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1. What Is Food Safety, and Why Is It Important?

 

Food safety refers to the handling, preparation, storage, distribution and sale of food in ways that prevent

contamination and reduce risks to human health.

Food safety is important because unsafe food can cause foodborne illnesses, nutritional harm and long-term

health problems. It also protects consumer rights, promotes fair competition and strengthens public confidence in

food markets.

Food safety regulation covers the entire food supply chain, from production and processing to packaging,

transportation, storage and retail sale.

 

2. What Is the Legal Framework for Food Safety in India?

 

The principal legislation is the Food Safety and Standards Act, 2006.

The Act consolidated several earlier food-related laws and established a unified framework for regulating food

safety and standards.

Its objectives include:

1. Establishing science-based standards for food products.

2. Regulating the manufacture, storage, distribution, sale and import of food.

3. Preventing the sale of unsafe and non-compliant food.

4. Establishing regulatory mechanisms for inspection and enforcement.

www.becomeias.com   YouTube: becomIAS   |   Instagram: howtobecomeias



5. Protecting consumers through standards, labelling requirements and penalties for violations.

The framework is supported by rules and regulations covering food product standards, additives, contaminants,

licensing, packaging, labelling and other requirements.

 

3. What Is the Role of FSSAI and State Food Safety Authorities?

 

The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) is the statutory authority responsible for laying

down science-based food standards and coordinating food safety regulation.

State-level authorities are primarily responsible for field-level enforcement.

Institution Major responsibilities

FSSAI Standards, regulations, scientific guidance and coordination

State Food Safety

Commissioner
Supervises enforcement within the state

Designated Officer Performs statutory and administrative functions under the Act

Food Safety Officer
Conducts inspections, collects samples and undertakes

enforcement functions

Food testing laboratories Analyse samples for compliance with prescribed standards

Adjudicating authorities and

courts
Deal with violations through the applicable legal process

Food safety is a shared responsibility of the Central and State Governments. Effective implementation depends

on coordination between regulatory authorities, laboratories and food businesses.

 

4. What Is Food Adulteration?

 

Food adulteration broadly involves the addition, substitution, removal or presence of substances that make food

unsafe, substandard, misbranded or contaminated with extraneous matter, as defined under the applicable law.

Adulteration may be deliberate or may arise from poor processing, storage or handling practices.
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Examples of possible adulteration

Mixing an unauthorised substance with edible oil.

Adding a prohibited colour or ingredient to food.

Substituting a cheaper ingredient without complying with the applicable standards.

Contaminating food through unhygienic processing or storage.

The precise legal classification depends on the product, evidence and relevant statutory provisions.

 

Why is it dangerous?

Adulteration can expose consumers to harmful substances, reduce nutritional quality and undermine trust in food

products. Its health effects depend on the adulterant, quantity, duration of exposure and the consumer’s

vulnerability.

 

5. What Is Misbranding?

 

Misbranding generally concerns incorrect, incomplete, deceptive or otherwise non-compliant labelling or

presentation of food.

A food product may be misbranded even if laboratory testing does not establish adulteration.

 

Examples of possible misbranding

1. Providing misleading information about ingredients.

2. Making unauthorised or deceptive health claims.

3. Omitting mandatory information from a label.

4. Using incorrect declarations about the product’s identity or composition.

5. Presenting information in a way that misleads consumers about the food.

Labelling requirements are intended to help consumers make informed decisions and identify the nature,

composition and relevant characteristics of the product.

Adulteration versus misbranding
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Basis Adulteration Misbranding

Main concern
Composition, purity, safety or

presence of extraneous matter

Labelling, declarations or misleading

presentation

Detection
May require laboratory analysis and

investigation

May be identified through label

inspection or other evidence

Possible

example

Food containing an unauthorised

adulterant

A package carrying a misleading

ingredient declaration

Consumer

risk
May directly affect safety or quality

Can mislead consumers and conceal

relevant product information

Legal

outcome

Depends on the proven violation and

applicable law

Depends on the proven labelling or

presentation violation

The two categories can overlap. A product may be both adulterated and misbranded, depending on the evidence.

