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Food Labelling -
Providing Informed Choices for Consumers
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Name of food

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

In recent months, the Centre for Food Safety had found
samples of prepackaged food containing sulphur dioxide but
with the labelling of the food additive missing, therefore not
complying with the local food labelling requirements. More
than just a legal requirement for food traders, food labels also
help consumers make informed decisions when purchasing
food and help them store and consume the purchased food
safely.

What is Food Labelling?

Food labelling is an important communication channel to
inform consumers about what the product is, what it contains
and how to handle, prepare and consume it safely. As societies
are moving from direct purchases from people who produce
the food to international trade of prepackaged food, it is

important to provide trustworthy and precise
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Figure 1: Different parts of food labelling for prepackaged food in Hong Kong.
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descriptions fo consumers.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) describes food labels
as the information presented on food products, which include tag, brand,
mark, picforial or other descriptive matter, written, printed, stencilled,
marked, embossed or impressed on, or attached fo a contfainer of food or
food product. The information, including ingredients, quantity and nutritional
value, can accompany the food or be displayed near the food to promote
sale.

Why is Food Labelling Useful?

Food labelling is useful in many ways. It can discourage food sellers from
making false representations on a package, as they are legally required to
ensure accuracy of the information presented. Also, the expiration and best

before labelling is an attempt fo reduce food waste. In view of the increasing
health burden of diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs) like diabetes
and heart diseases worldwide, nutrition labelling can also be a useful tool in
helping consumers make healthy food choices.

International Food Labelling Standard

The Codex Alimentarius Commission (Codex) is an international food
standards authority. They have established the Codex General Standard for
Labelling of Prepackaged Foods as a worldwide reference. Codex requires

that labelling should not be false, misleading or deceptive or likely to create an
erroneous impression of the products. The general requirements have been adopted
by many countries in the world.

Food Labelling in Hong Kong

In Hong Kong, the regulations related to food labelling are stipulated under
the Food and Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations (Cap. 132W). The
food labelling requirements include name of food, list of ingredients (including

allergens), indication of durability, special condifions for storage or instructions for
use, count, weight or volume, name and address of manufacturer or packer and

nutrition label (see figure1). Traders who prepare retail packages of food from bulk
packages should obtain ingredient details from the supplies for preparing accurate
labels.

Key Points to Note
1. Food labelling is an internationally accepted means of communicating
with consumers on what a prepackaged food is.

2. The food trade should comply with the local food labelling requirements.

3. Consumers can use food labels to keep food safe, reduce food waste
and make informed food choices for taking control of their own health

and preventing NCDs.

Adbvice to the Public

e Consumers should make use of the information on food labelling to keep food
safe, reduce food waste and make informed food choices for maintaining health
and preventing NCDs.

* People who have food dllergies should also make use of ingredients and
allergens labelling.

Adbvice to the Trade

¢ The food trade should obtain accurate information from the suppliers, follow
the local food labelling requirements closely and provide clear and concise
information on the food packaging.
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Atypical Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy in Cattle
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Figure 2: Atypical BSE occurs in older cattle spontaneously.

Reported by Dr. B M HWANG, Veterinary Officer,
Veterinary Public Health Section, Centre for Food Safety

On 3 September 2021, the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food Supply
(MAPA) of Brazil confirmed the diagnosis of two atypical bovine spongiform
encephalopathy (BSE) cases in cattle in the states of Minas Gerais and Mato Grosso.
In the past 23 years of surveillance for the disease in Brazil, there have been a total of
five reported cases of atypical BSE in cattle. According to the latest World Organisation
for Animal Health (OIE) Resolution No. 17 in May 2021, Brazil is recognised as having
a “negligible BSE risk”. Worldwide, there have been slightly more than 90 cases to date
of atypical BSE detected in cattle in various countries, including European Union, USA,
Canada and Japan.

What is BSE?

BSE is a progressive, fatal disease through degeneration of the nervous system
in cattle that is caused by the accumulation of an abnormal protein called ‘prion’ in
nervous fissues. It is characterised by formation of a sponge-like pattern in brain. It
is one of a group of diseases known as transmissible spongiform encephalopathies
(TSEs), or prion diseases. This group includes scrapie in sheep and goats, chronic
wasting disease (CWD) in deer, Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD) and variant CJD
(vCJD) in humans, and “Kuru” amongst the Fore people of Papua New Guinea.

