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Prepared Dishes - What Should One be Aware of?
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Reported by Dr. John LUM, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

In recent years, prepared dishes have gained popularity due to
their convenience. However, concerns have been raised about their
potential food safety risks. So, what should we be aware of regarding
these food products?

What are Prepared Dishes?

Prepared dishes generally refer to foods which are made from
one or more food ingredients and are processed (e.g., cutting, mixing,
marinating, kneading, flavouring) and/or prepared (e.g., frying,
roasting, boiling, steaming), and then prepared as either finished or
semi-finished dishes.

While the term “prepared dishes” is relatively new, the concept
is not. Many familiar food products, from soft-centred eggs to spicy
crayfish, can be classified as prepared dishes and have long been
available in the market.

Key Factors Affecting the Food Safety Risks of
Prepared Dishes
Raw materials and manufacturing process

To ensure the quality and safety of the prepared dishes, only raw
materials that meet local food safety standards should be used. Traders
should maintain proper food transaction records to enhance traceability.

Microbial contamination is the major concern during the
manufacturing process of prepared dishes. Therefore, it is critical
to ensure that prepared dishes are processed appropriately (e.g.,
adequate heating) to control the microbiological risks of the final product.

Storage and transportation

Since quite a number of prepared dishes are stored refrigerated
or frozen, it is important to ensure that the cold chain is well maintained
during the whole storage and transportation process. The goal of
the cold chain is to prevent prepared dishes from falling within the
“Temperature Danger Zone” between 4°C and 60°C, which allows
bacteria to grow rapidly. Lastly, the packaging of prepared dishes
should include information such as storage conditions and cooking
time, femperature and methods, for consumers’ easy reference.

Managing the Safety of Prepared Dishes

Manufacturers of prepared dishes should consider adopting
a Food Safety Management System, such as the Hazard Analysis
and Critical Control Point (HACCP) system, to identify and control
food safety problems at every stage of the food production process.
HACCP adopts a preventive and proactive approach to anticipate
the occurrence of potential problems, which covers all stages from
production and processing fo distribution and consumption.

In Hong Kong, prepared dishes are subject to the food safety
requirements as stipulated in the Public Health and Municipal Services
Ordinance (Cap. 132). Besides, under Section 54 of the Cap. 132,
all food available for sale in Hong Kong should be fit for human
consumption, including prepared dishes.

Currently, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has implemented a risk-
based surveillance system for food products available in Hong Kong,
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including prepared dishes. In 20232024, over 1,000 food samples that could be classified
as prepared dishes were tested, with only one unsatisfactory sample of pre-packaged
chilled crayfish due to possible contamination with Listeria monocyfogenes. Test results of
the remaining samples were satisfactory. The CFS has taken appropriate follow-up actions
on the unsatisfactory sample.
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Key Points to Note

While the term “prepared dishes” is relatively new, the concept is not.
Prepared dishes are subject fo the food safety requirements as stipulated in the
Public Health and Municipal Services Ordinance (Cap. 132).

Raw material quality, manufacturing processes and storage and transportation
conditions are key factors for maintaining the safety of prepared dishes.

Advice to Consumers
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Before purchasing, check expiration dates and the wholesomeness of the prepared dishes.
After purchasing, store prepared dishes according to the instructions on the packaging.

Before consumption, process prepared dishes according fo the instructions on the
packaging, including cooking time, cooking temperature, and cooking methods.

Read nutrition labels to make healthier food choices.

Advice to Trade

Obtain raw materials from approved and reliable sources.

Strictly adhere to Good Hygienic Practices (GHPs), and maintain good personal
and environmental hygiene in the production of prepared dishes.

Ensure that the cold chain is well maintained during the whole storage and
transportation process of prepared dishes as necessary.

Detailed instructions for handling the products, such as storage conditions, cooking
time, cooking temperature and cooking methods, should be indicated on the
packaging so that consumers can follow correctly.

Maintain proper trade records to facilitate source tracing when necessary.
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Understanding Total Diet Studies:
an Important Tool for Dietary Exposure Estimation
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Reported by Ms. Joey KWOK and Ms. Waiky WONG, Scientific Officers,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

Total Diet Studies (TDS) are infernationally recognised as an effective approach
for estimating population dietary exposure to a broad spectrum of chemicals
across the entire diet within one study. For decades, the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the World Health Organization
(WHO) have been actively promoting the global adoption of this comprehensive
approach. This article elaborates on the details of the implementation of TDS in
Hong Kong and their value in diefary exposure assessment.

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) conducted the First Hong Kong Total Diet
Study (1st HKTDS) during 2010-2014, and is currently conducting the Second
Hong Kong Total Diet Study (2nd HKTDS). The results of HKTDS provide a scientific
basis for food safety risk assessment in Hong Kong. In the international context,
HKTDS also provide valuable data on chemical levels in foods and the associated
population dietary exposure in this region. Being a WHO Collaborating Centre for
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https://www.who.int/teams/nutrition-and-food-safety/databases/global-environment-monitoring-system-food-contamination
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Risk Analysis of Chemicals in Food since 2010, the CFS will continue fo contribute
the relevant analytical data arising from HKTDS to WHO GEMS/Food.

