Advice to the Public

®  Follow the cooking/ preparation instructions on the label of non-RTE prepackaged
frozen vegetables.

® Observe good food safety practices when preparing non-RTE frozen vegetables.

Additional Advice to the Groups at Risk

® Susceptible populations and those who wish to reduce the risk of foodborne
illnesses should avoid consuming raw.

® In all circumstances, only consume foods which are thoroughly cooked.
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Tackling Superbugs in Foods

Reported by Dr Ken CHONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

The spread of antimicrobial resistance (AMR) bacteria in both humans and food-
producing animals was discussed in the last issue. From time-to-time, there are media
reports on the finding of AMR bacteria in foods or food-producing animals. AMR
bacteria are usually highlighted in media report as “superbugs” which generally refer
to microorganisms that have developed AMR. People may worry about contracting
different types of superbugs in foods. In the second article of this series, we will look
info superbugs and relevant preventive measures in relation to food handling.

What Are Superbugs?

Different superbugs have been reported usually due to their resistance to wide
range of antimicrobials or to certain lastresort antimicrobials which suggests the
emerging threats of treatment failure. They are usually named for their resistance
genes or traits together with the microorganisms. Extended-spectrum B-lactamase
(ESBL)-producing Enterobacteriaceae is one of the superbugs of concern. B-lactam is
a large class of commonly used antibiotics. ESBLs are enzymes that can break down
nearly all B-lactams and make them ineffective for treatment.
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Finding Superbugs in Food

While infection with superbugs in patients indicates an imminent threat, the
finding of superbugs in food-producing animals or animal products (e.g. pouliry
meat) suggests indicates the spread of AMR. Locally, it was reported that more ESBL-
producing E. coli was found in faecal samples from food-producing animals (i.e.
cattle, pigs and chickens) than those from cats, dogs and wild rodents. However, it
is difficult to compare between the extent of superbugs transmitted via food-producing
animals to humans and that via humans to humans due to limited data. That said, the
increase in the occurrence of superbugs in food-producing animals is likely to have
an influence on human risk. Hence, the monitoring of superbugs in food samples and
samples from food-producing animals, in addition to human specimens, is important.
The Codex Alimentarius Commission re-established the Intergovernmental Task Force
to set guidelines for integrated AMR surveillance. An infegrated surveillance on AMR
in both humans and animals/animal products can help to identify the trends of and
potential threats due to superbugs.
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Knocking Off Superbugs with Five Keys to Food safety

Foodborne pathogenic bacteria, i.e. bad bugs, can make you sick while
those that are superbugs are more dangerous as treatment options will be limited.
Detecting superbugs in foods may raise concern on whether we are having unsafe
food or these foods should be thrown away. In fact, cooking food until the core
temperature reaching 75°C can kill most bacteria, including both bad bugs and
superbugs. Furthermore, observance of good hygienic practices can minimise cross-
contamination by both superbugs and bad bugs. That's why following the 5 Keys
to Food Safety (Figure) in daily life for food handling is important for combating
superbugs, as well as other bad bugs. In addition, susceptible populations and those
who wish to further reduce the risk of foodborne illnesses should avoid consuming
raw and undercooked foods which are more likely to carry microorganisms,
including superbugs than thoroughly cooked foods.
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Perchlorate in Tea Leaves and Tea Beverages

Earlier reports from overseas about perchlorate level in tea leaves raised
concerns because excessive intake of perchlorate over a prolonged period may
cause hypothyroidism. In view of that tea is commonly consumed in Hong Kong, the
Centre for Food Safety has collected over 300 samples of tea products (including
dried tea leaves and tea beverages) from the market for testing and to assess the
associated health risks.

Perchlorate is a chemical found naturally in the environment. It is also an
environmental contaminant arising from the use of perchlorate-containing fertilisers
and from other industrial uses like processing of explosives products. Due fo its
ubiquitous nature, its presence in foods is not unexpected.

The study results showed that although perchlorate were present in the majority
of samples at low levels, the perchlorate exposure of the Hong Kong adult population
from dried tea leaves and tea beverages was well below the health-based guidance
value established by international authorities. Therefore, adverse health outcome
was remote.
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Honey Should Not Contain Antibiotic Metronidazole
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In mid-July 2018, a consumer group issued a report on honey samples available in
Hong Kong which found that some samples failed to comply with the Codex Standard
for Honey, including labelling and contaminants requirements. Between 2015 and
June 2018, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)'s routine Food Surveillance Programme
collected over 130 honey samples for chemical and microbiological tests. All samples
passed the analysis except for one which contained antibiotic metronidazole. The CFS
has instructed the concerned vendor to stop selling the affected product.

Honey is produced by bees collecting nectars in flowers or honeydrew, and mixing
with their own secretions. In order to prevent and treat bacterial infection in bees, bee
farmers may use different types of antibiotics (or antimicrobials). Inappropriate use
of antibiotics will lead to accumulation of antibiotic in honey. Traders are advised to
ensure that food for sale is fit for human consumption and meets legal requirements.
Public are advised to buy honey from reliable shops and apiary. Infants under one year
old should not consume honey as their digestive systems are not fully developed and
will be at risk of contracting botulism.
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