Types of BSE in Cattle

There are two forms of BSE in cattle: the classical BSE occurs in cattle after ingesting
prion-contaminated feed, while the atypical BSE is believed to occur spontaneously in
all cattle populations.

Transmission of Classical BSE and Control through Removal
of Specified Risk Materials

The link between classical BSE in cattle and vCJD in humans with consumption of
BSE contaminated food makes it a public health issue. It has been proven that certain
tissues of infected animals, namely the specified risk materials (SRMs), are most likely to
contain and therefore transmit the BSE prion. According to the OIE, these tissues include
brain, eyes, spinal cord, skull, vertebral column, tonsils and distal ileum.

Classical BSE was identified as a significant threat in the 1990s but its occurrence
has markedly decreased over the past years, as a result of the successful implementation
of effective control measures, and its occurrence is now estimated to be extremely low
(close to zero cases).

What is Atypical BSE?

In the early 2000s, atypical prions causing atypical BSE were identified as the result
of enhanced surveillance for TSEs. The number of cases of atypical BSE is negligible.

Atypical BSE refers to naturally and sporadically occurring forms, which are
believed to occur in all cattle populations at a very low rate, and which have only been
identified in older cattle when conducting intensive surveillance.

To date, there is no evidence that atypical BSE is transmissible. However, measures
to manage exposure risk in the feed chain of cattle,
| such as preventing the SRMs and meat-and-bone
meal from entering animal feed continue to be
recommended as a precaution. Atypical BSE does
not bring sanitary or trade restrictions to the country
. by the OIE, although temporary suspension of beef
exports may be imposed by bilateral sanitary protocol
agreements between two nations or areas.

Public Health Control Measures

While classical BSE is a food safety issue, there is
. no evidence so far for atypical BSE to be a food safety
i issue. Furthermore, the food safety risk of atypical BSE
is further reduced as the same measures to manage
exposure risk for classical BSE (e.g. exclusion of SRMs)
in the feed chain of cattle continue to be recommended
as a precaution.
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Under the Imported Game, Meat, Pouliry and Eggs Regulations (Cap. 132AK),
it is specified that each consignment of imported beef must be accompanied by an
official health certificate stating that the meat is fit for human consumption.

Hong Kong has established a beef import protocol with Brazil. Included in the
health certification are specific health requirements addressing infectious diseases,
hygienic practices and harmful substances, including drug and chemical residues,
and animal welfare provisions. More specifically with regard to BSE, the health
certificate attestations include handling and produce of meat or meat products
in accordance with recommendations made by the OIE under the Terrestrial
Animal Health Code, providing full assurances that imported meat is fit for human
consumption.

In the next issue, we will cover the current position of classical BSE worldwide.
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Enough lodine?

The Centre for Health Protection of the Department of Health had recently released
the report on the lodine Survey on school children, pregnant and breast-feeding
women. These populations are particularly vulnerable to iodine deficiency disorders.
lodine is an essential nutrient for normal thyroid function and is required for growth and
development. If iodine is deficient during the critical period from the second trimester
of pregnancy to the third year after birth, the brain and central nervous system of the
baby will have irreversible damage from cretinism.

Pregnant and breast-feeding women are recommended to seek advice from
medical professionals and consume a variety of iodine-rich foods. Some iodine-rich
foods are seaweeds (e.g. kelp soup, seaweed snack), seafood (e.g. marine fish,
prawns, mussels), eggs, as well as milk and milk products (e.g. cheese, yogurt). If
using iodised salt, limit the total salt intake to 5 g or 1 teaspoon a day, including the
salt in sauces, seasonings and other foods consumed. On the other hand, although
uncommon, excessive iodine intake may lead to thyroid disorders.
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In August, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) found several types of milk imported
without permission from the Director of Food and Environmental Hygiene (DFEH).
The CFS initiated immediate actions, which include instructing the importer and the
vendor to stop sale of the products concerned, remove them from shelves and initiate
a recall. The CFS also alerted the trade and traced the source and distribution. The
trade was urged to stop selling or using the affected products. Food Alerts were
issued to the public not to consume the products concerned.

According to the Milk Regulation (Cap. 132AQ), milk or milk beverages
imported into Hong Kong for sale should be obtained from a source of manufacture
approved by the DFEH. Trades should ensure that their products comply with relevant
local hygiene and composition standards as well as the import requirements before
importing milk.
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