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Executive Summary

In Zambia today, the food safety issues pose a great challenge that threatens public
health, economic growth, and international trade, respectively. The agricultural
industry is key and significantly contributes to Zambia's Gross Domestic Product, but
it is currently impacted by inadequate food safety practices, which include poor food
handling, infrastructure deficiencies, and several risks associated with microbes and
pesticides in fruits and vegetables. It's important to note that the food safety system
in Zambia is currently fragmented, with overlapping roles among several agencies,

coupled with a lack of technical resources and enforcement.

The noticeable challenges range from insufficient infrastructure for storage and
transportation of fruits and vegetables, insufficient food safety laws, and low public
awareness of proper food handling practices. These are salient issues that impede
Zambia's ability to adequately meet international food standards and affect its
competitiveness on global markets.
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Introduction

Zambia faces serious food safety issues that have far-reaching consequences for
international trade, economic development, and public health.” A multitude of reasons
contributes to these difficulties, including contaminated food, poor food handling
practices, and insufficient infrastructure for food safety monitoring and regulation.?

As a result, foodborne illnesses are a serious public health problem, and the risks are
exacerbated by factors such as microbial contamination, pesticide residues, and
inadequate hygiene requirements at various stages of food production, processing,
and distribution.? The lack of adequate oversight and control measures exacerbates
the problem, making customers vulnerable to contaminated food products.

These food safety issues have a particularly severe influence on Zambia's agricultural
industry, which is critical to the country's economy. Agriculture contributes significantly
to the nation's GDP and employs a big proportion of the people.*

However, the country's insufficient enforcement of food safety regulations jeopardizes
its ability to compete effectively in both regional and global trade markets. Zambia's
agricultural exports are frequently regarded with mistrust in international markets due
to the lack of a solid system for verifying food product safety and quality, restricting
the country's competitiveness and economic potential.

This limits Zambia's ability to boost its agricultural exports, which would otherwise fuel
economic growth, create jobs, and improve general food security.

Furthermore, the consequences of inadequate food safety go beyond trade and
economic concerns to public health.® Unsafe food products can cause outbreaks of
foodborne diseases, putting a strain on the healthcare system and causing widespread
illness, especially among vulnerable populations such as children, the elderly, and
individuals with weakened immunity.’

These health difficulties not only result in a major loss of productivity but they also
place a financial burden on families and the government, diverting resources that
could otherwise be used for economic development and poverty relief.

To overcome these difficulties, Zambia must invest in enhancing its food safety
infrastructure, improving food-handling methods, and ensuring that both producers
and consumers follow better hygiene standards.’
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This includes improving regulatory frameworks, strengthening monitoring and
enforcement procedures, and raising knowledge about food safety issues. Only by
addressing these root causes can Zambia hope to fully realize the potential of its
agricultural industry, enhance public health, and strengthen its position in global trade
markets."°

Challenges of Food Safety in Zambia

In this paper, five key areas of concern have been identified on food safety in fresh

fruits and vegetables in Zambia, namely:

Fragmented Regulatory and Institutional Framework

The Zambia Bureau of Standards (ZABS), the Ministry of Agriculture, and the Ministry
of Health are among the important agencies in Zambia whose objectives and
responsibilities often overlap, which causes confusion and inefficiencies in the
management of food safety.!” Although each of these organisations is essential to the
regulation of various facets of food safety, their duties and areas of authority
frequently overlap, leading to fragmentation. For example, the Ministry of Health is
concerned with public health issues connected to foodborne infections and sanitation,




but the Ministry of Agriculture is largely focused on food production, quality assurance,
and agricultural practices.

The Ministry of Health is responsible for public health issues such as foodborne
infections and sanitation, whereas the Zambia Bureau of Standards is in charge of
defining and enforcing technical standards for food items and processing processes.

This dispersion of responsibility creates substantial regulatory gaps and overlaps,
where roles and accountability may not be clearly defined. As a result, it is frequently
unclear whose agency is in charge of managing various components of the food supply
chain, such as food quality, pesticide use, and food processing facility inspections.
Because of the absence of coordination among these businesses, it is difficult to apply
consistent food safety measures throughout the food supply chain, from production
and processing to distribution and consumption.'

As a result, maintaining consistency in food safety standards is challenging, and the
risk of foodborne illness or the entry of unsafe food products into the market grows.

Furthermore, the fragmented regulatory landscape impedes the effective enforcement
of food safety rules. When numerous agencies are involved, there is frequently
duplication of efforts or, conversely, a lack of effective monitoring in specific areas.'

For example, one agency may perform inspections while another is in charge of
certifying food safety practices, resulting in inconsistent or incomplete monitoring. It's
also true that when regulatory organisations fail to communicate or work effectively,
enforcement may become weak, with certain issues falling through the gaps. This
lowers public trust in the food supply's safety and makes it more difficult for the
government to respond quickly and effectively to emerging concerns like foodborne
outbreaks and contamination occurrences.

