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Reported by Ms. Melva CHEN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

As the year draws to a close, many people are planning
office functions, family dinners, and friends’ gatherings.
Many households will order some dishes and prepare others
themselves. These occasions often call for food safety as the
meals share several riskenhancing features: they are diverse
and may include high-risk cold or raw items; many are prepared
in large batches well ahead of time; foods may sit out for long
periods during the gathering; and some dishes such as whole
turkeys, oversized fish and lobsters are usually cooked only for
special occasions, meaning home cooks may be less familiar
with safe preparation. Below are the key risks to note:

Unfamiliarity with proper thawing and cooking times
for dishes like whole turkeys, large roasts, stuffed poultry,
steamed oversize fish or stirfried lobsters increases the risk of
undercooking and cross-contamination.

Plan so that things do not get rushed or flustered. Follow
manufacturer instructions carefully, especially for thawing and
cooking frozen turkeys. Use trusted recipe sources such as
reputable cookbooks or credible online platforms. Use a food
thermometer to ensure the thickest part reaches 75°C. Keep
everything clean and avoid cross-contamination, especially
from surfaces that touched raw meat, pouliry or seafood.
Wash vegetables and fruit before handling seafood, and clean
the sink afterwards.

Large batches take longer to cool, leaving food in the
temperature _danger zone (4-60°C) where bacteria multiply
quickly. This raises the risk of Clostridium perfringens in meats,
gravies, curries, stews and lo-mei, and Bacillus cereus in rice and
noodles—two common causes of party-related food poisoning,
as these bacteria are able to form spores that can survive cooking
and then germinate and multiply in warm environments.

Bring foods like soups and stews to a rolling boil to
ensure they reach 75°C or above. Keep cooked food above
60°C before serving, or cool within two hours by dividing into
shallow containers, improving air circulation, or using an ice-
water bath. Refrigerate promptly and reheat thoroughly.

Sushi, sashimi and raw oysters carry inherent risks.
They may contain pathogens such as Vibrio parahaemolyticus
Listeria monocytogenes, norovirus, hepatitis A and hepatitis E.

Choose safer options such as baked oysters or seaweed
rolls with cooked ingredients. Avoid raw seafood for susceptible
groups (pregnant women, young children, the elderly and the
immunocompromised).
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Use a thermometer to ensure the
thickest part reaches 75°C or above.
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Baked oysters and seaweed rolls with
cooked ingredients are safer options.
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Keep cold dishes and salads at or
below 4°C before serving.
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Figure 1: Risk reducing recommendations
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Tiramisu, mousse, homemade mayonnaise, Caesar dressing, egg
sandwiches and eggnog offen involve raw or lightly cooked eggs, which

may contain Salmonella.

Use pasteurised eggs or choose recipes that fully cook the egg components.
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Hot food should be held at above
60°C.

BUFR2ALEEFAENER
FEEREELREENHE -
Use pasteurised eggs for dishes
containing raw or undercooked eggs.
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Leftovers should be stored in lidded
containers in the refrigerator.
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Cold dishes like salads and
sandwiches involve peeling, cutting
and mixing but no heat step to
destroy bacteria. If mishandled,
cross-contamination may occur—
for example, Staphylococcus aureus
from hands. When foods sit out too
long, cold items warm up and allow
bacteria to grow.

Wash hands thoroughly, keep
cold dishes refrigerated until serving,
serve promptly, and discard food left
at room femperature for more than
four hours.

Purchase food from reputable
vendors. Premises selling restricted
foods (raw oysters, sushi, sashimi,
siuvmei and lo-mei) should have
the required licences or permits.
Choose pasteurised or fully cooked
egg dishes. When receiving ordered
foods, check that the packaging is
intact, hot foods are warm and cold
foods are chilled. If not consumed
immediately, refrigerate and reheat
thoroughly.

Store leftovers in clean, lidded
containers and refrigerate  within
two hours. Reheat thoroughly before
eating and avoid reheating more
than once. Discard any leftovers
kept in the fridge for more than three
days.

Atfention to these practices
helps keep meals safe.
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Understanding Perchlorate in Food
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Reported by Ms. Iris CHEUNG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

Perchlorate is an endocrine-disrupting chemical that disrupts thyroid function
by inhibiting iodine uptake, which is crucial for producing thyroid hormones es-
sential for metabolism and development. lts presence in drinking water and food,
along with its persistence in the environment from sources like agricultural fertilizers
and industrial waste, has increased awareness of its health risks. This article aims
to shed light on what perchlorate is, its potential health effects, and whether it
poses a significant health risk to the local population.
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Figure 2: Simplified representation of perchlorate inferference of iodine absorption
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What is Perchlorate?

Perchlorate is a chemical that exists both naturally and from human activities. It
forms naturally in the atmosphere and in certain minerals, but also comes from indus-
trial products like rocket fuels, fireworks and agricultural fertilizers. When these ma-
terials are not stored or disposed of properly, perchlorate can enter the environment.

Perchlorate dissolves readily in water and does not adhere to soil, allowing
it to travel quickly through groundwater, rivers and lakes over long distances. Its
chemical stability prevents it from evaporating, so it tends to stay in water systems
for long periods.

