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Review of Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to
Food Premises and Food Business in 2014
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Reported by Dr. Stella YAU, Medical & Health Officer,
Food Incidents Response & Management Unit,
Centre for Food Safety

This article reviews the food poisoning outbreaks related
to local food premises and food business that were reported to
the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) of the Food and Environmental
Hygiene Department in 2014.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to Local Food
Premises and Food Business

Food poisoning is a statutory notifiable disease in Hong
Kong. To protect public health, the CFS, in collaboration
with the Department of Health (DH), is responsible for the
investigation and control of food poisoning outbreaks related
to local food premises and food business. In 2014, the CFS
received 216 food poisoning cases referred from the DH
which affected 924 persons. The annual number of referred
cases decreased generally from 2006 to 2010 and had since
remained relatively stable over the past few years, ranging
from 216 to 350 cases per year (see Figure).
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Causative Agents and Contributing Factors

Bacterial foodborne agents remained the leading causes
(80%) of all food poisoning outbreaks in 2014, with Vibrio
parahaemolyticus, Salmonella and Bacillus cereus being the
top three bacterial pathogens. For the viral causes, norovirus,
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associated with the consumption of raw/undercooked bivalves, was
found to be the only incriminated viral agent causing around 12% of all
the cases referred to the CFS.

Of the 216 cases investigated last year, contaminated raw food (food
to be eaten raw), improper holding temperature and inadequate cooking
were the most frequently identified contributing factors.

The importance of good hygiene and food safety practices in
safeguarding food safety are illustrated by the following two major food
poisoning outbreaks that occurred in 2014.

Food Poisoning Outbreaks Related to the Consumption of
Raw Oysters Contaminated by Norovirus

Norovirus has been an important causative agent of viral food
poisoning around the world. In Hong Kong, raw oyster is identified
as the most commonly incriminated food for foodborne norovirus
outbreaks. Norovirus can be transmitted via consumption of food or
water contaminated with the virus. Norovirus is relatively heat and acid
resistant. Hence, thorough cooking is required to kill norovirus in oysters.

In January 2014, the CFS received from the DH four food poisoning
outbreaks related to the consumption of raw oysters in three food premises,
affecting 22 persons. Investigation revealed a common source of oyster
(Ireland) in all clusters. Trade alert was issued to the relevant traders and
import of oysters from the affected area in Ireland was suspended. No
further related cases occurred afterwards.

An Outbreak Related to Improper Holding Temperature of
Lunch Box Meals

Clostridium perfringens is a spore-forming bacterium which commonly
presents in raw meat and poultry. Outbreaks of Clostridium perfringens
often happen when food is prepared in large quantities and kept under
inappropriate holding temperature for a prolonged period. Preventive
measures include thorough cooking of food and keeping food at the safe
temperatures, i.e. above 60°C or at or below 4°C.

In June 2014, the CFS was informed of a major food poisoning case
involving 93 school children. Epidemiological information revealed that
the incriminated lunch boxes suspected to be contaminated with Clostridium
perfringens were provided by a food factory. Investigation revealed that
improper holding temperature of the lunch box meals during transport from
the food factory to school for seven hours or more was suspected to be
the contributing factor leading to food poisoning. The CFS instructed the
food factory to follow good food safety practices, particularly keeping the
lunch boxes at proper holding temperature. No further related cases were
reported afterwards.

Conclusion

Although the number of food poisoning outbreaks has remained
at a relatively low level over the past few years, there is no room for
complacency. While the government will continue to be vigilant in
safeguarding food safety, the trade and the public are advised to adopt
and adhere to the “Five Keys to Food Safety” in order to prevent the
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.Summary Of B#5F Food Complaints 491
Risk Communication Work HBERNPRREIR Rapid Alerts to Trade 2
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EBERPLE2HOBEMFEE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 81
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Poultry reach marketable size earlier because of advances in
genetics, nutrition, husbandry, and disease prevention and
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Using Hormones in Poultry Production?

Reported by Dr. Tommy SZE, Veterinary Officer,
Slaughterhouse (Veterinary) Section,
Centre for Food Safety

At one point or another, some of us may have heard that pouliry are
injected with hormones to promote growth. There are concerns that consuming
such tainted poultry products could lead to the development of cancer, as well
as early menarche and premature sexual development in young girls. Are
these myths or facts?

What are Hormones?

There are natural and synthetic hormones.  Natural hormones are
produced by bodily organs and transported info the bloodstream to target
sites fo regulate physiological responses such as growth, development and
reproduction. Synthetic hormones, on the other hand, are made to mimic the
actions of their natural counterparts. Diethylstilboestrol (DES) and hexoestrol,
examples of stilbenes which is a group of synthetic cestrogen hormones,
were used in pouliry production in the US (in the 1950s) and Hong Kong
respectively. As stilbenes are protein hormones which would be broken down
after ingestion and become non-functional, they need to be given by frequent
injections or pellet (e.g. hexoestrol) implanted under the skin.

