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Reported by Ms. Joey KWOK and Mr. Arthur YAU,
Scientific Officers,
Risk Communication Section,

Centre for Food Safety

Background

On 13 November 2006, the China Central Television
reported that non-permitted colouring matter Sudan
IV was used in duck feeds to enhance the colour of
egg yolks. Follow-up investigations carried out by
Mainland authorities and the Centre for Food Safety
(CFS), respectively, revealed that Sudan dyes were
present in some duck and hen egg samples. The
incident has raised territory-wide concerns. The
abuse of Sudan dyes in food is not something new;
it has been reported in the United Kingdom (UK)
relatively recently. In that incident, the UK Food
Standards Agency issued its first food alert and
the related product recall in July 2003 regarding
Sudan | - contaminated chilli and chilli products;
subsequent updates on food alert and product recall
had followed. The problem reached a climax in
February 2005, when the non-permitted dye was
detected in a much wider range of food products
(such as Worcester and other sauces, soups, ready
meals) using the contaminated chilli and products
thereof as part of the ingredients; a total of nearly
600 food products were recalled.

What are Sudan Dyes?

Sudan dyes are a group of industrial dye consisting
of a number of red colours (e.g., Sudan |, I, lll and
IV etc). The International Agency for Research on
Cancer evaluated the safety of Sudan |, I, lll and IV
in 1987 and considered that they were unclassifiable
as fo their carcinogenicity to humans. Although there
is some evidence that Sudan dyes may cause cancer
in experimental animals and may cause damage to
the genes, there is currently inadequate evidence
that they cause cancer in humans.

The use of Sudan dyes as colouring matters in food
is not permitted in Hong Kong under the Colouring
Matter in Food Regulations (Cap.132H), nor the
food legislations in Mainland China and in other
countries including members of the European Union
(EU), Australia and Canada.

Based on the available information regarding the
levels of Sudan dyes found in the affected food
products, risk assessment suggested that usual
consumption of the affected products is unlikely to
pose a significant health effect and there should be
no cause for undue concern. However, the health
risk would be greater for people who frequently eat
extremely large amounts of those affected products.

Why Sudan Dyes are Used in Food?

In the case of chilli and chilli products, the
contamination was traced back to adulterated chilli
powder originated from India. It was suspected
that Sudan | was fraudulently used to enhance and
maintain the colour of the product. The price of
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Sudan dyes

Two salted duck egg samples found to contain |
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chilli powder is largely linked to the intensity of the colour
and its maintenance. Indeed vegetable products lose their
colour over time and thus may become less appealing to
consumers after some time.

In the case of eggs, consumers tend to prefer golden-yellow
egg yolks, particularly so for duck eggs. It was suspected that
Sudan dyes were used in respective pouliry feeds to enhance
the colour of the yolks. The above purpose, however, can
be achieved through a number of acceptable husbandry
practices. The more common one is the manipulation of feed
composition, for instances, by including plenty of yellow-
orange coloured plant materials such as yellow-corn into
the hen feed, or including plenty of crustaceans and fish
info the duck feed. Furthermore, a number of approved
colour additives are also permitted for use in poultry feeds;
Carophyll Red is one of the more frequently used ones.
Carophyll Red is a chemical which contains an orange-red
carotenoid pigment called canthaxanthin. Canthaxanthin is
found naturally in food such as mushroom, crustacean, fish,
green algae and egg; and is permitted for use in poultry
feeds as a colour additive in many countries including
members of the EU , Canada and the Mainland.

Way Forward

Working closely with the Mainland authorities, the CFS is in
the process of reviewing the existing legislation with a view
to making amendments to strengthen control on the import
and distribution of eggs and their products. On the other
hand, the CFS will continue to monitor illegal use of Sudan
dyes in food under the Food Surveillance Programme, and
release the findings to members of the public in an open and
timely manner.

Advice to the Trade

1. Procure products from reputable manufacturers and
exporters complying with local requirements.

2. Implement quality audits on incoming materials and/
or end products, and to conduct laboratory analysis as
appropriate, fo ensure that the food products they sell do not
contain any Sudan dyes.

