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How to Choose Congee Wisely to Avoid
High Sodium Intake
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Plain Congee Seasoned
Congee

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

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) released the study
results on the Sodium Content in Chinese Congee last month.
Although none of the samples were considered “high” in sodium
(i.e. over 600mg/100g), the sodium intake from consuming one
bowl of cerfain types of congee, such as congee with pig's liver,
may already reach the World Health Organization (WHO)'s
recommended daily intake upper limit due to the considerable
volume consumed. Here we will explore how to reduce sodium
intake and to eat this classic Chinese favourite in a healthier way.

The WHO Guidelines on
Sodium Intake

Reducing

Excessive sodium infake is closely related to hypertension,
which is a risk factor for non-communicable diseases (NCDs)
including cardiovascular diseases and stroke. The WHO
recommends a daily salt intake of less than 5g (i.e. around
2,000mg of sodium) for adults. In Hong Kong, according
to the Population Health Survey 2020-22 conducted by the
Department of Health, persons aged 15-84 years consumed
8.5g of salt (i.e. around 3,400mg sodium) per day, which
exceeded the WHO's recommendation of salt intake per day
for adults. Therefore, it is important to reduce sodium intake in
the diet of Hong Kong people.

Risk Assessment Study on Sodium
Content in Chinese Congee
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Figure 1: Making healthy choices to reduce the amount of sodium intake from congee: choose ingredients with lower sodium contents such as
fish and vegetables, choose plain congee with little or no seasoning added as the base, and to consume smaller portions
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The Study

174 samples including 12 types of Chinese congee with ingredients, as well
as the plain congee base and seasoned congee base available as the choice
of congee base for cooking, were collected from local Chinese restaurants,
fast food restaurants and congee shops; and analysed for sodium confents.
The study results are shown in Table 1. The sodium contents of various samples
of congee with ingredients ranged from 33mg/100g to 460mg/100g, with
an average of 270mg/100g. The wide variations in sodium content observed
within the same type of congee samples highlighted the potential for sodium
reduction in these congees by the trade. The sodium content of plain congee
base was substantially lower than that of seasoned congee base, indicating
that sodium intake from the consumption of congee can be lowered to a great
extent by choosing plain congee instead of seasoned congee as the base for
making congee with ingredients.

Congee Types with the Highest Sodium Contents

Congee with pig's liver, congee with chicken, congee with pig giblets and
congee with preserved egg and pork had the highest average sodium contents.
This is probably due to the naturally higher sodium content in liver and other
organ meats, and the higher amounts of seasoning typically used to marinate
chicken, pork and meat ingredients.

Congee Types with the Lowest Sodium Contents

Pumpkin, fish and sweet corn congee types had the lowest average sodium
contents because vegetable ingredients and fish are usually not seasoned/
marinated before cooking, while ginger and spices are often added instead o
the fish fillets used to make congee.

Healthier Ways to Eat Congee to Take in Less
Sodium

There are healthier ways to enjoy a bowl of congee to avoid too much
sodium intake: choosing ingredients with lower sodium contents such as fish
and vegetables; choosing less internal
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Table 1: Sodium contents & intake of one bowl! of congee (contribution to WHO's

in Chinese congee and choose carefully.

. Order congee cooked with plain
congee base instead of seasoned congee base.

e Pay attention to the amount of congee consumed. Consider sharing the
congee when the portion is large.

* Maintain a balanced diet with variety.

Advice to the Trade

¢ Reduce the sodium contents of the congee base and that of congee with
ingredients through product reformulation by making reference to the
CFS's "Trade Guidelines for Reducing Sodium in Foods" (e.g. by choosing
ingredients with lower sodium content, and using natural ingredients for
flavouring and marinating).

* Provide the choice of plain congee with little or no seasoning added as the
base for cooking congee with ingredients.

* Apart from providing the standard portion size of congee, offer congee in a
smaller portion size for consumers to choose based on their needs.
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Figure 2: Hot pot is popular choice for dining at home, especially when
with a group of people

Reported by Mr. Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Hot pot is a popular choice for meals, especially when the weather is cold. It also
easily accommodates many people for social gatherings at home, where sliced meat,
seafood, vegetables and noodles are boiled in a pot of water, soup or congee set on the
dining table, and consumed after dipping in condiments, along with lively conversations.
In this article, we will share some tips for a safe and healthy hot pot meal.

5 Keys to Food Safety

Choose:

When purchasing hot pot ingredients, buy from reputable, licensed refailers. Make
sure that the hot pot ingredients are fresh and in good condition. For prepackaged food,
ensure the packages are intact and the products are still within the use-by date.