Global Attitudes to Stilbenes

DES is considered carcinogenic to humans by the International Agency
for Research on Cancer (IARC) in its evaluation in 1987. Taking this into
consideration, the Codex Alimentarius Commission, an international food
standard setting body, does not recommend a safe level for DES in food.
Stilbenes including DES are currently banned to be used in poultry in places
such as Hong Kong, the Mainland, Australia, the European Union and the US.

Stilbenes Cause Early Puberty ?

In the late 1970s, there were concerns
about the consumption of beef and poultry
contaminated with stilbene residues in
school meals causing breast enlargement
in very young children in ltaly. However,
the result of investigation was inconclusive
due to the fact that the suspected beef and
poultry samples were not available for
testing.

In the 1980s, increased number of girls
in Puerfo Rico reaching puberty at the age
of eight or earlier led to an investigation
on stilbene residues in meat and pouliry.
Although a poultry sample obtained from
the domestic market was shown to have
higher than normal level of oestrogen,
the result could not be verified by further
laboratory testing. After considering all
available evidence, the investigating authority eliminated hormones in meat
as the likely cause.

Likelihood of Stilbenes Still in Use

There is insufficient evidence to show that stilbenes enhance growth of
poultry. But stilbenes, including DES, increase fatness of pouliry especially
the muscle at the breast and leg areas to give the “juiciness” of meat. Such
characteristics are no longer welcomed by consumers, as they now have a
preference for lean pouliry products, rather than fat.
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Rapid Growth of Poultry Nowadays

Over the years, the rapid growth of modern commercial poultry has been
largely attributed to genetic, nutrition, husbandry and health improvements.
Birds with desirable traits are selected and bred for production. Advances in
nutrition allows poultry producers to provide the exact amount of carbohydrate,
protein, fat, minerals and vitamins in feed to maximise the growth rate. In
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addition, modern poultry farms provide a well-maintained environment
with better disease prevention and management to ensure the birds reach
the desired performance and growth rate.

Local Regulatory Control

Three stilbenes, namely DES, hexoestrol and dienoestrol, including
their salts and esters, are prohibited chemicals/substances under the
Public Health (Animals and Birds) (Chemical Residues) Regulation (Cap
139N) and the Harmful Substances in Food Regulations (Cap 132AF).
Using any of them in poultry and poultry products is illegal. To ensure
poultry and poultry products are fit for human consumption, the regulatory
bodies also conduct surveillance of the above prohibited chemicals at
local poultry farms, as well as at import, wholesale and retail levels.
There were no positive cases detected from 2008 to 2014.

Advice to the Public
1. Purchase poultry and poultry products from reliable sources.

2. Satisfactory surveillance findings and modern-day husbandry practice
indicate that there is no undue concern over the presence of stilbenes in
poultry and poultry products.

Advice to the Trade
1. Source poultry and poultry products from reliable suppliers.

2. Not to use stilbenes in poultry and be familiar with relevant
regulations to ensure pouliry and pouliry products sold are fit for
human consumption.
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Hepatitis A and Food

In the first three months of 2015, the total number of hepatitis A cases
reported locally increased to almost the same as the annual number
recorded previously. Hepatitis A is caused by hepatitis A virus (HAV)
leading to inflammation of the liver cells. In some places, outbreaks
have been associated with the consumption of contaminated raw/
;nodequotely cooked shellfish (e.g. oysters) or fresh produce (e.g. berry
ruits).

HAV can be transmitted via contaminated food, water or
environmental obijects, and through direct or indirect person-to-person
contact. Furthermore, cross contamination and poor personal hygiene of
food handlers may contribute to the spread of HAV.

Foodborne hepatitis A infection could be prevented effectively
by practising the “Five Keys to Food Safety”. The public and the
trade are advised to maintain proper hygiene personally and during
food preparation to prevent cross contamination, and to obtain food
ingredients from reliable sources. Wash fruits with potable water before
consumption to reduce the risk of hepatitis A infection. Thorough cooking,
wherever applicable, remains the final critical step to destroy HAV.
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Import of Raw Oysters from Donegal County, Ireland
Banned

In February, during the investigation on norovirus food poisoning
outbreaks, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) was notified by Irish authorities
that norovirus was found in a raw oyster processing plant in Donegal County.
For the sake of prudence, the CFS has banned the import of all raw oysters
from Donegal County into Hong Kong.

Norovirus is commonly found in sewage. Opysters may be
contaminated by norovirus due to filter feeding in sewage-contaminated
waters. In humans, norovirus causes inflammation of the stomach and/or
infestines. The most common symptoms are nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea
and stfomach pain.

As there is no effective measure that can completely eliminate the risk
of norovirus in raw oysters, consumers should pay particular atftention
to the associated food safety risk when making food choices. Traders
should obtain raw oysters from reliable sources with health certificates
issued by relevant authority of the exporting countries.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: htp://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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