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Review of Food Incidents in 2012

Reported by Dr. Yu-chi LI, Medical & Health Officer,
Risk Management Section,
Centre for Food Safety

Food incidents refer to events which have potential food
safety implications. As the majority of food supply in Hong Kong
is imported, apart from monitoring local food incidents, the
Centre for Food Safety (CFS) also conducts daily surveillance
of food incidents reported by overseas authorities and the mass
media.

Food Incidents in 2012

In 2012, a total of 1,008 food incidents were identified
by the CFS. The figure was slightly higher as compared to 915
cases in 2011. As in past years, non-local incidents constituted
the majority (98.3%) of all cases. Taiwan (45%), North America
(27%), Mainland China (9%), Europe (8%) and Australia/ New
Zealand (5%) reported the most cases. A 60% increase in cases

= 1 LN . reported by Taiwan had mostly accounted for the overall rise
ﬁlﬁR Iﬁ %AR? BATUEI - MAEELREARY EEEE in incidents identified in 2012. No major food incident was
AERIWEYEHRTD LS RiEsg « 5 identified in Taiwan.
i B KREEHGRBEHEAN  HRABKER Incidents involving vegetables, cereal, fruits and their
ﬁEi%EI P - . —) o BAFE—K ﬁgﬁﬁ%ﬁﬂgﬁi{bﬁ%g%u produ'crs had the greatest increase, fo||9wed by rho§e concerning
EMEE (HeES) (ARFHREE) BEMAEYBEEE(EE ") B _SS+% aquatic products (Figure 1). Chemical and microbiological
TBUEE ARG 2 e 5 03 Z e hazards accounted for most of the incidents as in previous
o —= %E’\J:Fi’/]@%ttf P BRI F%E/\] years. Compared with the average percentage of 2007-2011,
B (AT R ) EZRMEBEBERNILREGAH LA - H45.4%8 2 however, the percentage of chemical hazard related cases rose
- - . 51% (REIZ) ° significantly in 2012 from 45.4% to 51% (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Percentage of food incidents by type of hazards in 2007-2012.

Actions Taken by the CFS

The CFS assesses the public health significance of each incident and takes
appropriate actions, which might include contacting relevant authorities, issuing rapid
trade alert, conducting sales check, and taking food samples for testing, making public
announcement and initiating recall or issuing prohibition order. In 2012, the CFS issued
380 trade alerts, 14 press releases and 19 food alerts related to these incidents. In
addition, the CFS has been posting incidents assessed to have limited local impact
through the “Food Incident Post” on its website since September 2012 to alert individuals
who might be in possession of related food products through etrade, travel, or other
personal reasons. A total of 139 incidents were posted in 2012.

Important Food Incidents

Three of the defected food incidents that raised greater concerns in 2012 are
highlighted below.

1. Canadian beef product contaminated with E. coli O157:H7

In September 2012, the CFS learned from the Canadian Food Inspection Agency’s
website that beef products from an establishment in Canada were contaminated with E.
coli O157:H7 and 18 human cases were reported. Some consignments of the affected
beef products had been exported to Hong Kong. The CFS immediately conducted
investigation and took necessary actions including suspension of import of beef products
from the establishment concerned, alerting the trade, tracing distribution and initiating
recall of the beef products. A press release was issued to inform the public.

The import suspension was liffed on 18 December 2012 upon receiving Canadian
authority’s assessment report concluding that the risk of contamination has been
effectively controlled at the establishment. There has not been any related local human
infection case.

2. Peanut butter from the United States (US) contaminated with Salmonella

In September 2012, the CFS noted a multistate outbreak of Salmonella in the US
with 42 people affected. One peanut butter manufacturer was suspected to be the
source. Various peanut butter products and secondary products were recalled.

Investigation by the CFS found that an importer in Hong Kong had imported two of
the products and recall was initiated. The importer voluntarily surrendered all remaining
stocks for disposal. Sales check by the CFS at retail level did not find any affected
products. The CFS alerted the trade to stop selling the products concerned and a press
release was issued to advise the public not to consume them. There has not been any
related local outbreak.

3. Substandard cooking oil

In mid-December 2012, a newspaper alleged that a suspected unlicensed
food processing establishment supplied substandard cooking oil with high level of
benzo[a]pyrene (B[a]P) to restaurants. The CFS immediately conducted investigation
and took cooking oil samples from different premises for testing. Three oil samples of
the same brand from a supplier were found to contain B[a]P at levels exceeding the

Mainland limit of 10 pg/kg.

In consultation with the Expert Committee on Food Safety, the CFS has set an
action level of 10 pg/kg for B[a]P in cooking oil for necessary enforcement actions. A
targeted surveillance project on cooking oil was conducted and fest results of B[a]P in
102 samples taken from various levels of the supply chain were all satisfactory. More
information about the incident can be found at the “Benzo[a]pyrene in Cooking Oil”
webpage.

Conclusion

Early intervention of food incidents is vital in controlling and aborting the potential
risks associated with food hazards. The effective food incident surveillance and response
system put in place has enabled the CFS to detect and manage food incidents in a timely
manner.
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Breastfeeding is best for babies (courtesy of the Department of Health)

BNREHPPHIDHA — BZHEm
DHA in Formula Products for Infants and Young Children —

Reported by Ms. Melissa LIU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue, we introduced macronutrients in breastmilk and infant
formula. In this issue, we will discuss docosahexaenoic acid (DHA), a nutrient
often added to formula products for infants and young children.

What is DHA?

