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Cross Boundary Food Groceries - Be Legal and Safe
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Reported by Mr. Kenneth YIP Scientific Officer,
Risk Communication Section, Centre for Food Safety

Cross-boundary food groceries have grown in
popularity since the full restoration of regular travel between
Hong Kong and the Mainland. Some people may purchase
fresh and ready-to-eat (RTE) food from the Mainland and
bring them back through various Immigration Control
Points. Consumers should exercise caution to secure
food safety and follow relevant legislations. This article
will highlight relevant local regulatory requirements of
imported food, discuss the food safety concerns of cross
boundary food grocery and explain some general food

safety principles from purchase to storage.

Be Vigilant of the Regulatory
Requirements when Importing Food

Food items like game, meat, pouliry and eggs are
common choices among consumers, yet they are regarded
as regulated food in Hong Kong. According to the Imported
Game, Meat, Poultry and Eggs Regulations (Cap. 132AK),
each consignment of regulated food, whether for personal
use or not, has to be accompanied by a health certificate
issued by the issuing entity of the place of origin or written
permission from the Food and Environmental Hygiene
Department (FEHD) (Figure 1). Offenders are liable on
conviction to a maximum fine of $50,000 and six months'
imprisonment under Cap. 132AK.

As stipulated in the Frozen Confections Regulation (Cap.
132AC) and the Milk Regulation (Cap. 132AQ), approval
from the FEHD is required when importing frozen confections,
milk or milk beverage into Hong Kong from a source of
manufacture for sale. Besides, marine product importers
should obtain health certificates issued by issuing entities of
countries of origin to accompany their imports certifying that
the food products concerned are fit for human consumption.

Of note, merely changing food packaging designs
and materials like packing raw meat in foil or using
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Figure 1: Valid health certificates are required when importing regulated food

REAE -

TREHEAE - EEHEA - R BE L Production Team: Mr. Arthur YAU, Mr. Kenneth YIP Ms. Sharon NG


https://www.elegislation.gov.hk/hk/cap132AK!zh-Hant-HK?INDEX_CS=N&xpid=ID_1438402669921_003
https://www.elegislation.gov.hk/hk/cap132AK!zh-Hant-HK?INDEX_CS=N&xpid=ID_1438402669921_003
https://www.elegislation.gov.hk/hk/cap132AK
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vacuum packing for meat makes no difference on the enforcement of the
regulations. Consumers are reminded to abide by the relevant Hong Kong
laws when bringing food across the boundary. The CFS has stepped up
interception and mounted enforcement actions, and deployed quarantine
detector dogs to assist law enforcement at various land boundary control
points.

What are the Food Safety Concerns of Cross
Boundary Groceries?

Some customers would prefer to buy a variety of products at one go,
including RTE food like siu-mei and raw food like fresh produce. Cross-
contamination of RTE food with raw food may result from mixing the two
types of food. Mixing raw and RTE food may cause cross-contamination of
pathogens onto the RTE food.

In addition, the formats of food labels and nutrition labels of
prepackaged food may be different from locally sold products. Some
products may show manufacture dates rather than best before or use by
dates required by the local labelling regulation. Besides, the nutrients shown
on the nutrition labels might be different from the local requirements. Such
deviations may result in misinterpretations.

Owing to the long distance between markets and home, it may take
time to deliver the food back home after purchase. The food purchased
may be kept in shopping bags for hours before sending for preparation
or cold storage. Keeping food especially the RTE ones at improper holding
temperature not only results in possible deterioration but also bacterial
proliferation in the food purchased.

Tips to Secure Food Safety

It is best to prepare different shopping bags for raw and RTE food.
Raw food should be separated in shopping bags to prevent the juices from
contaminating other food items. The materials of the shopping bags should
be water impermeable and preferably sealable to minimise contamination
of the food by the surroundings.

When purchasing prepackaged food, the details of food labels
should be studied. The dates printed on the packages may have different
meanings in addition to expiry dates. Do not buy food beyond its expiry
date . It is also wise to refer to the ingredient list and nutrition label to know
the ingredients and allergens in the food for making informed choices .

