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Foreword 

 
The Development Papers series of the ESCAP South and South-West Asia Office (ESCAP-

SSWA) promotes and disseminates policy-relevant research on the development challenges 

facing South and South-West Asia. It features policy research conducted at ESCAP-SSWA as 

well as by outside experts from within the region and beyond. The objective is to foster an 

informed debate on development policy challenges facing the subregion and sharing of 

development experiences and best practices. 

 

Food security is an important issue for South Asia in view of the fact that nearly 40 per cent 

of the world’s population suffering from hunger and malnutrition is concentrated in the 

subregion. While recognizing the multidimensionality and complexity of persistent poverty 

and hunger in the region, regional cooperation especially intraregional trade may help in 

addressing the challenge of food insecurity. The present study identifies freer intraregional 

trade in food products as a partial but effective solution that can contribute to significantly 

enhance food security. 

  

The detailed product-wise analysis presented in the study finds trade complementarities in a 

wide range of food products within South Asia and goes on to identify a list of food products 

with significant trade potential for trade liberalization under the Agreement on South Asian 

Free Trade Area (SAFTA). This analysis lead to recommendations for selection of food 

products for trade liberalization measures under SAFTA as well as for correction of certain 

anomalies that currently exist in the application of preferential tariffs and in classification and 

standardization of traded food items. The study also suggests some measures to improve the 

operational efficiency of the SAARC Food Bank and the SAARC Seed Bank so as to make 

them effective institutions in addressing food insecurity in the region.  

                

I am grateful to Professor Indra Nath Mukherji, Former Professor of South Asian Studies & 

Dean, School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, for 

undertaking this study for UNESCAP South and South-West Asia Office. This study is a part 

of a larger project on regional cooperation for food security in South Asia undertaken by the 

UNESCAP-SSWA under a United Nations Development Account programme coordinated by 

the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, New York.     

 

We hope that this paper’s recommendations will contribute to a better understanding of the 

potential of regional cooperation to enhance food security in South Asia and will attract 

attention of policy makers in the South Asian countries. 
 

 

 

Nagesh Kumar 

Head, ESCAP South and South-West Asia Office 
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Agricultural Trade Liberalization for Food Security in South Asia 

Indra Nath Mukherji
1
 

 

 

Abstract 

Latest available figures indicate that close to 40 per cent of the world’s population suffering 

from hunger and malnutrition belongs to South Asia. Remarkable strides towards enhancing 

food production in the recent decades in the region seem to have limited impact on 

undernourishment that remains pervasive. While recognizing the multidimensionality and 

complexity of reasons behind persistent poverty and hunger in the region, this study identifies 

freer intraregional trade in food products as a partial but effective solution which can 

contribute to substantially enhance food security. Undertaking a detailed product-by-product 

analysis at a disaggregated level, with the objective of identifying agricultural and primary 

products -- that have both high regional trade potential and high sensitivity from a food 

security point of view, this study subjects the composition of food exports and imports of 

South Asian countries to a thorough examination. The concept of Additional Market Access 

Frontier (AMAF) is employed to assess the potential for imports of important food items by 

each South Asian country from regional trading partners, possibly at a cheaper price than 

current imports from the rest of the world. In aggregate, the analysis has shown trade 

complementarity in a wide range of food products within South Asia. From this, a list of 397 

food products with trade potential of US$ one million or above were selected for more 

detailed analysis on possible impact of application of preferential tariff rates under the 

Agreement on South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA). Based on these analyses, the study 

offers a set of policy recommendations for selection of food products for trade liberalization 

measures under SAFTA as well as for correction of certain anomalies that currently exist in 

the application of preferential tariffs and in classification and standardization of traded food 

items. The study also suggests some measures to improve the operational efficiency of the 

SAARC Food Bank and SAARC Seed Bank and make them effective institutions in 

addressing food insecurity in South Asia.                 

 

 

 

                                                           

1
 Former Professor of South Asian Studies & Dean, School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru 

University, New Delhi. The author expresses his thanks to Dr. Subrata K Behera for his very valuable inputs in 

drafting of this report and to Mr. Subash Sharma, Programme Coordinator, SAARC Secretariat for providing 

clarifications on various relevant notifications issued by SAARC Secretariat. The annex tables accompanying 

this paper can be shared, upon request, by UNESCAP South and South-West Asia Office, New Delhi. 
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1 Background 

Ending extreme poverty and hunger, the first Millennium Development Goal, continues to 

remain a challenging task for the South Asian Region (SAR), despite notable improvements 

achieved in recent years. About 336 million people in SAR (23 per cent of the region’s 

population) suffer from hunger and new threats are emerging that further exacerbate the 

situation. Even though the region has made remarkable strides in accelerating its growth rates 

and achieved considerable advances in food grains production, the level of malnutrition 

remains pervasive.
2
 Similarly, the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations 

(FAO) indicates that out of 868 million undernourished in the world, 304 million (39 per 

cent) belong to SAR. As per the Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI 2013), , the Global 

Hunger Index (GHI) for SAR in 2013 at 20.7 was the lowest in the world.  

The unyielding problems of hunger and malnutrition are indicative of supply and demand 

mismatches in markets for food items, which arise due to a multiple set of factors. As aptly 

summed up by Iqbal (2010) 

These included both short-term fluctuations but more importantly deeper structural shifts in demand for 

food grains which are expected to continue over the long-run. Poor harvests of food crops in major 

agricultural regions; increased cost of food production, processing and marketing due to higher oil prices; 

and diversion of food crops from human consumption use to production of biofuel and manufacturing of 

animal feed. 

Added to the above-mentioned factors, the SAR is known to be the most disaster-prone 

region in the world. High rates of population growth and natural resource degradation make 

South Asia one of the most vulnerable regions to the impacts of climate change characterized 

by increased intensity and frequency of extreme climate events.  

As a policy remedy, certain favourable factors point to the possibility of further expansion of 

trade in food products within the region, which can enhance food security to a large extent. 

Firstly, it may be noted that there are some major cereal exporting and importing countries in 

SAR. Secondly, notwithstanding the restrictiveness in intraregional agricultural trade, the 

share of such trade in the region’s global trade is considerably high
3
. However during the 

peak of global food crisis in 2007-08, agricultural trade among the South Asian countries 

declined drastically as food surplus countries such as India and Pakistan imposed export bans 

on their cereal exports. Even during the most serious phase of the crisis institutional 

arrangement such as the SAARC Food Bank could not be made operational. Hence there 

remains considerable scope for further cooperation for expansion of intraregional trade in 

food products through trade liberalization and well-designed regional stockholding policies.  

Section 2 of this study provides an overview of food outlook in the region using data from 

secondary sources. Section 3 provides the methodology for this study using UN Comtrade 

data. Section 4 examines the identified food products trade balance of each country in the 

region, both regional and global. Section 5 examines the changing composition of 

intraregional food products trade of South Asian countries in terms of both commodity 

composition and in terms of geographical diversification. Section 6 identifies food categories 

and their products with high export potential. Section 7 examines tariff restrictions to trade on 

agricultural and non-agricultural products in general and on identified products with high 

                                                           

2
 See South Asia Food and Nutrition Security Initiative, The World Bank. 

3
 According to Mukherji (2012) intra-regional exports among six South Asian countries in agricultural products 

in relation to the region’s world exports was 9%and the same for intra-regional imports was 17%in 2010. 



