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Reported by Arthur Yau, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

In June 2023, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS)
investigated a cluster of food poisoning outbreaks related
to consumption of siu mei. The affected persons complained
of gastrointestinal (Gl) symptoms including abdominal pain,
diarrhoea and vomiting. The incriminated food items were siu
mei dishes and Salmonella was the suspected causative agent.
Hygiene and food handling deficiencies were detected in the
siu mei kitchen, including preparation of siu mei too far in
advance, prolonged period in the Temperature Danger Zone,
inadequate cooking temperatures and cross contamination
with raw food.

Common Pathogens in Siu Mei

Salmonella and Staphylococcus aureus were implicated in
past siu mei food poisoning outbreaks. Salmonella causes Gl
illnesses within 6 to 72 hours after oral exposure, with symptoms
like nausea, vomiting, abdominal cramps, diarrhoeaq, fever and
headache. While the infection is usually self-limiting in healthy
individuals, it may be lethal to susceptible populations.
Salmonella can be found in contaminated water, soil, food
contact surfaces and hands, and in the Gl tracts of animals
and in humans. It is often spread through the faecal-oral route
and contaminated water. Slaughtering can also contaminate
the meat.

On the other hand, Staphylococcus aureus bacteria

are commonly found on the hair, skin, nasal cavity, throat
and wounds of humans. S. aureus contaminates food
through food handlers’ hands, especially after cooking.
With post-cooking cutting and prolonged storage at room
temperature, the bacterium can grow exponentially and
form heat-stable toxins.
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Figure 1: Examples of good practices in the preparation and sale of siu mei
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AMR bacteria are not necessarily pathogens and can be commensal
bacteria that derive benefits from their association with humans. Similar to other
environmental organisms or commensal bacteria in humans, they can also
confaminate food if food hygiene and hand hygiene issues are overlooked.
Although infection by AMR bacteria can be asymptomatic, microorganisms
gain resistance spontaneously by gene mutation or gene transfer among each

other. The strategy as provided in “Five Keys to Food Safety” for the prevention
of foodborne diseases can also effectively reduce the risk of contracting AMR
bacteria.

While the pathogens can be easily killed by thorough cooking, some
common malpractices can lead to contamination of siu mei.

1. Unhygienic air-drying process, where siu mei can become contaminated
due to dirty environment or prolonged drying time;

2. Contamination due fo poor protfection of siu mei after cooking and in
subsequent handling, including display, cutting and transportation;

3. Dirty equipment and poor personal hygiene;
4. Cross contamination by raw or partially-cooked food;

5. Prolonged display of cooked siu mei due to over-production

Production

Plan production accurately ahead of time to prevent over-production and
extended storage of cooked siu mei at room temperature. Have two or more
sessions of roasting daily fo cater to peak hours during lunch and dinner so
that storage time can be minimised. Defrost frozen meat in a chiller at 4°C
or under running water. Do not defrost at room temperature.

Post-production Handling

Designate a clean area away from raw food for the cooling and
packing of cooked siu mei with a dedicated set of tools to prevent cross
contamination. Keep the area clean. Vehicles for transporting siu mei should
not be previously used for transporting raw food or chemicals to prevent
contaminations. Keep the siu mei covered while maintaining adequate room
to prevent moisture built-up.

Display and Sale

Minimise display time with accurate production planning. Siu mei should
be displayed in insect- and dust-proof showcases. No raw food should be
4 hours”
rule for display at room temperature. Roasted siu mei should be cut upon
purchase. Roasted products, especially pre-packaged ones, are preferred to be
sold within 2 hours after cutting if kept in the Temperature Danger Zone.

allowed in them. Stacking should be avoided. Follow the “2 hours

1. Pathogens like Salmonella and Staphylococcus aureus can be present in
meat and meat products as many animals harbour them naturally;

2. Thorough cooking can kill many pathogens and AMR bacterig;
3. Proper planning, production and handling of siu mei and mainfenance

of personal and envionmental hygiene can prevent microbiological
contaminations.

e The public should patronise well-maintained licensed premises when
buying siu mei. Store them properly and consume as soon as possible.

* With proper planning, production, handling and maintenance of hygiene,
the chance of contamination with pathogens can be minimised. For
further details, you may refer to the CFS’ Siu Mei - Food Safety Guidelines

for Food Businesses.
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Five_Keys_to_Food_Safety.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_cook.html
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Figure 2: Two-Step Cooling Approach and Techniques of Speeding up Cooling

Figure 3: Reheating and serving food at proper temperatures
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Reported by Ms. Bibiana YUEN, Chief Health Inspector,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

The risk of food poisoning increases during the summer season because bacteria
grow faster in warmer weather. Proper temperature control throughout various
stages of food preparation, including cooling, defrosting and reheating is essential
in preventing food poisoning. In this article, we will present important food safety
concepts that members of the public and food businesses should pay special attention
to, including the Temperature Danger Zone, proper cooling fechniques, as well as key
points on defrosting and reheating.

What is Temperature Danger Zone?

