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

Not everyone buys vegetables daily. It is common for
consumers fo purchase vegetables in advance and store them
for several days or even weeks. As vegetables are consumed
regularly, many people are concerned about how fo keep them
fresh while ensuring food safety. This article will discuss several
common storage mistakes in daily life and suggest practical tips.

Some people wash vegetables
immediately after purchase and store them wet in airtight
plastic bags or sealed containers. This practice traps moisture,
creating a humid environment that encourages the growth of
bacteria and mould. Leafy greens, in particular, may become
slimy and spoil more quickly.

Vegetables should be washed only
right before cooking or consumption. If washing is necessary
in advance, they must be thoroughly dried. Place them in
perforated bags or non-airtight bags lined with a paper towel
to absorb excess moisture, then store in the refrigerator's crisper
drawer. To remove dirt and soil from root vegetables before
storing them, use a brush or paper towel.

Wrapping fresh vegetables in a
newspaper is an old practice based on its effective moisture-
absorption. However, printing inks contain hazardous chemical
compounds, including solvents, pigments and binders. They
may transfer to the surface of the vegetables if they are wrapped
with newspapers and may not be easily detected by the naked
eye. Prolonged exposure to these chemicals may pose potential
risks fo human health.

Wrap vegetables with a white cloth
or paper fowel before putting them in perforated bags or non-
airtight bags. Rinse thoroughly before cooking.

Most tree fruits, such as apples and pears,
produce ethylene gas, a colourless, odourless and natural plant
hormone gas, which accelerates ripening. When stored together
with ethylene-sensitive vegetables like leafy greens, broccoli and
cucumbers, this gas speeds up yellowing, wilting and spoilage.

Store ethylene-sensitive vegetables
separately from ethylene-producing fruits (see figure). In
practice, put fruits in a basket and place them in a cool and
dry place, or bag the fruits before storing in the refrigerator.

Vegetables that do not require
refrigeration are generally hardy, thickskinned, or root
vegetables like potatoes, sweet potatoes, taro roots, winter
squashes, garlics, onions and shallots. Refrigeration offen
causes them to lose flavour, develop off-textures or spoil faster.
Furthermore, refrigerating potatoes causes starch to naturally
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Some Ethylene-producing Fruits
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convert info reducing sugars, causing an increase in the formation of potentially harmful
acrylamide when they are cooked at high temperature such as frying and baking.

Store the above-mentioned vegetables at room temperature in a
cool, dry and well-ventilated place, away from direct sunlight.

Some people prepare their own frozen vegetables (such as peas,
corn, broccoli, cauliflower etc.) at home. Freezing vegetables without blanching does not
sfop enzyme activities. As a result, colour, texture and flavour deteriorate over time, even
when frozen. Blanching reduces microbial load on the surface and inactivates enzymes,
which improve the safety and quality of the vegetables during frozen storage.

Vegetables suitable for freezing (such as peas, corn, broccoli,
cauliflower etc.) should be blanched briefly (2 to 3 minutes) in boiling water, then
rapidly cooled in ice water before freezing. Whether frozen vegetables are store-bought
or homemade, they should be cooked before consumption to reduce the risk of Listeria
monocytogenes and other foodborne bacteria.

Storing cooked vegetables at room temperature for a prolonged
period without refrigeration not only increases microbiological risk, but also poses a risk of
conversion of natural nitrate into toxic nitrite, which may lead to methaemoglobinaemia (“blue
baby syndrome”) in infants. Yet, at refrigerated temperature (0°C to 4°C), the conversion
rate of nitrate to nitrite in cooked vegetables decreases.

Refrigerate cooked vegetables as soon as they are cooked and
cooled down, and reheat thoroughly before eating.

Proper vegetable storage is not complicated, but it requires awareness. Ultimately, buying
vegetables on an “as needed” basis minimises the need for long-term storage and helps
reduce food waste, making daily consumption safer and more sustainable.
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Photo: It is better to sfore ethylene-
producing  fruits  (apples,  pears,
peaches, nectarines, papayas, and
cantaloupes) separately from ethylene-
sensitive vegefables (spinach, letfuce,
celery, broccoli, cucumbers, asparagus
and carrofs) to prevent premature
deferioration of vegetables.

