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Welcome to Hot Bites from India, a weekly summary of issues of interest to the U.S. agricultural community.  The report includes information that has been garnered during travel within India, reported in the local media, or offered by host country officials and agricultural analysts.  Press articles are included in this report.  Significant issues will be expanded upon in subsequent reports from this office.

DISCLAIMER: Any press summary contained herein does NOT reflect USDA’s, the U.S. Embassy’s, or any other U.S. Government agency’s point of view or official policy.

DELHI LOWERS V.A.T. ON MANY ITEMS

The Delhi state government revised the tax rates on many items covered under the newly implemented value added tax (VAT) system.  Dry fruits (including almonds), that were to be taxed at 12.5 percent under VAT, will now be taxed at four percent.  

Post Comment: This is a positive development for US almond suppliers.  The Delhi market accounts for almost 60 percent of total imports and sales of U.S. almonds in India.  The pre-VAT regime sales tax on dry fruits, including almonds, was four percent.  Market sources believed that an increase in the tax rate under VAT would have adversely affected the market for US almonds.  Although the VAT rate on dry fruits has been lowered only by the Delhi state government, market sources believe that other states may follow suit.  In 2004, exports of US almonds to India exceeded $90 million.  

BOLLGARD II GM COTTON MAY BE COMMERCIALIZED BEGINNING IN 2006

Monsanto India officials are hopeful that the Bollgard II version of the Bt cotton will be approved for commercial cultivation for the 2006 planting season.  Select Bollgard II cotton hybrids of the Maharashtra Hybrid Seeds Company (Mahyco) have already completed one year of large-scale field trials in 2004, and are undergoing more this season.  The new Bt cotton hybrids incorporate another Bt gene, namely Cry2Ab, along with the Cry1Ac of the Bollgard I hybrids that are already in cultivation; this is likely to provide an enhanced protein expression that imparts effective protection against the American Bollworm to the Bt cotton hybrid.  (Source: Business Line, 04/08/05)

END TO MONSANTO’S BT COTTON MONOPOLY 

The Genetic Engineering Approval Committee permitted three companies to undertake large-scale trials and seed production of their hybrids with Bt genes from sources other than Monsanto India.  These include: 

1)
“Modified Cry 1Ac” – Developed by IIT Kharagpur  (Sub-licensee - JK Seeds)

2)
“Vegetative Insecticidal Protein (Vip)” – Developed by Syngenta, and 

3)
“Fusion of Cry1Ac and Cry1Ab genes” – Developed by the Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences (Sub-Licensee - Nath Seeds)

A packet of Bt cotton hybrid seed (450 grams) is sold for Rs. 1,600 ($36.8), as compared with Rs. 450 - 500 per packet for non-Bt hybrids.  It is estimated that 70 percent of this price difference is paid by the seed companies to Monsanto as the technology fee.  (Source: Business Line 04/13/05, Financial Express, 04/14/05)

GEAC APPROVES ONLY ONE BT COTTON VARIETY

The Genetic Engineering Approval Committee (GEAC) met on April 13, 2005, to weigh the a) approval of new varieties for the central, western, and southern states and b) the extension of the approval period for the three already approved Bt cotton hybrids of Mahyco.  

GEAC approved only one Bt cotton hybrid (RCH – 138) out of the 13 hybrids that it considered.  A decision on the other 12 hybrids was not made, due to the inadequate reports from the Review Committee on Genetic Manipulation and the Monitoring and Evaluation Committee.  The approval period extension for Mahyco’s Bt cotton hybrids was deferred pending receipt of specific reports from the state governments regarding their efficacy against American Bollworm.  The GEAC at its next meeting, scheduled for May 11, 2005, is expected to make a final decision on whether to extend the approval of Mahyco’s three Bt cotton hybrids.  (Source: Financial Express, Business Line 04/14/05)
Post Comments: Industry sources confirmed that two Bt cotton hybrids, namely RCH 138 and RCH 144, were preliminarily approved by the GEAC for commercial cultivation.  However, a decision on the duration of the approval was not made due to a difference of opinion between the GEAC and the RCGM.  

Industry sources are pressing the GEAC for a meeting prior to May 11 in order to approve new varieties and to extend approval for the Mahyco hybrids, as cotton planting starts in June in the southern, western, and central regions of the country.  

DIRECT GRAIN PROCUREMENT FOR EXPORTS TO BEGIN SOON

The Indian Government is set to approve the high-profile plan to allow direct procurement of grain for exports.  Commerce Minister Kamal Nath said the plan, held up on food security concerns by the Ministry of Food, will be examined soon after the peak wheat procurement season is over.  This plan envisages a rs. 900 ($20.7) per metric ton WTO-compatible “transport replenishment” to grain exporters who procure grain directly from the markets, in order to keep Indian prices globally competitive.  (Source: Economic Times, 04/09/05)

INDIA TO EXPORT SOME OLD WHEAT

A leading Indian grain exporter said India has struck deals to export 75,000 tons of old-crop feed wheat to the Philippines, Taiwan, and Sri Lanka at $105-108 per ton FOB, which would take the total sales of old-crop feed wheat to around 150,000 tons [Note: Post assumes this is for MY 2004/05].  “That’s probably all we have.  The prospect for exports from the new crop is reasonably bleak,” he said, adding that Indian wheat from the new crop was being offered at about $180 per metric ton, FOB.  (Source: Business Standard, 04/08/05)
INDIA AND FRANCE SIGN PACT ON AGRICULTURE

Resolving to work closely within the framework of the multilateral negotiations of the WTO, India and France signed a protocol on April 14  that spells out a future agenda for cooperation in the agricultural and food processing sectors.  The protocol was signed by the Director of the  Indian Agricultural Research Institute and the Additional Agricultural Secretary of France, after the first meeting of the Indo-French joint working group on agriculture.  Indian Agriculture Secretary Radha Singh said the group would exchange views related to veterinary, phytosanitary, and food hygiene security matters.  (Source: Business Standard, 04/15/05)

TARIFF BARRIERS IN FOOD A HURDLE : FRENCH MINISTER

Even as the Indian Minister of Food Processing invited the French agro-industry to invest in India's Mega Food Park scheme, the visiting French Farm Minister Nicolas Forissier spurned the offer, saying "India is a difficult market because of high tariffs and technical barriers, marked by lack of operational transparency." The visiting French Minister is leading a twenty seven-member delegation to tap the huge Indian food market.  The Delhi office of the French organization, SOPEXA, has been officially launched by its Deputy Managing Director JN Bosset.  (Source: Financial Express, 03/14/05)

CLOUDS COME AS A SILVER LINING FOR HIMACHAL APPLES

The recent spell of moderate to heavy snowfall has brightened the prospects for Himachal Pradesh's apples.  Apple growers say that if the weather conditions remain favorable until flowering and fruit setting stage, the state's apple production could beat all previous years. Besides improving the soil moisture levels, the recent snow and rains lessen the chances of insect and pest attacks in the orchards.  (Source: Indian Express 4/15/05)
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WE ARE ON THE NET
We are available at www.usembassy.state.gov/posts/in1/wwwh43.html or visit our headquarter’s home page at www.fas.usda.gov for a complete selection of FAS worldwide agricultural reporting.

FAS/NEWDELHI EMAIL
To reach FAS/New Delhi, email us at Agnewdelhi@usda.gov.
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