 

6. How Do Food Safety Authorities Detect Violations?

 

Food safety enforcement typically involves several stages.

Step 1: Inspection

Officials inspect food premises, storage conditions, packaging, labels and relevant business records.

Step 2: Sampling

Where necessary, officials collect samples in accordance with the prescribed procedure.

Step 3: Laboratory analysis

Samples are tested against applicable standards to determine whether the food complies with safety and quality

requirements.

Step 4: Investigation

Authorities examine the results, trace the supply chain and assess the nature of the suspected violation.

Step 5: Enforcement action
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Depending on the evidence and legal provisions, authorities may seize food, restrict its sale, impose penalties or

initiate prosecution.

Step 6: Adjudication or prosecution

The matter proceeds through the applicable legal process. A seizure or allegation does not, by itself, establish

guilt.

 

7. Why Are Food Testing Laboratories Important?

 

Scientific testing helps distinguish suspicion from a proven non-compliance.

Laboratories can assess food samples for parameters such as composition, contaminants, prohibited substances

and compliance with prescribed quality standards.

A reliable food-testing system requires:

Adequate laboratory capacity and trained personnel.

Validated testing methods and quality assurance.

Proper collection, sealing, transportation and handling of samples.

Timely reporting of results.

Appropriate procedures for review or appeal where provided by law.

Laboratory findings provide an evidentiary basis for regulatory decisions and help ensure that enforcement is

scientifically sound.

 

8. What Challenges Affect Food Safety Enforcement in India?

 

A. Complex supply chains

Food may pass through several manufacturers, distributors, wholesalers and retailers. Identifying the source of a

violation can therefore be difficult.

B. Uneven testing capacity

Delays in sample analysis can slow enforcement and increase the time required to resolve suspected violations.

C. Misleading claims
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Consumers may struggle to distinguish verified product information from exaggerated or deceptive claims.

D. Limited consumer awareness

Some consumers may not know how to report suspected violations or interpret mandatory label information.

E. Compliance costs and incentives

Small food businesses may lack adequate technical knowledge or quality-control systems. At the same time,

weak enforcement can create incentives for non-compliant businesses to cut costs.

F. Due process

Authorities must act promptly while ensuring that sampling, testing, seizure and penalties follow the law. Fair

procedures help maintain confidence in regulatory decisions.

 

9. What Measures Can Strengthen Food Safety in India?

 

Risk-based inspections: Prioritise businesses and products according to the likelihood and potential severity of

food safety risks.

Stronger laboratory infrastructure: Expand testing capacity, improve turnaround times and maintain quality-

assured procedures.

Digital traceability: Improve records linking food products to manufacturers, distributors and retailers so that

unsafe products can be identified and withdrawn efficiently.

Better labelling compliance: Improve awareness of mandatory declarations and take appropriate action

against misleading claims.

Consumer participation: Make complaint mechanisms accessible and ensure complaints receive timely

attention.

Support for small businesses: Provide guidance on hygiene, quality control, licensing and labelling so that

compliance becomes more practical.

Transparent enforcement: Publish clear regulatory guidance and communicate the outcomes of enforcement

drives while respecting due process.

 

10. What Is the Significance of the Maharashtra FDA Action?
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According to the supplied news report, the Maharashtra Food and Drug Administration seized Patanjali cow ghee

valued at approximately ₹20.20 lakh from a distributor in Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar over suspected

misbranding and adulteration. The action formed part of a wider inspection drive.

The case illustrates three important concepts:

1. Preventive enforcement: Seizure can help prevent suspected non-compliant products from entering the

market while the matter is investigated.

2. Scientific verification: The suspected violations must be examined through the appropriate regulatory

process.

3. Supply-chain accountability: Distributors, manufacturers and other relevant food businesses must

comply with applicable food safety requirements.

The report describes suspicions, not a final determination of guilt. The final legal outcome depends on the

evidence and the applicable procedure.

 

Conclusion

 

Food safety regulation is essential for public health, consumer protection and fair markets. The Food Safety and

Standards Act, 2006 provides the central legal framework, while FSSAI and State food safety authorities perform

complementary regulatory and enforcement functions.
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