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Executive Summary 

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has conducted a study to 

assess the sodium content in some local foods (both non-prepackaged and 

prepackaged), aiming to raise the awareness of the public and food 

traders on related issues. The foods were chosen either because sodium 

reduction targets have already been set for them by overseas health 

authorities or because they were found to have a relatively high sodium 

content from the literature. It is believed that sodium content of these 

foods can potentially be lowered by the trade. 

The findings can provide some baseline data on the current 

situation of sodium content in a variety of foods likely high in sodium, 

and provide a benchmark for the trade to adopt when reformulating foods 

in different food categories to a lower sodium content version. 

Sodium is essential for normal body functions; however, 

excessive intake can be detrimental to health, such as increasing the risk 

of developing hypertension and other related non-communicable diseases. 

The World Health Organization recommends limiting daily sodium intake 

to 2,000mg, i.e. 5g of salt to reduce the risk of coronary heart diseases 

and strokes. 

The Study 

Between January and April 2012, non-prepackaged and 

prepackaged food samples among selected food groups were collected 

from local retail food markets, restaurants and supermarkets. Lower 

salt/sodium counterparts were also sampled if available. A total of 632 
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non-prepackaged items and 314 prepackaged items were analysed for 

their levels of sodium. 

For non-prepackaged foods, laboratory analysis for sodium was 

conducted by the Food Research Laboratory of the CFS. All food samples 

(edible portions) were analysed individually as purchased. For 

prepackaged foods, information on nutrition label was used for data 

analysis. 

Results 

Non-prepackaged food 

The sodium content of food items among non-prepackaged 

foods varied greatly from no detection to 17,000mg/100g. The food group 

with the highest average sodium content was “Processed vegetable 

products” (5,784mg/100g). For the two food groups of “Asian foods and 

dim sum” (e.g. ‘siu mai’) and “Western fast food” (e.g. ‘burgers’), even 

for the same food item, a great variation in the average sodium content 

was also observed. 

Prepackaged food 

Excluding salt, the sodium content of prepackaged food groups 

varied from 12 to 16,807mg/100g. On average, the group with the highest 

sodium content was “Condiments and sauces (salt excluded)” 

(3,585mg/100g). 

Feasibility of sodium reduction in foods with high sodium content 

Rinsing salted vegetables (e.g. ‘Dong Choy’) in water gave a 
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maximum sodium reduction of 37% and soaking them in water gave a 

maximum sodium reduction of 66%. Rinsing some salty appetisers (e.g. 

seasoned kelp) in a glass of water (250 ml) can lower the sodium content 

to a maximum of 28%. 

To avoid excessive intake of sodium which in turn affects 

consumers’ health, food traders may consider providing more food items 

with lower sodium content for customers to choose from, and serve food 

with no added salt/seasonings or with seasonings provided separately at 

the point of sales. Furthermore, they may prioritise to reformulate certain 

non-prepackaged foods (e.g. “Burgers”, “Western preserved sausages”) 

using overseas sodium reduction targets as reference for corresponding or 

similar foods. They may also use these targets to reformulate or as a guide 

to import some prepackaged foods (e.g. “Canned baked beans”, 

“Ketchup”, “Salad dressing”). 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The sodium content of many food items, particularly burgers, 

Western preserved meats, and condiments and sauces, was rather high. 

Based on some overseas sodium reduction targets, there should be 

significant room for reduction of the sodium content of these foods. The 

study results showed that within the same food category, there is a wide 

range of sodium levels, which indicates that reformulation with less salt is 

feasible for many foods. Lastly, rinsing or soaking could reduce the 

sodium content of salted vegetables. 
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Advice to consumers 

1. Read nutrition labels and choose foods that contain lower sodium 

content. 

2. Change the dietary habit to minimise adding salt or 

sodium-containing seasonings to food, e.g. consider removing the 

salt shakers or sodium-containing seasonings from the dining table 

so as to allow the taste buds to gradually adapt to light flavour of 

foods. 

3. Consume less preserved salted vegetables or salty appetisers. 

4. Rinse and/or soak preserved salted vegetables in water before 

using them in recipes or before consumption to cut down on 

sodium intake. 

Advice to the trade 

1. Develop affordable quality food products with low sodium 

content. 

2. Use the local data collected in the study and the overseas sodium 

reduction targets as reference when reformulating foods with 

lower sodium content. 

3. Establish a database of the company products so as to monitor the 

sodium content of foods, and use portable salt metres to gauge the 

amount of salt in non-prepackaged food products such as soups, 

condiments and sauces. 

