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RREH/NOERBREERYZE
Avian Influenza A(H7N9) Virus and Food Safety

Reported by Dr. Veronica YU, Veterinary Officer,
Veterinary Public Health Section,
Centre for Food Safety

In light of human cases infected with avian influenza
A(H7N9) virus in Mainland China and Taiwan since March,
coupled with subsequent detection of the virus in commercial
poultry including pigeons, chickens and ducks, and a wild
pigeon, there are concerns over the imminent risk of local
transmission of avian influenza from poultry and their
products to humans. As of 14 May 2013, there are 131
human cases reported in the Mainland and Taiwan. This
article aims to look at food safety issues associated with
avian influenza A(H7N9) virus.

What is Avian Influenza A(H7N9) Virus?

Avian influenza A H7 viruses are a group of influenza
viruses that circulate among birds.  Although some H7
influenza viruses have occasionally been found to infect
humans in the past decade, no human infections with H7N9

viruses have been reported until recent outbreaks in Mainland
China.

Generally, H7 subtypes are found to be low pathogenic
which cause mild or no disease in domestic pouliry and
are therefore difficult to detect in poultry. In contrast, the
previous “bird flu” of HSN1 strains are highly pathogenic
avian influenza virus that cause severe disease and high
mortality in chickens.

Human Infection with Avian Influenza A(H7N9) Virus

Thus far, most patients identified with this infection have
had severe pneumonia. Symptoms include fever, cough
and shortness of breath. It is still unclear concerning both
the source of infection and the mode of transmission of
the virus, though a number of the human H7N9 cases in
Mainland China have been reported to have contact with
domestic poultry or the environments where they are housed.
According to the National Health and Family Planning
Commission (NHFPC), the avian influenza A(H7N9) virus
is of avian origin and people are mainly infected through
exposure fo infected poultry or its contaminated environment.
Contact with infected poultry and visiting wet markets with
live poultry are important risk factors of human infection
caused by the avian influenza A(H7N9) virus.

Is It Safe to Eat Poultry and Poultry Products?

Thorough cooking of poultry meat and eggs with centre
temperature reaching at least 70°C can inactivate the virus.
The World Health Organization therefore advises that it is
safe to eat properly prepared and cooked meat, including
poultry and game birds. It is important to wash hands
thoroughly with soap or liquid cleanser after handling live
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poultry, poultry products and eggs. All the working surfaces, utensils
and equipment that have been used for handling the above should also
be cleaned thoroughly.

Actions Taken by the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)

Live, chilled and frozen poultry imported from the Mainland
for consumption are sourced from poultry farms that are under the
supervision of the Mainland authority. The imported poultry have to
be accompanied with health certificates issued by competent authority
in the Mainland, declaring that the
animals are free of avian influenza.

From 11 April 2013 onwards,
the CFS has started testing imported
poultry at Man Kam To border
against H7 virus, in addition to the
existing measure to test against H5.
Only the poultry with satisfactory
test results would be released for
sale at the wholesale markets.
These surveillance programmes are
considered sufficient in detecting
avian influenza  A(H7N9)  virus
despite its low prevalence in
poultry.

There are no human cases
detected in Hong Kong to date but
members of the public are advised

BMR 2D A BB LA B MR AR RS fo remain vigilant by maintaining

Officer of the Centre for Food Safety taking a blood sample from a live chicken good personal hygiene practice.
imported from the Mainland at Man Kam To Animal Inspection Station to test for g P 79 P

Further information can be found
at the Centre for Health Protection
website.

Key Points to Note:

+ Avian influenza A(H7N9) virus is of avian origin, yet
the exact route of transmission to human is still under
investigation.

+ Consumption of thoroughly cooked poultry and poultry
products is safe.

+ Wash hands thoroughly with soap or liquid cleanser after
handling live poultry, pouliry products or eggs.

Advice to Consumers

1. Avoid touching chickens or their faeces when buying live
chickens.

2. Wash hands thoroughly with soap after handling live poultry,
poultry products or eggs. All working surfaces, utensils and
equipment should be cleaned after handling the above products.

3. Cook poultry and poultry eggs thoroughly, all parts of the poultry
meat should reach 70°C.

Advice to the Trade

1. Live poultry kept on the premises for sale should only come from
wholesale markets or other sources approved by the Food and
Environmental Hygiene Department.

2. The entire wall, floor surfaces and the cages at the premises selling
live poultry should be kept clean. They should be thoroughly
cleaned and disinfected together with other utensils and equipment
including the defeathering machine at the end of a business day.

3. Workers should observe personal hygiene such as washing their
hands with soap immediately after slaughtering and dressing of
poultry. Light coloured protective clothing including aprons and
rubber boots should also be worn.
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Genetically Modified Food — Out of Pandora’s Box?

Reported by Dr. Ken CHONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

What is your perception of genetically modified (GM) food? Is it corn cob with
kernels of different colours? Is it super sweet corn? Is it cube-shaped watermelon?
Some people may think that any food with unusual or special appearance is GM
food and some even call it “Frankenfood”. In the coming issues, we will talk about
GM food and safety issues surrounding GM food. To begin with, what is GM
food?

Gene Modification for Desirable Characteristics

Simply speaking, GM food is any food that is or is derived from a GM
organism, including plants, animals or microorganisms, in which the genes of
the organism are modified in the laboratory. The modification which aims to
infroduce desirable characteristics fo the organism can either be done by alteration
of existing genes or insertion of new genes. One example is the introduction of
the gene encoding the Bt protein into plants to make them resistant to insects. Bt
profein is a natural pesticide produced by the bacterium Bacillus thuringiensis. In
the modification process, the gene encoding the Bt protein is isolated from the
bacterium and combined with other genetic elements. The combined products
are then transferred into plants cells. This can be achieved by using a gene gun
that fires gold particle through the plant cell wall, or with the aid of the bacterium
Agrobacterivm fumefaciens which help taking in the combined products when it
infects the plant cells. The plant cells carrying the target gene will subsequently be
grown into plants with the desirable characteristic. In this example, the characteristic
is insect resistance due to the expression of Bt protein. The technology of the
modification process is called “genetic engineering” or “modern biotechnology”.

