What is Pasteurisation?

Pasteurisation, named after the inventor Louis Pasteur, is in general a process
of heating foods to a specific temperature for a set period of time to destroy
harmful microorganisms. Pasteurisation also extends the keeping quality of
food by reducing the number of spoilage microorganisms in the product.

Why Pasteurisation is Important?

Since a wide variety of germs (e.qg. Listeria, Mycobacterium bovis (a cause of
tuberculosis), Salmonella, E. coli 0157, parasites and viruses) are sometimes
found in raw products such as raw milk and raw eggs, consumption of
these raw foods can make people sick. Symptoms may vary depending on
the type of germ, the amount of contamination and the person’s immune
defence. Common symptoms include vomiting, diarrhoea, abdominal pain and
fever. More severe or even life-threatening symptoms such as renal failure
and paralysis may be developed, especially in susceptible populations such
as pregnant women, infants, young children, the elderly and people with
weakened immune systems. Pregnant women in particular run a serious risk
of becoming ill from the bacteria Listeria monocytogenes which can cause
miscarriage, foetal death or illness/death of a newborn.

Pasteurisation and Sterilisation

Pasteurisation and sterilisation are the two commonly used heat
treatments for preserving foods such as milk to ensure food safety.

Pasteurisation is a relatively mild heat treatment (usually performed
below 100°C) aiming to reduce harmful microorganisms in food.
The nutritional quality and taste are not significantly affected by
pasteurisation. Since pasteurisation does not kill all microorganisms,

it is important to follow the storage instructions provided on food
labels e.g. refrigerate pasteurised foods such as pasteurised milk and
pasteurised juices at or below 4°C to prevent food from spoilage.

Sterilisation is a more severe heat treatment to destroy all microorganisms
capable of growing in the food at normal conditions of storage. Unlike
pasteurised products, sterilised products for example unopened ultra
high temperature (UHT) treated milk can be stored at room temperature.
Since the conditions for sterilisation are more severe than pasteurisation,
sterilisation may cause changes in nutrition and taste.

More about Pasteurisation on Specific Foods

Pasteurisation can be used to process various foods, including milk, eggs,
juices and honey etc.

Milk and Dairy Products

Raw milk may be contaminated by a number

of sources such as infected animals and

the dairy farm environment etc. Before the
invention of pasteurisation, many people were

sick and died of diseases like tuberculosis, typhoid
fever, and other infections that were transmitted
through consumption of raw milk.

For food safety reasons, milk sold for human consumption in Hong Kong
must be heat-treated either by pasteurisation or sterilisation. Pasteurisation
does not significantly reduce milk's nutritional value. Nutritional benefits of
drinking milk are available from pasteurised milk without the risk of disease
that comes with dairy products without pasteurisation.

Unlike raw milk, dairy products such as cheeses and yoghurt made from raw
or unpasteurised milk are legal to sell in the local market. Aged cheeses such
as Cheddar are generally safe even if they are made from raw milk because
bacteria usually die off during the aging process. However, consuming
other dairy products such as soft cheeses and yoghurt made from raw milk
carries inherent food safety
risk especially for susceptible
populations.

Eggs

Eggs are not laid in a sterile environment and
can be contaminated with harmful bacteria
such as Salmonella. Pasteurisation on the one
hand can destroy dangerous bacteria and on the
other hand does not cook the eggs or affect their
colour, flavour, nutritional value or use. Egg white

powder or dried egg white (pure albumen) is a pasteurised product which can
reconstitute whips like fresh egg by mixing the powder with water. Since it
is pasteurised, it can be used safely without cooking or for cake baking and
decorating.
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Juices

Fruits and vegetables are grown in natural
environments. They may be contaminated
with harmful bacteria from soil and water as
well as during preparation and storage. While
it is important to
wash fruits and vegetables
during the squeezing process, any bacteria that are
| present on the inside or the outside of the fresh
produce may contaminate the finished product.
Pasteurisation kills any harmful microorganisms in
juices while in general maintains the nutritional
properties and other qualities of the product.

Honey

In general, honey can be consumed

pasteurised or not. Since honey usually has a
relatively low water content and high acidity,
harmful bacteria in general cannot survive in
it. Unlike milk, eggs and juices, honey is not
pasteurised for food safety reasons but for quality
purposes.

Temperature used for pasteurising honey is not high enough to kill the
spores that cause infant botulism, a rare disease caused by a food poisoning
bacterium called Clostridium botulinum that can affect infants (a person not
more than 12 months of age). The risk of infant botulism is present in both
pasteurised and non-pasteurised honey. Hence, parents and caregivers should
not give honey to infants.

Measures to Reduce Your Risk

Susceptible populations and those who wish to reduce their risk of foodborne
illnesses are advised to pay special attention to raw or unpasteurised
products-

e Avoid eating high risk food items such as products made from raw milk, raw
eggs and unpasteurised juices.

e Look for the word “pasteurised” on labels before buying cheeses, especially
for soft, fresh, un-aged cheeses like Brie, Camembert and Queso Fresco,
or ask the grocer or store keeper whether these cheeses are made from
pasteurised milk. Do not eat if in doubt.

e If you choose to prepare homemade food that call for eggs that are raw
or undercooked for example Caesar salad dressing and Tiramisu, use
pasteurised eggs or pasteurised egg products instead of raw eggs.
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