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Listeria monocytogenes in Cheese Products
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Safety, Food and Environmental Hygiene Department on every third Wednesday of the month
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Reported by Ms. Janny MA, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

On 18 April 2014, the US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) announced its final investigation on a listeriosis
outbreak which involved eight persons, including two mother-
newborn pairs and a newborn, with one death in the US. Results of

ﬁ MAERZUR—AHELRST » HAR— A the investigation, with food (fresh cheese curd) and environmental
uﬂél\u% BERBYCGTEIEER ©  samples tested positive for Listeria monocytogenes, indicated that
freSh cheese curd)fMIREE ST cheese products made by
BEARME S Feta Roos Foods were the likely
FERRoos Foods BT AL & source of the outbreak. This
AEANR00S ;O S HY XE article discusses the risk of
mIRARERES TR ° By PE‘:r‘iEn L. monocytogenes in  cheese
ZIK XHEHNSEARE / products.
7’< + = oo O
l:ll:l E%Hﬁ% EI]}_HS o cheeses
FLE& Roquefort - & § Cheeses can generally
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Cheddcr

Camembert

be obtained by coagulating the
protein of milk and by partially
draining the whey resulting from
the coagulation.  Nowadays,
over 500 fypes of cheeses
are available worldwide, with
variations deriving from different
cheese manufacturing processes,

Brie

LR RMED B IR LT RIERReE

RHIS ZE R, [F A {4 Vorious types of cheeses are available on the local market

NRm®E -

e.g. type of milk, coagulation
method, starting culture, addition
of salt and ripening efc.

In fact, there are various ways to categorise cheeses.
EEL ;LWE’J%;EE&%%KH BB Trodlhonally, cheeses have been classified principally by their
E—RRIRILBEAK D B Ha- moisture content-
BILE - KPSEHRS ' fla03EE « 12 ~ fMER Soft cheese - Has a higher moisture content, e.g. Feta, Brie,

&R
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Camembert

FEIE - KAZENFRABMEILEZRE - 6

N E S FEE

Semi-hard cheese - Moisture content sits between soft and
hard cheeses, e.g. Edam, Gouda

EILE - KOZERE - fladzE - XK\

Hard cheese - Has a lower moisture content, e.g. Cheddar,
Emmental

SSEILER - 25 - MiE - TE  AIE SR Extra hard cheese - Dry, slightly brittle, suitable for grating,
e.g. Parmesan
FLER IR AR E B AR B SR D 48 - Cheeses may also be grouped according to their principal

ripening-

AP/ FILE - RAEEIETRA - fliEER
B~ DHE

Unripened/ Fresh cheese - Ready for consumption soon after
manufacture, e.g. Cottage cheese, Ricotta

RAIE - TRERERREEREARRA  AE
BE iR M E MR N RS TRE - UEILEN
EEFIMREE T ERRTNISE - EEILBEEE-

s EHEAMNIE - NMAREER BERX
AR 0 LBt M B
- ERRAEAR  ERR@BEER
(Penicillium roqueforti/)1EHBENEPLE K -
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Ripened cheese - Not ready for consumption shortly after
manufacture; must be held for such time, temperature and
other conditions that results in the necessary biochemical and
physical changes characterising the cheese, including-

. Mould ripened cheese - ripening has been accomplished primarily
by the development of characteristic mould growth

- Internal mould ripened: characterised by the growth of Penicillium
roquefortii resulting a network of blue and green veins throughout
the cheese (blue cheese), e.g. Danish blue, Roquefort, Stilton

DrJanetHo y PN ERILE « B8 « XEHSHE . . .
Senior Medical Officer (Risk Communication) - Surface mould ripened: characterised by the growth of Penicillium
Mr. P W NG - EEEAFR: B RMAERTEREA camemberti on the cheese surface, e.g. Brie, Camembert

Senior S intendent (Centre for Food Safet) s N e

'\:ﬁ% I(U;.Jrz;;%en (SR REXEERE IR E - FPIRE . Cheese in brine - has no actual rind and preserved in brine, e.g.
Senior Chemist (Food Chemistry) ° HOKFEE - BB REREKPERE Fae

Dr. Y XIAO EAE =20

Food Safety Officer (Risk Assessment)
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Listeria monocytogenes in Cheeses

Cheeses, particularly soft cheeses, have been implicated in listeriosis
outbreaks worldwide. Foodborne listeriosis is a relatively uncommon but
serious disease caused by [ monocytogenes, a pathogen that can be
killed under normal cooking temperature but is able to grow slowly at
refrigerated temperature as low as 0°C. Asymptomatic infection of listeriosis
probably occurs in most healthy people, but it can pose serious health risks
for the susceptible population including pregnant women, elderly and
immunocompromised individuals such as patients with AIDS and diabetes
mellitus.