— L O EBURRIERSE

Some Ethylene-sensitive Vegetables
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Reported by Ms. Jacqueline FUNG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre of Food Safety

Have you ever thought about whether what we eat really matters2 From the food
safety perspective, it is about risk assessment. Food consumption dataq, i.e. types and
amounts of food that people eat, collected through food consumption surveys (FCS),
is essential in food safety assessments. By analysing food consumption data with the
levels of chemical substances in food, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) quantifies the
population’s dietary exposure to specific chemicals to assess the potential food safety risk
to the population.

Food consumption information can be collected in different ways, ranging from
using food balance sheets to obtain an overview of food availability to collecting food
consumption information of individuals to assess contaminant exposure or nutrient intake.
To collect comprehensive food consumption data in Hong Kong, the CFS adopted two
individual dietary assessment methods - 24-Hour Dietary Recall (24HDR) and Food
Frequency Questionnaire (FFQ).

24HDR is a widely used method for collecting dietary data in the Chinese Mainland,
the USA, the UK and Australia. During a 24HDR, which is a structured interview lasting
about 30-45 minutes, a trained interviewer assists a respondent to recall information on all
food and beverages consumed on the previous day. Dietary information to be collected
extends beyond the food names and the amounts consumed. Probing questions covering
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Figure: Workflow of the interviews of food consumption surveys

and data collected

public health in Hong Kong.

food type (e.g. full-cream vs low-fat milk, brand
name), preparation methods (e.g. deepried,
airfried), additions (e.g. dipping sauces,
sugars added at the table) and commonly
forgotten food items (e.g. snacks consumed
between meals) are used to elicit detailed
information on food consumed. Considering
day-to-day variations in food intake and to
obtain a more representative food consumption
estimate, 24HDR is often administered on two
or more non-consecutive days.

Despite its strengths, 24HDR may not
adequately capture infrequently consumed food
ifems (e.g. mooncakes) or foods with specific
interest (e.g. swordfish, due fo concerns about
potential presence of metallic contaminant).
To obtain a comprehensive picture of dietary
intake, food frequency questionnaire (FFQ) is
often used in conjunction with 24HDR. In FFQ,
respondents report the frequency and portion
size of consumption of a predefined list of foods.
Surveys using 24HDR together with FFQ provide
complementary information that enhances the
robustness of estimates of a usual diet.

The CFS conducted the First Hong
Kong Population-based Food Consumption
Survey (1stHKFCS) in 2005 to 2007 covering
individuals aged 20 to 84, which was Hong
Kong's largest and most comprehensive FCS
at the time. Due to changes in dietary habits
and different dietary patterns among population
subgroups, the CFS conducted the Second Hong
Kong Population-based Food Consumption
Survey  (2ndHKFCS) in 20182020 on
respondents aged 18 and above, followed by
the Food Consumption Survey in the Younger
Population (FCSYP) in 2021 to 2022 focusing
on diefary intake of respondents aged 6 to 17.

Reports of these surveys are available
on the CFS website, and summary results are
available on DATA.GOV.HK for academic
and public use. The findings of these surveys
have been widely applied in food safety risk
assessments conducted by the CFS, including
the Total Diet Study. Food safety risk assessment
results provide a scientific basis for the CFS
to craft risk communication messages and to

devise and implement suitable risk management measures, which in turn help to safeguard

With changes in people’s eating habits and the availability of new foods, the CFS
is planning the next food consumption survey to ensure that food consumption information

AYEE BRI AN F Rl T /RS remains reliable and up-fo-date to support day-to-day risk assessment work.
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The CFS applies FCS findings in its food safety risk assessment work. Take the
presence of metallic contaminants in food as an example. These are natural substances
ubiquitous in the environment, which can be taken up by plants, animals and aquatic
life that we consume, and are unavoidably present in our food. Long term excessive
exposure to these metallic contaminants may affect our health. Since the presence of
these contaminants is almost unavoidable, how can we figure out if the levels cause
adverse effects? Risk assessors compare the exposure of these metallic contaminants
a person would get from foods, based on the levels detected and the consumption
amount of various foods from FCS data, and then compare the exposure calculated
with the health-based guidance values (HBGVs) of these contaminants to evaluate the
actual impact on health, as detailed in a previous article.



