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Aflatoxins are Undesirable for Human Health

Aflatoxins are a group of toxins produced by three
species of mould (fungi) of the genus Aspergillus, namely,
A. flavus, A. parasiticus and A. nomius. Aflatoxin B,

. is the most predominant form in
aflatoxin-contaminated crops while
B,, G, and G, are also commonly

found among about 20 aflatoxins.
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Peanuts, corn and cottonseeds are, among others, most frequently
incriminated. The most common cause of aflatoxin contamination for crops
in the field is major drought which increases their susceptibility to Aspergillus
infection. After the crops are harvested, contamination can occur during
storage when there is delayed drying or when the moisture level exceeds a
certain critical level. Pests like rodents and insects present during storage
may also facilitate mould infestation for some commodities. If required,
physical methods like cleaning and sorting of mould-affected products,
milling of grains and fermentation are known to be capable of reducing
the amount of aflatoxins present to levels acceptable for consumption.

Milk is among the important sources of aflatoxins in the human food
chain. While both aflatoxins M, and B, can be present in milk, the former is
about ten times more abundant. Taking into account the potential quantity
of human consumption as well as the vulnerable population, exposure to
aflatoxin M, through the consumption of milk has all along been a greater
concern than other aflatoxins from the public health perspective.

Key Points to Note:

1. Aflatoxin-producing moulds usually grow in tropical and

subtropical areas.

2. Aflatoxin contamination can occur both pre- and post-
harvest.
3. Aflatoxins are carcinogenic.

Regulatory Control in Hong Kong

In Hong Kong, the CFS conducts regular surveillance on aflatoxins in
milk. From 2009 to 2011, the CFS took a total of 129 milk samples for
aflatoxin analysis. Though 16 samples were found to contain aflatoxin
M, at levels ranged from 0.01 to 0.22 pg/kg, none had exceeded the
relevant local standards as well as that of the Codex (same as Mainland
standard).

In addition, as a follow-up to the incident detected on 26 December
2011, the CFS has contacted both the General Administration of Quality
Supervision, Inspection and Quarantine of Mainland China and the
concerned local distributor.  Aflatoxin testing on local samples of the
alleged brand of milk taken subsequently was able to meet both the local
and Codex requirements. It was also revealed that the milk product
concerned did not come from the affected area.

Advice to the Public

Purchase food from reliable retailers.

Store products like corn, peanuts, etc. properly and avoid excessive
moisture.

Advice to Trade
Source grain products and milk from reliable suppliers.

Maintain proper storage condition of grains to discourage mould
growth.

Source control should be done in the field and during storage to
reduce growth of toxin-producing moulds.

Summary of Risk Communicafion Work Jancory 2012) Nomber
,ﬂpﬁ1§i¥ HH/BWRREZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 68
TE—E AR Public Enquiries 9
Summary of %758 Trade Enquiries 8
Risk Communication Work A Food Complaints 327
HERNPURER Rapid Alerts fo Trade 21
HBBENRMER Food Alerts to Consumers 0
BB S /B /7R /52E Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 81
ERFEWZ2HOAERIF NS New Messages Put on the CFS Website 29
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The Fowl, Avian Flu and the Food

Reported by Dr. Benedict TSANG, Veterinary Officer,
Veterinary Public Health Section,
Centre for Food Safety

In the pervious issue of Food Safety Platform, we briefly introduced
why animal diseases that are transmissible to humans (zoonosis) became a
concern in food safety. This time, let’s take a look at a zoonotic disease that
has often grabbed news headlines in recent years — Avian Influenza (Al).

Avian Influenza - A Known Public Health Threat

The catastrophic potential of avian influenza (or bird flu) on human
beings was well-recognised by the Hong Kong people since the first local
human H5N1 case detected in 1997. Thatyear, 18 confirmed cases with six
deaths were reported and the outbreak was finally controlled by a territory-
wide slaughter of more than one million chickens. To date, avian influenza
is still an important public health threat with a few to a hundred human
infections annually over the past decade throughout the world. Diagram 1
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Areas with confirmed human cases of H5N1 since 2003, according to World Health Organization as of 24 January 2012.

