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Oyster, delicacy that carries inherent risk.
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Oyster and Food Safety Risk

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

Last month, two clusters of food poisoning involving
49 persons who had dined in Happy Valley were reported
to the Centre for Food Safety. The predominant symptoms
among the victims were vomiting and diarrhoea which
appeared about 40 hours after the meal. Findings of
epidemiological investigation suggested that the food
poisoning was caused by consumption of norovirus
contaminated raw oysters.

As oysters feed by filtering large volumes of seawater
from their surrounding environment, viruses, bacteria and
heavy metals can accumulate in oysters.

Norovirus and Oysters

Among the different disease-causing viruses found
in oysters, norovirus in oysters is well-known to cause
foodborne disease outbreaks worldwide, making raw
oysters a high risk food item. Besides being foodborne, the
virus can also be spread from person to person and from
contaminated surroundings, both of which are important
routes of infection. Norovirus infection is more common in
winter months, and thus it is sometimes called the “winter
vomiting disease”.

Norovirus affects people of all ages and only a few
viral particles are required to cause disease. However, it
is more common among the elderly and children under five
years of age. Typically, symptoms of vomiting, nauseaq,
abdominal cramps and diarrhoea develop 24 to 48 hours
after the ingestion of contaminated food or water while
headache and fever may also occur. Although vomiting
can be severe and debilitating,
symptoms generally last for
one to two days and the illness
is usually self-limiting with no
long term complication.

Bacteria in Oysters

Vibrio bacteria are often
implicated in  contaminated
seafood, including oysters.
There are different kinds of
Vibrio.  They like to live in
warm coastal sea water.
Vibrio  parahaemolyticus is
the commonest type of Vibrio
which causes food poisoning.
Symptoms of affected persons
include diarrhoea, abdominal
cramps, fever, nausea and
vomiting.
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Oysters can also be contaminated by heavy metals like cadmium
and lead. Acute toxicity resulting from consumption of contaminated
food is uncommon but chronic exposure can result in undesirable toxic
effects. Toxicity from heavy metals depends on the type of metals and
the amount taken, for example, cadmium and lead affect the kidney and
neurodevelopment respectively.

Action Taken

For the two food poisoning outbreaks, prompt action was taken to
stop the import and sale of the concerned oysters. At the same time, the
World Health Organization was informed of the outbreaks through its
International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN), which in turn
alerted other food safety authorities at the international level.

Key Points to Note:

+ Oysters harvested from contaminated water can cause disease
in human.

+ Despite rigorous monitoring, currently there is no foolproof
method to ensure oysters are absolutely safe for raw
consumption.

+ Consumption of raw oysters carries an inherent risk of food
poisoning.

Advice to the Public

1. Eating raw oysters carries potential microbiological and chemical
risks.

2. To reduce risk, raw oysters should only be consumed in or obtained
from reliable licensed premises.

3. Susceptible populations (the elderly, young children, pregnant
women and people with weakened immunity) should avoid taking
raw oysters.

Maintain a balanced diet and avoid over indulgence in oysters.

5. Thorough cooking of oysters can significantly reduce the food
poisoning risk.

Advice to the Trade

1. All shellfish, including o?/sters, should be obtained from reliable
sources with health certificates issued by relevant authority of the
exporting countries.

2. Selling raw seafood, such as oysters, requires permission in writing/
endorsement from the Director of Food and Environmental Hygiene.

3. Efforts should be made to source oysters that were grown in and
harvested from areas of clean water.

Summary of sk Commoication Work [December 2013 Nomber
FH/BNLEMEZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 57
lﬁl[ﬂﬁﬁﬁ AFEH Public Enquiries 71
T8 #5558 Trade Enquiries 120
goummary of s com
RERMPRER Rapid Alerts to Trade 1
SHEBMRYWER Food Alerts to Consumers 0
BB IS/ 55/BR /52 Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 73
FHEIRMZ2HORERIFTE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 68
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Examples of poisonous wild mushrooms that can be found in Hong
Kong. Amanita p/7q|//o/.a’es contains amatoxins while Panaeolus

silocin.
Brofessor of Biology at The Chinese University
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Toxins in our Mushrooms?

