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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.
AGRI IMPORTS FROM US RISE 38%

According to USDA, Indian imports of agricultural, fish and forestry products from the U.S. have risen by 37.74 percent to $467.62 million in 2006-07.  Exports of pulses jumped by 232% to $48.44 million during October 2006 to September 2007.  Fresh fruit exports rose by 40% to $44.66 million.  Processed fruits export rose by 31.67% to $6.7 million and snack food exports grew by 74.96% to $4.11 million.  (Source: Business Standard, 12/3/07)
SHORTFALL IN GRAIN STOCKS LED TO WHEAT IMPORTS, SAYS PAWAR

Union Agriculture Minister Pawar defended the UPA’s contentious wheat imports decision on grounds that despite an increase in procurement of food grains the country still faces a shortfall of 40 lakh tons.  Mr. Pawar said that while domestic procurement has gone up from 91 lakh tons last year to 111 lakh tons this year, domestic wheat demand stood at 150 lakh tons, requiring the government to import.  Earlier the government rejected an initial tender of wheat at $263 per tons when the state trading body signaled to the ministry that international wheat prices are expected to fall.  (Source: Economic Times, 12/1/07)
INDIA IS COMMITTED TO SHARE EXPERIENCE IN CONTROLLING AVIAN FLU:  PM

The Prime Minister of India, while addressing the three day conference on Avian and Pandemic Influenza, conveyed that India is committed to share the experience of control and containment of the outbreak of influenza in poultry.  The PM said that focused governmental intervention must go hand-in-hand with community empowerment in addressing such health care challenges.  Each government would have to act locally, but think globally while dealing with the problem.  

The Minister of Agriculture and Consumer Affairs said that controlling avian influenza remains an enormous challenge particularly for the administration and veterinary and medical communities.  He further said that we collectively need to assess the current situation; the effectiveness of strategies applied and revisit our policies.

The Minister of Health and Family Welfare stressed the continuous need to enhance and strengthen such global cooperation.  The persistent, though unpredictable, threat to animal and human health is enhanced by the apprehension that second strains of avian influenza, previously considered of little human health risk, indeed poses a real danger.  (Source: The Press Information Bureau, 12/05/07)

CHICKEN MAY COST MORE, BLAME IT ON SOYMEAL

Chicken prices are set to increase due to the rising cost of soymeal, the second key ingredient in poultry feed after maize.  The rising cost of soymeal has affected production margins as 75 percent of the cost is from the feed alone.  Soymeal prices have risen significantly in the past one year from Rs 10/kg to Rs 18/kg.  Chicken prices will be determined by the market trends of soya and could see a surge of Rs 8/kg and may further shoot up depending upon the volatility of soymeal futures in the overseas market.  According to the Poultry Federation of India, the per capita consumption of chicken in the country is about 2.1 kg and is growing by 0.5 percent every year.  (Source: The Hindustan Times, 12/3/07)  

MINISTER SEEKS EXPLANATION ON ‘UNCHECKED ENTRY’ OF GM FOODS

The Minister of State for Commerce Jairam Ramesh has asked the Directorate General of Foreign Trade (DGFT) to explain reports that imported genetically modified (GM) food products were entering Indian supermarkets and the food chain unchecked.  The move came after representatives of Centre for Sustainable Agriculture (CSA) and Greenpeace India met and cautioned him against imported food products with GM soya, corn, canola and cottonseed ingredients from countries that do not have GM labeling provisions, raising safety concerns for Indian consumers.  These groups have also approached the Union Minister of Health and Family Welfare urging mandatory labeling of GM food products into India.  They stated that with the Genetic Engineering Approval Committee exempting processed GM products from its regulatory approval process, it is the responsibility of the Ministry of Health to look after the safety aspects of GM foods. (Source: The Hindu 12/1/07) 
CENTRE MAY ALLOW FDI IN MULTI-BRAND RETAIL

The government is trying one more time to open foreign direct investment (FDI) in multi-brand retailing through joint ventures.  However, the proposal will tie such FDI with strict riders on the role and functioning of foreign partners in running the Indian joint venture.  The government is likely to permit only a small share making by foreign partners and other investors seek government permission for opening additional stores or changing their format.  Besides, there will be restrictions on the floor area of the shops and localities where these stores can be set up.  (Source: Indian Express, 12/5/07)

