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Frozen Meat: Tips for Food Safety
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Only countries/places that have import protocols
established with the FEHD can export frozen meat into HK.
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Importers should apply for import licences from the FEHD

and submit health certificates issued by an issuing entity

recognised by the Director of the FEHD.
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The FEHD processes applications and issues import licences.
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The Centre for Food Safety will take samples at import, wholesale

and refail levels for festing.
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Figure 1: Regulation Regime of Frozen Meat
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Reported by Ms. Melva CHEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

The  coronavirus  disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic sees
an increased demand for frozen
foods such as meat and pouliry for
many families. Part of the reasons
are that they have longer shelf lives
and can be stored in a freezer for
later use. This arficle will pinpoint
some food safety issues of frozen
meat.

How is Frozen Meat
Regulated in Hong
Kong?

Frozen meat mainly comes
from Brazil, mainland Ching,
the USA, Canada and the
Netherlands etc. Locally, there are
specific legal requirements for the
import of meats including frozen
Regulation 4(1)(a) of the
Imported Game, Meat,  Pouliry
and Eggs Regulations, Cap.
132AK, requires meat or pouliry
to be imported with a health

meat.

cerfificate issued by an issuing
entity recognised by the Director
of the Food and Environmental

Hygiene  Department  (FEHD).
Under the Import and Export
Ordinance, Cap. 60, import

of meat and pouliry is subject
to import licensing confrol.  The
FEHD is responsible for issuing
import licences for these foods.
Moreover, importers are obliged
to source meats from reliable
suppliers, obtain health cerfificates,
apply for import licences and
ensure the meas are fit for human
consumption. Besides  import
control, like all other food sold on
the market, routine surveillance
and fesfing are in place at import,

wholesale and refail levels.

Issues on Buying and
Storing Frozen Meat

Consumers should patronise hygienic shops that display
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frozen meat for sale in the freezer cabinet kept at -18°C or below, the temperatures that stop
bacteria growth. For prepackaged frozen meat, check the expiry date. If you are buying loose
packed frozen meat, make sure it is icehard and its surface is dry.

Frozen foods stored continuously at -18°C or below can be kept safe for a long time,
though the quality of the food may begin to decline dfter the first three to six months. Frozen
meat, if not used right away, should be placed in a freezer as soon as possible after purchasing.
Follow the manufacturer’s storage instructions and consume the products before the expiry
date. For loose packed products, you can wrap them in plastic wrap or put them into plastic
bags and mark the date of purchase. Upon usage, follow the “firstin, firstout” rule.

Thawing Frozen Meats

Freezing cannot kill bacteria. It is not advisable to thaw at room temperature or in hot
water. As soon as frozen meat become warmer than 4°C, bacteria present in meat before
freezing can become active and start to multiply. Therefore, frozen meat should be thawed
in a refrigerator at 0°C fo 4°C. To prevent cross<contamination due fo dripping of meat juice
onto readyfoeat food, the meat should be placed in a leakproof container or package. For
fast thawing, frozen meat can be thawed under cold running water or in a microwave oven.
However, these two methods will let the meat or part of the meat enter the temperature danger
zone (i.e. 4 - 60°C) that favours bacterial growth. So, frozen meat thawed by cold water or
microwave has to be cooked immediately.

Frozen Meat Should Always be Cooked Thoroughly

Meat should be cooked thoroughly with its core temperature reaching 75°C or above.
Although it is safe to cook foods including frozen meat, especially those with small or thin
cuts, without thawing, they must be thoroughly cooked before consumption.  Although some
frozen food items are designed to be cooked without thawing, such as frozen chicken nuggets,
frozen dumplings, efc, it is not recommended to cook unthawed meat directly in a slow cooker
because it may keep the meat in the temperature danger zone for too long, which allows rapid
growing of harmful bacteria.

Refreezing: To Do or Not to Do?

Refreezing of thawed or partially thawed food is not recommended, unless the food is
properly thawed in the refrigerator consistently kept below 4°C that the growth of bacteria is
refarded. Refreezing of properly thawed food may reduce the quality of the food, but it will
remain safe fo eat dfter it is thoroughly cooked.

Key Points to Note

1. InHong Kong, import control and routine surveillance are in place for meat and meat
products including frozen meat.

2. Meat kept properly in the freezer at or under -18°C has an extended shelf life.

3. Frozen meat should be thawed and cooked at proper temperatures to ensure food

safety.

Advice to Consumers

®  Purchase frozen meat from hygienic and reliable shops that display frozen meat for sale
inside freezer cabinets with proper temperature control.

e Store frozen meat at or below -18°C and thaw in a refrigerator at O - 4°C.
®  Frozen meat must be cooked thoroughly with core femperature reaching 75°C or above.

Advice to the Trade

®  Importers are required to source meat or meat products from reliable suppliers and obtain
health cerfificates issued by relevant eligible exporting countries.

e Take note of the new arrangement (including eligible establishments and updated health
certificates) of import of Brazilian meat, pouliry and eggs into Hong Kong.

