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Incident in Focus

Review of Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to
Food Premises and Food Business in 2020
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Reported by Dr. Lousia CHOI, Medical & Health Officer,
Risk Management Section, Centre for Food Safety

This article reviews the FPOs related to local food premises
and food business reported to the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
of the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department in 2020.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to Local
Food Premises and Food Business

In 2020, the CFS received 229 referrals of FPOs, affecting
632 persons in fotal. Since the global COVID-19 pandemic,
takeaway foods have become more popular among the general
public. The number of food poisoning outbreaks (FPOs) related to
takeaway foods increased from 36 cases (19.5% of total FPOs)
affecting 236 persons in 2019 to 128 cases (55.9%) affecting
331 persons in 2020. While a generally decreasing trend in
the number of FPOs since 2012 was noted (see Figure 1), there
was a small rebound in 2019 and 2020. Last year's increase
was mainly affributable to one large-scale cluster involving 99 epi-
linked outbreaks related to sandwiches. Despite more FPOs were
recorded compared with 2019, the number of affected persons
hit record low in 2020.

Causative Agents and Contributing Factors

Bacterial foodbome agents
remained the leading causes
(90%) of all FPOs in 2020, and
Salmonella (76.3% of all bacterial
cases) topped the list, followed
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Figure 1: Number of food poisoning outbreaks related to food premises and food business and the corresponding

number of persons affected from 2010 to 2020.
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food handlers and improper holding temperature were the three most frequently
identified contributing factors.

Highlights on Major Epi-linked Food Poisoning
Outbreaks in 2020

Food Poisoning Outbreaks involving Sandwiches related to Salmonella species

In May 2020, the CFS received 99 epi-linked FPOs related to the consumption
of prepackaged sandwiches of the same brand, involving 236 persons. Stool
samples of 42 affected persons yielded Salmonella. One victim required intensive
care and the blood specimen grew Salmonella Enteritidis. Group D Salmonella
was also defected in one of the unconsumed sandwiches bought by a victim.

The sandwiches were produced by a local food factory. Field investigation
revealed a number of contributing factors to the outbreaks, including ready-to-eat
ingredients being contaminated by raw ingredients and food handlers, improper
holding temperature during transporfation of the sandwiches to the refail outlets,
and improper storage temperature of finished products at the temperature danger
zone dllowing pathogens to grow. In addition, the manufacturer did not provide
the production date and expiry date on the packing of the sandwiches for staff
and cusfomers’ information. A sandwich sample collected from an outlet was
tested positive for Group D Salmonella.

The CFS instructed the food factory and refail outlets to stop the sale of all
sandwiches immediately and carry out thorough cleansing and disinfection.
Health advice was conveyed to the food handlers. The CFS issued press releases
to urge the public not fo consume the concerned sandwiches. The food factory
operator has ceased operating the concerned food business since then.

Sandwich preparation often involves manual handling and prepacked
sandwiches produced by food factories can be distributed widely. Thus, stringent
food safety and hygiene practices should be adopted in food factories to avoid
contamination. As illustrated in this case malpractice in any step could lead to
large-scale FPOs affecting a large number of people.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks involving Takeaway Lobster Noodles related to Vibrio
parahaemolyticus species

In September 2020, seven epidinked FPOs involving 19 persons were
reported, involving takeaway lobster noodles purchased from a restaurant. A
victim’s stool sample grew Vibrio parahaemolyticus (VP). Investigation revealed
that the cooked lobsters were prepared too far in advance to cater for the high
demand during busy hours, and might have been contaminated by food handlers
and other raw seafood. Health advice regarding personal hygiene, food and
environmental safety was provided to the concerned food premises and the sale of
the food item was suspended immediately. The premises was thoroughly cleaned
and disinfected, and no further related FPOs were received afterwards.

To prevent VP infection, it is important to cook food thoroughly, observe good
hygiene practices, and prevent cross-confamination after cooking by raw seafood.

Conclusion

The large-scale sandwich related FPO in 2020 served as a reminder
to food trade that failure to adopt stringent food safety practices and lapses
in personal and environmental hygiene can cause serious health hazards to
the public. Takeaway foods have become more popular since the COVID-19
pandemic. The trade and the public should stay alert to the risks involved and
adhere to the ‘Five Keys to Food Safety’ to prevent occurrence of FPOs.



https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_5_Keys_to_food_safety.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_5_Keys_to_food_safety.html
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Phatform How to Keep Meal Box Delivery Safe?
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Reported by Mr. William SO, Chief Health Inspector,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

In view of an increasing demand for meal boxes from commercial firms and
schools, along with defection of disease-causing Bacillus cereus in a meal box
sample recently reported, it is appropriately fitting to review the practices in the
production and delivery of meal boxes. As meal boxes are often mass-produced,
any lapses in food safety can affect a large number of people.

