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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.

EDIBLE OILS, RICE EMERGE INFLATIONARY VILLIANS
Edible oils and rice have emerged as the government’s latest inflationary bugbears, replacing the earlier prominent villains, namely wheat and pulses.  The spiral in domestic prices of vegetable oils has been mainly due to the runaway global inflation in vegetable oils, consequent to their diversion towards biofuel manufacture.  Crude palm oil is currently being imported at $900 per to (C&F Mumbai), compared to around $600 a year ago, while the landed cost of crude soya oil has correspondingly increased from $720 to $1,180 per ton.  Adding to this has been the lackluster domestic production.  Rice is now retailing about Rs. 3 per kg higher than just a year back.  However, in the case of wheat, India is the only country to have witnessed a decline in prices, that too when the benchmark rates at the Chicago Board of Trade have nearly doubled in this period.  Besides wheat, there has also been some respite on the pulses front.  (Source: Business Line, 01/07/08)

FOODGRAIN STOCKS MISS BUFFER NORMS BY 4%

The country’s foodgrain stocks (held by the government) fell 4 percent short of the buffer stocks norm on January 1, 2008, in the back drop of the government reducing allocation to states under the public distribution system.  “The foodgrain stocks with the Food Corporation of India stood at 191.87 lakh tons (19.2 million tons) on January 1, 2008, against the stipulated norm of 200 lakh (20 million) tons,” a senior government official said.  Stocks of rice depleted 11.5 million tons against the buffer norm of 11.8 million tons, while that of wheat has been lower at 7.7 million tons compared to the norm f 8.2 million tons.  (Source: Financial Express, 01/08/08)

DHAKA TO SEND DELEGATION TO INDIA FOR RICE IMPORT TALKS

Bangladesh will be sending a delegation to New Delhi soon for holding talks to import one million tons of rice to minimize the shortfall and check rising prices.  The Chief Advisor of the interim administration, Mr. Fakhruddin Ahmed, said his government took steps to import one million tons of rice to stabilize food prices, while contract for the import of 400,000 tons of rice had already been given.  He said the ‘high-level’ government delegation would go to India during the week of January 6 to finalize the import of 500,000 tons of rice.  “Tender has been floated to import one to two lakh (100,000) tons of rice from Thailand while a process to import rice from Vietnam is going on, he said.  (Source: Business Line, 01/07/08)

INDIA SEEKS EFFECTIVE CUTS IN OVERALL FARM SUPPORT FROM RICH COUNTRIES

As the agricultural negotiations for trade liberalization began in Geneva on January 3, India continued to insist on “effective cuts” in Overall Trade-Distorting Domestic Support (OTDS) being liberally extended by the rich countries to their farmers.  Dwelling on the recent four working documents circulated by the Chairperson of the Agriculture Negotiations, Ambassador Mr. Crawford falconer, to members of the WTO, Indian Commerce Secretary, Mr. Gopal K. Pillai, said that a tired formula advocated in the new working documents only suggested the familiar path of proposing a notional cut in the first year and the remaining reductions in equal steps over five years.  He said this type of approach did not make any great difference.  He said more important issues were in terms of cotton subsidies on which there was no agreement so far, as well as the blue box.  He said, “What we want is that total subsidy finally should not remain the same and I could care less if it comes from blue box, amber box, de minimis.  If you have given the rich world farmers Rs 100, at the end of the Doha Round, at least you must be able to say that you are giving Rs 60.”   (Source: Business Line, 01/04/08)

GO SLOW ON GENETICALLY MODIFIED CROPS

Speaking at the Indian Science Congress in South India, Mr. Krishna Dronmaraju, Head, Foundation for Genetic Research, Houston said that the Indian government will be well advised to go slow on GM crops as they may have certain adverse impacts.  He quoted certain experiments in France wherein kidney and liver problems have been reported in rats fed with GM corn.  (Source: Business line, 1/5/08)

GLOBAL FOOD CHAINS PLAN TO OPEN 400 OUTLETS IN 2008

India is likely to see an additional 400 restaurants, fast food outlets and coffee joints in 2008 as the major food chains like McDonald’s, Domino’s, Café Coffee Day and Yum Brands look to expand their presence across the country.  There are about 900 organized sector fast food restaurants and coffee joints in the country.  Yum Brand (KFC and Pizza Hut) plans to add 30-40 restaurants, Domino’s Pizza will add 50-60 stores and McDonalds plans 50-60 new outlets this year.  Café Coffee day plans to scale their operation from 440 outlets to 700 outlets.  (Source: Business Standard, 1/6/08) 
INDIA, U.S. TO IMPROVE IMPORT-EXPORT NORMS

The U.S. Health Secretary, in a statement during his India visit said that people in India deserve to have quality products and if one needs to produce goods for Americans they need to meet the standards.  He further said that the U.S. has an action plan, which other countries must follow to produce goods for consumers, meeting standards of quality and safety.  Both India and the U.S. decided to set up working groups to identify issues related to standards, regulations, common concerns and safety of products (both import and export).  The Indian Ministries of Health and Commerce will work on the recommendation of the U.S. and accordingly additions may also be made in the existing process, if required.  According to Indian officials, the two countries will seek ways to enhance the quality of food, drugs and medical products, developing new scientific knowledge, creating new technology for development of vaccines, drugs, diagnostic tools and devices.  (Source: The Indian Express, 01/11/08)
AGRICULTURE HEADING FOR A CRISIS

Indian farm scientists have warned that Indian agriculture is heading for a crisis as food output stagnates and millions of poor farmers struggle with high debt and crop failures.  According to Dr. M.S. Swaminathan, who led the ‘Green Revolution’ in India, two-third’s of one billion people still depend on agriculture for a livelihood and are being neglected in the euphoria of a surging economy.  Annual per capita food grain production has declined from 207 kg in 1995 to 186 kg in 2006.  The rate of agricultural growth fell from 5% in the mid-1980s to less than 2% in the past half decade.  The government is supporting the establishment of Chinese-style special economic zones for industry but the focus should also be on setting agricultural zones to boost farm production and reduce the widening income disparities between urban and rural India.  Dr. Swaminathan further said, that the government should step in with administrative and infrastructure support and market access while scientists and agricultural think tanks should contribute to “technology and tools”.  (Source: The HT-Mint, 01/11/08)
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