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Reported by Dr. Gloria SZE, Chemist, Risk Assessment Section,
Arthur YAU, Scientific Officer, Risk Communication Section,
Centre for Food Safety

After examining the presence and impact of lead,
cadmium and methylmercury in food on hedlth in the earlier
articles in this series, we will now focus on the upcoming
changes to the regulatory level of heavy metals in food.

Metals such as lead, cadmium, and methylmercury are
naturally found in the environment and can enter our food

supply through various means. For many people, diet is an
important source of exposure to these harmful substances.
In order to reduce the exposure to metallic contaminants
from food in the population, regulatory measures such as
the establishment of statutory control over the types and
levels of metallic contamination in food are adopted in most
jurisdictions, including Hong Kong.

Proposed Amendments

Currently, Hong Kong'’s Food Adulteration (Metallic
Contamination) Regulations have established maximum
levels for 14 types of metallic contaminants in various
types of food. The Government conducted a review on
the Regulations with a view to better protecting public
health, facilitating effective regulation and promoting
harmonisation between local and international standards.
The proposed amendments to the Regulations aim to

E1: (BYEH (ZERESE ) #B) HIETEZITSRIGRYEELF - BRIETEFHTEEE - IS U HBIMIE -
Figure 1: Examples of the food types involved in the proposed amendments to the Food Adulteration (Metallic Contamination) Regulations.
The complete list of proposed changes is available in the annexes to this paper .
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keep abreast of international development on maximum levels (MLs) of
metallic contaminants in food. Twenty-seven new MLs for specified metal
in specified food (food pair) are proposed to be added and 9 MLs for
existing food pairs are proposed to be updated in the Regulations, with
reference to latest standards of Codex Alimentarius Commission (Codex)

and major food importing places. The total number of MLs will increase
from 144 to 171 in Part 2 of the Schedule to the Regulations.

New Standards Based on International Guidelines

Among the proposed 27 new MLs, reference has been made to the
Codex standards for metals like lead, cadmium and methylmercury for 16
of them. Chocolate and cocoa powder and fish are among the foods that
have newly established MLs. For instance, the proposed MLs for cadmium
in cocoa powder and various chocolates range from 0.3 to 2.0 mg/kg,
while for methylmercury in six specified species of fish range from 0.8 to
1.7 mg/kg, in accordance with international recommendations. Meanwhile,
reference has been made to relevant standards such as the Chinese GB,
Korea standards, etc. with regard to the remaining 11 of the new MLs. After
taking into consideration local consumption patterns and the major sources of
food imports, new MLs are proposed for certain types of edible mushrooms,

sugars and sugar syrups.

In addition, nine existing MLs will be updated with reference to Codex
and Mainland standards. This includes adjustments in the MLs for lead
and cadmium in foods like edible offal, salts, fat spreads and other non-
specified edible fungi.

Local Context and Health Considerations

The Centre for Food Safety (CFS) has been monitoring the latest
international developments in food safety standards closely, and these
proposed changes have already considered local consumption patterns
and results of risk assessments. The CFS will continue to provide dietary
advices to the local population, susceptible groups in particular, in order to
reduce their exposure fo metallic contaminants from food.

Assessment on Implications on Food Supply

The proposed amendments, with Codex standards as the backbone,
are expected to have no substantive impact to the trade and Hong Kong's
food supply, as Codex standards are developed through thorough
discussion among its members and adopted by consensus. In addition,
in proposing the MLs for food pairs in this amendment exercise, we have
taken into account Codex’s ALARA (As Low as Reasonably Achievable)
principle. According to the results of the food surveillance programme and
additional baseline studies of CFS, the levels of metallic contamination in
foods available in local market can generally comply with the proposed
MLs (more than 99% of the food samples can meet the proposed MLs).

Public Consultation

A two-month public consultation commenced on 16 December
2024. Consultation forums will be conducted, providing opportunities for
members of the public, stakeholders and the industry fo voice their opinions
and concerns regarding the proposed changes. The details are available
on the CFS website.

Transition to New Standards

A transitional period will be provided for food businesses to comply
with the new and updated standards. During this time, food items can
either comply with the existing or the revised regulations wholly, but not
a combination of both. This can provide flexibility fo the trade to ensure a

smooth transition.
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Reported by Ms. Sosanna WONG, Scientific Officer
Risk Assessment Section, Centre for Food Safety

In the last issue, we have discussed some sweeteners like aspartame and
saccharin. In contrast to those non-nutritive sweeteners, there are in fact some
other “non-sugar” sweetening substances that contain calories. In this article, let us
continue our sweet journey with sugar alcohols, also known as polyols or polyhydric
alcohols, which are nutritive sweeteners.

What are Sugar Alcohols?

Some people may wonder whether sugar alcohols belong to sugar or alcohol.
Sugar alcohols are carbohydrates the chemical structures of which resembles both
sugar and alcohol. However, they are different from sugar and do not contain
ethanol (the type of alcohol present in alcoholic beverages).

