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Reported by Dr. Ken CHONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

When a new COVID-19 outbreak emerged in Beijing in early June,
many were jolted by reports that COVID-19 virus had been defected on a
cutting board used for salmon at a market. The Centre for Food Safety took
immediate follow-up actions to understand the incident. This article sheds
light on the risk of acquiring COVID-19 virus from aquatic food animals
and the safety of relevant products.

COVID-19 virus belongs to a subset of coronaviruses that are only
reported to infect mammals; there is no scientific evidence indicafing that
aquatic food animals can be infected by COVID-19 virus. COVID-19 is
a respiratory disease and the virus primarily fargets our respiratory fracfs
and infects our lungs. One of the major physiological differences between
humans and finfish is that fish do not have lungs and are therefore not likely
to be susceptible to the virus.

The invasion of a virus into cells depends on its ability of binding to
a host cell to gain access and replicate. COVID-19 virus enters the host
cell specifically through binding to ACE2, a cell receptor widely present
in animals. The binding is analogous to using a key opening a lock, in
which it depends on whether the ‘keys’ on the virus fit info a host cell's
‘lock’. The better the fit in terms of structure and binding sites, the more
chance the virus has fo gain access. While rather similar morphologically
across mammals, ACE2 in finfish bears a lot more differences in the protein
sequence. In this sense, it is not quite possible for COVID-19 virus to infect
cells of aquatic animals through ACE2, not fo mention being able to use
the cell's machinery or not after entering for replication.

Although aquatic food animals are unlikely to be infected by
COVID-19 virus, they, like any other object or surface, may potentially
become contaminated with COVID-19 virus, especially when handled by
people infected with the virus. Currently, there is no evidence indicating
that humans can be infected by COVID-19 virus via food, including raw
aquatic products. Members of the public are recommended fo maintain
personal, food and environmental hygiene at all times. With proper food

handling and sanitation, the likelihood of contamination of aquatic animals
or their products with COVID-19 virus should be very low. Some pracfical
reminders are given below for consumers on enhancing hygiene.
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In general, eating raw or undercooked aquatic products are at higher risk of

microbiological hazards, as there is no or inadequate heat freatment to eliminate the
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Wash hands once home
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Clean recycle bags, where
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Wash hands frequently, especially
before and after handling food
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Clean and sanitise kitchen
counters regularly
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Wash fresh fruit and
vegetables thoroughly
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Figure 1: Some Tips for Consumers to Enhance Hygiene
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Avoid touching eyes, nose and mouth
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Wash hands again after placing
groceries
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Cook food thoroughly
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are also applicable to wet markets.
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diseasecausing  microorganisms
present. Members of the public
are recommended to cook food
thoroughly to minimise the risk of
foodborne illnesses.  Susceptible
populations such as pregnant
women, infants, young children,
the eldelly and people with
weakened immunity should avoid
consuming raw and undercooked

foods.

Preventing environmental
confamination is also important
to limit the spread of COVID-19.
On top of upholding food safety,
food workers are also reminded to

enhance hygiene in food business

environment. For example, they
should refrain from working when
having COVID-19
disinfect hightouch points, such
as door handlers,
shopping frolleys and water taps,
more frequently. These measures

symptoms;

handles of

1. Aquatic food animals are unlikely to be infected by COVID-19 virus, and there is no
evidence suggesting that humans can be infected by the virus via food.
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become confaminated with the virus.

2. Similar fo objects or surfaces, aquatic food animals and their products may potentially

3. With proper food handling and sanitation, the likelihood of contamination of aquatic

thoroughly to safeguard food safety.

animals or their products with COVID-19 virus should be very small.

Maintain personal, food and environmental hygiene at all times, and cook food

e Susceptible populations should avoid consuming raw and undercooked foods to minimise
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the risk of foodborne illnesses.

Adopt physical distancing measures and enhance hygiene in food business environment.

*  Food workers should always keep their hands clean, and frequently clean and disinfect

ensure environmental hygiene.

surfaces, especially food contact surfaces and high+touch points in food premises, to

®  Food workers should cease engaging in any food handling work and seek medical

advice promptly when suffering or suspected to be suffering from an infectious disease or

symptoms of illness.
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BYLZHROEREEIE Reported by Dr. Anna SP TANG, Scientific Officer,
BEXEHBETFIELIESE  Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety
WRBLEEFES BENEERRHNESBMERAEN The World Health Organization recommends limiting sugar intake to less

10% T > tNAEIE— SR EES%HUT > BB RESE LM than 10% of daily caloric intake, with a proposal to lower this level to 5% or

B o S EH Dk B2 (4 B 8 4E B 0 LT S0 b8 4 1B R g I less forI o.cldi’rion.a.l ‘hedhh benefits. By offering the taste of sweetness without
any calories, artificial sweeteners appear to be one promising answer to sugar

BEE - AT > MR BERET > UNSHKRERERRL reduction. New scientific evidence, however, suggests that replacing sugar
EEREHANBRRRDE - REIEHBRENETE > BMATETRU with artificial sweeteners may not have the health benefits we have expected.
TH Ok 7 L= HE o It is high time to rethink whether we can just replace sugars with sweeteners.