BRI ASERUGERRY) Examples of foods that may be misunderstood as GM food

ENEZEX Indian corns
‘5'

» RAO M ERMIFERNER

Naturally occurring; each kernel has its own set
of genes and the generation of different colours is
a result of cross-breeding

TBEHEEK Super sweet corns

ErOmmanTIEES,
RAW K ; SERKUBESE—EE | Eradionbommeny &culre, Fieries on
BHMER ; BoOREMAENEALS

Traditional breeding; they have higher sugar
content than other types of corns

EIFE Cubic watermelons

SMNBR  BIRREREAEERE - K
BREGBETRERE - RRENERR
BoEHE

Physical constraint; the melons are grown in glass

boxes and assume the shape of the boxes very
much like Chinese foot binding

& EFAR{E Romanesque broccoli

(B8 Fr B R iRz TR )

(Photo by courfesy of Ms. Ho-yan CHUNG)
MR EEABAEMANGE - RERKR
Ao NBESEIERNELHE

A cross between cauliflower and broccoli;
from ltaly and also called roman cauliflower

it is

7k 2 Seedless fruits

AREZBMERNIBERNEBEFLLRE

s RAREN - PINER - RENESH

o ALEE - PIMHBEAKR - BRME
A

ERKREEERTEERIELERE

Fruits developed without fertilisation or with the

abortion of embryo after fertilisation

. Naturally occurring; for example, bananas,
pineapples and grapes
Induction by cultural practices; for example,
citrus fruits, watermelons and grapes

Seedless fruits have existed long before the application
of genetic engineering



http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_gmf/programme_gmf_gi_info1.html
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Modern biotechnology is different from traditional breeding. Traditional
breeding involves thousands of genes at the same time while modern
biotechnology transfers one or several specific genes. Modern biotechnology
also allows selected genes to be transferred from one organism into another,
and even between non-related species.

Foods Misunderstood As GM Food

Some foods may be misunderstood as GM food (see Table) due to their
appearance or faste. In fact, most GM food cannot be differentiated from its
conventional counterpart through physical appearance or taste. GM food, or
its source organism, must have its genes altered in a way that does not occur
naturally as previously discussed. The characteristics of the foods in the table
are not a result of genetic modification.

Instead of creating “Frankenfood”, GM food is created for a specific aim
and mostly for economic benefit such as higher crop yield. That is why some
GM crops are able to gain significant market shares nowadays. In the next
issue, we will talk about GM foods available internationally and their potential
benefits and harm.
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The poisonous mushroom — Amanita farinosa (Photo

by courtesy of Professor Chcnﬁ. Shu+ting, Emeritus
[

Professor of Biology at The C

Do Not Pick and Eat Wild Mushrooms

Last month, three persons suffered from food poisoning after eating wild
mushrooms picked from country parks. They developed symptoms of vomiting,
diarrhoea, abdominal pain and later liver damage.
One of them required liver transplant. The incriminated
species identified by expert in mycology was Amanita
farinosa, a poisonous mushroom that can be found in
Hong Kong during summer and autumn. The Centre
for Food Safety urges the public not to pick and eat
wild mushrooms from parks and country parks.

Mushroom poisoning is caused by consumption
of raw or cooked fruiting bodies of a number of
poisonous species of higher fungi. The toxins involved
in mushroom poisoning are produced naturally by the
fungi themselves and cannot be rendered non-toxic
through cooking, freezing or other means of food
processing. Mushroom poisoning is usually acute and
the symptoms commonly affecting the gastrointestinal
system such as nausea, vomiting and abdominal pain
appear shortly after ingestion. Depending on the
species, patient may have other symptoms like profuse
sweating, illusion, hallucination, coma and other
neurological symptoms, as well as liver failure. These
symptoms may occur with or without gastrointestinal
symptom. Death may result in severe cases.

From time to time, sporadic cases of mushroom
poisoning are reported locally. Since it is difficult for
untrained individuals to distinguish between edible
and inedible mushrooms, members of the public
are advised not to pick and eat wild mushrooms. If

nese University of suspected poisonous mushrooms are accidentally

D (UNBHIEE)IZEIRES o Hong Kong) consumed, the patient should seek immediate medical
attention and bring along the remnant, if available.
EREEETF—E (ZF—=FIAH)
Summary of Risk Communication Work (April 2013) Number
S EH/BYZLEMEZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 79
,f/E @Em1§1¥ AT B Public Enquiries 95
I —& AREN

Summaw Of #7535 Trade Enquiries 145
Risk Communication Work B Food Complaints 352
HBERNPREIR Rapid Alerts to Trade 22

BEENRYER Food Alerts to Consumers 0

BEMEIR/EE/7BEE/%%E Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 50

EHEIEMLE2HOEERFEE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 47

(B Z2ER) EJE@%?%‘:@/D%Fﬁ],ﬁi(ﬂ‘ﬂijt:hﬂp://www.cFsAgov.hk/lc_chi/multimedic1/mu|timec|ia_pub/mUltimedici_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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http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/foodsafety_bh_Mushroom_toxins.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/foodsafety_bh_Mushroom_toxins.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/beware_of_mushroom.pdf
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/beware_of_mushroom.pdf
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