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Preparing for Safe Barbecuing
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Reported by Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Barbecuing is a cherished outdoor activity during the cooler
months, providing a wonderful opportunity to enjoy delicious food
outdoors with family and friends. However, ensuring food safety
while barbecuing is essential to prevent foodborne illnesses. This
guide outlines how to prepare for safe barbecuing, covering aspects

from shopping for ingredients to cooking and serving.

Shopping for Ingredients

When shopping at supermarkets or shops, it is advisable to buy
frozen and chilled items, such as meat and seafood, last. This practice
minimises the fime these items spend at room femperature, thereby
reducing the risk of bacterial growth. Furthermore, keep raw meat and
seafood separate from other foods in your shopping cart. Always check
the expiry dates on packages.
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Figure 1: When barbecuing, cook foed thoroughly fo eliminate pathogens but avoid charring
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Defrosting

Complete defrosting of frozen items is an important step in
the preparation process. Barbecuing meat with icy spots can lead
to undercooking. When defrosting frozen food for BBQ, it should
be done in the chiller, where temperatures remain between 0°C and
4°C. Depending on the size of the meat, the defrosting process may
require an overnight period or longer. Avoid defrosting food at room
temperature, as this encourages the growth of harmful bacteria.

Marinating and Handling

Marinating your barbecue items can significantly enhance their
flavour, but it is vital to do so safely. Keep marinated food chilled in the
refrigerator. To prevent cross-contamination and maintain cleanliness,
always use separate utensils, such as tongs, forks, disposable gloves and
platters when handling raw food. When preparing salads or side dishes,
it is essential to wash fresh fruits and vegetables thoroughly under running
water before use and to pack them separately from raw food.

Packing and Transport

When packing, use separate, leak-proof containers for raw or
marinated foods to avoid cross-contamination. If you are transporting
food to another location, insulated coolers are an excellent option for
keeping items cold. Ensure that the food is packed securely to prevent
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/defrosting.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/defrosting.html
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spills, and use separate coolers for raw and ready-to-eat items. During transport, keep
your cooler out of direct sunlight and ensure that it maintains a temperature of 4°C
or below for perishable items. It is also important to limit the time food is left at room
temperature. Adhering to the “2hour / 4-hour rule” for cooked and ready-to-eat food is
advisable: food that has been left at room temperature for more than four hours should

be discarded.
Cook Thoroughly and Safely

Cooking food thoroughly is vital to eliminate harmful bacteria that can
cause illness. For most food, the internal temperature should reach 75°C for at
least 30 seconds. To ensure that food is thoroughly cooked, needle-type food
thermometers can be useful for checking doneness. If in doubt, it is better to cook
the meat a little longer than risk undercooking. Using foil to wrap food during
barbecuing can help retain heat while shielding the food from fumes emitted by
the heat source. Additionally, in order to reduce exposure to potentially harmful
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) from BBQ food, which may form when
food is in direct contact with flames or when melted fat drips onto heat sources
like hot charcoal, it is advisable to trim visible fat from meat before barbecuing,
partially cook the meat (e.g. by boiling) before barbecuing, avoid dripping fat
onto the charcoal, grill meat in foil packets to avoid contamination from smoke
and flame, place the meat further from the heat source when barbecuing to avoid
charring of meat, and to remove charred paris of food. In any case, the meat
should still be cooked thoroughly to eliminate pathogens.

Enjoy

Once everything is cooked, it is time to enjoy the meal, but a few final tips
should be kept in mind. Serve cooked food immediately after preparation. Always
use clean platters and utensils when serving to avoid cross-confamination. Although
barbecuing is a delightful experience, it is important to maintain a balanced diet that
includes plenty of vegefables and fruits. Overindulgence in barbecued items, which
offen contain more meat, should be avoided.

