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Reported by Dr. Michael LAU, Medical & Health Officer,
Food Incidents Response & Management Unit,
Centre for Food Safety

Introduction

This article reviews the food poisoning cases related to
food business in year 2011.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to Local Food
Premises and Food Business

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) plays a major role
in the investigation of food poisoning outbreaks related to
food premises and food business. In year 2011, the CFS
received 290 referrals from the Department of Health on
food poisoning outbreaks that affected a total of 1 036
persons. After a continuous decline since 2006, the number
of outbreaks in 2011 slightly increased as compared with
that of 2010 (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Number of food premises / food business related food poisoning outbreaks and number of persons affected from
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Causative Agents and Contributory Factors

For all cases, bacteria were by far the most common
causative agents which accounted for about 81% of the
outbreaks. Other causative agents were biotoxins (9%), viruses
(6%) and chemicals (4%). The pattern is generally similar to
that of the past five years. Vibrio parahaemolyticus, Salmonella
spp. and Staphylococcus aureus remained the top three causes
of bacterial food poisoning outbreaks (contributing to 88% of
the bacterial outbreaks in total).
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Food Poisoning Outbreaks by Contributory Factors (Percent) 2011 vs 2006-10
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Figure 2. Contributory factors identified in food poisoning outbreaks related to food premises and food business in 2011
and 2006-10
Notes: More than one contributory factor could be identified in a single outbreak

Cross contamination by raw food, inadequate cooking, improper holding temperature
and contamination by food handlers were the top four contributory factors of food
poisoning outbreaks identified in 2011 and this pattern is similar to that of the past five
years (Figure 2).

Two Major Food Poisoning Outbreaks

Below are two major food poisoning outbreaks occurred in 2011 that illustrate the
importance of good hygiene and food safety practices.

Food poisoning outbreaks related to a cold dish

In June 2011, four clusters of food poisoning outbreaks affecting a total of 64 persons
related to a Shanghai-styled restaurant were reported to the CFS. During inspection of the
food premises, the “drunken chicken”, which was supposed to serve as cold dishes, was
found to be kept under inappropriate high temperature for prolonged period. Both stool
specimens from victims and one of the food handlers were tested positive for Salmonella
Group D. A sample of “drunken chicken” taken at the inspection was also found to be
present of the bacteria belonging to the same species. It suggested that contamination of the
food item might be a contributing factor of the outbreak. The licensee was prosecuted and
convicted of selling food unfit for human consumption. Health advice on food, environmental
and personal hygiene particularly on proper preparation and storage of the incriminated
food items as well as food handling procedures were given to the restaurant operators
and their staff. Follow up visits were conducted to monitor the progress and ensure proper
implementation of food safety measures.

Inadequately cooked “egg white soufflé ball with red bean fillings” and Salmonella

In February 2011, four clusters of food poisoning outbreaks affecting a total of 17
persons were reported to the CFS. All those victims involved had consumed “egg white
soufflé ball with red bean fillings” (55%) at a food premises. The suspected causative
agent was Salmonella spp.. Field investigation revealed that the incriminated food item
was not stored in an appropriate temperature for prolonged period after preparation and
did not undergo adequate cooking. Also the stool specimens from two victims were tested
positive for Salmonella Group D. These findings might be the contributing factors accounting
for the outbreak. Health advice on food, environmental and personal hygiene was given to
the restaurant operators and their staff. Follow up visits were also conducted to monitor the
progress and ensure proper implementation of food safety measures.

Conclusion

The number of reported food poisoning outbreaks related to food premises and food
business has decreased considerably over the past few years and the figure remained at
a relatively low level in 2011. Government's efforts in safeguarding food safety, active
participation of the trade and heightened awareness of the public on food safety are some
factors contributing to the decline. The trade and public are advised to adopt and adhere to
food safety practices to avoid the occurrence of food poisoning outbreaks.
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Figure 1. Gambierdiscus toxicus, a marine plankton, can produce ciguatoxins that cause ciguatera fish poisoning in humans. The toxins
can accumulate up the food chain and end up causing sickness in consumers.
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Ciguatoxins, Fish and Food Poisoning

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

This article is the first of a series of three articles that focus on marine toxins
that originate from small organisms (e.g. planktons) which can affect seafood

safety.

What are Ciguatoxins and Ciguatera Fish Poisoning?

Ciguatoxins are a group of heatstable, fat-soluble compounds. They
are produced by a marine plankton Gambierdiscus toxicus.  The plankton
is very specific in where they live and they only exist in the warmer oceans
between latitude of 32°N and 32°S. Ciguatera fish are confined to patches
of oceans in the area. The toxins accumulate up the food chain which starts
with the herbivorous fish that graze on toxic marine planktons in the coral reef,
accumulate successively in the body of larger carnivorous fish and finally in
humans (Figure 1).

The toxins are up to 50 to 100 times more concentrated in the viscera, liver
and gonads of affected fish, while the fish has no symptom. As the toxins are
heat-stable and cannot be removed by cooking or processing, they can affect
the nerve and muscle functions of persons who consume fish contaminated with
the toxins.  Ciguatera
fish poisoning (CFP) is
now becoming more

common as a type
of food  poisoning
worldwide, due to

increased international
commerce in seafood.
CFP is endemic in many
areas, including fropical
and subtropical Pacific,
where  many of the
locally-sold  live  coral
reef fish are sourced.