4. Rinse or soak salted vegetables in water to reduce some sodium 

content before using them in food preparation. 
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Risk Assessment Studies 

Study on Sodium Content in Local Foods 

 

OBJECTIVE 

This study aims to assess the sodium content in some local 

foods (both non-prepackaged and prepackaged). The results can provide 

(i) some baseline data on the current situation of sodium content in a 

variety of foods that are likely to be high in sodium, and (ii) a benchmark 

for the trade to adopt when reformulating those foods in different food 

categories to a lower sodium content version. 

BACKGROUND 

2. Sodium is essential for normal body functions; however, 

excessive intake can be detrimental to health such as increasing the risk 

of developing hypertension (i.e. high blood pressure) and other related 

non-communicable diseases (NCDs).1 Besides hypertension, in recent 

years, expert reports from the World Cancer Research Fund concluded 

that salt and salt-preserved foods probably increase the risk of stomach 

cancer.2 In May 2012, the WHO published the latest health statistics of 

193 Member States which show that 13% of global deaths are attributed 

to hypertension, and it has been estimated that hypertension causes 51% 

of stroke deaths and 45% of coronary heart disease (CHD) deaths.3 

Based on overseas experiences, the sodium content in some foods (e.g. 

soy sauce, instant noodles, take-away foods) can be reduced by adding 
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less salt- or sodium-containing ingredients, or by replacing them with 

alternatives.4 

3. In 2011, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) established a 

working group to develop a set of Trade Guidelines on Reducing Sodium 

in Foods (the Guidelines). In consultation with the trade, the Guidelines 

provide recommendations to help the trade minimise the use of sodium 

(or salt) in foods. This initiative is included as one of the actions in the 

Action Plan of the Working Group on Diet and Physical Activity as part 

of the Department of Health’s strategic framework for prevention and 

control of NCDs.5 

4. The WHO has suggested two ways to obtain sodium content of 

foods, direct and indirect sources. The direct sources include national and 

regional food composition databases, modified databases from another 

country, and direct food analysis. The indirect sources include 

industry-provided data, food label review, food company or restaurant 

websites, and research data from the literature.1 

5. Collecting information on the sodium level in a wide range of 

foods has been done in overseas. For example, the Food Standards 

Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) conducted an analytical survey with 

laboratory analysis of sodium content of 363 packaged and take-away 

foods.6 The Centre for Science in the Public Interest in Ottawa has 

analysed the sodium level of 264 packaged foods and 50 restaurant foods 

based on the information provided on the food labels or on the 

restaurants’ corporate websites. 7  Similarly, the New York City 
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Department of Health and Mental Hygiene has analysed the sodium 

content of lunchtime fast food purchases at major US chains using 

information posted on company websites.8 This helps the governments to 

understand their situation for sodium reduction policy making. 

6. In Hong Kong, with one of the aims as to encourage food 

manufacturers to apply sound nutrition principles in the formulation of 

foods, the Nutrition Labelling Scheme implemented since July 2010 

requires all prepackaged foods to declare the sodium content on a 

nutrition label. Nutrition claims, such as “low sodium/salt”, “very low 

sodium/salt” and “sodium/salt free” claims, are permitted if the 

prescribed conditions are met.9 

7. There are a few reports about the sodium content in local foods. 

For example, in 2009, the Consumer Council (CC) and CFS has jointly 

reported the sodium content of savoury snacks in Hong Kong.10 However, 

the study only focused on savoury snacks. In addition, there are some 

nutrition related risk assessement studies which have measured the 

sodium content in local foods without further discussing on it (e.g. Trans 

Fatty Acids in Local Foods (III), Nutrient Contents of Common 

Non-prepackaged Beverages in Hong Kong).11,12 The sodium content of 

these foods has been compiled into the web-based database -- Nutrition 

Information Inquiry System (NIIS). However, systematic surveys on the 

sodium level in local foods are lacking. 
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Dietary Sources of Sodium 

8. The terms salt and sodium are often used synonymously, but on 

a weight basis, salt comprises 40% sodium and 60% chloride (1g of 

sodium chloride (NaCl) contains about 393mg of sodium). However, 

some salt products available in the local market may have replaced NaCl 

partially with other ingredients, such as potassium chloride (KCl) (may 

be used as a flavour enhancer). In general, salt products labelled as 

‘reduced sodium salt’ have sodium content at least 25% lower than the 

regular counterparts, according to Nutrition Labelling Scheme. 