Insulated bags and ice packs should be used for keeping hot and cold
food respectively. For RTE food exposed within Temperature Danger
Zone between 4°C and 60°C after purchase, follow the 2-hour / 4-hour
rule. Upon arrival, store RTE, frozen and chilled foods in refrigerators
promptly to maintain their quality.

Key Points to Note

1. The import of regulated food including game, meat, poultry and eggs should
be accompanied by a valid health certificate and/or written permission from
the FEHD.

2. Cross-contamination of RTE food by raw food, misinterpretations of food
labels and nutrition labels as well as prolonged food storage at improper
holding temperature are food safety concerns of cross boundary food grocery.

3. Food safety risks can be minimised by keeping raw and RTE food separately,
reading labels correctly and storing RTE food in insulated containers.
Advice to Consumers

¢ Do not bring any game, meat, poultry and eggs into Hong Kong without
health certificates.

e Store raw and RTE food in separately; follow the 2-hour / 4-hour rule for
those RTE food items kept within Temperature Danger Zone.

* Read food labels and nutrition labels of prepackaged food carefully
upon purchase.

Advice to Trade

¢ Source imported food from reliable suppliers; regulated food should be
supported by valid health certificates.



https://www.cfs.gov.hk/tc_chi/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Temperature_Danger_Zone.html
https://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/trade_zone/safe_kitchen/Temperature_Danger_Zone.html
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Keeping Our Food Safe: Understanding Metallic Contaminants in Food
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Reported by Ms. Iris CHEUNG, Scientific Officer,
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

Food such as grains, meat and vegetables are an essential part of the human diet.
They provide crucial nutrients that our bodies need for growth, repair of tissues and
even the production of antibodies to fight off illness. However, the potential presence of
toxic heavy metals is a food safety concern. They can enter the food chain as a result of
environmental contamination or during the food production process. Past studies have
found high levels of heavy metals in the internal organs of caftle and sheep in the United
Kingdom. Understanding the sources and prevalence of heavy metals in our food supply
are crucial for safeguarding public health. Let's take a closer look at this concerning issue.

Sources of Heavy Metal in Food

Heavy metals are natural substances that are ubiquitous in the environment. They
are fundamental elemental components of the Earth's crust and naturally exist in rocks,
soil and water. As these heavy metals get into the soil and water, they are easily taken
up by the plants, animals, and aquatic life that we consume. This makes the presence
of metallic contaminants in our food, in most cases, unavoidable.

Human activities, however, can significantly increase the levels of heavy metals
in the environment. These activities include metal mining, the use of metal containing
fertilizers, pesticides and insecticides, and various industrial processes. When food is
grown in polluted environments or when contaminated ingredients are used in food
production, these harmful substances can accumulate in the food chain, potentially
posing a direct threat to human health.

Adverse Health Effects of Heavy Metals

While some heavy metals like copper, chromium, manganese and selenium are
essential for the proper functioning of our bodies in trace amounts, some other heavy
metals serve no functional purpose and are harmful to living organisms in even minute
concentrations. Long term exposure to these heavy metals through the diet can lead to
a range of serious health problems.

Among the metallic contaminants which may be found in food, the World Health
Organization (WHO) has identified four as major public health concerns due to their
toxicity, especially with long-term exposure. These are arsenic, cadmium, lead and
mercury. Chronic exposure to lead may lead to reduction of intelligence quotient (IQ)
in children and increased blood pressure in adults. Mercury exists in several forms,
i.e. metallic, inorganic and organic. The
organic form known as methylmercury
is more tfoxic than inorganic mercury.
Exposure to methylmercury, particularly
for fetuses, infants and children, can
impair neurological development and
result in developmental delays, behavioral
issues and learning problems. Arsenic
and cadmium are classified as human

AEEEE Human activities

T ugﬁﬁfﬂﬁﬁﬁﬂﬂ, carcinogens (Group 1) by the Internotiopal
Industrial activities pesticidas 9 Agency for Research on Cancer, meaning
they can increase the risk of certain

® () types of cancer. Cadmium accumulates

mainly in the kidneys and may lead to
irreversible kidney dysfunction. High intake
of cadmium can also disrupt calcium
metabolism and lead to the formation of
kidney stones.

