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Review of Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to
Food Premises and Food Business in 2022
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Reported by Dr. Lousia CHOI, Medical & Health Officer,
Risk Management Section, Centre for Food Safety

This article reviews the food poisoning outbreaks (FPOs)
related fo local food premises and food business reported to
the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) of the Food and Environmental
Hygiene Department (FEHD) in 2022.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to
Local Food Premises and Food Business

In 2022, the CFS received 117 FPO referrals from the
Department of Health (DH), affecting 500 persons. The FPO
statistics in food premises and food business remained at the
low side in past two years and this may be attributed to the
stringent COVID-19 anti-pandemic measures from shortened
business hours and fewer meal gatherings.

Causative Agents and Contributing Factors

Bacterial pathogens remained the leading cause (66.1%)
of FPOs in 2022. Salmonella (56.4%) topped the list, followed
by Vibrio parahaemolyticus (35.6%), Clostridium perfringens
(3%) and Staphylocccus aureus (3%). Viral causes accounted
for 23.6% of all FPOs with Norovirus accounted for majority of
viral cases (96.7%). Biochemical cases (such as histamine and
ciguatera toxin efc.) increased from 6% in 2021 to 9.4% in
2022. Improper holding temperature (23.3% of all contributing
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Figure 1. Number of food poisoning outbreaks related to food premises and food business and the corresponding number of persons

affected from 2013 to 2022.
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factors), contamination by utensil (21.3%) and contamination by raw food
(20.8%) were the three most frequently identified contributing factors for FPOs
in 2022.

Highlights on Food Poisoning Outbreaks in 2022

Food Poisoning Outbreaks involving Lava Cake related to Salmonella species

In November 2022, the CFS received four FPOs related to the
consumption of lava cake at a local food premises, involving 10 persons.
Field investigation at the food premises revealed that although pasteurised

egg solution was used to produce the lava cake, contamination could occur
as the same egg beater was used fo process both unpasteurised eggs and
pasteurised egg solution without cleaning. The egg batter was stored with raw
meat in the same refrigerator. Investigation also revealed inadequate cooking
of lava cake with core temperature below 55°C, which was below the CFS's
recommended temperature (75°C) to kill pathogens.

The FEHD instructed the food premises to stop the sale of incriminated
food immediately, conduct thorough cleansing and disinfection of the food
premises and dispose of the remaining food. Health advice was given.

Laboratory investigation revealed Salmonella Enteriditis of same
sequence type was detected in both the food sample and victim’s stool.
While pasteurised egg products should be used to prepare the lightly cooked
or uncooked egg, this case clearly illustrated the importance of food handlers
following Good Hygiene Practices (GHPs) to avoid cross-contamination of
foods from other sources.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks involving Tuna products and Scombroid toxin

The CFS noted an increase in the number of scombroid fish poisoning
from 2 cases in 2021 to 5 cases in 2022. Tuna fish was involved in all
cases in 2022 which affected eight persons.

Investigations had been conducted at these five food premises and
along their supply chain. Four cases involved prolonged storage of tuna
fish at improper temperatures above 4°C at the food premises, whereas
one case showed evidence of improper storage femperature before
importation to Hong Kong, resulting in histamine formation. These cases
highlighted the importance of proper storage temperature along the whole
processing chain for fish products with high histidine content, such as tuna,
in order fo minimise the risks of histamine formation and scombroid fish
poisoning.

Scombrotoxin fish poisoning, also known as histamine poisoning, is
caused by consuming fish that has been contaminated with high amounts
of histamine. This is more likely to occur in fish high in a particular amino
acid called histidine, such as tuna and sardines. When fish is handled and
stored at improper temperatures after harvesting, the bacterial enzyme
changes histidine in fish into histamine. Histamine may be produced at
any point along the food chain, from fish harvesting to the point before
consumption.

Conclusion

Local FPOs in food premises and food business remained at relatively
low level due to anti-pandemic control measures in past two years. With the
relaxation of anti-pandemic measures and more customers returning fo on-
premises dining, food businesses may face labour shortage that may pose
food safety concern. Food businesses should remain vigilant and provide
adequate food safety training to all food handlers, including permanent,
temporary, or part-time staff. For the purpose of minimising the likelihood of
food poisoning, the CFS has launched a new thematic website called “Safe
Kitchen” to educate those who work with food on GHPs.
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Reported by Ms. Rita OSBORN, Chief Health Inspector, and
Ms. Amy CHENG, Research Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Assuring the safety of food served in schools is essential as young children are
particularly susceptible to foodborne illness. Inappropriate food handling encourages
the spread of pathogens and poses a potential threat to food safety. The collaborative
effort of schools, meal box suppliers and parents is necessary to safeguard food
safety and the health of students. This article highlights the potential hazards in the
course of lunch box preparation.

