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Review of Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related
to Food Premises and Food Business in 2013
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Reported by Dr. Karen CHEUNG, Medical & Health Officer,
Food Incidents Response & Management Unit,
Centre for Food Safety

This article reviews the food poisoning outbreaks related
to local food premises and food business reported to the
Centre for Food Safety (CFS) in 2013.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to Local Food
Premises and Food Business

The CFS, in collaboration with the Department of Health
(DH), is responsible for the investigation and control of
foodborne disease outbreaks related to local food premises
and food business. In 2013, the CFS received 285
referrals from the DH on food poisoning outbreaks affecting
991 persons. The annual number of referrals decreased
generally from 2006 to 2010 and had since remained more
or less stable over the past three years, between 280 to 350
cases per year (see Figure).
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Number of food poisoning outbreaks related to food premises and food business by causative agent and the corresponding number of

persons affected from 2006 to 2013
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parahaemolyticus, Salmonella and Clostridium perfringens
being the top three bacterial pathogens. For the viral
causes, norovirus, associated with the consumption of raw/
undercooked bivalves, was found to be the exclusive viral
agent causing 12% of all the outbreak referrals. For the
remaining 8%, ciguatoxin, calcium oxalate and tetrodotoxin
were the incriminated chemical/biotoxin causing the food
poisoning cases.
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Of the 285 cases investigated last year, inadequate cooking,
improper holding temperature and contaminated raw food were the most
frequently identified contributing factors.

Cooking Adequately -- Is it Enough?

Below is a cluster of food poisoning outbreaks illustrating the
importance of food safety practices concerning the areas of thorough
cooking and choosing safe raw ingredient, followed by a brief discussion
on pufferfish poisoning.

A Cluster of Food Poisoning Outbreaks related fo Inadequate Cooking

In October 2013, three food poisoning outbreaks affecting a total
of six persons were reported to the CFS. Epidemiological investigation
of these cases suggested Salmonella food poisoning related to the
consumption of “Banana Soufflé in Red Bean Paste”. A food sample
collected at the restaurant was tested positive for Group D Salmonella
and a stool sample of one of the victims was also tested positive for
Salmonella. Further testing of the type and pattern of the two bacteria
samples revealed that they were likely to be from the same origin.
The bacteria could have contaminated the raw ingredients or being
introduced following lapse of hygienic practice by the food handlers, but
the stool samples of all related food handlers were tested negative for
Salmonella, contamination of the raw ingredient followed by inadequate
cooking was the most likely contributing factor to this cluster of outbreaks.
Specific health advice was therefore conveyed to the food handlers and
restaurant management. Sale of the food item was suspended pending
the review of the procedural guide on its preparation to ensure food
safety before reinstatement. Prosecution against the licensee for selling
food unfit for human consumption is in progress.

Local Situation of Tetrodotoxin or Pufferfish Poisoning

Tetrodotoxin is a potent marine neurotoxin. It is mainly distributed
in the ovaries, livers and skins of various marine species such as some
pufferfish, porcupine fish, starfish, etc. The toxin is both heat- and acid-
stable and thus cannot be destroyed by cooking, drying or freezing.

Since 2003, a total of ten outbreaks of pufferfish poisoning involving
20 victims had been reported. Four of the cases were reported in 2013.
Numbness, peripheral weakness and dizziness were the commonly
reported symptoms with a latency period ranged between two minutes
to 24 hours. All victims had sought medical care and 15 of them were
admitted to hospital with one requiring intensive care. All had since
recovered with no known complication.

The fish in six out of these ten outbreaks were acquired locally,
either through local fishmongers or patronising local food premises. It is
therefore important to heighten the awareness of the general public and
fishmongers on the risk of fetrodotoxin poisoning, which may result in
fatal consequence.

Conclusion

It is observed that the number of food poisoning outbreaks has
remained at a relatively low level over the past few years. While the
government will continue to be vigilant in safeguarding food safety, the
trade and the public are advised to adopt and adhere to the “Five Keys

REE” L, NEARERRSEEEREGeyhsE (o Food Safety” to address the common contributing factors of food
LGRS o poisoning in order to prevent the occurrence of future outbreaks.
EpRESET(E—8 (ZF—NFE=H)
Summary of Risk Communication Work (March 2014) Number

EH/BYEEEZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 78

,ﬁlpﬁ1§§ AR EH Public Enquiries 91

I’ﬂf—% R EH Trade Enquiries 152

Summary Of RY#HF Food Complaints 338
Risk Communication Work A% FRHEER Rapid Alerts to Trade 2
BEENRYER Food Alerts to Consumers 1

HEMEE/E#E/EEE/58 Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 42

LEHB R L2 OHEMHNE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 58



http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/whatsnew/whatsnew_fsf/whatsnew_fsf_puffer_fish.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/whatsnew/whatsnew_fsf/whatsnew_fsf_puffer_fish.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/FS_5Keys_pam.pdf
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/FS_5Keys_pam.pdf
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Different “Waves” of Cooking

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

Centre for Food Safety

The use of electric cooking appliances makes the preparation of delicacy much
simpler and is embraced by many Hongkongers. After talking about different
cooking methods in past issues, the main characters in this issue are microwave ovens
and halogen ovens (the latter one also called halogen convection ovens or turbo
cookers/ovens) which employ different types of electromagnetic (EM) waves, namely
microwaves and infrared waves respectively, for cooking.