Avian Influenza Connecting Birds and Humans

Avian influenza caused by the influenza virus type “A” affects mainly
birds including chickens, turkeys, quails, guinea fowl, etc. There are many
different strains of Al virus (such as H5NT, H5N2, H7N7, HON2, etc.).
Most of them are found naturally among birds, particularly waterfowl and
shorebirds, around the world. These birds normally carry the viruses in their
respiratory or intestinal tracts and usually do not get sick (asymptomatic
infection), and are often viewed as reservoirs for Al viruses. While most
of the Al viruses can only cause mild clinical infection in domestic poultry,
others, called highly pathogenic strains, can kill up to 90-100 per cent of
poultry in a flock. The notorious HSNT is one of such highly pathogenic
strains.

Infected birds can shed Al viruses in their saliva, nasal secretions, and
faeces. Susceptible birds become infected when they have contact with
excreta from infected birds, or through contaminated fomites. Though avian
influenza is usually highly species-specific, on rare occasions, few of them
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may have the abilities to cross the species barrier to infect human and
bring serious outcomes including death.

Safeguarding Food Safety from Avian Influenza

There is no evidence to suggest that the Al virus can be transmitted to
humans through consumption of properly prepared pouliry or eggs. Most
human infections with Al viruses have occurred following direct or indirect
exposure to infected live or dead pouliry or contaminated environments.
To this end, slaughtering, defeathering, handling carcasses of infected
poultry, and preparing those poultry for consumption, especially in
household settings, are more important risk factors.

To address these risk factors, the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department and the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
have been working together in implementing a series of comprehensive
measures to guard against the occurrence and spread of avian influenza
at farm, border, wholesale and retail levels.

Besides, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) also makes reference to the
science-based standards, guidelines and recommendations provided by
the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) to safeguard food safety
from Al. Suspension of import of poultry and their products from countries
or regions affected by Al would be implemented once notified.

Health Begins at Home

To protect against a range of common and rare diseases including
avian influenza transmissible through raw or undercooked poultry, you
can begin your healthy life right away. Avoid any direct contact with live
poultry and their faeces. Refuse eating any raw or undercooked poultry
meat and eggs. Always observe good personal, food and environmental
hygiene. For more information, please visit the CFS website.
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Assessing the Risk of Pesticide Residues in
Vegetables

The safety of our vegetables has aroused some concern recently after
the release of a survey on pesticide residues by a green group in mid-
January. According to the survey, several out of the 24 vegetable samples
collected from supermarkets in Hong Kong were found to contain various
levels of pesticide residues. Are they safe for consumption? To answer
the question, we conducted a risk assessment by comparing the reported
figures in the survey against the safety reference values. We found that
consumption of vegetables with the reported levels of pesticide residues
was unlikely to result in adverse effects. In addition, the Centre for Food
Safety (CFS) has taken follow up samples and all results are satisfactory.

Pesticides are used for pest management to increase crop yield.
The use of pesticide will inevitably leave some residues on the crops.
To determine whether public health is at risk, one should conduct the
assessment based on the levels of pesticide residues detected, rather than
their mere presence.

The CFS has established mechanisms to monitor and control vegetables
on sale in Hong Kong. These include conducting farm audits in the
Mainland, taking samples and inspecting relevant documents, such as
export certificate of fresh vegetables supplied to Hong Kong and Macau,
at the Man Kam To Food Control Office. A surveillance programme for
pesticide residues has been put in place since 1990s. Among 21,700
vegetable and fruit samples taken in 2011, two samples imported from the
Mainland were found unsatisfactory. The CFS has contacted the Mainland
authority for follow-up actions and an implicated farm has been delisted
from the list of registered farms eligible for export to Hong Kong.

The Government proposed a regulatory framework on pesticide residues
in food aiming for effective control and harmonising local and international
standards. The proposed Regulation shall be submitted to the Legislative
Council within the current legislative session. In addition, the Food Safety
Ordinance, which comes into force this month, also enhances the control
as it infroduces a food tracing mechanism requiring registration of food
importers/distributors and record-keeping related to movement of food.
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