DHA is a long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acid which has a critical role in
normal retinal and brain development of foetus and the first two years of life.
DHA presents in varying amounts in human breastmilk, fish oils, and marine
algae. Apart from its dietary sources, the body can produce DHA from a-
linolenic acid, which is found in plant oils as well as breastmilk and infant
formula.

Controversy of Adding DHA in Formula Products

Some formula manufacturers add DHA-containing ingredients in their
formula products.  This is mainly to mimic the composition of breastmilk
(mean DHA content ranges from 0.2-1.0% of fatty acids), and to take into
consideration the typically higher blood level of DHA in breastfed infants than
that in infants fed with formulae
not containing DHA.

However, when coming
to the question about the actual
benefit of adding DHA to
formula products, the issue is still
controversial. There are studies
suggesting that some infants,
such as premature infants, may
benefit from direct consumption
of DHA. Some studies also
suggest that including DHA
in infant formulae may have
positive effects on visual function
and neural development of
infants over a short term.

However, other studies
in infants do not confirm the
above benefits, nor are there
any long-term beneficial effects
demonstrated. For children
aged two or above, there is currently insufficient evidence to link increased
intake levels of DHA to improved physical or mental development or specific
functional benefits.  As such, the European Union only accepts claims
mentioning that DHA intake contributes to the normal visual development of
infants up to 12 months, while claims mentioning function of DHA intake on
brain development of non-breastfed infants or eye development for infants
and children above 12 months are not accepted.

In fact, there are concerns that for nutrients added to formula products,
including DHA, their structures and functions may not be the same as those
present in breastmilk as they are extracted from cows milk or other ingredients
(such as marine oils in the case of DHA). Therefore, taking into account
that DHA could be synthesised in the body from o-linolenic acid, the Codex
Alimentarius Commission (Codex) does not consider DHA to be an essential
composition of infant formula and follow-up formula products.

DHA Intake in Infants and Young Children

Theoretically, when DHA is taken in large amount or inappropriate ratio
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to other fatty acids, metabolism of other fatty acids in the body may
be affected, which might eventually have impact on a number of body
functions such as renal function, blood coagulation and immunological
reactions.

However, this is normally not a concern to breastfed infants who can
usually obtain the right amount of dietary DHA from breastmilk. For infant
formula, in view of the possible benefits to certain babies, addition of DHA
is generally acceptable. Codex recommends that DHA, if added, should
normally not exceed 0.5% of total fat content unless due to unavoidable
technical constraints and should be present in specific ratio to certain fatty
acids, i.e. arachidonic acid (AA) content should reach at least the same
concentration as DHA, and the content of eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA)
should not exceed that of DHA. Such level does not pose any known
major safety concern or adverse effects on growth. Therefore, when it is
desired to feed infants with DHA added formula, it is advisable to choose
one that fulfils the Codex recommendation.
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Plasticiser in Distilled Spirits

In December 2012, the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department received a food complaint that a bottle of Chinese
distilled spirits labelled as Moutai contained plasticiser. Test result on
the submitted sample in an unsealed bottle showed that it contained
a plasticiser, di(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate (DEHP), at 2.8 mg/kg which
exceeded the action level set for food. Risk assessment showed that
the dietary exposure to DEHP by the average and high consumers of
the distilled spirits at the detected level would not exceed the safety
reference value established by the World Health Organization.

DEHP is widely used in polyvinyl chloride (PVC) products to
improve flexibility and durability of the plastic material. It may be
present in food due to migration from PVC food contact materials or
as an environmental contaminant. DEHP has low acute toxicity.

Currently, there is no international standard for maximum limits
of plasticisers in distilled spirits. The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has
set an action level of 1.5 mg/kg for DEHP in food during the food
incident involving the adulteration of plasticisers in five categories of
Taiwanese food in 2011. There is currently no evidence that DEHP
has been added deliberately to distilled spirits. As distilled spirits are
not considered as a normal part of the diet of the general population
and some plasticisers (including DEHP) are highly soluble in alcohol,
the action level for food might not be appropriate for distilled spirits.
Taking into account the risk assessment result and relevant European
data, the CFS has set a separate action level of 5 mg/kg for DEHP in
distilled spirits.

Alcohol is a cancercausing agent. Alcohol consumption has both
immediate and long-term effects on health. It also increases the risk of

5 ;4B , = 3 * 4 o
RIENFE maiﬁm’@*ﬁq]!%iﬁtmqgm intoxication, even death. Non-drinkers should not start drinking. For
AROBA T AEF IR HOR - 2R LR FAENRRE © those who choose to drink alcoholic beverages, they should limit the
TEHHILIEE RN BRTROESE ° amount of alcohol consumed to minimise alcohol-related harm.
EpEEET(E—B (Z2—=F—H)
Summary of Risk Communication Work (January 2013) Number
,ﬁlpﬁ1§& HH/BYMLZEMEZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 91
ind AFREFH Public Enquiries 122
T8 —
Summary Of (755 Trade Enquiries 113
Risk COmmu“ication wOrk ﬁ%?ﬁ%ﬁ FOOd Comp|aints 424
HERNPRESR Rapid Alerts to Trade 27
BEENRYER Food Alerts to Consumers 1
HEMEE/E#/EEE/EE Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 53
FERE YL OEENFFE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 68

(B Z2ER) EJE@%?%W/D\%@é(%%ijt:hﬂp://www.cFsAgov.hk/tc_chi/multimedic1/mu|timec|ia_pub/mUltimedia_pub_fsf.html)—lqifi °
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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