Food safety of meal boxes from suppliers

Meal boxes are typically mass-produced at the supplier’s food factory. Therefore,
any lapse in food safety can potentially affect a large number of diners. To ensure
food safety of the meal box produced, suppliers should plan ahead of time to ensure
sufficient manpower, space and equipment for food storage, preparation, cooking and
hot-holding. Kitchens should preferably have designated working zones and different
utensils for handling raw and cooked food. Comprehensive operating protocols and
cleaning schedules should be in place to ensure the adoption of “5 Keys to Food
Safety” and Good Hygiene Practices (GHPs).

Keeping food away from Danger Temperature Zone between 4°C and 60°C is key o
producing safe meal boxes. In general, there are three major crifical control points (CCPs)
along the process of meal box preparation where food safety hazards can be prevented
or eliminated:

Cooking
Thorough cooking is a critical step to eliminate pathogens such as Salmonella that

are likely to accompany any raw foods brought info a food preparation area. Foods
including rice should be thoroughly cooked and reheated until its centre reaches 75°C
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Insulated containers can be used to keep
food consistently hot before use.

CCPs should be monitored to assess whether they are met, such as using a
temperature probe to measure food temperature, followed by proper documentation.
If the established CCP standards are not fulfilled, corrective actions such as continuing
the cooking process until it reaches the target standard should be taken in order fo
bring the process back into control.

Meal produced at school canteens

Schools with in-house kitchens should also observe the aforementioned practices
when preparing and serving meals. Cross-contamination and lapses during portioning
are two major concerns when meals are prepared on campus. The use of the same
equipment for handling raw and ready-to-eat foods may result in contamination after
cooking. To prevent cross-contamination, food handlers should wash hands regularly,
and change gloves between preparing foodstuffs or when soiled. Utensils for different
purposes and areas should be clearly labelled. Environmental hygiene of dining
areas such as canteens should also be well maintained. It is offen best to follow a
‘clean as you go’ approach while preparing food; trash should be properly disposed
of after each meal to avoid pest infestation.
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When giving out food to students, it should be done in a designated area
with enough space, and staff handling the meals should observe personal hygiene.
Portioning utensils and tableware provided to students should be clean and kept in
good condition. Hot-holding devices should be available in order to keep meals at a
temperature above 60°C.

Precautions when bringing home-made meal boxes

When choosing to pack lunches for their children, parents should keep the
“Five Keys to Food Safety” in mind. Pre-cooked food should be thoroughly reheated
and kept at safe temperatures by storing them in appropriate insulated containers.
Students should wash their hands thoroughly before tucking in. In order to create
a safe and healthy environment at school, food handlers should always maintain
personal hygiene and have a basic understanding of food hygiene and temperature
control, regardless of how the school meals are prepared.
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During baking of bakery products, the high temperature kills the
microorganisms present. However, post-baking contamination, prolonged storage
at room temperature and unhygienic handling can promote microbial growth as
there is no further heat treatment. With manual handling and the use of fillings
with higher moisture or protein contents, some sandwiches and bakery products
are more prone to deterioration caused by microorganisms and moulds, especially
when stored under extended hours in warm, wet conditions. These products should
be consumed as soon as possible. If not consumed immediately, keep these
bakery products and sandwiches (including home-made ones) in the refrigerator
at or below 4°C, and consume them within one or two days for non-prepackaged
products or within shelf-life for prepackaged ones.

Bakery producis that have no fillings and subject fo minimal post-baking handling
(e.g. plain rolls and pineapple buns) can be stored covered at room temperature for up to
around two fo four days. The trade can take reference from the CFS Trade Guideline and
prepare the products safely.
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Dried mushrooms such as wood's ear, jelly fungus and flower mushroom are
widely used in dish preparation. It is common to soak dried mushrooms in water
before using them in a dish. Soaking increases water content of dried mushrooms,
which could lead to proliferation of bacteria when left at room temperature for a
prolonged period of time. Some bacteria are disease-causing and could lead to
foodborne illnesses, and some can even produce toxins.

Upon preparation, wash dried mushrooms under clean running water before
transferring them to clean containers for soaking. Avoid soaking too many mushrooms
at once. The time for soaking mushrooms at room temperature should generally be no
more than two hours , otherwise they should be kept in the refrigerator. Mushrooms
that have been soaked should be used and consumed as soon as possible. Discard
mushrooms if slime or abnormal smells are found after soaking.
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