The presence of L. monocytogenes in cheeses may be originated from
the ingredients particularly raw milk or can come from the processing plant
environment, including the equipment, personnel or cross-contamination
between finished products and raw materials. If the temperature as
well as other conditions especially acidity and water content permit,
L. monocytogenes can grow to high levels upon prolonged storage.

Cheeses of Higher or Lower Risk

Since pasteurisation, by heating milk to a specific temperature for a
set period of time, kills L. monocytogenes effectively, cheeses made with
pasteurised milk are generally considered of lower risk unless post-process
contamination occurs.

For cheeses made with unpasteurised milk, their safety relies on a range
of factors that influence the presence, growth, survival and inactivation of
pathogenic microorganisms including L. monocytogenes.

In general, soft cheeses made with unpasteurised milk are of much
higher L. monocytogenes risk than hard/ extra hard cheeses made with
unpasteurised milk as the formers are likely to be less acidic and contain
more moisture, which provide a favourable environment for the growth of
L. monocytogenes, than the latter. A recent risk assessment study conducted
by Food Standards Australia New Zealand also pointed out that the
estimated L. monocyfogenes risk from the consumption of certain raw milk
soft cheeses i.e. feta and camembert is low in the general population but is
high in the susceptible population. However, the L. monocytogenes risk upon
the consumption of raw milk cheddar cheese (a type of hard cheese) and
extra hard cheese in the general and susceptible populations is negligible
and low/ very low respectively.

Key Points to Note:

1. Cheeses, particularly soft cheeses, have been implicated in
outbreaks of listeriosis worldwide.

2. Cheeses made with pasteurised milk are generally considered
of lower risk.

3. Soft cheeses made from unpasteurised milk are the most
risky.

Advice to Susceptible Populations
Read food labels and choose cheeses carefully before consumption.
Hard and extra hard cheeses are generally safe.

Avoid soft cheeses (e.g. Feta, Brie, Camembert) and blue cheeses
(e.g. Danish blue, Gorgonzola and Roquefort).

For other types of cheeses, choose only those made from pasteurised
milk.

Do not eat if in doubt.

Store cheese products strictly in accordance with the instructions on
the labels.

Advice to the Trade

*  Maintain good food and personal hygiene and avoid cross-
contamination.

Provide sufficient information on food label for the consumers to make
informed food choices.

Properly label whether the cheese products are made from raw/
unpasteurised or pasteurised milk.

Consider providing more information e.g. description on firmness
of the cheese products.
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Slow Cooking and Food Safety

Reported by Ms. Janny MA, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

In this last article of cooking methods and food safety series, let's take a
look at two ways of slow cooking i.e. via sous vide (pronounced “soo-veed”)
and using a slow cooker to see if soft fire really makes sweet malt.

Sous vide

Sous vide is a French term meaning “under vacuum”. As a culinary term,
it refers to a method of cooking under vacuum in sealed plastic pouches at
exact temperatures (generally in the range of 47°C - 88°C; often done in a
water bath to control the temperatures) for a relatively long period of time.

Sous vide sounds like a new cooking method but it has decades of
history in France and other international marketplaces. In Hong Kong, sous
vide food is not only available at food premises but can also be prepared at
home.

The vacuum sealing of sous vide food allows heat to be efficiently
transferred from water to the food and increases the shelf life of food by
eliminating possible cross-contamination during storage. Sous vide foods are
therefore suitable for retail sale or use in food service. Sous vide can also
be used to prepare food with qualities that cannot be achieved by traditional
cooking methods e.g. it inhibits offflavours from oxidation and prevents
evaporative losses of flavour volatiles and moisture during cooking. The
precise temperature control also allows almost-perfect reproducibility (greater
control over doneness) and makes tough cuts of meat tender.

Nevertheless, there are concerns over the microbiological safety of
sous vide foods. Firstly, even the oxygen reduced environment suppresses
the growth of spoilage bacteria, food held at temperature danger zone
(4°C - 60°C) for prolonged period
of time could allow pathogens like
Clostridium perfringens to grow. The
heat resistant Clostridium perfringens
spores which survive during normal
cooking can germinate and grow
in vacuum packed food if the
temperature control is inadequate.
Secondly, for sous vide foods stored
under refrigeration for extended
periods, the anaerobic (absence of
oxygen) and refrigerated conditions
provide an opportunity for the growth
of cerfain facultative anaerobes
(bacteria which can grow either
with or without oxygen) e.g. Listeria
monocyfogenes and  anaerobes
(bacteria which require the absence
of oxygen) e.g. Clostridium botulinum.
Last but not least, some sous vide
recipes, especially for fish, result in
food that remains undercooked that
any pathogenic bacteria or parasites
are likely to survive.