Insufficient Technical Capacity and Resources

Zambia faces various issues in guaranteeing food safety, primarily due to a lack of
resources. There aren't enough laboratories to test food for dangerous compounds,
and the diagnostic techniques required to detect possible hazards are frequently
insufficient. Furthermore, there is a scarcity of qualified specialists who specialize in
food safety, making it harder to monitor and respond to food-related hazards.™



This lack of competence not only impedes public health protection but also
jeopardizes Zambia's ability to meet international food export criteria. Many nations
need severe food safety procedures before approving imports, and Zambia fails to
satisfy these standards due to a lack of resources and experience.’ As a result, the
country's food exports confront major worldwide market obstacles, constraining
economic growth and trade potential.

Insufficient Infrastructure along the Food Supply Chain

In Zambia, food quality and safety are jeopardised due to inadequate storage,
transportation, and market facilities, which increase the probability of contamination.
Many food products, particularly perishable commodities such as fresh fruits and
vegetables, are extremely susceptible to deterioration and contamination if not
handled correctly.’®

Poor storage conditions, such as inadequate refrigeration or temperature control,
allow hazardous germs and pathogens to proliferate, resulting in foodborne diseases.
Food may be left out at dangerous temperatures for long periods, allowing
contamination to occur undetected.

Transportation is another major concern. Food products, particularly those that must
keep cold, may be carried without the appropriate refrigeration or in unhygienic
conditions. This increases the risk of rotting during travel, and food can quickly become
unfit to ingest by the time it arrives. Long travel hours, inadequate packaging, and
badly maintained trucks compound the issue, particularly for delicate foods such as
leafy greens, berries, and dairy products.’’

Market facilities may provide substantial hurdles to food safety regulations. Many
Zambian marketplaces lack basic infrastructure such as clean water, sufficient
sanitation, and waste disposal systems, making it easy for food to become tainted.®

Vendors may sell food in unsanitary conditions, without sufficient handling equipment
or sanitation regulations, placing consumers in danger of consuming contaminated
products. Unsanitary market conditions, along with overcrowding and poor ventilation,
can aid in the spread of disease and increase the likelihood of foodborne incidents.

These storage, transportation, and market hygiene difficulties jeopardize not just food
safety and quality but also make it impossible for Zambia to satisfy the requirements
required for both domestic consumption and international trade. Without improved



infrastructure and policies, the country struggles to protect public health and ensure
the integrity of its food supply chain.'

Perishable goods are particularly vulnerable, making it more difficult to ensure that
fresh produce and other temperature-sensitive commodities are delivered to
consumers securely, both locally and internationally. Finally, these issues erode
consumer confidence and hinder Zambia's capacity to increase agricultural exports,
affecting the whole economy.

Low Public Awareness and Knowledge on Food Safety

Many producers, dealers, and consumers in Zambia often do not have enough
knowledge about basic food safety practices. This lack of awareness leads to common
mistakes in how food is handled, stored, and prepared.?’ For example, food may be
stored in unclean conditions, transported without proper refrigeration, or prepared
using unsafe methods that increase the risk of contamination.

Without a general understanding of the importance of food safety, people may
unknowingly engage in practices that compromise the quality and safety of the food
they produce, sell, or consume. This creates a cycle where the supply of safe food is
limited because producers and dealers do not prioritize proper practices. At the same
time, the demand for safe food remains low because consumers may not fully
understand the health risks associated with unsafe food. Ultimately, this lack of
knowledge affects the entire food system, limiting opportunities to improve food
quality and protect public health.

Insufficient Legislation and Standards

Zambia's food safety rules are out of date and do not meet the complex concerns of
modern food systems. These regulations do not entirely comply with international
standards like the Codex Alimentarius, a globally recognised set of principles and
norms of practice for food safety and quality.?’

This imbalance undermines the country's ability to adequately regulate modern food
safety issues. For example, current rules are inadequate to handle the risks posed by
chemical residues in food, such as pesticides and industrial pollutants, which can
endanger human health if not properly monitored.?



Furthermore, Zambia's regulatory system fails to appropriately handle the advent of
new foodborne diseases, which are becoming a global problem as agricultural
practices change, climate change worsens, and trade becomes more globalised.?

Zambia struggles to develop strong food safety systems, protect public health, and
improve the competitiveness of its food goods on the global market in the absence of
updated rules that meet international standards.

Recommendations for Strengthening Food Safety Systems
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Establish a Centralised and Independent Food Safety Authority

The Zambian government should create a single authoritative body to unify food
safety policies, standards, and enforcement. The creation of the independent National
Food Safety Authority (NFSA) will have the integration of roles currently spread across
the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Agriculture, Local government and Zambia Bureau
of Standards.

The proposed National Food Safety Authority should be empowered to set regulations,
able to lead inspections and conduct food safety training, creating a coherent
approach to food safety. The creation of this agency will improve policy coherence, will




enhance efficiency enforcement which will lead to higher accountability throughout
the food supply chain.

