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Only partly. Buying whole protects you from filler and some adulteration of

powders, but not from Salmonella, pesticide residues or metals from the

soil. In our split of US refusals of Indian spices from 2021 to August 2026,

Salmonella was charged on 52% of refused whole-spice lines against 59%

of ground ones, and whole fennel carried more unsafe-colour charges than

any ground spice.

The Short Version

Whole spices make filler and powder-mixing harder. That is the main thing "buy whole"

buys you.

Salmonella was charged on 216 of 418 refused US lines of whole Indian spices, about the

same rate as ground.

Unsafe colour was charged on 44 whole-spice lines and 19 ground ones, almost all of it

whole fennel.

Pesticides come from the field, and in the EU most whole-spice notifications were for

them.

Seven of the ten US lead charges on Indian spices were on whole cassia.

Only one kind. Buying whole makes it much harder for anyone to bulk out a

spice with filler or mix in cheaper powder, but it does nothing about

Salmonella, pesticide residues or metals the plant took up from the soil, and

in the US record it didn't even stop added colour. Whole spices need the

same test panel as ground ones, minus the filler check.

The advice to "just buy whole" is everywhere after every spice scare, and it

starts from something true. A US forum voice put it fairly in 2024: "Typically if

spices are adulterated with any filler it will be in the ground forms" (r/tea,
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March 2024). The trouble is the jump from "no filler" to "safe". So I split the

official border records on Indian spices by form, whole against ground, to

see which risks follow the powder and which follow the crop. The caveat -

these are records of what regulators caught, not failure rates, and the split

rests on how each product was named on the record.

SourcingFrom Intelligence

powered by Kirnova - the intelligence company

01 Whole spices fail on Salmonella at nearly the ground rate. Of 418 refused US

lines of whole Indian spices, 216 (52%) carried a Salmonella charge and 138 a

filth charge. Of 706 ground lines, 420 (59%) carried Salmonella. (Our analysis of

FDA import refusals, January 2021 to August 2026, split by FDA product description,

script in research/india/data/rejections/ · Verified counts)

02 Added colour turned up on whole seeds. Unsafe colour was charged on 44

whole-spice lines, 40 of them whole fennel, and on 19 ground lines. (Same data ·

Verified counts)

03 In the EU, whole means pesticides. Of 68 EU notifications on Indian spices

whose product name says seeds or whole, 51 were for farm pesticide residues and

7 for ethylene oxide. (Our analysis of RASFF records, January 2021 to September

2026 · Indicative, name-based)

What we don't know yet

Pass rates by form. Neither border publishes how many whole and ground lots it checked.

1. What Does Buying Whole Actually Protect You From?

Filler and powder fraud. You can't easily bulk out a peppercorn or a cumin

seed with a cheaper material, and a whole lot can be looked at, sorted and

density-tested in a way a powder can't. For black pepper that's a real tool,
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because light, hollow berries pull bulk density down, and a minimum density

in grams per litre belongs in the contract (the black pepper contract page

has the clause).

That's the whole list, though. It's a protection against what someone adds

after harvest at the grinding stage. It isn't protection against what grew on,

landed on or was sprayed on the crop.

2. Does Whole Avoid Salmonella?

No, and the US data is blunt about it. Salmonella was charged on 52% of

refused whole-spice lines and 59% of ground ones in our split of FDA

refusals of Indian spices (January 2021 to August 2026). Black pepper alone

had 136 refused whole lines. Filth, meaning insects, hair or excreta, was

charged on 33% of whole lines, slightly more often than on ground (29%).

The reason is simple. Spices are dried outdoors, often on farms, and the

contamination sits on the surface of the seed, berry or bark. Grinding

spreads it through a lot, but it was already there. A whole lot needs the same

thing a ground one does - a validated kill step at the processor (steam,

usually) and a Salmonella test on the finished lot, absence in 25 g. The

questions about how the kill step was done are on steam-treated or EtO.

3. Doesn't Whole at Least Stop Added Colour?

You'd think so. In the US record it didn't. Unsafe colour was charged on 44

whole-spice lines, 40 of them whole fennel, against 19 ground lines (same

FDA data). Colour was found on whole seeds. A related charge, colour

labelling, sat on 42 whole lines. Ground spices with salt and mixed

seasonings carried their own colour charges, but the single biggest colour

problem in the data was a whole spice.
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So if you buy whole fennel for the US, keep a synthetic colour screen in the

panel. The EU record shows the same issue more rarely, for example a 2022

notification for the dye auramine O on cumin.

4. What About Pesticides and Lead?

These come from the field, so the form doesn't matter. In the EU, 51 of the 68

notifications we could identify as seeds or whole spices were for farm

pesticide residues, most of them cumin seeds with several residues at once

(our RASFF analysis). An Indian forum voice made the same point in 2023

about organic produce, that it "won't fix heavy metals naturally present in

soil unfortunately" (r/IndianFood, August 2023).

Lead tells the most surprising story. The FDA charged lead on only 10

refused lines of Indian spices in the period, and 7 of them were whole cassia.

Turmeric has its own version, where polished whole roots ranked worst for

lead in Indian market studies, as our turmeric page explains. Buying whole

can put you closer to a metals problem, not further away.

5. And Ethylene Oxide?

Whole spices can be fumigated too. Most of the EU's ethylene oxide cases

on Indian spices were on ground spices and blends, but we found it on

cumin seeds, fennel seeds, coriander seeds, cloves and whole cassia, 7

notifications out of 98 that named the gas (our RASFF analysis). The

treatment is a processor's choice, and it applies to whatever goes into the

chamber.

6. So Which Tests Does a Whole-Spice Lot Need?

The panel follows the border, not the form. Here's how the risks split -
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The border-by-border reasoning is on same spice, three borders, and the

method for any food on food import testing. If you'd like the sample drawn

at the processor by someone who doesn't work for the packer,

SourcingSync does that in India.

Questions Buyers Ask

Should I buy whole and grind it myself?

It's a good guard against filler, and you control the grind. It doesn't sterilise

anything, so the lot still needs a kill step and a Salmonella test before you grind it.

Is organic whole spice safe?

Why did whole fennel fail for colour?

Risk Does buying whole help? What to test

Filler, mixed

powder

Yes Visual sort, bulk density, and for

powders a microscopy or authenticity

check

Salmonella and

filth

No Salmonella on every lot, filth for the US

Added colour Not for fennel Synthetic colour screen for fennel and

mixes going to the US

Pesticide

residues

No Multi-residue panel on the raw lot for

the EU and UK

Lead and other

metals

No Metals for cassia, cinnamon and

turmeric

Ethylene oxide No EtO plus 2-chloroethanol where the

method is unknown
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Are Indian spices more contaminated than others?
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