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Information Sheet: Pesticide Residues in Food 

Prepared by John Points Consulting, September 2017, www.johnpoints.com 

 

Pesticide residues are a staple on the chemical contaminants risk register of most food producers, 

manufacturers and retailers.  They account for the largest proportion of laboratory testing for 

contaminants, and also the largest proportion of “positive” results.  This has remained consistent over 

time, despite the number of positive results in individual food types being skewed by them moving in 

and out of scope of the Intensified Checks Regulations1. 

 

Proportion of positive global contaminant results, as collated on Horizonscan2 database 
 

  

 
 

Each non-compliant contaminant in an individual sample is counted separately. 

(1) “Other natural toxins” include histamine, algal toxins, cyanide, tropanes, opiates 

(2) “Others” include packaging migration, disinfectant residues, minerals 

 

 

It is difficult to tell if this is purely a consequence of the volume of testing.  The few testing schemes 

where “negative” results are also available in order to give incidence-rate context (e.g. UK PRiF surveys3, 

which have been collated in the Horizonscan pesticides module) are too small to draw statistical trends.  

But most laboratories would agree with a gut-feel that pesticide residues account for about half of the 

contaminant incidence-rate in food. 

 

The natural inclination for food manufacturers or retailers is to allocate half or more of their due 

diligence testing programme to pesticide residues.  However, this takes no account of risk-ranking their 

own raw materials or products.  The bulk of non-compliant pesticide residues collated on Horizonscan 

are accounted for by relatively few, sometimes quite niche-market, crops.  There are other mass-market 

crops where, at point of sale, non-compliant pesticide residues are virtually never found. 

                                                           
1 Commission Regulation 669/2009 ….. as regards the increased levels of official controls on imports of certain foods and feed 
of non-animal origin 
2 All data are taken from https://horizon-scan.fera.co.uk, further manipulated by John Points 
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/pesticide-residues-in-food-results-of-monitoring-programme 
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. 
Exotic fruit includes mango, papaya, dragon fruit, durian, mangosteen, passionfruit, longan, lychee, sharon, rambutan 

 

Even within these crops, it may be that the risk is irrelevant to your own supply chain.  For example, 

although sweet peppers are identified as high risk, drilling further into the data shows that this only 

applies to growers in a very limited number of countries. 

 

 
 

It is thus vital to drill down into your own raw materials and where they are sourced when deciding 

what proportion of QA resources to put into pesticide residues testing.  For a factory using UK-grown 

carrots, only the lightest of due diligence testing is warranted; if also sourcing sweet peppers from Egypt 

then resources would be targeted here. 
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