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Pre-shucked Oysters for Raw Consumption -
What Should One be Aware of?
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Figure 1: A photo of chilled pre-shucked raw oysters in a plastic tub and half-shell raw oysters

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

The market sees an increasing popularity of imported pre-
shucked raw oysters packed in plastic tubs, which are allegedly fit
to be consumed raw. While the stake of food poisoning that the
raw shellfish, including marinated ones, poses are well known, in
this article we shall focus on the microbiological risks specifically
involved with pre-shucked raw oysters.

Raw Oysters are High-risk Foods

Oysters are filter feeders. They constantly draw in water
and accumulate materials from water, including pathogens
such as Vibrio bacteria, norovirus and hepatitis A virus.

These pathogens can infect people who eat oysters raw or
undercooked. In addition, bacteria like Vibrio can continue fo
grow in oysters after harvesting if oysters are not maintained at
low enough temperatures from harvest through to consumption.
Food poisoning outbreaks related to raw oysters have been
reported locally from time to fime. Although the illness is usually
mild and selflimiting, causing symptoms such as diarrhoeq,
abdominal cramps and vomiting, they can also cause severe
health consequences especially for susceptible individuals.

; Additional Risks in
Shucked Oysters

Both physical and microbiological
® confamination are possible during
{ the shucking of oysters. Physical
removal of shellfish meat from the
shell at the shucking table often
= exposes the product to dirf, mud
Shucked

should be rinsed or washed well to

and  detritus. oysters
eliminate these contaminants and to
reduce microbiological level of the
products. Good hygiene practices
should also be observed to minimise
contamination from the workers
and the working environment.
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fm_01_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_77_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_105_03.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_high_risk_population.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fm_01_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_77_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_105_03.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_105_03.html
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Before deshelling, oysters can stay dlive even after long-haul shipping if
kept under correct femperature and conditions. Once killed affer shucking,
raw oysters can deferiorate quickly if the temperature is not low enough to
limit bacterial growth. Shucked oysters should be packed and chilled or
frozen as soon as possible. Furthermore, an uninterrupted cold chain during
transportation is critical fo ensure safety and quality of the shellfish products.

Thorough Cooking - the Sure Way to Destroy
Pathogens

Pathogens can be readily destroyed by cooking, but high heat must be
held to be effective. Cooking to_an_internal temperature of 90°C for 90

seconds will provide a safety margin fo inactivate common foodborne viruses
like hepatitis A and norovirus. Remember that raw oysters have an inherent
microbiological risk that cannot be complefely eliminated, even with stringent
control and monitoring measures at farm level. However, if choosing to savour
the shellfish raw, buy oysters intended for raw consumption only from reliable
licensed premises.

Importers should confirm that the raw oysters they import are fit for human
consumption by obtaining relevant health certificates issued by relevant
authorities of the exporting countries. In Hong Kong, a restricted food permit is
required fo sell oysters to be eaten in raw state. Raw oysters should be received
and kept at 4°C or below all along at food premises. Food handlers should
minimise the time spent outside of refrigerated control during rinsing, cleaning,
shucking and other preparations of oysters. Different lots and varieties of oysfers
should be stored in separate containers labelled with date and variety. Keep
shellfish harvest tag and / or relevant documentation of treatment with each
batch of oysters until service.

Key Points to Note

1. Consuming raw oysters poses a high risk. Chilled pre-shucked oysters
for raw consumption are riskier due to their susceptibility to temperature
abuse during transportation and the subsequent rapid bacterial growth.

2. Thorough cooking can destroy the foodborne pathogens in oysters.

3. Susceptible populations should not consume raw or undercooked
oysters.

Adyvice to the Trade

¢ Imporiers of oysters for raw consumption should obtain health cerfificates issued
by relevant authorities of the exporting countries.

¢ Food businesses should obtain a restricted food permit / written endorsement for
licensed premises before selling oysters for raw consumption.

¢ Oysfers for raw consumption must be received and maintained at 4°C or less
before service to ensure pathogens do not have the chance to grow.

* Food premises serving raw oysters are advised to display a consumer advice
in the menu or on a display card at the table.

Adbvice to the Public

¢ Chilled oysters for raw consumption that are imported preshucked are
particularly risky. Avoid consuming them.

¢ Purchase oysters for raw consumption only from reliable licensed premises,
including those that are online. Look out for the condition and expiry date for
prepackaged produdts.

* Cooking oysters to an infernal femperature of 90°C for 90 seconds fo kill harmful
bacteria and viruses is the only sure way to desfroy the foodbormne pathogens
in them.

* Pregnant women, infants and young children, the elderly and people with
weakened immunity should not consume raw or undercooked oysters.


https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/Oysters_and_Food_Safety_e.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/Oysters_and_Food_Safety_e.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/Oysters_and_Food_Safety_c.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/Oysters_and_Food_Safety_c.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_163_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_163_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_163_02.html
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How to Keep Food Safe in Case of a Power Cut at Home?

Reported by Ms. Melva CHEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safefy

While prolonged power cut is uncommon nowadays in Hong Kong,
unforeseeable factors such as adverse weather or equipment failure make
power cut still possible to happen without prior notice. Power disruptions
can extend from minutes to hours, and many foods spoil rapidly without
refrigeration. Although power cut can be inconvenient, especially if you have
a lot of perishable food in your refrigerator and freezer, there is no need to
panic. The following tips help you keep your food safe while waiting for the
power to come back on.