NECC AND AISMA URGED CENTRE TO REGULATE EXPORT OF MAIZE

Both the National Egg Coordination Committee (NECC) and the All India Starch Manufacturer’s Associations (AISMA) have urged the government to regulate the exports of corn/maize while AISMA introduced the concept of hybrid maize in line with the success story of hybrid cotton as remedial measures to contain soaring prices of maize and prevent a supply crunch.  Despite the government allowing duty free imports of maize till the end of this year, prices of maize during peak arrival season are running at Rs 7-8/kg over and above the MSP of Rs 6.20/Kg.  This in turn has raised the cost of production of both eggs, meat as well as allied products obtained from maize crop.  (Source: Business standard, 12/5/07 & 12/7/07)
BPCL EYES BIO-FUEL PRODUCTION

India’s Bharat Petroleum Corporation Ltd (BPCL) is planning to tap bio-fuel production opportunities by cultivating the bio-fuel crop Jatropha on 2000 acres.  The company will invest about Rs. 50 million in the initial stage of cultivation, and is also expected to commence a buyback arrangement with other farmers.  Earlier, another oil company, the Indian Oil Corporation (IOC), applied for an allotment of 30,000 hectares of non-forest wasteland in Madhya Pradesh for bio-fuel production.  India’s major private petroleum refining company, Reliance Industries Limited (RIL), has also earmarked 200 acres of land for jatropha cultivation in Andhra Pradesh.  Analysts suggest that plantation of non-edible oilseed trees like jatropha have been taken up on a significant scale in recent years, but it will take another 2-3 years before the bio-fuel becomes cost effective vis-à-vis conventional fuel.  (Source: Financial Express 12/5/07)

SEARING CRUDE FUELS BP’S JATROPHA DRIVE

The joint venture company of United Kingdom’s British Petroleum (BP) and D1 Oils is looking to tap India’s virgin bio-diesel market.  The company has sought permission from the government to undertake contract farming of jatropha in India.  The proposal for large scale jatropha farming comes at the time when global crude oil prices are touching the $100 mark.  Much of the jatropha oil produced from plantations will be used to meet local bio-diesel requirements, and the excess will be exported to Europe.  (Source: Economic Times 12/1/07)
SUGAR TURNS CABINET BITTER

The Union Agriculture Minister Mr. Sharad Pawar proposed to award zero interest loans to the local sugar industry so as to prevent sugarcane farmers from indebtedness and the global slump in sugar prices.  However, the move was opposed by the Finance Ministry on grounds that sops to the sector will trigger similar demands from others and would mean an additional burden of Rs 1300 crore on exchequer.  On the other hand, sugar industries in Maharashtra are hopeful of exporting 2.2 million metric ton of raw and white sugar in the current 2007-08 crushing season (October-September).  Maharashtra mills have so far contracted 300,000 metric tons of raw sugar exports through the Indian Sugar Exim Corporation.  Other export houses are also tying-up for sourcing of raw sugar.  (Source: Financial Express, 12/1/07; Business Line, 12/4/07)

ITC SCRIPTING GROWTH PLANS FOR SMALL VEGETABLE FARMERS AND VEGETABLE VENDORS

ITC along with a microfinance institute are working on a revenue generating model for small farmers and vegetable vendors.  One of the models proposes to upgrade basket-load vegetable vendors to push-cart vegetable vendors with a microfinance institute providing financial support and ITC the supply link through their existing hypermarkets (Choupal Sagar).  The initiative is likely to bridge the gap between up-market consumers and rural consumers.  (Source: Business Standard, 12/3/07)
BRIGHT PROSPECTS FOR BARLEY PRODUCTION, CONTRACT FARMING PICKING UP

On account of good export demand, the production of barley (mainly for cattle feed) is expected to increase by around 15-20% in 2007-08.  The acreage in major producing states is also expected to grow on favorable weather conditions.  The crop size may reach 1.6 million tons against 1.34 million tons last year.  Looking at bright prospects for barley cultivation and amendments in the Punjab Agricultural Marketing Producing Act, 1961, about 10 players have evinced interest in contract farming in the state.  Farmers and buyers will enter bilateral agreements and both will be registered with the agricultural marketing board.  (Source: Business Standard, 12/3/07 & 12/4/07)
FRITO LAY GOES INDIAN

As a part of its re-branding exercise, Frito Lay adapted an Indian approach and introduced a new brand identity for potato chips after investing considerable resources both in design and consumer research.  The company has reduced saturated fatty acid in its product range by 40% and is promoting the concept of “snack smart’.  Its core products are now being cooked in rice bran oil.  (Source: Business Standard, 12/4/07) 
FUTURES TRADING: IIM-B REPORT SOON

The final report on the impact of futures trading in food grains namely wheat, rice, tur (Red Gram) and urad (black matpe) is expected to be submitted this month.  The interim report submitted by the institute said that there was no correlation between inflation and futures trading.  The lifting of the ban in wheat futures is faced with reservation.  Traders are willing to trade in order to hedge their price risk but only with caution if ban is lifted. (Source: Business Line, 12/4/07)
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