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Give the domestic oilseeds sector a boost 
Steps to raise oilseeds output through area expansion and improved productivity must be accompanied by import curbs 

G CHANDRASHEKHAR 

N
ewnelhiis reported to be 
keen to ensure that the 
country's dependence 
on vegetable oil import 

is reduced and domestic produc
tion is given a boost Why not? After 
all, we spend well over $10 billion a 
year (equivalent to over ~70,000 
crore) on import of 14-15 million 
tonnes of various oils, representing 
tWo-thirds of our annual con sump
tionneed. 

The policymakers' apathy to, 
wards the oilseeds sector and blind 
adoption of an ultra-liberal import 
policy - by itself a facile . option -
over the last20 years or so has resul
ted in an alarming level of depend
ence on imports, something that is 
self-defeating, burdensome and 
fraught with risks. 

Unrestricted impoI:tS of edible oil 
- finished or semi-finished product 
- have hurt domestic producers of 
oilseeds, the growers. The domestic 
oilseed crushing and solvent extrac
tion industry too is in the throes of a 
crisis. Government efforts to raise 
the ininimum support price for oil
seeds and effect changes from time 

to time in customs duty on impor
ted oils have not had the desired im
pact at all. 

If anything, oilseed growers are in 
distress. At the same time, tinkering 
with customs duty from time to 
time has failed to provide any relief 
to domestic producers but has · 
merely enriched speculative in
terests that often bet on changes in 
rates of duty. 

No wonder, the area under oil
seeds has remained stagnant 
around 26 million hectares while 
production has got trapped around 
the 30 million tonnes mark In its 
present state, the country's oilseeds 
sector will not be able to contribute 
to the avowed objective of doubling 
farmers' income in five Years. 

We need an approach that atonce 
encourages domestic production 
while discouraging imports. Any ef
fonto encourage domestic produc
tion will be substantially neutral
ised if we continue to follow the 
existing unrealistic import policy. 

Raising domestic oilseeds pro
duction by ensuring area expansion 
and productivity enhancement is 
an obvious chOice. Work on it has to 
srart in right earnest. States have to 

Ollsl!ed grow~fs are in distress 

be taken on board. The structural 
challenges confronting oilseeds 
production have to be recognised 
and addressed. Crop rotation, im
proved agronomy, technology infu
sion and robust procurement have 
to be a critical part of the strategy. 

This approach will have medium
to-long term impact on domestic 
production and productivity. So, in 
the shori to medium term, the 
country will have to continue to im
port vegetable oils in order to meet 
the domestic supply shortfall and 
ensure consumers are able to access 
cooking oils at affordable rates. 

This calls for a pragmatic trade 
and tariff policy that will at once ad
vance the interests of consumers as 
well as protect the domestic oilseed 

farmers_ A review of the extant im
port policy and tariff structure is ab
solutely necessary. There is a strong 
case to reduce the quantum of im
port by placing an annual ceiling on 
it At present, 10-20 per cent of ag
gregate import is speculation 
driven and deserve to be curtailed. 

As tariffs have failed to perform, 
imports have to be curtailed to, say, 
U-13 million tonnes. Further, the im
ports have to be closely monitored 
by mandating a system of contract 
registration and tracking physical 
arrivals. The long credit period cur
rentlyenjoyed by importers should 
be restricted to 30 days. 

These steps will shake the oilseeds 
sector, .especially the import trade, 
from out of its comfort zone. In 
other words, we need to disrupt the 
existing inertia; and it is indeed pos
sible to have creative disruption 
that would benefit domesticprodu
cers and not compromise con
sumer interests. 

Restricting import volumes will 
in the short run push domestic oil
seed prices higher and provide the 
much-needed boost to growers 

. with multiple benefits. It will result 
, in area expansion for which grain 

mono-cropping States such as Pun
jab and Haryana can be targeted. 
Higher returns will mean farmers 
will be encouraged to spend more 
on inputs and practice improved 
agronomy, Infusion~ of multiple 
technologies - infotech, biotech, 
satellite'tech, drone,and so on - will 
boost crop prospects. 

The Commerce Minister should 
be complimented for his initiative 
to ensure zero-import of edible oil; 
but he must take the first step by re
stricting the volume of import and 
mandating close monitoring of the 
import trade. The Finance Ministry 
must be proactive in effecting 
changes in customs duty and not 
succumb to lobby pressure. 

The Agriculture Ministry will of 
course have to corne up with a na
tional policy for boosting domestic 
production, not only of cultivated 
qilseeds but also exploiting tl1e po
tential of non-conventional sources 
such as rice bran as well as tree
borne oilseeds. The sooner the gov
t:mment gets down to the task at 
hand the better. 
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