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Food 
Threat Ratings 

Food Safety Risks 

Food Safety Overview 

The BSI threat rating for food safety in India is Severe. India is one of the world’s leading sources of contaminated food products, 
both in terms of absolute incident numbers and the rate of food contamination versus the amount of food produced in and 
exported from the country. High rates of foodborne illnesses within the country and the frequent detection of unsafe Indian-origin 
food products in other nations underscore the serious threat posed by contamination to the safety of both the domestic and the 
international food supply originating in India. 

Underlying risk factors, especially inadequate food production and logistical practices, high rates of pesticide use, and local climate 
conditions, increase food’s exposure to contamination in India. The Indian government has created a relatively strong regulatory 
framework, governed by the 2006 Food Safety and Standards Act (FSSA), and established a national food safety agency, the 
Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI), in an effort to address food contamination problems in the country. 
However, serious enforcement gaps remain, including inadequate resources for state food safety bodies and corruption, 
contributing to the continued distribution of unsafe food from India in the local and international food supply chain.  

Food Safety Analysis 

India is one of the world’s leading sources of contaminated food products. A wide range of hazards, including infectious 
pathogens, residues and other synthetic toxins, and foreign materials, pose food contamination risks in India, complicating 
government and private efforts to identify and mitigate the full range of threats. Underlying risk factors, such as inadequate 
production and logistical practices, high rates of pesticide use, and local climate conditions, contribute to the prevalence of food 
safety risks in India. 

High rates of foodborne illness in India underscore the threat of contamination for food produced and distributed within the 
country. Major infectious agents, such as bacteria and viruses, as well as synthetic toxins, regularly contaminate both raw and 
prepared food in the nation. India’s National Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) annually reports between 400 and 700 cases of 
outbreaks of diseases commonly caused by food contamination, such as diarrhea, cholera, hepatitis, and typhoid. Aside from 
these general disease outbreaks, the NCDC reports hundreds of major cases of food poisoning specifically each year. 

Some of the most significant food poisoning cases in India have been caused by contamination of the food supply. In a major 
incident in Saran District, Bihar State, the contamination of a batch of subsidized school lunches killed 23 primary school students 
and caused dozens more to fall ill. Officials believe the cooking oil used to prepare the meals was previously stored in a container 
used for insecticides. The incident triggered violent street demonstrations across the district. More often, officials fail to determine 
the cause of food poisoning cases, hampering authorities’ ability to proactively address the widespread food contamination 
problems in the country. 

Food products exported from India also suffer from alarming rates of contamination. The country ranks second globally, behind 
only Mexico, for the total number of food imports refused by U.S. authorities for contamination issues, accounting for more than 
230 incidents annually. Even balanced against the large overall volume of its food exports, India still suffers from extremely high 
rates of food safety incidents. The country ranks third globally for contamination-related food refusals balanced against exports to 
the United States (for countries with an annual export value greater than $1 billion). The number of Indian-origin food 
contamination incidents recorded in the United States dropped considerably from 2013 through 2015, likely in part due to 
increased awareness of the problem, although these incidents still occur at high levels, and numbers rose slightly in 2016. 
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India is also a leading source of food contamination incidents for commodities imported into the European Union. India ranks 
third globally as an origin point for contaminated imported food detected by EU authorities, averaging around 170 incidents per 
year. In this case as well, the rate of food safety incidents compared to the overall volume of imports from India is also very 
high. India is among the world’s top countries for incidents balanced against the total amount of food it exports to the EU, 
further underscoring the high rate of contamination of food shipped out of the country. 

Risk Factors

Several risk factors are present in India that serve as drivers for the high rate of food contamination in the country. Inadequate 
local food production and logistics practices regularly expose food to contaminants. This problem is especially apparent in the 
agricultural sector, contributing to the high rate of contamination involving products such as vegetables, fruits and spices. Despite 
ranking second globally for total farm output, most agricultural goods in India are produced in a decentralized fashion by very 
small farms (on average less than two hectares), which do not have sufficient resources to devote to proper food safety tools 
and procedures. For example, many local spice farmers have historically dried pepper seeds directly on dirt floors or on basic 
bamboo mats rather than on more expensive tarps or concrete, exposing the seeds to dirt, fecal matter, and other infectious 
contaminants. 
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Poor storage and transport practices are also major contributors to food contamination in India, enabling bacteria and natural 
toxins to grow and spread in foodstuffs. India is notorious for its poor logistical inefficiency, with weak road infrastructure, long 
internal border delays, and port congestion all contributing to long average time spans between the point of food production 
and consumption or export. The United Nations estimates that as much as 40 percent of the fruit and vegetables produced in 
India, worth $8.3 billion, perish before reaching consumers, and 21 million tonnes of wheat stored in government-operated 
facilities is estimated to spoil. In addition to long transport times, the dearth of cold storage and transport options in India 
further increases food’s exposure to contaminants, as many bacteria and natural toxins proliferate under warmer and moister 
conditions. 

