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To protect public health, the Centre for Food Safety
(CFS) monitors overseas food incidents reported by
overseas food authorities and the mass media, assesses
their local impact and implements appropriate control
measures for those incidents with local relevance and
potential public health risk.

Food Incidents in 2015
In2015, the CFSidentified about 1 300 food incidents,

and 500 food recalls related to undeclared allergens.
The CFS issued 53 press releases, 32 trade alerts and
6 food incident posts on incidents with potential local
public health relevance. The hazards identified included
chemical (e.g. pesticide residues), microbiological (e.g.
Listeria monocytogenes), physical (e.g. foreign body)
and undeclared allergens. The breakdown is summarised
in the pie chart below. Prompt control measures were
implemented immediately.

AENMENERFMBHNERDERNEEEE

Types of hazard involved in local alerts due to food incidents
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Three food incidents in 2015 which attracted considerable interest from
public and media are highlighted below-

1. Excessive pesticide residuves in fea products in Taiwan

In 2015, the Taiwanese authorities announced a number of tea leaf /
floral tea samples taken from the Taiwan market were found to have pesticide
residue levels exceeding prevailing Taiwanese regulatory standards. To
address possible public concern in Hong Kong, apart from communicating
with the Taiwanese authorities over the issue, the CFS had also stepped up
surveillance on tea leaf and floral tea for pesticide residues immediately.
As at the end of 2015, 273 tea leaf and floral tea samples were tested for
pesticide residues. All samples were found satisfactory except for a sample
of jasmine floral tea which contained triazophos at a level that exceeded
Taiwan regulatory standards. Based on the level of triazophos detected in the
sample, adverse health effects would not be caused under usual consumption.

The CFS instructed the trade to stop selling the affected products and
advised members of the public not to consume affected products.

2. listeria monocytogenes detected in a smoked salmon sample

In March 20135, in view of Macau’s report that a batch of smoked salmon
imported from Hong Kong was contaminated with Listeria monocytogenes,
the CFS immediately followed up by carrying out a detailed investigation of
the case, including site inspection of the food factory and taking samples for
testing of Listeria monocyfogenes. One smoked salmon sample collected at
the factory was found to have Listeria monocytogenes. The CFS instructed
the manufacturer concerned to recall all affected batches of its product and to
suspend the production line to carry out thorough cleansing and disinfection.

3. Safety concern of food products supplied to Hong Kong affer explosions
in Tianjin

In August, there was a series of devastating explosions at a chemical
storage facility in Tianjin. Fears of environmental pollution by hazardous

chemicals (especially cyanides) aroused concerns among the local population
and media on the safety of food imported from the Mainland.

Following the occurrence of the incident, the CFS has been maintaining
close contact with the Mainland authorities. At that time, according to the
Mainland authorities, no vegetables, fruits or live edible aquatic animals from
registered farms in Tianjin had been exported to Hong Kong since early
2015. Our records also showed that no live food animal had been imported
from Tianjin since the explosion.

To allay public concerns, the CFS has taken samples of food products
from areas around Tianjin (e.g. vegetables, fruits and edible aquatic animals)
for testing. Our tests did not detect any cyanide in any of the samples taken.

Conclusion

The CFS is committed to protecting food safety by detecting and managing
food incidents promptly through risk assessment, risk management and risk
communication strategies.
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Four types of foods containing Group 1 carcinogens
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Group 1 Carcinogens in Food — Are You Eating Them?

Reported by Mr. Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

In the previous issue, we introduced the classification system of the
International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) on agents that cause
cancers. In this issue, we will discuss some of the Group 1 carcinogens that
are more commonly found in locally consumed foods.

Although Group 1 agents are deemed “carcinogenic to humans” by the
IARC, some cannot be totally eliminated from the food supply due to their
ubiquitous nature. We can, however, avoid consuming some of the food that
contains carcinogens as their consumptions is a matter of lifestyle choices.

Aflatoxins

Aflatoxins (AFs) are a group of natural toxic contaminants produced
by certain moulds. It is well understood that AFs are among the most
potent carcinogen in nature that can cause liver cancer, especially for
populations who have hepatitis B. The main source of human exposure
is through peanuts and maize, although AFs are also found in dried fruits,
nuts, spices, crude vegetables oil, rice, efc.

