Children of the Green Revolution 
By Peter Guest – Financial Times This is Africa
Indian expertise in commercializing innovations in agribusiness and the biotechnology may provide an opportunity for significant mutual benefit, as the country’s entrepreneurs look to Africa for growth markets.
Two hours drive from Hyderabad, an industrial looking complex- rather hopefully refitted with flashing neon hearts and renames Lovers romantic Retreat – marks the approach to Genome Valley, a 600km² sprawl of research and development centres and incubators for the life sciences and agricultural technology.
Superficially, there are many similarities between Hyderabad, the state capital of the southern Indian state of Andhra Pradesh, and many of Africa’s metropolises. There is the same feverish construction in the suburbs, the same swarms of buzzing motorcycles and the same disregard for the most basic road safety procedures.  Even the typography and styling on the shop fronts is vaguely reminiscent of East Africa. The differences are evident, however, in the city centre, which is home to the glass-fronted headquarters of global technology and pharmaceutical companies.
Despite its ferociously competitive international businesses and its growing economic potency, Indi still shares many characteristics of developing world economies. Its population is urbanizing, but still remains for the time being principally agrarian, with many small holder farmers working at or just above subsistence levels, complementing a large and growing commercial farming sector.
However, unlike many of Africa’s agrarian economies, India is self-sufficient in food. Following the green revolution in the 1960s and 70s, the country emerged from famine to become, today, an exporter of food and cash crops. The revolution was partly based on the development and the dissemination of high yield seed varieties. Accordingly, one component of its legacy is the focus on the biotech by both the Indian government and Indian enterprises. 
Alongside the big global companies, such as Monsanto and Syngenta, the seed industry in India has grown its own big players. There are few better illustration of the scale of the domestic industry than Vibha Seeds’ new facility in Janampet, Andhra Pradesh, which is now close to completion. The 106-acre complex includes six 100,000 square foot hangar-like sheds, cold storage, a biotech laboratory and processing and packing infrastructure. When fully operational, it will be capable of processing 1,000 tonnes of seed per day.
Vibha is already exporting to its own region, and is eyeing markets in Africa, particularly Ethiopia and Tanzania, according to Vidyasagar Parchuri, the company’s chairman. Mr Parchuri hopes that Vibha will be able to replicate its Indian business model in Africa- particularly its distribution mechanisms. The structural similarities in the makeup of Indian and East African agriculture, he believes, offer companies such as his-which have profited heavily from their ability to sell to farmers of all sizes – significant competitive advantages. Down the road, Vibha’s competitor, US Agriseeds, has begun the similar exploratory work on joint ventures in Mozambique.
In March, the European Marketing Research Council, a Brussels-based non-profit, and the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics, a major agricultural centre based in Patancheru, Andhra Pradesh, partnered to take a delegation of African businesspeople to the state to explore potential partnerships in agro-processing, biotech, infrastructure and primary agriculture.
Icrisat conducts research into drought-tolerant food crops – chickpeas, pigeonpea, pearl millet, sorghum and groundnut. The huge campus in Patancheru is a test bed for new varieties and techniques, but as well as being an academic institution, Icrisat is at the nexus of a large and commercial industry centered on agricultural development and extension.
EMRC’s delegates were able to see both the highly commercial and the purely developmental ends of the development-business spectrum in Indian agriculture. Icrisat has built up considerable expertise in water management in semi-arid, low income areas.
The village of Kothapally, near to Patancheru, plays host to one of its projects. Surrounded by budding cotton fields and vegetable patches are a series of small dams and water collection points that have drastically altered the yields in the surrounding area. At the other end of the spectrum is Jain Irrigation systems, which grew from a small trading business in the 1960s into of the world’s largest irrigation and agricultural services businesses. In the yard outside the company’s facility in Nalgonda, Andhra Pradesh, plastic piping is piled high on trucks. Jain manufactures its equipment, installs it, services it and train local communities in its usage. In the early years it, like others, piggybacked on government extension programmes, but its operations are not global, it is eyeing fresh opportunities in sub-Saharan Africa after successful first foray in South Africa.
The expertise being built in Icrisat and local private sector is both a valuable export and a powerful development tool. The management of Patachneru is fully aware of it, and six years ago establish Agriscience Park, which functions as an incubation hub for biotech enterprises, giving them access to research facilities and assistance in commercializing the technology. The centre’s seed research is open for use by member enterprises, mainly large domestic and international players – currently 48 seed companies are members.
The number and sophistication of the companies that ecist in orbit of Icrisat and other public or quasi-public institutes demonstrates the power of Indian blend of public and private investments into agricultural technology. While these products have obvious- and possibly easily executable – applications inAfrica, and the companies have a clear desire to exploit opportunities overseas, many also owe a lot of their domestic success to government support – either through subsidy or through policy. Biofuel is one such emerging sector.


Jatropha has come some way since being prematurely hailed as the miracle crop that would revolutionize world energy. The plant, whose oil can be used to make biodiesel, thrives on marginal soils with little water. This, in theory, means that it is les likely to lead to competition over land and water between food and fuel crops) a major criticism of tradition biofuels.
However, research into the plant, which is essential an undomesticated wild crop, is still at an early stage. Often discussed as a part of the solution to Africa’s energy requirements, jatropha ventures have failed, in the most part, to go to scale. On a long, parched segment of Andhra Pradesh soil, some two hours from the capita, two competing companies – Nadan Biomatrix and Tree Oils India – are keen to demonstrate that scale is possible.
