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Tracking Dietary Sodium
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This meal with 800g plate of fried noodles with
reserved vegetable” and spare rib (containing
680mg of sodium, reference: Nutrient Information

Inquiry System) and 240ml of prepackaged vegetable

juice * cocktail (with 20-2 0mg/10%m| sodium,

reference: nutrition labels of various brands) gives a

total of 3 700-4 200mg sodium or 9-10g of salt.

Reported by Dr. Violette LIN, Scientific Officer,

On 12 April 2012, some
newspaper headlined that
Hong Kong people have a daily
consumption of 10g salt, which is
twicethe WorldHealth Organization
(WHO) recommended upper limit
of 5g, and are at risk of stroke,
quoting from a local university’s
report. Is sodium unavoidable in
our diet?

Sodium is in Every Food

Sodium is naturally present
in foods, even in those that do not
give a salty taste (e.g. drinking
water, milk, fish, vegetables). As a
seasoning agent, sodium is found
not only in table salt but also in
condiments and various processed
foods, ranging from savoury
snacks, canned fish or meat, to
breakfast cereals.  Sodium may
be used as food additives, such
as in the form of sodium nitrate,
a preservative offen used in cured
meat or sausages, and monosodium
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glutamate (MSG) in Chinese dishes
or other seasonings. Sodium is found in sandwich breads for the
taste and texture.

Reducing Salt Intake — Mission Impossible?

Sodium is essential for maintaining fluid balance in our body.
lts derivatives can also make foods more palatable and in turn
contribute fo the pleasure of eating. However, taking in too much
salt can lead to hypertension and its harmful sequelae. The WHO
in 2003 called for actions to limit daily sodium intake to 2 000mg
to reduce the risk of coronary heart diseases and strokes.

For those who have accustomed to the salty taste, it can be
challenging to change to a low salt diet with minimal effect on the
appetite. Fortunately, a gradual reduction can allow the human
taste buds to get adapted to the new taste. In the Australian Sodium
in Bread study, an incremental sodium reduction by 25% in bread
over a six-week period was not detected by the hospital patients
being served. Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia have
been advocating a gradual reduction by setting national sodium
reduction targets for different food types.

In Hong Kong, the incorporation of a nutrition labelling
scheme in the local law has served to arouse public awareness
about the consumption of sodium and other nutrients in food in
the diet. Since the implementation of the scheme in July 2010,
all prepackaged foods need to declare the sodium content on
a nutrition label. Nutrition claims, such as "salt free" and "low
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http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/whatsnew_act_19_Nutrition_Labelling_Scheme.html
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sodium" are regulated. The scheme comes together with the effort
of the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) in promoting the use of nutrition
labels, and the promulgation of the WHO recommended daily upper
limit of 5g, or one teaspoonsful, of salt.

To move further, the CFS has, in consultation with the trade, drafted
a set of guidelines to encourage development of healthier foods with
lower sodium content. Three main approaches have been identified.
First and foremost, the trade is encouraged to source for ingredients
or develop more creative formulations that contain less sodium without
altering food quality. Secondly, replace salt/ sodium with alternatives,
such as herbs and spices. Thirdly, product package may be resized so
as to reduce the amount of sodium consumed each time. This “Trade

Guidelines for Reducing Sodium in Foods” is expected to be issued
later in 2012.

Starting Today

One of the most important driving forces for the market is consumer
preference. If the natural taste of food is sought for over salty taste, the
trade will be more inclined to develop formulations with lower sodium
content. One can cut down sodium intake right away by tracking and
limiting one’s own daily intake, rinsing canned or salted food before
use, and when dining out, asking for less or no salt recipes.

The CFS has produced a mobile application Nutrition Calculator
(NuCal) for tracking one’s sodium intake. Apart from estimating
nutrient intake, NuCal also allows the users to establish their own food
data bank, and to share with friends their own food data. For fresh
or other non-packaged food, one may consult the Nutrient Information
Inquiry System at the CFS website for the nutrient content.

Key Points to Note:

1. Excessive sodium intake is associated with hypertension,
and in turn heart diseases and stroke.

2. Irrespective of body weight, the daily sodium intake should
be below 2 000mg (5g or one level teaspoon of salt).

3. A gradual reduction of salt in foods is readily acceptable
to the consumers.

Advice to Consumers

«  Read nutrition labels and choose the basket of food that contains
a lower sodium confent.

«  Drain or rinse canned or salted vegetables or fish in clear water
before use.

«  Select foods prepared with low or no salt sauces, gravies, and
recipes.

Advice to the Trade
+  Develop affordable quality food products with low sodium content.

»  Reduce or remove the amount of salt/ sodium to the minimum little
by little.

B e +  Resize food package to reduce per serving sodium consumption.
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From Algae to Paralytic Shellfish Poisoning

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

This is the second article in a series of three that focus on marine
toxins originating from minute organisms (e.g. planktons) which can
affect seafood safety.

Algae or Shellfish?

The paralytic shellfish poisoning (PSP) toxins are actually produced
not by the shellfish but by certain species of microscopic algae known
as dinoflagellates. The toxins were first noticed following food poisoning
after consumption of shellfish. These algae are found in the coastal
and estuarine waters across broad latitudes, ranging from the tropics
to the much cooler areas like Alaska. Under favourable condition, the
algae can grow profusely. Such phenomena may turn the sea reddish
or brownish and is called harmful algal bloom (HAB), also commonly
known as red tide.

