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EEDDIITTOORRIIAALL
stop treating food adulter-

ation as minor crime  
 

In India, the act of sitting down to a daily meal has quietly 

turned into a high-stakes gamble with long-term conse-

quences. Official testing reveals that nearly one in every 

five food samples evaluated across the country fails to 

meet safety or quality standards. From milk stretched with 

detergent, urea, and starch to spices laden with synthetic 

dyes and lead chromate, and edible oil blended with cheap 

industrial substitutes, food adulteration has evolved far 

beyond petty cheating. It has transformed into a pervasive, 

highly organized public health crisis that compromises 

human organs, triggers early cancers, and undermines the 

physical wellbeing of future generations. The recent national 

outrage surrounding the supply of sub-standard ghee for 

the iconic Tirupati laddus laid bare the sheer vulnerability 

of India’s food supply chain. Yet, despite routine raids, 

periodic media furor, and thousands of unsafe food samples 

flagged annually by regulatory bodies, the practice continues 

completely unabated. The reason for this persistence is 

stark: in India, poisoning millions of citizens for commercial 

profit remains a low-risk, remarkably high-reward enterprise. 

The core of this systemic failure does not lie in an absence 

of quality benchmarks, but in an abysmal penal framework 

paired with crippling institutional paralysis. Under the 

Food Safety and Standards Act of 2006, along with relevant 

sections of the criminal code, the vast majority of food 

adulteration offenses are treated with astonishing lightness. 

Most non-conforming samples lead merely to civil pro-

ceedings that conclude with tiny, symbolic fines. For 

largescale adulterators and corrupt supply chains, these 

monetary penalties are viewed not as a deterrent, but as a 

minor operational expense required to do business. Even 

on the rare occasions when criminal proceedings are 

initiated, the actual convictions tell a grim story of impunity. 

Out of tens of thousands of unsafe samples detected na-

tionwide each year, criminal convictions are secured in 

only a fraction of cases, yielding an effective conviction 

rate well below five percent. Compounding this statutory 

weakness is a severe enforcement deficiency across the 

country. State food safety departments suffer from deep 

structural shortages, leaving key inspector posts vacant 

even in heavily populated regions. When legal processes 

drag on for over a decade in clogged lower courts and the 

ultimate penalty for distributing toxic ingredients across 

an entire state is a brief slap on the wrist, the law completely 

loses its capacity to intimidate or deter. A look at neighboring 

countries demonstrates how vastly different the legal 

response can be when public health is prioritized. Both 

China and Bangladesh recognize food adulteration not as 

a mere commercial infraction, but as a direct assault on 

human life and national security. Following the devastating 

2008 melamine-tainted milk scandal, which killed infants 

and sickened hundreds of thousands across the country, 

China drastically overhauled its legal framework.
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