Agricultural Trade Liberalization for Food Security in South Asia 
 
 

10 
 

export potential in particular. Section 8 examines some general issues in food products trade 

liberalization. Section 9 is devoted to examining the role of two institutional arrangements -- 

the SAARC Food Bank and SAARC Seed Bank -- in addressing emergency food security 

concerns in the region. Section 10 provides a summary and highlights some major 

recommendations of the study. 

2 An overview of food outlook in South Asia
4
 

2.1 Afghanistan 

Afghanistan’s cereal production in 2013, consisting mainly of wheat and maize, recording 

6.59 million tonnes, was higher than the average recorded in the previous five years, while 

the forecast for 2014 is marginally lower. The same can be said of maize and wheat. 

Despite bumper harvests in recent years, Afghanistan’s wheat and wheat flour prices have 

been increasing since June 2012 compared to their pre-2012 levels. Continuous depreciation 

of Afghani over the last two years (2011-13) amplified the price increases in local currency. 

2.2 Bangladesh 

Bangladesh’s cereal production in 2013 stood at 55.19 million tonnes, substantially higher 

than 53.13 million tonnes over the previous five years. Rice dominates Bangladesh’s cereal 

production. The forecast for 2014 is placed marginally higher at 55.74 million tonnes. 

Bangladesh’s domestic prices declined in May 2014. However the on-going procurement 

programme offset further price decline. The price of rice in Dhaka increased from Taka 28/kg 

in December 2011 to Taka 34 in December 2013. According to Bangladesh Bank, the year-

on-year consumer price index in April 2014 was recorded at 7.5 % relative to the same period 

in the previous year. Frequent natural disasters, including localized floods during 2013 

cropping season and higher food prices have increased food insecurity of the vulnerable low 

income groups in Bangladesh.   

2.3 Bhutan 

Bhutan is a marginal producer of rice in the region. Its cereal production in 2013 was 1.93 

million tonnes, higher than the average of 1.70 million tonnes in the previous five years. The 

forecast for 2014 has been estimated at a higher level of 1.97 million tonnes. 

2.4 Maldives 

The entire land area of Maldives is only 300 sq kms, of which some 9,000 hectares are 

covered with permanent crops, constituting mostly of coconuts. Only 3,990 hectares are 

considered arable and the country is almost entirely dependent on imports. 

2.5 Nepal 

Nepal’s cereal production, half of which is dominated by rice, was 9.55 million tonnes, 

considerably higher than the average level of 8.71 million tonnes during the previous five 

                                                           

4
 This section is based mainly on FAO (2014), Global Information and Early Warning System (GIEWS), 

accessed at http://www.fao.org/giews/countrybrief/index.jsp 
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years. However the forecast for 2014 is lower at 9.44 million tonnes, mainly due to lower 

forecast for rice and maize.  

Retail prices of maize declined marginally in March 2014 partially reflecting low export 

prices of India, the country’s main supplier. However rice and wheat prices in March 2014 

remained 14-19%above their levels a year earlier. Kathmandu coarse rice prices increased 

from NR 34 in June 2012 to NR 45 in February 2014. 

2.6 Pakistan 

Pakistan’s cereal production recorded 9.55 million tonnes in 2013, considerably higher than 

the average of previous five years at 37.67 million tonnes. The forecast for all cereal crops 

are projected higher in 2014. 

Prices of wheat and wheat flour declined in most markets in 2014, but overall these prices 

were still above their previous year levels. In May 2014 the food component of national 

consumer price index increased by 7.4% over the same period in the previous year. The 

Karachi wheat flour price increased from PKR 35 in May 2012 to PKR 45 in May 2014.    

Even though the overall food security conditions are stable in Pakistan following consecutive 

years of good harvests and adequate level of imports, localized food insecurity remains a 

major issue following severe floods in 2003 and earthquake in Pakistan’s western province of 

Baluchistan in September 2013.  

2.7 Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka’s cereal production, dominated by rice, stood at 4.88 million tonnes in 2003, above 

the previous five year’s average production of 4.26 million tonnes. The forecast for 2014 has 

however been set lower at 4.16 million tonnes, following sharp contraction in 2014 Maha 

crop area due to prolonged dry weather in key northern and eastern producing areas. 

In Sri Lanka, rice prices remain at near record levels while those of wheat remain stable. 

While rice prices declined marginally in May 2014, it remained at considerably higher levels 

compared to the same month in 2013. In Colombo, retail prices of rice were at levels 

15%higher than a year earlier.   

2.8 South Asia 

A summary of cereal production trend in South Asia is presented in Table 2.1. It is important 

to note that the major cereal exporters and importers of cereal exist within the region creating 

immense opportunities of food grains trade in cereals. By far, the major importer of cereals in 

the region is Bangladesh. The country’s cereal imports for the marketing year (July/June) are 

forecast at 3.2 million tonnes, almost 70% higher than in 2012/13 below average level. The 

projected increase mainly reflects higher wheat imports, which are expected to increase by 

40%to 2.6 million tonnes from previous year’s low level, reflecting Government’s efforts to 

restore stocks for public distribution programmes and stabilize domestic prices. 

The next major importer of cereals in the region is Afghanistan which imported 1.26 million 

tonnes in 2013/14 and is forecast to increase to 1.36 million tonnes in 2014/15. The country’s 

cereal import requirements for the marketing year 2013/14 (July/June) are forecast at 1.4 

million tonnes, same as the previous year, but 30 %less than the five-year average. Even in 

years of above-average domestic production, Afghanistan imports wheat flour, reflecting lack 

of adequate domestic milling capacity and problems of cost effectiveness.    
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Table 2.1 Cereal Production in South Asian Countries (million tonnes) 

Country  Year/Period Rice (Paddy) Maize Wheat Others Total 

Afghanistan 

Average 2009-13 0.69 4.13 4.64 0.74 6.07 

2013 0.70 4.70 5.17 0.72 6.59 

Forecast 2014 0.71 4.80 5.10 0.72 6.52 

Bangladesh 

Average 2009-13 50.28 1.69 1.09 0.07 53.13 

2013 51.50 2.24 1.38 0.08 55.19 

Forecast 2014 52.00 2.27 1.40 0.07 55.74 

Bhutan 

Average 2009-13 0.08 0.07 0 0.01 1.70 

2013 0.09 0.08 0 0.01 1.93 

Forecast 2014 0.09 0.08 0 0.02 1.97 

India 

Average 2009-13 150.56 21.33 87.35 19.55 278.79 

2013 159.43 24.19 93.51 18.85 295.98 

Forecast 2014 157.50 22.00 95.85 18.50 293.85 

Maldives 

Average 2009-13* 49.40 0 0 0 49.4 

2013 51.00 0 0 0 51.00 

Forecast 2014 51.00    51.00 

Nepal 

Average 2009-13 4.62 2.08 1.68 0.34 8.71 

2013 5.05 2.28 1.88 0.34 9.55 

Forecast 2014 4.80 2.25 1.90 0.49 9.44 

Pakistan Average 2009-13 8.92 4.13 24.05 0.55 37.67 

2013 9.63 4.70 24.23 0.61 39.12 

Forecast 2014 9.80 4.80 25.00 0.61 40.21 

Sri Lanka Average 2009-13 4.06 0.19 0 0 4.26 

2013 4.62 0.25 0 0 4.88 

Forecast 2014 3.90 0.26 0 0 4.16 

Source: Extracted from Food and Agriculture, Global Information and Early Warning System (GIEWS), 

accessed at http://www.fao.org/giews/countrybrief/index.jsp 

*Refers to cereals. 