Key Points to Note:

1. Defrost frozen food completely by keeping it in the chiller overnight or
longer;

2. Prevent cross-contamination during packaging, storing, and handling;

Cook food thoroughly; and

4. Minimise exposure to PAHs from BBQ food by removing charred parts,
avoiding direct flame contact and preventing fat from dripping on the
heat source.

e

By following these guidelines and maintaining proper hand hygiene, you
can prepare for a safe and enjoyable barbecue. From shopping and defrosting to
cooking and serving, ensuring food safety is key to having a worry-free outdoor
feast. Enjoy your grilling while maintaining health and food safety.
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Lunch Bringers: Decoding the Risks and Safeguarding Your Health
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Figure 1: Lunch box with poached chicken, corn congee prepared with vacuum-insulated flask and ham sandwich.
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Reported by Ms. Melva CHEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Many people prefer to bring their own lunch to work, but a few slip-ups can
quickly turn it info a food safety risk. Below are three everyday stories where things
went wrong, and the lessons learnt.
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Temperature_Danger_Zone.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Food_thermometers.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_02_09.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_02_09.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Temperature_Danger_Zone.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Food_thermometers.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Food_thermometers.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_fc_02_09.html
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Phyllis, a marketing executive, loved the taste of silky Cantonese poached
chicken from last night's dinner. Wanting to enjoy it again, she packed the leftovers
with rice into her lunchbox and slipped it into her handbag for her two-hour commute.
At the office, she microwaved the chicken rice for only a minute without reheating it
thoroughly, as she wanted fo keep the chicken tender and juicy. By the next morning,
she developed fever, abdominal pain and diarrhoea.

The hidden risk: This was a chain of errors — the chicken portion involved might
have been undercooked to begin with, and can harbour various pathogens, which
can multiply rapidly while food sits too long in the temperature danger zone during
dinner and ftravel, and a short microwave blast often leaves cold spots, allowing
pathogens to survive. Salmonella is commonly found in undercooked chicken. It can
cause vomiting, diarrhoea, abdominal pain and fever. Symptoms are more severe in
the elderly and young children.

Tips: Cook chicken until the centre reaches 75°C or above, refrigerate leftovers
quickly, and use insulated bags with ice packs during transport. Always reheat food
thoroughly, stirring halfway to ensure it is steaming hot all the way through.

Helen, a software developer, liked the idea of saving time in the morning.
Before bed, she poured rice, comn, and boiling water into her vacuum-insulated flask,
imagining a hearty meal waiting for her at her desk. At lunch time, she opened it with
excitement — only to be hit by a sour smell. Disappointed, she poured it away, but in
truth, that sourness may have spared her from something worse.

The hidden risk: A vacuum-insulated flask is not a cooker. Overnight, the
congee entered the temperature danger zone of 4°C to 60°C, and the spores of
Bacillus cereus, typically found in rice that can survive boiling, might have produced
toxins. Meanwhile, corn contains natural sugars, which provide an ideal environment
for spoilage bacteria and yeasts fo grow. Luckily, the sour corn warned Helen not to
consume the congee because most pathogens such as Bacillus cereus and their toxins
that might be present in the rice congee would not be noticeable.

Tips: Keep hot food hot. Cook the congee until it is steaming hot. Pre-warm the
flask with boiling water before filling it, then seal it tightly to maintain the temperature.
Do not leave food in a flask overnight.

Simon, a construction site supervisor, often relied on sandwiches for his
convenience. The night before work, he made himself a ham sandwich but did not
wash his hands thoroughly beforehand. He stored the sandwich in the fridge and,
the next morning, grabbed it and placed it in the same bag with his hot coffee. By
lunchtime on site, he wolfed it down quickly before getting back to work. Not long
after, he was hit with sudden nausea and repeated vomiting that left him unable to
continue working that day.

The hidden risk: Staphylococcus aureus commonly lives on human skin, in
the nose, and on hands. When Simon prepared the sandwich without washing his
hands, the bacteria were transferred onto the ham. As the sandwich warmed up in
his bag, the bacteria multiplied and produced heat-stable toxins. These toxins cannot
be destroyed by reheating and are responsible for the rapid onset of symptoms —
typically nauseq, vomiting, sfomach pain, and sometimes diarrhoea — within just a
few hours of eating the contaminated food.

