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INTRODUCTION 
In the previous century, one of the strategic goals towards a “moderately prosperous society” 
of the Communistic Party was “providing people with adequate food and clothing”. In a country 
where, as the Chinese saying goes, “food is seen by people as important as heaven”, food has 
always been the utmost import thing for rulers to keep its people content. A few decades ago, 
when a large part of the population still struggled to survive in poverty, the focus on food in 
China used to be simply providing sufficient food supply. Today, this focus has shifted towards 
ensuring food safety [1]. At the 19th Communist Party of China National People’s Congress 
in September 2017, which described the Party’s strategic plans for the future decennia, the 
implementation of food safety strategy was stressed. At the same time, strive for higher quality 
of life gives rise to demands among consumers for higher quality of food.

The most famous incident from the Chinese food industry remains the 2008 melamine milk 
scandal. It affected tens of thousands of children and multiple deaths of infants due to kidney 
failure [2]. The aftermath is largely tangible even to this day, still frequently mentioned by China 
and the rest of the world. Even before this, another infant formula scandal had already been 
reported in 2004 [2]. Other well-known food safety scandals that have happened in the past few 
years include oil “drained from the gutter”, toxic bean sprouts and multiple kinds of unqualified 
meat products. These incidents have led to a significant decline of trust from Chinese consumers 
towards the conventional food systems, as well as disbelief towards government efforts to 
manage food safety and quality by measures such as certification systems [3]. A relatively high 
level of concern persists to exist among consumers towards food safety, accompanied with a 
willingness to pay a higher price for safer food [4]. There is an increasing interest in imported 
foods from the growing Chinese middle class, which is beneficial for the Dutch and European 
food industry [5]. By 2016, China had become the most important export destination outside the 
EU for Dutch agricultural products [6]. The significant number one in export growth is still infant 
milk powder, which increased fiftyfold in 10 years of time [7]. Other important food exports for 
the Netherlands include various dairy products, meat and fishery products. 

According to Chinese food safety policymakers, the most important areas of improvement 
should be aimed at reducing food borne illnesses, chemical contamination including illegal 
use of pesticides and veterinary drug residues, as well as food fraud. The 2015 Food Safety 
Law mentions the use of a risk-based management framework as a guideline for food safety 
policies. Building up a thorough and comprehensive implementation of risk assessment, risk 
management decision-making and risk communication is however still largely in progress [1] [8]. 
To a certain extent, this is contrary to the wants of the consumers. Through the food scares in 
the past few years, Chinese consumers hold the view that no risk is acceptable at all. In addition, 
there is often little awareness among consumers regarding unsafe foods that lead to food-borne 
illnesses. Concepts of food safety and food quality are often confused. Instead, main factors 
that consumers consider to cause concerns reportedly include pesticide and veterinary drug 
residues, food counterfeits, so-called inferior quality of foods, practical hygienic issues and food 
additives [9]. 

This brochure will explain the practical procedures for food safety compliance for Dutch 
companies who wish to export foods to China. A basic overview of the structure of the food safety 
regulatory system will first be analyzed. Subsequently, practical procedures will be explained for 
administrative compliance measures that companies are required to undertake. Then the current 
legislative environment for the two largest export product categories, dairy and meat, will be 
discussed, followed lastly by an extensive SWOT analysis for Dutch companies. An overview of 
abbreviations used in this brochure can be found in Annex 1.
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China Food Safety Law 2015
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CHINA FOOD SAFETY LAW 2015 

Chinese jurisdictional system

To understand the Chinese Food Safety Law system, it is important to take a look first at the 
general Chinese law system. Chinese legislations and jurisdictional documents are issued in 
accordance with the hierarchical position of the issuing institution, implicating the working 
power of the legislation. Only laws that are issued by the National People’s Congress can officially 
bear the name law in the document. Other legislative documents are considered law only in the 
broad sense. Figure 1 shows an overview of the hierarchy for relevant food safety authorities and 
legislative documents.

In the basic EU food safety system, the rule of trias politica is applied, where a clear distinction is 
made between the legislative role, the implementation party and the scientific base of resource. 
The power division is less clear in the Chinese food safety system, as seen in Figure 2a and 2b. 

Figure 1. Overview of the hierarchy for Chinese legislative authorities

Figure 2a&b. Trias politica in EU and China Food Law

In practice, responsibility is rather 
indicated by the assigned hierarchical 
position of  the authorities. It  is 
observed that this may leave the fields 
of power and responsibility disputed 
or even result in overlapping areas of 
authority between parallel positioned 
institutions, complicating decision-
making processes and resulting in 
ambiguities and uncertainties in 
regulatory policies. This also leads 
to unpredictability in the legislative 
e n v i ro n m e n t .  T h e s e  o b s t a c l e s 
currently form the greatest challenges 
in Chinese food policy according to 
European companies [5] [10]. 
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Food Safety Law 2015

Upon the occurrence of a series of food safety scandals, the Chinese government enacted by 
writing new food laws. Before the 2008 melamine milk powder scandal, the last food law dated 
from 1995 and was called “Food and Hygiene Law of the People’s Republic of China”. It was mostly 
based on sanitary issues occurring in the food industry. In 2009 a Food Safety Law was published 
replacing the Food and Hygiene Law. This was the first time that “safety” was mentioned in 
Chinese Food Law.

