
Project Summary 

Food Safety in Bangladesh:  

Practices, Impact, Policies and Institutions 
 

Research Report prepared for IFPRI under the  

Policy Research and Strategy Support Program (PRSSP) 

 

 

The research was performed by M Asaduzzaman, Nazneen Ahmed, Md. Rokonuddowlah, and 

Prof. A B M Faroque.  

 

Introduction 

Food safety is a major matter of public health issue in Bangladesh. Unfortunately, the concerns 

so far have not been backed by solid scientific research of the extent of the problems, their root 

causes, the stages of food chain where the adulteration or willing contamination occurs, the 

technical, social and economic factors behind such contamination, the health impairment due to 

unsafe food, and the legal, policy and institutional aspects for minimising or eradication of the 

problem. Consequently the attempts to ensure safe food had been only sporadic, ad hoc, 

incomplete and ineffective. The present study tries to put these issues together to get a better 

perspective of the problem.  

The specific tasks the study has set itself are the following: 

- Provide an overview of food safety in Bangladesh by focusing on different means and 

sources of food contamination and adulteration, the degree of their incidence; 

- Identify the main products which are easily contaminated and adulterated and have 

significant impacts on public health and discuss the means and sources of their adulteration;  

- Identify the public health impact of food adulteration and contamination can impact public 

health in different degrees;  

- Provide a review of the existing institutional and legal set up of the country to facilitate 

food safety in Bangladesh with a view to assess the trade-off between monitoring and 

punishment for alleged breach of food safety;  

- Provide an economic analysis of food safety by focusing on the potential cost and benefit of 

contamination and food adulteration both from private and social point of view; and 

- Present a set of policy recommendations to promote food safety in Bangladesh by 

preventing food adulteration including institutional, regulatory and skill development 

measures as well as demarcation of areas where international support might be needed.  



The basic methodology was review of available secondary materials and a short field work to 

find out how fruits (mango) and vegetables (tomato) may be intentionally or unintentionally be 

contaminated, 

 

Extent of Contamination 

One major adulterant is pesticide which is actually mainly used for protection of crops from pest 

and insect attacks and diseases. But farmers use it so heavily and so frequently that pesticides get 

leached into water bodies and remains in the crops including processed crops. Then again, some 

of these pesticides have been banned worldwide including in Bangladesh. Yet these including 

DDT is still used, sometime for preservation of dried fish.  

Formalin and many of its variants in name or substance are used for preservation of fishes, 

vegetables, fruits, even milk and reportedly meat. Formalin is particularly heavily used for 

economically more important fishes and more so in case of imported ones rather than the locally 

harvested ones. 

Artificial ripeners, growth hormones, food colours and inedible textile colours which are used for 

colouring food are also known to be widely used. But there are hardly any scientific studies on 

such adulterants or contaminants in food to know their extent and severity of use. There is also 

some indication that some of the crops including rice and vegetables as well as fish may contain 

heavy metals in concentration beyond permissible limits.  

 

Health Impairing Effects of Contaminants 

While much may remain unknown regarding the use of the adulterants, contaminants and 

chemical residues in crops and food, their harmful effects are more widely known although again 

except for a few well-known cases, Bangladesh specific medical studies are limited.   

Health hazards of pesticides occur during its application by farmers, during consumption because 

of residues and also because their use for storage purposes and ultimate consumption. Farmers 

often do experience health hazards during pesticides application. Problems reported by farmers 

include headaches, dizziness, eye irritation, skin irritation and vomiting.  Among consumers the 

health effects of pesticides indicate clearly that many of these are extremely hazardous. Some are 

carcinogen, some affect the endocrine system while others impair the nervous system and yet 

others irritate the skin and eyes.    



Formaldehyde or formalin can have effect on respiratory system, cause watery eyes, nausea, 

coughing, chest tightness, wheezing, skin rashes, allergenic reactions, and burning sensations in 

the eyes, nose, and throat, can cause cancer, lead to birth defects. Calcium carbide, a fruit 

ripener, may cause irritation of skin, eyes even permanent eye damage, can irritate lungs with 

sever shortness of breath.  

The presence of heavy metals in many of the common food, vegetables, fish and others has 

become worrisome. But again the knowledge base on its extent, causes and pathways are by and 

large unknown. So are the health effects within the country. 

