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Food Safety Responses to
Nuclear Power Plant Incident in Japan
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Radicactive material following
prevailing winds
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Increased deposition

Reported by Ms. Shuk-man CHOW, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

On 11 March 2011, an earthquake registering 9.0
on the Richter scale struck off the northeast coast of Japan.
The earthquake and subsequent tsunami have damaged the
cooling system of the four reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi
Nuclear Power Plant resulting in a release of radioactive
substances into the atmosphere and surrounding environment.
In this article, we are going to introduce our responses to the
nuclear incident in Japan.

Stepped-up Surveillance

The possible contamination of food chain by radiation
fallout is shown in figure 1. In view of the incident of radiation
leak at the Fukushima nuclear plant, the Centre for Food
Safety (CFS) has stepped up surveillance at import level on
fresh produce imported from Japan such as vegetables, fruits,
milk, meat, and aquatic products, for radiological testing
since 12 March 2011. Samples of Japanese food were also
taken at retail level for testing of radiation level. The CFS
currently adopts the guideline levels, which are international
standards, laid down by the Codex Alimentarius Commission’s
Guideline Levels for Radionuclides in Foods Contaminated
following a Nuclear or Radiological Emergency in testing the
radiation levels of food. If a consignment of food is tested to
have exceeded the guideline levels, the CFS will immediately
mark and seal that consignment and arrange for disposal.
According to Codex, when radionuclide levels in food do not
exceed the corresponding guideline levels, the food should
be considered as safe for human consumption.
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Figure 1. In a nuclear emergency, radioactive
substances may be released into the surrounding
area. The invisible radioactive materials will
behave in a way similar to a cloud of smoke
dispersing into the atmosphere. Foods like fruits
and vegetables or animal feed can become surface
contaminated by deposit of radioactive materials
falling from the air or carried by rain water. These
radioactive substances will then be transferred into
crops through soil or taken up by animals through
inhalation or ingestion of the contaminated animal
feed. Fish and shellfish can also take up the
radioactive materials from the surrounding water.
~ Over time, radioactivity can build up within food.
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In Hong Kong, three food samples belonging to two consignments of
food (including a spinach, a white radish and a turnip sample) imported
from Chiba prefecture, Japan were found to have radioactivity exceeded
the Codex guideline levels on 23 March 2011. Although consumption
of the food will not impose immediate health risk, the CFS made the
decision to safeguard public health and food safety through imposing
restriction. The consignments had been disposed of and did not enter the
Hong Kong market.

Prohibit Import and Supply of Food from Five Prefectures
in Japan

From the beginning of the incident, the CFS has kept close
communication with the food traders, Japan authorities and International
Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN) for the most updated
information.  Subsequent to the detection of excessive radiation in
two consignments of food mentioned earlier, the Director of Food and
Environmental Hygiene issued an Order, with effect from noon on 24
March 2011, to prohibit import and supply of a variety of Japanese food,
including all fruits and vegetables, milk, milk beverages and dried milk,
harvested, manufactured, processed or packed on or after 11 March
2011 from five prefectures in Japan. The order also prohibits import and
supply of chilled or frozen game, meat and poultry, poultry eggs, and
live, chilled or frozen aquatic products, unless they are accompanied by
a certificate issued by the competent authority of Japan stating that the
radiation levels do not exceed the guideline levels laid down by Codex.
The prefectures affected include the four prefectures (Fukushima, Ibaraki,
Tochigi, Gunma) which Japan government has prohibited export of raw
milk, spinach and kakina (a kind of Japanese vegetable), and the Chiba
prefecture from which the three food samples were found by the CFS to
have unsatisfactory radioactivity results.

As of 20 April 2011, a total of 2 666 samples have been tested. All
have satisfactory results except the two consignments mentioned above.
The surveillance results were uploaded onto the CFS website for public
information.

