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Strengthening Food Safety Control by Electronic Health
Certification and Enhanced IT System-Food Trader Portal
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Issuing entities of exporting countries/places transmit electronic health
certificate data directly to the CFS system, thus minimising the risk of fraud

Figure 1: The advantages of Electronic Health Certification

Reported by Mr. Lai Chi TSE, Manager(Special Duties), and
Mr. Edmond NG, Superintendent{Corporate and System
Management), Centre for Food Safety

Background

In November 2019, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
found some discrepancies in the serial numbers of a few health
cerfificates for
exporfed meat issued
by the Vietnamese
authorities and
immediately  informed
the Consulate General
of Vietnam in Hong
Kong for verification.
After investigation, the
Vietnamese authorifies
identified eight forged
health certificates.

BRPLRE
CFS System
Health certificate

is a certificate issued
by an issuing entity
of the place of origin
for a consignment of
food, showing that it
has been inspected
and is safe for human
consumption. In Hong
Kong, the provision of health certificate is a legal requirement for
import of certain high risk food such as game, meat, pouliry and

eggs.
Addressing Forged Health Certificate

While the use of paper health certificate has all along been
an effective means adopted by importing countries in ensuring
the safety of imported food, the above incident reminds us that
there are potential loopholes. To improve the situation, food
safety authorifies worldwide advocate the use of electronic health
certification.

Electronic Health Certification Enhances
Security

Electronic health certification is the authenticated, trustable
and secure electronic transmission of health cerfification data from
the competent authority of the exporting country to its counterpart
of the importing country. The requirements for electronic health
certificate are the same as those for paper cerfificate, which
are laid down in the guidelines promulgated by Codex, the
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Figure 2: The advantages of the Food Trader Portal.
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The FTP serves as a one-sfop, round-theclock communication platform between food
traders and the CFS and makes the importing process convenient, accurate and fast.

international  food safety  authority.
Attested  information including unique
identification number; with designs to
minimise the risk of fraud; and details
of the product being certified should be
clearly documented on the electronic
health  certificate.  Electronic  health
certificate has clear advantage over the
paper one from security point of view
as it allows instant online verification by
third parties and is very difficult fo forge.

Establishment of Elecironic
Certification with Other
Authorities

The CFS has established ehealth
cerfificate system with three overseas
countries, including New Zealand
and Australia since 2011 and the
Netherlands since 2017. In addition, we have recently signed a cooperation agreement
with the Mainland authority on governmenttogovernment elecironic health certificate data
exchange in the 1st quarter of 2020 tentafively. The CFS will keep exploring with other
countries/places on the development of electronic certification.

Food Trader Portal

In parallel, enhancement of the information fechnology (IT) system will also help strengthen
food safety control along with the use of e-health certificate. The CFS has launched the Food
Trader Portal (FTP), a new T system that facilitates the business operations of food traders, in last
December. In brief, the FTP serves as a onestop electronic communication platform between
food traders and the CFS, with key online funcfions including frader registration, food import
applications and enquiry on food import related information on a roundtheclock basis.

The CFS will by phases infroduce in the FTP a number of trade facilitating measures,
including the use of optimised formats and application forms for import licence and import
permission. Food traders will then be able to make use of the free online services anytime
without having to send their staff to submit application forms in person at the CFS. They can
receive and download the import licence and import permission in the FTP. The fime required
for managing paper documents will be saved. Meanwhile, the CFS will shorten the processing
time for certain types of import licence application, e.g. from a full working day to 4 hours.

The FTP also provides another simple and convenient way to apply for an import licence
through using electronic health cerfification: by selecting the appropriate health certificate in
the FTP, an importer may complete a licence application with just a few clicks on an electronic
device. As the electronic data are transmitted directly from the issuing entfities, data security
and accuracy are guaranteed. Besides, the FTP will conduct some preliminary checking on the
application information and alert the importer if abnormality is defected, for example, when @
health certificate number duplicated with a preceding application case has been input.

In preparation for the rollout of the FTP, the CFS has organised fraining sessions fo provide
hands-on experience of using the FTP for food fraders. A series of promotional and tutorial
videos on how to use the FTP have been produced and uploaded to the FTP website (www.ftp.
cfs.gov.hk). With the deployment of the FTP, food traders will be able to enjoy the convenient
and fast online services without any restrictions on fime and place. In the meantime, the
capacity of the CFS for collection and management of imported food data will be further
enhanced systematically, thereby strengthening its work on food safety control o safeguard
the public's health.

Key Points to Note

Electronic certification enhances authenticity and infegrity, thus minimising the risk of
fraud health certificate.

e The CFS has launched the FTP, a new IT system that facilitates the business operafions
of food traders including submission of online applications fo the CFS.

