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Incident in Focus
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Food Poisoning Caused by Consumption of Marinated

Raw Crabs and Cockles
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Reported by Mr. Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

In early March 2021, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
investigated two epidemically linked food poisoning cases referred by
the Centre for Health Protection (CHP). Two clusters, with five persons

affected, suffered from gastrointestinal symptoms such as abdominal
pain, diarrhoea and vomiting affer their dinner at a restaurant in

Mong Kok. Four victims sought medical attention but did not require

hospitalisation.

Figure 1: Marinated raw mud crabs (left) and marinated raw cockles (right)

The epidemiological assessment of the CHP suggested that
the suspected causes were norovirus and Vibrio parahaemolyticus
in suspected food items marinated raw crabs and marinated raw
cockles. The crabs and cockles served were purchased from a wet
market and were not infended for raw consumption. The cockles were
only briefly blanched for less than a minute, and the crabs underwent
no heat treatment after dressing. The items were then marinated
with soya sauce, garlic and chilli, and refrigerated overnight before
serving. Affer onssite investigation, the CFS had immediately instructed
the premises to stop selling the uncooked seafood dishes. No further
outbreaks concerning raw seafood were later on reported at this

premises.

Hazards from Consumption of Raw Aquatic
Products

Raw seafood is a kind of high-isk foods. There are various
types of hazards, including microbiological hazards and parasites,
from eating seafood raw. Marinating, which adds flavours fo foods
by soaking them in a seasoning liquid, can neither draw enough
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moisture from foods fo prevent bacterial growth nor kill any parasites present. Basically,
marinating cannot replace thorough cooking.

Bacteria and Viruses

Raw aquatic products may harbour harmful microorganisms, including both bacteria
(e.g. Vibrio parahaemolyticus (VP) ) and viruses (e.g. norovirus). These microorganisms
may be naturally present or introduced through environmental contamination. VP prevails
in estuaries and coastal areas. Therefore, some seafood, such as crabs and bivalves, is

inevitably contaminated with VP. Norovirus is a prevalent foodborne virus commonly found
in confaminated seawater, where shellfishes collected may uptake the virus.

Parasites

Parasites are more likely fo be present in wild-caught aquatic animals and certain farm-
raised ones that are not exclusively raised in a parasitefree environment. These aquatic
products may acquire different parasites. The parasites of concern include flukes (liver
flukes and lung flukes), roundworms (e.g. Angiostrongylus cantonensis) and tapeworms
(e.g. Diphyllobothrium spp.). Some parasites may cause no or mild symptoms, while some
may result in severe consequences later. For instance, some can cause bile duct or intestinal
blockage, some can cause symptoms similar to tuberculosis or bronchitis, while others can
affect the nervous system.

Preventive Measures
Avoid Consuming Raw or Undercooked Marinated Seafood

Raw fish and crabs may contain harmful bacteria and parasites, while shellfishes are
more commonly contaminated with harmful bacteria and viruses. While some practise
light cooking of shellfishes, such as cockles, to retain their delicate texture, it cannot kill
foodbome pathogens, including antimicrobial-resistant pathogens.

Consumption of raw or_undercooked foods is inherently more risky than cooked

ones. Susceptible populations, such as pregnant women, infants, young children, the
elderly and people with weakened immunity, are at higher risk of being infected or having
complications if they consume raw or undercooked foods. They should avoid them and
consume cooked foods instead.

Key Points to Note
1. Marinated raw seafood produdts are high-risk foods.

2. Cooking seafood thoroughly is the only way to prevent foodbome diseases caused by
harmful microorganisms and parasites.

3. Seasonings, wine, herbs and spices cannot effectively kill bacteria and parasites.

Advice to the Trade

e Obitain a relevant licence/permit from the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department
(FEHD) for manufacturing and/or sale of sushi and sashimi.

e Raw seafood dishes should only be prepared from seafood ingredients that are infended
for raw consumption.

e Inform consumers of dishes containing raw or undercooked ingredients with a consumer
advisory.
Advice to the Public

e Use only ingredients that are infended for raw consumption when preparing raw or lightly
cooked seafood dishes.

e Check whether the premises have a valid FEHD licence or permit to sell sashimi and sushi
before patronising.

*  Susceptible populations should avoid eating raw and undercooked foods.
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Figure 2: Gas-filled bags of foods
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Nitrogen - A Packaging Gas and Beyond

Reported by Ms. Sosanna WONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

Have you ever wondered why bags of potato chips or shrimp
crackers are always inflated? Besides, why do the potato chips
inside get softened and, occasionally, rancid quickly once the
package is opened, even before the best-before date? Packaging
gas can be considered a food additive with its unique functions
in food processing to slow down food deterioration and improve
longevity effectively. This article will look into the application of
packaging gas in foods, the science behind and its safety.

What is a Packaging Gas?