Building on the foundation of the 1st HKTDS and global methodological
advancements in TDS, the 2nd HKTDS utilises these improved fechniques to ensure a
more comprehensive and reliable assessment of dietary exposure of the population
in Hong Kong. Notably, with the availability of a set of food consumption data acquired
for the younger population (aged 6-17) in 2023, dietary exposure assessment in the
2nd HKTDS can be extended to cover both the adult and younger populations.

The 2nd HKTDS is a large and complex project that systematically evaluate
population-level dietary exposure to chemical substances. It employs a rigorous
methodological framework comprising: (i) selection of representative foods,
designated as 187 TDS food items, based on local food consumption data that
reflect typical dietary patterns; (i) procurement of 2 244 individual food samples
throughout one year from the refail market across different districts and online sales
platforms in Hong Kong; (iii) preparation of foods using habitual methods (e.g.
washing, peeling, cooking) to simulate actual consumption; (iv) laboratory analysis
of over 130 selected chemical substances of interest; (v) estimation of dietary
exposure for the local population by integrating laboratory analytical results with the
latest food consumption data; and (vi) comparison of the dietary exposure estimates
against appropriate health-based guidance values to assess public health risks.

Unlike the routine food surveillance programme (FSP), HKTDS examine the
entire diet and differ from FSP in the following areas (i) food samples representing
the entire diet are included for sampling and testing; (ii) food samples are
prepared as for consumption to take into account the effects of kitchen processing
steps which may decrease or increase the levels of chemical substances present
in foods; and (iii) individual food samples are pooled into composite samples
for conducting laboratory analysis to reduce analytical costs. These distinctive
features enable HKTDS to generate more realistic dietary exposure estimates of the
local population.

The reports of the 2nd HKTDS are being prepared and published in phases.
As of June 2025, the reports on the results of comprehensive dietary exposure
assessment of sulphites and nitrate/nitrite have been released.

Sulphites

Sulphites have a long history of use in food production for their multifunctional
properties, particularly as preservatives and antioxidants. The 2nd HKTDS results
revealed that the estimated dietary exposure to sulphites of the local adult and
younger populations were well below the Acceptable Daily Intake (ADI) allocated
to sulphites by the Joint FAO/WHO Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA),
indicating low health concern.

Nitrate and nitrite

Nitrate and nitrite are part of the nitrogen cycle, and are ubiquitous in the
environment including soil, water, and air. The 2nd HKTDS results revealed that
the estimated dietary exposure to nitrate of the average and high consumers
of the overall local adult and younger populations fell within the range of ADI
values estimated for nitrate by the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), and
the estimated dietary exposure fo nitrite also fell below the ADI established
by JECFA and EFSA for nitrite, indicating the general population is unlikely to
experience any immediate health risks. Further reports from the 2nd HKTDS will
be released in 2025 and 2026 through the designated webpage.
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Figure 2. Components of TDS
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Warmer weather in summer raises the risk of foodborne illnesses, as higher
temperatures allow food to enter the Temperature Danger Zone (i.e. between 4°C and
60°C) where food poisoning microorganisms like Salmonella and Staphylococcus
aureus can thrive and proliferate quickly. High-risk foods such as sushi and frozen
confections are particularly vulnerable as they are ready-to-eat foods without further
heat treatment. Besides, bacteria such as Bacillus cereus can produce heat-stable
toxins if cooked food is left at room temperature for too long.

By maintaining proper storage temperatures and food handling practices, we
can reduce the risk of foodborne illnesses during the hot summer months. For
example, chilled and frozen food should be stored at or below 4°C and -18°C
respectively. Installing thermometers in chillers and freezers can help to monitor the
temperatures  of storage
compartments  regularly.
Hot food should be kept
at above 60°C. When food
has to be kept at room
temperature, strictly follow
the  2hour/4-hour _rule
to determine whether the
food should be safe to
keep, to eat or to throw
away.

Figure 3. Storing food at safe temperatures to ensure food safety
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Food Safety Day 2025: Preventing Cross-contamination
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Food Alerts to Consumers:
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Suspected Food Poisoning Alerts:

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) kicked off its annual Food Safety Day (FSD) with
the theme “Preventing Cross-contamination”, which aims fo raise awareness among
the public (including primary school students) and the trade of the importance of
proper hygiene and food handling practices in reducing foodborne illnesses. It echoes
the World Food Safety Day of the United Nations, which is annually on 7th June,
highlighting global food safety awareness.

Cross-contamination occurs when harmful bacteria are transferred from raw food to
cooked or ready-to-eat food, offen through contaminated hands, utensils, or surfaces.
To increase public awareness, the CFS will release a series of promotional activities
under FSD 2025, which include a thematic video, social media posts, interactive
quiz posts in the CFS WhatsApp group, educational and promotional materials and
talks. Key messages of these materials will cover the Five Keys to Food Safety and

proper hygiene practices, emphasizing (i) separating raw and cooked foods; (i)
using designated utensils and (iii) maintaining good personal hygiene as well as the
importance of handwashing. For further details, please visit the FSD thematic webpage.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (June 2025)
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http:/ /www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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