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Figure 1: Foods that are likely to be contaminated with norovirus, including shellfish, fruits (particularly berries), salads and sandwishes
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e Shellfish: Oysters and other bivalves, especially when consumed raw or
undercooked, can accumulate norovirus from polluted waters.

e Salads: Fresh produce, especially leafy greens, may be contaminated by polluted
irrigation water or during preparation.

e Fruits: Fresh fruits can become contaminated with unclean water or hands along
the food chain. Frozen berries, such as raspberries, were predominant in past
outbreaks, as freezing cannot kill norovirus.

Importance of Maintaining Good Environmental Hygiene

Good hygiene practices are crucial. Other than handwashing, surfaces in food
preparation areas must be cleaned and disinfected regularly. Norovirus can become
airborne during vomiting, making clean-up essential. When cleaning up vomitus or
stools, use a 1:49 household bleach solution for sanitation:

1. Wear protective gears, including disposable gloves and face masks. Use
disposable towels for cleaning up and avoid using mops.

2. Disinfect the contaminated area by applying the 1:49 bleach solution, leaving it
for 15 to 30 minutes to effectively inactivate the virus.

3. Rinse with water and dry the area.

4. Remove disposable gloves and wash hands thoroughly afterwards.

Prevention Strategies

To prevent norovirus infections, it is vital to control norovirus at both farm and
individual levels:

1. Cook Food Thoroughly: Ensure that shellfish are cooked to a higher core temperature
of 90°C for 90 seconds, or is boiled at 100°C until shells open, continuing for 3 to
5 minutes.

2. Muaintain Good Hand Hygiene: Wash hands thoroughly with liquid soap and water
for ot least 20 seconds and ensure that liquid soap and paper towels are readily
available for staff to use.

3.  Avoid Cross-Contamination: Use separate utensils and cutting boards for raw and
ready-fo-eat foods, and regularly clean and sanitise food preparation areas.

4. Educate and Monitor Food Handlers: Provide regular training on good hygiene
practices and the risks associated with norovirus. Staff should understand the
importance of adhering to good personal hygiene and proper food handling. Food
handlers who exhibit symptoms of infection, such as vomiting or diarrhoea, should
refrain from handling food until they have been symptom-ree for at least 48 hours.

In summary, norovirus poses a significant risk due to its ease of transmission. By
preventing the spread of norovirus from farm to fork and from person to person, one can
ensure food safety for all.
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Reported by Mr. Kenneth YIP, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Summer is a fun time filled with happiness, and tasty meals shared with family
and friends ranging at both indoor locations like schools and party rooms and outdoor
venues such as beaches and yachts. However, previous food poisoning outbreaks
at summer events starkly remind us that the increased volumes of food preparation,
large gatherings and extended meal times raise the risk of food poisoning outbreaks.
Common challenges including cross-contamination and improper storage temperatures
can easily turn celebrations into health hazards. In general, food poisoning organisms
grow well in summer, and the growth rate of microbial cells doubles when the
temperature increases by 10°C until it reaches the optimal growth temperature. The
optimal temperature for the growth of Vibrio parahaemolyticus and Staphylococcus
aureus are 37°C. This article will explore major food safety challenges during large
food gatherings in summer, and share practical tips to keep meals safe and fun for
everyone.
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Food preparation areas and kitchens offen handle a variety of items including raw,
ready-to-eat (RTE) and cooked foods. Cross-contamination can occur when these foods
are handled by using the same sets of utensils, kept in the same storage compartments or
processed in the same area in close proximity. Certain high-risk ingredients, such as eggs
contaminated with Salmonella or oysters carrying norovirus, pose significant food safety
threats if not handled and or processed properly. Contamination can also occur if food
handlers do not properly wash their hands during food preparation. The consumption of
contaminated food can lead to foodborne illness.

Another critical risk is improper temperature control, which allows food to remain
in the Temperature Danger Zone from 4°C to 60°C, which facilitates the proliferation
of food poisoning-causing bacteria. Large-scale food preparation in advance, incorrect
defreezing procedures and insufficient staff can lead to food ingredients being left at unsafe
temperatures for prolonged periods, especially in hot summer. In addition, some food
serving methods like party catering services may let food be displayed under
conditions lacking proper temperature control, if the food is not properly handled. Some
foods such as frozen confections may melt when they are stored at improper temperatures
while other foods may harbour pathogen growth without obvious signs of spoilage.