Sri Lanka’s cereal imports ranks next in importance. In 2012/13 the country imported 1.14 

million tonnes of cereals and is forecast only marginally less in 2013/14. Imports of wheat, 

which is not produced domestically, are forecast to remain to remain at previous year’s level 

of 1.1 million tonnes. Minor quantities of rice imports are also normally imported and are 

expected to increase in 2014 following reduced production. 

Pakistan is both a major importer and exporter of cereals. In 2012/13 it imported 0.98 million 

tonnes of cereals and is forecast to substantially reduce its imports to 0.58 million tonnes in 

2014/15, reflecting near-record 2014 wheat production. Even though substantially reduced, 

its imports would still be considerably higher than the previous five-year average.   

Bhutan, Maldives and Nepal imported 0.66, 0.51 and 0.53 million tonnes of cereals in 

2013/14, respectively. While Bhutan’s imports were lower than the previous five-year 

average, the imports of Maldives and Nepal were higher. The forecast for 2014/15 does not 

reflect any appreciable change in any of these countries. The details of imports of SACs are 

presented in Table 2.2 below. 

http://www.fao.org/giews/countrybrief/index.jsp
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Table 2.2 Cereals Importing and Exporting Countries in South Asia (Million Tonnes) 

Importing Countries Average Imports Imports Forecast 

Afghanistan 1.67 
(2009/10-2013-14) 

1.26 
(2013/14) 

1.36 
(2014/15) 

Bangladesh 3.40 
(2008/09-2012-13) 

1.91 
(2012-13) 

3.18 
(2013-14) 

Bhutan 0.72 
(2009/10-2013/14) 

0.66 
(2013/14) 

0.66 
(2014/15) 

Maldives 0.49 
(2009/10 -2012/13) 

0.51 
(2013/14) 

0.51 
(2014/15) 

Nepal 0.43 
(2008/09- 2013/13) 

0.53(2012/13) 0.52(2013/14) 

Pakistan 0.43 
(2009/10-20013/14) 

0.98 
(2013-14) 

0.58 
(2014/15) 

Sri Lanka 1.21 
(2008/09-2012/13) 

1.14 
(2012/13) 

1.12 
(2013/14) 

Exporting Countries Average Exports Exports Forecast 

India 11.12 
(2008-09-2012/13) 

22.13 
(2012/13) 

20.05 

Pakistan 3.94 
(2008/09-2012-13) 

3.30 
(2012/13) 

3.10 

Source: Extracted from Food and Agriculture, Global Information and Early Warning System (GIEWS), 

accessed at http://www.fao.org/giews/countrybrief/index.jsp 

Table 2.2 show that Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri 

Lanka are food deficit countries. Bangladesh is by far the largest importing country. However 

due to efforts directed towards attaining food self-sufficiency, its import dependence is on the 

decline. Owing to good harvest expected in 2013-14, its cereal imports are expected to 

decline to 1.34 million tonnes in 2013-14. Sri Lanka is also forecast to import a little over one 

million tonnes in 2013-14. By contrast, both Nepal and Pakistan’s import dependence is 

forecast to increase in 2013-14. The imports of both Bhutan and Maldives continue to remain 

relatively modest. Together, the SAR is forecast to import 4.14 million tonnes in 2013-14.  

India and Pakistan are the two major cereal exporting countries in SAR as may be seen in 

Table 2.2 India’s average exports during 2008-09-2012-13 were 11.15 million tonnes while 

Pakistan’s exports during the same period were 3.9 million tonnes. Forecast for 2013-14 for 

India and Pakistan are 17.6 and 3.1 million tonnes, respectively.  

In summary, even though the production levels of cereals in all SACs remained higher in 

2013 than their previous five-year averages, the forecasts for India, Afghanistan and Nepal 

for 2014 were lower than in 2013. Even though good harvests in some countries led to 

marginal decline in prices, these remained considerably higher in 2013 as compared to the 

previous year. The retail price index ranged from about 7.5% for India and Bangladesh and 

Pakistan to between 14-15% in Afghanistan, Nepal and Sri Lanka in 2013 over the previous 

year.  Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are by far the largest importing countries in the region; India 

and Pakistan are the major cereal exporting countries. 

http://www.fao.org/giews/countrybrief/index.jsp


Agricultural Trade Liberalization for Food Security in South Asia 
 
 

14 
 

3 Methodology 

Various data sources have been used to undertake the present study. In the introductory part 

of the study, data from secondary sources available in websites of international organizations 

such as the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the International Food Policy 

Research Institute (IFPRI) are surveyed to get an estimate of the nature of food deficits in 

SAR. The current food scenario and SAR countries’ surplus and deficit in cereal production 

are identified. 

For the detailed analysis, UN Comtrade data has been used extensively to see the trade 

pattern of South Asia Countries (SACs) in the identified food products at the levels of both 

intra- and extra-regional trade. For analysis of tariff barriers in SACs, relevant customs 

notifications issued by the national governments have been used. Declarations and 

notifications on sensitive lists available at SAARC Secretariat are also utilized. 

3.1 Creation of database for food products trade 

Trade data is generated accessing UN Comtrade database available under World Integrated 

Trade Solution (WITS). A database for all food products traded covering the period 2003-

2012 has been created containing all food products traded under 6-digit 2002 HS 

classification (exported/imported) between Member States of SAR as also with the rest of the 

world. The trading partners beyond the region have also been identified. In all 0.4 million 

records have been generated. 

The data so generated has helped the author to map how each food category and products 

contained therein are traded with other countries in the region and with the rest of world. In 

order to obviate the effects of seasonal/yearly variations, the data on trade flows are 

generated for the years 2008-12 and the averages for two sub periods, viz.(2008-10) and (ii) 

2010-12) are analysed. 

3.2 Period of Analysis/selection of data classification 

The food trade in South Asia comprises various types of heterogeneous products. Hence to 

study the nature of trade, food products are classified into various types. For this purpose, the 

2002 Harmonised System of Trade Classification has been used. 

The period of analysis is based on the data availability for HS 2002 classification as obtained 

from UN Comtrade Database as accessed from the World Bank World Integrated Trade 

Solution (WITS) website (www.worldbank.wits.org). Table 3.1 presents the data availability 

for HS 2002. 

Table 3.1 Data Availability in UN Comtrade Database (HS2002 Classification) 

Country 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 2003 

Afghanistan Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No No No 

Bangladesh No No No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Bhutan No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No 

India Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Maldives Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Nepal No Yes Yes Yes No No No No No Yes 

Pakistan Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Sri Lanka Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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HS 2002 classification provided data for the period 2003-2012 for India, Pakistan, Maldives 

and Sri Lanka. Reported data for Afghanistan was for the period 2008-12. Mirror data 

accessed from all countries trade with Afghanistan revealed highly inflated data compared to 

the reported one.  Reported data for Bangladesh was available from 2003-07. Mirror data for 

Bangladesh was generated for the period 2008-12. The mirror data appeared to be in 

alignment with the reported one. Bhutan’s reported data was available was from 2005-11. 

Mirror data for Bhutan was obtained for 2003, 2004, and 2012. There appeared to be 

considerable under reporting of data. Nepal’s reported data was available for 2003 and from 

2008-11. Given the nature of data availability, it was decided to cover the period 2008-12 for 

intensive analysis. 

Apart for the period where this study uses mirror data, the participating countries’ reporting 

data is used.  But this is not to state that the reporting countries data will be free of errors. It is 

possible that the fob export figures of one country may differ more than the cif-fob price 

difference of its importing partner country. For instance discrepancies may result due to time 

lag if exports are registered in one year and the corresponding imports in the following year. 

