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The Ginkgo — A Living Fossil with Poisonous Seeds
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Japanese-style grilled ginkgo seeds
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(a) Ginkgo seeds consumed as food
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Desserts containing ginkgo seeds

(b) Ginkgo seeds

Reported by Mr. Johnny CHU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

In November, 2018, the Centre for Health Protection
of the Department of Health announced a case of ginkgo
seed poisoning. The case involved a 38-yearold woman
who developed dizziness, nausea, tremor, headache and
abdominal pain affer consuming around 50 to 60 fried ginkgo
seeds purchased from a street hawker.

TN Ginkgo biloba
- = g\h, l Ginkgo  biloba, commonly

known as ginkgo, the maidenhair
tree, and Yin Xing, is famous
for having witnessed dinosaurs
- > roaming the earth as well as their
SR [ RS sudden disappearance from the
Soups containing ginkgo seeds  qrth.  Once thought fo be extinct
by some researchers in the West, the
ginkgo is native to China and now
has made its way around the world.
Ginkgo is often called a living fossil
because it has remained essentially
unchanged for 200 million years and

S can be found in the fossil record at the

BRETHEA same time as the dinosaurs.

Ginkgo Seeds as Food

The ginkgo seeds (Bai Guo in Chinese) are commonly
consumed as food in Asia (especially China, Japan and
Korea); they are used as an ingredient in congee, soups,
dinner dishes and desserts. It is also not uncommon to see
food premises serving Japanese-style grilled ginkgo seeds and
street hawkers selling fried/roasted seeds.

Pt
Ay ™ Toxins in Ginkgo Seeds

Natural toxins are present in a wide variety of plants
(Table below), some of which are commonly consumed
as food, including ginkgo seeds. Ginkgo seeds have
poisoning effects due to the presence of foxins such as

4'-methoxypyridoxine (MPN) and cyanogenic glycosides;
and MPN is believed to be the incriminated chemical in food
poisoning cases.

MPN is found in the food storage tissue of the ginkgo
seeds. It has an antivitamin B6 activity and inhibits the
formation of 4-aminobutyric acid (GABA) from glutamate.
GABA and glutamate play a role in fransmitting nerve signals
from one nerve cell to another. The dual effect of a decrease
in GABA and an increase in glutamate is believed to induce
seizures and convulsions.  Cooking cannot inactivate MPN;
however, it can reduce the toxicity of the seeds, probably by
inactivating heatlabile toxins such as cyanogenic glycosides.
It is worth noting that immature and uncooked ginkgo seeds
are more foxic.
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Examples of food poisoning cases caused by plant and mushroom toxins in Hong Kong from 2008 to 2018.

184 Plants # 2 Toxins fEAR Symptoms FERKTENE, #5E Preventive measures/remarks
A-REAMBERLRR | RO et 88 SR B R K o TARRAR
SES 4'-methoxypyridoxine & o JTXRIMIZHBAR
Ginkgo seeds and cyanogenic Nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, abdominal | ®  Cook ginkgo seeds.
glycosides pain, confusion and convulsions ® Limit intake to a few seeds per day.
_ FEYTRENSd -
%535 BRI £ SRBEEEREE e ummamcmy
Wild taro Calcium oxalate raphide of lips 9 9 ® Do not pick and consume wild plants.
o - R0 TERE IR AR FOT RO | @ UIREE LI
) W EEEE B R Sl EL R A MR IR o NBEEREEMAHRENEEER
L = Nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, ® Do not pick wild mushrooms.
(2) Edible mushrooms Mushroom toxins ; ting. hallucinati O h ducts which
ixed with poisonous profuse sweating, hallucination, coma o not buy mushroom products which are
mlxeh or other neurological symptoms doubted to be mixed with unknown species.
mushrooms
o MBARE M HIERN
DB I ~ I8 0~ P T B o KEmBMINTIEEBNTHRZEHIZER
?ﬁhﬁ ﬂ*@gﬁ* Vomiting, nausea, abdominal pain and i .
resh Jin Zhen Colchicine diareh ® Soak well in water and cook thoroughly.
eed ® Commercially processed Jin Zhen and dried Jin
Zhen are safe fo eat.
; NI — BICRE W LURK(BIING) HERAERZ
- - MR R D TE D R B - Wittt
4R = 4 = H R
w A . . Constriction of the throat, nausea, R—BEH ) .
Raw bitter apricot seeds Cyanogenic glycosides i d headach ® Soak and cook thoroughly in boiling water (e.g.
f s eadache soup) for a longer period.
; . CWNUAR Y =P pd s X
AR A5 DO EREEE e mpmmkiume
Narcissus bulbs Toxic alkaloids dizziness 9 ® Do not eat narcissus bulbs.
= PE 58 ~ P ~ S R T DA M 5 G X R o UINIEAENBHFREFEKR
ﬁ.E*% %%“%% Abdominal pain, vomiting, diarrhoea ® Do not collect and eat wild fruits from parks or
ild fruits Plant toxins d burni - :
and burning sensation of the throat the countryside.
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Public Health Significance