Bhaskar Rao, managing director of Nandan, enthuses about the technological breakthroughs his company has made in increasing the oil yields in jatropha crops. It is hard to verify his various claims to ‘world’s first’ achievements in breeding, and his counterpart at Tree Oils India, Sreenivas Ghatty, responds with a wry “no comment” when asked about the extraordinary yields per hectare that Mr Rao claims to have made possible.  Even so, research into the crop and the methods of processing has taken offin Adhra Pradesh, principally due to the government’s “National Biodiesel Mission”, which set the ambitious  target of making all domestically consumed diesel a blend of 20 percent biofuel by 2010. This equates to more than 13 m tones per year, according to figures from the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development.
Although Mr Rao and Mr Ghatty insist that jatropha is a viable business proposition with or without the new regulations, there is little doubt that by guaranteeing a domestic market for biodiesel the government has altered the crop’s economics in favour of these emerging producers. It is this kind of mechanism that African governments may need to replicate in order to allow this kind of research to take off. It does, however, provide an opportunity for African exporters, a fact not lost on either company. Both are interested in partnering with commercial farmers in countries with similar ecologies to Andhra Pradesh. India’s domestic producers are unlikely to be able to meet the demand created by NBM, despite their technical advances, and ramping up production using relatively cheap land and labour in Africa would make sense. If host countries are able to replicate India’s blending rules, there would also be scope for the construction of local processing capacity in Africa.
While the government’s role has been so significant in the creation of domestic markets, its role in the promotion of its companies overseas, at least in Africa, has been limited, analysts say.
Manmohan Sing’s government has a rhetorical commitment to “South-South” cooperation and has made overtures to a number of African countries. However, as Sheila Sudhakaran, assistant secretary general of the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry notes, New Delhi is some way behind private enterprise, despite the expansion of its lending programmes.
Lines of credit through the Ministry of Finance and the India Eximbank are increasingly being directed to Africa for the use in growth sectors which touch upon the areas of expertise of Indian companies, notably healthcare, transport infrastructure and agricultural equipment. According to the organisation’s own statistics, Eximbank has currently has close to US$2.7bn in operational lines of credit towards African countries or organizations  via 80 separate agreements. Discounting those for unspecified “general purpose” programmes, 30 of these agreements are exclusively or in part for supporting agriculture, either through the purchase of tractors or other farm equipment, irrigation or broader-based sectoral initiatives.
Notable amongst these agreements are two large lines of credit for the development of the sugar industry in Ethiopia – US$122m and US$166m, respectively. In total, Ehtiopia has more than US$350m in operational lines of credit from the India Eximbank, with the balance being directed towards power projects. Sudan also received US$25m for the development of its sugar sector. It is not coincidental that the African sugar industry is now- and has been for more than a centur- a major source of interest for Indian farmers. 
As Renu Modi, director of the Centre for Africa studies at the University of Mumbai, points out, the Madhvani Group, one of Uganda’s largest conglomerates, began with the acquisition of 20,000 acres in East Africa for sugar cultivation. Likewise, Nanji Kelidas Mehta, the founder of the multinational Mehta Group and an Indian emigrant in Uganda, began with sugar and tea operations in the region. Although such investments slowed post-independence as industries and lands were nationalized, the current phase of economic liberalization provides the environment for the resumption of the old trend.  It is only now, with widespread discussions of food security, that people have begun to view Indian investments through the filter of geopolitics, Ms Modi notes.

While the politics of hydrocarbons are likely to be involved in the large credit lines extended to Sudan – in excess of US$540m, including the US$350m line for the Kosti Combines Cycle Power Plant – there is very little at play in agricultural promotion, aside from a purely commercial imperative, Ms Modi says. Unlike, for example, the government of Saudi Arabia or Stuh Korea which have long-term concerns over their food security and have been making or facilitating large investments in African land, India seems to be currently unburdened with such concerns, although on closer inspection this may not be entirely true.
Ms Sudhakaran, explains that – after the hydrocarbon sector- agriculture will be on of the main priorities for Indian government intervention. “Why? Because we have a shortfall, especially in pulses and even in rice. We have a growing gap between consumption and supply,” she says. Ficci is advising its members to look into contract farming to take advantage of this discrepancy.
Ms Sudhakaran is not alone in voicing concerns that the Green Revolution might only have deferred the Malthusian model that governed India’s original slide towards food insecurity. India does not have inexhaustible supplies of land or water and despite its advances in perhectare yields, double cropping and irrigation, its population growth and its per capita consumption could eventually outpace agricultural production. Returns to the days of famine are a very slight prospect, but curtailing the growth of the export industry would damage India’s economic growth and, consequently, its own poverty reduction dynamics.
Whether this is part of Indian government thinking is unclear, but to attempt, as several observers have, to view this trend as a competitive with the concurrent rush of Chinese money to Africa is perhaps to stretch the imagination. While China’s move have been, in some cases, state backed and led by the giant national players such as the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, many Indian companies have approached international expansion without state support and, according to Ms Modi, without the state being even aware of their presence. The current wave is, in the most part, composed of small, entrepreneurial businesses which, lacking a grand strategy, prefer to just make money.