The 2009 Food Safety Law was re-written and updated in 2015. This 2015 Food Safety Law now 
acts as the base of all other food safety regulations, providing a new legislative framework 
for food safety management. Compared to the 2009 FSL, the new FSL puts more focus on risk 
prevention and risk assessment, traceability and supervision in the whole food chain, and 
strict penalties for those who do not comply. It also stresses the use of social governance to 
help supervise the food regulatory system [11]. After the release of 2015 FSL, new regulatory 
legislations have been announced and put into practice in accordance. Older regulations that are 
not updated are still in force, but may be readapted in the future to adjust to the new framework 
and modernization movements of food safety management.
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Practical Procedures
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PRACTICAL PROCEDURES
Although China is a country with a huge market potential, it is also a country whose vastly 
different cultural habits, social perspectives, work ethics and food history cannot be overlooked. 
In the end, these are all reflected in the business and legislative environment. It cannot be 
stressed enough that preparation and research is key for Dutch companies to understand 
practices in the Chinese legislative environment. 

The previous food safety legislative system that was outlined in 2009 FSL was rather complex and 
hard to understand. Responsibilities of food safety management were scattered and entangled 
between authorities. In comparison, the 2015 FSL presents a more structured framework with 
clearly assigned fields of responsibility and executive powers, mainly concentrated within the 
hands of CFDA and AQSIQ, with the former mainly concerning about domestic food safety and 
the latter mainly in charge of safety management for imported foods. This brochure will focus on 
the regulations that apply to imported foods, for most Dutch companies are trying to export their 
products into China. According to China Food Safety Law 2015, the import procedure is arranged 
with roles as follows:

The qualifications, proceedings and responsibilities are discussed for each role in the following 
subchapters as described in the legislative documents. However, due to unpredictable 
circumstances, regional inconsistency and product differences, practical situations may proceed 
differently than they are officially prescribed at the time of publication of this brochure. It 
is always highly urged to stay up-to-date through local authorities for accurate and newest 
information.

Manufacturers

The overseas manufacturers are usually defined as overseas farming, manufacturing, processing 
and/or storage companies. The manufacturer is naturally obliged to ensure that foods comply 
to safety requirements of the importing country and is suitable for human consumption. 
This responsibility is also emphasized in the China FSL 2015. Apart from product compliance, 
manufacturers of certain foods are also obliged to comply administratively by applying for 
registration at Chinese authorities. Both are discussed more in detail below. 

Product compliance
Food products are first and foremost obligated to comply to Chinese national standards, which 
are published by the NHFPC in lists called “GB-standards”. These standards vary in content, 
from product definitions, labelling requirements, use of additives, microbial counts, and even 
acknowledged methods for technical measurements. Other local or international standards, 
certifications, or industrial standards can be acknowledged only complementary when no 
relevant national standards apply. Compliance to national GB-standards should be achieved and 
monitored in the following areas with corresponding order:

1. Compliance in product category definition
2. Compliance in sensory properties
3. Chemical compliance:  heavy metals, contaminants, pesticides residues, veterinary drug 

residues
4. Microbiological compliance: micro-organisms
5. Compliance with food additives: whether the specific category of product allows for relevant 

additives, if so, in what limits
6. Labelling compliance

Manufacturer Exporter Importer Distributor
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Administrative compliance
Table 1 shows the requirements as described in FSL 2015 for registrations of food manufacturing 
companies, with the different registration authorities and procedures shown in summary. 
Required documents and more detailed explanation can be found in the following sub-chapters.

Table 1. Overview of registrations for overseas food manufacturers

Type of food Registration authority Notes

Meat and meat products CNCA Validity: 4 years
Renew 1 year before 
expiration
Fees: Free
Apply: through NVWA/COKZ

Aquatic animal and aquatic plant 
products

CNCA

Dairy products CNCA
Bird’s nest products CNCA
Infant milk powder formula CFDA Validity: 5 years

Renew 6 months before 
expiration
Fees: Free
Apply: online, then on-site

Food formula for special medical use CFDA
Dietary supplements CFDA

Fruits and vegetables AQSIQ

Overseas manufacturers registration at CNCA
CNCA is authorized by the State Council to be managed by AQSIQ and oversees administrative 
certifications and accreditations. The CNCA publishes a list of products for which registration 
of manufacturers is mandatory [12]. This is required at the moment for meat products, aquatic 
products and dairy products manufacturing enterprises, but the list may expand in the future to 
other products that are seen as high-risk. 

The manufacturers of these products need to be registered at the CNCA before their products 
can be exported to China. Registration is valid for four years and renewal needs to be applied 
for by a year before expiration. It is necessary to provide detailed and accurate information 
on the company, manufacturing plants, manufacturing processes and production capacity. 
Details on the food safety management system implemented by the competent authorities also 
need to be provided. Therefore it is advisable to cooperate and communicate closely with the 
Dutch competent authorities for required information and materials during the registration 
process. The Dutch NVWA is responsible for vegetables, meat and fishery products. COKZ can be 
contacted for dairy companies. For dairy manufacturers, an additional document is required to 
compare corresponding Dutch and European food safety laws and regulations with Chinese legal 
requirements for manufacturing operational standards. 

