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Safe Preparation of Sauces to Prevent Food Poisoning
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Reported by Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Sauces are versatile and can enhance the palatability of many
dishes. However, food safety is of paramount concern especially
when it comes to the preparation of sauces. Food poisoning cases
involving different types of sauces, including meat sauces (e.g. pasta
sauces, chilli), gravies (e.g. curry sauces), dips (e.g. guacamole) and
egg-based sauces like mayonnaise and hollandaise sauce, have
been reported from time to time. This may be partially caused by the
tendency to prepare larger batches of sauces in advance, coupled
with slow cooling with uncovered pots left at room temperature. This
article explores common causes of food poisoning involving sauces
and offers practical tips on prevention.

1. Cook Sauces Thoroughly

Many common food ingredients can harbour pathogens from
the environment, e.g. Salmonella in meat and eggs, Bacillus cereus
in fruits, vegetables and herbs, Clostridium perfringens in gravies,
thick soups, cooked beans efc. Proper cooking (at least 75°C for 30
seconds) can kill the vegetative bacteria present. Avoid undercooking
as sauces that contain uncooked or lightly cooked components can
lead to survival of the bacteria.

To prevent survival of any pathogens in food in the first place,
it is important to cook the sauce thoroughly. If the recipe calls for the
use of raw eggs, raw milk or raw milk cheese, safer alternatives like
their pasteurised counterparts should be used instead.

2, Cool Sauces Rapidly

After the sauces are cooked thoroughly, they should either be
kept at above 60°C, or be cooled down quickly within two hours if they
are not intended for immediate use. Pathogens like Bacillus cereus and
Clostridium perfringens can form spores, which is a tough, dormant
form of the bacteria that can survive unfavourable conditions like
cooking and without nutrients. If cooked sauces stay in the "Temperature
Danger Zone" of between 4°C and 60°C for too long (e.g. the whole
pot of sauce left at the kitchen overnight to cool down, or sauces left
in an underheated steam bath for the whole afternoon), the heat-
resistant spores of the pathogens can germinate. They can then multiply
rapidly with less competition as most other microorganisms were killed
during cooking. Once ingested, these bacteria can produce toxins
inside human intestine leading to food poisoning with gastrointestinal
symptoms. Bacillus cereus can also produce toxins in food and form
protective spores when warmed. Therefore, reheating alone cannot
render the sauces that are contaminated with spores and toxins safe.

To cool down sauces rapidly, one can take reference from
Figure 1 below, where sauces are cooled to 20°C or below within
two hours and then cooled further to 4°C in a refrigerator within two
to four hours. There are also ways to help speeding up the cooling
process, which include preparing sauces in smaller batches, putting
the sauce in shallow, covered containers in an area with good air
circulation, and placing pans of hot sauces in an ice water bath with
stirring. Keep the sauce separate from raw food during cooling. Blast
chilling, where smaller portions of food are rapidly chilled to 4°C
within 1.5 hours with the use of special chillers, can also be used
where available. Sauces should be marked with production date
labels and stored separately from raw food in the refrigerator at 4°C
or below. Apply the first-in-first-out (FIFO) principle to stock rotation.
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not just warming them up. Reheat the sauce until full
boil or the temperature reaches at least 75°C. Reheat
only once and do not put the reheated sauce back
in the fridge afferwards. Only after the sauce has
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3.  Reheat properly; and
4. Prevent cross-contamination.
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FEEIE il In conclusion, preventing foodborne illnesses
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i and diligence in the kitchen. By adhering to safe
1 BESRR; cooking and food handling practices and employing
2. REAA; rapid cooling techniques, one can significantly
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is not only delicious but also safe for consumption.

mEmS  cEEnARERRmEnR | Sl (ERNSRAEERE0R - Ak
s | A AETEN RS TS e B EBARMEN/NSANEE AN ERETIE ) - BHARIEETHREZ MERTSE -
% - OESERSNSENEYEESE - O Figure 1: Sauces should be cooked thoroughly (to at least 75°C for 30 seconds) and cooled quickly
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Reported by Ms. Melva CHEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

A soft meal (also known as care food in healthcare and caregiving
settings) refers to food with a modified texture for individuals who experience
eating difficulties, such as the elderly, those recovering from surgery, or those with
chewing, swallowing, or digestion difficulties. With an ageing population, the
demand for soft meals has surged. To enhance their appearance and faste, some
soft meals are thickened and moulded into familiar shapes, such as chicken wings
and broccoli florets. Soft meals play a vital role in maintaining the nutrition and
well-being of those who rely on them. However, food safety is equally important, as
many soft meal consumers, especially the elderly or people with health problems,
are more vulnerable to foodborne diseases.

The typical preparation process of a soft meal is shown in Figure 2. After
cooking, soft meals may be: (1) served immediately, (2) stored for later use, (3)
moulded and stored for later use, or (4) moulded and served immediately. To follow
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the advice of health professionals, soft meals often require additional handling
steps such as mashing or pureeing, making hygienic practices crucial to prevent
cross-contamination. Since soft foods are usually prepared and stored in advance
for later use, their smooth and moist texture can create an ideal environment for
bacterial growth, so temperature control is crucial to ensuring food safety.

