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Italian Excellence across the Agri-Food Chain 

The Italian Agri-food industry is internationally recognised as a symbol of 
superior standards, a beacon of excellence in terms of food quality, food safety, 
technological innovation, sustainability, biodiversity, respect for tradition and 

origin, and in positive social impact. 
This is a direct consequence of the attention and care lavished by the Italian on each stage of 

production, and on each activity involved in bringing to the table a product of exceptional quality.  

Food Processing is, hence, an art that has evolved into a technical specialization constituting a chain 

in which each link is both indispensable and must be of the utmost excellence : 

 Public and private universities, public Centres of Research and Science & Technology Parks 
delivering advanced levels of scientific and applied research 

 A symbiotic network of small and medium enterprises that help turn the perceived 
weaknesses of small enterprise size into the significant strength of operational flexibility, by 
working as a chain, and by cooperating in research and production 

 Vigilance and a stringent monitoring of quality in order to maintain the highest food safety 
standards 

 The use of environmentally-friendly cultivation methods 
 The creation of strict rules to ensure local production be implemented only according to 

traditional methods along with modern technology 

Italian expertise and excellence in Agri-food are extremely relevant to the Indian agri-food scenario 
and can be harnessed effectively by the Indian system to structure the Food and Food Processing 
segment and contribute on key fronts : 

 Give entrepreneurs access to the results of scientific and technological research  
 Create a network of enterprises that collaborates across all stages of production, marketing 

and distribution 
 Establish a cutting-edge food processing machinery and equipment park 
 Promote the concept and culture of the Cooperative society among small farmers and 

enterprises by improving access to services, food processing and storage facilities and to credit 
sources, as well as by augmenting the firm’s income 

 Improve the overall quality of the produce and products 
 Ensure an efficient health and safety control system 
 Valorise the product to maximise its perceived value and improve marketing strategy at both 

the national and international levels.  
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ITALY : The Benchmark of the Global Agri-Food Industry 
 
 
Italy is blessed with a unique and rich agri-food heritage unlike any other.  
 
A generally temperate climate that, at the same time, has adequate variances between the 
different parts of the country; plains, hills and mountains alternating harmoniously throughout 
the land; and the dance between the winds from the mountains and the seas, never distant 
from each other, all go to create a huge biodiversity and a stunning range and richness of 

produce.  
Imagine a land that boasts 2,000 varieties in fruit 
alone...  
 

Equally relevant is that historical events and geographical 
reasons have given rise to a grand diversity in traditions 
and habits, even amongst places not geographically distant.  
Pertinent to this is Italy’s history of occupation, one that 
tells of its being peopled by myriad races from the 

Phoenicians to the Arabs, from the Spanish to the Austrians, the French to the Germans, each 
leaving a legacy of their products, tastes and influences. 
All these factors have contributed to the development of a mind-boggling variety of products in 

Italy.  
 

The world knows Italy as the land of olive oil, pasta, wine, pizza, cheese and salami, but not 

much is known of the countless interpretations of these elements, or of the innumerable 

additional ingredients that constitute these interpretations.  

Each town in Italy has its own kind of oil, its own pasta, its own bread (bread alone is of over 

300 types in Italy), its own wine, its 

own traditional dessert, and 

therefore, its own cuisine distinctive 

from its neighbours. 
 

Good produce in the kitchen and 

good food on the plate could well be 

called a habit in Italy - a preference, 

a demand, even a cultural essential. 

And it is a consequence of the 

beautiful synthesis created by its 

biodiversity, its history, its attitudes 

and its traditions.  

 

It is this richness, this uniqueness, this excellence and expertise stemming from 

generations of exceptional produce and food that Italy wants to share with India. 
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The creation of a good product needs work, and it needs the collaboration of various people, 

different competences and several technologies. While there are few difficulties associated with 

the consumption of a good product locally, there are several factors that it is imperative to 

configure correctly in order to have the same product arrive in pristine form at a location distant 

from its origin :  

 Selection of varietals appropriate to the available cultivation environment 
 Correct cultivation methods that respect the product and territorial traditions without 

losing sight of technological innovations like micro-irrigation techniques, the use of 
moderate amounts of fertiliser, and integrated, organic pest control methods to 
combat parasites with minimal recourse to chemicals  

 Harvesting/collection of the product with appropriate attention and without damage 
 Adequate storage, protecting the product from both extremes of temperature as well 

as degenerative processes in order to safeguard freshness 

 Efficient and fast transportation in a temperature-controlled environment 
 Processing with the use of modern techniques, which are based on traditional 

methods, in order to maximally conserve flavours and the product’s distinctive 
properties. 