9. Sodium is naturally present in plant and animal foods as well as 

drinking water. However, the major dietary source of sodium is from 

condiments and sauces, such as salt, soy sauce, and oyster sauce. Sodium 

may also present in the diet as food additives, e.g. sodium nitrate (a 

preservative) and monosodium glutamate (MSG) (a flavour enhancer) in 

processed foods.4 

10. The major sources of sodium intake of a population are affected 

by the dietary pattern, which for the local population is probably a 

mixture of Eastern and Western diets. According to the WHO, in the 

Western diets, salt in processed foods is the major source (about 75%) of 

the sodium intake. In Asian countries, salt added during cooking and at 

table is an important source of sodium intake. In the traditional Chinese 

diet, over 70% of salt is added while cooking, with the remainder 

accounted for through the use of soy sauce and salted vegetables.13 In 

April 2012, some newspaper headlines quoted a local university’s report 
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that Hong Kong people have a daily consumption of 10g salt, which 

exceeds WHO’s recommendation of a salt intake of less than 5g per day 

(i.e. less than about 2,000mg of sodium).13 

Physiological Functions of Sodium 

11. Sodium is essential for normal body functions. It helps maintain 

the extra-cellular fluid balance and acid-base balance in the body. It is 

required for nerve transmission and muscle contraction.14 

12. Kidneys are responsible for regulating the amount of sodium in 

the body. They conserve sodium when the levels are low. On the other 

hand, they excrete the excess amount in urine when the levels of sodium 

are high. When the kidneys cannot excrete enough sodium and it results 

in sodium and fluid retention, this may lead to hypertension and increase 

the risk of CHD and strokes. Some people are more sensitive to sodium; 

they tend to retain sodium more easily and may have higher risk of 

developing hypertension.14  

Salt/Sodium Intake Safety Reference Values 

13. According to the WHO, there is a dose response and a direct 

relationship between salt intake and blood pressure; and there is 

additional benefit if salt is reduced even if the diet is already a "healthy" 

one. It is estimated that decreasing dietary intake from 10g to 5g per day 

would reduce overall stroke rate by 23% and cardiovascular disease rate 

by 17%. Currently there is no consensual definition of foods with high 

sodium content although some countries (e.g. in the United Kingdom 
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(UK)) may classify a food as high in sodium if every 100g of such food 

contains more than 600mg of sodium;15 however, in any case, it is 

targeted for the consumers to meet WHO’s recommendation of less than 

2,000mg sodium per day.13 

Sodium in Foods 

14. Salt has multifunctional roles in food processing. Salt is added 

in foods for its taste and flavour (e.g. enhance sweetness, mask metallic 

tastes). Salt can also prevent microbial growth, extend product shelf life, 

and improve the product texture (e.g. control the stickiness of doughs, 

improve the tenderness of leaner cuts of meat).4 

International and Local Situations on Monitoring Sodium Content 

15. Food safety requires proactive tripartite collaboration among the 

government, food trade and consumers. The WHO has suggested some 

strategies for the Member States to focus on when planning and 

implementing interventions aiming at reducing population-wide sodium 

intake. These include public awareness campaigns, regulation, food 

labelling, benchmarking of food categories, food reformulation, and many 

others.13 

16. In July 2012, the WHO has developed a set of indicators and 

voluntary global targets for the prevention and control of 

non-communicable diseases. A target of 30% relative reduction from 

2010 to 2025 in mean population intake of salt, with the aim of achieving 

a target of <5g/day has been proposed. The WHO opines that this target is 
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to be achieved by implementation of salt reduction interventions such as 

reduced salt content in processed foods through product reformulation.16 

17. Taking food safety, quality and consumer acceptance into 

consideration, food reformulation is the widely adopted approach to 

reduce the sodium intake in foods.17 Three initiatives have been identified 

to reduce the sodium content in foods to the lowest level possible over 

time: (i) to reduce or remove the amount of salt/ sodium to the minimum 

little by little, (ii) to replace the salt/ sodium uses with alternatives, and 

(iii) to resize the package of products. 

18. It is well recognised that the process of setting targets for 

sodium content in foods is complex since the role and function of salt 

vary depending on the nature of the food. Nevertheless, many places (e.g. 

the UK, Canada, New York City) have established targets in various food 

categories and encouraged the trade to achieve such targets in the coming 

few years. A gradual reduction can allow the human taste buds to get 

adapted to the new taste. In the Australian Sodium in Bread study, an 

incremental sodium reduction by 25% in bread over a six-week period 

was not detected by the hospital patients being served. Canada, the 

United States (US), the UK, and Australia have been advocating a gradual 

reduction by setting national sodium reduction targets for different food 

types.4,17,18,19,20 

19. The CFS has drafted a set of Guidelines to be issued together 

with this report. The Guidelines aim to encourage the trade to develop 

healthier foods with lower sodium content via three main approaches: (i) 
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to source for ingredients or develop more creative formulations that 

contain less sodium without altering food quality; (ii) to replace salt/ 

sodium with alternatives, such as herbs and spices; and (iii) to resize 

product package so as to reduce the amount of sodium consumed each 

time. 

