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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 and summarized in this report.  Significant issues will be expanded upon in subsequent reports from this office.  Minor grammatical changes have been made for clarification.

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.

INDIA MAY BUY 4 TO 5 MILLION TONS OF WHEAT – AG MINISTER

India might import four to five million tons of wheat this year to build socks to meet any sudden spurt in demand, Agriculture Minister Pawar said.  The country is looking to import wheat for the second year running with government purchases of domestic grain likely to fall short of its target.  The State Trading Corporation has already tendered to import one million ton of wheat.  “We may import four to five million tons of wheat this year to build stocks for emergencies.  We have enough for this year but we want to build stocks,” the Minister said.  As of April 1, the government had stocks of 4.5 million tons of wheat and state agencies have so far purchased 9.2 million tons of wheat from farmers, he said.  The government needs 12 million tons of wheat annually for the public distribution system and welfare programs for the poor.  (Source: Economic Times, 05/13/07)

Post Comment: For a detailed analysis of India’s wheat situation and outlook, please see GAIN Report IN 7038.  

SUPREME COURT REFUSES STAY ON WHEAT IMPORTS

The Supreme Court declined to stay the government’s move to import one million tons of wheat by July 2007 to build stocks.  A three-judge bench headed by the Chief Justice, came to this conclusion after hearing a “public interest” petition by farm activist Vandana Shiva seeking to quash the government decision on imports.  The petitioner questioned the government’s motive in importing “inferior quality wheat” at the rate of Rs. 16,000 per metric ton, when a better quality was available in the domestic market in the range of

Rs. 8,000 to 10,000 per ton.  According to the petition, the government policy will compromise India’s food security as wheat imported last year was of substandard quality.  The government, in its affidavit, submitted that the decision to import wheat was taken to meet the needs of the public distribution system.  “If such a step was not taken, the poor would be put to great hardship,” the affidavit said.  (Source: Business Standard & Indian Express, 05/18/07) 

RUSSIA BANS INDIAN RICE 

The Russian Agency on Veterinary and Phytosanitary Surveillance issued a notification on April 27, 2007, imposing a ban on the import of rice from India to Russia due to the purported detection of pesticides.  The Russian side has stated the cause as detection of demethoate, which is not admissible under Russian regulations.  According to the Indian Minister of State for Commerce, Jairam Ramesh, the ban imposed on Indian rice effective May 1, 2007, is in violation of the Protocol signed in February 2007 and the Indian government is taking up the matter with the Russian authorities.  “Sales to Russia are a fraction of our total exports.  It is a question of denying market access and we plan to contest it,” said an Indian official.  Indian rice exports to Russia have averaged about 50,000 tons in the past five years, 1.5 percent of India’s total rice exports.  (Source: Ministry of Commerce Press Release & Financial Express, 05/15/07)

DOUBLE FARM GROWTH – PRIME MINISTER …

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh cautioned states against spending less on agriculture and promised incentives for doubling farm growth to four percent a year during the Eleventh Five Year Plan (2007 to 2012).  Speaking at Planning Commission meeting, he said, “At less than two percent, poor agricultural growth is a cause for rural distress.”  The Prime Minister wanted states to step up expenditure on the farm sector to at least six percent of their total outlay from the current 3.5 percent.  He stressed the need to ensure that the strategies adopted for the farm sector deliver some results in the short and medium term so that tangible benefits accrue to farmers, consumers, and the rural economy as a whole.  “This is important if we have to avert any crisis in the agrarian sector and fulfill the needs of a growing economy,” he said.  (Source: Hindustan Times, 05/15/07)

BAN ON FRESH TRIALS OF GM CROPS TO CONTINUE

The GM industry has nothing much to cheer about regarding the recent Supreme Court ruling wherein the ongoing and earlier approved field trials of genetically modified events of the crops were allowed.  However, the ban on any fresh field trials continues to remain in force.  The Court ordered that the Genetic Engineering Approval Committee (GEAC) shall take sufficient precaution to see that the ongoing and already approved trials are not causing any contamination to cultivation in neighboring fields.  The government has been asked to release data on toxicity and allerginicity tests that were conducted on the four Bt events already approved.  This ruling was welcomed by the green groups as they have been asking the government for such data to be put in the public domain.  (Source: The Times of India, 05/12/07)

FALLOUT OF SC RULING: 49 NEW GM COTTON STRAINS CLEARED

Subsequent to the Supreme Court ruling, the GEAC has cleared a total of 49 new Bt cotton varieties for commercial cultivation in the forthcoming season.  This is in addition to the 62 already approved Bt cotton varieties prior to the Supreme Court ban of September 2006.  The GEAC approval to the 49 new varieties may further intensify competition and expand the market for Bt cotton seeds to the advantage of Indian farmers.  (Source: Business Line, 05/18/07)

BLENDED PETROL PROJECT BASED ON LOCALLY PRODUCED ETHANOL

India's entire ethanol blended petrol (EBP) program (5 percent ethanol blended in petrol) is based on ethanol produced within the country.  The Petroleum Minister said that the sugar industry has assured him that sufficient quantity of ethanol will be made available to oil companies on a sustained basis and the EBP program can be extended on an all India basis.  Based on the availability of ethanol, the government may consider introduction of 10 percent ethanol blending with petrol in the future.  Speaking at a launch of the EBP program in Delhi, the Petroleum Minister stated the virtues of the EBP program.  Besides being environment friendly fuel, ethanol has a positive economic impact in terms of increased demand for sugarcane, reduction in fuel imports and savings in valuable foreign exchange.  This will also strengthen the rural economies and create more jobs in the rural sector. (Source: Business Line, 05/16/07)
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WE ARE ON THE NET

We are available at http://india.usembassy.gov/foreign_agricultural_service.html
or visit our headquarter’s home page at www.fas.usda.gov for a complete selection of FAS worldwide agricultural reporting.
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To reach FAS/New Delhi, email us at Agnewdelhi@usda.gov.
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