The challenge of achieving food safety and quality while still meeting the acute
demand for thousands of meal boxes at peak hours are all too familiar with many
caterers. A common issue is improper hot holding, which implicates two faults —
preparing food too far in advance, coupled with improper hot holding temperature.
On the other hand, postcooking confamination may be the result of using the
same area or equipment for handling of both raw and ready-to-eat foods, poor
environmental hygiene or personal hygiene of food handlers.

In ‘Cook-Serve’ operations, most food items are prepared on the day they are
to be served. However, since meal box caterers have to prepare up fo thousands of
meal boxes before mealtime, they usually prepare food items hours in advance. The
meal boxes are then held hot until they are distributed to customers for consumption,
and it is a critical step to keep hot foods at a temperature too hot for bacteria to grow
throughout until they are delivered to customers.

Since the Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP) system can
effectively enhance food safety and prevent food hazards, Meal box caterers
should implement appropriate measures fo minimise the risks as far as possible. To
facilitate the caterers in developing an effective food safety plan, suggested critical
control points (CCPs) and well-recognised critical limits with particular reference to
temperature aspect during production and delivery are stated below.

Overall, there are three major CCPs for meal box production for hot serving:
cooking (CCP1), hot holding (CCP2) and delivery (CCP3). Pathogens may be
present in raw food ingredients. Foods that are not thoroughly cooked may contain
these pathogens and cause food poisoning. Therefore, all foods should be thoroughly
cooked with the core temperature reaching at least 75°C for at least 30 seconds.
Using a clean food thermometer to measure the core temperature of food is the best
way fo judge whether the food is cooked adequately for safe consumption. Where
possible, cook all food items, including sauce and soup, on the day of consumption.
On the other hand, the caterers should avoid preparing food too far in advance
before consumption.

After cooking, food items in meal boxes should be packed into clean insulated
containers fo prevent cross-contamination and maintained at above 60°C for
delivery as quickly as possible. If not packed immediately, keep meal boxes in
warming devices at above 60°C. Of note, insulated containers generally do not
have any active heating element, and they simply trap the heat of the food and stop
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Figure 2: Schematic diagram and CCPs for meal box production
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Bacillus cereus in meal boxes

Bacillus cereus is a sporeforming bacterium and the spores can survive normal
cooking temperatures. If the cooked food is left at ambient temperatures for a
prolonged period, the vegetative cells of Bacillus cereus have the opportunity to
multiply info large numbers and/or eventually produce toxins which can cause food
poisoning. However, keeping cooked food hot at above 60°C can restrict the growth
of Bacillus cereus.
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For more information, lunch box caterers can refer to the CFS’ document
“Developing a school food safety plan based on HACCP system (for school lunch box
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Washing Hands with Liquid Soap or C|ec1ninﬁ Hands

with Hand Sanitisers?

Maintaining good hand hygiene is important during the COVID-19 pandemic. While
many opt fo use hand sanitisers that are readily carried around, it is preferable to wash hands
with liquid soap when coming to food preparation. For nonfood handlers, using 70-80%
alcoholbased handrubs could be an alternative when hands are not visibly soiled.

A food handler's hands may be soiled with grease and bacteria when they come in
direct contact with foods in the kitchen. Washing hands with liquid soap and water for at least
20 seconds is an effective measure for removing dirt and foodborne pathogens. In contrast,
hand sanitisers work less effectively on visibly dirty or greasy hands. They cannot effectively
remove certain pathogens such as norovirus and hepatitis A virus.

It is advised o wash hands properly with liquid soap and water before handling foods.
Furthermore, drying hands with clean paper towels is important to remove drips and reduce
the risk of re-contamination by dirty towels.
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Proper Handling of Fresh Mushrooms
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Fresh mushrooms, such as winter mushrooms (shiitake), gold needle mushrooms
(enokitake), oyster mushrooms and button mushrooms, are popular food ingredients. As
fresh mushrooms are prone to deferioration especially in hot weather, careful handling and
storage are required to keep them in good condition.

When purchasing fresh mushrooms, look for the ones that are firm to touch, uniform in
colour and smooth in appearance. The surface should be dry but not shrunken or wrinkled.
Store them in the refrigerator soon after purchase. Wash the mushrooms thoroughly and cut
them only right before cooking fo minimise mould growth and other deferioration during
sforage.

Do not buy mushrooms that are unhygienic, show signs of spoilage (e.g. coloured spots,
abnormal smell and slime). If the mushrooms are mixed with unknown species, discard the
whole pack. Do not pick and consume wild mushrooms, as expert knowledge is required to
distinguish edible species from toxic ones.
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