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Fresh Produce India eyes bigger future
The Indian business continues to defy the odds, registering sharp growth amid major hurdles. But with
the right approaches, it can become so much bigger, heard delegates to last week’s Fresh Produce India

he future for India’s fruit and vegetable business looks very bright as opportunities beckon in new export markets while aspirational Indian consumers drive demand for higher

grade domestically-grown produce and high-value imported fruits. 

That much was clear from Fresh Produce India, which attracted some 200 delegates from 20 different countries to Pune on 24-26 April for dynamic conference discussions, high-quality

networking and educational study tours. 

The Indian business continues to grow on all fronts – be it exports, imports or domestic sales – despite significant roadblocks to development. But those problems, which so often

dominate discussions about India, should not deter international companies from entering the market, said Sumit Saran, the new head of international foods for leading Indian retailer

Future Group.

“All the problems we’ve heard about today – the high import duties, the lack of infrastructure – they’re still there after all these years. Nothing has really changed, and yet the business

has grown many-fold,” said Saran, who recently joined Future Group after spending around 15 years with agribusiness consultancy The SCS Group. “Take Washington apple imports –

we started out with four or five container loads in 2001. Last year, we touched 4,000 containers, and it’s the sheer growth in consumer demand that’s driving it.”

Grape expectations

India’s table grape export volumes to Europe have also multiplied over the past 10 years, but in order realise its future growth potential the industry must diversify, explained Geoff

Green, director of group procurement and new business development for Capespan.

Drawing on examples from major global table grape exporting countries such as Chile and Peru, Green outlined how the Indian industry can grow from its current annual export volumes

of around 140,000 tonnes to become a 250,000-tonne business by 2025. That will put it on a similar footing to where Peru is today, but getting there will require a lot of work.

India must develop new markets, particularly in Asia, and cut its dependence on Europe. It must develop new coloured varieties, and cut its dependence on white seedless grapes,

particularly Thompson Seedless. It needs to create transparent data and information systems, and it must capitalise on the opportunity to extend its season by developing production in

new growing areas, not least Tamil Nadu. 

“Where could India be in 2025?” asked Green. “It could be doing what Peru has done if the conditions are right. There are so many gaps in the global table grape market that India could

fill with its climate. India could have over 15 varieties and be selling to over 50 markets in ten years’ time.”

EU ban underlines gaps

India’s fresh produce business also has much work to do to bolster production and export processes and prevent breaches of food safety and phytosanitary standards, heard delegates

to the ensuing high-powered panel discussion in the session ‘New market opportunities for India’s suppliers’. It’s a recurrent problem that often forces the industry to go into overdrive to

recover both access to markets and the confidence of buyers – the recent EU ban on Indian mangoes and selected vegetables over pest breaches being the latest crisis to hit the

industry.

Responding to questions on the issue, Dr Sudhanshu, head of the western region for export promotion agency APEDA, said India had been aware of the need to shore up phytosanitary

controls for okra and bitter gourd after receiving warnings from the EU over recent years, but was taken by surprise on mangoes. “All the government agencies were working in an

integrated manner to meet the challenge, but we had only been informed about the problems for okra and bittergourd. We had largely figured that out, drastically cutting down on non-

compliance issues for these items from 1 January,” said Dr Sudhanshu. “We only came to know via a video conference in March that mangoes had been added to the list.”

A lack of integration in the traditional industry structure of small-scale farmers, merchant exporters and government agencies also inhibits sustainable export development, heard

delegates, but new grower-exporter models stand to improve the situation as Azhar Tambuwala, director of Sahyadri Farmers Producer Co explained. 

“We’re forming a company that is going to be owned by the growers,” he said. “It’s about helping the 3-4 acre growers to understand international standards and bringing them the right

advice, fertilisers and inputs so they can focus on farming, rather than just surviving; so they can send their children to school rather having to put them on the farm.”

Sustainable solutions

Tailoring technology solutions and transferring knowledge to such small-scale farmers is also key to boosting their productivity, as well improving the quality and traceability of products

for consumers in India and overseas.

In a session on sustainability, Driptech CEO Peter Frykman explained how its innovative, low-cost drip irrigation technology is helping such farmers to achieve higher yields and

incomes. At the same time, it is providing solutions to India's problems with water shortages, and the wastage inherent in the prevailing flood irrigation system. 

Bayer CropScience’s Yogesh Mohite also explained how its Food Chain Partnerships were up-skilling Indian table grape growers, and integrating them into the supply chain to produce

a safe and fully traceable product.  

Nurturing the consumer market

The final session of Fresh Produce India looked at new products and suppliers for India’s burgeoning fresh fruit import market. While imports are still heavily dominated by apples, other

products such as oranges are gaining ground, a point underlined by Mahmoud El Shishiny of Magrabi Agriculture, who noted that Egyptian citrus exports to India had grown from 5,000
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tonnes in 2010/11 to 26,000 tonnes in 2012/13. 

Indian consumers, used to eating mandarins and sweet limes, largely still see oranges as a juicing product, however, and they need to be taught how to peel and eat them too,

according to The SCS Group’s Keith Sunderlal. 

Avocados are an even newer product for Indian consumers. New Zealand recently gained access for the fruit, and Tony Ponder of avocado export alliance Avanza explained the

industry’s plans to develop the market in India. Despite the challenges, not least the lack of ripening and cold chain facilities, the retailers on the panel expressed cautious optimism for

consumer acceptance. 

“There’s no doubt avocados face a lot of challenges but if the industry works hard at it and does the right things I think they’ll one day become as successful as kiwifruit here,” said

Senthil Natajaran of Indian greengrocer chain KPN. “The Indian consumer will try new products if they’re taught how to eat them, and the retail salesman is key to this process. You’ve

got to educate and convince him and get his confidence as he’s the one that can help the product become a success. With kiwifruit, in the early days we couldn’t sell one container

whereas now we sell 500 containers.”

Younger consumers with a growing exposure to international food trends and cuisine are helping to drive interest in such new products. But a stronger modern supermarket retail sector

is also seen as vital to speeding growth. 

Right now, many modern retailers continue to struggle with their fresh offer, and for some retailers the fresh department has simply become an exercise in managing losses. The

question of whether they’re providing enough support to suppliers was a moot point, but Saikat Sarkar, GM and head of speciality foods for major retailer Spencer’s, said that his chain

recognised its responsibility to educate shoppers.

“We are doing our bit, getting people on the shop floor who understand produce and cooking ingredients so they can educate our shoppers, and running sampling counters, but we want

grower-suppliers to come forward and help us out,” said Sarkar. “It takes a long time to build market acceptance of a product but the process can be cut short with more producer

support.”

Study tours extend reach

Organised by Asiafruit in association with The SCS Group, Fresh Produce India 2014 concluded with a day of study tours on 26 April. Delegates were able to choose between the

Market Track, which visited wholesale and retail stores in Pune; the Production Track, which ventured out to India's largest fresh fruit packhouse near Nashik that was recently set up by

Sahyadri Farmers Producer Co; or the Techincal Track, which went to see Driptech's irrigation systems in operation with small-plot farmers around Baramati.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