SCOPE OF STUDY 

20. This study covered foods which have sodium reduction targets 

set by overseas health authorities and/or foods found to have relatively 

high sodium content from the literature. They were in 9 food groups (i) 

Condiments and sauces; (ii) Processed meat products; (iii) Processed 

vegetable products; (iv) Snacks; (v) Bakery products; (vi) Soup 

(ready-to-eat and condensed); (vii) Western fast foods; (viii) Asian foods 

and dim sum; and (ix) Other foods (including “ready-to-eat vegetarian 

snacks” and “cold dishes/appetisers” in non-prepackaged foods and 

“breakfast cereals” in prepackaged foods). 

METHODS 

Sampling 

21. Between January and April 2012, food samples of commonly 

consumed foods were collected from the local retail food markets, 

restaurants, and supermarkets. A total of 632 non-prepackaged items and 

314 prepackaged items were collected. Table 1 shows the number of food 

categories and food items among the nine food groups sampled. The list 

of food items covered in each category is shown in Annex I for 
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non-prepackaged foods and Annex II for prepackaged foods. 

Table 1. The number of food categories and items among the nine 

food groups sampled in the study 

Food group No. of non-prepackaged 

food category (item) 

No. of prepackaged 

food category (item) 

Condiments and sauces 5 (30) 10 (62) 

Processed meat products 11 (80) 6 (40) 

Processed vegetable products 3 (29) 3 (15) 

Snacks 7 (81) 8 (66) 

Bakery products 8 (80) 4 (36) 

Soup (ready-to-eat and condensed) 4 (60) 3 (25) 

Western fast foods 6 (67)† 4 (23) 

Asian foods and dim sum 13 (185)† 4 (35) 

Other foods 2 (20) 2 (12) 

Total 59 (632)† 44 (314) 

† The total number for non-prepackaged food items includes 624 individual items and 
8 averaged items (each made up of 8-12 samples, i.e. a total of 77 samples) from 2 
food groups. 

 

22. Some of these food groups are included in the study because 

there are sodium reduction targets set by overseas health authorities (i.e. 

“Bakery products”, “Preserved meat products”, “Snacks”, “Western fast 

foods”). Others are local foods found to have relatively high sodium 

content in the literature including some previous CFS studies (i.e. 

“Condiments and sauces”, “Processed vegetable products”, “Soup 

(ready-to-eat and condensed)”, and “Asian foods and dim sum”). Food 

groups with a larger variety of food items had more quotas for food 

sampling. 

23. For this study, non-prepackaged food items are usually 

ready-to-eat or take-away foods (e.g. ‘French fries’) which do not have 



 18 

nutrition labels. Contrarily, prepackaged food items are products with 

valid nutrition labels unless exempted (e.g. under the Small Volume 

Exemption (SVE) Scheme). They may be ready-to-eat (e.g. ‘Potato chips’) 

or require further preparation/ processing by the consumers (e.g. ‘Chilled 

dim sum’). In some non-prepackaged (e.g. ‘Fried potatoes’) and 

prepackaged (e.g. ‘Soy sauce’) food categories, where available, plain/ no 

salt added or low/reduced salt/sodium products were also included. 

24. In order to obtain a wide range of relatively high sodium food 

samples in each food category, generally speaking, each category 

comprises 3-17 food items of different varieties. Furthermore, to facilitate 

the demonstration of the feasibility to reduce sodium/ salt in the same 

food item, selected food items in 2 categories of the “Western fast foods” 

group and 6 categories of the “Asian foods & dim sum” group were 

studied in detail, i.e. each food item was sampled from around 8-12 

premises (see Annex I). These food items are selected because in the 

same category, they are relatively common and/or they have relatively 

higher sodium content as observed from data in available food 

composition databases. 

Laboratory Analysis and Data Collection 

Non-prepackaged food 

25. CFS’s officers assisted in sampling, weighing, and taking digital 

photographs of the products. Food samples were purchased from various 

premises, including supermarkets, dry good stores, fresh provision shops, 

and other eateries in different locations of Hong Kong Island, Kowloon 
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and the New Territories. Within the same food category, food premises 

were selected by applying the following criteria as far as possible: (i) 

avoid sampling at different outlets belonging to the same retail chain; and 

(ii) avoid sampling more than one-third of the quota from one outlet (not 

applicable to food items with plain/no salt added versions and the 8 

selected food items). 