Tips: Always wash hands thoroughly before preparing food. Keep cold food
cold — store sandwiches in the fridge until eaten, and transport them with insulated
bags and ice packs. Do not pack cold sandwiches together with hot items. Never
eat sandwiches that have been left at room temperature for more than four hours.
Remember, once Staphylococcus aureus toxins form, they cannot be removed, even if
the food is reheated.

When bringing a packed meal, it is still essential to follow the Five Keys to
Food Safety: Choose fresh, safe ingredients; Clean hands, utensils, and surfaces;
Separate raw and ready-to-eat foods; Cook and reheat food thoroughly; and Safe
temperature: keep hot food hot (>60°C) and cold food cold (=4°C). For longer
transport, especially make sure food stays within safe temperature ranges by using ice
packs, insulated bags, or pre-warmed flasks. That way, your packed lunch fuels you
and keeps you going through the day.


https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/food_leg/files/Guidelines_Poached_Chicken_Consumer_c.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/foodsafety_bh_Salmonella.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_174_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_174_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/food_leg/files/5_keys_brochure_c.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/food_leg/files/Guidelines_Poached_Chicken_Consumer_e.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/food_leg/files/Guidelines_Poached_Chicken_Consumer_e.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/food_leg/files/Guidelines_Poached_Chicken_Trade_e.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/foodsafety_bh_Salmonella.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_174_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/food_leg/files/5_keys_brochure_e.pdf
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Raw Milk Cheese and Shiga Toxin-producing E. coli (STEC)
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In September 2025, the Centre for Food Safety urged the public not to
consume a batch of prepackaged raw milk cheese imported from France due to

possible contamination with Shiga toxin-producing E. coli (STEC) and instructed
traders to stop selling and recall the products.

E coli are part of the common flora found in the intestines of animals
and humans. Most of them are non-pathogenic, but certain strains can lead to
gastrointestinal illness; STEC is of particular concern. STEC can cause bloody
diarrhoea and life-threatening haemolyticuraemic syndrome (HUS), which damages
kidney blood vessels and can lead to kidney failure.

Some cheese producers continue to make raw (unpasteurised) milk cheese
because they believe it preserves traditional flavours that pasteurisation would
alter. Consumers must be aware that cheese made from raw milk poses inherent
risks of contamination with harmful bacteria (e.g. STEC, Listeria monocytogenes

and Salmonella). Susceptible populations, including pregnant women, infants and

young children, the elderly, and immunocompromised individuals, should avoid raw
milk cheese and soft cheeses of unknown pasteurisation status, or ensure they are
thoroughly cooked before consumption.
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Food Alerts to Consumers:

Dining out can be a delightful experience, but it is essential for people
who have food allergy to stay vigilant about food allergens. Many dishes
may contain hidden ingredients that can trigger allergic reactions, such as
gluten in bread or crustaceans and fish in sauces. Furthermore, allergen cross-
contamination from previous food preparation is possible if utensils and hands
are not thoroughly washed. Always inform your serving staff about any allergies
before placing your order. They can check with the kitchen team to learn more.

When shopping for prepackaged food, check out the ingredient list and
select allergen free alternatives. Other than looking out for common allergens
like eggs, milk, soybeans, nuts, sulphites, fish, crustaceans and gluten in the
ingredient list, also look out for any “may contain” statements that warn of
minute carry-over from previous production runs.

If you experience symptoms like swollen tongue, face or lips, breathing
difficulties or feeling unwell with generalised rash after eating, seek medical
help immediately. Remember, awareness is key to enjoying your meals safely.
For more information on allergens, visit the CFS website.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (September 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


https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/press/20250903_11811.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_173_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_214_03.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/multimedia_pub_fsf_123_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/consumer_zone/safefood_all/food_allergy.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/press/20250903_11811.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_173_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_214_03.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_high_risk_population.html
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