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Some people choose to eat raw or undercooked foods for the
original taste, but this comes at a price of having a higher risk of
food poisoning. Contaminated raw foods have been one of the
most frequently identified contributing factors of local food
poisoning cases. Examples are raw or undercooked aquatic
products which are common agents of food poisoning.

Microbiological Risks of Raw or Undercooked Foods
Foods may be contaminated by pathogenic microorganisms at
different stages from farm to table. Aquatic products, for
instance, can be contaminated regardless if they are cultivated
by humans or caught from nature. For example, oysters which
are filter-feeding animals can take in norovirus and Salmonella
in contaminated water environments during feeding. Similarly,
both saltwater fish and freshwater fish may have parasites,
although the types of parasites could be different. Eating raw
freshwater fish with parasites may cause bile duct obstruction,
inflammation and cancer. Good aquaculture practices and
freezing can greatly reduce the risk of parasitic infections, but
they cannot completely eliminate the risk of other
microorganisms. Besides, outbreaks of Group B Streptococcus
infection have been reported to be associated with
consumption of raw freshwater fish.

On the other hand, the food processing environment may
contain microorganisms that contaminate aquatic products. For
example, smoked salmon may be contaminated by Listeria
monocytogenes in the processing environment. While the cold-
smoking process cannot eliminate the bacteria, the long shelf-
life of smoked salmon will allow the bacteria to grow.

Using seasonings, wine, herbs and spices to marinate raw
aquatic products, or slightly cooking the aquatic products,
cannot kill the microorganisms that cause diseases. Only
thorough cooking can effectively kill the pathogens in foods, and
this should be paid extra attention to especially when you are
having hot pot and congee.

Susceptible Populations of Food Poisoning

Anyone can get food poisoning, but susceptible populations
including pregnant women, infants, young children, the elderly
and people with weakened immunity (e.g. people with
diabetes, liver or kidney diseases, organ transplants and HIV
infection; or people receiving chemotherapy or radiation
therapy) are of a higher risk of being infected or having
complications if they consume raw or undercooked foods, due
to their health status. Symptoms of food poisoning may range
from mild to severe and vary depending on the microorganisms
that cause the disease. The most common symptoms include
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vomiting, diarrhoea, abdominal pain and fever, yet more
severe or even life-threatening symptoms may occur in
susceptible populations. For example, hemolytic-uraemic
syndrome (HUS) is more likely to occur for Shiga toxin-
producing Escherichia coli infection in very young children and
the elderly. For Listeria infection in pregnant women,
symptoms may be relatively mild in mothers, but the passage
of the bacterium through the placenta may cause miscarriage,
stillbirth, or even infant death. Listeria infections in the elderly
and people with weakened immunity may lead to severe
infections of the bloodstream or brain.

Dress Wounds Properly Before Handling Foods

In fact, many raw foods may contain disease-causing
microorganisms, such as Vibrio vulnificus (commonly known
as ‘flesh-eating bacteria’) and Group B Streptococcus from
aquatic products, and Streptococcus suis from pork. People
not paying attention when preparing their meals may be
infected with these bacteria through wounds on their hands
or cuts inflicted during food handling. Intact skin is the first line
of defense to protect the body. Before handling foods, if you
find a wound on your skin, you should cover it; when handling
raw aquatic products or contacting with fish tank water, gloves
should be used to reduce the chance of injury and infection.

Key Points to Note

1. Raw or undercooked foods could be contaminated with
pathogens at different stages from farm to table and
hence have inherent food safety risks.

2. Consequences of food poisoning sometimes could be
quite serious, particularly in susceptible populations.

3. Cooking foods thoroughly before consumption is an
effective way to get rid of disease-causing
microorganisms and hence prevent food poisoning.

4. Do not touch foods directly whenever there is a wound
on hands. If a wound is sustained during handling foods,
the wound must be cleaned immediately and properly
covered with waterproof adhesive dressings. Individuals
should seek medical advice promptly when wound
infection is found.
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