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B LEAD STORY

NDIA'S OILSEED FUTURE: BALANCING IMPORTS,
SELF-RELIANCE & GLOBAL PRESSURES

The Global Edible Oil landscape: Scale, Power and Fragility Figure-1: Global Edible Oil Trade Flows (2025)

The edible oil market, valued at nearly USD 250 billion in
2025, 1s not only one of the world’s most traded food commodity
but also one of the most politically sensitive. Four crops — palm, s
sovbean, sunilower, and rapeseed (canola) — dominate both
production and trade. Palm oil alone accounts for over 35% of the Sk
global edible oil trade, while soybean oil and sunflower oil together

capture another 40%. Control over these supplies rests in the hands
of a few nations. Indonesia and Malaysia account for nearly 85% of
global palm oil exports, while Brazil and Argentina dominate the
soybean oil trade. Sunflower oil has its heartland in the Black Sea
region (Ukraine and Russia), though geopolitical disruptions since
2022 have made its trade highly volatile. On the demand side, three
markets stand out: China, India, and the European Union. Together,
they consume more than half of all edible oils traded globally. Among e

them, India is the most import-dependent — consuming 25-26

million tonnes annually but producing only 9-10 million tonnes . ; :
domestically. This 60-65% import reliancZ makes India unique- SRS TN dla & GlonaY Otl Market
ly vulnerable to supply shocks, shipping disruptions, and sudden
export restrictions. A single decision in Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur, or
Brasilia can influence mandi prices in Indore, Kota, and elsewhere.
This reality underscores the strategic challenge before India; how to

: ‘b;l‘ance short-term consumer relief through imports with the long-
term imperative of self-reliance,

omestic Story: Promise and Paradox

dia’s oilseed economy has been shaped by cycles of ambition
k. ¢ 1980s, chronic import dependence led to the
h ology Mission on Oilseeds (TMO). The mission
through better varieties, price support, and By
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agriculture extension, helping India achieve near self-sufficiency by
the early 1990s. But this success proved fragile. The 1991 economic
liberalization opened the doors to cheaper imports, especially palm
oil. As global prices undercut domestic oils, India’s oilsced economy
stagnated. Farmers shifted acreage to more secure crops like wheat
and rice, while small processors struggled with outdated technology
and low capacity utilisation. By the 2000s, India had slipped back
into chronic dependence — importing more than half of its edible

oil requirement. Every attempt to revive oilseed production has since
pattled three persistent inefficiencies:

Low Yields: Soybean yields remain stuck at 1-1.2 tonnes per
hectare, compared to Brazil's 3 tonnes+. Mustard and groundnut
face similar gaps.

Fragmented Processing: India has over 10,000 small oil mills,
most with outdated technology, high costs, and limited ability to
meet international standards.

: Policy Instability: Swinging import duties erode farmer confi-
dence. Just before harvest, sudden duty cuts depress mandi prices,
leading to recurring farmer distress.

i Figure-3: India’s Edible Oil : Production vs Imports (2025)
! Domestic Production of Oilseeds and Edible Oils
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Figure-4: Domestic Production Oilseeds and Edible Oils
Domestic Production of Oilseeds and Edible Oils
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farmers af the Edge: The Human cost of policy swings
The numbers hide a human story. For millions of smallhol.d-
™% Soy and mustard are not just crops, but anchors of rural survival.
! Madhy, Pradesh’s Malwa region, farmers recently sold r:so.ybt:i.m at
004,400 per quintal, well below the MSP of ¥4,892. Rising input
fosts — 2,500 for fertilizer per acre, 31,800 for pesticides, and soar-
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ing diesel — cut into already thin margins. For a farmer with 5 acres,
this could mean a loss of 315,000-20,000 in a single season. Climate
shocks deepen the pain. In 2023-24, unseasonal rainfall in Maha-

rashtra’s Marathwada wiped out nearly 20% of the standing crop. In
2024, fall armyworm infestations spread across Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan. Without stable policy or effective crop insurance, farmers
often switch acreage to maize or pulses, seeking relative stability.