On 6 April 2011, the Expert Committee on Food Safety held a special
meeting to discuss food safety issues related to the nuclear incident in
Japan. The Expert Committee on Food Safety considered that the CFS’s
risk management approach and the prompt issuance of a prohibition
order were appropriate and in line with the international consensus.
The CFS will continue to strengthen food surveillance at both import and
retail levels for food imported from Japan and will closely monitor the
situation.

Key Points to Note:

1. When radionuclide levels in food do not exceed the
corresponding Codex guideline levels, the food should
be considered as safe for human consumption.

2. To safeguard public health and food safety, an Order
has been issued to ban importing info and supplying
within Hong Kong of a variety of produce harvested,
manufactured, processed or packed from Fukushima,
Ibaraki, Tochigi, Gunma and Chiba Prefectures of Japan.

3. CFS will continue stepped-up surveillance to monitor
radioactivity in food imported from Japan.

Advice to Public

1. Possible residual surface radioactive contamination on food may be
reduced by suitable food preparation, such as washing, brushing,
scrubbing, or peeling.

2. Concerned consumers may consult their suppliers if they have doubt
about the origin of food imported from Japan.

Advice to Trade

Traders may source ingredients from alternative sources outside the
affected areas in Japan.

2


http://www.gld.gov.hk/cgi-bin/gld/egazette/gazettefiles.cgi?lang=e&extra=e&year=2011&month=3&day=24&vol=15&no=09&gn=11&header=1&part=1&df=1&nt=gn&newfile=1&acurrentpage=12&agree=1&gaz_type=mg.
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_01_30_Nuclear_Event_and_Food_Safety.html
http://www.gld.gov.hk/cgi-bin/gld/egazette/gazettefiles.cgi?lang=c&extra=e&year=2011&month=3&day=24&vol=15&no=09&gn=11&header=1&acurrentpage=12&df=1&nt=gn&agree=1&gaz_type=mg.&part=1&newfile=1&pid=
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_01_30_Nuclear_Event_and_Food_Safety.html
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Abuse of Certain Chemicals as Food Additives

Reported by Ms. Melva CHEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

Mix and match clothing at one’s pleasure may bring us surprises.
But when talking about food, wrong matching may give you a scare. In
fact, some chemicals and foods should never be mixed together for safety
reasons.

What is a Food Additive?

A food additive is any natural or synthetic substance intentionally
added to food in the processing, packing, transport or storage of food for
a technological purpose (e.g. inhibition of microbial growth, extension of
the shelf-life, enhancement of flavour and odour). Common food additives
include preservatives, antioxidants, sweeteners, colouring matters, flavour
enhancers, thickeners and emulsifiers. Food additives do not include
nutrients such as vitamins and minerals used for enriching food, or herbs
and spices when used as seasonings.

Food Safety Always Come First

Some chemicals have been abused as food additives. Examples are
the use of Sudan dyes in curry power, red 2G in Chinese sausage , orange
Il in BBQ pork and Rhodamine B in preserved olive as colouring matters
and boric acid in shrimp, salicylic acid in fish balls and formaldehyde in
noodlefish as preservatives and texture modifiers. The technical functions
of these chemicals alone cannot justify their use in foods because a
chemical has to undergo thorough safety evaluation by international food
safety authorities before it can be approved for use as a food additive.
Public health is of the utmost importance. Chemicals that have potential
to cause adverse health effects to consumers (e.g. toxic to organs such as
stomach, liver, kidney; causing cancer or inducing DNA damage) for their
intended use in food or have inadequate data for safety evaluation will
not be permitted for use as food additives.

