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Reported by Mr. David KU, Research Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

This year, the Codex Alimentarius Commission is celebrating
its 60th Anniversary. Since its establishment, the Commission's
standards, the Codex Alimentarius, or more commonly known
os the “Food Code”, have been an imporfant reference for
national food safety regulations. To ensure harmonisation with
international standards, the Codex Alimentarius is also one of
the key benchmarks for developing and revising local food safety
regulations.

Whatis Codex Alimentarius Commission?

Founded in 1963, the Codex Alimentarius Commission
(CAC) is an international body established by Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
and World Health Organization (WHO) under the Joint
FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme to develop food
standards for protecting consumers’ health and ensuring fair
practices in the food trade. The World Trade Organization
(WTO) also names Codex as the relevant standard-setting
organization for food safety.
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The Commission currently has 189 members, including 188 member
countries and one member organisation, the European Union, to participate
in the annual meeting of the Commission and other meetings of a variety of
committees to develop and endorse the food standards. These committees
are: the Executive Committee that serves the executive purposes of the
commission, General Subject Committees that develop standards for
food in general such as standards for food additives and food hygiene,
Commodity Committees that develop standards for specified foods such as
fats and oils as well as fish and fish products, Ad-hoc Tasks Forces that are
established for a fixed period of time to achieve a clearly defined purpose
such as antimicrobial resistance, and Regional Coordinating Committees

that address the challenges and needs of each region.

What is Codex Alimentarius?

Codex Alimentarius, established by CAC, is a collection of food
standards, guidelines and codes of practice which serve the purpose
of protecting consumers’ health and ensuring fair practices in the food
trade. Requirements for food listed in the texts are aimed at ensuring
food products for consumers are safe, wholesome, free from adulteration,

correctly labelled and presented.

To ensure food safety, scientific advice received from independent
infernational risk assessment bodies are taken into consideration during
the establishment of standards. Apart from food safety, Codex standards
also serve the purpose of removing barriers to trade. In resolving trade
disputes, Codex Texts form the reference for WTO as WTO members
applying food safety measures stricter than those set by Codex may

require scientific justification for the corresponding measures.

Texts established by Codex include a wide range of provisions,
and these provision relates to food hygiene, food additives, residues of
pesticides and veterinary drugs, contaminants, labelling and presentation,
methods of analysis and sampling, as well as import and export inspection

and certification.

Procedure for setting Codex Standards

To ensure the Codex standards are consistent with the current scientific
knowledge and members’ needs, existing standards will be reviewed and
amended as necessary and new standards will be proposed and set by

the Commission.

The review of existing standards or establishment of new standards
usually originates from the proposals submitted by different Codex
Committees or members. The process of standard setting involves either
a normal eightstep procedure (Figure 1) or a fivesstep accelerated
procedure before the draft is officially adopted as a Codex standard. The
two processes differ by the omission of a second round of comments and

amendments from members and observers (Steps 6 and 7).

During the process of standard setting, scientific advice is received
from independent expert bodies to enhance the credibility of the standards
established. These expert bodies, such as the Joint FAO/WHO Meetings
on Pesticide Residues (JMPR) and the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee
on Food Additives (JECFA), perform safety assessments and evaluations

that are based on scientific information available.

—BATN\H January 2023 * 198th Issue



BRMREEH

ZEI=F—RB « B—EFNA T\ January 2023 ¢ 198th Issue

Food Safety Focus

ZHEBEHERIY

Eating Safe in Winter Holidays
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Reported by Ms. Amy CHENG, Research Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

While warmer temperatures make it easy for bacteria to multiply quickly,
foodborne diseases can still happen in winter. Near the Lunar New Year, cooking in
bulk for celebration is very popular. However, as bulk cooking involves a significant
amount of food, poor hygiene practices and a lack of kitchen space can raise the risk
of temperature abuse as well as cross-contamination between raw and cooked food,
which may bring unwanted food bugs to the table.

Keep Poon choi at Safe Temperatures

Winfertime is a great time of the year o have ‘winter warmers’ such as poon choi
when we host large gatherings. These dishes are often prepared through bulk cooking
ahead of time, due to the large number of portions required. Poon choi contains
various food ingredients and requires complicated and long preparation procedures
such as cutting, marinating, precooking and cooling and finally re-heating. If the
food is left at room temperature for too long after precooking, foodborne pathogens
can multiply and some can even produce heat-stable toxins which are not readily
eliminable by reheating. Hence, it is important o store food properly by storing
precooked ingredients at 4°C or below to prevent the formation of toxins, cool
down the precooked ingredients by dividing into small portions, placing in shallow
containers or placing in ice bath. Reheating foods thoroughly to the core temperature
of 75°C or above, and keep hot food above 60°C if it is not consumed immediately.
Do not leave reheated food at room temperature for long, and discard it if held at
room temperature for more than four hours. Of note, heat from the heat source may
not be evenly distributed in a large poon choi during reheating, therefore requiring
more time to bring poon choi to a boil before eating.

