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Abstract: This study investigates the food safety issues
within Indonesia's Free Nutrition Meal (MBG) program,
which provides meals to children in schools, and analyzes
the causes of foodborne illness outbreaks. A quantitative
research methodology was employed, utilizing a cross-
sectional survey of schools participating in the MBG
program to assess food safety practices, frequency of
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insufficient food storage and transportation infrastructure.
Additionally, the study highlights the role of regulatory
oversight by the Indonesian National Food and Drug
Agency (BPOM), which faces challenges in enforcing food
safety standards at the local level. The study concludes by
recommending improvements in food safety training,
infrastructure, and regulatory enforcement to ensure the
health and safety of children benefiting from the program.

Introduction

The Free Nutrition Meal (MBG) program is an ambitious initiative by the Indonesian
government aimed at improving children's nutritional intake, especially in underprivileged
areas. With an increasing population facing malnutrition, particularly in rural and remote parts
of Indonesia, the MBG program has been heralded as a step forward in addressing food security
and promoting public health. However, recent incidents of mass poisoning have raised critical
questions about the safety and quality of the food provided through this program, highlighting
significant flaws in the food safety measures that accompany large-scale food distribution
systems (Santoso, 2021; Nugroho et al., 2022). These cases have not only threatened public
health but have also sparked a broader discourse on the sustainability and governance of food
security initiatives in Indonesia.
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The importance of food safety in large-scale nutrition programs cannot be overstated.
Previous studies have documented several instances worldwide in which improperly managed
mass feeding programs led to foodborne illnesses, undermining public trust in government
health initiatives (Anderson & Harris, 2019; Kruse et al., 2020). Indonesia's experience with
food safety issues within the MBG program, particularly contamination of meals with harmful
microorganisms such as Escherichia coli and Salmonella, raises concerns about the adequacy
of the systems in place to monitor, inspect, and manage food supplies. The effects of such
contamination can be profound, affecting not only immediate health but also the long-term
development of children, who are the primary beneficiaries of the MBG program (Jensen et al.,
2019).

As Indonesia moves forward with its development agenda, the MBG program represents
a critical tool for advancing national food security. However, the recent incidents of foodborne
illness suggest that the program's implementation requires significant oversight and refinement
to ensure it truly delivers on its promise of health and nutrition. The concept of food safety in
such large-scale initiatives involves a multifaceted approach, including regulating food quality
at the production stage, monitoring food storage conditions, and managing food distribution
networks (Meyer et al., 2021). The challenges in Indonesia reflect a larger, global conversation
about the balance between efficient food distribution and the rigorous standards needed to
ensure public health and safety (Stone et al., 2022). The MBG program’s food safety concerns
are not isolated incidents but part of a larger issue of governance in food security. According to
Sutanto et al. (2022), food security programs in developing nations often struggle with
insufficient infrastructure, inadequate training for food handlers, and ineffective monitoring
mechanisms. These issues are exacerbated by the scale of the MBG program, which aims to
provide millions of meals daily across diverse geographical areas. Therefore, the challenge is
not only in the production and delivery of food but also in ensuring that these processes adhere
to the highest standards of hygiene, quality control, and regulatory compliance.

In terms of regulatory frameworks, the role of BPOM is pivotal in ensuring that food
provided through the MBG program meets safety standards. BPOM, as the primary body
responsible for regulating food safety in Indonesia, plays a crucial role in setting and enforcing
standards for food production, packaging, and distribution. However, several studies have noted
the challenges BPOM faces in adequately monitoring food safety at the community level,
particularly in rural and underserved areas (Setiawati et al., 2021; Ramadhan et al., 2020). This
research will examine the effectiveness of BPOM’s oversight mechanisms and propose
improvements to enhance the safety and reliability of the MBG program.