All forms should be filled out with care and precision. Any required information that remains 
unclear or incomplete may lead to rejection of the application. Consistency in all corresponding 
materials and documents is also considered of great importance by Chinese authorities as 
even small mistakes can put the credit of the information in question. The forms required for 
registration can be found on the website of CNCA. Different forms are used for each category of 
product. 

All documents should be submitted, in cooperation with and with approval of the national 
competent authorities (NVWA/COKZ). Only then will the competent authorities recommend the 
manufacturing enterprise to their Chinese counterparts (CNCA). The time needed for processing 
the application depends largely on “technical reviews” of the authorities, which may take 
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months of time. If the provided information does not comply with the requirements, pending 
submissions of documents may take even longer periods of time. The application of registration 
at CNCA is free of charge. 

Registration at CFDA 
Manufacturers of special types of food are required to register at CFDA [13] [14] [15]. This 
applies to infant milk powder formulas, foods with a special medical purpose which includes 
hypoallergenic infant formula, and dietary supplements.

The CFDA is appointed in the China FSL 2015 as responsible for registration of special types of 
food companies, both domestically producers and overseas manufacturers. 

Infant formula milk powder
Starting from 1 October 2016, all domestic produced and imported formula milk powder 
products for infant and young children should be registered with its formula recipes at CFDA. The 
transition period lasted until January 1st, 2018, after which registration needs to be completed 
for all products that are produced after January 1st to be sold within China.

Each manufacturing site is allowed to have a maximum of 3 distinct series or brands of infant 
formula products. With each brand containing 3 stages of infant formula foods, the new 
administrative measures account for a maximum total of 9 products per manufacturing site. It 
is strictly forbidden to produce infant milk powder for other companies or to only (re)package 
and (re)label purchased milk powder [16]. Strict labelling requirements for infant formula milk 
powder should be followed as well as national standards for “Prepackaged Food Labelling”, with 
a prohibition of Chinese sticker labels.

The registration is valid for 5 years and contains no yearly inspections or yearly reviews. On-site 
inspections may take place if authorities deem it necessary. The application procedure is free of 
charge [17]. 

Table 2. CFDA registration steps for infant formula milk powder

CFDA registration for infant formula milk powder
What Where With
1. Online application CFDA website

h t t p : // y p . z y b h . g o v. c n /
yezcww/ 

Application letter/form
Qualification certificate
Overview of safety and quality standards of 
raw materials
Report on product formula development
Description of production process
Product inspection report
Documents to indicate capacity  and 
capability in R&D, production and inspection
Other materials to indicate scientific 
references and safety of the formula

2. Physical application CFDA Administration Service 
Hall

See above

Foods with a special medical purpose
In 2016, administrative measures for the registration of foods with a special medical purpose 
have been published by the CFDA. These foods should meet the special needs of problems 
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related to digestive or metabolic limitations or disorders. Its definition includes special 
medical formula for infants aged 0-12 months and special medical formula as a whole diet or 
a part thereof for target consumers from the age of 1. Overseas manufacturers as well as local 
manufacturers that sell domestically should register its products at CFDA. 

The mandatory implementation received a transition period [18], stating that from 2019 all 
food with a special medical purpose should be registered, and state its registration number 
on the label and instructions of use. The 5-year-validity of the registration contains no yearly 
inspections or yearly reviews. The application procedure is free of charge.

Table 3. CFDA registration steps for foods with a special medical purpose

CFDA registration for foods with a special medical purpose
What Where With
1. Online application CFDA website

http://ty.zybh.gov.cn/stzcww/
login/loginAction!login.dhtml 

Application letter/form
Report  on product development 
and product formula with scientific 
references
Description of production process
Description of product standards
Product label and instructions of use
Sample inspection report
Documents to indicate capacity and 
capability in R&D, production and 
inspection
Other materials to indicate product 
safety, nutritional adequacy and 
clinical results

2. Physical application CFDA Administration Service 
Hall

See above

Dietary supplements
A new registration and filing management system has been in force since 2016 for health food 
products and dietary supplements with the aim of supplementing vitamins and minerals. These 
products are defined as foods with a functional health claim but do not have the purpose of 
treating diseases. Annex 2 explains the 27 recognized health functions that dietary supplements 
may contribute to [19].

In December 2016, CFDA published the first “list with claims” (or in fact only one claim yet) that 
could be used for nutritional dietary supplements, and the list of allowed nutrients belonging to 
the claim [20]. Manufacturers of health foods that use ingredients other than the listed nutrients 
need to complete its registration at CFDA on municipal level. Health foods that are imported for 
the first time, with the exception of supplementary vitamins and mineral products, also need to 
be registered by the overseas manufacturer to the CFDA at municipal level. These foods need 
to be reviewed and approved by the CFDA, with a certificate valid for 5 years. The application 
procedure is free of charge.

Manufacturers of health foods that use ingredients listed on the allowed list, and first time 
imported supplementary vitamins and mineral products, need to file records at CFDA at 
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provincial level [21].