Acute toxicity is the main concern of ginkgo seed poisoning. Nausea, vomiting,
diarrhoea, abdominal pain, confusion and convulsions are the classic symptoms which
usually begin 1 to 12 hours after ingestion. Children are especially susceptible to this
type of food poisoning. In severe cases where large amounts have been taken or in
susceptible individuals, loss of consciousness and deaths may occur. It has been reported
that ingestion of 10 to 50 cooked seeds at one time can cause acute poisoning.

Action Taken and Preventive Measures

Regarding the case of ginkgo seed poisoning, a press release and a message on
Facebook were issued by the Department of Health and the Centre for Food Safety
respectively on 5 November 2018 to remind the public not to consume uncooked ginkgo
seeds and fo limit the daily intake of ginkgo seeds. Particular attention should be given to
children, the elderly and individuals with poor health conditions.

Key Points to Note:

1. BRIARASHR-
2. REUURBEFEEFARNS -
3. ERIOESOBRRANBAR A5 B2t H-

1. Natural toxins are present in ginkgo seeds.
2. Cooking can reduce but cannot eliminate the foxicity of the seeds.

3. Ingestion of 10 to 50 cooked seeds at one time can cause acute poisoning.
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Advice to the Trade

® Provide food safety advice to consumers such as reminding customers not to
consume more than a few seeds per day.

Advice to the Public

® Cook ginkgo seeds before consumption to reduce the toxicity.

® limitintake to a few seeds per day, especially for children, the elderly and individuals
with poor health conditions.

® Immediately consult medical professionals for advice and prompt treatment if
symptoms of poisoning develop.
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REPLACE Industrially-Produced Trans Fats to Protect Heart Health
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Cream Soup with Puff Pastry
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Reported by Dr. Violette LIN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue, we have illustrated how industrially-produced trans fats (IP-TFAs)
could doubly jeopardise your heart health by lowering the “good” cholesterol and
increasing the “bad” cholesterol. In this issue, we will explain how the trade could
reduce the use of IP-TFAs from the food supply and how consumers could consume
less foods with IP-TFAs to protect heart health.
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Traders (by replacement) and consumers (by reading food label) both play a role in protecting heart health
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against industrially-produced trans fats.

How Can the Trade Reduce IP-TFAs in Foods?

Fats play important functional and sensory roles in food. For example, they are
responsible for carrying, enhancing, and releasing the flavour of other ingredients,
as well as for interacting with other ingredients to develop the texture and mouth feel
characteristics of foods. Fats/oils also serve as a preservative to reduce the water
activity of foods, prevent microbial growth and extend product shelf life. Furthermore,
fats act as a heat transfer medium in frying. Using the cream soup with puff pastry
quoted in the last issue as an example, let's see what the trade could do to reduce
the IP-TFAs in it.

The key to reduce IP-TFAs in foods is, first, realising the role and source of IP-
TFAs in your products, then, replacing them with healthier alternatives. So, list out all
the ingredients used in producing the food and spot those containing IP-TFAs. They
are usually found in partially hydrogenated oil (PHO) products, such as margarine
or vegefable shortening. In the cream soup with puff pastry example, it is possible
that PHO-containing vegetable shortening was used in the dough for providing the
crispy texture.