26. Laboratory analysis of sodium content in non-prepackaged 

foods was conducted by the Food Research Laboratory (FRL) which is 

experienced in analysing nutrients in foods. Food sample was weighed 

and only the edible portions were analysed individually for sodium 

content, after homogenisation and acid digestion, using inductively 

coupled plasma-optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES).  

Prepackaged food 

27. Within the same food category, samples were purchased from 

various supermarkets or convenience stores by applying the following 

criteria as far as possible: (i) avoid sampling different packages (e.g. 200g 

vs 300g) belonging to the same brand of product; and (ii) avoid taking 

more than one sample from the same brand (not applicable to food items 

with plain/no salt added or low/reduced salt/sodium versions). No 

laboratory testing was conducted for these foods. 

Data Analysis 

28. The sodium content in foods was reported as mg/100g of edible 

portion. The mean and range of each food category, separately for 



 20 

non-prepackaged foods and prepackaged foods, were reported as per 

100g for solid and liquid foods. In addition, the mean in each food 

category was compared with the sodium reduction targets set by overseas 

authorities, where appropriate. 

Non-prepackaged food 

29. FRL analysed the sodium content in individual sample as 

purchased. Values below limit of detection (LOD) (0.4mg/100g) are 

reported as “Not Detected” (ND) and between LOD and limit of 

quantitation (LOQ) (1.0mg/100g) are reported as “Trace”. When 

calculating an arithmetic mean concentration of sodium in the same type 

of food, 0mg/100g was applied to samples with ND and “Trace” sodium 

content. 

30. In addition, the mean and range of sodium content are also 

presented for the 8 selected foods from the “Western fast foods” group 

and the “Asian foods and dim sum” group. 

Prepackaged food 

31. The sodium content on the label was used for data analysis. Any 

nutrition claims related to sodium or salt were also recorded.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Sodium Content in Non-prepackaged Food 

32. A total of 632 non-prepackaged food items (including 624 

individual items and 8 selected items made up of 8-12 samples) in 59 
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food categories under 9 food groups were tested. The sodium level in the 

analysed foods varied among food groups as well as within the same food 

group. 

Sodium content among the nine food groups 

33. The results for the 9 groups are summarised in Table 2 and the 

details are in Annex I. The group with the highest in sodium was 

“Processed vegetable products” (5,784mg/100g). Consistent with the data 

from available food composition databases, processed vegetable 

products/salted vegetables may contain sodium as high as a few thousand 

mg/100g. 

Table 2. Sodium content in nine non-prepackaged food groups 

Sodium (mg/100g) Food Group n 

Avg Std Dev Min Max 

Condiments and sauces 30 1,183 1,137 310 4,600 

Processed meat products 80 1,225 1,250 280 6,800 

Processed vegetable products 29 5,784 4,397 380 17,000 

Snacks* 81 935 1,630 0 9,800 

Bakery products 80 315 176 1 660 

Soup (ready-to-eat and condensed) 60 343 132 160 810 

Western fast foods*§ 67 488 167 130 850 

Asian foods and dim sum*§ 185 361 142 3 900 

Other foods 20 715 359 300 1,400 

Total 632†     

Note: n = number of items assessed 
* Indicates item(s) with no salt added or with sauce served separately has been 

included, if possible from the same shop, e.g. French fries, nuts, and steamed rice 
roll. 

§ Indicates the mean of 8-12 samples from various shops included. “Western fast 
foods” -- Meat sauce spaghetti; Hamburger. “Asian foods and dim sum” -- Fried 
rice with diced chicken and salted fish; Steamed rice with satay beef; Fried 
noodles with preserved vegetable and spare rib; Shrimp dumpling “Ha gau”; “Siu 
mai” (Shrimp/ Beef); and Pan-fried turnip cake. 

† The total number includes 624 individual items and 8 selected items (each made 
up of 8-12 samples, i.e. a total of 77 samples) from 2 food groups. 
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Sodium content within the eight selected food items 

34. The average sodium content of the 8 selected food items ranged 

from 269mg/100g in ‘steamed rice with satay beef’ to 598mg/100g in ‘siu 

mai’ (see Table 3). Overall, their sodium contents varied greatly within 

the same food items. These are examples of manufacturer differences, 

where the level of sodium in a product is determined by the trade’s 

prescribed formulation. As a daily monitoring, traders may use some 

portable salt metres to gauge the amount of salt in non-prepackaged food 

products such as soups, condiments and sauces. 

