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Review of Food Incidents in 2022
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The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has established the
Food Incidents Surveillance System (FISS) to proactively monitor
food incidents occurring outside Hong Kong and take swift risk
management actions to protect local public health. The CFS also
# Review of Food Incidents in 2022 participates in international food safety networks such as the
International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN), and the
European Union's Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed (RASFF)

to enhance collaboration with other food safety authorities.
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Food Incidents in 2022

The CFS detected around 2 500 food incidents from

% Mouldy Food and Food Safety the FISS in 2022. In response to those food incidents

% Summary of Risk Communication having potential local impact, the CFS assessed the risk and

Work investigated the local availability of the products in question

by reviewing relevant import records, liaising with relevant

authorities and conducting sales checks with local traders.
Depending on the risk assessment and the scale of the local
impact, the CFS developed various risk management actions,
including discontinuing the sale of concerned products,
product recall, enhanced surveillance and import suspension.

BYIEHIER Types of Food Incidents

REARE FEELE(AREDR)
MELRE SHEEMEEARESE)
RENEE SREEEYRETD)
SEETT SREEEYRETD)
EFRELE TE(REEIEE)
BRLMETE L SR LERRm(RYRR e LBRR)
Editor-in-chief

Principal Medical Officer (Risk Management)

Dr. Eric TAI

Senior Veterinary Officer (Veferinary Public Health)
Mr. W M CHEUNG

Senior Superintendent (Centre for Food Safety)
Ms. S'Y CHU

Senior Superintendent (Centre for Food Safety)
Dr. Carole TAM

Head (Risk Assessment Section)

Dr. Gabriel CHAN

Senior Chemist (Food Research Laboratory)

41%

B v
LEDONA
S

Y. 0.0’0’0.0’0.000’0’

Bt - T FEBHANERIR Y B EL

Figure 1. Types of food incidents with public announcements made in 2022
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Through various public announcement channels, the CFS informed the
public about the food incidents and provided food safety advice. When
local sale was identified and product recall was required, the CFS notified
consumers and food business via press release, trade alert, and food/
allergy alert. When the impacted products were not available locally, the
CFS released a food incident post instead to alert the public.

In 2022, the CFS issued 349 food incident posts, 25 press releases, 26
trade dlerts, and 22 food alerts/allergy alerts, involving chemical hazards
(e.g. excessive pesticide residues and food additives, foxins, undeclared
allergens), microbiological hazards (e.g. Llisteria, Salmonella, E. coli),
physical hazards (e.g. foreign bodies), and other issues (e.g. incorrect date
labelling). The majority of the food incidents with public announcements
made were related to microbiological and chemical hazards, which
accounted for 41% and 38% respectively. (Figure 1).

Risk Management of Food Incidents

The following examples that occurred in 2022 illustrate how the
CFS defects food incidents through the FISS, formulates effective risk
management strategies and implement appropriate control measures.

Chocolate products with possible Salmonella contamination

Through the FISS, the CFS identified notices issued by food safety

authorities in early April 2022 regarding recall of certain batches of a brand

of chocolate products due to possible link to an outbreak of Salmonella
infections. The CFS immediately contacted the authorities concerned and
the INFOSAN, an international network of food safety authorities, to
obtain more information about the incident. The CFS followed up with the
trade and identified local import and sale of the affected products in Hong
Kong. The CFS instructed the importers to recall the affected products,
and issued press release and trade alert promptly. Moreover, the CFS
enhanced surveillance on chocolate products of the same brand.

The INFOSAN later issued a related alert regarding a global recall
of the concerned brand of chocolate products produced in a factory in
Belgium, which were linked to a multi-country outbreak of Salmonella with
over a hundred cases reported from various countries. The CFS continued
to monitor the latest development through the FISS. As the incident evolved
with increasing number of products being recalled globally, the CFS
informed the public and the trade about the latest situation. There were no
reports of local cases of Salmonella food poisoning associated with the
consumption of the affected products.

Ice cream products with possible presence of ethylene oxide

In June 2022, through the FISS, the CFS identified an announcement
from a food safety authority regarding a certain brand of ice cream

products from Europe detected with a pesticide, ethylene oxide (EO).
Subsequently, the CFS received a nofification from RASFF that other
kinds of ice cream of the same brand found to contain EO had been
distributed to Hong Kong.

The International Agency for Research on Cancer classified EO as
carcinogenic to humans (Group 1). The CFS immediately liaised with
the authorities concerned and the trade for follow-up. Through press
releases and trade alerts, the CFS urged the importer to initiate a recall,
advised the public not to consume, and instructed the trade not to sell
the implicated items. The CFS also stepped up surveillance on the same
brand of ice cream.

Conclusion

The CFS strives to safeguard public health by responding quickly to
food incidents through early defection and intervention. To ensure local
food safety, the FISS is a tool used by the CFS to defect and respond
quickly to food incidents.
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Should We Worry about Preservatives and Antioxidants in Food -
Or Should We Not?
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Figure 2: Preservatives and antioxidants help ensure processed food remains safe and in
good condition throughout its journey from one part of the world to consumers in another

Reported by Ms. Sosanna WONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

Imagine there are no preservatives and antioxidants. Consumers may be offered
less choice of foods because many processed foods contain these additives. Some
common examples are luncheon meat, bacon, margarine, sauces, bread, juice, snack
etc. Many people, however, may not be aware that some food, because of their
nature, require the use of preservation techniques to help maintain their safety and
freshness. In meeting the demand for a safe, convenient and stable supply of food, the
role of preservatives and antioxidants is even getting more indispensable.