* KMS - Kharif Marketing Season

Minimum Support Price for Rabi 2024-25 vs. Average Mandi
Prices

Crop MSP 2023-24 (¥/quintal) MSP 2024-25 (t/quintal) increase (7)
Rapeseed-Mustard 5450 5650 200
Salflowsr 8650 5800 80

Figure-5: MSP vs Market Prices vs Import Duty

Global Trade Diplomacy: Key Players (Exports Index)

0 - - ,l .— SIS TE :
Indonesia/MalaysBrazil/Argentina Ukraine/Russia India

Trade Diplomacy: The global chessboard

India’s oilseed ¢conomy is entangled in trade diplomacy, where
agriculture meets geopolitics. Washington consistently demands
market access for GM soymeal and DDGS. India has allowed limited
GM imports during shortages but resists systemic approval, citing
bio safety. The August 2025 withdrawal of NITI Aayog’s G
paper reaffirmed this stance, but pressure will continue in the
upcoming trade negotiations. Palm oil is the backbone of ASEAN-
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India trade. Duty cuts benefit Indonesian and Malaysian €xporters

but undercut Indian farmers. Yet India cannot ignnre :\SFAN;)FH:T
palm oil's affordability and centrality in the lnd:gn l:()llsu.r['}(:l.’ as :“.
Though Chima does not import Indian soymeal, its massive un(;uf)rl §
from Brazil and Argentina shift global prices. A new soy trgdc L‘a
between China and Brazil can depress global markc.ts, indirectly
reducing Indian competitivencss. Trade diplomacy is therefore n- "
delicate balancing act: ensuring affordable nilst for consumers, while
safeguarding the livelihoods of millions of Indian farmers.

Figure-6: Global Trade Diplomacy: Key Plyers
(Exports Index)

Global Trade Diplomacy: Key Players (Exports Index)
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Non-GM Advantage: India’s hidden strength

Amid the global noise, India has carved out a unique strength:
non-GM soymeal. In 2024-25, India exported 21.27 lakh tonnes,
primarily to Europe, Japan, and South Korea. These markets pay a
premium for GMO-free animal feed, driven by consumer demand
for GMO-free poultry and dairy products. But this niche is fragile.
Brazil already offers a “dual stream” (GM and non-GM) to serve
Europe. If India does not invest in seed hubs, traceability, and brand-
ing, it risks losing its edge. For this, we need to revive export incen-
tives to boost competitiveness, invest in high-yielding non-GM seed
hubs, ensure MSP procurement for soy to stabilize farmer income
and expand modern crushing and traceability systems. A national
branding campaign around “Non-GM India” could secure long-term
export credibility.

India’s Non-GM Soybean Meal Export Destinations (2024-25)

Export Destination | Volume Approximate Share (%)
(tonnes)

Iran 415,000 20%

Bangladesh 302,000 14.5%

Nepal 192,000 9%

Germany 106,000 5%

UAE 90,000 4.5%

France 80,000 4%

Others 740,000 37%
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Export Destination Volume Approximate (‘“"'L’P;)
(tonnes)
Total Exports 1,925,000 ‘ 100

Soybean: India’s Answer to the Protein Challenge

India has long grappled with two pressing challenge —
tein deficiency and a shortage of edible oil. Sovbean, with its rigy,
nutritional profile, offers a promising and affordable solution to both

problems. Containing nearly 40% protein and about 20% high-qual-
ity fats, soy protein is nutritionally comparable to eggs and meat, |y ;.
also a rich source of calcium, iron, magnesium, and several essengy|
vitamins.
The Consumption Gap

Despite its immense potential, soybean consumption in Indig
remains negligible. On average, Indians consume just 2 grams of
soybean per person per day, starkly lower than 40 grams in China and
30 grams in Japan. Nutrition experts believe that India must raise
this figure to at least 15-20 grams daily to address protein deficiency,
particularly among those dependent on vegetarian diets.