For replacing ingredients containing IP-TFAs, the World Health Organization’s
REPLACE action package recommends the use of fats/oils high in polyunsaturated
or monounsaturated fats. The “Trade Guidelines on Reducing Trans Fats in Food”
issued by the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) lists out the fatty acid profiles of some
oil/fat products (e.g. canola oil is high in monounsaturated fats). It also lists out
various applications of oil/fat products containing reduced amount of TFAs (e.g. non-
hydrogenated shortening blends of canola and safflower oils for baking pie crust).
Consider using them when reformulating your food products. In addition, source for
and purchase ingredients without IP-TFAs (ask the suppliers), which are now available
in the market to cater for the increasing demand and address consumers’ interest.

How Can a Consumer Avoid Foods with IP-TFAs?

TFAs are usually presented in bakery products (e.g. bread, cakes, cookies), deep
fried food (e.g. French fries, fried chicken, fried fritters) and margarine/margarine-like
spreads. Maintain a balanced diet and reduce the intake of IP-TFAs by consuming
these foods less offen. The CFS has been assessing and monitoring TFAs content in
the food supply through conducting risk assessment studies or joint studies with the
Consumer Council since 2007. Use the TFAs content in foods available online in the
designated reports and the Nutrient Information Inquiry System to avoid foods with

TFAs.

Moreover, the Nutrition Labelling Scheme came into force since July 2010
mandates the labelling of TFAs content on prepackaged foods. Use the information
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https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/documents/replace-transfats/replace-action-package.pdf?Status=Temp&sfvrsn=64e0a8a5_10
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on the food label (e.g. nutrition label, ingredient lists, and TFA-free claim) to choose
foods without TFAs. Pay more attention to foods with words such as “hydrogenated”,
“partially hydrogenated”, “shortening”, and “margarine”.

Protecting Your Heart Health from IP-TFAs Requires a
Concerted Effort

On the one hand, the food Industry can change the manufacturing practices
to produce foods without IP-TFAs, and consumers can be aware of food product
choices. On the other hand, the CFS has been adopting a multi-prong approach
to reduce the IP-TFAs intake in the population. Besides monitoring TFAs content in
the food supply, the CFS has been communicating with the trade and educating
consumers via different platforms (e.g. Trade Consultation Forum, trade guidelines,
Facebook, seminars) on the ways and benefits of replacing IP-TFAs in foods.

Through promoting the replacement of IP-TFAs with healthier fats/oils, and
together with creating awareness of the negative health impact of TFAs among
various stakeholders, we could eliminate IP-TFAs from the food supply to protect your
heart health.
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Choosing Bread Wisely for Your Healthy Diet

Bread is the fourth major contributor of total sodium intake of the adult
population in Hong Kong. Recently, the Centre for Food Safety conducted a joint
study with the Consumer Council to test the sodium, total fat and trans fat contents
in 10 common bread types including white bread, sesame roll/bun, croissant and
sausage bun. Among 80 samples collected, the sodium content of some white bread
and wholemeal bread samples were greater than some overseas standards for salt
reduction (e.g. United States, United Kingdom and Canada). Some croissant and
cocktail bun samples were high in total fat and tran fats. A wide variation of sodium
was observed in certain bread types, which reflects the possibility of the trade to
reduce its content by product reformulation.

Consumers should be aware of the contents of sodium, total fat and trans fat in
different types of bread and choose wisely. The trade is advised to choose ingredients
and to reduce these contents through product reformulation for healthier choices.
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Romaine Lettuce and E. coli O157:H7

Recently, authorities in the United States (US) suspected romaine lettuce harvested in
certain areas in California was the cause of the recent E. coli O157:H7 outbreaks in the
US and Canada. As such, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) suspended the imporfation
and sale of romaine lettuce harvested in California and urged the public not fo consume
romaine lettuce from California or unknown sources.

Common symptoms of E. coli O157:H7 infection include stomach cramps,
diarrhoea (often bloody) and vomiting but young children and the elderly have a
greater risk of developing a life-threatening form of kidney failure. Possible sources of
bacterial contamination in vegetables are manure, irrigation water and wash water.
Dishes containing raw vegetables (e.g. salads) are high risk foods as there is no
cooking step to kill harmful bacteria that might be present. Pregnant women, young
children, the elderly and immunocompromised individuals shall not eat pre-prepared or
pre-packaged salads; if salad is wanted, they are advised to prepare their own salad
and consume it as soon as possible.

The CFS has been conducting surveillance of romaine lettuce including those from
other areas of the US to safeguard food safety.
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