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In Search of Safe Shrimp Sashimi

Reported by Dr. Ken CHONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,
Centre for Food Safety

From February to July this year, the Centre for Food
Safety (CFS) investigated three food poisoning outbreaks in
Thai restaurants in which the affected people reported that
shrimp sashimi and other food had been consumed. Eleven
people were affected in these outbreaks and the suspected
causative agents included
Vibrio parahaemolyticus only
or with Salmonella species.

Seafood may harbour
pathogenic microorganisms. In
comparison with cooked food,
raw foods including different
types of sashimi are of higher
risk. While cooking seafood
thoroughly is the best way to
minimise the risk of foodborne
illness, many people prefer the
raw taste of sashimi and take
the additional risk.

Sources of Contamination of Sashimi

Since shrimp sashimi is consumed without further cooking,
pathogenic microorganisms present in the water environment
of the shrimps that might have contaminated the sashimi may
cause foodborne illness.  Vibrio parahaemolyticus occurs
naturally in coastal and estuarine environments in tropical
to temperate zones. It may be carried in seafood products
in these areas, such as shrimp, mussel, raw oysters, and
can grow rapidly under favourable conditions. Both raw/
partially treated seafood products no doubt are of high risk.
Although thorough cooking can eliminate the bacterium,
the products may be recontaminated through contaminated
utensils, hands, efc.

Salmonella  species are not naturally  occurring
microorganisms in water environment, but it may be introduced
through environmental contamination by domestic and/
or industrial wastes, including animal wastes. In addition,
cross-contamination may occur when the raw shrimps and
contaminated animal products, such as poultry meat, are
handled in the same area or improperly stored together in a
refrigerator.

High Hygiene Requirement for Preparing Shrimp
Sashimi

As sashimi is a type of high risk food, food handlers should
observe the hygiene practice for preparing and selling shrimp
sashimi, as well as other types of sashimi, no matter in Thai
or Japanese restaurants. Separate portions of the restaurants
should be designated for preparing sashimi and separate
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equipments with label should be used for such purpose to ensure there is
no cross-contamination with other foods or environmental contamination.
Food handlers are required to wear clean protective clothing including head
coverings. They should handle the food properly and cleanse or sterilise the
tools properly. Food to be eaten in its raw state must be kept separately.
Defrosted raw materials for the preparation of sashimi should be kept under
4°C and those with slimy surface, in dripping state or of dull colour must be
immediately discarded.

The source of the shrimps affects the quality of the final products. Raw
materials for the preparation of sashimi should be sound, wholesome and
of good quality and should be obtained from a reliable and reputable
source. Raw shrimps intended for hotpot are of high risk of food poisoning
if consumed raw. Consumers should not take the risk and trade members
are advised not to provide these shrimps
for consumption in their raw state. All
imported food materials  should be
accompanied by health certificates issued
by relevant authority of the exporting
countries which are acceptable to the Food
and Environmental Hygiene Department
(FEHD). Under the Food Safety Ordinance,
all restaurants are required to keep records
of acquisition of food for examination.

These measures can reduce the risk of
food poisoning due to consumption of
sashimi and some of these are included in
licensing requirements for food premises
with endorsement for preparing and selling
sashimi and sushi. Licensed food premises
should have a FEHD licence and an orange
label indicating the relevant endorsement
stickers exhibited at a conspicuous position
near the entrance for easy reference by
customers. The restaurants involved in the
above food poisoning cases did not have
endorsement for selling sashimi.

Key Points to Note:

1. Shrimp sashimi may be contaminated with foodborne pathogens
as a result of environmental contamination or unhygienic
handling practice.

2. Food handlers should observe the hygiene practice for preparing
and selling sashimi.

3. Consume only shrimp sashimi prepared in restaurants permitted
to sell sashimi.

Advice to Trade

*  Raw materials for the preparation of sashimi should be sound, wholesome
and of good quality, and should be obtained from a reliable source.

+ Prepare sashimi only at the designated and labelled areas in food
preparation room.

»  Use exclusive cutting boards and knives for sashimi; clean and disinfect
the utensils thoroughly before handling different types of sashimi food.

Advice to Consumers

»  Before ordering sashimi and sushi in restaurants, check whether the
premises have a FEHD licence and have the endorsement for sale of
sashimi and sushi.

e Check if sashimi and sushi are fresh and kept under suitable temperature
when enjoy them.

»  People with weakened immunity, elderly, pregnant women and young
children are at higher risk for foodborne illness; they should not eat raw
or partially cooked food.
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Pesticides of Relatively Low Risk to the Public

Reported by Ms. Joan YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

Some pesticides are safer than others. Pesticides that meet one of the
following criteria are generally of relatively low public health risk —

+ the use of the pesticides does not result in residues occurring in
food;

« the residues are identical to or indistinguishable from natural food
components; or

» the residues are of no toxicological significance or will not pose any

public health risk.