It may arise due to misallocation of a partner country or a product for a reporting country. 

This only affects bilateral trade or respectively detailed product levels, not the overall trade.  

3.3 Classifying traded food products for product coverage 

Since the study focusses on the role of trade in food security, it was decided to cover only 

food products and not agricultural products as is often studied in food security analyses. The 

WTO classification of agriculture was considered for initial analysis. Under this list those 

products falling under the head non-food were excluded. Tobacco and alcohol based products 

were considered non-essential, non-merit food products and hence eliminated. Similarly 

beverages such as tea and coffee were considered non-essential for food security and hence 

eliminated from our analysis. 

Further, the objective was to classify food products in terms of their nutrient value. Hence the 

classification was made under the heads (broadly ranked in order of their importance and 

classified in terms of nutrient values) 

Table 3.2 Identified food categories and their nutrient values 

Sl.No Food Type Nutrient Value 

1 Fruits and vegetables vitamin C, fibre, thiamine, riboflavin, B-6, niacin, 
foliate A and C, phytochemical fibre 

2 Cereals carbohydrates 

3 Sugar and related products carbohydrate, vitamin C, potassium 

4 Spices antioxidants, minerals and vitamins 

5 Processed foods convenience food fortified with beneficial vitamins 
and minerals 

6 Meat and fish protein, fat, minerals 

7 Fats and oils essential fatty acids 

8 Oilseeds fats, proteins, carbohydrates 

9 Fodder livestock food 

10 Milk products calcium, vitamin D 

11 Honey and non-alcoholic beverages carbohydrates, low calorie vitamins and minerals 
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The above classification exhausts all food products excluding the non-merit products 

mentioned above and constitutes the universe for this study containing record of trade flows 

of 0.4 million food products,  including quantity traded and  SACs trade with individual 

countries in the rest of the world. For detailed product coverage under each category see 

Annex 1.
5
 

3.4 Tools for food trade flow analysis 

To understand the nature of trade flows among South Asian Countries (SACs), the following 

exercises were undertaken: 

1. Food trade balance among countries in SAR and with the rest of the world, both in 

terms of total bilateral trade flows as also in terms of trade flows in product categories 

and all identified products within each category. 

2. The composition of trade (both exports and imports) of the region as a whole and of 

individual countries in the region is examined over two equal time periods: (i) 2008-

2010 and (ii) 2010-12 in terms of identified product categories. (Figures 6.1 – 6.14). 

The commodity composition is examined both in terms of composition of product 

categories and in terms of their geographic source and destination of these products 

within the SAR (Figures 6.15 – 6.38).  

3.5 Identifying products for trade liberalisation 

(i) At the first stage a list of all identified food products at 6-digit (HS 2002) level of 

classification under each classified food category  is prepared; 

(ii) From the data so generated, the reporting countries’ trade balance for each product 

with the rest of the world and the rest of South Asia is highlighted giving an idea 

of the export capability in the identified products; 

(iii) The country level and regional demand for each product categories in the region 

with the rest of the world is indicated to reflect the size of partner countries’ 

market; 

(iv) The reporting country’s existing exports of all identified products to the rest of 

South Asia are highlighted to indicate the existing size of regional market; 

(v) The Additional Market Access Frontier (AMAF) for each product is estimated as 

being the minimum of the products (at 6 digit level) supply to the rest of the world 

and regional demand from the rest of the world. This brings out the trade frontier 

which could be exploited to deepen market within the region under static 

conditions. Once the AMAF is calculated at 6 digit level, and then it is aggregated 

at different product categories mentioned above. (See Technical Appendix).
6
 

                                                           

5
 The annex tables accompanying this paper can be shared, upon request, by UNESCAP South and South-West 

Asia Office, New Delhi. 
6
 This concept was first used by Mukherji (2002) under the term “potential trade”. Subsequently the concept was 

used in other studies by Mukherji (2005, 2012), Bano (2013) and Taneja (2013). In this study the same concept 

is being used under the term Additional Market Access Frontier (AMAF) to better reflect a country’s market 

access frontier. If AMAF is the minimum of exports of the reporting country to the rest of the world and 

regional imports from the rest of the world, it is assumed that reporting country’s exports and regional imports 

are of the same quality and are similarly priced, which may not hold true for a large number of product 

categories. This concept only sets the outer limit for mutual trade expansion among partner countries offering 

trade preferences to the supplier country (tariff/non-tariff). The actual trade expansion will be much more 

modest depending on price and substitution elasticities of the liberalized products being exchanged.  In this 

study this concept is being used to identify agro products having high market access frontier for the supplying 

countries that could be considered for elimination from the sensitive lists of major importing countries in the 
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(vi) The products are ranked in descending order of AMAF under each product 

category and the top ones having AMAF over US $ one million are identified for 

more detailed analysis (such as existing trade barriers on them by its partner 

countries in the region) ; 

(vii) By aggregating values of products at 6-digit level, under each category, the 

AMAF of each product category is finally estimated and presented in descending 

value of AMAF for each reporting country. This brings out a macro perceptive of 

potential in food products trade deriving from micro analysis (bottom up 

approach).  

(viii) Since Nepal has free trade with India in primary commodities and trade between 

India and Bhutan is free and since these two countries have very minimal trade 

with countries other than India in the region, detailed analysis of food products 

trade for these two countries has not been undertaken. 

The analysis of the above has been illustrated by different tables and charts. Unless otherwise 

stated, these are the author’s estimates based on UN Comtrade data. 

4 Food products trade balance of South Asian countries 

After conceptualizing the elements of food products, we analyse the trade balance in food 

products of SACs both for global as well for regional trade. Annex 2 shows that India is by 

far the largest surplus food producer globally. Between 2008 and 2012, its surplus has more 

than doubled. In a marked contrast, Bangladesh has a substantial deficit that has also more 

than doubled during the same period. All other countries generally have food trade deficit 

globally. Only Pakistan shows a modest emerging surplus since 2011. 

 

Annex 3 shows the food surplus/deficit countries at the regional level. As observed at the 

global level, both India and Bangladesh are the major surplus and deficit countries 

respectively in the region. Over the period 2008-2012, India’s surplus shows an increasing 

trend while that of Bangladesh shows a mildly declining one. Pakistan is the only other 

surplus food producing country in the region, while the remaining countries have generally 

negative trade balances in food products trade. 

5 Composition of intraregional food products trade of South Asia Countries 

In this section, the changing structure and composition of food products trade among SACs is 

examined. The first part of this section examines the commodity composition of each 

country’s exports and imports to and from the region both in value and percentage terms. The 

same is examined with respect to imports.  

 

In the second section the author examines the geographical composition of exports and 

imports for each identified food product category both in value and percentage terms. In 

order to moderate seasonal fluctuations, the changing structure over two equal periods is 

compared, (i) 2008-10 and (ii) 2010-2012. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

region. It is assumed that the larger the supply capability and the wider the market of the partner countries, and 

smaller the existing trade flows, the greater the possibility of trade expansion among them with the easing of 

mutual trade restrictiveness among them 
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The data and figures generated from them are based on author’s estimate from UN Comtrade 

data as accessed from the World Bank World Integrated Trade System (WITS). 

5.1 Commodity Composition 

5.1.1 Afghanistan 

Fruits and vegetables accounted for three-fourths of Afghanistan’s exports to the region 

during 2010-12 as may be seen in Figure 5.1. Spices accounted for 21%, and fodder 3%. 

