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Review of Food Incidents in 2023
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Reported by Dr. Man-leung WANG, Medical & Health Officer,
Risk Management Section, Centre for Food Safety

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has established a Food
Incident Surveillance System (FISS) to proactively monitor
and identify food incidents occurring outside Hong Kong
that could potentially affect local food safety. The CFS also
collaborates with international food safety networks like the
International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN) and
the European Union's Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed
(RASFF). These partnerships improve infer-agency coordination
and communication, which improves the effectiveness of our
management of food incidents.

Food Incidents in 2023

In 2023, the CFS detected 3,500 food incidents through
the FISS. The CFS investigated the availability of the implicated
products locally by reviewing import records, coordinating with
relevant authorities, and conducting checks with local traders.

Upon discovering the availability of the implicated
products in the local market, based on the risk assessment and in
compliance with local regulations, the CFS implemented various
risk management measures. These included discontinuing the
sale of affected products, initiating product recalls, infensifying
surveillance efforts, and suspending imports as required.
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Figure 1: Types of food incidents with public announcements made in 2023 (The figures do not add up to 100% due to rounding.)
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The CFS effectively communicated and provided comprehensive food
safety advice fo the public on food incidents, particularly those of local
relevance. The CFS issued press releases, trade alerts, and food/allergy alerts
to inform consumers and the trade about product recalls when necessary.
Food Incident Posts were issued when affected products were evaluated as
not having maijor impact locally.

In 2023, there were 567 food incidents that required follow up action.
The CFS responded by issuing 557 food incident posts, 18 press releases,
19 trade alerts, and 35 food alerts/allergy alerts, involving chemical
hazards (e.g. use of excessive food additives, toxins, undeclared allergens),
microbiological hazards (e.g. Listeria, Salmonella, E. coli), physical hazards
(e.g. foreign matters), and other issues (e.g. incorrect date labelling). The
maijority of the food incidents were related to chemical and microbiological
hazards, which accounted for 41% and 31% respectively.

The two examples below illustrate how the CFS effectively manages
food incidents detected through the FISS and how the CFS collaborates with
infernational food safety networks to promptly implement control measures.

Bakery Products from Austria Made with Czech Republic Wheat that were

Detected with Chlorpyrifos

In June 2023, the CFS received a notification from the RASFF that various
bakery products were made with wheat from the Czech Republic, which was
found to contain chlorpyrifos up to 3.6 mg/kg. Additionally, a batch of affected
prepackaged bakery products from Austria was planned to be distributed to
Hong Kong.

Chlorpyrifos is an insecticide. Ingesting chlorpyrifos may result in a
variety of nervous system effects including coma and death, depending on
the exposure. According fo the Pesticide Residues in Food Regulation (Cap.
132CM), the maximum residue levels for chlorpyrifos in wheat is 0.5 mg/kg.

Upon receipt of the notification, the CFS immediately followed up with
the concerned importer, and confirmed that the affected products were still on
their way shipping to Hong Kong. All the affected products were voluntarily
surrendered and disposed of by the importer under the supervision of the CFS
on their arrival to Hong Kong.

This case demonstrated the successful collaboration between the CFS
and international food safety agencies, highlighting the significance of early
notification in averting the occurrence of worldwide food-related incidents in
Hong Kong.

French Raw Milk Cheese Suspected to be Contaminated with Shiga Toxin-

producing £ coli (STEC)

In December 2023, the CFS identified through the FISS a notification
from the Rappel Conso of France that the raw milk cheese product was being

recalled in France due to possible contamination with STEC.

From time to time, there were reports that cheese made from raw milk was
contaminated with harmful bacteria and implicated in outbreaks of foodborne
diseases. STEC is a pathogenic strain that can produce the Shiga foxin and
can cause severe illnesses, including bloody diarrhoea and haemolyticuraemic
syndrome leading to kidney failure.

By conducting local sales checks at both the import and retail levels, the
CFS verified that the affected product had been imported to Hong Kong by
a local importer. The CFS immediately instructed the importer to cease sales,
remove the products from shelves, and initiate a recall. A press release was
issued fo advise the public not to consume the affected products and urged the
trade fo stop using or selling the products concerned immediately.

The FISS effectively monitors food incidents outside Hong Kong, enabling
the CFS to swiftly mitigate the public health impacts of food incidents and
protect local food safety.
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Understanding Glycidyl Ester in Food
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Reported by Ms. Iris CHEUNG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

During home cooking and food manufacturing, some unintended chemical by-
products known as process contaminants can be formed. As food processing causes
chemical changes in food, undesirable substances can be generated, which is often
unavoidable. Research also revealed that food may expose consumers to process
contaminants. Fried potato products, biscuits, instant noodles and baked goods are
some of the examples. Should consumers be concerned? In this article, we will focus on
one of the process contaminants, glycidyl ester (GE), which is commonly associated with
food and food ingredients that contain refined edible fats and oils.