Table 3. Sodium content in the eight selected non-prepackaged food 

items 

Sodium (mg/100g) Food Item n 

Avg Std Dev Min Max 

Asian foods and dim sum      

Fried rice with diced chicken and salted fish 12 401 58 280 520 

Steamed rice with satay beef 10 269 67 150 400 

Fried noodles with preserved vegetable and spare rib 10 519 131 370 770 

Siu mai 9 598 138 330 800 

"Pan-fried turnip cake"** 10 415 55 320 520 

"Ha gau" 10 473 96 340 650 

Western fast foods      

Hamburger 8 445 128 340 720 

Meat sauce spaghetti 8 310 76 200 400 

Total 77     

Note: n = number of samples assessed 
** Indicates that some sample(s) may have sauce served separately and the sauce 

was not analysed. 
 

Sodium Content in Prepackaged Food 

35. The nutrition information on food label of a total of 314 
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prepackaged food items in 44 food categories under 9 food groups were 

recorded. The sodium level in the recorded foods varied among food 

groups as well as within the same food group. Table 4 shows the average 

sodium content in the 9 food groups (Annex II shows the details in the 

categories). 

Sodium content among the nine food groups 

36. Excluding salt, the sodium content of prepackaged food groups 

varied from 12 to 16,807mg/100g. On average, the group with the highest 

sodium content was “Condiments and sauces (salt excluded)” (3,585 

mg/100g). 

Table 4. Sodium content in nine prepackaged food groups 

Sodium (mg/100g) Food Group n 

Avg Std Dev Min Max 

Condiments and sauces (salt excluded)* 53 3,585 3,859 275 16,807 

Salt 4 32,365 12,385  13,800 39,000 

Seasoned salt 5 30,207 5,926  21,400 37,900 

Processed meat products* 40 1,078 1,085 61 6,800 

Processed vegetable products 15 2,177 2,626 500 10,100 

Snacks† 66 1,120 1,254 167 8,121 

Bakery products 36 399 234 52 1,211 

Soup (ready-to-eat and condensed)†* 25 2,183 3,278 58 10,110 

Western fast foods* 23 483 227 164 1,230 

Asian foods and dim sum 35 1,228 956 187 3,616 

Other foods 12 295 198 12 623 

Total 314     

Note: n = number of items assessed 
* Indicates products with nutrient content claims and/ or nutrient comparative 

claims on salt/sodium included. 
† Indicates same products with different series of varied sodium content; or 

sodium-containing sauces/seasonings can be added by consumers. 
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Reducing Sodium Contents of Processed Vegetables as Ingredients 

Commonly Used in Chinese or Asian Dishes 

37. Certain “preserved vegetables products” or salted vegetables 

commonly consumed in Chinese dishes (e.g. Mui Choy, Dong Choy) and 

some Asian foods (e.g. kimchi, seasoned kelp) were found to contain very 

high sodium, ranging from about 1,000 to 8,500mg/100g as purchased in 

this study (see Annex II). Studies have shown that treatment involving 

draining, rinsing, and/or soaking of various canned and packaged 

vegetables (e.g. corns, beans) results in about 40% sodium reduction.4 

Currently such data is lacking on “preserved vegetables products” or 

salted vegetables commonly used in Chinese or Asian dishes. Hence, 

small scale experiments were conducted in FRL to provide some insights 

on the percentage of sodium reduced after rinsing and/or soaking them in 

drinking water. 

Salted vegetables as ingredients 

38. A total of 7 types of “preserved vegetables products” were 

chosen because they were frequently used in local dishes. According to 

the common practice of rinsing/soaking them for different durations 

before being used in the recipes, the percentage of sodium reduction was 

assessed. The range of sodium reduction in 3 samples of the 7 vegetable 

products after treatment is shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5. Sodium content reduction of seven salted vegetables after 

rinsing or soaking in water 

Range of sodium reduction after 

treatment (%) 

Salted vegetables n Sodium content 

before treatment 

(by calculation) 

(mg/100g) 

10 seconds 

rinsing 

5 minutes 

soaking 

30 minutes 

soaking 

Preserved Sichuan 
mustard  

3 4,900 – 6,500 2.1 – 4.4 1.5 – 5.6 13 – 19 

Preserved leaf mustard  3 2,000 – 2,600 3.5 – 21 9.1 – 14 21 – 29 

Preserved cabbage/"Dong 
Choy"  