There has been very modest diversification in Afghanistan’s exports to the region. During 

2008-10 to 2010-12 Afghanistan’s spices exports increased from 2 % to 21 %, while share of 

fodder increased from 2 to 3%. Meat and fish entered Afghanistan’s export basket. 

Figure 5.1 Afghanistan's exports to South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

 

 

Being largely import dependent on food, Afghanistan’s import structure is more diversified 

as may be seen in Figure 5.2. During 2010-12 cereals accounted for 47% of Afghanistan’s 

imports from the region, followed by sugar and related items (16%), sugar and related items 

(16%), honey and non-alcoholic beverages (15%), milk products (12%), meat and fish (8%). 

Compared to the period 2008-10, Afghanistan’s imports of cereals have gone up remarkably 

from 18% to 47%. Correspondingly, the import shares of sugar and related products have 

declined from 23 to 16%, milk products from 17-12%, meat and fish from 17-8%, honey and 

non-alcoholic beverages from 18-15%, fruit and vegetables from 6-2%. 
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Figure 5.2 Afghanistan’s imports from South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

 

5.1.2 Bangladesh 

During 2010-12 meat and fish (mainly fish) accounted for 47% of Bangladesh’s exports of 

food products to the region, followed by fruits and vegetables (36%), oils and fats (7%), 

processed foods (4%), and honey and non-alcoholic beverages (4%) as may be seen in Figure 

5.3.  

Over the period 2008-10 and 2010-12 the exports shares of fruits and vegetables increased 

from 17-36% and oils and fats from 1 to 7%. Correspondingly the export shares of meat and 

fish came down from 65 to 47%, and processed foods from 7-4%).   

Figure 5.3 Bangladesh’s exports to South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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During 2010-12 cereals dominated Bangladesh’s imports from the region as may be seen in 

Figure 5.4. This food category accounted for 45% of Bangladesh’s total imports from the 

region, followed by fruit and vegetables (23%), sugar and related products (16%) and spices 

(5%).(Figure 5.4). 

Over the periods 2008-10 and 2010-12 Bangladesh’s cereal import share increased from 39-

45%, sugar and related products imports from 12-16%. Correspondingly, Bangladesh’s 

import shares in fruits and vegetables declined from 36 to 32%. 

 

Figure 5.4 Bangladesh’s imports from South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

 

5.1.3 India 

India’s composition of exports to the SAR is presented in Figure 5.5. It will be seen that 

sugar and related products accounted for 30% of the country’s exports to the region, followed 

by cereals (22%), fruits and vegetables (22%), spices (10%), processed foods (5%), meat and 

fish (4%), processed foods (5%).  

Over the periods 2008-2010 and 2010-2012, India’s export share for sugar and related 

products increased from 25-30%, while the shares of fruits and vegetables declined from 28-

22% and cereals from 23- 22%.  
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Figure 5.5 India’s exports to South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

 

 

India’s import shares in food categories from the SAR are presented in Figure 5.6. During 

2010-12 fruits and vegetables accounted for 43% of India’s imports, followed by spices 

(20%), meat and fish (13%), fodder (19%), honey and non-alcoholic beverages (8%), oils and 

fats (93%), and processed foods (3%). 

Over the two periods 2008-2010 and 2010-12 India’s import share improved marginally in 

fruits and vegetables from 42-43%, meat and fish from 9-13%, . Other shares of food 

categories remained similar. 

Figure 5.6 India’s imports from South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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5.1.4 Maldives 

Meat and fish account for nearly all (99%) of Maldives’ export to SAR as may be seen in 

Figure 5.7. There has been a marginal increase in the share of processed meat and fish. 

Figure 5.7 Maldives’ exports to South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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Figure 5.8 Maldives’ imports from South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

 

5.1.5 Pakistan 

During 2010-12 Pakistan’s major imports were cereals (43%), followed by fruits and 

vegetables (24 %), oils and fats (14%), milk products and processed foods (5% each)as may 

be seen in Figure 5.9. 

During the period 2008-10 and 2010-12 Pakistan’s share in cereal exports to SAR increased 

from 37-43% and fruits and vegetables from 22-24%. Other food categories showed a 

marginal decline in their shares. 

 

Figure 5.9 Pakistan’ exports to South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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Fruits and vegetables accounted for the largest share (58%) of imports of Pakistan from SAR 

during 2010-12 (Figure 5.10). Other categories of food imports included sugar and related 

products (20%), oilseed (11%), spices (6%), cereals (2%) etc. (Figure 5.10). 

Over the periods 2008-10 to 2010-12, Pakistan’s import share of fruits and vegetables 

increased from 54% to 58%, and oilseed from 9-11%. During this period the import share of 

spices declined from 9-6%.  

Figure 5.10 Pakistan’ imports from South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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With regard to imports, it will be observed in Figure 5.12 that during the period 2010-12 

sugar and related products accounted for 38%, fruits and vegetables (21%), cereals (15%), 

spices (14%), meat and fish (6%). 

Over the period 2008-10 to 2010-12 the share of sugar and related products increased from 

21-38%, while the shares of fruits and vegetables decreased from 29-21%, meat and fish from 

9-6%, and spices from 16-14%. 

Figure 5.12 Sri Lanka’s imports from South Asia by food categories  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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6%. The share of spices declined from 12-9%, and milk products from 3-2%. The shares of 

other food categories remained broadly unchanged. 

Figure 5.13 South Asian countries regional export structure  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

One can observe in Figure 5.14 that SACs import structure complements its export structure. 

The marginal difference could arise owing to exports being valued at fob and imports at cif 

prices and reporting errors. Besides SACs have different trade dependence with RoW. 

During the period 2010-12, SACs major imports were fruits and vegetables, (29%), cereals 

(24%), sugar and related products (17%), processed food (5%), meat and fish (5 %), oilseeds 

(4%). 

Over the periods 2008-10 and 2010-12, the share of sugar and related products increased 

from 12-17%. The share of fruits and vegetables declined from 35-29%. The shares of other 

categories remained broadly similar over the two periods. 

Figure 5.14 South Asian countries regional import structure  
(food category; value in million $US; per cent) 
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5.2 Geographical Distribution 

After having examined the product composition by countries, we now examine the 

geographical direction of trade of the 11 identified product categories. 

The data and figures generated from them are based on author’s estimate from UN Comtrade 

data as accessed from the World Bank’s World Integrated Trade System (WITS). 

5.2.1 Cereals 

India and Pakistan are the two major cereal exporting countries in the region, contributing 58 

and 45 and 42 and 55 per cent of the region’s supply over the two reference periods-2008-10 

and 2010-12, respectively. 

Figure 5.15 Cereals exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

The major importing countries in the region were Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Their imports 

were around 75 per cent and 13 per cent of the total regional imports over both the periods 

under reference. Pakistan, Afghanistan and Maldives were the other importers. 
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Figure 5.16 Cereals imports 
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.2 Fodder 

Sri Lanka was the largest exporter of fodder in the region, exporting 71 per cent and 55 per 

cent of the crop to the region during the reference periods. India came next in importance, 

exporting 17 per cent and 28 per cent of the crop over the reference periods.  