3. Maintain a good recording system to facilitate back-
tracing and recall if necessary.
Advice to the Consumers

1. Based on present information regarding the levels of Sudan
dyes found in affected food products, usual consumption of
the products is unlikely to pose a significant health risk. There
is no cause for undue concern.

2. Maintain a balanced diet to avoid excessive exposure to
contaminants or additives from a small range of food items.

Further Information

Readers may obtain further information from the following
websites:

e  The CFS Risk in Brief on Sudan Dyes in Food; and

e The CFS press releases.
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Summary of
Risk Communication Work
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Summary of Risk Communication Work (November 2006) Number

i/ BPR2EZ 7
Incidents / Food Safety Cases
/AT EH Public Enquiries 117
2355k Food Complaints 397
REHNG/EE/ B/ HE
Educational Seminars / Lectures / Talks / Counselling 81
EEBIRYZ 2R OAERIETAE 7
New Messages Put on the CFS Website



http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/report/sudan_dyes/indexc.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/cfs_pressc.html
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/safefood/report/sudan_dyes/index.html
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/cfs_press.html
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Chemicals in Food: Overview of Food Additives
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Reported by Miss Joan YAU, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

When you read the ingredient list in the label of a “light” cola
drink, you may find“...sweetener, colour, preservative..." These
are examples of food additives we may encounter daily.

Intgredients: Carbonated Water, Flavour, Colour
(150d), Acitidty Regulator (338), Sweeteners
(952, 950, 951), Preservative (211), Caffeine

What are Food Additives?

Food additive refers to any substance, either natural or
synthetic, intentionally added to food for a technological
purpose in the processing, packaging, transport or storage
of such food. There are currently some 20 functional classes,
with over 2 000 different kinds of food additives. Maijority
of prepackaged foods available on the market contain one
or more kinds of food additives.

Technological purposes of food additives

Example Function

Colouring matter (e.g. sunset yellow FCF) | To add colour to food

To extend the shelf-life of a food
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Preservative (e.g. benzoic acid in soft
drinks, sorbic acid in sauces, sulphur

dioxide in sausages)

by inhibiting spoilage caused

by microorganisms
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Sweetener (e.g. aspartame in chewing | A non-sugar substance that im-

gum) parts sweetness to a food

Antioxidant, e.g. BHT in oil Prevent rancidity

Food additives are not something new. People in the
Middle Ages used “Saltpetre”, which contained nitrite as
an active ingredient, to preserve meat. It helps reduce
microbial contamination and the chance of causing illnesses.
Nowadays, nitrite is used instead to preserve various meat
products and o fix their pink colour.

With the globalization of trade and the advent of food
processing, the application of food additives plays an
important role in providing a variety of safe and wholesome
food from different parts of the world to meet the consumers’
need.

Are Food Additives Safe?

Generally speaking, food additives should be applied in
a way such that minimum amount is added to achieve the
desired technological effect. Since majority of prepackaged
food contains food additives, we are exposed to different
types of food additives during daily food consumption. The
prime food safety concern of food additives is whether the
amount you consume in the long run exceeds the safety
reference value.

In the international food safety arena, the Joint Food and
Agriculture  Organization / World Health Organization
Expert Committee on Food Additives (JECFA) is responsible
for collecting and evaluating scientific data on food additives
and allocating safety reference values to the food additives
evaluated. JECFA also makes recommendations on safe
levels of use. Food authorities worldwide will take reference
from JECFA's evaluation and their local needs when setting
maximum permitted levels of food additives in food.

Food additives are generally of low toxicological concern
and their normal use in food in accordance with Good
Manufacturing Practice does not represent a health hazard.
Even if you consume a product with excessive use of certain
food additive, it does not necessarily mean that your health is
at risk. For chronic health effects, your overall dietary intake
of that food additive over a long period of time is important,
since your average intake in the long run may not exceed the
safety reference value.
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http://www.cfs.gov.hk/cfs_images_whatsnew/whatsnew_200609/safety_focus/FSF_2_2006-09-20_final_v2.pdf
http://www.cfs.gov.hk/cfs_images_whatsnew/whatsnew_200609/safety_focus/FSF_2_2006-09-20_final_v2.pdf
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Nitrofurans Residues Found in Marine Fish

In November 2006, the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) stepped up
surveillance on turbot found in local markets with regard to veterinary
drug residues. Out of a fotal of five samples of turbot tested, all
samples were found to contain nitrofurans whereas two samples
were detected with malachite green.

