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Common Allergens with Food Safety Risk
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Reported by Dr. KH Kung, Principal Medical and Health Officer,
Risk Assessment & Communication Division and Ms Alam NG,
Scientific Officer, Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

Common food dllergens and prevalence of
food dllergy

Food allergy is a significant food safety concern.
Allergenic food is defined by the Codex Alimentarius
Commission (Codex) as a food (including ingredients, food
additives and processing aids) that can elicitimmunoglobulin
class E (IgE)-mediated or other specific immune-mediated
reactions in susceptible individuals.

Overall, more than 170 foods have been documented
as causing food allergies. According to Codex, the majority
of food allergies on a global basis are caused by a variety
of proteins in eight foods/ food groups and their derived
products. These include cereals containing gluten (i.e. wheat,
rye, barley, oats, spelt or their hybridised strains), crustaceans,
eggs, fish, milk, peanuts, soybeans and tree nuts (Figure 1).

FREONKBERYEEY The 8 most common food allergens

SRBHNRE

Cereals containing gluten

HRREEY
Crustaceans

\

RiE: BRRRLEAZRS

E]1 : B ZA9 \ABEEY

R\

Source : Codex Alimeritarius Commission

Figure 1: The 8 most common food allergens
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The Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations stated that approximately 220 million
people worldwide have food allergies. A review article
published in July 2025 quoted that food allergies affected
around 8% of children and 10% of adults in industrialised
countries, whereas epidemiological studies showed an
increasing prevalence worldwide with significant regional
differences. In Europe, self-reported prevalence varies from
less than 1% to over 10%. In North America and Northern
Europe, peanut and egg allergies are more common, while
shellfish and fish allergies dominate in Asia. In the Chinese
Mainland, a large-scale study revealed 5.8% of respondents
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reported adverse reactions to food and 4.3% reported food allergies. The eight most
common causative foods in descending order were shrimp, mangos, shellfish, eggs, fish,
beef, milk and mutton (prevalence between 1.22% and 0.25%). In Hong Kong, cross-
sectional surveys targeting Chinese children aged 2-7 years reported perceived food
allergy prevalence at 6.1%, 9.5% and 8.5% in 20062007, 20132014, and 2020-
2021, respectively. In the 2020-2021 study, the most common food allergen identified
was shellfish (1.99%), followed by egg (1.86%), peanuts (1.52%), milk (0.77%), fruits
(0.75%), fish and tree nuts (0.68% for each) and wheat (0.32%).

Amongst tree nuts, the most common ones associated with allergy, according to
Codex, are almonds, Brazil nuts, cashews, hazelnuts, macadamias, pecans, pistachios
and walnuts. While some people may consider coconut a tree nut and worry about a
potential allergy, it is noted that coconut is classified as a drupe (a fruit with a hard, stony
covering enclosing the seed with three layers), which is different from tree nuts like acorns
and hazelnuts that do not have fleshy or fibrous outer layers that drupes possess. Local
immunologists also highlight that coconut is not from the tree nut or peanut families, thus
may not trigger an allergy. Previous risk assessment of Food Standards Australia New
Zealand also concluded that allergy to coconut is rare and the risk of coconut allergies
in individuals allergic fo tree nuts is very low.

Related Food Safety Standards for Labelling

The prevention of allergic reactions relies on avoiding allergenic foods, making it
crucial to accurately label products and provide clear information to customers, and the
allergenic foods recommended by Codex form the basis of the global allergy labelling
system.

In Hong Kong, under the Food and Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations
(Cap. 132W), prepackaged foods must clearly specify the presence of certain allergens
within their ingredient lists and these include the aforesaid eight foods/food groups.
Upon reviewing the guidance from Codex and practice in major developed economies
and the Chinese Mainland, mandatory declaration of coconut as an allergen is not
required.

Recommendations to trade and the public

To minimise the risk of food allergy to susceptible individuals, the trade should
practise due diligence in labelling the presence or potential presence of allergens in
products, and preventing unintentional cross-contamination of products with allergens
present in other manufactured products. In the restaurant setting, when taking orders,
waiting staff can ask patrons if they have any food allergies and confirm with the cooks
whether the dishes contain the concerned allergens.

Members of the public are reminded to remain aware of their medical and family
history of food allergy and the specific symptoms of allergy (e.g., skin rashes and mucosal
swelling). Consumers, especially those with food allergy history, should read ingredient
lists diligently before purchasing or consuming prepackaged food products free of the
allergens concerned. Anyone experiencing adverse symptoms after consuming a food
product should seek medical advice promptly for further management.
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The Food Safety Guide to Near-Expired Foods
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Reported by Dr. Anna SP TANG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

In recent years, shops specialising in selling prepackaged foods that are nearing
expiry or have passed their “Best Before” dates have been seen in growing numbers. Are
these foods safe to eat? To help you shop smartly and eat safely, this article breaks down the
critical differences between “Best Before” and “Use By” dates. We will also provide practical
food safety tips for checking and handling these products at home, alongside a reminder of
the key food safety practices that trades must strictly follow.