 

Policies, Legal and Institutional Perspectives of Food Safety 

The issues of food safety and wholesomeness or quality of food are mentioned under the 

mandates of several ministries. But these give an idea of lack of explicit mention or only indirect 

and limited mention particularly in the production stage. Secondly, while a large number of 

organisations are involved there is neither coordination nor any effective coordination 

mechanism among them. Even within the same organisation there does not appear to be any 

cohesive view regarding procedures and penalties for the same offence by officials from same 

organisation. This is due to lack of proper and coordinated training.  

Another matter of high importance is the budgetary resources available to the institutions. It 

appears that institutions particularly those which have various mandates including food safety 

usually do not have specific budgetary provisions earmarked for operationalisation of their food 

safety related activities.  

There is a large number of national policies that directly or indirectly should relate to food safety 

and quality. Along with the policies there are also many laws dating from 1860 the latest being 

the Food Safety Act of 2013 which is but a revised form of the Pure Food ordinance of 1959. 

In case of policies related to production and relevant post-production activities, these have been 

found to be quite deficient in their attention to food safety.. All the agriculture related policies 

fall in this group. A similar conclusion is warranted for the industrial policy which is relevant for 

many of processed food. An exception appears to be the Food Security Country Investment Plan 

which is more positive on the issue.  

The main weakness of the policies related to food safety is the lack of an integrated food safety 

framework or food control system. Food laws and regulations are mostly outdated and 



fragmented. Even the new Safe Food Act 2013 is not free from this as it is basically modeled on 

the Pure Food Ordinance of 1959. Yet much will depend on how this is operationalised and in 

this there is already a problem as with the enactment of this law many other previous laws have 

ceased to exist but the new act cannot be put into effect as rules and procedures for its 

application are yet to be made.  Again complex food safety management system causes 

management problems. Another huge drawback is the limited coordination, communication and 

exchange of information between concerned authorities. While there are considerable gaps 

between policy statements and implementation there are also overlapping or multi-authority 

jurisdiction in applying laws and rules. 

Finally, none of these policies or laws appears to consider that there may be strong economic and 

other motives and reasons behind food adulteration. Further whether the activities are punishable 

or not, livelihood of a lot of people depend on the activities. How to rehabilitate them should also 

be considered.  

 

Given the policies, laws and institutions, there are various operational issues that need to be 

considered. One of these is regular monitoring of food safety which requires an inspection 

system. Food inspection activities theoretically cover all types of food businesses and food items. 

However, due to limited resources in terms of staff, means of transportation, equipment etc. 

many food establishments or sellers of food may not be inspected. Inspectors do not follow any 

standardized sampling methods and have only limited access to inspection and sampling 

equipment. The current food inspection system focuses on collection of samples and analysis of 

end products rather than on preventative approaches. It does not take into consideration the main 

risk-factors affecting food safety in the country, hence corrective actions are rarely identified. 

This is further aggravated by the limited food safety knowledge and technical skills of Sanitary 

Inspectors. As well they are poorly equipped, and while record keeping and filing systems are 

mainly decentralized, they are manual, and poorly and inconsistently maintained. 

 

Penalties under different laws for selling or producing unsafe food are different. These should be 

harmonised. The new act may be a step towards that direction. 

 

 



Incentives for and against Adulteration and Contamination 

There are strong economic incentives behind adulteration through various means for such 

activities. Such incentives include low prices of the adulteration chemicals one reason of which  

being low import tariffs on them in general sometime being almost nil. There are also alternative 

ways of achieving the same objectives at lower costs but may be somewhat complex. Also the 

import and use rules for many of the harmful chemicals which are intentionally used in food 

production, processing, preservation and storage should be strictly regulated. 

 

Way Forward 

To close the gaps in knowledge, and actions (policy, laws, institutions, operations, technical and 

management) for a safe food system, one may recommend a comprehensive National Food 

Safety and Quality Policy as an immediate necessity. Such a policy should address food safety 

and quality along the entire food supply chain and thus be based on a Food Safety Framework 

encompassing the entire food chain. It also should support the establishment and operation of a 

national food safety control system and lead to improvements in public health.  