Table 4. CFDA registration steps for dietary supplements

CFDA registration for dietary supplements
What Where With
1. Online application CFDA website As described in “Service 

Guide for registration of 
dietary supplements with new 
ingredients and first time 
imported dietary supplements” 

2. Paper documents 
application

CFDA Administration Service 
Hall

See above

Fruits, vegetables and animal products
For the export of most animal and plant origin foods it is required to have a bilateral protocol 
between Chinese and Dutch authorities before trade with China can take place [22]. For the trade 
of fruits and vegetables that have gained a bilateral protocol, only a selected series of production 
farms, processing and storage companies that are registered and approved by the NVWA and 
acknowledged by AQSIQ are allowed to export its products to China. Companies who wish to 
trade in fruits and vegetables and animal products that do not yet have a bilateral protocol can 
forward an extensive and substantiated application to the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture for a risk 
assessment to the Chinese authorities. Upon consideration for all product applications, a limited 
selection can be made for a negotiation procedure to start, for usually negotiations can only take 
place for one product at a time. In addition, such procedures may take years of time before a 
bilateral protocol or export permit is established.  

Manufacturers of other food products do not require particular registration. The exporter is 
required to file records at the Chinese authorities as seen in the next chapter.

Exporter

The exporter (or its agent) should file records to AQSIQ. This can be done through the online 
record filing system, newly set up in 2015. The website for this is http://ire.eciq.cn. The applicant 
should complete the Application Form of Food Exporter/Agent online, after which a record 
number and a query number will be issued and goods can be exported.

As with the manufacturer, the administrative compliance is rigorous and requires carefulness 
with documents. It is important to confirm beforehand that the exported products are allowed to 
be imported in China, that the original manufacturer complies administratively and the product 
itself is compliant to all labelling and substantial requirements.



13

Importer

The importer plays an utmost important role in the import procedures. In Chinese legislations, 
the importer is a domestic company that enjoys full supervision under the Chinese authorities. 
As the FSL 2015 writes, the overseas manufacturer and overseas exporter are responsible 
for their exported food products and their compliance with Chinese national standards. The 
overseas manufacturer and overseas exporter also take responsibility for the content of the 
label and instructions of use. However, the importer is the one responsible for setting up its own 
audit system to keep information of the overseas food producer and exporter as well as import 
and sales records. This implies that it is in practice the obligation of the importer to ensure that 
the overseas companies comply to the requirements in Chinese food safety regulations, that the 
imported food products are compliant to Chinese national standards, that documents of proof 
are sufficiently provided during import, that import records are kept track, and that it is the 
obligation of the importer to inform the consumer and make recalls when non-compliant food 
or proof for unsafe foods is found. In other words, the domestic importer takes full liability for 
the safety of the imported food products. After all, it is hard to put liability on a company that is 
located overseas.

Companies who wish to start importing food products within China or expand their import 
areas are strongly recommended to investigate beforehand with extensive preparation and 
comprehensive research on the requirements of the products they want to import. For example, 
some products are only allowed to enter the country and be declared in designated ports. Each 
port may interpret and handle regulations a slightly different way. It is important to inform 
with the local CIQ about required documents, import inspection procedures and compliance 
standards. A yearly catalog of import products with its corresponding HS codes and inspection 
requirements is listed and can be obtained at the customs for specific references. Companies 
can make use of consultancy bureaus or certification agencies to ensure product and label 
compliance. It is important to extensively research background information and trends around 
the products. Close cooperation and communication with local companies that are familiar with 
the clearance of import food products is highly recommended. Assistance on food trade and 
business partners can be obtained through NVWA, RVO and the Dutch Embassy and Consulates 
located in China and Hong Kong.

Administrative compliance
Table 5 shows an overview of officially required documents in order to be able to act as a 
qualified importer for food products. 
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Table 5. Qualification certificates for importer

English Chinese Relevant authority Notes
Business License 营业执照 Local BIC
Food Business License 食品经营许可证 

[23]
CFDA

Filing and Registration 
for Foreign Trade 
Business Operators

对外贸易经营者备
案登记

MOFCOM

Food Importer and 
Exporter Registration

进出口商备案 AQSIQ Register at http://ire.eciq.
cn and on paper at the local 
Bureau of Industry and 
Commerce

Registration of 
Declaration Entities

海关报关单位注册
登记证书 [24]

General 
Administration of 
Customs 

Filing and registration 
of self-declaring 
enterprises

自理报检单位备案
登记 [25]

Local CIQ http://www.eciq.cn 

Animal and plant 
product quarantine 
license

动植物检疫许可证 
[26] [27]

Local CIQ Needed for most animal and 
plant products

Automatic import 
licensing

自动进口许可证 
[28]

Local MOFCOM Yearly catalog of commodities 
with automatic import 
licenses

The following documents from the list are only needed when the company decides to declare the 
goods on their own. In practice, the Chinese partner or agent is usually charged in the process 
for clearance of customs and quarantine inspections for practical reasons.

Filing and registration of self-declaring enterprises
Companies can choose to either inquire a third party or to declare the imported goods 
themselves. In the latter case, it is required to file its quarantine related activities to the local 
CIQ. The company will then be responsible for handling the quarantine procedures, keeping 
contact and cooperating with the authorities during the quarantine process, paying quarantine 
inspection fees, and receiving the quarantine certificate.