In view of public concern over live fish as a whole available for
sale in Hong Kong, the CFS further collected samples of a variety
of marine fishes for analysis of veterinary drug residues in early
December 2006. A total of 20 samples were examined; all the
samples were free from malachite green. However, nitrofurans were
detected in three samples (including pompano, flowery grouper and
tiger grouper).

Nitrofurans are a family of chemical compounds which have broad-
spectrum antimicrobial activities and can be used in both humans
as well as animals including fish. Overseas. studies showed that
nitrofurans had been used in pigs, poultry, shrimps and fish. The
main concern over nitrofurans in food is the carcinogenicity of these
compounds and the lack of information regarding the safety of their
metabolites. Although there is evidence suggesting that nitrofurans
might cause cancer in animals, there is inadequate evidence that
it can cause cancer in humans. Nitrofurans have been prohibited
for use in food-producing animals in many countries including the
members of the European Union, United States, Canada, Australia
and Mainland China.

Based on present information regarding the levels of nitrofurans
residues found in the affected marine fish samples, risk to health is
low upon usual consumption of the fish. There is no cause for undue
alarm. The public is advised to maintain a balanced diet.

Advice to the Trade

When formulating a food product, the trade is recommended
to follow Good Manufacturing Practice and avoid abuse
of food additives. The trade should also take note of the
regulatory requirement under our local legislation on the use
and labelling of food additives. For safety evaluation and
specifications of food additives, the trade may refer to the
website of the JECFA.

Advice to the Public

The public is advised to take a balanced diet so as to avoid
excessive exposure fo food additives from a small range of
food items. People with allergic conditions, such as asthma
patients, may experience hypersensitive reaction due to
certain kinds of food additives like sulphur dioxide and
should be careful when selecting food. Advice from medical
professionals may be sought when necessary.

Starting from July 2007, any additive constituting one of the
ingredients of a prepackaged food shall be listed by both
its functional class and its specific name or its identification
number under the International Numbering System (INS) for
Food Additives, which is adopted by the Codex Alimentarius
Commission for identifying food additives on food label. The
public may refer to the website of the FEHD for information
on the INS for food additives.
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Malachite Green Found in Freshwater Fish

With the recent concern over veterinary drug residues in
food, the CFS had stepped up surveillance on freshwater
fish in local markets for the presence of malachite green
(MG)' and several other veterinary drug residues. Of 17
freshwater groupers tested, 13.from untraceable sources
were found o contain MG. The CFS had maintained close
liaison with the ' Mainland authorities over the issue.

Under the current administrative arrangement, freshwater
fish exported from the Mainland to Hong Kong should
come from one of the registered fish farms and should be
accompanied with health certificates. With the registration
system in place, the source of the affected fish could be
effectively traced.

MG is a synthetic dye used to colour materials such as
cotton and paper. It had been commonly used worldwide
in aquaculture as early as 1930s because of its effective
antifungal properties. It had been used for treating
parasitic, fungal and protozoan diseases in fish. One of
the MG metabolites, leucomalachite green, would persist
in fish tissues for a long period of time. With the legislative
amendments in place since August 2005, MG should not
be present in any food sold in Hong Kong.

Based on the levels of MG and/or nitrofurans residues
found in the affected fish samples, usual consumption of the
affected fish is unlikely to pose significant health risk. The
public is advised to maintain a balanced diet.
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http://www.codexalimentarius.net/web/jecfa.jsp
http://www.codexalimentarius.net/web/jecfa.jsp
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/events/talk/20040820_food_add_no.htm
http://www.fehd.gov.hk/events/talk/20040820_food_add_no.htm