It has been reported that AFs cause up to 30% of all liver cancer cases
in the world. In Hong Kong, up to 10% of some groups of Hong Kong
population is hepatitis B carrier as quoted in the First Hong Kong Total Diet
Study. Furthermore, the First Hong Kong Total Diet Study estimated that
AFs contributed less than 1% (about 8 cases) of the incidence rate of liver
cancer in 2010. There is no cause for undue alarm. The Joint FAO/WHO
Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA) recommends that AFs intake
be reduced to as low as practically possible. While complete elimination
is not possible, the AFs level in crops can be minimised through the use of
good agricultural practice without rejecting majority of the crops produced.
The public should purchase food from reliable retailers, store grain products
properly in cool and dry places, look out for the expiration date of food
and discard mouldy or damaged food in order to reduce exposure to AFs.

Chinese-style salted fish

Chinese-style salted fish is known to cause nasopharyngeal cancer (NPC)
in humans. N-nitroso compounds can be formed during the production
and steaming of Chinese-style salted fish. It has been suggested that there
is a dose-dependent relationship between frequency and duration of the
consumption and the risk for NPC, especially for childhood consumption up
to 10 years of age. Consumers should only consume Chinese-style salted
fish in moderation.

Processed meat

Processed meat refers to meat or offal that has been salted, fermented or
transformed by other methods to improve preservation or enhance flavour.
Examples of processed meat include sausages, corned beef and jerky.
Epidemiological data suggest that processed meat is linked to colorectal
cancer. Carcinogens may form during processing, while nitrates and
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nitrites used for curing meats may be transformed by bacteria in the human
digestive tract to N-nitroso compounds, of which some are carcinogenic.
Excessive consumption of processed meat should be avoided.

Benzolalpyrene

Benzo[a]pyrene (B[a]P) is a type of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons
(PAHs) contaminant, which they share similar toxicological properties. PAHs
are ubiquitous in the environment as they are formed during incomplete
combustion or pyrolysis of organic materials, and therefore are present
in the environment and food (including oil), where the level varies widely.
Studies quoted by JECFA suggested that cereals and oils are major sources
of dietary B[a]P. Locally, a 2004 Centre for Food Safety study found that
the higher the cooking temperature or the closer the distance from the heat
source when preparing barbecued meats or during BBQ, the more PAHs
were generated.

Charcoal grilling gives rise to more PAHs in foods than gas or electric
roasting. JECFA suggests that reduction of the overall PAHs exposure can
also reduce the B[a]P exposure and vice versa. To minimise exposure,
consumers should remove visible fat that can cause a flare-up before
barbecuing, cut charred portions off the meat and avoid overindulge in
barbecued meat.

Reducing Cancer Risk through Minimising Carcinogen Exposure

Although it is impossible to completely eliminate all carcinogens from
food, the risk from carcinogens in food can be reduced. The public should
maintain a balanced diet and a healthy lifestyle to minimise the risk for
cancer.

In the next issue, we shall discuss the relationship between alcohol and
cancer.
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Heavy Metals in Dried Scallops

Recently, local media have expressed concern about heavy metal
contamination of dried scallops due to environmental pollution.

Scallops can accumulate heavy metals (including arsenic, cadmium,
lead, mercury, etc.) especially in the viscera due to their habitat and
feeding behaviour. As dried scallops have undergone a process of drying,
heavy metals would be concentrated further in the tissue. Nevertheless,
dried scallops are made from the adductor muscles with viscera removed.

The Centre for Food Safety has been conducting routine surveillance
for heavy metals in foods. In the past five years, 31 dried scallop samples
have been taken for testing of various heavy metals. All results were
satisfactory. Still, consumers are advised to patronise reliable shops when
buying dried scallops and maintain a balanced diet to minimise the risk of
exposure fo heavy metals.
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Glowing Bacteria in Meat

Meat contaminated by photobacteria, such as Psevdomonas
fluorescens, may glow in the dark. This phenomenon has been reported
by the media when some consumers found greenish blue fluorescence on
the surface of raw pork.

According to literature, P fluorescens inhabit plants, soils, water
surfaces and many other environments. They grow best in 25-30°C and
sustain at 4°C. The photobacteria produce a soluble, greenish fluorescent
pigment, particularly under conditions of low iron availability.

P flvorescens pose no health threat to the public in general. Their
presence in meat is not injurious per se to the consumer, although this may
be an indication of unsanitary conditions requiring trader’s attention, such
as carrying out carcass cleaning and meat handling procedures. Cooking
can destroy these bacteria. When preparing food, consumers are advised
to maintain good personal/ food hygiene and avoid food contamination
after cooking. Discard meat if it has spoilage signs such as odd odour or
texture.
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