Artificial sweeteners, such as aspartame,
acesulfame and sucralose, are low-calorie or
calorie-free chemical substances widely used
to replace sugar to sweeten foods and drinks
by the food industry. Such food and beverage
products with lower energy contents are
suitable for diabetic patients and appealing
to weightwatchers. For example, Tg of
aspartame can replace 200g of sucrose,
] providing 4 kilocalories of energy instead of
o i 800 kilocalories from sucrose.
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Gradually reduce
dietary sugar intake
BB R R E

4 In Hong Kong, sweeteners approved for

[ —— .
food uses have undergone safety evaluations

and arfificial sweeteners

J ) M 7 i NERER
REATREE > IR | il A by international authorities including the
800FFREEE B2 (AR F-EEE AR AR S/ BRI B R Joint  FAO/WHO Expert Committee on
s i Figure 2: Your health is in your hands - choose beverages with less or no Food Additives, and are regulated under the
TAE > #HERAREY ! 9
A i i sugar/ sweeteners Sweeteners in Food Regulations of the Public

EPE’\JEH\D*EEU 3 8 B PR A 18 i . Health and Municipal Services Ordinance,
NZ 2t BEHSEER REEAS TTAGEERHSERR Cap.132. Sweeteners permitted to be used in food include Acesulfame
MEEREES® » T2 (ARBERTEIEG) (E1328)FH (&Y Potassium, Alitame, Aspartame, Aspartame - acesulfame Salt, Cyclamic
POEHEEIEG) FIABE o HE 2 6 M B BB 4T © AERE p9ES Acid, Saccharin, Sucralose, Thaumatin, Neotame and Steviol Glycosides.
9 =SB KA  XEBHMEATE  BOREE | Rebocbeed ot scdel win susomten e asrer 1 e propety
TERE ~ BRS « ZRHEIAENE - REH - A RHBEETY - TERL

BEEBRUAIN T EHKE| » WATEARRAZSZEERBIHATAR

o Artificial sweeteners are treated differently across different jurisdictions.
Public Health England has recommended their use for food reformulation
among others. Sweetenerladen beverages are gaining kudos in Singapore,
credited with the Healthier Choice Symbol.

NEHKREETANEZERREETRANEESR - HEAHE o
However, artificial sweeteners are less welcome elsewhere. For example,

WEBRBNGHREARARERET 5 MIRARGSRENS fruit, vegetables and milk distributed to schools in the European Union must

HHRE B RIE  Te{BERIEEE ) pUARES o not contain sweeteners; some European countries, like France, even levy tax

, " - . — . on drinks with artificial sweeteners. The Nordics ban the use of sweeteners in
il NEHHPRRIE RS A AR o LBUNHE 581 - Keyhole products, a type of healthier packaged food choices branded within

HELBRNERRFMHTEIRHEKE ; ZEFLIBMNERE a food labelling scheme. The US Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee

= HE A I R A RS BB SR (HHNE R R TE4ER reiterated that added sugar should not be replaced with low-calorie sweeteners,
but rather with healthy options, such as water in place of sugar-sweetened

(Keyhole) BYIBMAIE TRTARE RNOEAS ; LERESE .
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Artificial sweeteners, if used judiciously, may facilitate reductions in sugar
intake, thereby facilitating short term weight loss, as shown by some earlier
studies. One concern is people using artificial sweeteners may think they have

FPRI—LERERRET > NEREE - NESREIPISE5 BB i less calorie intake and have the tendency to consume more of other foods,
NS > A TITEETHAP RECEEE o © AREM S » B8 A SIHEEER A hence the lost calories are replaced through other sources. Overstimulation

N = N . of sugar receptors from frequent use of sweeteners may prevent people from
S @ 27 oh 0 B ED S5 ) ETRES , %
TAEESHABENEAL T > BIEEZ TR EMBY) - AfE associating sweetness with caloric intake. As a result, people may crave for
BEAMICRIRU AR T HEE - KEERHERE S iBERIBES more sweets and gain weight.
i8> AIRES AR KR A SR ARIEHR - ENERFHE - 18
INESEE ©

In 2019, two studies on health impacts of artificial sweeteners emerged
showing that they are no magic bullets for sugar reduction and health

TE_AE ARMERR AEHKESEEE IS ENH promotion. A big systematic review of over 10,000 records conducted by
TeE D, A S EH IR ] A 35 R U TR (R 2 B T D B o o = AL @ the Cochrane group, suggested no significant health benefits of non-sugar
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sweetener use on a range of health outcomes, including body mass index
and weight loss. Concurrently, a cohort study of over 450,000 individuals
in Europe from the International Agency for Research on Cancer and other
institutes found that regular consumption (two or more glasses daily) of soft
drinks — both sugar sweefened and artificially sweetened — was associated
with a greater risk of all causes of death compared with those who drank less
than one glass per month.