How Perchlorate Enters Our Food

Plants absorb perchlorate through their roots when grown in affected soil or
irrigation water, causing it to build up in crops like leafy vegetables and fruits. An-
imals may also ingest it through tainted water or feed, potentially transferring it to
products like milk. For people, primary exposure occurs through food (such as veg-
etables, fruits, grains, milk and tea) and drinking water that have been exposed to
contaminated sources.

The Health Effect of Perchlorate

When perchlorate is ingested, it is rapidly absorbed info the bloodstream and
distributes throughout bodily fluids, including blood serum, urine and breast milk.
The human body efficiently eliminates over 90% of ingested perchlorate within hours
through urinary excretion. However, excessive level of perchlorate may pose signif-
icant health risks, especially for vulnerable populations such as pregnant women,
young infants and individuals with iodine-deficient diets.

One major concern is that perchlorate can temporarily reduce iodine absorp-
tion in thyroid cells — the gland that regulates the growth and metabolism in our
bodies. lodine is essential for producing thyroid hormones. Normally, iodine enters
thyroid cells through dedicated pathways. However, because perchlorate closely re-
sembles iodine chemically, it can block these pathways when present in high levels.
This interference may lead to reduced levels of thyroid hormones in the blood, result-
ing in a condition known as hypothyroidism.

). =& perchlorate

The potential health effects of perchlorate become especially important for vul-
nerable subgroups when exposure exceeds typical dietary levels. Insufficient thyroid
hormone production can be particularly serious for developing babies, infants and
young children because these hormones are vital for normal brain development and
healthy physical growth. In adults, low thyroid hormone levels can disrupt metabolism
and impair various bodily functions, including those of the heart, digestive system,
muscles and reproductive organs.

Are We at Risk?

International food safety organisations such as the Joint Food and Agriculture
Organization / World Health Organization Expert Committee on Food Additives
(JECFA) and the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) have evaluated the safety of
perchlorate and established health-based guidance values (HBGV) for perchlorate
based on the inhibition of iodine uptake in human.

In Hong Kong, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) previously conducted a risk
assessment study on perchlorate in tea leaves and tea beverages, and concluded
negligible health risks from perchlorate exposure through these commodities. Given
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the attention perchlorate received abroad in earlier years, the CFS has selected per-
chlorate as one of the testing parameters in the Second Hong Kong Total Diet Study
(2nd HKTDS). Study results indicate that the dietary exposures to perchlorate for Hong
Kong adult and younger population remain well below the HBGVs set by internation-
al organisations and do not pose a health risk.

To reduce any risks from perchlorate exposure, people are encouraged to eat a
balanced and varied diet. This not only helps keep your overall health in good shape
but also lowers the chances of being exposed to contaminants like perchlorate from
eating just a limited range of foods.
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Consume Lap-mei in Moderation
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As the weather gets cooler, many people will enjoy the popular winter dish of
lap-mei (Chinese preserved meat like Chinese pork/liver sausages, preserved duck/
pork) cooked with rice in clay pots for their signature taste and aroma. The recent
CFS seasonal food surveillance project found that the test results for all 164 lap-mei
samples collected locally were satisfactory.

Traditionally, lap-mei is made using basic preservation techniques. Salt is add-
ed to draw out moisture, while nitrate is added to cure the meat not only to prevent
the growth of the toxin-producing pathogen Clostridium botulinum, but also to impart
the signature taste and reddish colour. Lap-mei is therefore typically high in salt and
contains nitrate and its metabolite nitrite, the excessive consumption of which should
be avoided. To keep this seasonal delicacy part of a balanced diet, pair them with
plenty of vegetables and fruits so that the tradition is complemented by good nutrition.
Infants are highly susceptible to nitrite toxicity and should avoid consuming lap-mei.

Raw oysters are popular food items for holiday gatherings. However, they pose
significant microbiological risks, as they are consumed uncooked and can accumulate
pathogens like Vibrio parahaemolyticus, norovirus, hepatitis A virus and hepatitis E
virus from the environment as a filter feeder. These pathogens can lead to serious
gastrointestinal illnesses and no current technology can guarantee pathogen-free raw
oysters. When consuming raw oysters, purchase only those that are intended for raw
consumption from reputable sources with relevant written permissions from the Food
and Environmental Hygiene Department and follow the CFS's recommendations on
oysters intended for raw consumption.

Susceptible populations, including pregnant women, young children, the elder-
ly, and individuals with weakened immune systems, should avoid consuming raw oys-
ters. It is advisable to cook oysters thoroughly by achieving an internal temperature of
at least 90°C for 90 seconds to ensure the destruction of potential pathogens within.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://www.cfs.gov.hk/englis!

/multimedia/multimedia_pul

/multimedia_y puB fsf.html
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https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_228_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_203_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_203_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_54_01.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/files/Understanding_the_Food_Safety_Risks_of_Oyster_c.pdf
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/whatsnew/whatsnew_act/High_Risk_Food_high_risk_population.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/consumer_zone/safefood_all/five_keys_apply_cook.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_firm/programme_tds_2nd_hktds_report_perchlorate.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_tds_2nd_hktds_report_perchlorate.html