Figure 5.17 Fodder exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

India was also a major importer of fodder over the reference periods, its import share having 

decreased from 85 to 70 per cent. Bangladesh, the next important importer, increased its 

share from 5-19 per cent over the two reference periods. 
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Figure 5.18 Fodder imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.3 Fruits and vegetables 

Figure 5.19 Fruits and vegetable exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

India was the largest exporter of fruits and vegetables, its share in total exports having 

decreased from 56-50 per cent over the reference periods. The next important supplier was 

Pakistan, its share in total exports having gone up from 19-34 per cent over the reference 

periods. The share of Afghanistan declined from 22-8 per cent over the same reference 

periods.  
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Figure 5.20 Fruits and vegetable imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

Imports of fruits and vegetables were fairly diversified in the region. Bangladesh, India and 

Pakistan were the major importers, followed by Sri Lanka. The trade flow data reveals 

considerable intra-agro trade taking place in fruits and vegetables across the region. It is 

notable that Pakistan’s export as well as import shares have gone up over the periods under 

reference. Bangladesh’s import shares, even though declining, remained the highest in the 

region. 

5.2.4 Honey and non-alcoholic beverages 

Figure 5.21 Honey and non-alcoholic beverages exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

India, Afghanistan and Maldives were the largest importers of this product from the region. 

Over the two reference periods while the share of India declined marginally, those of 

Afghanistan showed a marginal increase. 
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Figure 5.22 Honey and non-alcoholic beverages imports 
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.5 Meat and Fish 

India was the most important supplier of meat and fish products to the region, followed by 

Bangladesh and Pakistan. While the share of India declined marginally from 47 per cent to 43 

per cent over the two reference periods, the same increased marginally for Bangladesh and 

Pakistan. 

Figure 5.23 Meat and Fish exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

India and Sri Lanka were the largest importers of fish and meat products from the SAR. Over 

the reference periods while India’s share increased from 36-44%that of Sri Lanka declined 

from 31 to 24%. The other importers included Bangladesh, Maldives and Pakistan. 

Bangladesh and Maldives were mainly meat importers. 
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Figure 5.24 Meat and Fish imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.6 Milk products  

Pakistan and India were the two major exporters of milk products to the region. While 

Pakistan’s share increased from 51-66 %, that of India declined from 48-32 % over the two 

reference periods.  

Figure 5.25 Milk products exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

The major importers of milk products were Bangladesh and Afghanistan. While the share of 

Bangladesh declined from 55-45 % that of Afghanistan increased from 22-34 % over the two 

reference periods. 
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Figure 5.26 Milk products imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.7 Oil Seeds 

India was the dominant exporter of oilseeds to the SAR. Its share of 86 % increased to 95 % 

over the two reference periods. 

Figure 5.27 Oil seeds exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

Afghanistan was the major importer of oilseeds in the SAR followed by Bangladesh and Sri 

Lanka. Over the two reference periods, Afghanistan’s share increased from 50-55 %, while 

the shares of other importing countries, Sri Lanka and India declined marginally. 

Bangladesh’s share remained stable at 35 %. 
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Figure 5.28 Oil seeds imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.8 Oils and fats 

Pakistan was by far the most dominant exporter of oils and fats in the SAR. Its export share 

increased from 82-91 % over the two reference periods. Other far less important exporters 

were Bangladesh and India. 

Figure 5.29 Oil and fats exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

India was by far the most dominant importer of oils and fats from the region. Its share 

declined from 78-72% over the two periods under reference. Other less important importers 

included Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh
7
.  

                                                           

7
 Pakistan’s export data reveals significant exports of this product to Afghanistan. However this has not been 

reflected in Afghanistan’s import data. It is possible that there could have been large scale smuggling of this 

product from Pakistan into Afghanistan.(See methodology section 3.3) 
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Figure 5.30 Oil and fats imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.9 Processed Foods 

India was by far the largest exporter of processed foods to the SAR. Its export share declined 

marginally from 58-56 %, while that of Pakistan increased from 30-35 %  over the two 

periods under reference. Sri Lanka and Bangladesh were the other exporting countries from 

this region. 

Figure 5.31 Processed Foods exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

Imports for processed foods are well distributed across the region. The main importing 

countries were Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, India and Maldives in order of their importance. The 

share of Bangladesh’s imports increased from 23-38 % while those of other countries in the 

region generally declined over the period under reference.  
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Figure 5.32 Processed Foods imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

 

5.2.10 Processed Meat and Fish 

The main importing countries were India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Maldives were the main of 

processed meat and fish from the region. While Bangladesh’s share declined from 59-45 per 

cent, that of Pakistan increased from 13-26 % over the period under reference. 

Figure 5.33 Processed meat and fish exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

India was the major importer of this product, followed by Bangladesh and Maldives. Over the 

reference period while the share of India declined from 60-45 % that of Bangladesh increased 

from 8-28 %.  
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Figure 5.34 Processed meat and fish imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.11 Spices 

India was the principal supplier of spices to the SAR followed by Sri Lanka. While the share 

of India declined from 68-66 % that of Pakistan increased from 1-7 %. The import markets 

were more diversified among the countries in the region. During the period 2010-12 India’s 

share was 39 %, Sri Lanka 30 %, and Bangladesh 21 %. The composition of the market 

shares did not undergo any major change over the periods under consideration. 

Figure 5.35 Spices exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

The geographical destination of spices imports were more diversified. During 2010-12, the 

major market was India, followed by Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Afghanistan. there was not 

much change in the composition of markets over the two time periods under consideration. 
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Figure 5.36 Spices imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

5.2.12 Sugar & related products 

India was the predominant supplier of sugar and related products to the region, followed by 

Pakistan. There was no major change in the composition of suppliers from the region. 

 

Figure 5.37 Sugar and related products exports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

The major markets for sugar and related products were Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Pakistan. 

Over the two time periods under consideration, while the share of Sri Lanka increased from 

30-44 %, that of Bangladesh declined from 40-35 %. 
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Figure 5.38 Sugar and related products imports  
(country; value in million $US; per cent) 

 

In summary, India was the dominant supplier of sugar and related products, spices and 

processed food, while Pakistan was the dominant supplier of fats and oils and honey and non-

alcoholic beverages. Together, India and Pakistan were the dominant suppliers of cereals, 

fruits and vegetables and milk products. India and Bangladesh together were dominant 

suppliers of meat and fish, while India and Sri Lanka together dominated as suppliers of 

spices. Sri Lanka was the dominant supplier of fodder.  

Bangladesh and Sri Lanka together accounted for the bulk of cereal, fruits and vegetables and 

processed food, and sugar products markets in the region. India was the dominant market for 

oils and fats. The import market was generally more diversified indicating considerable intra-

agro trade particularly in fruits and vegetables, meat and fish and in spices. 

6 Identifying food products/food categories with high AMAF  

6.1 AMAF for Products/food categories 

The exports of member States are classified in terms of their food types. The food products 

under each food category are classified at HS 6-digit level. At the first instance each product 

under their respective food categories are listed. The details provided at this stage are 

generated covering trade flows over the period 2010 to 2012 to round out seasonal variations 

during the years. 

The details provided at this stage include the reporting member States’ supply capability for 

each food product to the rest of the world and to the rest of South Asia. For these products we 

ascertain each partner country’s demand and the regional demand. Next we examine how 

much the reporting country is supplying to each partner country in the region. Finally we 

arrive at AMAF for each food product as being the minimum of supplying country’s export 

to the rest of the world and regional demand from the rest of the world for the same. The 

AMAF so obtained at the product level are summed up to obtain AMAF at the product 

category level (see section on methodology).  

Annex tables linked to the main tables in the text brings out the details of trade flows of all 

products contained in each food product category at 6-digit HS. All the details of trade flows 

are now available for each product for deeper understanding. The AMAF for each product is 
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then sorted and ranked in terms of value. The products having AMAF above US $ one 

million are then identified for further detailed analysis. 