 Packaging for durability without affecting the product’s nutritional properties or 
flavours 

 Selling/retailing the product under appropriate conditions  
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                            FOOD PROCESSING IN ITALY  

 
In a cultural landscape where quality and flavour are paramount, and where good food has 
become the brand ambassador of an entire nation for the rest of the world and its mainstay for 
exports, Food Processing in Italy has but naturally evolved into a highly specialised 
field.  
There are expectations and in fact, an obligation on the part of Italian food processing to ensure 
quality, flavours, food safety and compliance with even the most exacting standards requested 
by importing countries. All combinations of advanced technologies, modern techniques, 
appropriate services and socio-economic factors have been tested in Italy towards the end of 
creating a perfectly functioning system. 
 
With regard to food processing, similar factors enter into the equation of essentials :  

 Adequate storage for the product, protecting it from both thermal abuse as well as 

degenerative processes 

 Efficient and fast transportation in a controlled environment 

 Working on the product using modern techniques which are based on traditional 

methods, in order to maximally retain its flavours and organoleptic properties 

 Packaging for durability without affecting the product’s nutritional properties or flavours 

An important facet of the history of the Italian agri-food system is the attention 
paid to the social aspect of the economic process. This attention aims to bond the small 
producers, considered the true custodian of the authenticity and traditions of the product, to his 
production and to give him respectable financial returns as well as a sense of pride in his work 
that is proportionate to the importance of his contribution to the national eco-system. 
 

 

Italy as a Food Processing Model 
 

The essential elements and variables : 
 

- Scientific and Technological Research 
- ‘Industrial Districts’ Network 
- System of Cooperatives 
- Food Processing Machinery and Plants 
- Small-Scale Food Processing Equipment 
- Quality Control and Food Safety 
- Organic Production  
- Quality Certifications of the Origin and 

Authenticity of Products 
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 Scientific and Technological Research 
 

There are at least 20 University Departments specialised in Food and Food Processing across 
the expanse of Italy, with various Universities also running PhD programmes in Food Science.  
Some of the most prominent research and development bodies include : 
  

 The National Research Council (CNR), under the Ministry of Universities and 
Research, is a public research body entrusted with promoting, executing, disseminating, 
transferring and valorising scientific and technological research in the principal sectors of 
development. 
 

 The Institute of Food Production Sciences (ISPA-CNR) under the CNR is an 
internationally-recognised centre of excellence in the research, innovation and 
technology transfer field, working for the improvement and advancement of quality and 
food safety in the agri-food sector.  

 
 The primary objective of the prestigious Centre for the Protection and 

Conservation of Fruits and Vegetables (CRIOF) under the University of Bologna is 
to carry out basic and applied research on the various aspects related to the post-
harvest life of fresh fruits and vegetable, especially in the physiology, pathology and 
biotechnology in order to improve quality and safety standards and to reduce waste 

 

 The principal purposes of the National Agrifood Cluster, established in 2013, are : 
- Stimulating and promoting innovation  
- Accessing and utilising the results of scientific and technological research  
- Collaboration between research organizations, enterprises, institutions and the Public 

Administration.  
The National Agrifood Cluster plays a pivotal role in the research and diffusion of 
technological innovation.  
It has membership of 92 companies 
(Large and SMEs) in the agri-food sector, 
with 
- 53 members between Universities 

and research bodies 
- 21 National Associations from the 

sector 
- 5 Science & Technology Parks 
- 16 Associates from among Districts 

and industry consortia. 
 
  

Growing Innovation – Italy’s Agri-food 

Research and Development 
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 ‘Industrial Districts’ Network 
 

The Italian production system is uniquely characterized by the predominance of 

small and micro enterprises. According to a recent census, there are about 4.2 million 

enterprises employing around 16.4 million workers in Italy, and the country has the highest 

number of enterprises among other countries - 2 million in Germany, 2.2 in France, 1.6 in the 

UK and 2.5 million in Spain. 

Small (<50 employees) and micro (<10 employees) companies represent 99.4% of 

the Italian economy. No other developed country is witness to this extreme degree of 

fragmentation of the production market.  

The other remarkable characteristic of the production economy is, hence, the negligible number 

of large companies and large groups. The backbone of Italian industry manufacturing and in 

particular, the areas of excellence of Made in Italy manufacturing, are therefore the SMEs, 

despite always having been considered too small.  
 

In actuality, if one considers only the large and small enterprises, one loses sight of 

the heart of the Italian economy, viz., the Industrial Districts. These have been 

instrumental in the industrialization of entire States in Italy and have been an important catalyst 

for their development, while simultaneously becoming the hallmark of the Italian economic 

landscape. The national industrial model therefore has but few large multinationals and is 

instead constituted of a rich tapestry of small and medium enterprises.  