Clean:

Maintaining personal, food, and environmental hygiene is necessary throughout
preparation. Wash your hands before handling food, before eating, after touching
raw meat or seafood, and before touching ready-to-eat food. Wash hands properly
with liguid soap for at least 20 seconds. Utensils and food contact surfaces should be
cleansed regularly. When washing vegetables, wash them thoroughly under running
water. When preparing shellfishes and bivalves, crub and wash the outer shells with
water to remove dirt. Soak live bivalves like calms in water for half a day to reduce the
amount of sand and microorganisms. Remove the intestines and gonads from scallops
to reduce the risk of contaminants. However, be careful when washing raw meat and
pouliry, as pathogens may cause confamination through splashes. Clean and disinfect
the sink and its surroundings afferwards.

Separate:

During a hot pot meal, raw and cooked ingredients are often put close to
each other for ease of use. Such practice will increase the chance of pathogens
from the raw ingredients contaminating the cooked food and also the risk of cross
contamination. 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.

Cook:

Inadequate cooking is a major food safety risk in a hot pot. Raw products may
harbour harmful bacteria and viruses which may still survive if food is undercooked. It
can subsequently cause food poisoning after consumption. Whenever water or soup
is added, food should only be picked up after the soup has come to a full boil. Do
not overfill the pot to prevent uneven cooking. Care should be taken to ensure that
larger pieces of food are thoroughly cooked to a core temperature of at least 75°C
before consumption. Oysters and shellfish should be heated to a more stringent
requirement of an internal temperature of 90°C for 90 seconds or boiled at 100°C
until their shells are open and continue for 3 to 5 minutes to ensure the inactivation
of common foodborne viruses like hepatitis A and Norovirus. Thorough cooking can
destroy common pathogenic bacteria like Salmonella spp., Vibrio parahaemolyticus,
Listeria_monocytogenes, or viruses like Norovirus
and hepadtitis A that may be present in hot pot
ingredients.

Safe Temperature:

After bringing the hot pot ingredients home,
store them properly. Keep frozen products in a
freezer at -18°C or below and chilled products
in the chiller compartment of a refrigerator at
4°C or below. Do not defrost food at room
temperature. Defrost properly, preferably in a
chiller overnight, or under cold running water
or in a microwave. Cook the food instantly and
do not re-freeze it if the latter two defrosting
methods were used. Some small frozen items
like dumplings and fish balls can be boiled
directly from a frozen state and defrosting is not
necessary.
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Avoid consuming raw eggs, including as part of a dip, due to the Salmonella risk.
Use pasteurised shell eggs instead. Also, condiments like wasabi or strong wine used
in marinating raw seafood cannot kill the bacteria or parasites present. Only foods
that are intended for raw consumption can be eaten raw. Choose soup bases with a
lower fat and sodium content like plain water or a clear broth. Maintain a balanced
diet and include more vegetables as part of the hot pot meal, avoid overindulgence in
high salt (sodium) and/or high fat food like fish balls, beef balls, imitation crab sticks,
sausages, instant noodles, fatty meat, offal and bones, sacha and mala soup bases.
Use condiments like soy sauce sparingly. Do not consume foods when they are siill
scalding hot. Bon Appetit!
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Food Alerts to Consumers:

-

Suspected Food Poisoning Alerts:

Methoxychlor (MXC) is an organochlorine pesticide and is currently prohibited
for use in agriculture in many countries. MXC persists in the environment and has
a strong potential for long-range environmental transportation. The Centre for Food
Safety has conducted a risk assessment study to estimate the dietary exposure to
MXC of the local adult population and assess the associated health risk.

The study results showed that the dietary exposures of local adult population
were much lower than the acceptable daily intake established by the Joint Food
and Agriculture Organization/World Health Organization Meeting on Pesticide
residues (i.e. 100 ug/kg bw per day). Hence, the health concern for the local adult
population due to their MXC exposure upon usual consumption of food was low and
changes to the basic dietary advice on healthy eating were not justified.

To remove pesticide residues in agricultural products while retaining their
nutritional values, the public can wash them thoroughly under clean running water,
scrub produce with hard surfaces with a clean produce brush to remove dirt and
substances including pesticides and contaminants.

Recently, a suspected case of grayanotoxin poisoning involving a person
consuming honey mailed from Nepal by a friend was reported locally. Grayanotoxins
are neurotoxins which can affect nerves and muscles. The toxins exist in the flowers,
leaves and twigs of plants of the Ericaceae family. Grayanotoxin-containing honey
may cause a burning sensation in the throat and a bitter taste. Symptoms of poisoning
include nauseaq, vomiting, diarrhoeq, dizziness and weakness which commonly occur
around 30 minutes after consuming honey contaminated by grayanotoxin. In severe
cases, hypotension, bradycardia or shock may occur.

To avoid grayanotoxins poisoning, the public is reminded to purchase honey
from a reliable source. Honey with a bitter or astringent taste should be discarded. It
is also advised to pay special attention to honey imported or purchased from regions
in which honey related grayanotoxin poisoning cases have been previously reported
like Black Sea area of Tirkiye and Nepal.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http
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