Inadequate or uneven heat treatment can also lead to the survival and growth of
microorganisms in foods affer cooking. Dishes prepared in bulk, such as thick cuts of
barbecued or smoked meats, may have undercooked portions underneath food surfaces.
Similarly, frying and microwave oven heating may fail to deliver sufficient heat penetration,
leaving portions of food at unsafe temperatures and allowing pathogens to survive and
proliferate.

To effectively minimise food safety risks,
implementing the Five Keys to Food Safety is essential:
(i) segregate food - store raw, RTE, and cooked items
separately (ideally in different refrigerators). If foods
share one unit, place raw foods in covered containers
below RTE and cooked foods; (ii) prevent cross-
contamination — use separate and dedicated utensils
for raw, RTE and cooked foods in different food
preparation areas with clear demarcation; ensure all
utensils and equipment are properly sanitised before
use; and (iii) wash hands — scrub with water and
liquid soap for 20 seconds thoroughly to maintain
good hand hygiene.
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Figure 2 : Five Keys to Food Safety

Maintaining safe food temperatures is critical to preventing spoilage and bacterial
growth. Store RTE and cooked foods not for immediate use at <4°C (cold foods) or >60°C
(hot foods). Defrost frozen foods only by moving them from the freezer to the fridge, placing
them under cold running water or microwaving. Never leave them at room temperature to
defrost. Adhere to the 2-hour/4-hour rule for food items in the Temperature Danger Zone
(4-60°C).
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To ensure foods are cooked thoroughly, insert a food thermometer into the centre
of the thickest part of the food (avoiding bones and container walls) to confirm the core
temperature reaches at least 75°C for at least 15 seconds. For oysters and shellfish, they
have to be heated to 90°C for 90 seconds or boiled at 100°C and continued for 3 to 5
minutes. The thermometer should not touch a bone or the side of the container. If no food
thermometer is available, cook or reheat food thoroughly, e.g., boiling soups and stews
for at least 1 minute and cooking eggs until the yolks are firm. When microwaving, stir
and rotate food between each heating cycle to eliminate cold spots and ensure even heat
distribution.
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Tiramisu is a popular chilled dessert that is often made with ladyfinger biscuits,
mascarpone cheese, cream, eggs, cocoa powder, sugar, salt, coffee and wine, efc.
Since tiramisu requires no baking and some recipes call for the use of raw eggs, local
cases of Salmonella food poisoning linked to the consumption of tiramisu are reporfed
from time to time.

Purchase ingredients from reputable suppliers. Ensure that ingredients are in
good condition and within the use-by dates during purchasing or receiving. Do not
use raw eggs in tiramisu, as raw eggs may carry Salmonella. Use pasteurised egg
products only instead. Store pasteurised egg products properly and use them soon
once opened. Do not top up baiches of pasteurised egg preparations or blend them
with any raw eggs. Maintain good personal and environmental hygiene to prevent
cross-contamination, since extensive manual handling is required during preparation.
Cover the finished dessert and store it at 4°C or below fo prevent spoilage. Visit the
Centre for Food Safety's website for the Trade Guidelines on Safe Production of Sweet
Food for details.
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Read Food Labels to Reduce the risk of Food Allergy
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Food allergy is a reaction of the body's immune system to some substances in
food. Even a very low level of an allergenic substance can trigger an allergic reaction
in susceptible individuals. The immune system normally protects the body from
pathogens, but in cases of food allergies, it mistakenly identifies some components
of food as threats. Common known allergens include gluten, crustacea, eggs, fish,
peanuts, soybeans, milk, tfree nuts and sulphite.

Symptoms of food allergy include swelling of the face, tongue or lips. In severe
cases, anaphylactic shock, an acute and potentially life-threatening allergic reaction,
can occur after exposure to allergens. To avoid allergic reactions from food, the public
should read food allergen information and ingredients on food labels carefully to
check for allergens of concern. The trade must follow requirements as listed in the Food
and Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations (Cap. 132W), which require that
prepackaged food be legibly marked or labelled with a list of ingredients. If a food
consists of or contains allergens, the name of the substance shall be specified in the
list of ingredients.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://www.cfs.gov.hk/englis!

/multimedia/multimedia_pu

/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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