Keep the Fridge and Freezer Shut During Power Cut

Without electrical power, refrigerators and freezers will lose the ability to
store foods at safe temperatures. Foods stored in fridges must be at 4°C or less
and freezers should store products at-18°C or less to hinder the growth of harmful
bacteria and other microorganisms that can cause foodbome illness. In case of
power cut, the best thing to do is simply not fo open the fridge and freezer, which
helps maintain the proper storage temperatures as long as possible. This is to
prevent bacteria from growing rapidly in the Temperature Danger Zone ranging
from 4°C to 60°C.

A common consensus among overseas food authorities such as the US Food
and Drug Administration and the Food Standards Australia New Zealand is that,
if the doors stay closed, food will stay safe for 2 to 4 hours in a refrigerator; 48
hours in a full freezer; and 24 hours in a halffull freezer. Therefore, knowing the
time the power cut starts is useful to track how long the refrigerator and freezer
have been without power; this will help you determine which foods may be safe
to eat and which ones are not.

Follow the ‘4 hour / 2 hour rule’ after the Power
Resumes

After the power has been restored, people are advised to check the
temperature of their perishable foods, considering how long they may have been
out of the safe temperature range. For any potentially hazardous foods such as
meat, seafood, eggs, milk, dairy products, cut fruits and cooked dishes that have
been at temperatures between 4 °C and 60 °C, refrigerate or use immediately if
kept for less than 2 hours; use immediately if longer than 2 hours but less than 4
hours; and foss away if more than 4 hours.

Never taste foods to defermine if they are safe to eat, as they might not give
off a bad taste or odour. If unsure about the safety of your perishable foods,
simply discard them. On the other hand, non-perishable foods that can be stored
at room femperature and are kept in the fridge or freezer may not warrant the
bin in the event of a power cut. High acid foods (e.g. mustard, ketchup, jams,
pickles), cerfain processed foods (e.g. peanut butter, butter, bread) and most
dried foods are typically kept better in power blackout situations.
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Food Safety Before, During and After a Power Cut
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Throw out perishable food in your refrigerator after
4 hours without power
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Figure 2: Food safety before, during and after a power cut
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Never taste food to determine if it is safe to eat.
When in doubt, throw it out.
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Prepare for Emergency in Time of Peace

In non-crisis times, make sure the refrigerator should be at 4°C or below, and the freezer
at -18°C or below. Ideally, keep appliance thermometers in your refrigerator and freezer.
Always keep some ice cubes and frozen gel packs in the freezer. They can keep the freezer
full to help maintain the temperature, and keep foods cold should they be transferred to other
locations such as a friend or relatives’ refrigerator.

Food can be very expensive fo throw away but not as costly as food-borne illnesses
which can cause severe health consequences as well as death. If any food is suspected to
be deteriorated, it is not worth the risk, especially for young children, the elderly and those
with compromised immune sysfems. It is always best fo err on the side of caution - when in
doubt, throw the food out. People should also adhere to the Five Keys to Food Safety during
emergencies, protecting themselves and those around them from foodborne diseases.
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Food Safety Issues of Food Delivery Agencies
Providing Non-food Delivery Services

While doorto-door meal delivery is hotly trending, some food delivery agencies are
upscaling their businesses by providing delivery services of nonfood items such as detergents,
batteries and stationeries. This practice, however, raises certain food safety concems.

Packed together with nonood items, foods might risk contamination by microorganisms,
the leakage or spillage of non-edible chemicals or foreign substances during transportation.
Besides, delivering foods without time or temperature control can increase food safety risk.
While minimally affecting nonfood items, delivery without proper holding temperatures could
lead to bacterial growth and deterioration in food.

To safeguard food safety, food delivery agencies should store food in clean and suitable
containers in separate compartments from nonfood entities fo minimise contamination. A tight
control and monitoring on the food storage temperature during delivery should be in place. For
food delivery vehicles, if those vehicles or containers have been used for transporting anything
other than food, thorough cleaning is required between loads to avoid the risk of contamination.
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Food Safety Day 2021 - Read and check, Be like Detective CFS!
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Suspected Food Poisoning Alerts:

The annual World Food Safety Day launched by the World Health Organization
aims fo draw attention and inspire action to help prevent, detect and manage foodborne
risks. The CFS has been echoing the World Food Safety Day since 2018 through its
own Food Safety Day. The theme of Food Safety Day 2021 is ‘Read and check, Be like
Detective CFS!” which aims to enhance the public awareness of inherent risks concerning
raw or undercooked foods, especially for susceptible populations.

A publicity campaign started on 7 June, including launching social media
posts, newspaper columns, radio interviews and new videos of the ‘CFS Movie
Channel’ series. Education materials will be prepared and talks will be delivered to
food handlers, schools, staff of residential homes, domestic helpers and caregivers,
focusing on the food safety issues of high-risk foods, Five Keys to Food Safety and
other good hygiene practices. Please visit the CFS Facebook for our latest activities
and information.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (June 2021)
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Educational Seminars/ Lectures/Talks

Counselling:
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pul

/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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