RIEREVRE  KMEZR

To ensure food safety, it is
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Sous vide cooking
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recommended  that the core
temperature of sous vide food should
reach at least 75°C for 30 seconds
or  equivalent  temperature/time
combination e.g. 65°C for 10 minutes; 70°C for 2 minutes; while the core
temperature of food should not be less than 60°C for 45 minutes.

Food handlers should be aware that sous vide food that remains
undercooked presents an increased food safety risk especially for the
susceptible populations.  Measures should be taken including using high
quality fresh ingredients e.g. sashimi grade fish from reliable sources to
improve their safety. High risk population should however avoid consuming
undercooked food.

In addition, food grade plastic bags, certified as suitable for cooking by
the manufacturer, should only be used for sous vide cooking.

Slow Cooker

Slow cooker is an electrical appliance which is designed to cook food at
lower temperatures for several hours.
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From the microbiological point of view, cooking food by using a slow cooker
properly is safe as the direct heat from the pot, prolonged cooking efc. added to destroy
microorganisms that may be present in the food.

Nevertheless, there had been food poisoning outbreaks associated with slow cooked
beans as the cooking temperature was not high enough to destroy phytohaemagglutinin.
This natural toxin is found in many bean species, among them the highest concentration
is found in red kidney beans. So if one really wants to cook beans especially red kidney
beans in a slow cooker, the beans should be soaked in water and cooked thoroughly at
boiling temperature beforehand, or canned beans should be used instead.
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Glass Fragments in Italian Almond Pastry
On 17 April 2014, the Centre for Food Safety issued a

food alert to urge the public not to consume a kind of almond
pastry imported from ltaly since the product might contain
glass fragments. The imporfer was instructed to stop supply
of the affected batch of the product. As a prudent measure,
the importer initiated a recall of the product regardless of
batches.

From time to time, pre-packaged food products have
been found with foreign matters which may have accidentally
entered food in any part of the food processing chain. Glass
fragments may have entered food as a consequence of glass
breakages during packaging or through defective glassware.
Food contaminated with glass may cause cuts and physical
harm when ingested.

Food manufacturers should adopt good manufacturing
practice in order fo minimise the chance of glass and other
foreign matters entering food. They should exercise care in
handling equipment and raw materials, and set up sound

BOE AR (- HhE monitoring systems to ensure that the food produced is safe for
affected ltalian almond pastry consumption.
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Undeclared Allergen (Peanut) in Almond Cracker

Imported from Korea

On 25 April 2014, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) issued a food allergen alert to
advise consumers ollerglc to peanut to stop consuming a kind of prepackaged almond
_cracker manufactured in Korea since the product might

- contain peanut which has not been listed on the food

' |abel.

Peanut is a common food allergen which can cause
allergic reactions in sensitive individuals. People who
~ are allergic to peanut may develop symptoms and signs
 like swelling of face, tongue or lips, shortness of breath
_ and itchiness upon consumption. Anaphylactic shock
(an acute, severe and potentially life-threatening allergic
| reaction) may even develop in severe cases. In Hong
Kong, all prepackaged food is required to indicate the
~ presence of eight specified allergens, including peanut.

‘:P/L/\E_:_L%Dﬁ%gfﬁf@?‘]&?‘]ﬁ FWE &%ﬁsﬂﬁﬁ@*Lﬁ#éz The CFS has informed the concerned distributor and
MEXRRELHEZER ° BIELEB B The affected Korean almond cracker retail shops, and alerted the trade to stop selling the

}iWEE’JFEEFEWEﬂFﬂ:ﬁﬁﬁEEEuu ° 0
RALTAERBRHBRBYRE  BERRE -

product concerned. Consumers who are sensitive fo
peanut should stop eating the affected product and seek medical treatment if allergic
symptoms develop after taking the food.

ERESET(E—8 (ZF—MNFMNAH) HE
Summary of Risk Communication Work (April 2014) Number

EM/BMEZMEZE Incidents / Food Safety Cases 57

,ﬁlpﬁ%% AT B Public Enquiries 114

I{/E—% A& Trade Enquiries 154

S um mary Of BY)# 5 Food Complaints 335
Risk Communication Work IERHRELR Rapid Alerts to Trade 2
HHEBENRYER Food Alerts to Consumers 2

HEMEIR/EiE/ERE/528 Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 62

FHIEIRPLE2HOBERFEE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 58

(B Z2ER) EJE@%?%W/D\%Ft],ﬁi(%Fﬂijt:hﬁp://www.cFsAgov.hk/lc_chi/multimedic1/mu|timec|ia_pub/mu|timedi<:1_pub_fsf.html)—F%Z °

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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