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Food Banks and
ty Kitchens

Reported by Dr. Jessica WONG, Medical & Health Officer,
and Mr. Kenneth YIP Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

In Hong Kong, there are food recovery programmes,
such as food banks and community kitchens usually operated
by organisations, to provide food
assistance to people in need (Figure 1). They also to help
reduce food waste. Food banks and food pantries collect and
redistribute donated food, while community kitchens often
involve additional food processing steps such as handling,
re-heating and cooking. No matter how donated food is
recovered, it must be fit for human consumption. This article
briefs the food safety concerns involved in running food banks
and community kiichens, explains measures in securing food
safety and provides advice on handling collected food.

non-governmental

Proper Stock Inspectionand Management
for Food Recovery

While food recovery organisations gather food donations
from multiple sources like charities and food companies for
redistribution, varied quality of the food received may raise
food safety concerns. Prepackaged food received may past
its “use by” date, while non-prepackaged food may be
damaged or spoiled. Collected food can also go bad if stored
improperly. Therefore, before receiving donated food and
building up the inventory, it is important fo inspect whether the
foods are stored according to the manufacturers’ instructions
or kept under suitable temperatures.
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Figure 1: How community kitchens and food banks receive food from different sources, rescue and redistribute them to people in need
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/safefood_all/useby_bestbefore.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/safefood_all/useby_bestbefore.html
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Swollen or bulging

Prepackaged food should be checked for irregularities on packaging,
such as cracks on bottles or tears on bags (Figure 2), and properly labelled
with instructions like expiry dates, allergen information and storage
instructions. For non-prepackaged food, such as fresh meat and produce,
only wholesome items should be accepted. In general, mouldy and rotten
items or those with excessive bruises should be rejected.

Collected food should be stored
properly in a hygienic and pestfree
environment before redistribution. When
storing food, follow the storage instructions
and do not redistribute food beyond the
“use by” dates, whereas expiry dates only
apply to unopened products. Perishable
food should be kept in the refrigerator at
or below 4°C, and frozen food should
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Figure 2. Examples of common irregularities of prepackaged food items
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be kept in the freezer at or below -18°C.
Shelf-stable food items, such as canned
food and cereals, should be kept in a cool
and dry place.

It should be noted that the first-in-first-
out principle may not be applicable in the
food banks setting since the same product
may have come from various sources
with potentially different expiry dates.
Expiry dates are essential information
on inventory records to facilitate timely
outgoing transactions and avoid wastage.
Thus, food banks should keep track of the
inventory not only for storage purpose, but
also for traceability.
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Ensure Safe Food Preparation
in Community Kitchens

Donated food can also be further
processed in community kitchens, which
provide a space where individuals or groups
can come together to prepare and cook
food. Cooking classes, nutrition education or
other services may also be offered at these
kitchens to help individuals and families to
improve their food literacy and cooking skills.

BEMRENRE
Rodent droppings or
urine stains
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Since community kitchens usually
prepare and serve meals that are either
consumed on-site or delivered to groups
in need in the form of meal boxes, improper food handling can lead to
foodborne illnesses. To prevent this, food handlers working in community
kitchens should receive appropriate training in food safety and maintain
good personal, environmental and food hygiene at work. Food handlers
and operators of community kitchens should always observe the “Good
Hygiene Practices” and “Five Keys to Food Safety” throughout the food
production and recovery processes.

Notably, meals prepared in community kitchens are usually meant to
be eaten right away, without further cooking or preparation. Therefore, they
should be consumed as soon as possible. If not consumed immediately or
for transportation, keep hot foods hot at temperatures over 60°C and cold
foods cold at 4°C or below as far as possible. Chilled food should not
be reheated more than once and should be reheated thoroughly before
serving. All prepared meals that have been held at room temperature for
more than four hours should be discarded.

The primary goal of a community kitchen is to promote social interaction,
encourage healthy eating habit and provide access to nutritious food for
individuals and families who may not have the resources or knowledge to
prepare meals on their own. Overall, it is important to maintain food safety
in these kitchens to prevent foodborne illnesses.



https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_store.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_store.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_176_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_176_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Five_Keys_to_Food_Safety.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_store.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_store.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_176_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_176_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Five_Keys_to_Food_Safety.html
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Reported by Mr. Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Since late March 2023, the United States has reported outbreaks of hepatitis
A linked to the consumption of contaminated frozen ready-to-eat strawberries from
certain farms in Mexico. Nine cases were found across different states and three
people required hospitalisation. The incriminated frozen strawberries were recalled
as a result. Investigation revealed that the strawberries were from the same suppliers
and farms which had also caused another hepatitis A outbreak in the United States
earlier last year. Similar outbreaks of hepatitis A associated with frozen ready-to-eat
berries had been reported in the past.

