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Reported by Dr. Alex FU, Medical and Health Officer,
Food Incident Response Management Unit and

Ms. Joey KWOK and Mr. Arthur YAU,

Scientific Officers,

Risk Communication Section,

Centre for Food Safety

Summary of the incident

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) conducted
prompt investigation in September and October 2006
info the source of several suspected food poisoning
cases which were compatible with norovirus infection
caused by consumption of raw oysters. Upon
identifying a common supplier, the CFS requested the
supplier concerned to stop distributing the affected
oysters which were claimed to be imported from
Chile and to provide information on their distribution.
In the absence of relevant information that was
required to protect public health, the CFS made an
appeal to the trade to be on the alert by revealing the
incident. No more related cases were reported after
implementing the control measures.

CFS’s actions to control the infection

In deciding the necessary actions to be taken,
protection of public health and public interest were
the prime consideration and a number of factors
were taken into consideration: (i) clinical and
epidemiological findings showed that these food
poisoning outbreaks were compatible with norovirus
food poisoning outbreaks caused by raw oysters;
(i) investigation at the food premises involved did
not identify any environmental hygiene factors
contributing to the cases or any suspected food items
other than oysters; and (iii) the batches of raw oysters
concerned were found to be sourced from the same
supplier.

During the investigation, a stool sample from
one of the patients was found positive for norovirus.
As part of the investigatory work, samples of oysters
were collected for testing and results showed that
no norovirus was detected. The negative findings,
however, do not prove that the batches of oysters
the patients consumed were not contaminated by
norovirus.

Features of Norovirus

Norovirus is transmitted primarily through the fecal-
oral route via contaminated food or water although
spread via direct person to person contact, or via
contaminated objects or aerosols is also common.
Norovirus is commonly found in sewage-contaminated
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‘Q F o WRSERBMEMM A ERDRDLNARMEEER  water, thus filterfeeding shellfish such as oysters are more
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(H-EE—FZ2Z_FFAF+—HA=-H) grade fever. Norovirus is highly contagious; its infective dose
can be as low as ten viral particles. Norovirus is causing
increasing public health concern in recent years both locally
and internationally. In the United States, it is thought that

Number of norovirus food poisoning outbreaks related to consumption of
oysters and persons affected, 2001 - 2006 (as of 2 November 2006)
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Further Information

e HHLUREMN AT HEREANLD” Bk For readers who are interested in learning more about
DR S FLEA 15 S E A SPRI” BSEE norovirus and the incident, please visit the following web
R L AR Y : pages for further information.
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o fmEE A o ® The CFS pamphlet on Norovirus;

® The CFS pamphlet on Hygiene Practices for Preparation
of Food Eaten Raw;

® The CFS pamphlet on Learn More About Seafood Safety

and Hygiene;
® The CFS press releases
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New Messages Put on the CFS Website



http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/library/norwalk/1c.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/library/raw/1c.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/library/seafood_safety/1c.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/cfs_press_archivec.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/library/norwalk/1.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/library/raw/1.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/library/seafood_safety/1.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/cfs_press_archive.html
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Overview of Chemical Hazards
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Reported by Miss Joan YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue of the newsletter, we have introduced one
of the common food hazards - biological hazards. This time, we
shall brief you on another one - chemical hazards.

What are Chemical Hazards?

Chemical hazards are chemical agents that have
the potential fo cause adverse health effects in
humans.

Eating a wide range of chemicals is part of our daily
life. Thanks to wider application of agricultural chemicals
and food additives, a broader range of safe and wholesome
food from different parts of the world is made available to
meet consumers’ needs. Today, the international food safety
authority, Codex Alimentarius Commission, has already
established standards for more than 250 food additives as
well as more than 250 agricultural chemicals. Together with
natural toxicants and industrial chemicals arising from natural
sources or human activities, we might be exposed to more
than 700 different kinds of chemicals in the food we eat
everyday.

These chemicals are present in our food for different reasons,
which are:

e Food additives that are intentionally added to achieve
certain technological functions during food processing,
e.g. preservatives (e.g. benzoic acid) can inhibit microbial
growth and colour retention agents (e.g. ascorbic acid)
can retain or stabilise the original food pigments.