The PSP toxins are a group of 21 structurally closely related
chemicals. They can accumulate in various parts of shellfish, especially
in digestive and reproductive glands. When consumed by human,
the toxins affect sodium channels in the nervous system, giving rise to
symptoms like tingling, numbness, burning sensation near the mouth,
fever, rash and staggering within minutes to hours. The toxins also give
gastrointestinol symptoms. In severe cases, the symptoms may progress
to muscle paralysis, respiratory arrest and even death. However, most
people recover fully in a few days.

- Mustration by Loty W
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PSP producing algae (circled) can grow rapidly under favourable weather and water condition. Shellfish filter feed on them and accumulate the PSP toxins in their bodies, which may

eventually cause human poisoning.
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PSP is Preventable

The number of PSP poisoning cases seems to be on the rise in the past
decades internationally, but it is unclear whether it is due to heightened
awareness, improved surveillance, expanded shellfish consumption or
due fo real increase. In Hong Kong, from 2007 to 2011, the Center
for Health Protection recorded 34 suspected shellfish toxins-related food
poisoning affecting 68 persons. Among them, 14 outbreaks reported
in May 2010, involving 29 persons, were found to be associated with
consumption of fresh scallops. An epidemiological study conducted at
that time also showed that persons who consumed the gonad of the
scallops had a higher risk to develop the symptoms.

The chance of PSP poisoning can be much reduced if one avoids
consuming the digestive and reproductive glands where much of the
toxins concentrate. All organs of bivalves should be discarded and only
the adductor muscles should be consumed when possible. The cooking
liquid, especially of steamed fan shells, should also be abandoned
to reduce the amount of PSP toxins present. One should always buy
shellfish from reliable sources, and scrub and clean the shells thoroughly
before cooking. Overindulgence in shellfish should be avoided.



http://www.afcd.gov.hk/english/fisheries/hkredtide/redtide.html
http://www.afcd.gov.hk/tc_chi/fisheries/hkredtide/redtide.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_47_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_47_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_11_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_11_01.html
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Algal Bloom Watch and PSP Surveillance

Like many other food authorities, Hong Kong has put in place monitoring
and management programmes to safeguard shellfish safety. On a regular
basis, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) conducts surveillance in food.
For harmful algae occurring in Hong Kong waters, the Government has
established a Red Tide / HAB Management Operation Master Plan with
a view to minimising the possible impacts of HAB on marine fish culture
activities and human health. Under the framework, the Agriculture, Fisheries
and Conservation Department informs various Departments including the
Food and Environmental Hygiene Department when suspected harmful
phytoplanktons are found in local waters. The CFS will take shellfish samples
from markets near the areas where higher number of toxic or potentially
toxic planktons are found for shellfish toxins analysis. From 2009 to 2011,
25 such extra shellfish samples were taken for PSP analysis and all results
were satisfactory.

For the trade, when sourcing shellfish, source from countries with
established monitoring programmes for toxic algae and avoid areas that
have recently been affected by PSP toxins. Traders should also be mindful
to meet the Food Safety Ordinance requirement regarding keeping relevant
transaction records for tracing the source.

In the next issue, we shall talk about other shellfish poisoning toxins.
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Expiry Date: Safety Vs Quality

To ensure quality and safety of our food, it is important to
check expiry dates on food products before consumption. Under
the Food and Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations

(Cap. 132W), prepackaged food shall be marked or labelled
with appropriate durability indication.

In the case of some highly perishable prepackaged food (e.g.
pasteurised fresh milk, eggs, sandwiches, etc.) which are likely
after a short period to constitute an immediate danger to human
health, a “use by” date should be used. For other prepackaged
food products, a “best before” date shall be indicated. The food
may not be at its best flavour and quality beyond the date.

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) conducts regular checks on
labels, including information on expiry date, of prepackaged food
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products available in the local market. Under current regulations,
it is an offence to sell any food after its “used by” date. In 2011,
the CFS conducted more than 55 000 label checking and 25
prosecutions were pursued. Consumers are advised to choose
food before its “use by” date and be wary of the quality of food
beyond the “best before” date.
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Radioactivity Detected in Japanese Green Tea Leaves
On 3 April 2012, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) issued a food

alert as a precautionary measure following a sample of Japanese green
tea leaves collected from a local supermarket was found to have low

radioactivity.
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Risk assessment conducted by the CFS showed that the total internal
dose for radioactive substances from consuming the green tea leaves
sample for one year was about 5% of the radiation dose received during
a chest X-ray examination. Hence, consuming the tea leaves concerned
would not pose adverse health effects.

The CFS has stepped up food surveillance for Japanese produce since
the nuclear power plant incident in March 2011. Of the 78 072 Japanese
food samples tested for radiation (up to April 2012), three samples (white
radish, turnip and spinach) were found to be unsatisfactory. Among all
other satisfactory samples, 21 (including 19 tea samples) were found
to contain radioactivity not exceeding the guideline levels of the Codex
Alimentarius Commission (results available on CFS website). As in this
case, these products were voluntarily suspended from sale or surrendered
by importer for disposal.
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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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