How are Heavy Metals in
Food Being Regulated?
Governments and international
organisations have established
mechanisms to monitor and regulate
the amounts of heavy metals in food
because they are aware of the possible
health concerns associated with the
consumption of food contaminated with
heavy metals. The Codex Alimentarius
Commission (CAC), an international
organisation established jointly by the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) and the WHO, has
developed detailed guidelines on setting
the maximum levels of heavy metals
across a wide range of food commodities.
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In Hong Kong, the Food Adulteration (Metallic Contamination) Regulations
(Cap. 132V) sets out maximum levels (MLs) for metallic contaminants in various types
of foods, which are of significance to the public. To protect public health and facilitate
the international trade of food, we have observed the Agreement on the Application
of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures and proposed to align our standards for
metallic contaminants in food with the Codex standards as far as possible. Besides,
the Centre for Food Safety (CFS) collects food samples under the food surveillance
programme at import, wholesale and retail levels for testing various parameters
including metallic contaminants. Immediate follow up actions will be undertaken for
any unsatisfactory sample to safeguard public health.

What the Food Trade and Consumers Should Do

Although we cannot completely eliminate these metallic contaminants, their
levels should be kept as low as reasonably achievable. Food producers should adopt
best practices such as Good Agricultural Practice (GAP) and Good Manufacturing
Practice (GMP). As consumers, we can do our part by buying food from reliable
retailers and maintain a balanced diet to avoid excessive exposure to metallic
contaminants from a small range of food items.
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Surplus Food - Keeping it Safe while Reducing Waste
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With increasing social awareness of supporting people in need of food while
reducing food waste, more people are willing to donate food in good condition
that would otherwise be disposed of. Locally, there are tens of organisations that
accept food donations.

It is important to ensure food safety of donated food. Undamaged,
unopened, unexpired and shelf-stable prepackaged food is generally accepted
from the general public. Some food banks may also accept foods that are past
the “best before” dates, as they are safe for consumption, although they may not
be of the highest quality. Some food banks also accept bulk donations of fresh
produce, chilled and frozen food products from commercial entities.

Food banks should conduct stock inspections of donated food. Food that
is damaged or has signs of previous improper storage and handling should be
disposed of. Use the prepackaged food according to the date of expiration.
Collected food should be stored properly before re-distribution.
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Microbiological Risks in Frozen Confections
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With summer in full swing, ice-creams, ice lollies, soft ice-creams and other
frozen confections are popular food for combating the intense heat. However, one
must take proper precautions as improperly produced or stored frozen confections
are conductive to microbiological growth (e.g. pathogens like Salmonella species,
E. coli, Listeria_monocytogenes) due to the abundance of nutrients and high
temperatures.

When purchasing frozen confections, purchase only from reputable sources.
Keep them out of dangerous temperatures (i.e. above 4°C) as much as possible
to prevent bacterial growth, as re-freezing cannot eliminate the bacteria present.
Keeping ice-cream frozen during transit can also maintain their quality, as air
bubbles in the ice-cream which contribute to the soft texture will dissipate while
melting. Therefore, ice-cream will become firm after re-freezing at home. Use chiller
bags and ice packs to carry frozen confections home and store them in the freezer
as soon as possible.

For soft ice-creams, poor hygiene and cleaning of the dispensing machines can
lead to bacterial contaminations like Listeria and coliforms. Pregnant women should
avoid  them to prevent miscarriages caused by listeriosis.
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Food Safety Focus is available from the CFS website: hitp://www.cfs.gov.hk/english/multimedia/multimedia_pub/multimedia_pub_fs!
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