6.1.1 Afghanistan  

Table 6.1 shows that Afghanistan has the highest AMAF in fruits and vegetables. It is 

catering more to the regional market than to RoW. Its export surplus in this category is 

considerable. The regional demand from the rest of the world for this food category is 

considerable. The highest country level demand is from India, followed by Bangladesh and 

Pakistan. Afghanistan’s existing exports to India and Pakistan is quite low, while the country 

does not export at all to other countries. Hence Afghanistan can export more to the region, if 

it raises its supply capacity.  

Afghanistan exports oil seeds mainly to the rest of the world, being trade surplus in this 

category. India is the only country in the region importing this product in modest value from 

the rest of the world. Afghanistan is exporting this food category in modest value to Pakistan 

only. Thus Afghanistan could explore the possibility of exporting more to India.  

In spices Afghanistan exports more to the region than to  the rest of the world. It has trade 

surplus in this category. Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka are importing this substantially 

from the rest of the world. Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are not importing at all from 

Afghanistan, while India is importing modestly. Hence these countries could import more 

from Afghanistan in case the latter could increase its supply at competitive rates. Since 

Pakistan is already importing most of its requirements from Afghanistan, it has not much 

scope to import more.  

The details of Afghanistan’s product-wise export capability under each category wise product 

groupings ranked in terms of AMAF is presented in linked Annex 4. 

Table 6.1 Afghanistan's AMAF in identified product categories  
(USD thousand) 

 

Food Type 
Afghanistan Exports 

(Supply) (2010-12) 

Afghanistan Imports 

(Demand)(2010-12) 

Regional 

Demand 

AMAF 

(2010-12) 

  RoW* RoSA** RoW RoSA RoW RoSA 

Fruits and Vegetables  107,830 205,321 32,056 6,802 5,699,297 33,529 

Oil Seeds 64,245 375 0 0 19,939 19,257 

Spices  20,064 57,427 0 0 103,630 16,448 

Meat and Fish  768 2,112 2,890 20,661 20,431 768 

Fodder  2,428 7,918 1,655 0 708 708 

Milk products  218 35 22,713 32,687 890,029 218 

Cereals  0 0 497,301 127,812 109,549 0 
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Honey & non-alcoholic beverages  0 0 59,702 39,758 64,579 0 

Sugar & related products  0 0 67,774 43,971 96,042 0 

Notes: A bottom-up approach has been adopted to arrive at aggregate measures of AMAF for each 
product category. The reader may go to the Annex tables to see how this approach based on 
calculations for each product at 6-digit HS adds up consistently to the aggregated values of supply, 
demand, regional demand, and AMAF. An aggregation error will arise if AMAF for each category is 
calculated on the aggregated values. 

* RoW indicates rest of the world 

** RoSA indicates rest of South Asia. 

See Annex 4 for details 

6.1.2 Bangladesh 

Bangladesh’s AMAF is highest in meat and fish (principally fish). It supplies far more to the 

rest of the world than to the region, as can be seen from the   

 

 
 
 

Table 6.2. It has considerable trade surplus in this food category. Demand for this product is 

highest in Sri Lanka followed by Maldives. Bangladesh supplies almost totally India’s 

requirements, while other countries hardly import from Bangladesh. Thus Bangladesh could 

explore the possibility of expanding its exports to markets other than India in the region. 

  
 

 
 
 

Table 6.2 Bangladesh's AMAF in identified product categories  
(USD thousand) 

 

Food Type 
Bangladesh Exports 

(Supply) (2010-12) 

Bangladesh Imports 

(2010-12) 

Regional 

Demand 

AMAF 

(2010-

12) 

  RoW* RoSA** RoW RoSA RoW RoSA 

Meat and Fish 2,619,685 162,855 69,965 44,828 473,112 85,368 

Processed Foods 67,634 13,985 211,118 85,743 1,404,232 59,682 

Fruits and Vegetables 147,889 125,547 1,546,553 634,526 13,064,293 56,815 
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Oil Seeds 22,583 345 583,755 73,234 2,036,162 19,447 

Spices 44,143 564 223,438 143,710 740,254 11,392 

Cereals 12,477 157 2,605,666 1,262,940 2,093,700 11,211 

Processed Meat and Fish 124,590 0 2,238 2,989 170,625 5,846 

Oils & Fats 5,731 25,215 4,201,569 3,612 33,712,483 5,014 

Honey & non-alcoholic beverages 3,428 13,517 3,371 848 170,047 3,428 

Milk products 772 1,415 863,995 42,130 1,794,510 731 

Sugar & related products 1,431 1,800 1,765,486 449,493 3,023,034 622 

Fodder 152 456 157,208 31,814 570,424 152 

Note: Same as Table 6.1 
* RoW indicates rest of the world 

** RoSA indicates rest of South Asia. 

See Annex 5 for details. 

In processed foods Bangladesh exports mainly to India in the region. There is adequate 

country level demand for this food category from RoW. , but existing exports of this to the 

region is quite modest. If Bangladesh is able to expand its supply capacity, more could be 

exported to this region. 

In case of fruits and vegetables, Bangladesh is exporting to RoW and to RoSA almost 

equally. There is considerable regional demand for this product coming from RoW, but very 

little being exported to the region. Bangladesh thus could export more to the region if it could 

supply as per consumer preferences. 

It be noticed that Bangladesh is a large net importer of most food categories except for meat 

and fish (mainly fish). Hence its capacity to meet the region’s demand is limited except for 

some niche products. 

The details of Bangladesh’s product-wise export capability under each category wise product 

groupings ranked in terms of AMAF are presented in linked Annex 5. 

6.1.3 India  

It will be observed in Table 6.3 that India’s AMAF is highest for cereals. It is one of world’s 

largest suppliers of cereals. It has a large trade surplus in this product category. The country 

level demand for this product is highest in Bangladesh, followed by Sri Lanka, Afghanistan 

and Pakistan. Except for Maldives, India is supplying a small proportion of the requirements 

of the countries of this region. If India’s supply improves, it can cater to large unmet demand 

in the region. 
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Table 6.3 India's AMAF in identified product categories  
(USD thousand) 

 

Food Type 
India Exports 

(Supply) (2010-12) 

India Imports 

(2010-12) 

Regional 

Demand 

AMAF 

(2010-12) 

  RoW* RoSA** RoW RoSA RoW RoSA 

Cereals  16,225,775 1,228,129 249,768 4,951 4,461,163 1,746,520 

Fodder  198,327 64,587 459,677 115,791 268,151 162,835 

Fruits and Vegetables  14,676,658 1,262,205 10,881,283 570,102 3,742,170 650,269 

Honey & non-alcoholic beverages  208,653 5,506 56,264 104,936 117,154 20,677 

Meat and Fish  16,324,443 216,091 107,152 166,911 468,561 187,838 

Milk products  261,789 86,285 456,935 5,474 2,201,570 158,819 

Oil Seeds  3,986,124 236,753 405,156 4,611 2,404,716 164,550 

Oils & Fats  2,664,407 13,926 26,591,261 37,459 11,322,905 271,823 

Processed Foods  3,013,262 266,228 590,976 40,929 1,024,079 637,973 

Processed Meat and Fish  536,333 2,853 7,837 4,928 165,131 16,726 

Spices  3,190,632 558,040 511,248 269,662 452,444 302,085 

Sugar & related products  3,576,174 1,724,018 1,633,450 3,427 3,159,208 2,598,844 

Note: Same as Table 6.1 

* RoW indicates rest of the world 

** RoSA indicates rest of South Asia. 

See Annex 6 for details. 

