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Reported by Dr. Violette LIN, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

In early July 2013, a newspaper reported that some
infant formulae in the Mainland contained trans fats at
0.4-0.6g/100g powder that could lead to heart disease
and should be avoided by infants. The China Food and
Drug Administration subsequently issued a statement
noting that the levels of trans fats in over 10 000 samples
of Mainland-produced (0.019-0.574g/100g) and
imported (0.024-0.367g/100g) formulae for infants and
young children were within national and international
safety standards.

What are Trans Fats and Where Do They Come
From?

Trans fats are unsaturated fats with at least a double
bond in trans configuration. Trans fats can come from
natural sources or be formed during food processing.

Natural trans fats occur at low levels in milk and
milk products (e.g. cheese, butter), meat of ruminants
(e.g. cattle, sheep, goats), and in human breastmilk. In
ruminants, small amount of trans fats may be formed when
microbes in the animal’s stomach convert unsaturated fats
to saturated fats. Depending on the breed, the feed and
the season, dairy and beef fat typically contain trans fats
at 3-6% of total fat.

Trans fats may be formed during the hydrogenation
process of vegetable oils for producing the semi-solid
and solid fats that are widely used in food manufacture
and catering outlets (e.g. margarines, biscuits, pastries).
These partially hydrogenated oils, which are relatively
inexpensive, can increase the shelf life and enhance
the texture of the food. Low levels of trans fats may
be generated when refining vegetable oils at high
temperatures.

Why Do Trans Fats Appear in Infant Formulae?

The trans fats detected in infant formulae are likely
from milk fat and vegetables oils (see lllustration). Since
trans fats are endogenous components of milk fat, the
Codex Alimentarius Commission (Codex) allows the use
of milk fat in infant formulae and accepts up to 3% of
total fatty acids from trans fats. However, according to
Codex standard, commercially hydrogenated oils and
fats shall not be used in infant formulae.

How Does Excessive Trans Fats Intake Affect
Health?

Excessive frans fats intake increases the risk for
coronary heartdiseases (CHD) through raising low-density
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lipoprotein cholesterol and decreasing high-density lipoprotein cholesterol in
the blood. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
suggests children aged 2-18 years and adults to have less than 1% of daily
energy intake from trans fats from ruminant and industrially-produced sources.
This is because there is convincing evidence that trans fats from commercial
partially  hydrogenated
vegetable oils increase risk
of CHD. However, currently
there is no evidence that
trans fats intake has a
safety issue in normal
infants 0-24 months old.
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Trans fats are not
synthesised by the human
body and are notrequired
in the diet. Whilst natural
trans fats cannot be
0 removed entirely from
the diet, their intake is
low in most populations
worldwide and to date
there is no conclusive
evidence supporting an
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association between CHD
risks and the amount of
natural trans fats usually
consumed. In contrast, trans fats formed during food processing have
no health benefits but clear risks to health.

How to Avoid Trans Fats in the Diet?

The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends that energy
intake from total fat should be limited, and fat consumption should be
shiffed away from saturated fat to unsaturated fat and towards the
elimination of trans fats. The Centre for Food Safety has been studying
the trans fats content in various foods. The Nutrition Information Inquiry
System or the information in the nutrition labels can help consumers to
choose foods with no or lower trans fats.

Even though natural trans fats are present in small amounts in both
infant formulae and breastmilk, WHO advocates breastmilk as the ideal
natural food for the healthy growth and development of infants. The
Department of Health encourages parents to exclusively breastfeed
infants for the first six months of life and then provides complementary
foods while breastfeeding continues for up to two years of age or
beyond.

Key Points to Note:

+ Low levels of trans fats can be present in infant formulae from
milk fat and vegetable oils.

e |t is normal to find small amount of trans fats in infant
formulae.

« Currently, there is no evidence showing that trans fats in infant
formulae could lead to heart disease in infants.

Advice to the Consumers

1. Breastmilk is the ideal food for the healthy growth and development
of infants.

2. When it is necessary to choose infant formulae, purchase them from
reliable sources.

Advice to the Trade

1. Apply good manufacturing practice when producing infant
formulae.

2. Obtain infant formula supplies from reliable sources which comply
with Codex requirement for trans fats content.
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http://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/nutrientrequirements/fatsandfattyacids_humannutrition/en/index.html
http://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/nutrientrequirements/fatsandfattyacids_humannutrition/en/index.html
http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/diet/zh/index.html
http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/diet/en/
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_n_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/programme/programme_rafs/programme_rafs_n_01.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/nutrient/indexc.php
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ERMNERYS O — ZHBIFEES ?
Blemish on Genetically Modified Foods or Not?
— Take a Closer Look

Reported by Dr. Ken CHONG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section,

Centre for Food Safety

From time-to-time, there are news reports on the safety of genetically
modified (GM) foods that cause ripples of concern among consumers.
You may recall news reports on rats showing big tumours affer being fed
with GM corn, or another story that children were fed with unapproved
GM rice for research purpose. Are these reports showing that GM foods
are not safe? We will discuss it in this issue.

Criticisms on Scary Findings

GM food is a controversial subject. Consumers are probably scared
by studies on animals fed with GM food presented certain adverse effects
like enlarged organs, dysfunction of organs, cancers, etc. Researchers
of these studies attributed these effects to the intake of GM food. Yet,
these studies have been criticised by scientists or national food safety
authorities, that there were flaws in the study design, result analysis and
interpretation.