The Italian economy is one of production chains where, instead of a single 

enterprise that functions in all areas of production, research and innovation, 

enterprises complement each other in specific functions across production, 

research, supply and distribution to create a chain that works harmoniously in its 

entirety. 
 

The decline of large enterprises corresponded with the emergence of a different 

reality, that of the industrial District : a  spontaneous development independent of 

motives or influences other than the aggregation of independent firms of the area (that have 

grown based on geography or functional specialization) coming together to combine forces, 

strengths and specializations to create a self-sustaining industrial District. This union of 

independent companies with varied specializations across the production chain aims to catalyse 

the development of the area and its specialized sector, to improve organisational and 

production efficacy based on principles of vertical and horizontal subsidiarity, to identify 

collaboration channels with business associations, and in so doing, to enable a more subjective, 

specialized focused activity, making for uniqueness in the output of the district. 

While there are numerous agri-food networks that function on the same principles as the 

Districts, strictly speaking, there are 9 official agri-food Districts in Italy.  

The best known such district, Parma, famed for its Parmigiano and Prosciutto, is a model of 

the Italian agri-food industry District : it combines agricultural expertise with that of food 

processing, has both advanced scientific and technological research as well as quality control, 

thus creating a perfect chain. 
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 The Cooperative System 
 

In economies with problems related to structure, liquidity, company size and access to credit 
sources, the establishment of organizational and entrepreneurial forms based on 
unconventional principles of both market exchange as well public/private authority, even during 
times of economic crisis, is considered a very positive sign. 
This applies particularly to organizations based on cooperative principles, where groups of 
people agree on running a business, and contributing their own resources to its development, 
according to the methods of reciprocity and cost and profit-sharing, thus prioritizing the needs 
of the plural and the distribution of income over the realization of personal gain. 
 

The Cooperative System in Italy has a long history and deep roots in its socio-economic fabric, 
considering that the Italian Federation of Mutual Aid Societies, encouraged by Catholic 
associations and the economic policies of the time, was born in 1901. 
 

Italy has the largest number of Cooperatives in Europe with 39,600 social enterprises, 
ahead of France (22,517) and Spain (20.050). 
 
The fragmented nature of the production landscape and the predominance of small and micro 
enterprises has been the primary impetus to the steady growth of the Italian Cooperative 
movement. In the agri-food sector, the cooperatives perform a range of functions both 
upstream and downstream of agricultural production, and include, besides economic functions, 
also those of social aggregation and strengthening of the economic identity. 
The total added value - including of processing and marketing activities beyond just 
agricultural activity in the strict sense, managed by the producers through their cooperative or 
its subsidiaries - generated directly by Italian agricultural enterprises as members of 
cooperatives in 2012 was €12.557 Billion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are 7,468 active agricultural Cooperatives, of which 368 (4.9%) are social 
Cooperatives.  
57.7% of the Cooperatives are concentrated in the Southern regions of Italy and in 
the islands. 
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 Food Processing Machinery and Installations 
 

Italy has historically been a world leader in the design and manufacture of food processing 
equipment. Consider that dry pasta gained popularity in Campania on the invention of the 
mechanical press way back in the 17th Century; in the late 19th Century, production spread pan-
Italy with the invention of the artificial drying system, and production capacity augmented 
significantly with the integration of the kneading and extrusion processes into a single machine.  
 
Currently, in the food processing equipment domain, Italy has around 2,600 enterprises (not 
including the many firms that supply components and accessories), of which 9 are large, 35% 
SMEs and the rest, Micro enterprises. 
The Italian production and supply chain globally employs 139,167 employees, with over 
105,000 in the packaging industry and over 34,000 in capital goods (food and food 
packaging machines). More than a third of the companies are headquartered in the state of Emilia 
Romagna, which therefore generates 63% of total revenues.  
The Food Processing equipment sector exports around 80% of what it produces, and 

the Italian share of total global exports is 26.5%, resulting in Italy leading the global 

market, along with Germany.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Italian manufacture has long been considered the international benchmark in food 
processing and packaging technology. This superiority has remained undisputed in 
traditional areas like canned tomato and fruit, stuffed pasta and salami, but also extended 
unequivocally to innovative technologies like FDA (U.S.A.)-approved heat treatment and aseptic 
packaging solutions for low-acidity foodstuff, to technologies for fine pastry and confectionery, 
to refrigerated, listeria-free ready-to-eat foods with extended shelf-life. 
In recent years, full automation has included the widespread application of mechatronics, 
with the robotization of an increasing number of operations and the online surveillance of both 
individual machines as well as entire production lines. 
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 Small-Scale Food Processing Equipment 
 

The vibrancy of the industrial District and the Cooperative system constituting small companies, 
as well as the recent increase in organic farming in the sector of food processing has 
encouraged the dissemination of small-scale food processing equipment 
installations that work for reduced amounts of product/hour.  
This has led to the growth of numerous Italian companies specialized in such small-scale 
machinery.  
 
