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Guardians of the Plate:
The Vital Role of Food Surveillance Programme
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Antimicrobial resistant bacteria

Reported by Dr Jerry MANG, Senior Medical Officer and
Mr Kenneth YUNG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Management Section, Centre for Food Safety

It is everyone's duty to maintain food safety. Both
consumers and food businesses should include the Five
Keys to Food Safety in their daily routines to prevent
foodborne diseases. The Codex Alimentarius Commission
(Codex) provides detailed principles and guidelines for
food control systems. Codex recognises that an effective
food control system is essential for ensuring the safety and
suitability of food for consumers and ensuring fair practices.
Additionally, food surveillance is a crucial component of
an extensive food control system that enhances food safety
and public health. This system includes upstream measures
such as import protocols for high-risk foods, regulations
and standards, and downstream activities like food
surveillance, all working in collaboration.

As advocated by Codex, one key principle of an
effective food control system is the adoption of a whole
food chain approach to food surveillance, ensuring that
monitoring occurs at various stages—from farm to table—to
proactively detect and mitigate risks before products reach
consumers. Additionally, these systems should be built on
a foundation of scientific evidence and operate according
to risk-based principles. Practices in food surveillance vary
widely across different regions, reflecting each area's
unique challenges, regulatory environments, adherence to
international standards and levels of development.
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Figure 1: The Food Surveillance Programme of the CFS monitors the safety of different types of food from multiple sources
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Food Surveillance in Hong Kong

Food surveillance involves the continuous monitoring and assessment
of the food supply chain to detect and address risks associated with food
safety. This proactive approach helps in identifying potential hazards before
they cause harm, ensuring that corrective actions can be implemented
swiftly. Surveillance data are crucial for risk assessment and management,
guiding policy decisions and prioritising regulatory focus.

In Hong Kong, the Food Surveillance Programme (FSP) conducts safety
tests on about 65,000 food samples each year, which translates to about
9 samples per 1,000 people, a sampling rate that is relatively higher
compared to other jurisdictions. To protect public health, it is essential to
maintain vigilant oversight and take immediate risk management steps in
response fo any unfavorable outcomes from the FSP.

Main Features of the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) Food
Surveillance Programme

Throughout the year, the CFS collects food samples at various levels
including import, wholesale, and retail/catering. Dedicated food control offices at
boundaries ensure timely collection of samples from foods imported via different
routes. Additionally, samples are systematically gathered from wholesale markets,
refail outlets, food factories and restaurants. With the rise in online shopping, a
portion of retail samples are now also procured through online platforms, reflecting
the changing consumer behaviour towards infernet purchasing.

The CFS's FSP is structured to monitor a broad spectrum of foods and
potential risks, incorporating seasonal variations. It includes routine, fargeted,
and seasonal surveillance projects. Routine surveillance covers key food groups
like vegetables, fruits, meat, pouliry, aquatic products, dairy products and eggs,
ensuring compliance with food safety standards. Targefed surveillance addresses
specific risks such as the illegal addition of sulphur dioxide in fresh meat or the
presence of Cronobacter sakazakii in infant milk powder. Seasonal surveillance
align with cultural festivals or seasonal consumption patterns, examining foods
like rice dumplings during the Tuen Ng Festival or mooncake during Mid-Autumn
Festival, ensuring food safety during peak consumption periods.

Risk-based Sampling and Test Selection

A risk-based approach is adopted for the selection of food samples and
testing parameters, prioritising high-risk foods, previous unsatisfactory
samples, reports of local or overseas food incidents, intelligence and public
concerns. An internal review is conducted regularly to reflect new legislation
and standards. The testing scope includes chemical, microbiological and
radiological hazards, ranging from food additives and contaminants to
pathogens and radiological parameters, as well as antimicrobial resistance
bacteria (Figure1).