Challenges and Misconceptions

Low consumption of soy in India is linked to several fac-
tors. Many people lack awareness of its nutritional benefits; dairy
products remain a preferred protein source; and some avoid soy
due to digestive discomfort such as gas or bloating. Yet these issues
can be mitigated through simple processing methods like soaking
and proper cooking. Taste and aroma also remain barriers to wider
acceptance, though these are relatively minor challenges compared
to the nutritional benefits.

The Identity Crisis

Soybean suffers from a misplaced identity in India. It is not
fully recognized as either an oilseed or a pulse—despite offering the
benefits of both. Soy provides oil and simultaneously enriches soil
fertility through nitrogen fixation, making it especially valuable to
both nutritionists and agricultural scientists.

The Road Ahead

For soybean to claim its rightful place in India’s food sys-
tem, awareness about its health benefits must be broadened, and
farmers must be encouraged to return to its cultivation. Greater
collaboration between industry and research institutions is essential
Declaring 2026 as the “International Year of Soybean” could -
as a catalyst—boosting its popularity, ensuring nutritional securty;
reviving farmer interest, and opening new avenues for employment
and exports. i

Soybean, if rebranded and promoted wisely, can emerge as .
India’s dual solution to malnutrition and edible oil dependency—4
crop that feeds people, supports farmers, and strengthens the na-
tion's economy.

Vision 2035: A blueprint for oilseed self-reliance

India’s edible oil challenge is too deep for firefig
tariff cuts. A structural, farmer-centric, globally aware rod :
is essential, By 2035, India can aspire to double soybeany i !Il
2 tonnes per hectare; Boost mustard production by 40% throug ‘lin
hybrids. Encourage crop rotation, ecological oil palm pl“"mm?m“(,,,.
the Northeast & Andaman, and water-efficient practices. [”suu-l[
alize MSP-backed procurement with inflation indexing: Establist
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Non-GM India” as a trusted export label for feed and food markets Yield gaps during demonstral 1d at farmer’s plot
apild clusters for soy protein isolates, lecithin, nutraceuticals, and Soybean
‘U‘,h,\.\\llc plncl's\‘ul foods.
So_\’beﬂn =
\mong the major producing states of Sovbean, Madhva -
pradesh rcpnrlvd the highest yield gap (above 37%) between the ’ ‘ :
jemonstration level and at the farmer’s plot (‘Table 4.7). This gap A
i« about 209% for Maharashtra and 26% for Rajasthan. The highest !
Jemonstration yield 1s observed in Maharashtra at 19.3 quintals per Conclusion: Between comfort and sovereignty
hectare whereas this 1s close to 15 quintals per hectare in Madhya T'he May 2025 duty cut cooled urban intlatior ' re-ignite
pradesh and Rajasthan. The benefit cost ratios (B:C ratios) during farmer anxiety. T'his paradox capture India’s oilseed dilemma
the demonstration and at the farmer’s plot were also compared. cheap imports soothe consumers, but they cor :»uhl farmer confi
\mong the major producing states, the highest B:C ratio is nearly 2.3 dence. India’s future lies not in isolation but in b 1“‘.“ ¢: participating
iimes during the demonstration in Madhya Pradesh, and observed in global trade while building domestic strength and resilient r’
|owest at the farmer’s plot in Maharashtra at 1.8 times, Among the Protecting farmers, modernizing processing, and branding India
minor pruducing states, the gaps between the yield at the demon- as a non-GM hub can transform the country from a price ’,J er t
stration level and at the farmer’s plot are ranging from 42% (high- a price influencer. If navigated wisely, India in 20 35 will no longer
estin Chhattisgarh) to 17% (lowest in Bihar) due to base effect of be the world’s largest edible oil importer, but a self-reliant, globall
vield at the farmer’s plot in respective states. The highest B:C ratio respected oilseed powerhouse where farmers are fairly rewarded
‘durmu demonstration is reported in Karnataka. consumers are well served, and trade partners recognize India
sovereignty.
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