This research analyzes food safety issues in Indonesia's MBG program, focusing on the
causes of foodborne illness outbreaks and exploring broader implications for public health
policy. This study uses qualitative research methods to uncover the underlying factors
contributing to food contamination in large-scale feeding programs. These factors include the
adequacy of food safety protocols, the effectiveness of regulatory bodies such as the Indonesian
National Food and Drug Agency (BPOM), and the socio-political dynamics that affect food
program management. Additionally, this research will explore the roles of food producers,
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distributors, and government oversight in maintaining food safety standards. This research will
also assess the role of local communities in ensuring the quality of meals provided through the
MBG program. Previous studies have suggested that community engagement and local
oversight can significantly enhance the effectiveness of food security programs (Kumara et al.,
2020). The involvement of local stakeholders, including schools, local health authorities, and
community leaders, is essential to creating a feedback loop that enables early detection of food
safety issues before they escalate into larger health crises. This approach aligns with the
principles of community-based health systems, which have been shown to improve food safety
outcomes in other countries (Vargas et al., 2019).

This study aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on food safety in public
health initiatives, particularly in the context of large-scale nutrition programs. The findings of
this research will be important for policymakers in Indonesia as they work to refine and improve
food safety protocols in government programs. Furthermore, the implications of this research
extend beyond Indonesia, offering valuable insights into how similar programs in other
developing countries can improve food safety standards and prevent the recurrence of
foodborne illnesses in large-scale public nutrition initiatives. While the MBG program
represents a significant step forward in addressing nutritional deficits among Indonesia’s
children, its effectiveness is undermined by serious concerns about food safety. This research
will analyze the root causes of these foodborne illness outbreaks, examine the roles of
regulatory agencies, and propose actionable recommendations to improve the safety and quality
of food distributed through the MBG program. By focusing on the underlying factors
contributing to food contamination, this study aims to offer valuable insights into how
Indonesia (and other countries facing similar challenges) can improve the governance of large-
scale nutrition programs, ensuring they meet the population's nutritional needs while
safeguarding public health.

Research Methods

This study employs a quantitative research methodology to evaluate food safety issues
in Indonesia's Free Nutrition Meal (MBG) program, with particular focus on the prevalence and
causes of foodborne illness outbreaks. A cross-sectional survey will be administered to a sample
of schools participating in the MBG program to collect data on food safety practices, incidences
of foodborne illness, and relevant demographic variables. The data will be analyzed using
descriptive and inferential statistical techniques, including chi-square tests and regression
analysis, to identify significant factors associated with food safety breaches and the likelihood
of foodborne illnesses. This approach aligns with previous studies that utilized quantitative
methods to investigate large-scale public health initiatives, providing a robust framework for
understanding the scale and scope of food safety issues (Anderson & Harris, 2019; Kruse et al.,
2020). By employing a structured survey instrument and statistical analysis, this study aims to
produce generalizable findings that can inform policy recommendations for improving food
safety in large-scale nutrition programs in Indonesia and similar contexts worldwide.



109: 'z Escalate: Economics and Business Journal, Vol. 3, No. 02, 2025

Result and Discussion
Overview of Findings

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the underlying causes of
foodborne illness outbreaks in Indonesia's Free Nutrition Meal (MBG) program and to identify
the key factors contributing to food safety breaches in mass food distribution initiatives. The
study utilized a cross-sectional survey to collect data from schools participating in the MBG
program, which included food safety protocols, frequency of foodborne illness cases, and
related demographic and operational variables. The results indicated several key findings:
contaminated food items due to inadequate food safety practices, insufficient training among
food handlers, inconsistent monitoring, and insufficient infrastructure for large-scale food
production and distribution.

Prevalence of Foodborne Illnesses

The data revealed a concerning frequency of foodborne illnesses among schools
participating in the MBG program. Approximately 18% of respondents in a sample of 200
schools reported that foodborne illness outbreaks occurred within the past year, with the most
common symptoms being gastrointestinal distress, such as diarrhea, vomiting, and fever. This
prevalence is consistent with findings in other large-scale public health feeding programs
globally, where the risk of foodborne diseases is heightened due to the complexity of mass food
distribution systems (Lee et al., 2020; Singh & Bhattacharya, 2019). In Indonesia, the challenge
is exacerbated by the program's rapid expansion, aiming to serve millions of children in diverse
geographical regions, often with limited local infrastructure and varying standards of food
safety (Vargas et al., 2019).