Besides, the FSP is also reviewed by the Expert Committee on Food
Safety before implementation. Additionally, a working group focuses on
the unique challenges of foods purchased via online platforms, adapting
surveillance methods to this modern buying trend. The outcomes of these
surveillance activities and the progress of the working group are reported
regularly to the Panel on Food Safety and Environmental Hygiene of the
Legislative Council, facilitating transparency and continuous improvements
in food safety practices.

How FSP Safeguards Food Safety

The FSP is an important component of the food safety framework,
engaging in risk-based monitoring to ensure food safety and compliance
with standards. It not only systematically collects and analyses a wide
array of food samples for contaminants like pathogens, chemical residues
and toxins, but also enforces regulatory compliance and prosecutes
non-compliant entities. This enforcement is crucial for keeping pace with
new regulations. Furthermore, the FSP supports risk management and
communication strategies, ensuring the public is kept informed through
clear reporting and rapid distribution of essential food safety information.
This is achieved via press releases, social media and other platforms when
samples do not meet safety standards. Other risk management measures,
including source tracing, product recalls, informing the place of origin and
temporarily halting imports, are also implemented. Food Safety Reports are
released regularly to keep the public informed.

In summary, the CFS upholds food safety through rigorous surveillance,
ensuring compliance, and acts promptly to address any issues related to
unsatisfactory results. This proactive and comprehensive approach is vital
for preventing foodborne diseases and protecting public health.
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Pork Jowl - Safe to Eat?
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Ante-mortem Inspection
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Slaughtering processes

Post-mortem Inspection

Figure 2: Ante-mortem and Post-mortem Inspections of Pigs in Hong Kong Slaughterhouses

Reported by Dr. Eunice FOK, Veterinary Officer,
Slaughterhouse (Veterinary) Section, Centre for Food Safety

Pork jowl refers to “the part of meat connecting the head and trunk of a pig”. In March
2024, there were news reports about the use of poor quality pork jowl, which was said to
contain “a number of lymph nodes, lipomas and thyroid glands”, for food manufacturing
processes in Fuyang, Mainland China. It was reported that consuming processed meat
products made from such pork jowl might result in adverse health effects. The Centre for
Food Safety (CFS) reported this incident in a Food Incident Post on 19 March 2024. The
CFS’s investigation did not identify local sale or import of the affected products.

Pork is a popular meat and a common food ingredient for preparing various dishes
locally. Control measures by the Government are in place at different levels to ensure
the food safety of pork supplied to the market in Hong Kong.

Control Measures for Live Pigs Supplied for Pork Production in
Hong Kong

The majority of live pigs are imported from Mainland China and the remaining
ones come from local farms. To safeguard food safety, imported pigs must be sourced
from registered farms and accompanied by valid Animal Health Certificates. On the
other hand, local pig farms are monitored by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation
Department. All pigs must be slaughtered in the two licensed slaughterhouses in Hong
Kong, namely Sheung Shui Slaughterhouse and Tsuen Wan Slaughterhouse, where they
must undergo stringent ante-mortem and post-mortem inspection.

Suspected diseased or injured pigs are screened out for isolation slaughter during
anfe-morfem inspection. Meat inspection is performed by qualified health inspectors. If
the health inspector considers that the animal is suffering from any disease or condition
rendering the carcass, offal or the affected parts unfit for human consumption, he/she shall
condemn the animal carcass, offal or the affected parts and order for their destruction.

In addition, urine samples are also collected from every batch of pigs admitted into
the slaughterhouses for testing of residues of agricultural chemicals and veterinary drugs
in accordance with the Public Health (Animals and Birds) (Chemical Residues) Regulation,
Cap. 139N. If samples are found to contain prohibited chemical residues, the concerned
batches of pigs in the slaughterhouses would be withheld from entering the food chain
and destroyed.

