Thebiofuel grind

Or why India’s 20% blending target will remain impossible to achieve
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he biofuel develoﬁment pro-
I gramme has made. little

headway despite liberal sops
by way of subsidies and access to

land. The target of 10 per cent
blending of petrol and diesel with
biofuels by 2011-12 has already been
missed. And the goal of 20 per cent
blending by 2016-17, mooted in the
National Biofuel Policy of 2009,
seems wholly unattainable.

There are several reasons for
this. Producing adequate ethanol
from sugarcane molasses for 20 per
cent blending seems impractical —
for, it will require a major expan-
sion of the area under sugarcane
cultivation. It is also deemed com-
mercially unviable. On the other

hand, producing biodiesel fromjat- -

ropha - a tree-borne, non-edible
oilseed - is beset with innumerable
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problems and risks that deter farm-
ers from growing this plant and
investors from setting up oil extrac-
tion and processing units.

Various studies onjatropha have
indicated that this biofuel crop is
neither profitable nor pro-poor. Nor
is it possible to raise healthy jat-

ropha plantations on uncultivable -

or degraded land without irrigation
and fertilisers. Most of the available
strains of jatropha are low yielders.

Besides, the technology and agro- -

nomic practices for jatropha culti-
vation have not yet been perfect-
ed. Technologies for efficient
post-harvest management and pro-
cessing of jatropha seeds, too,

require  some fine-tuning.
Moreover, the long gestation period

" of three to six years for getting

returns from these plantations is a
formidable disincentive. It is also
feared that the diversion of land to
jatropha will result in loss of grazing
areas and create fodder scarcity.
'Most of these concerns have

_been borne out by a recent system-

atic study on the biofuels sector
conducted bythe New Delhi-based
National Centre for Agricultural
Economics and Policy Research
(NCAP), with the participation of
experts from the global farm policy

think-tank, the International Food

Policy Research institute (IFPRI).
Published by NCAP as a policy
paper (No 27), the report does not

mince words and states that sugar-
cane-based ethanol production is

“absolutely unsustainable in India”.
On jatropha, this report cautions

‘that the government must keep in

view the bitter experience of its cul-
tivation in Andhra Pradesh and
Tamil Nadu before promoting it on
anational scale.

In Andhra Pradesh, uncon-
vinced about the viability of jat-
ropha plantations, farmers diverted
a bulk of the subsidy given by the
government for jatropha to other

-crops. The state is now looking at
‘pongamia (another tree-borne,
‘non-edible oilseed) to use for bio-

fuel production. In Tamil Nadu, jat-

- ropha seedlings - offered free of

costby the govemment found few
takers.

- Nevertheless, the Union gov-
ernment remains upbeat about
promoting biofuels in the hope of
strengthening energy security. A
National Biofuel Mission: was
launched in 2003 for this purpose.
But no more than 0.5 million

hectares have come under jatropha
plantations so far.

This is far lower than the 3.45
million hectares that the NCAP
study reckons will be needed to
achieve even a five per cent blend-
ing level. The target of 20 per cent

admixing will require jatropha to -

be planted over a massive 26.50
million hectares, an area almost
equivalent to that under wheat.
Sparing so much land for jatropha
is unthinkable given that even vital
industrial and infrastructural proj-
ects find it hard to access land.
Similarly; in the case of ethanol,
the NCAP study estimates that the
sugarcane acreage will need to be
more than doubled from the cur-
rent level to produce the projected
736.5 million-tonnes of molasses-
based ethanol for 10 per cent dop-
ing with petrol. This, again, is
impractical as also unadvisable,

considering that  sugarcane
requires fertile land and copious
water to grow. In fact, the study has
found that the production of
ethanol from sweet-sorghum, a
multi-utility food, fodder and sug-
ar crop, may be a relatively better
option for producing ethanol.
Compared to sugarcane, this crop
needs far less water.

Clearly, any policy for sourcing
biofuels from land-based feedstock
like sugarcane or jatropha is unlike-
ly to work in a country in which
land and water are scarce.
Thankfully, the use of agricultural
land for biofuel production is strict-
ly prohibited. However, a large
diversion of even non-farmed land
for this purpose seems ill-advised.
There is, therefore, a need to revis-
it biofuel promotion policies.
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Onion pricesup
25% as govt
allows export
WithO}lt MEP

DILIP KUMAR JHA

1)
Mumbai, 2July >

P4

nion prices rose 25 per
Ocent in the spot mar-

ket here today due to
lower output estimates on
deficient monsoon rainfall
and the government’s deci-
sion, on Friday, to allow its
shipment abroad without
any minimum export price
(MEP).

Data compiled by the
National Horticultural
Research and Development
Foundation showed the
model price of onion jumped
by 150 a quintal from yes-
terday, to trade at ¥750 a
quintal. Arrivals in the spot
market here have also inten-
sified. Accordingly, today
total arrivals in the

at Vashi.
Traders are optimistic on
a further rise in prices due to

the deficiency in monsoon |

rain. According to the India
Meteorological Department,
there was 31 per cent lower
rainfall in June, on the long
term average, resulting in a
60 per cent delay in sowing
of the early crop in
Karnataka.

Union food minister K V
Thomas had earlier estimat-
ed India’s total onion output
at 15.7 million tonnes in the
2011-12 crop year (July-June),
against 13 mt in the previous
year. However, frequent
changes in government poli-
cies restricted demand at |
home and abroad. Dueto the |
high export price, India had |

lost its competi- |

spot market were Traders are tive edge in inter- |
11,200 quintals as optimisticon a national markets |
compared to further rise in to China and |
10,466 quintals prices due to the Egypt.InJanuary, |
yesterday. deficiency in the government |
A Friday notifi- monsoon rain had lowered the |
cation by the MEP on all vari- |
Directorate eties, except

General of Foreign Trade
showed the government had
scrapped the MEP barrier to
boost exports. Pakistan, the
normal competitor has none
available at present, with its
crop having failed last year.
Continuous revision of MEP
had restricted India’s oppor-
tunity; the government
feared rising onion prices
might help raise inflation.
However, after May 8, the
MEP requirement had been
removed; the loosening was
applicable till July 2, when it
was to be reviewed.

“Trade was better, with
export demand having got
support from the MEP
removal,” said Ashok Valunj,
director of the Agricultural
Produce Market Committee

-rocketed to ¥80-85 akgin the |

Bangalore Rose onions and |
Krishnapuram onions, to |
$150 per tonne.

India ranks second in the |
world in onion production; |
with = Maharashtra and |
Gujarat the main producing |
regions. There was a serious
supply crunch in late 2010 |
and early 2011, when prices |

retail market. Demand was
usually stable through the
year in 2011-12. ,

The vagaries of nature
affect the crop badly. Hence, |
the deficiency of rainfall is |
likely to hit output this sea-
son. India exports onion to
Sri Lanka, West Asia and
Malaysia, besides a small
quantity to some European
countries.
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