Examples of these pesticides are discussed below:

The Usg of the Pesticides Does Not Result in Residues Occurring
in Foo

Bacillus subtilis strain GBO3, a bacterium, is a natural enemy of some
fungi. It can be used on crop seeds (e.g. peanuts, wheat, peas and beans)
to suppress plant diseases caused by fungi. Since the bacterium colonises
p:ont rccfots, its residue is not expected in the produce once the seeds are
plantea.

Yeast that is commonly used for baking and brewing can also serve
as a pesticide. lts hydrolytic products (i.e. “yeast extract hydrolysate from
Saccharomyces cerevisiae”) can be used for the prevention of certain plant
diseases in food crops, such as bacterial leaf spot disease of tomatoes and
greasy spot diseases of citrus. Only a small amount is needed to achieve
the desired effects and components of the yeast extract hydrolysate degrade
rapidly in the environment, leaving little residue in food.

The Residues Are Identical to or Indistinguishable from Natural
Food Components

Garlic is well regarded as a health food.
Interestingly, its extract can be applied to various
crops including cabbages, potatoes, carrot and
berries to repel birds, insects or nematodes (round
worms). Garlic extract has a long history of human
consumption and harmful effect to humans is not
expected.

Have you ever felt fatigue after rigorous exercise?
You may like to blame the build-up of lactic acid in
your muscle. However, lactic acid has a desirable
effect of serving as a biochemical pesticide for
Y attracting biting insects in traps. Lactic acid has been

classified by the US Food and Drug Administration
as Generally Recognized as Safe when used as a
direct human food ingredient in accordance with
good manufacturing practice. Lactic acid is also
naturally occurring in foods (e.g. milk, meat and
fruits) as well as fermented food products (e.g.
yoghurt and pickles).

The Residues Are of No Toxicological Significance or Will Not
Pose Any Public Health Risk

Sucrose octanoate esters, a group of synthetic substances, can be used
to control insects on crops. Available data indicated the sucrose octanoate
esters are of low toxicity and they will decompose to natural harmless
substances after application.

Nosema locustae, a single-celled micro-organism used to control
insect in crops (e.g. cabbage). Available toxicological data shows that
N. locustae does not appear to be hazardous to humans. In addition, it
is rapidly inactivated by light and warm temperature.

The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) considered that food
safety risks due to the above two substances are expected to be minimal.



http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_58_02.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_58_02.html

RMEZEEE

ZF——FNA « FAR+TH

Food Safety Focus

BEABNRRZ - FrERERNNAREEER
=2 ARTAARERED - RFEANZ 2NN
AEEMERETEKBRDTE - MEEHEERR
RFEAD LA RERIE RV B R Y PR RS ERT
B BEREVAZRERBERGIEEERRSE
B ERYUPHBREEERELMEENRRAZZA

BB ERE o

As a well accepted principle, all pesticides have to be registered with
the competent authority before application in agriculture. Their safety and
efficacy will be thoroughly assessed during the registration process. Even
though the establishment of a maximum permitted level in food has been
considered not necessary for residues of the above pesticides, proper use
in accordance with Good Agricultural Practice is a must so as to minimise
the amount of residues in food and food safety risk.
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Red Tide and Food Safety

In mid-August, a number of algal blooms, commonly known as red
tides, were reported in western and southern waters of Hong Kong.
According to the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
(AFCD), the red tides spotted were formed by Protopolykrikos distortus,
which is a non-foxic red tide causative species.

In general, dense concentrations of phytoplankton can clog fish gills
and cause suffocation. When toxic algae are involved, the concentration
of toxin in shellfish in the affected waters may increase. These toxins
cause little effect on the shellfish, but are toxic to human.

The government has established the Red Tide/Harmful Algal
Bloom (HAB) Management Framework in 1998, with the AFCD as the
coordinator, to provide coordination, monitoring and responses to red
tide incidents. To ensure food safety, further to samples taken under
the routine surveillance, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) will step up
sampling in accordance to the action plan. The CFS will take samples at
retail outlets along the possible distribution chains of the affected areas if
there is presence of potentially harmful species of algae.

Nitrites in Blood-red Bird’s Nest

Recently, high levels of nitrites were detected in blood-red bird’s nest
samples in the Mainland market. There were concerns that nitrites might
have been added to bird’s nest to produce the desirable red colour.

Bird’s nest is made from secretions of Swiftlets’ salivary glands and
usually consumed as a delicacy in Chinese cuisine. The reason for the
red colour of blood-red bird’s nest is not entirely clear.

Nitrites are not allowed to be added
to bird’s nest in Hong Kong, although it is
known that they may exist naturally in bird’s
nest under certain conditions. Traders should
source bird’s nests from reliable suppliers and
ensure all foods they sell or import are fit for
human consumption. The common practice
of soaking bird’s nests for several hours, or
even overnight, and washing them thoroughly
with clean water can substantially reduce
nitrite levels. Since nitrites are water soluble,
The public should discard the water used for
soaking bird's nest before cooking.
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