A better approach for healthy living is to select foods and beverages with
less or no sugar/sweeteners added. Consumers can refer to the food labels
on prepackaged foods to have informed choices. Taking in less sugar and less
sweeteners in our diet requires the joint efforts of the trade and the public. The
food trade is encouraged to reduce the sweetness of food by using less sugar
and sweeteners stepwise, allowing the public to adapt gradually to the lighter-
flavoured food and, eventually, alter their dietary habits.
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Food Packaging and COVID-19 Transmission

In June, there was a patient infected with COVID-19 who affixed labels on
imported food products at a local warehouse. This has raised public concern about
whether COVID-19 can be fransmitted through food packaging.

According to the World Health Organization, COVID-19 is spread primarily
by contacting respiratory droplets from coughing and sneezing of patients. Even
though experimental evidence indicated that the virus can survive on surfaces
such as plastic or cardboard, covonaviruses cannot multiply in food. So far there
is no confirmed case of COVID-19 transmitted through food or food packaging.
It is unlikely that people can contract COVID-19 through handling food or food
packaging.

While consumers may choose fo sanitise product packaging, it is more
important fo practise good personal and environmental hygiene in order to minimise
the risk of COVID-19 transmission. The public and the trade should wash hands
frequently, especially before and after handling food. In addition, workers should
refrain from work if having symptoms. Cook food thoroughly before consmphion
can in general reduce the risk of foodborne diseases.
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High Levels of Mercury Found in Shark Fin Trimmings
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A recent study reported that high levels of mercury were detected in samples
of dried shark fin trimmings collected in both Hong Kong and Mainland China.

Sharks are large predatory species and can naturally accumulate mercury
up the food chain. When people eat predatory fish, the mercury that enters the
bodies can affect the nervous system, especially the developing brain of fetuses
and infants.

From 2018 to June 2020, the Centre for Food Safety collected 15 samples
of shark fins from the market for mercury analysis. The results of all samples were
satisfactory.

Many local restaurants have adopted a more environmentallyconscious

RPCHEENAERRFRVERRE MEAKRFRFIIERR L approach to replacing shark fins with other dishes. Consumers can be

Mg 2z B 89w R > MO/ D IE B R A KRR A B o environmentally-friendly by reducing the intake of shark fin while at the same time
maintaining a balanced diet in order fo reap the benefits of fish consumption and
reduce the risk of mercury exposure from diet.
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Acesulfame potassium (950) g
Aspartame (951)
Sucralose (955)

Acesulfame potassium (950) = 200 x sweetness of table sugar
Aspartame (951) = 180 x sweetness of table sugar
Sucralose (955) = 600 x sweetness of table sugar

Acesulfame potassium (950) = 200 x sweetness of table sugar
Aspartame (951) = 180 x sweetness of table sugar
Sucralose (955) = 600 x sweetness of table sugar

—=— .. = -
Gradually reduce High sugar beverages
dietary sugar intake SRR
EHAL ERRAERRE

Water/drinks with no sugar @gvlerages with
and artificial sweeteners artificial sweeteners
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Wise choice Keep clean Handle separately Cook well Safe temperature
Choosing fresh and Keeping hands and Separating raw Cooking thoroughly until | Keeping food at a safe
safe raw materials utensils clean is the and cooked foods the core temperature of | temperature can control the
which have a lower best way to stop the can avoid cross- food reaches 75°C can multiplication of superbugs in
risk of finding spread of superbugs contamination by kill superbugs contaminated cooked food

\superbugs superbugs /




| During shopping

Practice physical
distancing

Perform hand hygiene frequently,
especially after contacting with

hightouch points

@

Wear surgical mask when
staying in crowded places
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Avoid touching eyes,
nose, and mouth
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Wash hands once home
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Wash hands frequently,
especially before and after
handling food

During shopping B4

Store food properly and be
mindful of expiry date, if outer
pack is removed

Clean and sanitise kitchen
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Clean recycle bags, where
necessary

Wash fresh fruit and
vegetables thoroughly
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Wash hands again after
placing groceries
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Cook food thoroughly
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Practice physical distancing
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Perform hand hygiene frequently,
especially after contacting with high-
touch points
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Wear surgical mask when staying in
crowded places
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Avoid touching eyes, nose, and mouth
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Wash hands once home
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Wash hands frequently, especially
before and after handling food
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Store food prog)erly and be mindful of
expiry date, if outer pack is removed
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Clean and sanitise kitchen
counters regularly
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Clean recycle bags, where
necessary
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Wash fresh fruit and
vegetables thoroughly
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Wash hands again after placing
groceries
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Cook food thoroughly
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