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Review of Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to
Food Premises and Food Business in 2021

BYZR2FOREEEE

REMBERE

AXEERERYERHEERYZET O

(BZPOE_S - —FRERELHMBRERE
NEEBHRYTSEZE-

HEAMBREEBVERBANRYDSESR

BZPOLAE T —FHEIORENHNE
MHsEZE cHe08AZTEZE(RE]L-

RIRES K A

E-E-—FHNMERYTSEET HAH

H S| MHARERZE(67%) EHE1E Mm%
*“(Tﬁéﬁﬂiﬁﬁ%\EE@TE%M%ZM%)Et/ FIEC
B(23%) FFEMEFTSIEENEREE 1 KRS
ERYhEHERENA ”E%ﬁ%}*ﬁﬂki(ll%)
BESHARE(T.00) MERXEEZRTAERE
(3.8%)  ZERNHREMSIENBY PSS ERILEH

27% 28 RENHRS - HBFENRY T HE
ZABRASHR 6N HNEESE - EFSEH
Z)GE-TE-—FRYPFSEAEEERN=

AEEDFIBIRENEBYSEI-TERLENE
W U B RERERFR -

RifttZHERYE
No. of Foodborne Disease Outbreaks

SREAY

RiRFRFERHE
No. of Foodborne Disease Outbreaks

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

FH Year

2017 2018

No. of Persons Affected

2019

Reported by Dr. LEUNG Hiu Yan, Medlical & Health Officer,
Risk Management Section, Centre for Food Safety

This article reviews the food poisoning outbreaks
related to local food premises and food business (FPOs)
reported to the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) of the Food
and Environmental Hygiene Department in 2021.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to
Local Food Premises and Food Business

In 2021, the CFS received 199 referrals of FPOs,
affecting 608 persons in total. The trend has been static in
recent few years (see Figure 1).

Causative Agents and Contributing Factors

Bacterial foodborne agents remained the leading
cause (67%) of all FPOs in 2021. Vibrio parahaemolyticus
(54% of all bacterial cases) overtook Salmonella (23%) and
became the leading bacterial cause. Other bacterial causes
are Staphylococcus aureus (11%), Bacillus cereus (7.6%) and
Clostridium perfringens (3.8%). Viral causes accounted for
27% of all the FPOs, all being Norovirus. Biochemical causes
(6%) (e.g. mushroom toxins, ciguatera toxins, etc.) accounted
for the remaining FPOs. “Contamination by raw food”, “raw
food consumed” and “inadequate cooking” were the three
most frequently identified contributing factors.

Highlights on Major Epi-linked Food
Poisoning Outbreaks in 2021

The CFS identified an increase
in FPOs related fo raw oysters in 2021.
101 outbreaks (with 326 affected
persons) were recorded in 2021, in
comparison to the five-year average
of 24 outbreaks per year in the period
2016 - 2020 (see Figure 2). Live oysters
were the incriminated food of the raw
oysters FPOs in 2021 and storage
temperature and wet sforage were the
main issues identified.
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The largest cluster comprised
of 32 epilinked FPOs involving a
restaurant and affecting 99 persons
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Related to Raw Oysters
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in October 2021 of the incriminated food items. The outbreaks were confirmed
to be caused by Vibrio parahaemolyticus.

The Importance of Storage Temperature

Field investigation of the above-mentioned FPO cluster revealed that
the refrigerators for ready-to-eat seafood at the restaurant were defective.
According fo the restaurant staff, the refrigerators had been malfunctioning
for two to three days before the date of consumption of affected persons and
the temperature was noted to be higher than 4°C by them. The refrigerators
were overfilled with food, affecting their cooling ability.

Pitfalls of Wet Storage
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Wet storage refers to the practice of storing live shellfish temporarily
by submerging them under water or heavy spraying. In its Code of
Practice for Fish and Fishery Products, the Codex Alimentarius specifies
that live bivalve molluscs must not be re-immersed in or sprayed with
water after they have been packaged and left the distribution centre. In
general, food authorities of oyster-exporting countries are against wet
storage of oysters following export. In the European Union, re-immersion
of oysters following packaging is prohibited.

Opyster and Food Safety Risk

Oysters are filter feeders which concentrate disease-causing
microorganisms, such as bacteria (e.g. Vibrio parahaemolyticus) and
viruses (e.g. norovirus and hepatitis A virus) from the surrounding
seawater. These pathogens can grow rapidly at temperatures above
4°C. Proper storage is critical to controlling the growth of these harmful
microorganisms. Furthermore, consuming oysters without thorough
cooking poses a risk of food poisoning, particularly for susceptible
individuals such as the elderly, young children, pregnant women or

immunocompromised patients.

Conclusion

The number of FPOs and number of persons affected related to
food premises and food business showed a general decreasing trend
from 2012 to 2018, but the figures remained somewhat static in the
past three years. In 2021, lapses in food safety practices in relation
to raw oysters led to a number of outbreaks which added significantly
to the toll. This illustrates that lapses in hygiene practices by a small
sector of the trade can affect a large number of consumers.

To reduce risk, raw oysters should only be consumed in or
obtained from reliable licensed premises. The public should not eat
oysters raw that are intended for consumption after cooking. The trade
should be reminded of the importance of hygiene practices and do not
practise wet storage of raw oysters.
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Climate Change and Food Safety
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Climate change can affect food across the world by
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fungal infections and mycotoxins
emerge in new regions

Reported by Dr. Anna SP TANG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Climate change poses new challenges in the area of food safety. The need for
adequate attention to ensure food safety and preparedness to manage situations
arising from extreme weather events has been addressed by the Food and Agriculture
Organization and has raised awareness in the international communities. Here, we
will go through the implications of climate change and how we can mitigate the
food safety risks posed by these events.