Checking Expiry Date: Differentiate “Use by” Date vs. “Best before” Date

In Hong Kong, under the Food and Drugs (Composition and Labelling) Regulations
(Cap. 132W), prepackaged food shall be marked with an appropriate indication of the shelf
life of the food, labelled either as a “Use By” date or a “Best Before” date. These durability
periods are only valid for unopened products kept under proper storage conditions and
should be specified by the manufacturer.

“Use By” Date: indicates food safety. It applies o perishable foods (e.g. fresh milk and
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Use By Date

dairy products) that may deteriorate and become unsafe after a short period. Foods should
not be consumed after this date as they pose a health risk.

“Best Before” Date: indicates food quality rather than food safety. It appears on
shelf-stable foods (e.g. canned foods, prepackaged dried foods) and frozen foods. Food
may still be eaten past this date provided it has been properly stored under the intended
conditions , but quality may not be at its best.
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Both dates apply only to unopened products in intact packaging stored under proper conditions.
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Figure 2: “Use by” Date vs. “Best before” Date

Consumer’s Guide to Smart Purchase and Safe Consumption

Consumers should be aware of the inherent difference in these two types of date
marks. Never purchase or consume foods that have passed the “Use By” date. For food
beyond the "Best Before" date, exercise caution to check if there is visible deterioration or
irregularities such as the presence of mould, odd smell, discolouration, unusual product
separation, and check for any signs of insect or rodent infestation. Even when foods are
still within the marked durability periods, it is important to make sure the package is intact
and to check for any possible damage, tear or leakage. It would be a smart practice to
buy only when required and avoid overstock and prolonged storage, especially for near-
expired items.

Prepackaged food should be checked to ensure that they are properly labelled
with food names and ingredient lists, and with proper storage instructions, paying special
attention to the directions on how fo store the food once the package is opened and the
duration for safe consumption once opened. Foods should be brought home prompitly after
purchase and kept under recommended storage conditions at the right femperatures. Using
the “first-in-first-out” principle, foods should be organised so that near-expired products can
be used first. Consumers are advised to adopt the Five Keys to Food Safety to prepare foods

for safe consumption.

Responsibilities of Traders and Food Safety Practices

Under current regulations, it is an offence to sell any food after its "Use By" date
in Hong Kong. The food trade is reminded not to sell food or give away food after its
"Use By" date, and to ensure food sold after its "Best Before" date remains fit for human
consumption. Manufacturers have the responsibility to set the date mark, providing clear
information and storage instructions to consumers. They should consult technical experts
before assigning a "Use By" date or "Best Before" date to a food.

Traders should follow Good Hygiene Practice in their premises, maintain proper
temperature control, keeping the food under proper storage conditions with intact
packaging. Retailers are reminded fo put in place good inventory management and to
regularly check stock and remove from shelves any food items past the “Use By” date and
any products that are spoiled or deteriorated. Traders are advised to separate discounted
near-expired goods from regular stock with clear labelling so that consumers can make a
clear and informed choice.
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Safe Cooking of Pig Liver to Prevent Hepatitis E
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Consuming undercooked pig liver can transmit Hepatitis E, a viral infection
causing fever, nausea, abdominal pain, and jaundice. While usually self-limiting, the
disease poses severe, potentially fatal risks to individuals with pre-existing chronic liver
disease.

To ensure food safety, proper cooking is essential. The practice of dropping raw
pig liver slices into boiling congee or soup after turning off the heat is insufficient to
kill the virus. Food handlers and consumers must keep the heat source turned on and
cook sliced raw liver thoroughly, boiling or stirfrying for at least three to five minutes,
depending on the thickness. To make thorough cooking easier to achieve, the liver
should be cut into slices thinner than one centimeter. While the primary focus is on
safe pork preparation, research suggests Hepatitis E can also be transmitted through
confaminated shellfish, which must similarly be cooked thoroughly.

Ultimately, preventing foodborne illness requires strict adherence to good
personal and food hygiene. To support this, the CFS has prepared guides on "Practise
Food Hygiene to Prevent Hepatitis A and Hepatitis E" for the trade and consumers.
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Food Alerts to Consumers:
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Rapid Alerts to Trade:

In June, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) announced that beef samples collected
from a licensed food factory were found to contain sulphur dioxide, contravening
the provisions on the Preservatives in Food Regulation (Cap. 132BD). The CFS had
instructed the vendor to stop sales and dispose of the products concerned.

Under the provisions of Cap. 132BD, sulphites (including sulphur dioxide) can
be used in dried fruits, pickled vegetables and grape wines. However, it is not allowed
to be used in fresh, chilled or frozen meat.

Some vendors added sulphur dioxide to raw meat to delay oxidation and to
refain a desirable fresh meat colour. Sulphur dioxide is watersoluble and largely
removed during washing and cooking. However, it is also an allergen and may cause
adverse reactions, including asthmatic attacks, headaches, and nauseq, in susceptible
individuals. Consumers should purchase from reputable retailers.
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