
  

 

 

 

Concept note 

Informal consultation: opportunities to provide healthy diets through the informal food sector 

20-22 August 2019, Bangkok. Thailand. 

Background and justification 

The informal food sector plays a critical role in the food system of Asian countries. It can contribute to food 

security by providing affordable foods at convenient locations for poor consumers, especially in urban areas. 

It also provides employment and income to low income households. Recently, the informal food sector has 

expanded rapidly due to economic growth, urbanization and rural-urban migration, and many depend 

increasingly on food vendors to supply their nutritional needs.  

The informal food sector is often not organized, often lack any form of registration, protection or 

accountability and these factors create difficulties with dealing with this group. The operators often belong to 

the least privileged groups of society, and many are themselves migrants. Thus, they lack access to information 

including health directives, etc. Operators include street vendors with fixed kiosks or mobile stands, market 

vendors, small restaurants and roadside cafes. 

The informal food sector plays a critical role towards nutrition and food security, as summarized in a review 

commissioned by WHO/SEAR.1  A significant proportion of the population is served by this sector and many 

depend on foods provided through these operators on a daily basis. In addition to food safety issues, food 

provided through the informal food sector are likely to be prepared with unhealthy, inexpensive ingredients, 

including refined grains and sugars, hydrogenated edible oils, salt and other flavorings. Although data on 

nutritional contribution to diets is limited, the available evidence indicates that street foods are often of low-

quality, often high in energy, fats, saturated fats and trans-fats, sodium and sugar and use unhealthy cooking 

practices.2 

Global and regional mandates and the lack of guidance 

The outcome documents of the Second International Conference on Nutrition, namely the Framework for 

Action (FFA) and the Rome Declaration (WHO/FAO, 2014), though not explicitly mentioning the informal food 

sector, recommends action for sustainable food systems promoting healthy diets, and states to “Strengthen 

local food production and processing, especially by smallholder  and family farmers, giving special attention 

to women’s empowerment, while recognizing that efficient and effective trade is key to achieving nutrition 

objectives.” The Strategic Action Plan to reduce the double burden of malnutrition in South-East Asia Region 

2016-2025 recommends policy actions to promote healthy and safe foods in the informal food sector to 

enable a healthy dietary environment. 

For Asian countries to achieve commitments made to improve diets it is important to actively involve and 

engage with the informal food sector. However, to date, global and regional policies related to the quality of 

food produced and sold through the informal food sector have focused primarily on food safety. In relation  

 

                                                 
1 Does the informal food sector have a role in nutrition security in South East Asia? Literature Review, WHO SEARO, 2018 August. 
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to nutritional aspects of the foods, international recommendations on healthy diet policies do not specifically 

refer to mechanisms for ensuring/ enabling the nutritional quality of informal food sector.  

The need for an informal consultation  

The informal food sector is fast expanding, in response to rapid demographic changes that are occurring 

across Asian countries, resulting in concerns for food safety and nutritional wellbeing of people, especially in 

urban areas. Nutritionally, the dual burden of risk of poor nutrition status and that of diet related 

noncommunicable diseases (NCD) due to high trans-fat, salt and sugar is a potential issue in populations that 

depend on this often poor quality, cheap food for a significant proportion of their total energy intake. 

Therefore, policy measures that address delivery of healthier diets through the informal sector are needed in 

the Region. A discussion around the current experiences and innovative actions taken by few cities or 

countries, modalities of the response that could be adopted within the context of Asia. need to be clarified. 

Prioritization of possible opportunities for improving the quality of foods supplied by the informal food sector, 

by discussing the landscape around informal food production, steps in food supply chains, involved actors and 

regulations, and good practices, including learning from food safety sector would be essential. There is also a 

need to critically review existing regulations with a special focus on their relevance, complexity, intelligibility, 

enforcement and monitoring.  

Overall objective 

In this regard, Nutrition and Health for Development Unit, WHO SEARO, proposes to hold a an informal 

Consultation, with the overall aim to have a preliminary discussion to identify possible policy actions and 

obtain greater clarity on how to promote healthier diets  through improvements in the informal food sector.  

It proposes to collaborate on such an activity with FAO RAP and WHO WPRO. 

Specific objectives 

1. To discuss the contribution of the informal food sector to food intake and unhealthy diets and standard 

operating procedures that are currently in place in some countries to control/monitor the informal 

food sector at various levels of the supply chain and the feasibility of their wider application.  

2. To share good practices and lessons learnt and challenges in implementing actions to improve informal 

food sector diet quality and on monitoring.  

3. To prioritize regulatory and other initiatives that promote better quality of foods from the informal 

sector 

4. Identify data gaps and needs and prioritize broad strategies which could be implemented by Member 

States/cities, for improving quality of diets in the informal food sector.. 

Expected output 

The overall output would prioritized key strategies that could be identified to promote healthy diets within 

the informal food sector across countries. 

Participants 

 



  

 

 

Approximately 6-8 experts, as well as representation from countries will be identified from different sectors, 

nutrition, agriculture, social protection, urban planning and economics, from countries that are facing major 

demographic changes, countries that have implemented various food safety or food security programmes for 

informal food sector. This will ensure that the consultation encompasses a wider perspective views. Partner 

agencies would be invited. 

Partners & contributors 

WHO SEARO will organize the meeting, and FAO and WHO WPRO would be collaborators..   

Proposed thematic areas for discussions 

1. Contribution of the informal food sector to food intake and unhealthy diets  

- Discussions on the definition of informal food sector 

- Discussions on implications for health, based on current evidence. 

- Identification of data gaps and needs 

 

2. Discussions on current regulatory landscapes, (national/sub-national) regulations.  

- Discussions on standard operating procedures that are currently in place to control/monitor the 

informal food sector at the various levels of the supply chain, as appropriate. 

- Learning from successes and challenges in implementing and monitoring regulations. 

- Prioritizing regulatory and other forms of incentives to improve informal sector diets. 

 

3. Discussions on successes of programmes and initiatives that promote better quality of foods for the 

informal sector and prioritize learnings that can be incorporated for healthy diet promotion. 

- Sharing experiences, information and perspectives in terms of efforts undertaken in promoting 

better quality foods  to promote healthier diets. 

- Exploration of the feasibility of adapting some of these regulations, methods to influence informal 

food sector for delivering healthy diets. 

 

4. Sharing good practice examples of healthy diet promotion through informal food sector in SEAR and 

beyond (e.g. Thailand, Singapore etc.). 

 

5. Prioritization and development of draft directions and next steps for promoting a healthy diets through 

the informal food sector. 

 

Other details: 

 how to link the informal sector with local smallholder and cooperatives to access healthy local 

alternatives to imported foods, and to help build local sustain food systems that will enable access to 

healthy nutritious affordable foods 