Food Safety Issues Related to Climate Change

Climate change has a number of different effects on the frequency and
severity of food safety problems. A single environmental condition, such as rising
temperatures, can have a range of effects on different contaminants—for example,
increasing the survival chances of foodborne micro-organisms as well as modifying
the patterns of occurrence of chemical contaminants (Figure 3).

Foodborne Pathogens and Parasites

Extreme temperature, precipitation and other environmental factors all have
an impact on the geographic distribution and persistence of foodborne pathogens
and parasites. Infections caused by Salmonella and Campylobacter species, for
example, are strongly linked to rising temperatures. Vibrio species are significant
foodborne pathogens that cause infections, sometimes deadly, when raw or
undercooked seafood is consumed. Warming waters and rising sea levels favour
the growth and spread of this bacterium, leading to more frequent recalls of raw
oysters in oyster-producing areas.

Mycotoxins

With cooler femperate zones becoming warmer and hence more favourable to
agriculture, agricultural pests and hazardous fungal species are finding new homes.
Aflatoxins, which were once thought to be a concern only in tropical places, are
now well established in other geographical zones and regions. Inadequate storage
and transportation infrastructure, particularly under climate change conditions, is
increasing the risk of the development and spread of mycotoxins such as aflatoxin
and ochratoxin.

Harmful Algal Blooms

While algae are an inherent part of the aquatic ecosystem, increased sea
surface femperature due to climate change can cause the algal blooms occur more
frequently. Such blooms have the potential to shade out all other maritime plants
and creatures. When algal blooms die and decompose, they deplete the area's
oxygen supply, leaving zones unsuitable to other forms of life. Additionally, certain
algae species create toxins toxic to fish, shellfish, marine animals and birds. When
ingested, these algal toxins can bioaccumulate in fish and shellfish, causing toxic
syndromes in humans. Ciguatera poisoning, for example, is caused by ciguatoxins
and is a significant foodborne issue in the Pacific region.

Environmental Contaminants and Chemical Residues in
the Food Chain

Methylmercury in fish is a
significant public health concern

because it is toxic fo humans'
nervous, immune and digestive
systems. It also poses a threat to
a child's development both in
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uptake by fish and marine
mammals, thereby increasing
human exposure. On land,
severe rains can contaminate
the surrounding area with a
variety of hazardous metals,
jeopardizing food and water
quality.  Additionally, higher
soil temperatures can facilitate
harmful metal uptake by plants,
such as arsenic in rice. Shifting
rainfall  patterns  and  rising
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temperatures can also drive crop pests and zoonotic microorganisms into new ferritories,
leading to the overuse of pesticides and veterinary drugs in foods.

Because of the wide variety of foodborne illnesses and the impact that climate change
has on their occurrence, various stakeholders have to work together to achieve food safety.
It takes the food industry to adopt good-practices guidelines and establish effective food
safety systems to make safe food, and food safety experts to manage food contamination
risks under climate change. Likewise, consumers have a critical role to play in the context
of climate change's consequences for securing food safety. The Five Keys to Food Safety,
developed by the World Health Organization, provides evidence-based, clear and
simple messages on addressing foodborne diseases from farm to table amid increasingly
challenging environmental issues such as climate change. Empowering consumers to make
healthy food choices within the context of sustainable food systems is a collaborative
effort including government agencies, the agrifood sector, consumer associations, media,
educators and the scientific community at large. The Centre for Food Safety will continue to
monitor the market for levels of contaminants in food.
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Minimise Choking Hazards from Foods for Young Children
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Incidents of choking in children have been reported from time to time. Because
of the size, shape and texture, some foods are more likely to cause choking. This
is especially true for young children under five years old.

In general, some foods like konjac (hard) jellies, Lunar New Year puddings,
glutinous rice balls, chewing gum, marshmallows, hard or sticky candies, ice
cubes, whole nuts and direct consumption of peanut butter and nut spreads without
spreading should be avoided.

Measures can be taken to reduce the choking risk of certain foods consumed
by young children. Cut hard vegetables (carrots, cucumbers, etc.) into narrow
sticks and large or firm fruits (melons, apples, efc.) into slices. Soften them by
cooking or mashing for younger children. Peel the skins of fruits and vegetables.
Cut small fruits (grapes, cherries, berries, cherry tomatoes, etc.) into small
quarters. Check for fragments of pips or stones when preparing fruits. For
sausages, remove the skin and slice them thinly. Cut breads into thin strips.
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Learn More About “Negative Claims”
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Food Alerts to Consumers:
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Suspected Food Poisoning Alerts:

“Negative claims” are commonly found in pre-packaged foods. Some claims
are about food products being “free from” certain substances such as “gluten-free”
cereals. These ingredients are either not inherent in the food or have been removed
from the final food. Other claims stress no addition of certain ingredients like “no
preservatives added” in soy sauce, which means that they are not added during
production.

These claims may have different meanings. The trade should be vigilant about
making “negative claims”, which should not be misleading and should avoid
giving consumers erroneous impressions about the composition of products. Of
note, some ingredients are naturally found in foods like monosodium glutamate in
yeast extract and nitrate in vegetables. It is undesirable to make claims about not
adding an ingredient that is naturally present in the food. Besides, the trade should
be aware that there are specific requirement in the legislation for certain claims.

The public is advised to check and understand the “negative claims” for making
informed choices.
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