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By Sam Molineaux-Graham

Natural Food Network Contributing Editor

Once the domain of specialty restaurants and take-outs, today dishes like curry, korma, hummus, gyro, fried rice and frittata are just as likely to 

be found on the kitchen table thanks to an explosion of interest in ethnic cuisine, exotic spices and flavors of the world. 

Indeed, as much as 75 percent of ethnic food consumption in the U.S. is now supported by the mainstream population, according to a January 

2008 report by Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada in association with the Ethnic & Specialty Food Expo. The report predicts a continual rise in 

popularity of ethnic food in North America, with ethnic food retail sales currently seeing a 5 percent annual growth. The category now makes up 

more than 12 percent of all North America retail food sales, according to the report. 

“Ethnic foods are absolutely in growth mode,” says Donna Wood, event director of the Toronto-based Expo, now in its third year.

Wood points to a well-traveled population and an increase in immigration as contributing factors. “With a profusion of neighborhood ‘authentic’

restaurants and downtown fusion menus, new cuisines and flavors are now commonplace,” she adds.

And it doesn’t take long for these new flavors to make it into the supermarket. Mediterranean, Caribbean and Indian, in particular, are some of

the many international flavors benefitting from increased exposure in supermarket aisles.

“It’s nice to have something that’s simple and puts you in vacation mode, where a taste or smell takes you somewhere different,” says Brocade

Frog founder Cathy Feltz, whose seven-month old company’s products include all-natural spices, rubs and seasonings with savory names such

as Reggae Rub and Wicked Cajun.

Shoppers are attracted not just to the exotic flavors but to the health benefits associated with certain types of fare.

Mediterranean food, for example, has long been recognized for its health benefits. In April 2008, a Mediterranean diet symbol for packaged foods 

called the Med Mark was introduced by non-profit food issues think-tank Oldways and the Mediterranean Foods Alliance, which is further helping 

to drive the popularity of this healthy cuisine. 

Indian food, too, is seen as a healthy option with its immunity boosting spices known for their antioxidant effects. 

Asian food is another healthy option in grocery stores. Companies are driving this category including the frozen section. 

Mintel International reports the Asian frozen food category is the fastest growing category in the grocer’s freezer case, with half of all consumers

asking grocers to add more options.

“Asian-inspired food is often healthier due to the vegetables used in the cuisine,” said Tim Tsao, VP of Marketing for Columbus, Ohio-based

Kahiki Frozen Foods. “It’s a benefit that we feel good about for consumers.”

“We’re seeing more consumers than ever inquire about what’s in the package,” said Tsao.

“Without a doubt consumers are more health conscious and are looking for foods that not only prevent disease but promote health,” says Wood,

noting that exhibitors in the Expo’s All Things Organic Pavilion have doubled since 2006. The natural and organic movement is crossing over into

the ethnic food category and fueling an “ethnic gone organic” trend, states the organization. 

One company benefiting from increased consumer interest in both organics and ethnic flavors is Mountain Rose Herbs, a Eugene, Oregon-based

firm that sells exclusively organic herbs, spices, oils and teas. Vice president Shawn Donnille has noticed a healthy increase in sales of the

company’s rare and exotic herbs, spices and teas.

“After decades of cooking with the same staple ingredients, people are beginning to become more daring and exploratory and as a result their

creations are becoming a lot more festive and flavorful,” he says. The company’s culinary blends, such as Caribbean Seasoning, Chinese 5-Spice

and Lemon Pepper are doing particularly well, he says.
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Mountain Rose Herbs sources its more exotic spices from various far-flung locales such as Egypt, Turkey, Hungary and Bulgaria. Imports are 

carefully monitored and inspected by the USDA, while the company works assiduously with its international suppliers to ensure that the highest 

standards are met. 

“It’s all about trust and integrity,” says Donnille. “We stick with the producers we know, trust and have a personal working relationship with. This

can take years to develop but it’s well worth it. It’s important to know that the materials were grown according to USDA NOP standards and

were certified overseas by an accredited organic certifier. As long as the certifying agency is reputable then you know you can trust the quality of

the organic material coming from that producer.”

Sukhi Singh, CEO of Sukhi’s Gourmet Indian Foods, which produces the full range of all-natural Indian foods for wholesale, retail and

foodservice, says she owes a debt of gratitude to Bill Gates for her company’s success.

“Because of the crossover with American companies like Microsoft and Cisco and their presence in India, everyone’s traveling from here to there

and back,” and in doing so, being exposed to wonderfully rich Indian flavors that 15 years ago were barely known outside of Indian immigrant

households, she says.

Singh has seen an explosion in her company’s business in the last three years, particularly in the “grab and go” line. Where once her customers

were primarily Indian immigrants and their offspring – with all its many different flavors, “an Indian never gets tired of Indian food,” she says –

now she’s seeing a surge of interest in Indian food from regular North American shoppers. “People want fresh flavors; they’re very educated and

discerning in their taste now. We’re seeing our fresh products and convenience products going out of control.”

The figures speak for themselves. In the United States, the specialty food market generated $38.5 billion in sales in 2006, a 13 percent increase 

over the 2005 value of $34.8 billion, according to the Ethnic & Specialty Foods Expo report. Sales at specialty food retailers grew 40.5 percent 

from 2004 to 2006, whereas sales of specialty foods at traditional grocers saw a 16 percent growth. 

“The American public seems more open than ever to trying new flavors and tastes influenced by the people they interact with,” says Ankush

Arora, president of the U.S. division of Kohinoor Foods, one of India’s largest food companies that specialize in authentic Indian foods. Like

Singh, Arora has noticed a significant upward trend in consumption of Indian food over the last three years. “We’ve been operating in the U.S. for

eight years. And for the past three years we’ve seen a consistent rise in sales of 20 to 30 per cent every year. It’s a phenomenal increase,” says

Arora.

Kohinoor’s all-natural “Heat & Eat” curries are capturing the most attention, he says, partly because Indian food is perceived as difficult to

prepare, whereas the ready-to-eat versions are quick, flavorsome and convenient.

“You can microwave them or put them directly into boiling water. It’s a meal that you can carry with you anywhere,” he explains. The company

uses the same process that NASA uses to sterilize and package its foods, which, in Kohinoor’s case, allows the spices and flavors to be

perfectly preserved for up to 18 months. “Everything we use is natural; right now the only organic product we do is basmati rice. But it’s

becoming so popular and it’s such a growing area, that we’re looking into making organic curries, too,” says Arora. 

The Ethnic & Specialty Food Expo’s Key Industry Trends report concludes that growth in the sector is expected due to “increased consumer

demand for healthier, more flavorful and exotic food options; busier consumer lifestyles, and the ‘greening’ of the North American food and

beverage industry.”

So, in the future we can expect to see more all-natural and organic offerings in ethnic foods, and tastier convenience options. And, with trade 

barriers being eased in several international regions (earlier this year, the U.S. Government did away with import taxes on sub-Saharan African 

products, for example), even greater choice and broader tastes entering the U.S. marketplace.
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