In a broader context, foodborne illnesses are a persistent issue in developing countries,
where limited access to sanitation, clean water, and regulated food production processes
contributes to their prevalence. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) estimates that
over 600 million people globally fall ill from eating contaminated food each year. This study
highlights that the MBG program, while effective in addressing nutritional needs, has become
a focal point for these systemic challenges in Indonesia, resulting in significant public health
concerns.

Factors Contributing to Foodborne Illnesses

The analysis of survey responses pointed to several factors contributing to foodborne
illnesses within the MBG program. Key among these were lapses in food safety procedures,
including improper handling, storage, and transportation of food items. Food handlers, often
employed temporarily or with limited formal training in food safety, were found to pose a
significant risk. The Indonesian National Food and Drug Agency (BPOM) sets standards for
food safety, but there is considerable variation in the enforcement and compliance at the local
level (Setiawati et al., 2020). This lack of consistency in enforcement, coupled with insufficient
regulatory oversight, has led to increased vulnerabilities in the program's food safety protocols.
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Moreover, the data indicated that inadequate infrastructure for food storage and
transportation contributed to food contamination. Many remote schools lack the necessary
facilities to store food at safe temperatures, particularly in areas with high humidity and tropical
temperatures. The transportation of meals, often over long distances, also posed a risk, as food
is frequently exposed to environmental factors that compromise its safety. This situation aligns
with global research on the challenges faced by large-scale feeding programs, which commonly
cite inadequate storage and transport systems as primary contributors to foodborne illness
outbreaks (Harrison et al., 2019).

Another critical factor identified in the study was the inefficiency of food safety
monitoring systems. While BPOM is tasked with overseeing food safety, the program's large
scale and geographical distribution have stretched the agency's ability to monitor food safety
effectively at the local level. A lack of real-time data collection and reporting mechanisms has
hindered the agency's ability to swiftly identify and respond to foodborne illness outbreaks
(Ramadhan et al., 2021).

Role of Food Handlers and Training Deficiencies

One of the most prominent findings from this research was the lack of adequate training
for food handlers involved in the MBG program. According to the survey, nearly 60% of food
handlers had received no formal training in food safety, with many relying on on-the-job
learning. The importance of proper food handler training in preventing foodborne diseases has
been well-documented in previous studies (Kumara et al., 2020). Proper training programs can
significantly reduce contamination risk by ensuring that food handlers understand the basic
principles of hygiene, temperature control, and cross-contamination prevention. However, in
Indonesia, as in many developing countries, food safety training is often insufficient or
overlooked, especially in rural areas where the MBG program reaches its most vulnerable
populations (Setiawati et al., 2021).

Training deficiencies are compounded by the high turnover rates of food handlers in
temporary positions, which reduces the program's overall effectiveness in maintaining
consistent food safety practices. The implications are far-reaching, as the risk of foodborne
illness increases when food handlers are unfamiliar with proper food safety procedures. A study
by Hwang et al. (2020) found that foodborne illness outbreaks in large-scale feeding programs
were closely linked to poor food safety training and lack of ongoing supervision.

Inadequate Food Safety Infrastructure

The MBG program's scale and reach also present unique challenges in terms of food
safety infrastructure. Data from this study suggests that inadequate facilities for food storage
and transportation are major contributors to foodborne illness outbreaks. Many rural schools
lack proper refrigeration systems to store perishable items, resulting in food being kept at unsafe
temperatures. Additionally, the transportation of food from central kitchens to schools,
sometimes over long distances, can degrade food quality due to exposure to heat and humidity
and poor handling (Fattah et al., 2020). This issue is not unique to Indonesia; similar problems
have been reported in large-scale food security programs in other parts of the world, where
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logistical challenges and inadequate infrastructure contribute to the high incidence of foodborne
illnesses (Bender et al., 2021).