=

Reported by Mr. Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

This article is the last in a series of three articles on natural toxins in food.

Mushrooms have been cherished by many cultures as nature’s delicacies. They
provide people with food of unique aroma, flavour and texture, and at the same
time provide a source of protein and other nutrients. The macroscopic mushroom,
which is the reproductive spore-bearing organ of a fungus, is usually the part
consumed as food.

However, there are also many wild mushrooms that contain a range of
chemicals that can seriously hamper consumers’ health, causing permanent
damages to organs and even death. Such tragic results have been reported
in many mushroom-consuming cultures from time fo time, as toxic and non-toxic
species of mushrooms can look similar and identifying toxic mushrooms calls for
the expertise of mycologists. Folklore methods like observing the colour, reactions
with silver, etc. are not reliable indicators of mushroom toxicity. Furthermore, many
mushroom toxins are heat resistant and cannot be rendered non-oxic through
cooking or canning. Therefore, the only way to avoid mushroom poisoning is not
to collect and consume wild mushrooms. There are also many non-lethal but still
toxic mushroom toxins. In fact, the majority of the wild mushrooms in Hong Kong
(about 90%) are inedible or poisonous.

Amatoxins

Amatoxins is a family of cyclic octapeptides. Amatoxins are potent toxins
that are unique in staying latent in human for a period ranging from 6 to 48
hours (average 6 to 15 hours) after consumption before showing any poisoning
symptoms.  This symptomless latent period enables the intaken amatoxins to
circulate and exert toxicities to different organs of the victim, and cause the victim
to delay seeking medical attention. The symptoms initially resemble severe gut
infection with abdominal pain, vomiting and watery diarrhoea. If the victims
survive this stage, they may seem to recover for a short period, and followed by
liver failure with loss of strength and appetite, tea colour urine and yellow skin.
Death can occur from dehydration in the initial severe gut toxicity phase or more
commonly from liver failure if liver transplantation cannot be arranged. Death
Cap (Amanita phalloides), Guangzhou Destroying Angel (Amanita exitialis), East

Asian Brown Death Cap (Amanita fuliginea)
AW and Eastern American Floury Amanita (Amanita
BB farinosa) are among the local wild mushroom

‘ species that contain amatoxins.  There were

two outbreaks of amatoxins poisoning in April

| 2013 after consumption of locally collected wild

| Amanita mushrooms, affecting three persons. All

i '\ three persons suffered from serious liver damage
and one of them required liver transplant.

. \ Muscarine

Muscarine is a mushroom toxin that can
affect the receptors in smooth muscles and sweat
glands in the autonomic nervous system. It mainly
causes profuse sweating in people who consume
mushrooms with high levels of muscarine.
" Muscarine poisoning is also characterised by
increased salivation, perspiration and tearing,
and followed by abdominal pain, nauseq,
diarrhoea and difficulty breathing within 15 to 30
minutes of consuming the mushrooms. Clitocybe
and /nocybe species of mushrooms, with some of
them known to contain muscarine, are found wild
in Hong Kong. There are a few local poisoning
cases suspected to be caused by muscarine but
the exact mushroom could not be identified.

-

fefask

Panaeolus retirugis
ERSIBEES SR - MR8

(Photo by courtesy of Professor Chang}
o

Gastrointestinal Toxin

By far the commonest toxin in mushroom in Hong Kong or worldwide is gut

3
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irritants. These ill-defined gastrointestinal toxins exist in a number of local
mushrooms and cause more than 90% of mushroom poisoning in Hong Kong.
Patients would have early onset (0.5 to 3 hours) of epigastric pain, vomiting
and diarrhoea. The disease is self-limiting and responds to fluid replacement
and symptomatic treatment.