How CFP Affects Humans

After consumption of fish that contain ciguatoxins, the initial symptoms can
appear within 30 minutes, while a delay of 24 to 48 hours after consumption
is common. The initial symptoms can be gastrointestinal or neurological. The
gastrointestinal symptoms like vomiting, diarrhoea, nausea and abdominal
pain usually last only a few days, the neurological symptoms like tingling of
lips, hands and feet, skin itching, change in temperature perception (cold
objects perceived as hot and vice versa), fatigue, muscle and joint pain appear
later and last longer, sometimes up to a few years. In severe cases, low blood
pressure, slow heart rate, respiratory difficulties and paralysis are possible, but
death is uncommon.

Factors like previous CFP intoxication, the consumption of alcoholic
beverages, nuts and seed products can also increase the sensitivity of an
individual against CFP intoxication. Such combination of food items are more
likely to be found during banquets locally.

Fish Implicated in Local CFP Cases

Past investigations by the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) show that among
the fish species implicated in CFP, certain species of fish are more likely to
cause CFP (Table 1). CFS investigations with the trade also suggest that the

Hainan Island. Size of fish
involved usually ranges

from 0.6 to 3 kg (1 to 5

EBEBENT06E3IAT(1E5T)RE » {BEERAE  most frequently contaminated fishing grounds are Nansha Island, Kiribati and
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B ZRR & K AT R PH2BE Squaretail coralgrouper FHEEH Lyretail

catties), but fish outside this
weightrange has also been

WEW - BEANZN
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ERE2DE Leopard coralgrouper reported. The information
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as the information could
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not be verified. Cultured fish is unlikely to contain ciguatoxins as they are fed
with feeds rarely contaminated with ciguatoxins.

Enhancements in Tackling CFP

After the full operation of the Food Safety Ordinance on 1 February 2012,
food traders are required to keep relevant transaction records (acquisition records,
supply records or capture records as appropriate). Therefore, data collected
would be able to provide more accurate information on fish species and their
sources. The CFS has issued a Code of Practice on Import and Sale of Live
Marine Fish for Human Consumption for Prevention and Control of Ciguatera
Fish Poisoning which contains the minimum requirements in importing and selling
live marine fish for human consumption to ensure food safety. The CFS also
issues advisory letters and newsletter to the traders after each recent CFP incident,
providing information on fish source if available.

In the next issue, we shall talk about another locally wellknown marine
biotoxin that cause food poisoning — paralytic shellfish poisoning toxins.
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Caramel Colourings in Cola Drinks

Last month, a policy advocacy organisation in the United Stafes (US)
reported that high levels of 4-methylimidazole (4-MI), a chemical contaminant

Food Incident ¥R\ EEM  XETHEHLHEERN ref S / _
Highlight W EE N A S 8- E R (4. arisen from the formation of some caramel colourings, was found in cola

drinks available in the US market. The issue has attracted public attention
due to concerns on the cancer causing potential of 4-MI.
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4-Ml is formed as a by-product during
the production of caramel colourings
(Caramel Il and Caramel IV) which can
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Ingredients: Potato, Vegetable Oil, Spices, Sugar, Flavour Enh
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This product contains gluten and soyabean products.

I RESIV)REBRESHEEE
Em  ERERURRMERES
& BEREAREE Bl
ERMTEERHERRAT

be used to give brown colour to a variety
of foods such as beer, brown bread,
sauces and cola drinks.

Caramel colourings are permitted

food additives in the European Union,
the US, Australia, New Zealand, Korea
and Mainland China. Recent evaluations
conducted by the European Food Safety
Authority suggest that the highest exposure
level to 4-MI that can result from the
consumption of foods containing Caramel
Il and IV does not give rise to concern.
In addition, the Joint FAO/WHO Expert
Committee on Food Additives opines that
the acute neurological effects produced
by high doses of 4-MI would not appear
to be of major concern when caramel
colourings  containing small amounts
of this contaminant are used in food.
Exposure to 4-MI from usual consumption
of cola drinks is not likely to lead to
adverse health effects.
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INGREDIENTS: Milk Chocolate Compound (Cocoa
mass, Cocoa powder, Skimmed milk powder,
Vegetable oil and fat), Wheat flour, Corn starch,
Shortening, Sugar, Eggs, Invert sugar, Raising agents
(E503 (ii), E500 (ii)), Salt, Colour (E150d), Flavour
&Flavouring, Emulsifier (E322 (Soybeans product))
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In Hong Kong, caramel is a permitted colouring matter under the
Colouring Matters in Food Regulations. Concerned individuals may read
food label on prepackaged food and look for Caramel Il and Caramel IV or
their identification numbers (150c; 150d) so as to make informed choices.
For more information on safety of caramel colourings, please refer to the
Centre for Food Safety’s Risk in Brief “4-Methylimidazole in Cola Drinks”.
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1% RIBRES Rapid Alerts fo Trade 31
BB ENRWER Food Alerts to Consumers 0
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THEIRYERROEEMITNE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 42
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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