Animal and plant product quarantine license
This license is needed for the application of quarantine inspection of most living animals 
including aquatic animals, animal food products such as meat, organs, egg products and dairy 
products, animal products that are not destined for human consumption, fresh fruits, a few 
vegetables and grains. This license needs to be applied for before the contracts are signed. The 
applicant should be an independent legal entity with a direct foreign trading contract or its 
agent. One quarantine license is valid for one type of product from one company in one country, 
specifically for one importer. The quarantine license is valid for 3 months or one time import. 
When multiple imports are needed, the imported amounts should be registered by a verification 
form.
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Table 6. Application procedure of Animal and plant product quarantine license

Application Animal and plant product quarantine license
What Where With
1. Physical application Local CIQ Application form

Documents of legal person’s qualification
Contract with assigned (registered) manufacturing, 
processing and storage companies
Transit route description
Sanitary certificate from exporting country of origin
Entry permitting documents from competent 
authorities of importing country

Automatic import license
Every year MOFCOM issues a new “catalog of commodities with automatic import licenses”. For 
these (food) products that are in the catalog, it is necessary to apply for an automatic import 
license of the PRC for the customs clearance. Some situations are exempted from this automatic 
import license as described in the document. For 2017, certain types of meat and dairy products 
as well as a few grains and cereals require the automatic import license.

This automatic import license is usually valid for the clearance of 1 single batch of commodities 
(“single-batch license”) and is valid for 6 months. For some commodities, it is possible to apply 
for a “non-single batch license”.

Table 7. Application procedure of Automatic import license

Application Automatic import license
What Where With
1. Physical application with 
paper documents or online

Local MOFCOM Application form
Filing document from AQSIQ
Contract with the entrusted 
agency if applicable
Certificates for imported goods 
with designated end purposes
Other materials as required in 
the “catalog”

During import
The first step of declaration will be handing in documents for AQSIQ’s approval, followed by 
applying documents for customs clearance, and lastly followed by quarantine inspection. A 
“Sanitary certificate” will be issued when inspection results are compliant and the imported 
goods will be released. Summary of the steps and required documents are shown in Table 7 
below.
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Table 8. Application procedure of customs and quarantine inspection

Application of customs and quarantine inspection 
What Where With
1. Application for quarantine 
procedure with paper or online 
documents

AQSIQ window Declaration of brand, brand name, country 
of origin, specifications, quantities and/or 
weight, total value, date of production and 
batch number
Bill of loading
Invoice
Shipping list
Insurance policy
Sales contract
Automatic import license (if applicable)
Certificate of origin (if applicable)
Label certificate (or documents for 
application thereof)
Certificates for claims (if applicable)
Phytosanitary or veterinary certificate (if 
applicable)
NHFPC certificate (for goods without GB 
standards)

2. Application for customs Customs window Above documents
Customs clearance list

3. Application for quarantine 
inspection

AQSIQ window Above documents
Customs declaration 

According to new reforms for customs and quarantine authorities, the imported food products 
will be digitally drawn for undergoing quarantine inspection, according to determined levels 
of product risk [29]. This means that unlike the previous system, not every batch of food 
products need to go through quarantine inspection, thus increasing efficiency at the quarantine 
inspections. The digital drawing also guarantees equal treatment for all products and exporting 
countries at all ports.

The consignee who signs the direct contract with its overseas trading partners is responsible for 
keeping import records and sales records at least for two years [30]. 
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Table 9. Importer's documents for keeping import and sales records

List of documents for import and sales records Form “Record of food imports” 
Form “Record of imported food sales”
Form “Record of complaints and recalls on 
imported foods”
Import contracts
Bills of loading
Official certificates from overseas authorities
Copy of the inspection declaration form
Inspection & Quarantine Certificate for Entry 
Goods
Sales contracts
Sales invoice
Outbound orders
Records of storage and processing

Distributor 

The distributor is subject to domestic requirements and inspections under supervision of the 
CFDA. Regular market spot-checks are carried out by the local Market Supervision Department, 
which is under supervision of the State Administration for Industry and Commerce. If non-
compliant foods are found, it will be the importers responsibility to take measures, make recalls, 
and inform the consumer as well as the distributor.
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Dairy Products 
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DAIRY PRODUCTS
China’s per capita consumption of dairy has grown immensely in the past few decades [31]. 
The optimistic prospects however for domestic dairy producers were disrupted in 2008 [31]. 
The infamous melamine scandal caught the attention of worldwide public and took away the 
consumers’ trust considerably towards the government’s capabilities of food safety management. 

The Chinese authorities have since worked hard to regain control and reputation and especially 
in the field of infant milk powders and other dairy products. Consequently, it is one of the most 
dynamic fields of food safety regulations and standards. In comparison with FSL 2009, FSL 2015 
refers to infant milk powder as a separate category of special food products and even devotes 
separate articles to demand safety and quality. The growing demand for dairy products and 
infant formula products have been healed over time, but levels of trust towards the domestic 
infant milk powder industry and government efforts have yet to return to levels of before the 
scandal. Even though processed dairy products and infant formula products on the market show 
the lowest failure rates in spot checks by Chinese authorities [32], preferences to imported infant 
formula products remain as evident from the increasing export numbers from all over the world. 