Why are Preservatives and Antioxidants Added to Food?

The history of food preservation can be traced back to the ancient times when
sugar was used to preserve fruit and salt was used to preserve meat to keep harvested
food edible over a longer period of time. While some may find preservatives and
antioxidants similar, they perform distinct functions in foods by combating two major
enemies of our foods, microbes and oxidation, respectively.

Preservatives prevent spoilage of foods by inhibiting the growth of microbes.
Harmful bacteria can invade our foods and, if consumed, can cause us to become
critically ill. Clostridium botulinum, for example, produces very potent neurotoxin
that can cause life-threatening botulism. Preservatives can inhibit the growth of this
bacterium in the manufacturing of food such as cured meat. Other microbes like
fungi and yeasts can also cause food spoilage and produce toxin that is harmful
to our health. Therefore, in addition to maintaining the quality of foods, the use of
preservatives is particularly important to prevent foodborne illness.

Antioxidants, on the other hand, protect foods against deterioration caused by
oxidation. When exposed to oxygen in the air, oxidation
may occur that cause undesirable flavour and colour
changes in foods. This is where antioxidants come into play
to prevent fats and oils from turning rancid and developing
an unpleasant offflavour, as well as slow down discoloration
of fruits and vegetables.

In recent years, food production has undergone
tremendous advances, largely driven by consumer demands
and globalisation. Large-scale, cross-border food processing
is an important part of the global food supply chain. Food
additives are used to help ensuring that processed food
stays safe and in good condition during its journey from
processing plants in one part of the world to hands of
faraway consumers in yet another part of the world. Without
preservatives and antioxidants, people will not have as
many food options, many foods would be more expensive,
more people will not have sufficient access to safe food,
while more food would be wasted. More importantly, many
people might have gotten sick from consumption of spoiled
ood.

Are Preservatives and Antioxidants Safe for Consumption?

Despite their benefits in improving food safety and reducing food waste,
preservatives and antioxidants are permitted for use in food only after they have
undergone stringent evaluation and are found not to present an appreciable health
risk to consumers at the levels of use. At the international level, the safety assessment
is conducted by the FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA), and
food additive standards are developed by the FAO/WHO Codex Alimentarius
Commission (Codex) based on sound scientific principles with a view to protecting
the health of consumers and ensuring fair international food trade.

How are Preservatives and Antioxidants Regulated in
Hong Kong?

In Hong Kong, the Preservatives in Food Regulation (Cap. 132BD) specifies the
types of permitted preservatives and antioxidants and their maximum permitted levels
in specified foods.
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In addition, food manufactures should practice Good Manufacturing Practice
and apply preservatives and antioxidants in a way that only the minimum amount is
added to achieve the desired technological effect.

How to Make an Informed Choice?

Consumers can make an informed choice and check if preservatives and
antioxidants are present by reading the ingredient list on the food package.
According to the Food and Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations (Cap.
132W), if a food additive, including preservatives and antioxidants, is used in a
prepackaged food, it must be listed by its functional class together with its specific
name or identification number in the ingredient list on the food label.
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The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has conducted a study on the microbiological
quality of ready-to-eat food sold by vending machines. In recently years, other than
only dispensing prepackaged food, some newer vending machines involve on site
processing, which requires more vigilance in temperature control and cleanliness in
order to maintain food hygiene safety.

Of the 74 samples taken from these vending machines, none were detected
with foodborne pathogens. On quality indicator, the majority (89%) had
satisfactory aerobic colony count (ACC). However, eight (11%) of samples had
borderline levels of ACC used or contamination during the mixing or dispensing of
the products possibly. Food business should take reference from the CFS Guideline
and handle ingredients properly, maintain appropriate holding temperature at all
times and clean the vending machines regularly and as needed.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (January 2023)
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Trade Enquiries: Food Complaints: Rapid Alerts to Trade:
118 405
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Suspected Food Poisoning Alerts:

The warm and humid weather in spring promotes mould growth. Leaving food
and leftovers uncovered at room temperature could cause contamination of food
by mould spores from surroundings and mould germination. Mould spores are
ubiquitous. Not only can mould cause food spoilage and affect product quality,
some of them can also produce foxins that can cause illnesses.

Proper food storage can reduce food contamination by spores and mould
growth. Leftovers and opened cans of unfinished foods should be transferred into
clean storage containers for refrigeration and consumed as soon as possible.
Keep food that requires no refrigeration, like dried food, in a cool and dry place.
Consumers should also avoid overstocking. Of note, removing the mould and the
surrounding food materials may help to remove the toxins present, but hyphae of
the mould can invade deeply into the food - there is no guarantee that all moulds
and toxins can be removed. For food safety’s sake, do not eat mouldy food and
throw it away.
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