Invest in Infrastructure and Capacity Building

There is an urgent need to strengthen infrastructure and technical capacities to
monitor, inspect and regulate food safety effectively in fruits and vegetables. Firstly,
this action can be done by development and upgrading of laboratories across key
provinces to enhance testing capabilities, focusing on microbial and chemical
contaminant detection.

Secondly, conducting the training programs for food safety inspectors, agricultural
extension officers and health workers, expanding technical knowledge on food safety
protocols. Thirdly, it will improve market and transportation facilities including proper
storage facilities, refrigeration for perishables such as fruits and vegetables and
hygienic markets. Ultimately, it will enable increased ability to detect, prevent and

respond to food safety risks leading to safer supply chains.

Modernisation of Food Safety Legislation and Standards

The main objective of food safety legislation and standard modernisation is to align
food safety laws in Zambia with International best practices, enabling more effective
regulation and fostering export competitiveness in fresh and vegetables. This calls for
revision of existing food safety legislation in line with the Codex Alimentarius
Standards and other International regulations.

It is also important to introduce a systematic risk-based approach for inspections and
standards enforcement to ensure compliance with both domestic and export-oriented
requirements. And to establish penalties for non-compliance and incentives for
adherence to food safety standards among producers and retailers. When
modernisation of Food Safety Legislations and Standards are realised, action will
strengthen regulatory framework that meets international standards, support exports
and ensures food safety for local consumers.

Enhance Public Awareness and Education on Food Safety

The conscious consumer provides the first line of defence against the consumption of
contaminated fresh foods. Objectively, it's urgently required to build a food safety
culture among consumers, producers, and vendors to reduce contamination risks and



improve food handling practices in fresh fruits and vegetables in Zambia. The food
safety awareness can be achieved in threefold, namely;

a) Implement public awareness campaigns focusing on safe food handling
practices, targeted especially at high-risk groups like food vendors, school
cafeterias, and urban households.

b) Partner with media, schools, and community organisations to integrate food
safety education into public health initiatives and school curricula.

¢) (c) Develop educational materials and resources in local languages to ensure
widespread understanding and accessibility.

The education campaign on awareness on food safety issues through mass media
platforms such as radio, Facebook and television will increase public awareness and
adherence to laid down food safety practices, reducing incidences of foodborne
illnesses and fostering more customer confidence.

Encourage Public-Private Partnerships and Industry Engagement

The government can try to leverage private sector investment and expertise to
strengthen the food safety ecosystem in fresh fruits and vegetables in Zambia. The
collaboration with food producers, processors, and distributors will improve supply
chain integrity and foster compliance with safety standards in the agricultural sector.
The government should encourage this engagement, especially in rural and peri-urban
where farming is practiced. The call will encourage private sector investment in storage
and transportation infrastructure, particularly in rural areas where food safety risks are
higher.

In addition, there should be a deliberate policy to establish voluntary industry
standards and certifications to promote higher food safety standards and build a
market reputation for Zambian products. Ultimately, this action will enhance industry
commitment to food safety, improved market access, and increased investment in food
safety infrastructure.



Implementation Strategy

Table 1: Summary of implementation strategy as indicated below:

1.

Short-Term (1-2 Years):

Establish the Centralised Food Safety Authority with a clear
mandate and budget.

Initiate a legislative review process to modernize food safety
laws on fresh fruits and vegetables and set the groundwork
for updated standards.

Launch pilot food safety awareness programs in urban and
rural areas with high foodborne illness rates.

2. Medium-Term (3-5 Years):

Fully operationalise the Food Safety Authority, providing
training and resources across all key regions.

Strengthen infrastructure in markets, focusing on storage,
refrigeration, and sanitation improvements.

Conduct a comprehensive public awareness campaign
nationwide, targeting urban and rural populations.

3. Long-Term (5+ Years):

Evaluate policy impacts and refine strategies based on

outcomes and emerging food safety challenges.

Establish a self-sustaining framework for continuous
improvement, leveraging technological advancements in food
safety.

Expand partnerships with international bodies to keep up with
evolving food safety standards and practices in the
horticultural sector.
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Anticipated Impacts

1. Improved Public Health: Reduced incidence of foodborne diseases, leading to
lower healthcare costs and a healthier population.

2. Economic Growth and Trade: Enhanced food safety will enable Zambia to access
larger markets, boost exports, and improve the competitiveness of its food
industry.

3. Consumer Confidence: Greater trust in food safety will improve domestic
demand for locally produced foods and contribute to food security.

4. Sustainable Development: A strong food safety system will foster sustainable
agricultural practices and reduce food waste, supporting national and global

sustainability goals.

Conclusion

Strengthening food safety in Zambia is essential for protecting public health,
enhancing food security, and fostering economic growth. By implementing these
recommendations, Zambia can create a resilient food safety system that builds
consumer confidence, promotes sustainable agriculture, and enables greater access to

international markets.
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