https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_Survey.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_2nd_Survey.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_2nd_Survey.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_yp2021-22.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_yp2021-22.html
http://data.gov.hk
http://data.gov.hk
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_firm/programme_tds.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/rc/rc.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_Survey.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_2nd_Survey.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_firm/programme_fcs_yp2021-22.html
http://data.gov.hk/
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_firm/programme_tds.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/rc/rc.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_216_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_194_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_216_02.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf_194_02.html

ﬁ q@ g“z 2 % f%lj TETRETR B °H=1HhH February 2026 « 235th Issue

Food Safety Focus

TIEDIEIRS «

Norovirus in Oysters for Raw Consumption

E2026FE25#E  AEBEERES=HARSEARNEY Since February 2026, there has been a series of food poisoning cases linked
DEEZ . SRSEMES - BERM  BYES DL DTS to the consumption of raw oysters supplied by several suppliers. In response, the CFS
PHEEE P A "B TREE

S iy e - - instructed the trade to stop the import and sale of implicated products while tracing
AELENRLESSER - RAREMESRALE - RYIR and festing continues. The Food and Environmental Hygiene Department has carried

BREEEDBSRERIGHTE - MKERBAL 200/ H out special operations in various districts and stepped up inspections to over 1 200
ELXBNEYEER - KENEHBERTRE - EHIER & food premises selling oysters across Hong Kong. Related inspections focused on the
BAGE G ABEE . DR IEEARES A% - ate  storage temperature and hygienic conditions, verifying source documents and health

MR ~ IR A S R S AL BN R - certificates, collecting samples for testing, as well as providing immediate advice on
s A R E B R . H AR E food storage, handling and environmental hygiene.
% DEG/OSESHTNE  AMSER . fRERa=8E . Norovirus — infectious at very low levels, resistant to freezing and more commonly

SR A ST K T - B I R A M e identified in winter — is a key pathogen of concern in raw oysters. The virus can persist in

_ _ contaminated water and accumulate in filterfeeders like oysters. Susceptible populations
- B BeEasEEEY 2 ) - WiEERZ . o . . .
M- BRALRERERSEREY (OREE) - WEERE should avoid consuming high risk foods including raw oysters and select safer alternatives.

EZHERM - KRERREECHERA - RFEHNFEELE  The Trade should ensure thorough cooking, keep hands clean and prevent cross-
ZiE - UMHERYSHR - BYEBASEHRIEMHEEESE contamination. Food handlers with symptoms like vomiting or diarrhoea should refrain
W EEIEEEEY  BEERERHEEEDASNE - Z2FMAE  from handling food until symptomree for at least 48 hours. Further guidance on oysters
TREYEEONEE - LY IEMAERIES - for the frade and the public is available on the CFS webpage.
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Is the Colour in Purple Sweet Potatoes Safe to Eat?

BEANELELBENEEEAMIREM Some people suspect that purple sweet potatoes
B AEaB -BEF . SBOBESEKAKIE have colour added and unsafe to eat. Purple sweet potatoes

naturally contain anthocyanin, a vibrant pigment that can
give plants different colours depending on pH. Anthocyanin
looks red when acidic, purple when neutral and blue when
alkaline. Anthocyanin is also found in many foods of plant
origin like berries, cherries, peaches, grapes, pomegranates,
plums, black currents, apples (skin) and dark vegetables like
eggplants (skin), red cabbages, red onions, black rice and
black beans. Colourful crop varieties like red broccoli, red
potatoes efc. are selectively bred for their attractive hues,
increasing their appeal fo consumers without dying them.
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During boiling or washing, it is normal for some of
these water-soluble pigments to leach out, which may stain the
water or one’s hands. However, this is a natural phenomenon
of purple sweet potatoes and there is no need for any undue
concern while enjoying purple sweet potatoes.

EBARTRBED  BNEHEKEUER
BUEBRERRS  UEESSKNEFREER W —
& AT EREOCEBNRARE - ARE g gogy
SHRREZSENED - Hlustration: Purple sweet potatoes
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