Food safety risks of hotpot
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Larger poon choi takes longer time for thorough
reheating. Cover the container and stir food suitably
while reheating to ensure even heating

or to a complete boil before consumption i
next to each other for ease of use. This

makes it more likely that bacteria from
the raw ingredients will get into the
cooked food, imposing the risk of cross
confamination. Hence, it is preferable

to use different sets of chopsticks and
utensils to handle raw and cooked food
separately. Avoid putting too many
dishes on the table to minimise food-to-
food cross-contamination.
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Consume poon choi
immediately after
thorough reheating
in one go

Inadequate cooking is another
that frequently happens in
hotpot, especially if the person is not
experienced in cooking. Undercooked food may contain harmful bacteria and viruses
that are not killed by cooking and can subsequently cause food poisoning. Whenever
water or soup is added, food should be picked up only after it is boiled thoroughly.
Seafood such as shellfish should be boiled for at least five minutes and it should
be ensured that all foods are cooked thoroughly before consumption. Some people
may use beaten raw eggs as a dipping sauce for hotpot, but raw eggs may contain
Salmonella that can cause food poisoning. The public is not advised to eat raw eggs
or dip cooked food into any mixed sauce of raw eggs.

issue

Safe handling of leftovers

Large holiday meals could leave you with leftovers, such as steamed puddings
and fried dumplings, to dig in for days. For the sake of food safety, all perishables
should be refrigerated within two hours of being cooked or cooled, and discard items
that have been left out for longer than four hours. To minimise spoilage, leftovers
should be kept in clean and airtight containers, and refrigerated within two hours
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of finishing preparation. All leftovers should be reheated thoroughly with the core
temperature of food reaching at least 75°C, and they should only be reheated once.
Take note of the expiry dates of the food items before consumption. Food beyond its
“use by” date should be discarded; be wary of the quality of food beyond the “best
before” date. A ‘sniff test’ is not an appropriate method for testing if food is safe to
eat, as food can look and smell fine even after the “use by” date has passed. Any
leftovers that have been kept in the refrigerator for more than three days should be
disposed of.

To enjoy meals safely and healthily, whether at home or in restaurants, follow
“the Five Keys to Food Safety” and eat a balanced diet. Consume more vegetables
high in dietary fibre and avoid foods heavy in fat, sugar, and sodium.
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During the Lunar New Year, it is common to display homes with decorative
plants, such as potted mandarin orange or Narcissus, which symbolise prosperity
and good fortune. Some may consider that some parts of these decorative plants
are edible, yet they may contain chemicals or toxins which are not fit for human
consumption.

Some peoples collect mandarin oranges and tangerines after the Lunar New
Year for food or salted citrus. To keep plants appealing and avoid pests, they may
be sprayed with unapproved pesticides throughout production and before sale. The
pesticide residues on the fruits may exceed food safety levels. Besides, ornamental
plants like Narcissus may contain toxins like lycorine that can cause gastrointestinal
symptoms if consumed. There have been reports of people mistaking bulbs for
onions, fennel bulbs and its leaves for Chinese chives both locally and abroad.

Decorative plants are not grown for consumption. It is advisable to avoid
eating these ornamental plants. The trade and the public should purchase and
consume food from reliable sources.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (December 2022)

The Harmful Substances in Food (Amendment) Regulation 2021 was passed in
July 2021. It aims to strengthen the regulatory control of mycotoxins in food, as well
as setting or updating maximum levels for other harmful substances in edible fats
and oils, condiments or formula products intended for infants. In accordance with
the World Health Organization's recommendation, the Amendment Regulation
also lists partially hydrogenated oil (PHO), the main source of industrially produced
trans fatty acids (IP-TFAs), as a prohibited substance in food. Such amendment
serves fo eliminate IP-TFAs at source to protect public health.

The maximum levels of mycotoxins and other harmful substances in food will
come into force on 1 June 2023, and provisions on prohibiting PHO and the
associated labelling requirements will take effect on 1 December 2023. The trade
should ensure food sold compiles with the legislation. Food industries can produce
healthier food by reducing trans fats and replacing IP-TFAs. Consumers should
maintain a balanced diet comprising a wide variety of fruits and vegetables.
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