Most of the regulations and national food safety standards towards dairy products that are 
still in effect as of 2018, including towards infant formula, were revised and published before 
the publication of the FSL 2015. New measures included the registration of manufacturing 
companies, the prohibition of entrusted production for other brands, strengthening the 
requirements for imported dairy products, revising inspection content and uplifting inspection 
standards. Emphasis was put on independent R&D and self-inspecting capabilities of the 
companies. These new regulatory requirements were partly aimed at removing the smaller infant 
formula businesses who were unable to comply to the sudden stringency of the requirements, in 
order to facilitate stricter supervision and control on the large amount of small dairy farms and 
businesses. In 2014, the State Council General Office publicly supported a notice to restructure 
the infant formula industry and promote the merging of companies. According to the notice, 
Chinese authorities strived for 80% of the market to be in concentrated hands of only the top 10 
domestic players at the end of 2018, with a handful of largest infant formula enterprises with 
sales revenues over 5 billion yuan [33]. FSL 2015 provided a new round of eliminations of both 
domestic and overseas infant formula companies, with obligatory registration of compliant 
formula recipes of infant milk powder products and only limited formula recipes per company. 
With this regulation, companies expressed concerns regarding the protection of intellectual 
properties.

The export of cheese towards China is increasing despite it being a non-traditional food product 
for Chinese consumers. A lack of consumption experience resulted in much stricter national 
standards for certain soft cheeses compared to the EU. In the second half of 2017, problems 
surfaced as the differences in standards became evident. This resulted in stagnation in global 
cheese exports to China in the third quarter of the year [34]. With conversation and cooperation, 
the problems were largely lifted. Nonetheless, the microbial safety standards for cheese 
products remained a source of debate. 
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Meat Products
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MEAT PRODUCTS 
China requires specific protocols between both Chinese and Dutch authorities for the export of 
meat products. Without the protocols, meat products are not qualified to undergo quarantine 
inspections at the port, which is the first point of entry into the country. These bilateral protocols 
form basic guidelines for safety requirements of the products and requirements for the 
company, and acts as the largest barrier for trade in meat between both countries. Procedures 
of establishing such protocols by means of technical negotiations and discussions often take 
years of time. In 2008, a protocol for pork meat, pork meat products and pork casings was signed 
between China and the Netherlands. Export values for meat products have since grown yearly 
with average rates of more than 100% [35]. 

Fresh or frozen meat products, being regarded as high risk products, are constantly held under 
strict quarantine inspections and supervision. As the so-called manufacturing companies of 
meat products, it is required from Chinese authorities that the company can prove the origin of 
the animal and demonstrate track and tracing abilities. During import, correct categorization 
of products is of great importance to facilitate inspection and customs procedures. Additional 
attention is paid to veterinary drug residues and microbiological standard compliance.
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Hong Kong
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HONG KONG
Mainland China used to be and actually still is the most important trade partner for Hong Kong. 
At the moment, there is merely a negligible amount of agricultural production or food production 
industries within Hong Kong, as most have been shifted to Mainland China decades ago. Land 
and labor costs for the agricultural sector simply became too high. 95% of the consumed foods 
are imported, mostly from Mainland China for fresh produce, but also from countries all over 
the world [36]. Food processing factories for Hong Kong companies are also located largely in 
Mainland China. 

Hong Kong still possesses the large advantage in its geographical position for trade with Asian 
countries. It is also known for its capitalistic free trading environment that sets low market 
barriers for anyone wanting to enter the Hong Kong market [37]. Other practical conveniences 
are the common use of the English language, with at the same time a similar historical culture 
environment to Mainland China.

The downsides of entering food products via Hong Kong into Mainland China include mainly 
facing the exact same requirements in food safety as any other overseas company exporting 
to the Mainland. As the amount of ports has greatly increased in the past few decades and 
free trade zones are opening up, the advantageous transit position of Hong Kong towards 
Mainland China has changed. It can also be seen from global statistics that the Netherlands is 
facing increasing competition in food trade from all over the world [38] [39] [40], although China 
appears to be retaining its number one trade partner position [41]. A practical disadvantage that 
cannot be neglected for considering an office in Hong Kong is the high rent for a physical office 
location.
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TRENDS
Ever since China joined the WTO, trades in food and agricultural commodities have increased 
substantially [42]. The increasingly large volumes of import as well as export form challenges 
and opportunities for Chinese policymakers. Capacity for inspection is increasingly placed under 
high pressure to process all documents and inspection controls. The same problem applies to 
domestic food production, with the agricultural sector still largely consisting of small farms 
scattered throughout the country and food producing companies varying hugely in size and 
capacity, hence increasing difficulty for supervision. A few trends in the future to solve this 
problem are discussed below.

Prioritization of policymaking
Policymaking in the area of food safety is largely influenced by prioritizing products that have 
faced scandals. For example, the melamine scandal led to the establishment of a new FSL 
2009. Several milk powder scandals that were revealed in the years afterwards still struck as 
aftershocks to the Chinese people. Therefore infant milk powder is still regarded as a sensitive 
product for which strict supervision is necessary. As the new FSL 2015 proposes only a thorough 
framework in which a large number of food safety aspects are mentioned upon, specifying 
administrative measures and regulatory decrees are often issued as guidelines to implement the 
law on a practical level.