Hepatitis A virus (HAV) is the agent that causes hepatitis A, leading to inflammation
of the liver. Mild symptoms like fever, loss of appetite, nausea, vomiting, diarrhoeq,
muscle aches and yellowing of eyes and skin (jaundice) usually appear within two to four
weeks after consuming contaminated food or drinks, and often last for a week or two.
Sometimes HAV infections can be asymptomatic, especially in children. The infection is
usually self-limiting and most people will recover on their own and develop immunity as
a result. On rare occasions, this illness can quickly cause severe liver damage and death,
which is more common in the elderly or people with chronic diseases.

Humans and certain primates are the only natural hosts to HAV. The virus mostly
spreads through the faecal-oral route; that is when a person ingests food which has
been directly or indirectly contfaminated with the faeces of an infected person (Figure
3). Food can be contaminated by the dirty hands of an infected person, water for
irrigation or washing and to some extent via contaminated utensils and pests like flies.
Raw fruits and vegetables, shellfish, ice and drinking water are common food sources
of the HAV. Only a very small number, as low as 10 to 100, of HAV particles are
necessary fo cause an infection. The HAV can survive at cooking temperatures that
would otherwise kill other pathogens in food (e.g. 75°C for 30 seconds), freezing,
drying, common household chemicals or on dry surfaces for hours.

The HAV can spread through food efficiently. Furthermore, when infected food
handlers do not wash their hands properly after using washrooms, they can spread
the HAV to food and the utensils they touch. In some parts of the world where there is
inadequate treatment of human waste, the HAV from stools can contaminate drinking
and irrigation water. This is especially an issue for produce like berries that are
consumed raw and are too fragile to be cleaned thoroughly. When mass-produced
food is exported in bulk worldwide, the HAV can also spread across different parts of
the world.

Berries and other produce can be contaminated with the HAV at different stages of
production, such as when they are irrigated, processed or washed with contaminated
water, or when they
are handled by people
with hepatitis A who
have not washed their
hands. Furthermore,
because these products
require a lot of water
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Figure 3: Transmission routes of HAV and common symptoms of hepatitis A
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hand sanitation should be provided.

All people, especially food handlers, should wash their hands properly after
using washrooms, before eating, before preparing food and after touching raw foods
and unclean objects. Always follow the Five Keys to Food Safety — choose (choose
safe raw materials); clean (keep hands, utensils and working environment clean);
separate (separate raw and cooked food); cook (cook thoroughly to a more
stringent 90°C for 90 seconds for the HAV); and safe temperature (keep food at
safe temperatures) to prevent foodborne diseases.

Food handlers may consider receiving hepatitis A vaccines to prevent
infections. Those who are experiencing symptoms of HAV infection should refrain
from handling food and seek medical attention immediately.
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Foodborne illness is largely preventable and can be significantly reduced if we all
raise awareness and inspire action on food safety. The World Food Safety Day (WFSD),
which was cerebrated on 7 June, is an annual event jointly launched by the Codex
Alimentarius Commission, Food and Agricultural Organization and the World Health
Organization of the United Nations aimed at promoting food safety fo everyone.

This year, to support the WFSD, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) is promoting
the use of Five Keys to Food Safety (5 Keys) during Food Safety Day 2023 to enhance
food safety practices at home, and to raise awareness of simple actions that can
prevent foodborne illnesses and also reduce the risk of contracting antimicrobial-
resistant microorganisms. Through social media posts and a short video, the CFS aims
to improve the general public’s understanding of the 5 Keys which include storing
food at safe temperatures, thoroughly cooking and reheating food to prevent food
poisoning, keeping hands and utensils clean and separating raw and cooked food.
For further details, please visit the CFS’s Facebook or Instagram pages.
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At times, some people share recipes online that contain raw fish from local wet
markets, raising questions about food safety. Most fish sold in the wet markets are not
intended for raw consumption. The inherent microbiological risks of consuming raw fish,
for example harmful bacteria, viruses and parasites, should not be overlooked. Besides,
condiments like soy sauce, chilli sauce and wasabi cannot kill the foodbome pathogens
that may be present in raw fish.

For the sake of food safety, food businesses and the public should purchase raw
materials from reputable and reliable sources for preparing dishes. When purchasing food
for raw consumption such as sashimi, consumers are advised to check whether the food
premises hold valid food business licences or permits on the sale of such restricted food.
Food not intended to be eaten raw should be cooked thoroughly before consumption.
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