The above measures
ensure that only meat fit for
human consumption is released

EERYER
from the slaughterhouses for
sale in the market.
Al Regulation of Imported
EeEE Pork in Hong Kong

The basic requirement,
as stipulated in Section 54 of
the Public Health and Municipal
r - Services Ordinance (PHMSO),

) TARARZERA is that no food intended for
HIFEA sale should be unfit for human
consumption. Imported pork
in Hong Kong is regulated
by Imported Game, Meat,
Poultry and Eggs Regulations
(IGMPER), Cap.  132AK.
Specifically, Regulation 4(1)(a)
of Cap. 132AK requires meat,
pouliry or eggs to be imported
with a health certificate issued by an issuing entity recognised by the Director of Food
and Environmental Hygiene.

Pork safe for
human
consumption
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Delivery to individual
retail outlet
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Food Safety Surveillance for Pork and its Product in Hong Kong

The CFS also collects food samples, including pork and its products, at various levels
including import, wholesale, and retail/catering for routine, targefed, and seasonal projects,
and carries out follow-up actions as required. (For details, please refer to current Issue Article 1.)

Adyvice to the Public

e Should purchase pork from reliable sources such as licensed food premises and
licensed fresh provision shops.


https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/rc/subject/files/20240319_1.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/rc/subject/files/20240319_1.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/rc/subject/files/20240319_1.pdf
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e Observe good personal, food and environmental hygiene when handling raw pork.

*  When preparing pork dishes, check that they are thoroughly cooked. The core
temperature of the pork should reach at least 75°C for at least 30 seconds. When
using a food thermometer, it should be inserted into the centre of the thickest part
of the meat.

Advice to the Trade
* live pig traders should purchase pigs from approved sources.
»  Pork traders should source pork from approved suppliers.

e Traders engaging in food business should observe good personal, food and
environmental hygiene and ensure that pork is thoroughly cooked as per the
advice to the public above.
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Risk of Unpasteurised Dairy Products
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Unpasteurised milk and their products are inherently high-risk as they can harbour
food-borne pathogens. There have been overseas reports of E. coli, Salmonella,
Listeria, Campylobacter, efc. outbreaks associated with raw milk. Recently, the first
reported outbreak of a highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) A(H5N1) virus
(“H5N1 bird flu”) in dairy cows in the United States and the subsequent suspected
single human case via exposure to dairy cows in early April 2024 have raised food
safety concerns.

In terms of food safety, some overseas authorities recommend the public not to
consume unpasteurised or undercooked milk or its milk products (e.g. raw milk, raw
milk cheese) including those from suspected or confirmed HPAI infected animals.
Pasteurisation or sterilisation are proven to inactivate or eliminate bacteria and
viruses, including HPAI, in milk and milk products.

Locally, all liquid milk for sale have to be heattreated, while unpasteurised milk
can be used to make some specialty cheeses. Susceptible populations should avoid
consuming unpasteurised milk and its products.
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Food Alerts to Consumers:
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Suspected Food Poisoning Alerts:

Salads are mixtures containing minimally processed ready-fo-eat vegetables
with or without dressings. Food ingredients like meat, eggs, seafood and fruits may
be added. They are usually served cold, and are considered high-risk food since
some food ingredients are served in an undercooked or raw state. Besides, salad can
be contaminated by utensils or food handlers with poor personal hygiene. Storing
salads at improper holding temperature can also promote bacterial growth.

To reduce the food safety risks of salads, the CFS has updated the Salad -
Food Safty Guildelines for Food Businesses and provided some useful advice to
the trade and the public. The Guidelines will be disseminated to food premises
and food exhibitions. Food ingredients should be purchased from approved and

reliable sources. Pasteurised eggs and milk products are recommended for making
salad dressings. Food handlers should maintain good personal and environmental
hygiene. Prepared salads should be served immediately or kept at safe temperature.
Susceptible populations should avoid consuming high-risk foods including salads.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (April 2024)
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_high_risk_food.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_high_risk_population.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/salads.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/salads.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_store.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/susceptible_population/index.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/salads.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/salads.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_store.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/susceptible_population/index.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_high_risk_population.html