The Temperature Danger Zone refers to the range of temperatures where bacteria
can rapidly multiply in food, increasing the risk of foodborne illnesses. This zone typically
ranges from 4°C to 60°C. Harmful bacteria can grow in food that is left at dangerous
temperatures. Sometimes, these bacteria can produce heat-resistant toxins, which cannot
be destroyed even by reheating. Therefore, it is crucial to minimise the time that food stays
in the Temperature Danger Zone fo prevent bacterial multiplication, spore germination and
the formation of heat-resistant toxins that can cause foodborne illnesses. Food safety risks
can be reduced by cooling food quickly and storing it at proper temperatures after cooling.

Cooling Food - Best to Make It Fast

Prepared food that will not be consumed promptly should be cooled properly.
Proper cooling can reduce the time that food is exposed to the Temperature
Danger Zone, and hence minimise the risk of bacterial growth. In general, a Two-
Step Cooling Approach can be used for the cooling of food. First, cool the food
from its cooking temperature to 20°C within two hours. Then, cool the food from
20°C to 4°C or below in a refrigerator within the next four hours (Figure 2). To
speed up the cooling process, it is preferable to cut the food into smaller pieces or
spread it out in shallow, covered containers in an area with good air circulation.

Some food business operators may opt to use specialised equipment such as
blast chillers to quickly lower the temperature of hot food to a safe temperature
at or below 4°C within 1.5 hours. Such cooling technique can further reduce the
time of food being exposed to the Temperature Danger Zone. When blast chilling
is done, food should be stored in refrigerators or freezers.

Defrosting - Better
to Thaw Food at
Safe Temperatures

Even though food is

) 2
- ™ \/ frozen at 0°C and below,
2 339, some  harmful  bacteria
= —- : g_\ present in the food may still
ﬂ i&:‘} - be alive but just inactive.

Once frozen food is thawed,
ﬁ its core temperature will

rise and bacteria may start
to be active again and
multiply.  Defrosting  food
appropriately is  therefore
important to avoid  the
growth of harmful bacteria.

Proper food defrosting
can be achieved by using a refrigerator set between
0°C and 4°C, running cold tap water or a microwave
oven. The preferred method for keeping food safe is to
defrost frozen food in the refrigerator. If refreezing is
necessary, defrost food by using refrigerators as food
will be consistently kept out of the Temperature Danger
Zone during defrosting. Do not defrost food at room
temperature, as this exposes the food to dangerous
temperatures for an extended period of time, promoting
bacterial growth.

!

>60°C

Reheating - Key to Secure Food Safety
Before Consumption

Reheating precooked food means cooking again,
not just warming up. When reheating food, similar to
cooking, ensure that the core temperature of the food
reaches at least 75°C for 30 seconds and then serve it at a
proper hot holding temperature at above 60°C (Figure 3).
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Avoid refrigerating the food after reheating because bacteria can grow if it stays
at dangerous temperatures for too long. Of note, do not try to heat food using
equipment like a bain marie or other devices designed solely for keeping food hot.
This may take too long or fail to heat the food adequately to keep it safe.

Maintaining proper temperature control throughout the various stages of food
preparation is fundamental to ensuring food safety. Implementing effective cooling
defrosting and reheating procedures are essential practices that could minimise the
risk of foodborne illnesses. Proper record keeping for temperature monitoring at each
stage is also important as it ensures food preparation occurs at safe temperatures
and helps to evaluate the performance of hotholding and chilling equipment,
which is vital for maintaining food safety standards. Equally significant is providing
comprehensive training to staff members, equipping them with the necessary
knowledge and techniques relevant to their specific roles. Ongoing training plays a
pivotal role in skill development for safely handling food.
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In July, there was a suspected food poisoning case related fo the consumption
of soft-scrambled egg dishes. Investigation revealed that pooled liquid eggs, kept
at room temperature, had been undercooked to produce the dishes. Soft-scrambled
eggs are often produced by pooled eggs, where pooling allows contamianted eggs
to contaminate the whole pool of eggs. To maintain the desirable texture, the eggs
may not be thoroughly cooked. Consuming contaminated eggs without adequate heat
treatment could lead to food poisoning.

To minimise risks of contracting foodborne pathogens, egg products should be
cooked thoroughly. For dishes that are not intended to be thoroughly cooked to keep
the required texture, choose pasteurised eggs, egg products or dried egg powder. Use
all pooled eggs on the same day, refrigerate them when not immediately used and do
not fop up with new eggs. If not immediately served, soft-scrambled egg dishes should
be kept at proper holding temperature. Susceptible populations should not consume
high-risk foods including raw or undercooked eggs.
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As Japan is discharging nuclearcontaminated water from the Fukushima facility
into the ocean, there are concerns that aquatic products may become contaminated
by radionuclides especially those long half-life ones like caesium-137, strontium-90
and plutonium-239. Intake of such radioactive substances over the long run may
pose increased cancer risk.

In response to Japan's discharge of nuclearcontaminated water, a Food Safety
Order was issued to prohibit the import of all aquatic products originating from Tokyo,
Fukushima, Chiba, Tochigi, Ibaraki, Gunma, Miyagi, Niigata, Nagano and Saitama
metropolis/prefectures if they are harvested, manufactured, processed or packed on or
after 24 August 2023. All aquatic products from other parts of Japan will be tested to
verify that the radiation levels of these products do not exceed the Codex guideline levels.
To enhance transparency, the analytical results, which include all unsatisfactory samples
and samples with a low level of defectable radioactivity detected, are reported and
uploaded onto the CFS website every working day.
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