Implementation of legislation also takes place in relation to prioritized top-down orders. This can 
be seen in the hundreds of infant milk powder formulas that were registered during the last few 
months of the transition period for formula registration. Food products in general are reportedly 
considered to be high-risk products that are prioritized for regulatory improvements and thus 
increasingly subject to supervision and controls.

Third party certification
In order to facilitate compliance of food safety requirements, it is possible to seek guidance 
through third party certification with established procedures. Until now, certifications are 
only issued by the private sector. These are not officially recognized by Chinese authorities as 
automatically compliant, as the products eventually need to comply first and foremost to Chinese 
national standards, but could play a beneficial role in marketing strategy. It could be a possible 
trend that the Chinese government will put more emphasis on the use of third party certifying 
institutions as partly a solution for capacity relieve of government inspection. However it is not 
yet clear whether it will involve fully private parties. Issues such as liability and surveillance need 
to be cleared out if this trend will be further considered. More generally, the lack of trust from 
consumers towards government supervision of food certification is still a challenge to overcome.

Delegation of power
With the opening up of more and more ports, companies are not anymore limited to export 
to, or import via a few largest cities. Smaller cities and regions have also gained qualification 
and facilitation to carry out measurements for food safety controls. At the same time, regional 
consistency is reportedly a challenge for authorities. Facilities such as laboratories and other 
equipment as well as knowledge and experience from personnel are naturally expected to be in 
accordance, however in practice this is not the case. 

Digitalization of procedures
Chinese authorities are trending towards an elimination of paper documents and larger use of 
electronic certifications (e-Certs). The introduction of digitalization reduces the need for paper 
but also efforts for companies to physically visit the authority departments. During import, e-Certs 
can be transferred directly between governments, through both competent authorities of the 
exporting and importing country. Any fraud with paper documents can thus be prevented. In 
addition, with the digitalization process of quarantine sampling inspections, import procedures 
can be greatly shortened in time and improves regional and objective consistency across the 
country. 
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SWOT analysis

Strengths

•  Good reputation in terms of food safety
As a developed country in West-Europe, the Netherlands has a good reputation in food safety. Its 
food products are trusted to be safe and of high quality.

•  The Netherlands has a well-working food safety management system
The food safety management, compliant to European food safety legislations and inspected by 
the NVWA, is rather efficient and well-organized. Also the Chinese government is often eager to 
learn and adapt from Dutch know-hows.

•  Technologically advanced 
The Netherlands is known to be an expert on agricultural technologies and food manufacturing 
know-hows. Potential market lies not only in end-products, but also in technological exchanges.

•  Good communication between different parties
When large food safety problems occur during trade, it is often not only a problem for one such 
company but for the whole industry of the problem product. It demands cooperation from 
different parties to solve such a problem. Regarding previous events, it seems reportedly that 
communication and cooperation with among others the Dutch authorities have been largely 
successful.

•  Leading country in digital certificates
The Netherlands is recognized to be one of the few countries that work with fully digitalized 
documents, providing a great advantage in convenience during trade.

Weaknesses 

•  Cultural and language barrier during trade.
China has a profound different cultural base on which modern society has been shaped. It 
is important to learn and understand how the business environment is structured and how 
legislations work, in order to succeed in the Asian and especially the Chinese market. The fact 
that not all legislations and food safety standards have been translated into English forms an 
important language barrier as well. It is usually encouraged to cooperate with a Chinese business 
partner to overcome these barriers and facilitate market access. However, overreliance on the 
local partner can also result in the overseas company becoming involved in scandals caused by 
the domestic business environment [43].

•  Underestimation of the complexity and time needed for compliance before and during 
export
Although time frames are given for most of the steps in required application procedures for 
companies, there is usually no time limit for the so-called “technical reviews” and possible “on-
site inspections” by the authorities. In practice, companies often encounter problems with 
compliance of application documents, which may ask for correction measures or even lead to 
rejection of the application. If the latter occurs, it is possible to re-apply. Careful consideration 
should be taken as documents going back and forth is a time-consuming process beyond one’s 
control, sometimes taking up to years of time.

In addition, it has been reported by Chinese authorities that European companies face non-
compliant labelling of alcohol products and non-compliance of dairy product quality as main 
reasons for entry refusal [44]. These problems are defined as non-safety and health compliance 
problems, but nevertheless should be brought to attention.
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•  Bilateral protocols needed for export, EU negotiations needed for import. 
When the Netherlands wants to export products to China, oftentimes a bilateral protocol is 
required from the Chinese authorities. When China wants to export products to the Netherlands, 
negotiations are made at EU-China level instead of bilaterally and products enter the market on a 
EU level. 

•  Small-medium enterprises have limited energy. 
It is a time-consuming challenge to extensively research compliance of products. Large 
companies may have their own regulatory compliance team to devote to ensuring product 
compliance, or even setting up their own manufacturing safety standards. Large companies can 
also benefit from being able to build up larger networks over a longer industry chain, and apply 
long-term strategies to guarantee a higher stability in an unfamiliar and unpredictable legislative 
environment. Smaller companies won’t be able to delegate as much manpower and resources to 
compliance of food safety issues. This will be a challenge as most Dutch companies are SMEs.