3 6,500 – 7,700 26 – 37 17 – 30 57 – 62 

Preserved "turnip"  3 6,500 – 7,000 5.3 – 6.6 24 – 27 54 – 63 

Salted preserved mustard 3 7,800 – 8,700 10 – 25 31 – 39 48 – 55 

Sweet preserved mustard 3 6,200 – 8,200 9.6 – 17 34 – 45 56 – 66 

Preserved mustard greens 3 3,600 – 4,200 14 – 17 21 – 24 29 – 49 
Note: n = number of samples assessed 

 

39. Depending on the types of “preserved vegetables products” 

tested, the results showed that about 2.1-37% of sodium will be reduced 

after 10 seconds of rinsing under running water. On the other hand, 

1.5-66% of sodium will be reduced after 5 to 30 minutes of soaking the 

vegetables in the water, and the longer the time, the greater the reduction 

in general. The variation in sodium loss is affected by many factors, such 

as the presence of salt on the vegetable, the surface area of the vegetable, 

etc. The results implied that when preparing common local dishes with 

“preserved vegetables products” as one of the ingredients (e.g. ‘Steamed 

ground beef with Dong Choy’, ‘Noodles with preserved Sichuan mustard 

and shredded pork’), traders or consumers could rinse or soak the salted 

ingredients in water and remove the water before use. 

Other dishes or salty appetisers 

40. Two salty Asian appetisers (i.e. kimchi, seasoned kelp) were 

chosen because of their popularity in Asian eateries. According to some 
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dining out practices of soaking them for different durations before 

consumption, the percentage of sodium reduction was assessed. The 

range of sodium reduction after treatment is shown in Table 6. 

Table 6. Sodium content reduction of two salty appetisers after 

rinsing in water 

Range of sodium reduction after 

treatment (%) 
Salty appetisers n Sodium content 

before treatment 

(mg/100g) rinsing + draining 

(total 5 seconds)  

rinsing + draining 

(total 10 seconds)  

Kimchi 3 680 – 870 12 – 28 22 – 25 

Seasoned kelp 3 640 – 730 16 – 23 25 – 27 
Note: n = number of samples assessed 

 

41. Depending on the duration and types of salty appetisers tested, 

the results showed that about 12-28% of sodium will be reduced after 

5-10 seconds of rinsing in a glass of water (about 250ml), with the longer 

the time, the greater the reduction in general. 

Discretionary Salt or Sodium-containing Sauces/seasonings Added in 

Foods 

Non-prepackaged food 

42. One of the suggestions in the Guidelines is to encourage the 

trade to serve the foods with no salt or sodium-containing 

sauces/seasonings added at the point of sale. In this study, some of the 

samples and their counterparts without sauces were collected and 

analysed. It was found that the sodium content in these foods can be 

reduced greatly, e.g. French fries with and without added salt (200 vs 

55mg/100g, a medium portion is about 100g) and roasted macadamia 

nuts with and without added salt (120 vs 1.2mg/100g). 
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Prepackaged food 

43. Another advice in the Guidelines is to encourage the trade to 

provide more low sodium versions of foods for the consumers. Some 

examples found in this study are those items with nutrient comparative 

claim or of different flavours (e.g. a lightly salted crisps product has 

sodium 250mg/100g but its ordinary counterpart has 500mg/100g). 

Furthermore, a brand of canned cream of mushroom soup was found to 

have three versions with different sodium content (i.e. 342, 542 and 

691mg/100g). 

44. Encouraging the trade to provide seasonings separately is one of 

the recommendations in the Guidelines. For instance, it is noted that a 

dim sum and an extruded snack provided the seasonings separately and 

the sodium content of the seasonings per se was stated in the nutrition 

label. This allows the consumers to make individual choices of adding 

some or none of it according to their taste. In the dim sum, 135g of the 

product contains 694mg sodium, whereas the small pack of 5g of 

seasonings included already contains 192mg sodium. In the extruded 

snack, 1 serving of the food (about 43g) contains 260mg sodium; 

however, if the seasoning (about 2g) is added, the total amount of sodium 

in the food will double to about 410mg. These are examples of 

discretionary use of salt or sodium-containing seasonings which can 

make a big difference to an individual’s sodium intake level. 
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Comparison of Sodium Content with Various References 

UK’s criteria of “high”and “low” sodium content in foods 

45. The UK National Health Service has classified a food as high in 

sodium if its level is at >600mg/100g and a food as low in sodium if its 

level is at ≤300mg/100g.15 Using these criteria, among the 632 

non-prepackaged items and the 314 prepackaged items, about 28% (i.e. 

180 items) and 57% (i.e. 178 items), respectively would be classified 

under the high group; whereas about 27% (i.e. 169 items) and 15% (i.e. 