 

A Food safety framework 

An integrated view and related operational procedures are necessary for ensuring food safety as 

many institutional stakeholders have to work together. Such a Food Safety Framework (FSF) 

may have the following as essential elements: 

 • Food laws and regulations including standards of purity for various types of food 

• Food safety management 

• Inspection and enforcement services 

• Food analytical services 

• Information, education, communication and training 

 

A National Food Safety and Quality Policy (NFSQP) may be framed which should have a set of 

rules and procedures which will specify each institutional stakeholders’ responsibility, their 

interlinkage, the sampling and testing of food items, the penalty procedures when adulteration or 

unsafe practices are found. Such rules must also build a system of awareness raising among the 



general public but importantly also lead to interlinkages among sectoral policies and their 

harmonization with NFSQP.  

The proposed Food Safety Framework should also come up with suggestions regarding non-

institutionalized practices which are harmful for public health. Many informal and domestic 

activities for food processing (e.g., fish drying), preparation and storage (say, using harmful 

chemicals such as DDT for preservation of dried fish) as well as open informal street sales of 

food are usually never considered for inspection or awareness raising or related activities 

although some beginnings have been made in this area.  

On the other hand, it is also known that there are traditional practices of safe pest control, food 

processing and preservation techniques which may be appropriate in circumstances but are 

mostly forgotten with the advent of modern technology.  This is a huge area of intervention. How 

best to do that and cost-effectively should be given some thought. 

In some cases, particularly adulteration, there is clearly an economic motive behind them. But 

this may also be due to other factors such as lack of awareness. The inspection process should try 

to find out not simply what has taken place but why and how. This will help in preventive 

actions to minimize the problem.   

Regarding the present laws, while the main problem appears to be their lack of coordination in 

implementation and non-harmonised procedures including penalties that may be imposed, 

limited budgetary resources, trained manpower and requisite physical facilities including 

laboratories also lead to limited effectiveness of the laws and rules and procedures.  These should 

be given adequate attention. 

Finally again on the economic disincentives for adulteration, the tariff structures for many of the 

chemicals in use should be reviewed carefully and a more rational structure friendly towards 

food safety should be devised.  

 

Specific recommendations 

Against the above strategic future moves, a set of specific recommendations may be made. These 

are as follows:   

1. Alternative methods, mostly indigenous traditional methods may be made popular in 

place of use of pesticides and preservatives. Intensive research is necessary to discover 

and collate various traditional ways of keeping food safe. Such traditional knowledge 

may be gathered both from home and abroad. A database of such traditional knowledge 

should be developed.  



2. Sometime the main source of food risk is the contaminated soil where those food are 

produced. In such a case natural remedies to solve toxin problems of soil may be the 

main solution.  

 

3. Lack of awareness is observed both among consumers and producers. Often certain 

demand of consumers does not match the price they are ready to pay for that commodity, 

which creates room for adulterated food. Thus consumers should be made aware of the 

cost differentials of high and low quality products.  

 

4. Producers are not aware of the health hazards of certain products which they use in the 

food, for example, tasting salt. Awareness of health hazards of this kind of chemicals 

must be raised. Even legitimate use of chemicals beyond specific threshold levels may 

make food unsafe. This is as area where awareness of the producers should be enhanced.  

 

5. While regulations related to food safety is necessary, those are not sufficient to ensure it. 

Implementation of regulations also requires several tools such as quick and quality food 

testing facilities along with efficient manpower.  

 

6. Mobile laboratories are necessary to monitor implementation of food safety laws which 

should be preceded by scientifically based and globally applicable standards. There 

should also be adequate supply of technicians and testing kits to run those laboratories. 

There should also be central food testing facilities at least in every divisional city. The 

BSTI laboratories alone may not be enough. Then again the issues of sampling of food 

(including anonymity), their transportation to laboratories as well as deployment of 

trained field officers should be given proper and adequate though so that the results of 

testing can be scientifically defended. Moreover the speed of testing and reporting are 

critical issues. Long gestation in these procedures raises the possibility of undue 

interference in them by influential and dishonest stakeholders.  

 

Thus the problem of unsafe and adulterated food should be solved by a mix of short, medium and 

long run interventions. In the short run mobile testing kits should be made available with rapid 

testing system even in the main laboratory. Moreover various awareness raising campaigns 



should be undertaken both from consumers’ and producers’ perspectives. In the medium run 

more technicians and scientists should be trained and appointed and also laboratories with 

adequate logistics and trained manpower should be established in every divisional city. In the 

long run alternative including time-tested traditional methods of pest control, food processing 

and storage should be promoted. And all these should be within the framework of a National 

Food Safety Framework supported with adequate and harmonised sectoral policies and 

commensurate laws, rules and procedures.  

 