®  Mainfain good temperature control during receiving, processing, sforage, transport,
disfribution and refailing of frozen meat.
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Reported by Dr. Ken CHONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

While the main mode of transmission of coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) is through respiratory droplets, it can also be transmitted through
contact. This makes some people concern whether touching contaminated
obijects, including food packaging, could contract the disease. In this issue, we
will look into the matters related to COVID-19 in food business and highlight key
hygienic measures.

Recent research suggested that the novel coronavirus can survive on
surfaces or obijects for few hours to several days under controlled, experimental
conditions. However, the virus cannot multiply in food or food packaging. The
risk of acquiring the virus through food packaging appears to be very low in
the reallife situation. The World Health Organization states that it is highly
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Figure 1: Physical Distancing in Food Business

unlikely that people can contract COVID-19 from food or food packaging. To
date, there is also no evidence of viruses that cause respiratory illnesses being
transmitted via food or food packaging. Among some 1000 cases reported
locally in Hong Kong by far, there is no case identified to be
potentially transmitted through food packaging.
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Refrain from work when
having symptoms

In fact, contaminated hands play a significant role in
facilitating indirect contact transmission by transferring the
infectious virus from one surface to another and even into one’s
body. Instead of food packaging, transmission is more likely to
happen in contact with certain high-touch points, such as door
handles, handles of the shopping trolleys and water taps — the
more frequently being touched by different people, the higher the
risk that it becomes contaminated. Therefore, while some people
may still opt to disinfect food packaging surfaces with common
household disinfectants such as alcohol-based wipes or sprays
if needed, it is more important for people to wash their hands
thoroughly, especially before touching eyes, nose and mouth, after
returning home from grocery shopping and after handling and
storing purchased products.
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HE
Food Tasting

While food business continues to cater for daily needs of the
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“ X ) Al = public, it is important to set up appropriate hygienic measures to
ensure the health of employees and consumers. It is crucial that
K1 he health of employees and It is crucial th
BREREENER TR RALENIARS BRRTHARIED people with fever or respiratory symptoms should refrain from work

Avoid openly displaying unwrapped ready-to-eat food
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Figure 2: Enhancement of Hygiene

Avoid food tastings for prom

otion and avoid going fo crowded places, wear a surgical mask and seek

medical advice promptly. Staff should wear a surgical mask when
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required o work face to face with the public or in a crowded areq, as well as having
their body temperature checked regularly. ~ Other measures include disseminating
health advice to employees, providing hand-washing facilities and ensuring a clean
and hygienic work environment. Clean and disinfect surfaces frequently, particularly
high touch points in stores of food business.  Food workers should wash hands
2 frequently and refrain from work and seek medical advice when having symptoms
of COVID-19 such as fever, cough and shortness of breath. Maintain physical
distancing, i.e. at least 1 metre between persons, in food business environments as
far as possible to reduce the risk of disease transmission. Wherever there is space
constraint to allow sufficient physical distance, other separation measures can be
considered. (See Figure 1)

In addition to the health advice given by the Centre for Health Protection,
relevant recommendations on enhancing hygiene in food business to prevent the
spread of COVID-19 are illustrated in Figure 2.

Last but not least, food business operators should continue to uphold food
safety practices, e.g. the Five Keys to Food Safety, and the Hazard Analysis and
Critical Control Point system to prevent foodborne illnesses.

The Dangers of Eating Puffer Fish

Last month, the Department of Health announced a suspected case of tetrodotoxin
poisoning. The victim was admitted to hospital in critical condition after consuming
puffer fish caught by himself.

Eating puffer fish is the main cause of tetrodotoxin food poisoning. Tetrodotoxin
is a pofent marine neurotoxin mainly found in the eggs, liver and skin of puffer fish.
However, other parts of the fish such as flesh can also be contaminated by the toxin
during processing, such as cleaning and eviscerating of the fish. Tetrodotoxin can
affect a person's central nervous system and in severe cases may result in death. This
toxin is heat-stable, cannot be destroyed by cooking and has no antidote to date.

To prevent tefrodotoxin-related food poisoning, the trade should pay attention to
the import and sale of fish and fish products to ensure they are safe for consumption.
The public is advised not to consume puffer fish.

New Arrangement for Importing Brazilian Meat, Poultry and Eggs
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In light of the incidents concerning meat quality and falsified health cerfificates for
meat products from Brazil in March and September 2017 respectively, the Centre for Food
Safety (CFS) has been working with the Brazilian authority to improve the efficiency of food
tracing in food incidents, enhance the safeguard of food safety and further refine the import
regulation of Brazilian meat. The CFS and the Brazilian authority have worked out specific
import requirements based on food safety considerations and made new arrangement for
the import of meat, pouliry and eggs from Brazil.

The new arrangement has been in effect since 18 May 2020. Under the new
arrangement, the Brazilian authority will only issue official health certificates to food
processing plants and premises which it considers eligible for exporting meat, poultry and
eggs to Hong Kong. These eligible establishments are listed on the website of the Brazilian
authority. In addition, the official health certificates for meat, pouliry and eggs have been
revised and samples of which can be viewed on the website of the CFS via the following
link: ~ https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/committee/Notes_and Presentation Materials

TICF 20191120.html

The CFS recommends the trade to ascertain that the establishments are on the eligible
list posted on the website of the Brazilian authority before engaging in trading of meat,
poultry and eggs with them.
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