In order to harness this, FAO (the UN Food and Agriculture Organization) launched a project to 
‘Enhance the Livelihood and Food Security of Vulnerable Lebanese Women through Improving 
their Dairy Production Practices and Supporting their Dairy Processing Activities’ with Italian 
cooperation, funded by the Italian Agency for Development Cooperation (AICS).  
This project proposes ways to organize the various phases of the dairy sector, particularly 
focusing on the safety and quality of the products, and paying special attention to the most 
vulnerable groups, small-scale farmers and women-led households active in the sector. 
 

  



 
 

Mumbai Office 
Trade Promotion Section of the Consulate General of Italy 
Dhanraj Mahal, 'E' 28, 2nd Floor, CSM Road,  

Apollo Bunder, Colaba 

400001 MUMBAI - INDIA 

 

 Quality Control and Food Safety 
 

Quality checks are carried out at every stage of the agricultural and agri-food production chain, 
also through the coordination of the four inspection bodies related to MIPAAF (Ministry of 
Agricultural, Food and Forestry Policies) : the State Forestry Corps, NAC Carabinieri, ICQRF and 
the Coast Guard. 
The Agricultural and Food Policy Command of the Carabinieri (NAC) under MIPAAF 
directive, holds powers of inspection of the agri-food sector production in order to prevent and 
combat food fraud. ICQRF, the Central Inspectorate, is the watchdog of quality and the 
prevention of fraud in food products, and is one of the major agri-food control bodies in Europe.  
 
The quality control system in place ensures thorough checks and control throughout the 
different stages of the product’s life. This is also why the Head Office of EFSA, the 
European Food Safety Authority, is housed in Italy. 
 

- EFSA provides specialist advice to enable the European Commission, the European 
Parliament and the EU Member States to take effective and timely decisions regarding 
risk management, thanks to which food and food chain safety are effectively 
safeguarded, as is the ultimate health and wellbeing of the consumer in Europe.  

- Public communication by the EFSA is open and transparent on all subjects within its 
remit.  

- EFSA's scientific activities are utilised by policymaking authorities to adopt or revise 
European legislation on food and feed safety, to decide on the approval of regulated 
substances like pesticides and food additives or to introduce new regulatory frameworks 
and formulate new policies in sectors like nutrition. 
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 Organic Production 
 

The organic sector has grown in leaps and bounds worldwide as attention has focussed on the 
health evils of fertilizers and pesticides.  
Higher-income classes ostensibly prefer more natural and organic produce and are also willing 
to spend more to acquire it. Consequently, the average profitability-to-cultivated area 
ratio is far superior for the organic producer as compared to traditional producers. 
There is also a visible trend among organic producers of supplementing their activity with a 
small-scale food processing unit, further adding to the profitability of their enterprise.  
 
The proportion of Italian production with organic methods is growing on all counts : in terms 
of covered area (now at 1.3 million hectares, or about one-tenth of Italian agricultural land, 
up 12.8% from 2012), in number of companies (46,000 producers and over 52,000 
operators), as well as in turnover (€3.5 Billion, or over 2% of total food sales in the country). 
 
 

 

  

Italy has the highest percentage of agricultural area 
utilised for organic farming vis-à-vis total utilised 
surface, amounting to 9.1% in 2012.  
It is followed by Spain (6.8%), Germany (6.2%) and France 
(3.7%). 
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 Quality Certifications of the Origin and Authenticity of Products 
 

 
Quality labels are product certifications of foods as recognised by the European Union, which 
are issued by certification bodies recognised by the Ministry of Agriculture.  
These constitute a guarantee to the consumer of the origin of the product and/or 
that the production process is in compliance with the territorial and other 
specifications laid down by the body regulating the quality certifications. 
These seals of quality, therefore, fulfill both the function of a quality certification and that of 
helping the consumer identify and choose a product from a specific geography known for the 
excellence of that same product. 
 

 
These quality certifications are therefore powerful marketing tools to enhance the 
recall and the desirability of a product and consequently also positively affect its 
selling price. 
 
Considering the three most recognised quality certifications in Italy, the DOP (or PDO - 
Protected Designations of Origin), IGP (or PGI - Protected Geographical Indications) and STG 
(orTSG - Traditional Specialities Guaranteed), at 285 in the agri-food sector, Italy has by far 
the highest number of certified products in Europe. The country’s historical rival in agri-
food, France has just 208, with Spain at 173 and Portugal at 123. 
 