Air contains approximately 78% nitrogen, 21% oxygen and a

variable amount of moisture. When exposed fo air, foods such as

potato chips absorb moisture and go stale and soggy quickly. Atmospheric oxygen

also reacts with the unsaturated fatty acids present in foods, resulting in rancid off-

flavours. Consequently, it is always a challenge faced by food manufacturers in
preserving the desirable quality and prolonging the shelf life of food products.

The use of packaging gas is an effective solution. A packaging gas is a gas
that is infroduced info a package before, during or after filling with food to protect
the food from oxidation or spoilage. Examples include nitrogen, carbon dioxide
and nitrous oxide. Nitrogen has a long history of use as a packaging gas in
various foods including snacks, breakfast cereals, candies, bakery products, dried
fruits and vegetables, and processed meat producis.

Nitrogen Does More than a Packaging Gas

Nitrogen has found its way to the brewery and coffee industries
where nitrogen is infused in beer or cold brew coffee to make ‘nitro
beer’ or ‘nitro brew’, giving the final product a richer and creamier
mouthfeel.

How does Nitrogen Work as a Packaging Gas?

Unlike the air you breathe every second, nitrogen used in food packaging
contains very liffle oxygen and moisture. Nitrogen is inert (i.e. not reacting with
any food components), odourless and tasteless. When nitrogen is introduced
into a package, it drives out oxygen and any moisture present. By modifying the
atmosphere inside the package,
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food packaging with nitrogen
preserves quality, slows down
spoilage and extends the products'

shelf life.
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Nitrogen also cushions and
profects delicate foods inside the
package from being crushed during
handling. Nonetheless, the amount
of nitrogen used should provide
enough protection but not foo
much to allow space for additional
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Figure 3: Comparative composition of atmospheric air (left) and food-grade nitrogen (right)

expansion due fo pressure changes
in transit and during storage.

The package, with low gas
permeability, must be sealed
tightly to prevent the nitrogen from
escaping. Once you open the package, the food inside is exposed to atmospheric
air containing oxygen and moisture. Without protection from an immediate,
controlled environment, the contents are then prone to moisture pickup, spoilage
and oxidation. Therefore, it is best to consume the food products as soon as
possible once the package is opened.

Is Nitrogen Safe for Food Use?

Like other food additives, nitrogen has gone through rigorous safety
assessment before it is ascertained as safe for food use. The Joint Food and
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Agriculture Organization / World Health Organization Expert Committee on
Food Additives (JECFA) has evaluated the safety of food-grade nitrogen and
considered that it is safe upon normal consumption when used in foods following
Good Manufacturing Practice.

What is Food-grade Nitrogen?

Food-grade nitrogen has a high concentration of nitrogen (i.e. not less
than 99%). In contrast, nonfood-grade nitrogen may not achieve the intended
functions and may contain impurities, and is therefore not suitable for food use.
As stipulated in the Public Health and Municipal Services Ordinance (Cap.
132), all foods for sale in Hong Kong must be fit for human consumption. Only
food-grade nitrogen with high purity should be used for food applications to
ensure food safety and preserve food quality.
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BAEEER Reading Nutrition Labels on Prepackaged Convenience
Meals and Shopping Cards to Achieve Healthy Diets

During the COVID-19 pandemic, where social distancing is deemed necessary,
prepackaged convenience meals provide an alterative dining option for consumers. While
these processed foods are ready fo be served through reheating, people may consume
more than the recommended amounts of fotal fat, salt or sugars without being aware of the
nutrition contents of the foods they are buying and eating.

Reading nutrition labels can help consumers to check the nutrient contents, which can
be found on the packaging. The Centre for Food Safety has designed Shopping Cards that
inform consumers if a ?ood is high or low in fofal fat, salt or sugars. For example, a food
containing more than 20g of total fat per 100g is considered high in total fat. Consumers
may compare nutrition labels between products and crosscheck with the Shopping Cards
before purchase fo have a balanced diet.

Tips for Choosing Healthier Food
Check out the fat, sugars and sodium (or salt) contents
in nutrition labels and make a healthier choice of “3 Low".
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Can Foods Affect the Smell of Urine2

Some people have queried why urine smells after consumption of coffee or some other
s.

Cerfain foods like coffee, garlic, onion, asparagus, Brussel sprouts and curry may
contfain cerfain substances known to femporarily impart a strong smell o urine when
consumed in sufficient amounts. The smell can be intensified by drinking insufficient water;
those compounds will be excreted in higher concentrations in urine and lead to a more
pungent smell.

While the phenomenon generally poses no food safety risks, this can be easily alleviated
by drinking enough water, diluting the compounds as a result. However, smelly urine can be
caused by medical condifions (e.g. uncontrolled diabetes, urinary tract infections). If smelly
urine persists, possibly combined with other symptoms, medical atfention should be sought
immediafely.
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