Opportunities 

•  E-commerce is emerging as a innovative path for more direct trade with Chinese 
clientele
In the past few years, electronic payment methods have gained countrywide popularity and 
provided convenience has boosted E-commerce platforms. However, cross border controls may 
slightly differ from those for regular food businesses, and is therefore still a regulatory unstable 
yet potential area for trade possibilities

•  Growing potential market
It is well-known that the growing Chinese middle class and a growing interest in foreign foods, 
especially as those have the reputation of being safer than domestic foods, provides a huge 
potential market

•  Health trends are upcoming in China
Food trends that have occurred or are prevailing in Western countries, such as low-sugar and 
low-fat food products, have also made their way to China. Previous experience and knowledge 
may provide an advantage for Dutch companies in these new market areas

•  China’s need for food safety related technologies. 
China is very much willing to improve its domestic food safety situation and willing to learn from 
the best technologies and systems. For example, a longterm EU-China Horizon project including 
topics on food safety has been established since 2013

•  Increasingly strict supervision for domestic food companies. 
This may result in the “survival of the fittest” companies and eliminate non-compliant smaller 
food businesses. Overseas companies are not under direct supervision of the Chinese 
government. Therefore consequences for Dutch companies will be simply that their products 
need to comply to possible stricter standards, and thus Dutch products may gain a more 
advantageous position on the Chinese market

•  Social media becoming more dominant as a way to directly spread information 
Both government and overseas enterprises themselves can make use of social media to improve 
consumer’s perception towards food safety

Threats

•  Legislation is complex
The legislative system is unique and complex and even contains regional differences. It is useful 
for even every-day business to have a basic understanding of the system.
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•  Legislation can often turn in unpredictable directions
Due to the structure of the legal system and especially the top-down order of authorities, 
legislation can be changed by different authorities unpredictably and implemented rather 
suddenly. This presents an unstable business environment, requires immense energy from 
companies to keep up with changes in legislation and poses risks of incompliance

•  Legislation often contains grey areas in which compliance is almost impossible
Authorities having different perspectives on certain subjects may result in legislations that 
overlap or contradict each other. Unclear legislation again affects the business environment and 
poses risks of incompliance. 

•  Legislation and standards are often outdated
Foods that are sold on the Chinese market have to be compliant first and foremost to Chinese 
laws and national standards. These standards cover a great range of requirements, listing from 
categorization and labelling of products, to allowed limits of food additives, to acknowledged 
measurement methods for detection of compounds. The standards are revised when deemed 
necessary. However, they are not always in line with international standards, nor are they always 
sufficiently updated. Technologies and science modernizes and develops much more rapidly 
than decades before. It proves to be a challenge for Chinese authorities to keep up these 
developments and incorporate them timely into legislation and national standards.

•  Protection of intellectual property rights is weak
It is said that when overseas brands and products enter the Chinese market, it is rather a rule 
than an exception that intellectual property rights are violated at some point somewhere in the 
country. Even though China maintains increasingly strict regulations on this topic, infringement 
of intellectual property is often beyond one’s control. Registration of a trademark is of course 
the very first step for self-protection. This can already prove to be a challenge as Chinese people 
have been registering existing overseas trademarks, only to be able to sell them when the brand 
wants to enter the Chinese market. Besides this, the requirements for formula recipe registration 
for special food products also raise concerns regarding IPR protection.  

•  Free Trade Agreements with New Zealand and Australia
In 2008, New Zealand entered into a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with China. Australia followed 
with a FTA in 2015. Similar to the Netherlands, both countries mainly export meat and dairy 
products to China. This not only forms a threat for Dutch businesses in terms of trade profits, but 
also leave the New Zealand and Australian companies more room for improving compliance of 
products towards Chinese food safety regulations



30

Annexes



31

Annex 1
A list of abbreviations of authorities used in the brochure is explained below: 
FSL: Food Safety Law
NPC: National People’s Congress
MOA: Ministry of Agriculture
NHFPC: National Health and Family Planning Commission
AQSIQ: General Administration of Quality Supervision, Inspection and Quarantine
CFDA: China Food and Drug Administration
SC: State Council
CNCA: Certification and Accreditation Administration
NVWA: Nederlandse Voedsel- en Warenautoriteit
COKZ: Centraal Orgaan voor Kwaliteitsaangelegenheden in de Zuivel
CIQ: China Entry-exit Inspection and Quarantine Bureau (part of AQSIQ)
RVO: Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend Nederland
BIC: Bureau of Industry and Commerce
MOFCOM: Ministry of Commerce

Annex 2
List of the 27 recognized health functions for dietary supplements [19]:

Enhance immunity Remove chloasma Regulate intestinal flora

Improve sleep Improve skin moisture Stimulate discharge of lead

Relieve physical fatigue Improve skin oils Stimulate digestion

Improve hypoxia tolerance Lose weight Clear the throat

Protect supplementary against 
radiation

Supplementary lower blood 
sugar levels

Supplementary protect the 
gastric mucosa

Increase bone density Improve growth Stimulate lactation

Protect supplementary against 
chemically induced liver damage

Anti-oxidation Stimulate laxation

Relieve visual fatigue Improve nutritional anemia Supplementary lower blood 
pressure

Remove acne Supplementary improve 
memory

Supplementary lower blood 
cholesterol levels
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