The Waves for Cooking

EM waves are waves of electrical and magnetic energy moving together through
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space.  There are
different types of EM
waves with different
&4 Halogen oven wavelengths in which
energy  ftransferred
increases as  the
wavelength  shortens.
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#8748 Microwave oven can heat up food but
does not make food
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chamber of halogen
ovens, which helps the
food get brown and
crispy surface. On the
contrary, microwaves do not heat up the air in the oven.

Formation of Process Contaminants?

Using halogen oven to cook food is also a type of dry-heat cooking, process
contaminants can be formed at high temperatures in a similar way as cooking using pan,
electric grill, or conventional oven. The high temperature (usually well above 100°C)
can cause chemical changes in the major components in food (i.e. carbohydrates, fats
and proteins) and subsequently generate process contaminants, such as acrylamide,
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) and heterocyclic amines. With regards to
the risk of PAHs, halogen oven is a relatively safer choice than charcoal grilling for
making barbecued food, as it does not expose food to smoke and direct contact with
flame. However, indulgence in barbecued food should be avoided.

As for microwave cooking, the Centre for Food Safety has conducted a literature
review on the food safety previously and found that microwave cooking did not
produce significant amount of process contaminants in meat and meat products. |t is
probably due to the lower cooking temperature (temperature of microwave cooking
normally would not exceed 100°C) and shorter cooking time.


http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_ft_01_02.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_ft_01_02.html
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Cook Food Uniformly!

You need to turn over a steak when pan-fry it on stove; it is the same for
cooking with electric appliances. Microwaves generated are not uniformly
distributed inside the cooking cavity of microwave oven, which leads to
uneven heating of food. The rate of microwave heating also depends
on the moisture content, shape, volume and mass of food present. Since
food can be of irregular shapes or variations in thickness, the uneven
heating process may produce food items with hot and cold spots, which
in turn may give rise fo microbiological food safety concern. Hence, it is
recommended to stir, rotate or turn food upside down midway through the
cooking process for uniform heating. Food that cannot be stirred can be
left to stand for a few minutes after turning off the oven, giving time for the
heat to penetrate more evenly throughout.

Tips for Cooking Using Microwave Ovens and Halogen
Ovens

Below are some tips on cooking with these electric cooking appliances:
Microwave ovens

Stir or turn food upside down during cooking, if possible, to eliminate
the cold spots.

+  Place food evenly and add some liquid if needed.

«  Cover the dish with a microwave-safe lid or plastic wrap while leaving
enough room between the food and the cover. This help to retain the
moisture for uniform cooking. Don't forget to loosen or vent the lid or
wrap to allow steam to vent.

Halogen ovens
+  Use lower temperatures to achieve grilling effect.

Do not overheat food but have to ensure the food is cooked
thoroughly.

+  Avoid overindulgence in barbecued meats.
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Red Azalea (Rhododendron
simsii)

Spider Lily (Hymenocallis littoralis)

Only Consume Plants Known to be Safe

Last month, two local food poisoning cases were reported where the
victims had consumed Solanum americanum (American Black Nightshade)
and Narcissus respectively. The Centre for Food Safety urges members of
the public not to consume plants that are not known to be edible.

Both Solanum americanum and Narcissus contain alkaloids which are
a group of chemicals naturally present in different organisms, including
bacteria, fungi, plants and animals. Many alkaloids are toxic to other
organisms and therefore they serve as chemical defense compounds to
protect plants  against
predation.

In China, about 1300
plant species distributed
in 140 families have been
found to be poisonous, in
which Ericaceae (e.g. Red
Azalea), Euphorbiaceae
(e.g Poinsettia, Candlenut
Tree), Solanaceae
(e.g. American  Black
Nightshade) and
lilioceae (e.g. Spider
Lily, Narcissus, Hyacinth)
4 comprise relatively large
number of  poisonous
species.  Members of
the public are advised to
4 avoid picking wild plants
for food use, source food
from reliable suppliers
and only consume plants
and g by courtesy of the thqt gre known to be safe.
Do not eat any part of a
plant if in doubt.

—RiAT ) )
Poinsettia (Euphorbia pulcherrima)

Hyacinth (Hyacinthus orientalis)
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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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