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Incident in Focus
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Sex Hormones in Milk

Reported by Dr. John LUM, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

On 7 August 2010, local media reported that a brand
of infant formula sold in the Mainland had allegedly
caused breast enlargement and other signs of puberty (ie,
precocious puberty) in female infants aged between 4 and
15 months in Hubei province. The Mainland Ministry of
Health (MOH) set up a taskforce to investigate the incident.
On 15 August 2010,
the  MOH announced
the test findings, which
revealed that the alleged
milk contained estrogen
and progesterone  at
levels normally present
in milk while hormones
that were prohibited in
the Mainland were not
found. MOH concluded
that the reported early
development of breast in
the infants was not related
to the consumption of the
alleged infant formula.
This article discusses the
issue of sex hormones in

milk.

Sex Hormones and Milk

Hormones are chemicals produced by humans and
living organisms to direct or exert effects on growth,
reproduction and even mood. Sex hormones are an
important group of hormones for controlling sexual maturity
and reproduction. Estrogen and progesterone in females
and testosterone in males are the most important naturally
occurring, or endogenous, sex hormones.

It has been known that cow’s milk contains the natural
female sex hormones. In commercial dairy operations, a
high percentage of the milk-producing cows are pregnant
shortly after giving birth to the previous calf. The pregnancy
status causes them to secrete higher levels of estrogen and
progesterone and hence the resulting milk produced may
contain considerable amount of such hormones.

Of greater public health concerns are exogenous sex
hormones, ie, chemicals manufactured in laboratories that
mimic functions of naturally occurring sex hormones. They
are usually given to animals or humans for certain medical
or other purposes. For instance, exogenous sex hormones
may sometimes be used for induction of ovulation to
facilitate pregnancy. Nonetheless, a good husbandry
practice should ensure that milk produced shortly after
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. R . As some exogenous hormones are found to be carcinogenic to humans,
$/%ﬁ%’£1§”%§ith%,fﬁ{#A%ﬂqE/\j%ﬂ °  international authorities usually exercise strict control or even prohibition
(RMABEWERG) (F132AFF ) BRI ) the occurrence of such exogenous hormones in foods.

B AENDESHEL G - " EE K e aaell s
MREEEIE (BERENiE{aY ) =74 g Regulatory Control of Sex Hormones in Milk in Hong Kong

<o

PRE - The local food law prevents the selling of food unfit for human
eyRahL (i) BEES A Y St consumption. The Harmful Substances in Food Regulations (Cap 132AF)

s o VRN prohibitthe occurrence of three exogeneous hormones, namely dienoestrol,
B - A~ AR AN i R BT diethylstilboestrol or hexoestrol, including salts and esters thereof, in any

KAE > RYBEABETR AE - RB ?U?Ji@& fish, meat or milk.
e BE B ELEEKES BEZTL ,
25 WREARENHEN - RECENEE o 8 Corte br Food Soly (CFS) has pu o plce o regiler Food
%Elj%g ni/’\;ﬁ;ﬁﬁiﬁﬁﬁ?ﬁkgz Z’ir;ﬁ(j%—_ﬁ import, wholesale and retail levels. Food items covered included game,
> RE BME - TR R R RINRE meat, poultry, milk and dairy products, fishes, crabs, shrimps and shellfish,
FRERE efc. Results of all samples taken since 2007 were satisfactory. In response
to the recent Mainland incident, the CFS tested additional samples of milk
powder and did not find any prohibited sex hormones. The levels of
TEERL natural hormones found in the samples were within satisfactory limits.

c WRMRLEEMRRRMEEREK T

BIERFYIH - Key Points to Note

° ﬁff@EPZ(ﬂ’z\ﬁ%ﬂEE%%% CR B » Estrogen and progesterone are naturally occurring female
MR ° sex hormones and are found in cow’s milk.

- BERFTERUAEZNERVERER +  Sex hormones of health concerns are prohibited in food.
W ©

e Food surveillance in relation to sex hormones in food was
satisfactory over the past years.

RHBEENER

L EAEBHHAERABR (RAAEey) g Advice to Consumers:
BAEBYPRE o EeEEMBRITS » & 1. Breastenlargement before usual pubertal age (or premature thelarche)

ﬁgﬁzfﬂ—ﬂiﬁzé@ﬁﬂz % o SRTT » BR4NE 4N may occur in infants, and many of those without other signs of early
FEE LR - PR bR SR ES o puberty may return to normal after age of two. Nonetheless, one
BRRE should seek medical attention as soon as possible if such signs
2. HEEERFHERR  BRER - occur.
3. REAENAYERFTNEYIER o 2. Consumers are advised to take a balanced diet and to avoid
overindulgence of food items.
BEANER 3. Patronise reliable food premises and food retailers.
P

1. XAEBRRHECEDNRYETHEARA Advice to Trade

ﬁﬁ E E o
ﬁt BB 1. The trade should ensure the foods they sell or import are fit for human
2. MASEREHEERMR - consumption and comply with legal standards.

2. Obtain food products from reliable sources.

EREETHE—8 (ZS—FF/\H) &8

Summary of Risk Communication Work (August 2010) Number
EH/ B ZE[EZ Incidents / Food Safety Cases 63
/A& Public Enquiries 95

,ﬁlpﬁ1§E £ REH Trade Enquiries
T8 T

Sum mary of BW#EF Food Complaints 362
Risk Communication Work B RMRELE Rapid Alerts to Trade 39
HBENRYEIR Food Alerts to Consumers 1

HBH G/ RE/ B/ T

Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling

LHBEYZ2ROMERFRE
New Messages Put on the CFS Website

86
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Preservatives - A Powerful Weapon to

Combat Microorganisms in Our Foods
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Reported by Ms. Janny MA, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

No one would like to have a piece of mouldy bread for breakfast. Can
we avoid mouldy bread? Buying fresh bread from bakery every morning?
You may think it is a bit inconvenient. How about keeping them in the
fridge? Um....... the bread will become stale! Perhaps, choosing those with
preservatives would not be a bad idea if you want to keep bread free from
mould longer at room temperature.