How is GE Formed?

To ensure food safety and quality criteria are met, fats and oils must go through a
series of refinement processes before being utilized as ingredients in food. GE is mainly
formed during the deodorisation step of oil refining for the removal of unwanted taste
and odour. During this process, oils are heated at 200°C or above, and a series of
reactions break down the fats and oils to form a compound known as GE.

Unsaturated fatty acids in oils could promote the formation of GE in oil and
diacylglycerol (DAG) are known to be the precursor. For vegetable oils, climate, sail,
growth conditions, and harvesting techniques of the source plants are some of the factors
affecting the levels of DAG in the oils, subsequently the levels of GE after refining. The
formation of GE from DAG is temperature-dependent. It begins at about 200°C and
becomes more significant at above 230°C.

How does GE Get into Our Body?

Refined fats and oils are widely used in food manufacturing, which introduces
GE into food products we consume. Researches and studies conducted by overseas
authorities and organisations have demonstrated that GE s frequently found in edible
fats and oils (e.g. margarine, sesame oil and peanut cil) and foods made from these oils
(e.g. biscuits, French fries, potato chips and instant noodles). Although the amount of
GE in different foods varies, GE levels are generally higher in palm oil and food products
containing palm oil as an ingredient rather than other types of oils and similar products.

After food containing GE is consumed, it will be broken down in the human body
and release glycidol. Research animal studies showed that glycidol is gene-damaging.
However, there is currently no conclusive evidence that glycidol can have similar effect
in humans. Nonetheless, European Union and countries like Australia and the United
States have adopted the "As Low and Reasonably Achievable (ALARA)" principle, a
precautionary approach fo control the potential food safety risks from GE. Although
the presence of trace amount of GE in some food is unavoidable, the food industry
should implement measures fo minimise the levels of GE in food according to the ALARA
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The trade is advised to make reference to the Code of Practice developed by
the Codex and select the techniques that are appropriate to their processes and
products in order to prevent and reduce the formation of GE in refined oils and
food products made with refined oils. Consumers should maintain a balanced and
varied diet to minimise the risk of exposure to contaminants from a limited range
of food items. Preparing home food with fresh ingredients can reduce the chance
of consuming processed food items that contain the fats and oils concerned. Avoid
excessive consumption of food that is rich in fats and oil (e.g. margarine) and
food containing refined fats and oil (e.g. deep-fried products) can also reduce the
exposure to GE in food.
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In January 2024, a 50-year-old woman developed sore throat and hoarseness
affer consuming wild taro she collected from a hillside. She was admitted to
the hospital for suspected calcium oxalate raphide poisoning and was in stable
condition.

Many types of plants contain oxalates. Some, like sodium and potassium
oxalate, are soluble in water. Others, like calcium and magnesium oxalate, can
form insoluble crystals. The raphides (needle-shaped crystals) are of particular
concern as they cannot be destroyed by cooking and can shoot out from the
plant cells into its surroundings after being chewed. This can lead to irritation and
injuries to the oral cavity.

Locally, food poisoning cases with calcium oxalate raphides mainly involve
the consumption of wild taro or other produce that are suspected to be mixed or
wrapped with wild taro leaves. To prevent calcium oxalate poisoning, do not pick
and eat wild plants and do not use wild taro leaves to cover or wrap produce during
transportation and processing.

Recently, there were local pigs tested positive for African Swine Fever (ASF) virus.
ASF is a highly contagious viral disease affecting pigs, but it does not infect humans.

To minimise the risk of ASF in slaughterhouses, a daily clearance arrangement
has been implemented since June 2019, whereby all live pigs will be slaughtered
within 24 hours upon admittance info the slaughterhouses. Lairages will be cleared
out for thorough cleansing and disinfection every day. Live pig vehicles are thoroughly
cleaned and disinfected every time they leave the slaughterhouse, and the respective
designated positions for the cleaning and disinfection of vehicles carrying local and
imported pigs are separated. Disinfection pools have been installed near the entrance
gate to facilitate disinfection of wheels for pig-conveying trucks entering and leaving
slaughterhouse. All pigs have to undergo ante-mortem and post-mortem inspections
before supply to the market to ensure that they are fit for consumption.

Though ASF is not a zoonotic disease and poses no food safety concern, pork
should be cooked thoroughly before consumption to reduce any risk caused by
foodborne pathogens.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://\
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