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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.
EXPORTERS BEARISH ON MAIZE EXPORT PROSPECTS

Corn (maize) exporters are bearish on export prospects in the short-term but are expecting a pick-up from around December.  On the other hand, with arrivals beginning to flood the markets, the prices have started crashing.  Industry sources predict a bumper corn crop from December onwards.  However, the Agriculture Ministry in its first estimate of the kharif crops has projected corn production at 13.04 million tons against 15.15 million tons last year.  Currently, corn is quoted at $205-210 a ton F.O.B as compared to $240 last year.  The prices are expected to fall further to around $180 when exports may begun to take off.  As per industry sources, over 3 million tons of corn has been exported this year.  (Source: Business Line, 11/11/08)
 ‘INDIAN FOOD STANDARDS SHOULD MATCH UP WITH GLOBAL NORMS’ 

The Indian quality standards need to be harmonized and standardized to globally-accepted standards.  The FICCI and Technopak report—Land of Opportunities: The Food Industry in India—has called for lifting restrictions on exports and imports, harmonizing taxation system, smoothening tariff barriers and transparent merchandising for price discovery of food products. Also, changes in agriculture produce market committee (APMC) should be implemented to reduce the malfunctioning of the Indian marketing system.  According to the report, there is an urgent need to create production infrastructure, processing infrastructure, distribution and market infrastructure, along with emphasis on augmenting support infrastructure.  High investment is sought from the private sector for infrastructure development.  This is essential when the $200-billion food industry is expected to touch the $300-billion mark by 2015.  (Source: Financial Express, 11/14/08) 

SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONE FOR SEEDS YET TO TAKE OFF

The pitch to turn India as a sourcing hub for production and distribution of quality seeds still seems to be a distant dream.  The Centre's proposal for setting up seed valley across five states —Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Gujarat and Uttarakhand — is still pending.  While there is an in-principle approval by the Ministry of Agriculture for setting up seed valley or special economic zone for seeds, there is no move till date regarding the same on the part of the respective state governments.  "Perhaps state governments are in the election mode and with land becoming scarce for big projects, a special economic zone for seeds might be delayed," a senior government official said.  (Source: Financial Express, 11/13/08)
SEED INDUSTRY SEEKS TECH MISSION, INFRASTRUCTURE
The Rs.50 billion Indian seed industry plans to double the agricultural production in the country.  For this turn-around exercise, which requires new hybrids and varieties with improved traits for higher yield, the industry is seeking the launch of a Technology Mission on Quality Seeds.  The National Seed Association of India (NSAI) has urged the need to set up seed banks across the country to meet the unexpected requirements of seeds in situations arising out of natural calamities.  Apart from the technology mission, the industry is also seeking infrastructure status in order to encourage investments in the seed sector.  (Source: The Financial Express, 11/12/08)

WEEKLY INFLATION DATA TO GO MONTHLY

India will switch over to monthly, instead of weekly, reporting of inflation numbers as captured by the wholesale price index (WPI) within the next few months, a Finance Ministry official has said.  “We will shift to monthly reporting of WPI, possibly by the fiscal year-end,” he said, adding the government would also make public inflation data measured through other means.  “We will persist with year-on-year calculation as most countries do the same.  But we will also disseminate inflation data measured through alternative ways, including the 52-weeks’ average inflation, build up during the fiscal year, weekly and monthly build-up as well as data that discount seasonal variations,” the official added.  A monthly inflation number is expected to be more accurate and in line with the practice in most developed countries.  At the moment, India releases provisional WPI data with a lag of 10 days every Thursday.  This is followed by a final number eight weeks later.  The country also measures consumer price inflation through four different indices, all with a monthly frequency.  However, to ensure that vital price movements are continuously monitored, the industry department will publish a separate index comprising fuel and agricultural commodities on a weekly basis.  The monthly WPI is expected to cover nearly double the 435 items that the index captures at present.  (Source: Business Standard, 11/13/08). 

LET WHEAT EXPORT BAN STAY FOR NOW AS GLOBAL PRICES ARE LOW

The government would do well by not removing the ban on wheat exports now.  If India exports wheat now, the global prices, which are already low, would plunge to new depths.  The government ought to insulate farmers from such a price crash.  Its support price is already far higher than the global prices and this has helped farmers.  Even this year’s record wheat production of 78.4 million tons should not be an excuse for exporting the commodity at this juncture.  The better time for India to lift the export ban could therefore emerge in 2009.  (Source: Economic Times, 11/11/08) 

INDIA TO PUSH ETHANOL-BLEND PLAN AT ISO MEET

Indian representatives at the 17th International Sugar Seminar organized by the International Sugar Organisation (ISO) on ‘Sugar and Ethanol: Doom to Boom’ will focus on the Centre’s initiative towards the 5% ethanol blending program (EBP), the measures taken for further research and development of the EBP, and increasing the use of sugar beet, sweet sorghum and cassava as potential feedstock for production of ethanol apart from sugar.  Informed sources indicate that the issue of various Indian companies looking for opportunities in ethanol in Brazil and the progress made in their negotiations, would also come up for review as many among them are in the middle of implementing their projects in the South American nation.  ISO has assessed the indigenous availability of ethanol in the country on the average production of molasses by sugar factories of about 45% of sugar production.  (Source: The Financial Express, 11/11/08)

Post Comment: For more information on India’s EBP, please refer to IN8063 and IN8114.

BANGLADESH: HC ASKS GOVT. TO RETEST ALL 8 MILK BRANDS FOR MELAMINE

The High Court (HC) has directed the government to test samples of all brands of powdered milk on the shelves for the presence of melamine contamination in the laboratories of Dhaka University (DU), Bangladesh Atomic Energy Commission (BAEC) and Bangladesh Standards and Testing Institution (BSTI).  However, the court has allowed the sale of five of the eight brands banned in October.  The court also directed the government to publish reports in the media to enable the people to make an informed decision on buying powdered milk. 
The government has been ordered to collect samples from market in the presence of representatives of the DU Chemistry Department, BAEC, BSTI and the owners.  Earlier in October, the court ordered the government to take steps to stop the sale of eight milk powder brands.  On November 6, it summoned test reports on melamine in the powdered milk brands.  The government test report indicated high concentration of melamine contamination in seven of the eight brands.  (Source: The Financial Express, 11/11/08)

BANGLADESH: RECORD AMAN OUTPUT LIKELY THIS YEAR
Farmers are set to harvest a bumper 'Aman' crop this season, making a major stride toward achieving the country's overall food-grain output target for the current fiscal year, sources said.  The Department of Agriculture Extension (DAE) forecast that the country would be able to achieve the revised target of 13 million tons of rice this season.  Even after the consequences of some flooding and pest attacks in some areas, the overall conditions of already-matured crops are good across the country, the official added.  Agriculture officials, however, see the expected good harvest of Aman crop as one-step forward toward reaching the target of domestic foodgrain production for the current fiscal year, which will also help the country reduce its overall food deficit to a greater extent.  (Source: The Financial Express, 11/08/08)
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