In fact, sugar alcohols are naturally found in small quantities in a range of
fruits and vegetables such as apples and mushrooms. They can also be produced
from sugars and starches in larger quantities for commercial use. Examples of
sugar alcohols include sorbitol, xylitol, erythritol, mannitol and maltitol.

Properties of Sugar Alcohols

Although sugar alcohols have a sweet taste, they are typically not sweet as
table sugar, in contrast to non-nutritive sweeteners that have an intense sweetness.
They range from 25% to 100% of table sugar in terms of sweetness. Nowadays,
sugar alcohols are often used in combination with non-nutritive sweeteners to
create a better flavour profile. Sugar alcohols are commonly used as some of
the sugar substitutes in sugarfree and sugarreduced products, including candies,
chewing gum, cookies and ice cream.

Beyond just adding sweetness, sugar alcohols also serve several purposes in
food. Similar to sugars, sugar alcohols in food add bulk and texture. They also help
food retain moisture and prevent browning when heated, making them food additives
a with multiple technological functions.
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Figure 2: Chemical structures of sugar alcohol (e.g. sorbitol), sugar (e.g. glucose) and
alcohol (e.g. ethanol and propanol)
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European Food Safety Authority
(EFSA) in its evaluation published in
2023 considered that the available
studies had not demonstrated a causal relationship between dietary exposure to
erythritol and the risk of cardiovascular diseases.

Like other food additives, sugar alcohols have undergone rigorous safety
evaluation before permitted for use in food. In fact, the Joint FAO/WHO Expert
Comnmittee on Food Additives (JECFA) have evaluated the safety of some sugar
alcohols, namely erythritol, isomalt, lactitol, maltitol, maltitol syrup, mannitol,
polyglycitol syrup, sorbitol, sorbitol syrup and xylitol, and established Acceptable
Daily Intakes (ADIs) as “not specified” for them, meaning that their use as food
additives does not represent a health concern.

However, when consumed in excess, sugar alcohols can cause laxative
effects and gastrointestinal discomforts, including abdominal gas and
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bloating, in some individuals. This occurs because sugar alcohols are not
completely absorbed in the intestine. The likelihood of experiencing such effects
depends on the quantity consumed. Therefore, it is important that manufacturers
use sugar alcohols in accordance with Good Manufacturing Practice (GMP) i.e.
limited to the lowest possible level necessary to accomplish the desired effect.

Local and International Situation

In Hong Kong, under the existing Sweeteners in Food Regulations (Cap. 132U),
sweetener means any chemical compound which is sweet to the taste, but does
not include any sugars or other carbohydrates or polyhydric alcohols (i.e. sugar
alcohols). Even though sugar alcohols are currently not under the regulatory scope of
Cap. 132U, they can still be used in food in accordance with GMP.

Internationally, the aforementioned ten sugar alcohols evaluated by JECFA
are considered as sweeteners by the Codex Alimentarius Commission. Besides,
according to the General Standard for Food Additives, they are all permitted
for use in food when utilized in compliance with the principles of GMP.

BPIRRHEEANZTEHIE

Salmonella and Tiramisu
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In October, two suspected food poisoning cases related to the consumption of
tiramisu were reported. The suspected causative agent was Salmonella. The Centre
for Food Safety has instructed the premises concerned to suspend the sale of relevant
products and carry out disinfection.

According to investigation findings, inadequate cooking and improper holding
temperature were the probable contributing factors for the outbreak. Tiramisu
is typically made without thorough heat treatment to kill pathogens. Although
pasteurised egg yolk solution was used, it was mixed with unpasteurised raw egg
white which might have caused contamination. Bacterial proliferation might be the
result of improper storage of the tiramisu.

Cooking food thoroughly can eliminate Salmonella and other pathogens. To
reduce food safety risks, pasteurised egg products are a good substitute for raw eggs
in lightly cooked dishes. To avoid cross contamination, pasteurised eggs should not
be mixed with raw eggs in lightly cooked dishes and they should be properly stored
at or below 4°C in refrigerators.
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Recently, several cases of mad honey poisoning involving the consumption of honey
brought from overseas were reported locally and all affected persons required treatment
in hospitals. Upon testing, grayanotoxin was detected in some honey remnants.

Mad honey poisoning is caused by the ingestion of honey containing
grayanotoxins. Rhododendrons and other plants in the Ericaceae family are the
source of grayanotoxins. Grayanotoxins are neurotoxins which can affect nerves
and muscles. Symptoms of mad honey poisoning include vomiting, diarrhoea and
dizziness. In severe cases, hypotension, bradycardia or shock may occur. Honey
containing grayanotoxin may cause a burning sensation in the throat when consumed.

To reduce the risk of mad honey poisoning, the public and the trade should
purchase honey from a reliable source or apiary. Pay special attention when
bringing or importing honey from regions including India, Nepal and the Black Sea
region of Tirkiye where honey-related grayanotoxin poisoning cases have been
reported. Discard honey with a bitter or astringent taste. The Centre for food Safety
has enhanced public education on mad honey poisoning through various channels,
including social media and its website.
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