High rates of insecticide and other pesticide use in India contribute to the prevalence of residue contamination of food produced 
in the country. Residues account for 26 percent of all Indian-origin food contamination incidents detected in the EU, nine 
percentage points higher than the global average. The Indian Department of Agriculture’s most recent annual survey found that 
18.7 percent of sampled agricultural products contained some form of residue, while 13.5 percent contained non-approved 
pesticide residues. 2.6 percent of the samples contained residues above prescribed maximum safety levels. Preservatives 
represent another residue-form contaminant of food in India, and the country’s inefficient logistics infrastructure may contribute 
to producers using larger amounts of these chemicals to mitigate against the high rate of food spoilage in the country. 

Local climate conditions in India expose food to higher rates of contamination. The average annual temperature in most parts of 
the country is around 75ºF (the warmest regions have an average temperature of over 81ºF), increasing risks of pathogen 
contamination. Insufficient availability of cold storage and transport, as well as significant regional differences in temperature, 
complicate efforts to provide consistent temperature controls across the local supply chain. Officials detect significantly higher 
rates of residues on agricultural products during the monsoon season, which typically lasts for three months in late summer. High 
rates of flooding in the country heighten the threat of spoilage and contamination directly and also increase the time between 
production and consumption or export, further heightening contamination risks. 
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Food Products of Concern 

A range of food commodities produced in and exported from India are at risk of contamination. Agricultural goods produced in 
the country face threats from a variety of contaminants. Vegetables and grains are especially exposed to fungal toxins that 
naturally spread on these types of produce, either prior to harvest or afterwards, during storage. 

Spices produced in India are among the commodities most likely to be contaminated, and these products account for the 
highest single number of import refusals issued by U.S. authorities. Indian spices are exposed to numerous contaminants, 
especially salmonella, due to rudimentary drying, cleaning, and threshing practices. The high rate of contamination of Indian 
spice is especially concerning since the country is the world’s largest producer and exporter of these goods, accounting for 
around 20 percent of spice imports in the United States specifically. The Indian government put greater pressure on spice 
producers to improve safety practices following concerns about the high prevalence of salmonella contamination in major 
importing countries. Indian spices imported into Western countries are more likely to cause foodborne illness since spice is more 
often added after food has been cooked in these countries, rather than during the cooking process, as is common in South 
Asia. 

SCREEN Report: India 

© 2017 BSI Supply Chain Services and Solutions

To receive the full report - contact us directly



What is SCREEN? 
Supply Chain Risk Exposure Evaluation Network (SCREEN), is BSl's 
web-based global supply chain intelligence solution. SCREEN is the 
leading Supply Chain Security, Corporate Social Responsibility,  
Business Continuity and Food Fraud and Safety intelligence and 
analysis resource used to measure country level risk factors through 
BSl's 25 proprietary supply chain risk ratings. SCREEN is offered as an 
annual subscription and provides users with daily spotlight news, 
email notification alerts, interactive global risk mapping features, 
robust country risk and analysis reports and more. SCREEN's features 
keep users up to date with the current risk landscape and trends 
worldwide and provide unparalleled visibility into global threats and 
trends. To learn more about SCREEN and BSI's food safety and fraud 
intelligence visit our website at www.bsi-supplychain.com. 

This report was generated in the SCREEN system to provide a sample 
of the level of intelligence our solution provides. If you are interested 
in purchasing the full report, or request a live demonstration of the 
SCREEN solution, please contact us at supplychain@bsigroup.com.

About us 
BSI Supply Chain Services and Solutions 
is the leading global provider of supply 
chain intelligence, assessment 
management solutions, global auditing 
services, and risk management advisory 
services. Our mission is to help 
organizations identify, manage, and 
mitigate global supply chain threats and 
maintain world class compliance 
programs. Our holistic supply chain risk 
management suite is designed to help 
organizations predict and visualize risk, 
and develop robust mitigation and 
compliance management programs to 
protect their supply chain, brand, and 
reputation. 

Our leading risk-based supply chain 
solutions and services empower our 
clients to understand global supply chain 
security, corporate social responsibility, 
and business continuity threats with 
unequaled precision. 

AMERICAS 
4150 N Drinkwater Blvd. Ste 160           
Scottsdale, AZ 85251 
Tel: 480-421-5099 

EUROPE 
Kitemark Court, Davy Avenue. Knowlhill        
Milton Keynes. United Kingdom MKS 8PP 
Tel: +44 0845 080 9000 

ASIA 
23rd Floor, Cambridge House. Taikoo Place. 979 
King's Road, Island East. 
Hong Kong 
Tel: +852 3149 3300 

http://bit.ly/2qh7Bwc
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