Some common criticisms include small sample size, incorrect use
of statistical analysis and insufficient evidences on the alleged adverse
effects. Small sample size cannot exclude the possibility of occurrence of
adverse effects by chance alone, especially for carcinogenicity studies.
Statistical analysis is generally conducted to see if the observed effects
are random occurrence or biological variation, while unconventional
methodology was incorrectly adopted by some researchers. In addition,
some studies did not provide further supporting evidence of the observed
effect. These all can lead to invalid and misleading conclusion.

Limitations of Animal Feeding Studies

In fact, animal studies using the whole
GM food has its limitations. Different from
the testing of food additives or pesticides
which are chemically defined, whole foods
are complex mixtures of compounds that
varies in composition and nutritional value.
In addition, the food being studied may not
be the usual diet of the animal subject, and
the incorporation of such food in the diet has
to be decided properly to avoid nutritional
imbalance.

That said, animal feeding studies
on GM foods may be used under certain
circumstances. For example, these studies
may be conducted to demonstrate the
nutritional benefit as well as to detect
unintended effects resulting from feeding
with GM plant with fortified nutrients.

Unethical Research Instead of Safety Assessment

Apart from animals, human subjects may also be recruited for studies
on GM foods. In both cases, ethical approval is required. There was
an incident in which a group of researchers was accused of carrying out
a study in healthy schoolchildren by feeding them with fortified GM rice
without ethical approval. The GM rice, known as golden rice, is yellow
in colour because of the enhanced B-carotene (pro-vitamin A) content by
genetic modification. This GM rice can potentially alleviate the problem
of insufficient vitamin A intake in the population in some developing
countries. Currently, golden rice has not yet passed the safety assessment
by national food safety authorities, and hence, has not been proven safe
for human consumption. However, it may be submitted for assessment in
the future and sold in the market after evaluation and approval. As the
product has fortified nutrient, additional nutritional assessment would be
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required fo assess the consequences of the change and whether the nutrient
intakes are likely to be altered by the introduction of such food into the food

supply.
Safe or Not

Consumers may wonder if GM foods in the market are safe. To ensure the
safety of GM food, many food safety regulatory authorities have implemented
safety assessment for it and the World Health Organization also recommends
setting up a regulatory framework for safety assessment of GM food. In view
of the increase in the variety of GM food, it has been proposed fo introduce
a pre-market safety assessment scheme of GM food in Hong Kong. We will
go more into the proposed scheme in the last issue of this series.
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Cadmium in Fan Scallop

Last month, the local media reported that fan scallops sold in local markets
and restaurants were found to be contaminated with cadmium.

Cadmium is a naturally occurring metallic element in the Earth’s crust.
It can also be released to the environment by human activities. Shellfish
generally contains higher levels of cadmium due to their feeding habits. Acute
toxicity of cadmium due to dietary exposure is very unlikely but prolonged
excessive intake of cadmium may have adverse effects on the kidneys.

The Codex Alimentarius Commission has not established a maximum level
of cadmium for scallops. The Centre for Food Safety has been conducting
routine surveillance for heavy metals including cadmium in foods collected
from import, wholesale and retail levels. In 2012, testing results for cadmium
in scallops were all satisfactory.

To minimise food risk, individuals should maintain a balanced diet
and avoid overindulgence in shellfish consumption. Members of the public
are advised to patronise reliable shops when buying seafood, including
scallops. They are also advised to remove the viscera before cooking as the
concentration of heavy metals, shellfish toxins and microbes are generally
higher in the viscera of contaminated shellfish.
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Mad Honey Poisoning and Grayanotoxins

Recently, there are local reported cases of “mad honey poisoning” after
the victims consumed honey brought from overseas. The poisoning was
caused by grayanotoxins that was present in the honey.

Grayanotoxin, which affects the normal functions of muscles and
nerves, is a type of neurotoxins naturally occurring in plants belonging to
the Ericaceae family, including rhododendrons. Honey produced from these
plants may contain grayanotoxin which may present at higher levels when
the toxin-containing plants are the major floral source within the harvested
area. The honey that contains grayanotoxin may cause a burning sensation
in the throat.

Members of the public should buy honey from reliable source and
apiary. Honey with strange tastes such as bitter or astringent taste should be
discarded. Whenever possible, information on the types of flowers used to
produce the honey should be sought. Travellers to the Black Sea region of
Turkey should pay special attention, as there had been cases of grayanotoxin
poisoning reported overseas which were attributed to honey from the area.
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (July 2013) Number

,ﬁlpﬁ1§i¥ E/ B ZEMEZE Incidents / Food Safety Cases 101
I’ﬂf—%’i AFEA Public Enquiries 109
Summary Of *#7E5 Trade Enquiries 191
Risk Communication Work B Food Complaints 404
BERPRRER Rapid Alerts to Trade 29

EHBENRWESR Food Alerts to Consumers 1

HEME/E#/EEE/%E Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 65

FHEIRDPLZ2HOBERFTE New Messages Put on the CFS Website 60

(B Z2ER) EJE@%?%W/D\%@é(%%ijt:hﬂp://www.cFsAgov.hk/tc_chi/multimedic1/mu|timec|ia_pub/mUltimedia_pub_fsf.html)—lqifi °
Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: http://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fsf.html
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