46 items) respectively would be classified under the low group. This 

contrasting result implied that it is possible for the trade to provide 

healthier counterparts with a lower sodium content even for some foods 

commonly considered to be high in sodium (e.g. “Snacks”, “Asian foods 

and dim sum”). 

Overseas’ sodium reduction targets 

46. Some health authorities in Canada, New York City, and the UK 

have been advocating a gradual reduction by setting national sodium 

reduction targets for different food types.17-20 Annex III depicts the 

comparison of the mean (and maximum) sodium content of some foods 

assessed in this study with the available sodium reduction targets set by 

these authorities for corresponding or similar foods. The results showed 

that many food products, particularly burgers, Western preserved 

sausages, and condiments and sauces, have high sodium content which 

still have room for improvement as compared with the overseas sodium 

reduction targets. 
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47. Salt/Sodium has multifunctional roles in food processing, such 

as for taste and flavour, and for preventing microbial growth.4 Taking 

food safety, quality and consumer acceptance into consideration, the trade 

of the above products is encouraged to start monitoring their sodium 

content as a priority of sodium reduction, especially when salt/sodium is 

added for taste per se. Furthermore, they may use these targets to 

reformulate or as a guide to import some prepackaged foods with lower 

sodium content. 

Limitations of the Study 

48. Dietary sodium intake of the local population cannot be 

estimated from this study. Foods such as oils and fats, dairy products, 

fresh fruits and vegetables, beverages and sugary/confectionery products 

were excluded because their sodium contents are generally low. 

Furthermore, only limited food samples were collected in each food 

category which may not reflect the actual situation of sodium content in 

foods. Some seasonal foods may not have enough samples due to their 

low availability and them being exempted for carrying a nutrition label 

under SVE Scheme. 

49. Direct chemical analysis of prepackaged foods was not 

conducted in this study. Nevertheless, under the Nutrition Labelling 

Scheme, companies should have already conducted their own 

quality-control programmes to ensure the accuracy of the information on 

the nutrition label. Furthermore, some products suspected violating the 

Nutrition Labelling Scheme requirements were referred to the 
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enforcement unit for follow up and their information was not used in the 

study. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

50. The sodium content of many food items, particularly burgers, 

Western preserved meats, and condiments and sauces, was rather high. 

Based on some overseas sodium reduction targets, there should be 

significant room for reduction of the sodium content of these foods. The 

study results showed that within the same food category, there is a wide 

range of sodium levels, which indicates that reformulation with less salt is 

feasible for many foods. Lastly, rinsing or soaking could reduce the 

sodium content of salted vegetables. 

Advice to consumers 

51. The public is advised to: 

(a) Read nutrition labels and choose foods that contain lower 

sodium content. 

(b) Change the dietary habit to minimise adding salt or 

sodium-containing seasonings to food, e.g. consider removing 

the salt shakers or sodium-containing seasonings from the 

dining table so as to allow the taste buds to gradually adapt to 

light flavour of foods. 

(c) Consume less preserved salted vegetables or salty appetisers. 

(d) Rinse and/or soak preserved salted vegetables in water before 
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using them in recipes or before consumption to cut down on 

sodium intake. 

Advice to the trade 

52. Members of the trade are advised to:  

(a) Develop affordable quality food products with low sodium 

content. 

(b) Use the local data collected in the study and the overseas 

sodium reduction targets as reference when reformulating foods 

with lower sodium content. 

(c) Establish a database of the company products so as to monitor 

the sodium content of foods, and use portable salt metres to 

gauge the amount of salt in non-prepackaged food products 

such as soups, condiments and sauces. 

(d) Rinse or soak salted vegetables in water to reduce some sodium 

content before using them in food preparation. 
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Annex III: Comparison of sodium content in local foods collected in this study with 

overseas sodium reduction target 

 

Sodium (mg/100g) 

Local data 

Food 

n Avg Max 

Range from overseas 

reduction target references* 

Non-prepackaged food     

Western preserved sausages 4 933 1,000 450-550 

Fried potatoes 13 370 690 240-290 

Burgers 16 528 760 300-460 

Pizza 10 594 790 460-500 

Prepackaged food     

Salad dressing 5 828 1,200 500-760 

Tomato paste/Ketchup 5 1,208 1,353 660-860 

Western preserved meat 5 2,353 6,800 610-1,470 

Western cookies 12 292 530 240-260 

Canned baked beans 4 455 860 100-310 

Note: n = number of items assessed 

*  Ranges are from the Health Canada for 2016, the New York City Department of Health 

and Mental Hygiene for 2012 and 2014, and the Food Standards Agency of the United 

Kingdom for 2012.
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