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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.
INFLATION IS DOWN, FOOD ITEMS STILL COSTLY

The annual wholesale price index-based inflation dipped 60 basis points to a six-year low of 2.43 percent for the week ended February 28, 2009.  Food inflation, however, continued to hover around the double-digit levels, offering little respite despite the declining trend in the headline inflation.  “There is no doubt that continuing food-based inflation is a worrying sign, though there’s been a bit of a declining trend.  Also, food inflation tends to hit the poor the hardest,” an analyst said.   (Source: Business Line, 03/13/09)

SOYBEAN CRUSHING CAPACITY DECLINES TO 40 PERCENT 

According to an estimate by the Indore-based Soybean Processors Association (SOPA), total crushing capacity for soybeans is reduced to less than 40 percent as crushers are currently facing a shortage of raw material supply from farmers and stockholders in anticipation of a rise in global demand.  But, looking at global excessive supplies and cheap imports, the price upsurge is highly unlikely.  Considering the local soybean price at Rs 2,350 per quintal (well above the minimum support price (MSP) of Rs 1,390 per quintal, total realization for crushers comes to around Rs 24,846 per ton against the direct accumulative procurement cost of oil, meal and oilcake at Rs 24,900 per ton.  With about 15,000 oil mills, 600 solvent extraction units, 230 vanaspati plants and over 500 refineries existing in the domestic oilseed processing sector last year, about 25 percent have closed down because of the non-availability of soybean raw material.  Another 10-15 percent is on the brink of closure.  The industry estimates that the remaining oil extraction units would be able to crush only 5.5 – 5.8 million tons this year as against 8.8 million tons crushed during last season.  The industry fears that soy oil prices may increase while bean prices may decline in the weeks to come.  (Source: Business Standard, 03/12/09)
EC MAY VOTE FOR ZERO-DUTY SUGAR

The Indian Government is considering a proposal to allow imports of refined sugar at zero duty to meet the shortfall in the domestic market and to control prices.  The proposal has been forwarded to the Election Commission (EC) for its approval.  The government is apprehensive over the high sugar retail prices and had recently imposed stock limits on raw sugar held by traders, distributors and wholesalers.  The decision to import refined sugar instead of raw sugar has also begun impacting global markets and raw sugar prices have come down by six to seven percent in the past few weeks.  However, traders are going slow on imports due to strong apprehension that refined sugar imports will hit raw sugar demand.  (Source: The Economic Times, 03/07/09)

COTTON CORPORATION SELLS 2.2 MILLION BALES

Cotton Corporation of India (CCI) has offloaded a record 21.75 lakh (2.175 million) bales of cotton within a fortnight, as millers shunned “need based purchase” to take advantage of incentives provided by the CCI following a government directive.  “We are providing a reasonable discount on the sale of cotton as asked by the Center (GOI).  We have sold 3.5 million bales (of 170 kg) so far, of which 2.175 million bales have been offloaded in the fortnight ended March 6,” the CCI Chairman and Managing Director said.  Millers had been resorting to need-based buying after a sharp hike in the minimum support prices of cotton.  (Source: Business Line, 03/11/09)

NEW CONCERN OVER BT BRINJAL PLANS

Consumer groups are concerned about exposing Indian consumers to genetically modified Bt brinjal (egg plant), even as the government is considering a grant of approval to Mahyco to commercially launch the GM food this year.  The Genetic Engineering Approval Committee (GEAC), the national regulatory authority for GM foods, has set up a special committee to study Mahyco’s biosafety data from nine years of research on Bt brinjal.  It is set to give a verdict soon.  The debate between biotech companies and the anti-GM lobby has been raging ever since Mahyco was given permission to conduct Bt brinjal field trials five years ago.  In an effort to bring the GM debate – so far largely confined to academic circles and consumer rights groups – to the attention of the larger public, Mumbai-based filmmakers Mahesh Bhatt and Ajay Kanchan last week released a documentary on the subject, called “Poison on the Platter.” “We want to highlight the fact you cannot tamper with Mother Nature without sensitizing the nation first,” Mr. Bhatt said.  (Source: Hindu, 03/18/09)
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