Other Mushroom Toxins

There are also other mushroom toxins that cause a range of symptoms
after consumption. However, there is no local case reported so far. Some
mushroom toxins can cause drunk-like symptoms, illusions, hallucinations or
even convulsion, others can cause renal or muscle injury, while one of them
can cause symptoms only after co-ingestion of alcohol.

Do Not Self-collect and Consume Wild Mushrooms

As there is no easy way for the general public to ensure correct
identification of edible wild mushrooms, the public should not collect wild
mushrooms themselves for consumption. Edible, inedible and poisonous
wild mushrooms can look quite similar and distinguishing mushroom species
is difficult. Contamination in field collected mushrooms is common, and
it is easy to have spoiled mushrooms in a collection. Consuming edible
but contaminated or spoiled wild mushrooms also leads to poisoning. The
consequence of consuming incorrectly identified or unsafe mushrooms can be
severe and life threatening.
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Nuts and Aflatoxins

Last month, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) released the Total Diet
Study (TDS) results which revealed that dietary exposures of the Hong
Kong adult population to five types of mycotoxins were low and unlikely
to pose significant health concern.

Aflatoxins, one of the five types of mycotoxins studied, are more likely
found in peanuts, tree nuts, corn, dried figs, cereals and their products.
The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) of the World
Health Organization has classified naturally occurring aflatoxins as
carcinogenic to humans. Based on the TDS findings and the prevalence
of hepatitis B carriers in Hong Kong, the CFS estimated that aflatoxins
contribute approximately eight cases of liver cancer in Hong Kong each
year which amount to less than 1% of liver cancer annually. While there
is no cause for alarm, exposure to aflatoxins should be reduced to as low
as reasonably possible.

The trade should observe good agricultural and manufacturing
practices, source food and ingredients from reliable suppliers and
store food properly to minimise mycotoxin contamination. The public
is advised to avoid consuming food that looks mouldy or damaged. As
nuts contain many nutrients, such as unsaturated fatty acids, high-quality
protein, fibre, vitamins and minerals, the public may include unsalted nuts
in a well-balanced diet and consume them in moderation.

FHEFRABRNEAQSH

=T ABHIBNRABRBRLRIZRBEDE
» HA=REHINIEZE » —REHIN2MEZE » I E
%i’] ERIIZEHE o

RAURRRSRE —HABRERSAPERNARR

CEMEBABRERR - ARARKREE—RE
%mf?%%ﬁéli ZBNEQREEREBMTRRE

RAUR2RAMN -

BN AT IR AR R A ERR(HING)FED
BZ  REBNRARA  REEEEHRIIEEZIME
EEMAERSE - 2RIEAMEMIL S ENNERS -
B AEXREERETRABRRRSUA(BE
BBURMEMHSAIH7 AR S) - LB A t,.\a%v/\/ﬁﬁﬁ
MRS ﬁ%ﬁ&ﬁ B - FEEFV%%E&%@/\H
BEEEREBRE  REANEEE - RYRE2HLE
Emy “”i‘ﬁﬁfﬁlﬁﬁ°

Import Control for Avian Influenza

Recently, four confirmed human cases of avian influenza A have been
reported in Hong Kong. Three cases were infected with H/N9 and one
was infected with HON2. Al four patients involved had a history of stay in
Shenzhen.

Avian influenza A viruses belong to a group of viruses that normally
circulate among birds and occasionally found to infect humans. Because
influenza viruses are inactivated by normal cooking temperatures, it is safe
to eat properly prepared and cooked poultry and poultry eggs.

In response to the recent human cases of avian influenza A(H7N9) in
Hong Kong, the import of live poultry from the registered farms in Shenzhen
has been suspended as a precautionary measure. For poultry imported
from other regions of the Mainland, each consignment will be screened for
influenza A viruses, including the highly pathogenic H5 and H7 subtypes,
at the Man Kam To border. Only the poultry with satisfactory fest results
would be released for sale. Members of the public are advised to observe
good personal hygiene and avoid direct contact with pouliry, birds and their
droppings. The Centre for Food Safety will continue to monitor the situation.
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