A Powerful Tool in Food

Preservatives are food additives which play a crucial role in food safety
and quality by protecting against deterioration caused by microorganisms
including yeasts, moulds and bacteria.  Without preservatives, many
foods would be spoiled and wasted, not to mention the possibility of many
potential food poisoning cases so caused.

Any processed food with a relatively long shelflife is likely to contain
preservatives, some may have used other preservation techniques such as
pasteurisation, chilling, freezing, drying and canning.

You may be surprised by the number of foods you commonly eat that
contain preservatives. Sandwiches with cheese for breakfast, instant noodles
with ham for lunch, dried fruits for snack and smoked fish for dinner may all
contain preservatives.

MATBRBERNSARY - 8 (%R (EFr  ©REKEE) - O) 21K (C) KA -

Examples of food containing preservatives - (a) dried fruits (raisin, dried mango and dried plum), (b) cheese and (c) ham
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No Worries! Food Preservatives are Under Control

Preservatives permitted for use in Hong Kong have been determined
to be safe. Each is only permitted in specific food groups with the lowest
possible level necessary to achieve their technological effect and not
exceeding the maximum permitted level. This ensures the intake of a
permitted preservative from all its uses does not exceed its acceptable daily
intake. Nonetheless, having a balanced diet can always keep one safe from
excessive exposure to any particular chemical.

In addition, no preservatives are allowed in food if such purpose can
be achieved by other means which are economically and technologically
practicable. For example, you will not find any milk containing preservatives
on shelf. Such use is not allowed as other techniques, e.g., pasteurisation
and ulira high temperature treatment, can preserve it well.

The Centre for Food Safety monitors the use of preservatives in foods
regularly under its Food Surveillance Programme.

Newly Permitted Preservatives

Among the locally permitted preservatives, some have wider applications
than the others. The most effective and widely used preservatives are acidic
in nature, providing an environment that microorganisms are unable to grow
in the food. Examples are some weak organic acids such as benzoic acid,
alkyl esters of para-hydroxybenzoic acid (also known as parabens), sorbic
acid and propionic acid as well as the inorganic ones such as sulphites or
nifrites.
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IIHEANEE ) k—Lmgie (flnomEkE Aoy i To keep the local food legislation abreast of international
/) - development, the Preservaft;ves in Food Regulo;ion was
X amended and came into effect on 1 July 2010 following

RERERWEOIRARER—2 - (RYABERRED) ;5 ansitional period of two years. Several additional
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Newly Permitted Preservatives in Hong Kong

preservatives are now permitted in various foods.

Inthe next issue, we shall explore further the applications
of some of these powerful tools in a variety of food.

A AESTRLEE] Newly Permitted Preservatives

FEF {5+ Examples of Applications

" FAETHXELE Dimethy| dicarbonate

YAIKROEHE Soft drinks and wines

B & FEFL T Ferrous gluconate

T EiE Pickled ol ives

FHEZ Formic acid

#ERL K775 7K Sauces and soft drinks

7508 FAELPO% Hexamethylene tetramine

TRERRFLES Provolone cheese

IR ZREESE Isopropy| citrates

V5K B A% Soft drinks and dried meats

AHIEE Lysozyme

PLBE B E2E Cheeses and wine

JEEZX Pimaricin

B4 K A% Cheeses and dried meats

£/kE84% Stannous chloride

FEFAK B Rrh3Z Canned fruits and vegetables
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Salmonella in Shell Eggs

Since May 2010, the number of Salmonella Enteritidis (SE) infections
has increased in the United States. According to the investigation, two
potential sources of contaminated shell eggs have been identified, namely

Wright County Egg and Hillandale Farms.

Salmonella can be found both on the surface and inside of shell eggs.
A number of Salmonella species can cause food poisoning in humans.
The symptoms include nausea, fever, abdominal pain, diarrhoea and
sometimes vomiting.

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has alerted the trade and responses
from local egg traders indicated no affected eggs have been imported
to Hong Kong. The CFS has also followed-up the incident with the U.S.
authorities. According to the U.S. Consulate General, there was no known
export of affected shell eggs to Hong Kong. Nonetheless, the CFS advises
consumers not to consume raw or undercooked eggs in order to minimise

the risk of SE.
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= consumption.

No similar case has been
reported in Hong Kong to date. One
shall not overindulge in crayfish
and should seek medical attention
immediately if feels unwell after

Crayfish and Rhabdomyolysis in the Mainland

The Chinese Centre for Disease Control and Prevention reported on 7 August 2010
that 23 patients in Nanjing with rhabdomyolysis were suffering from Haff disease, after
consumption of crayfish (crawfish).

Rhabdomyolysis is a condition with muscle breakdown, which may result in kidney
damage and other complications.
consumption of freshwater fish and crayfish in Northern Europe, the former Soviet Union,
United States, Amazonian Brazil and China, as both sporadic cases or in clusters.
unknown heat-stable toxin that
accumulated in the implicated food
is a possible cause.
suspect, the “crustacean-washing
powder” with oxalic acid as the main
ingredient and sometimes used for
enhancing the colour of the crayfish
is not associated with rhadomyolysis
according to the available evidence.

Since 1924, the condition has been linked to

An

For the initial

J\VBERS crayfish
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