Manufacturers should consider the unique characteristics of soft meals:
vulnerable consumers, the use of multiple processing equipment, and a high-
moisture final product when developing HACCP plans to ensure that potential risks
are properly identified and managed. Likewise, care centres and home preparers
should follow safe food handling practices,
and those purchasing pre-packaged soft
meals must adhere to the storage and
cooking instructions on the food label.

Applying the Five Keys to Food

Safety in Soft Meal Preparation
Safe food handling practices can be

N 5 BRI summarised by the Five Keys to Food Safety:
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Figure 2: Flow chart of the preparation of soft meals
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Blending with soup, oils,
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Cooking
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Cold storage
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v
v
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Reheating (275 ‘C)

ingredients: Use fresh ingredients and avoid
processed foods high in salt or sugar. Hard
(nuts, seeds), sticky (glutinous rice), or fibrous
(celery stalk, tough meat, dried fruit) items
are unsuitable as they are difficult to blend
smoothly and may pose choking hazards.
Follow the advice of health professionals for
individual dietary needs.

2. Keep everything clean: Wash
hands thoroughly before and after handling
food. Soft meals often require repeated
blending, so residues can easily contaminate
later batches. Clean and sanitise blenders,
food processors, sieves, moulds, knives, and
utensils immediately after use.

3. Separate raw and cooked foods:
Use separate utensils, chopping boards,
and blenders for raw and cooked foods to
prevent cross-contamination. Store prepared
soft meals in covered containers away from
raw foods.

4. Cook  thoroughly:
undercook food (e.g. soft-scrambled eggs)
simply to make it soft, or lightly warm soft
meals just fo maintain their shape—these
temperatures are insufficient fo kill bacteria.
Ensure food reaches a core temperature of
at least 75°C during cooking and reheating.
Always cook meats and vegetables before
mashing or pureeing, as grinding raw meat

Never

can spread bacteria. When raw vegetables are mashed, cell damage releases the
enzyme nitrate reductase, which converts naturally occurring, non-toxic nitrate into
nitrite. Excessive nitrite can pose health risks. Cooking before blending inactivates
this enzyme, preventing nitrite formation. After pureeing and mixing, bring the food
to a boil again, especially if it is not served immediately, to destroy any bacteria
introduced during processing.

5. Maintain safe temperatures: Soft meals prepared in advance for later use
should be refrigerated at 4°C or below, or frozen at -18°C or below. Label each
batch with the preparation date and follow the first-in-irst-out principle. Soft meals
for immediate consumption should be served right after cooking and/or moulding
and kept above 60°C. Moulded soft foods should be set quickly to prevent the
growth of harmful bacteria in the temperature danger zone (4°C- 60°C). Discard
any soft meals left at room temperature for more than two hours. Always measure
temperatures with a food thermometer and never use expired or spoiled food.

By following proper food handling practices, manufacturers, caregivers, and
home preparers can ensure that soft diets remain safe, appetising, and nutritious.
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Beware of Ciguatera Fish Poisoning
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Earlier in September 2025, the Centre for Health Protection reported a
suspected local case of ciguatera fish poisoning (CFP) after two persons consumed a
coral trout, one of whom was hospitalised in serious condition.

CFP is caused by consumption of cerfain coral reef fish contaminated with
ciguatoxins, which originate from toxic algae. Symptoms can include abdominal
pain, diarrhoea, and neurological effects such as dizziness and numbness. Acute
symptoms appear from half to 24 hours after consumption. CFP also has a unique
symptom of hot and cold reversal — a burning sensation induced by contact with cold
objects. In some patients, symptoms can persist for years. It may also recur from time
to time, triggered by eating certain foods (e.g. alcohol, nuts, dairy products and fish),
or other factors like intense physical activity and sun exposure.

To prevent CFP, it is advisable to limit the consumption of large coral reef fish,
particularly avoiding their head, skin, and internal organs where toxins accumulate.
Seek medical attention immediately if symptoms arise. Source fish from reputable
suppliers and maintain strict records to ensure food safety.

“Prepared dishes” is a relatively new term without a standardised international
definition. Generally, it refers to foods made from one or more ingredients that are
partially or fully cooked beforehand and need only reheating or simple finishing
before serving. Many familiar items, such as soft-centred eggs and spicy crayfish fall

under this category. Their convenience makes
‘é‘ them popular with both consumers and food
business operators (FBOs), but this popularity
raises food-safety concerns.

%
R

Prepared Dishes

All food items sold in Hong Kong, whether
they are “prepared dishes” or not, must comply
with food safety regulations. FBOs are required
to maintain good hygiene and follow best
practices o manage risks. The Centre for Food
Safety has issued guidance on Prepared Dishes
emphasising hygiene and proper temperature
control to help FBOs implement effective safety
measures and fo advise consumers on correct
handling and storage.
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