A Short Cut But A Wrong Path

The above mentioned chemicals in general share some common
characteristics, namely inexpensive, userfriendly and effective. The
abuse of these chemicals may be considered as a short-cut method to food
production by some irresponsible manufacturers. Unfortunately, a short
cut often leads to a wrong path. For example, there are several ways to

roduce fish balls with desirable elastic mouth-feel (so called “springy fish
balls”). Some may follow the traditional method by selecting high quality
fish with the minimal use of binders such as starch and make fish balls
by hand-kneading. Others may apply modern technology and develop
optimal recipes and processing conditions (such as time and temperature
for curing (gelforming) and extrusion) for their fish balls. An illegal short
cut, however, is by adding boric acid or salicylic acid into the fish paste.
These chemicals are not only abused as preservatives in fish balls but
also as texture modifiers by increasing the gel strength of the fish paste.
However, both boric and salicylic acid can cause gastric irritation and
long-term, excessive intake may result in kidney damage so they are
unsuitable as food additives.

Another malpractice is the abuse of non-permitted colouring matters.
For example, to give a natural chili-like red colour to a seasoning mix,
one can use permitted colouring matters annatto extract or paprika
oleoresin. However, these colouring matters are relatively expensive and
volatile, therefore some food processing techniques need to be followed
in using these additives. Usually they have to be precisely measured and
be blended with salt before adding to the seasoning for consistency in
colour intensity and for safe and easy handling. On the other hand, if
Sudan dyes are used, no special handling would be needed. However,
Sudan dyes should not be used in food because of their cancer causing
potential.
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Combat the Abuse of Non-permitted Food Additives

In Hong Kong, we have routine and targeted food surveillance
programmes in place to control the abuse of non-permitted food
additives. To ensure food safety and reduce the abuse of non-permitted
food additives, food trade plays a paramount role in ensuring food
safety of their products. Food trade should conform to the regulations
and be cautious when sourcing food ingredients and additives from
suppliers.
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Leanness-enhancing Agents in Pork

Last month, the media reported the abuse of leanness-enhancing
agents used in raising pigs in the Mainland to produce lean pork which
raised public concerns. Leanness-enhancing agents, commonly refer to
a group of compounds called 5-agonists, when used inappropriately
in food animals, can leave residues at levels causing acute poisoning
in humans who consume them. Symptoms include rapid heart beats,
dizziness, headache, nervousness, tremor and blood pressure changes.

In Hong Kong, the sale of meat or offal tainted with B-agonists
including clenbuterol and salbutamol is prohibited under the Harmful
Substances in Food Regulations (Cap 132AF). In the past three years, six
samples of pork and pork products were tested positive for clenbuterol
and salbutamol under the food surveillance programme. The Centre for
Food Safety immediately took enforcement actions such as issuance of
warning letters to stop sales and destroy the affected products.

The trade should source pork and pork products from reliable
suppliers. They should ensure that all foods for sale in Hong Kong comply
with the legal standards and are fit for human consumption.

Canola Oil and Food Safety

Recently, there are unfounded messages circulating on the Internet
and via e-mail about the health concerns of canola oil associated with
mustard gas, bovine spongiform encephalopathy and fatty degeneration
in organs. The Centre for Food Safety also received public enquiries
regarding this issue.

Misinformation about the safety of canola oil may arise from the
erroneous belief that it is the same as rapeseed oil. In fact, canola is
developed from traditional cross breeding of the rapeseed plant with
unwanted traits removed. Hence, canola oil has only low levels of erucic
acid (below 2% total fatty acids), contrary to rapeseed oil which may
contain high levels of erucic acid (up to 60% total fatty acids). Health
concern on excessive intake of erucic acid is related to its potential to
cause heart tissue damage in animal studies.

Canola oil is low in saturated fat and has high proportion of
unsaturated fat. It is safe for consumption as part of a balanced diet.
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Summary of

Risk Communication Work
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (March 2011) Number
S/ BYMZL2(EZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 93
AFREFA Public Enquiries 311
%R EH# Trade Enquiries 796
B Food Complaints 362
HBERPRARER Rapid Alerts to Trade 22

HHEENRYESR Food Alerts to Consumers 0

BB/ BB/ BE/ T

Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling

67

FHEEYZ 2R OBENFTNES
New Messages Put on the CFS Website

61
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