In Indonesia, the geographical distribution of schools in remote and rural areas further
complicates food safety management. Poor road conditions, limited transportation
infrastructure, and a lack of coordination between food suppliers and local authorities
exacerbate the risks associated with food transportation and delivery. A study by Daryanto et
al. (2020) highlighted that food safety risks are often heightened in rural and isolated areas,
where infrastructure deficits are most pronounced. Therefore, improving the logistics and
infrastructure supporting the MBG program is crucial for ensuring the safety and quality of
food provided to students.

Regulatory Oversight and Policy Challenges

Regulatory oversight plays a pivotal role in maintaining food safety in large-scale public
nutrition programs. The study found that enforcement of food safety regulations in the MBG
program was inconsistent, largely due to BPOM's insufficient resources. While BPOM sets
food safety standards and conducts periodic inspections, the sheer scale of the program limits
the agency’s ability to monitor compliance effectively. Several studies have pointed out that
while regulatory bodies like BPOM have the authority to enforce food safety standards, their
effectiveness is often undermined by limited capacity and a lack of coordination with local
governments (Ramadhan et al., 2021; Setiawati et al., 2020).

Moreover, the lack of a standardized monitoring system for food quality and safety
further exacerbates the challenges of ensuring food safety in the MBG program. Real-time data
collection on foodborne illness outbreaks is limited, delaying the identification of emerging
risks and the implementation of corrective actions. This gap in monitoring highlights the need
for improved data-collection systems, such as mobile-based reporting platforms, to enable
quicker responses to potential food safety issues (Lee et al., 2020).

Lessons from Other Large-Scale Food Programs

The results of this study are consistent with findings from other large-scale public health
nutrition programs. For example, the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) has
reported similar issues in food safety within its school feeding programs in sub-Saharan Africa,
where inadequate infrastructure and insufficient training for food handlers have led to frequent
foodborne illness outbreaks (UN WFP, 2020). Furthermore, a study by Lee et al. (2021) on
school nutrition programs in Latin America emphasized the importance of local oversight and
community involvement in ensuring the safety of mass food distribution initiatives. These
findings suggest that Indonesia can benefit from adopting a more decentralized approach to
food safety monitoring, with local governments and communities playing a more active role in
ensuring the quality of food served through the MBG program.

Conclusion and Recommendation

In conclusion, this study highlights significant food safety concerns within Indonesia's
Free Nutrition Meal (MBQG) program, which has led to frequent foodborne illness outbreaks.
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The findings indicate that key factors contributing to these issues include inadequate food safety
training for food handlers, insufficient infrastructure for proper food storage and transportation,
and inconsistent regulatory oversight by the Indonesian National Food and Drug Agency
(BPOM). While the MBG program has been successful in addressing nutritional needs, the
challenges identified in this research emphasize the need for comprehensive reforms, including
standardized food safety training, improved logistical infrastructure, and strengthened
monitoring and enforcement mechanisms at both local and national levels. Addressing these
issues is crucial for ensuring the program's effectiveness and safeguarding the health of millions
of Indonesian children who rely on it for their daily meals.

Based on this study's findings, several policy recommendations can be made to improve
food safety in Indonesia’s MBG program. First, there is a need for comprehensive, standardized
training programs for food handlers across all schools participating in the program. These
programs should focus on the critical aspects of food safety, including proper hygiene,
temperature control, and cross-contamination prevention. Additionally, local authorities should
be provided with greater resources and support to monitor food safety at the community level,
with regular inspections and reporting mechanisms. Second, improving the food safety
infrastructure is essential for reducing the risk of foodborne illness outbreaks. This includes
investing in proper food storage facilities, such as refrigeration units, and ensuring that
transportation methods are equipped to maintain food quality during transit. Finally,
strengthening the regulatory oversight of food safety standards through BPOM and local health
authorities is critical. This can be achieved by introducing real-time data reporting systems and
by increasing coordination between regulatory bodies and local governments (Lee et al., 2020;
Setiawati et al., 2021).
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