
CFDA: A Food and Drug Regulatory Solution? 
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The State Council has overhauled China’s food and drug safety bodies after a 
long series of quality and safety scandals, stripping several agencies of their 
food and drug regulatory powers. A China Food and Drug Administration 
(CFDA) has been created in their place – one of several institutional changes 
ratified by the National People’s Congress on 14 March 2013. 
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China’s New Food and Drug Regulator 
  
Details of how the administration will carry out its duties are still emerging. However, the 
CFDA’s structure, its personnel allocation and the duties of its major departments are 
known, having been the subject of an early-April internal circular. Key points include: 

• Director: Zhang Yong, former Director of the State 
Council Food Safety Commission Office (FSCO) 

 
• 17 Organizational Units, including: 

- Three Food Safety Departments: For production 
regulation, distribution regulation, and risk analysis 

- Two Drug and Cosmetics Departments: For registration 
and for regulation 

 
• Staff: 345 workers, twice the number of the CFDA’s 

predecessor, the State Food and Drug Administration 
(SFDA)  

 
• Special Roles: A chief food safety inspector, a chief drug 

safety inspector and ten inspection commissioners with 
experience allowing them to supervise specific segments 
of the supply chain 
 

• License and Certification Mergers:  

- Drug production license and Good Manufacturing 
Practice 

- Drug distribution license and Good Supply Practice 

- Cosmetics production and hygiene licenses 

More manpower than its 
predecessor 

Two chief inspectors and ten 
inspection commissioners 

Three  departments in 
charge of food safety 
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• Delegation of Authority:   
 

- To Provincial Offices: Authority over certification of drug manufacturing and treatment machines, drug re-registration, 
contract manufacturing approvals, and importation of ordinary-use cosmetics 

- To the China Licensed Pharmacist Association: Responsibility over continuing education for licensed pharmacists 

 

• Coordination with Other Ministries: 
 

- Creation of an agricultural product traceability and coordination 
mechanism with the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA)  

- Identification of food safety issues with the Administration of 
Quality Supervision, Inspection and Quarantine (AQSIQ) in 
relation to the manufacturing of packaging and containers, which 
AQSIQ will regulate 
 

Cooperation between the CFDA and other ministries 
will still be necessary 

The Former Food and Drug Safety Regulatory System 
 
The creation of the ministry-level CFDA may alleviate one of the biggest problems of China’s food and drug regulatory 
system – overlapping duties. Before this change, six major Chinese government bodies and their provincial offices handled 
food and drug regulation, reducing regulatory effectiveness and muddying lines of responsibility. 

- Assistance to the National Health and Family Planning 
Commission (NHFPC) in setting food safety standards  

- Notification of suspected illegal activities to the Ministry of 
Public Security (MPS), which will rely on the CFDA for testing 
and other support 

Ministry of Health (MOH) 
 
The MOH was China’s main health regulator. It was in 
charge of risk assessment, standards formulation, testing 
agency accreditation criteria, and organization of 
investigations. It also handled drug safety regulation 
through the SFDA. 
 
New Development: The MOH was split into two parts, the 
CFDA and the NHFPC, which retains the power to set food 
safety standards. 

 

State Food and Drug Administration (SFDA) 
 
The SFDA was established as the chief drug regulator during 
a 1998 restructuring and reconfigured as a ministry-level 
food and drug  regulator in 2003. It was roped under the 
MOH in response to safety scandals in 2008, and given 
regulatory responsibilities over catering in 2009.  
 
The SFDA was the predecessor of the CFDA, and the new 
organization is being built up from the SFDA’s infrastructure. 
The CFDA has assumed the SFDA’s responsibilities. 
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State Administration for Industry and Commerce (SAIC) 
  
The SAIC is responsible for market supervision, regulation, and administrative law enforcement with the goal of protecting 
business and consumer interests. Previously, it handled food distribution regulation. 
 
New Development: Duties of the SAIC’s Regulation Department for Market Circulation of Food – responsible  for food 
distribution regulation, quality monitoring, market entry rules, investigation and punishment – have been given to the CFDA. 

General Administration of Quality Supervision, Inspection 
and Quarantine (AQSIQ) 

 
The AQSIQ is in charge of national quality control, entry-exit 
inspections and quarantines, certification and accreditation, 
standardization, and law enforcement.  
 
Previously, it was responsible for the regulation of production 
as well as the supervision, inspection and quarantine of 
imported food, drugs and cosmetics. It also regulated the 
production and processing of food packaging materials, 
containers and related products. 

 
New Developments: Duties of the AQSIQ’s Department of 
Supervision on Food Production – responsible for supervision, 
safety, hygiene, licensing,  and other duties – have been 
assigned to the CFDA.  
 

State Council Food Safety Commission Office (FSCO) 
  
The FSCO was in charge of analyzing food safety conditions, 
coordinating work, developing policies and urging departments 
to fulfill food supervision duties. 
 
New Development: The FSCO has been merged into the SFDA 

to create the CFDA.  
 
Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) 
  
The MOA is responsible for agricultural policymaking, 
regulation and development, including quality supervision and 
certification of agricultural food and drug products. In addition, 
it will now take on the regulation of swine slaughtering. 
 
 
 



Implications for Food and Drug Brands  
  

By reducing regulatory overlap and bringing regulation of food safety in production and distribution under one roof, the 
CFDA may indirectly reduce the number and severity of food safety crises in China by strengthening lines of regulatory 
responsibility and facilitating enforcement of quality standards.  

 

This may benefit brands who worry about reputational damage caused by crises along their supply chains. However, there 
are good reasons to  remain cautious. 
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Reason 1: Previous restructurings of food safety regulatory 
responsibilities have been unsuccessful 
 
Over the past decade, six major food and drug regulatory 
restructurings or delegations of responsibility, including the 
passage of a “Food Safety Law”, have occurred, without 
achieving  an appreciable improvement in food and drug safety. 
  
Reason 2: Regulatory overlap, while lessened, remains 
 
The CFDA will rely on the NHFPC to set standards, the AQSIQ to 
regulate packaging and inspect imports, and the MOA to 
regulate agricultural food safety. 
  
Reason 3: Delegation of power may lead to problems 
 
Delegation of responsibilities to provincial food safety offices 
leaves open the possibility that communication difficulties and 
disagreements between levels of government will continue to 
occur. 
 
Reason 4: Lack of supply chain transparency exists 
 
Behind many of China’s food and drug products lies a dizzying 
array of  first-, second- or third-tier subcontractors and 
suppliers, from large enterprises to lone farmers, who may 
have poorly defined relationships with the ultimate 
manufacturer or label.   
 
Monitoring their contributions to the food and drug supply 
chain will require a level of control that Chinese food and drug 
regulators have not yet been able to demonstrate. 
 