*  Food traders are encouraged fo open user accounts early fo enjoy the convenient
and fast services offered at the FTP.



https://www.ftp.cfs.gov.hk/index_tc.html
https://www.ftp.cfs.gov.hk/index_tc.html
https://www.ftp.cfs.gov.hk/
https://www.ftp.cfs.gov.hk/
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Figure 3. Canola oil is made from the plant developed from natural cross breeding of the rapeseed plant and has
very low levels of erucic acid.
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Erucic Acid in Edible Fats and Oils

Reported by Dr. Lily SUEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue, we looked into benzo[a]pyrene (B[a]P), one of the potential
contaminants formed in edible fats and oils during the production process. This
time, we will focus on erucic acid, a naturally occurring chemical which may

also cause potential safety concern in our

oils.

What is erucic acid and its
potential safety concern?

Edible fats and oils are made up
of different fatty acids, ranging from
saturated fatty acids to monounsaturated
and polyunsaturated ones. Erucic acid is

one of the monounsaturated fatty acids,

having a chain length of 22 carbon atoms
with one double bond at the omega 9

position.

Erucic acid naturally occurs in oil-rich
seeds of species of the mustard family
(Brassicaceae). It is found primarily in
rapeseed oil and mustard oil.  Erucic
acid can consfitute about 30 — 60% of
the total fatty acids of natural rapeseed

and mustard seed. It has also been reported in some marine animal oils.

Unlike some other monounsaturated fatty acids which may reduce the risk
of heart disease, experimental animal studies have shown that exposure to diets
with oils containing excessive erucic acid may lead to adverse health effects,
with the heart as the principal target organ. The most common effect in the
experimental animals is myocardial lipidosis, an accumulation of lipids in heart
muscle fibres that may reduce the contractile force of heart muscles. So far,
no evidence that dietary exposure of erucic acid is correlated to myocardial

lipidosis has been established yet in humans nevertheless.

In order to protect the public's health, local statutory requirements have
already been in place to control the level of erucic acid in food. Currently in
Hong Kong, all oil or fat and food to which oil or fat have been added shall not

contain erucic acid with concentration greater than 5% of the total fatty acids.

Low erucic acid rapeseed oil

In response to the potential safety concerns associated with high levels of
erucic acid in rapeseed, efforts have been made to produce cultivars with a low

erucic acid frait.

Nowadays, rapeseed oils with low levels of erucic acid, including rape
oil, colza oil and canola oil, are commercially available. They are produced
from low erucic acid oil-bearing seeds of cultivated varieties derived from the
Brassica napus L., Brassica rapa L. and Brassica juncea L. species. According

to Codex, these oils contain erucic acid level less than 2% of the total fatty acids.



https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_158_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_158_02.html
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Canola oil

The term “Canola” was derived from “Canadian oil, low acid”. It
was developed through conventional cross breeding of the rapeseed plant
(flowers are yellow with four petals) with unwanted traits removed. Once

registered as a trademark in Canada in 1970s, canola has now been
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e s T R e R recognised and used internationally as a generic term for edible varieties of
2% B A et (RE3
’ o ( e rapeseed with erucic acid less than 2% in the oil. (See Figure 3)
BB R R S/ NERMERE 0 w22 E AR In fact, low erucic acid rapeseed oils contain low level of saturated

fatty acids and has high proportion of unsaturated fatty acids. They can be

considered as one of the healthier oils in our diet.
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Romaine Lettuce from California Has Been Recalled Again
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for E. coli Contamlnahon

Recently, the Centre for Food Safety has suspended romaine lettuce produced
in Salinas, California from import and for sale within Hong Kong as it was linked
to multistate outbreaks of E. coli O157 infection in the United States. The public is
urged not to consume the affected products including prepackaged romaine lettuce
and salad mixes. There was also another incident involving romaine leftuce which
was contaminated by E. coli O157 in 2018 in the United States.

From a global perspective, leafy green vegetables present a food safety
concern, mainly because they are grown and exported in large volume and are
found recurrently associated with multiple outbreaks with high numbers of illnesses.
When consuming raw vegetables, there is no heat treatment to inactivate harmful
microorganisms.

Pregnant women, young children, the elderly and immunocompromised
individuals are more susceptible to food poisoning. The trade is encouraged to
provide consumer advice on raw or undercooked dishes on the menu.
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Japanese Ramen - A High Sodium Trap?

Japanese ramen is a popular dish readily served at restaurants or at home. A recent
Japanese study reported that prevalence of ramen restaurants was positively correlated with
stroke mortality in Japanese prefectures and cities. Indeed, soy sauce and other condiments
rich in salt are often used for preparation of ramen.

High sodium infake confributes to adverse effects like high blood pressure. Our
Centre's study revealed that sodium content of ramen ranged from around 2000- 4000mg
per bowl. About half of the sodium content came from the soup. Consuming one bowl of
noodles with soup could lead to sodium intake exceeding the World Health Organization's
recommended maximum daily intake of sodium (i.e. 2000mg/day).

The trade can reduce the sodium content by product reformulation and choosing low
salt ingredients. The public is advised to consume the noodles as soon as possible to avoid
them soaking too much soup and try not to consume soup.
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