¢ Environmental pollutants such as heavy metals (e.g.
mercury, lead) and persistent organic pollutants (e.g.
dioxins) that enter the food chain as contaminants.

¢ Chemicals formed during certain food processing or
cooking conditions (e.g. acrylamide).

¢ Residues of agricultural chemicals resulting from previous
application of pesticides and veterinary drugs during
production and storage of food crops and animals.

e Some naturally produced toxins by microbes or sea
animals, e.g. aflatoxins in peanuts, ciguatoxin in coral

fish.

® Some naturally present components of food, which may
cause adverse reactions under certain conditions, e.g.
phytohaemagglutinin in inadequately cooked pulses and
beans, allergic substances in peanuts and milk, efc.

The number of chemical hazards is at least hundred
times more than that of biological hazards.

Do Chemical Hazards Affect Human Health?

The potential of these chemicals to cause adverse health
effects in humans is of particular concern to the general
public.

"All substances are poisons; there is none which is not
a poison. The right dose differentiates a poison from

a remedy.”
~ Paracelsus, Father of Toxicology

Different from biological hazards, which may cause
food poisoning symptoms within a short period of time, long-
term toxic effects of food chemicals are usually the prime
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concern. Harmful chemicals may disrupt body metabolism,
cause cancers, damage genes, alter organ functions, affect
reproduction and development, etc. Examples are aflatoxins
that can increase the risk of liver cancers whereas mercury
can affect developing brains in foetuses, infants and children.
However, some food chemicals do cause acute effects, e.g.
ciguatoxin poisoning.

The presence of chemicals is, however, regulated to
protect public health, making reference to safe reference
values established by international authorities. Only when
dietary exposure exceeds the safe reference value, public
health may be at risk. Mere exposure to chemicals should
have no cause for undue concern.

Simple Rules to Manage Chemical Risk
For the trade

Food trade should exercise due care in applying and
choosing food chemicals; add only the right type and right
amount of food chemical which could serve the desired
technological function. The trade should also take note of the
regulatory requirements in Hong Kong

For the public

As a general rule, members of the public are advised
to take a balanced diet so as to avoid excessive exposure
to food chemicals from a small range of food items. You
may find specific advice on reducing risks of particular food
chemicals on the websites of the FEHD and the CFS.

Botulism and Pasteurized Carrot Juice

Following reports of four cases of botulism in the US,
both the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) warned
the public not to drink Bolthouse Farms Carrot Juice, with
“BEST IF USED BY” dates of 11 November 2006 or earlier
under Bolthouse Farms, Earthbound Farm and President's
Choice brands, in both 450 ml and 1 litre bottles. In
response fo the incident, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
warned the public not to drink the affected products and
urged major local importers and retailers to stop importing
or selling the products concerned.

According fo the FDA, it appeared to be that the
juice the victims drank was not properly refrigerated,
which might have allowed the spores of the bacterium
Clostridium botulinum to grow and produce toxin under
anaerobic condition.

Botulism is a rare but serious infoxication which can be
caused by ingesting a potent toxin produced by a common
soil bacterium Clostridium botvlinum.  Initial symptoms
of botulism include fatigue, weakness, vertigo, usually
followed by blurred vision and difficulty in swallowing
and speaking, but diarrhoea, vomiting, constipation and
abdominal swelling can also occur. Most victims recover,
but the recovery period can be up to many months. The
disease may cause paralysis and is fatal in 5-10% of
cases.

Food that are improperly processed, low acid (e.g.
carrot juice), alkaline, pasteurized and lightly cured foods
held without refrigeration, especially those that are in
airtight packages, are especially high risk. However,
the botulism toxin can be destroyed by heat. Instructions
must be followed when handling and storing the above
high risk food items, as the processing may not be strong
enough to destroy the spores of Clostridium botulinum
and improper handling may provide the right condition
for toxin production.

Members of the trade and the public should obtain
juice product from credible sources. It is important
to check and observe the storage instructions of juice
products. Pasteurized juice must be kept at 4°C or below.
Food suppliers and retailers are responsible for ensuring
the food items for sale are fit for human consumption.

Readers may visit websites of the CFS, the US FDA and the
CEFIA for further information.
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