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India toughens its stance
on farm support at WTO

MUKESH JAGOTA
New Delhi, January 18

INDIA HAS DECIDED to putits foot
down at the World Trade Organisa-
tion (WTO) on the issue of farm sup-
port.The countrywon’t negotiate any
otheragriculture issues at the world
body’s upcoming ministerial confer-
ence in Abu Dhabi till it gets perma-
nent protection to public procure-
ment of grains through minimum
support price (MSP) operations, a
senior official said Thursday.

Currently, India is accorded the
cover of a “peace clause” or interim
reliefregarding its MSP operations
and public stock-holding of grains.
Thiswas first granted in 2013 at the
WTO meeting in Bali. Subsequently,
in November 2014, this clause was
extendedtillapermanentsolutionto
thevexed issue is found.

“We want to codify (our stance)
in terms of a change in schedule of
the Agreement on Agriculture.
Unless the public stockholding
issue is resolved, we will not be able
totake partinany otherdiscussions
on agriculture,” the official said.

Earlier this week, at the prepara-
tory meetings before the Abu Dhabi
meet between February26and 29,
the US had said that it would not be
possibletomeetIndia’sdemandfora
permanent solution for public stock-
holding at the meeting.

On this issue, India is pitted
againstCairns Group of agricultural
exporting countries which has 19
members,includingArgentina, Aus-
tralia, Brazil, Canada, Chile and
Colombia.The group hasbeen seek-
ing to curb domestic support that
India provides.

According to Cairns Group, pro-
curement at fixed prices and public
stock of grains distort markets. As
MSP acts as a price barometer for
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They also have a backing some
othercountries on the issue taking
their total to 28.The US and Europe
have been against the public stock-
holding byIndia.

India, on the other hand, has the
backing of G-33 developing coun-
tries which have defensive interests
in agriculture, Africa Group and
Organisation of African, Caribbean
and Pacific States.In total, this brings
the number of countries backing
India to closeto 90.Asalldecisionsat
the WTO are taken by consensus the
issuewillbea hotlycontested one.
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India has maintained that public
procurement and stockholding of
food grains serve as the twin objective
of food securityand income support.

As part of the permanent solu-
tiontotheissue,Indiawantsthatthe
baseyearof calculating the amount
of agriculturesubsidies it isallowed
under the WTO agreements be
revised to the more current one. At
present, the subsidy is capped at
10% ofthe total productionvalueat
1986-1988 prices.

India’s subsidieson rice of around
$7billioncrossthatlimitand is 15%
of the production value. In other
grains, it isbelow 3%.It is allowed
support for all staple food crops like

coarse grains and pulsestoo. Despite
exceeding the supportallowedin case
of rice, India cannotbe taken to the
dispute settlement mechanism
becauseofthe peace clause.

Othersupport to agriculture like
subsidised electricity, fertilisers, irri-
gationand even directcash transfers
like PM-Kisanis in the development
box, so cannot be disputed at the
WTO, the official said.

Anotherchallenge India facesis
on defending its export restrictions
on food grains.While Indiahas main-
tained that theseare used fordomes-
tic food security,the European Union,
US, UK, Japan, Australia, Costa Rica
label it as a major factor for global
food insecurity.They are building a
market-oriented narrative of food
securitythatinvolves making export
restrictions more difficult to use.
They are asking for greater trans-
parency in export restrictive mea-
sures and a month’s notice before
beingbrought into play.India’s stand
is that its public stockholding and
otheragri policies have kept global
priceswithinreach of everyone.

The global trade in foodgrains is
30 million tonnes.If India enters the
market to meet just 10% of the
demand, which comes to 25 million
tonnes, it willsparkoff acrisis.

India, on its part, would chal-
lenge the room Europe and the US
has on agriculture market support.
Whileon each producttheir subsidy
is capped at 5%, the US has room to
provide $19-billion agriculture
marketing support (AMS) while
Europe has $72 billion. These large
sums can be allocated to any com-
modity which can then kill markets
inmany smaller countries.

India would defend its entitle-
ment for Special Safeguard Mecha-
nism in agriculture that puts differ-
ent levels of obligationsonmembers.