In fruits and vegetables, India’s market is largely in the rest of the world where it has large 

trade surplus in this food category. Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka are importing 

substantial amounts from the rest of the world. Existing exports to countries in the region is 

substantially below their requirement which is being met from the rest of the world. India 

could find additional market in these countries, provided it could increase its supplies as per 

market requirements. 

In processed foods, India’s AMAF is only marginally below that in fruits and vegetables. It 

supplies mainly to the rest of the world and imports far less both from the rest of the world 

and South Asia. Hence it has large trade surplus in this product category. These is 

considerable regional demand for this food category from the rest of the world, the highest 

being Pakistan, followed by Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Maldives. There is considerable gap 
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between what regional countries are importing from the rest of the worldand what they are 

presently importing from India. Hence India has opportunity to increase its market access to 

these countries provided they meet these countries’ consumer preferences and are 

competitive. 

India exports spices mainly to the rest of the world. Since it exports much more relative to 

what it imports (particularly from the rest of the world), it has a large trade surplus in this 

product category. Looking at country level demand of regional countries from the rest of the 

world, and India’s exports to the rest of the world, it appears that India has the potential to 

increase its market access to the region, particularly to Bangladesh and Pakistan. 

In case of oils and fats, India is a large net importer of this product, particularly with the rest 

of the world. Since it exports far less in comparison, it has a large trade deficit in this product 

category. There is massive demand for this product from most regional countries for this 

product category from the rest of the world. India is currently supplying this product to the 

regional countries in negligible amounts. Thus India cannot have a supplier status for this 

product. 

For meat and fish, India has considerable trade surplus. Sri Lanka and Maldives are the two 

largest importers of this product category. Looking at the existing exports of this product 

category to the region, it appears that both Sri Lanka and Maldives could augment their 

imports from India.  

India exports oil seeds of considerable value to the rest of the world. Importing far less, India 

has considerable trade surplus in this product category.  Pakistan and Bangladesh have 

substantial   requirement for this product which it is sourcing from the rest of the world. Thus 

given favourable conditions, India could improve its market access for this product category 

in these two countries. 

In case of fodder, India is a modest exporter of this product. However, given its imports, 

India has a large trade deficit with row and a modest surplus with the rest of South Asia. 

Bangladesh, Pakistan and Sri Lanka import this from the rest of the world. India exports this 

product in modest value to Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Given India’s trade deficit in this 

product category, with the rest of the world, India’s supply capability to meet the region’s 

supply requirements does not appear to be plausible.  

For honey and non-alcoholic beverages, India exports mainly to the rest of the world with 

which it has a surplus. However, India has a deficit with the rest of South Asia. Afghanistan 

is the largest importer of this product from the rest of the world. India’s existing exports of 

this product category is miniscule. Having large deficit with the rest of South Asia, India’s 

capacity to supply other countries in the region is highly constrained. 

India exports most of its meat and fish products to the rest of South Asia. Although it has a 

trade surplus with the rest of the world, it has negative trade balance with South Asia.  

The overall food scenario for India considering all food categories is that India has a large 

trade surplus with both the rest of the world and South Asia.  For these food categories 

Bangladesh and Pakistan are the largest importers followed by Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and 

Maldives. Existing exports of these product categories from India are far less than the 

region’s requirements which are currently being met largely from the rest of the world. This 

provides ample opportunity for India to meet the food requirements for food security of the 

region. 
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The details of India’s product-wise export capability under each category wise product 

groupings ranked in terms of AMAF is presented in linked Annex 6. 

6.1.4 Maldives 

Maldives’ export capacity is reflected in only two product categories, viz., meat and fish 

(primarily fish) and in processed meat and fish (primarily processed fish) as can be seen from 

Table 6.4. Maldives’ major market for fish and meat is in the rest of the world. Around a 

quarter of this finds market in the rest of South Asia. While the country has surplus trade with 

the rest of the world, it has deficit with South Asia,  due to Maldives’ meat imports as the 

country is well endowed in marine resources.  

Table 6.4 Maldives's AMAF in identified product categories  
(USD thousand) 

 

Food Type 
Maldives Exports 

(Supply) (2010-12) 

Maldives Imports 

(2010-12) 

Regional 

Demand 

AMAF 

(2010-

12) 

  RoW* RoSA** RoW RoSA RoW RoSA 

Meat and Fish 115,331 22,550 109,226 44,556 413,936 15,022 

Processed Meat and Fish 26,213 342 19,253 2,352 153,580 7,504 

Processed Foods 3 0 116,708 28,229 1,447,876 3 

Cereals 0 0 20,113 54,797 4,524,693 0 

Fodder 0 0 328 265 727,305 0 

Fruits and Vegetables 0 0 102,288 76,948 14,340,568 0 

Honey & non-alcoholic beverages 0 0 25,226 10,042 148,192 0 

Milk products 0 0 81,805 6,467 1,322,154 0 

Oil Seeds 0 0 645 143 945,000 0 

Oils & Fats 0 0 24,974 1,060 37,014,332 0 

Spices 0 0 4,428 5,338 959,263 0 

Sugar & related products 0 0 8,961 23,937 4,775,048 0 

Note: Same as Table 6.1 
* RoW indicates rest of the world 

** RoSA indicates rest of South Asia. 

See Annex 7 for details. 
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In processed meat and fish, Maldives’ supplies are destined mainly to the rest of the world. 

While it has trade surplus with it, the country has a deficit with South Asia. Maldives exports 

to only Sri Lanka in the region. It can export more to the region, particularly to Sri Lanka. 

Generally Maldives is a food deficit country and except for marine products, it has no 

capacity to export other food categories to the region. 

 

The details of Maldives’ product-wise export capability under each category wise product 

groupings ranked in terms of AMAF is presented in linked Annex 7. 

6.1.5 Pakistan 

As in the case of India, Pakistan’s AMAF is highest in cereals which it exports mainly to the 

rest of the world (see Table 6.5). However exports to South Asia are also considerable. 

Pakistan is a large net exporter of cereals. Country level imports for products in this category 

are high in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan. Considering Pakistan’s existing supplies 

to the regional countries, there is considerable scope for Pakistan to export to Bangladesh and 

Sri Lanka, provided Pakistan increases its supply capacity. 

Table 6.5 Pakistan's AMAF in identified product categories  
(USD thousand) 

 

Food Type 
Pakistan Exports 

(Supply) (2010-12) 

Pakistan Imports 

(2010-12) 

Regional 

Demand 

AMAF 

(2010-12) 

  RoW* RoSA** RoW RoSA RoW RoSA 

Cereals  6,281,343 1,511,226 357,737 26,296 4,353,166 1,010,547 

Sugar & related products  273,204 128,189 761,177 209,560 4,031,481 192,431 

Fruits and Vegetables  876,245 854,810 1,452,718 610,216 13,170,341 169,785 

Processed Foods  163,715 166,431 463,265 5,685 1,151,995 149,792 

Meat and Fish  1,357,208 89,426 68,720 11,848 490,137 135,427 

Oil Seeds  85,702 8,655 1,800,926 111,871 1,008,935 32,339 

Spices  129,994 19,365 194,251 67,112 769,440 28,457 

Honey & non-alcoholic beverages  15,935 48,519 16,693 5 156,725 12,916 

Processed Meat and Fish  111,633 2,897 9,469 0 160,422 11,481 

Oils & Fats  8,339 490,953 6,693,515 6,930 31,220,477 8,338 

Milk products  5,661 177,663 324,989 5,809 2,333,160 5,661 

Fodder  28,550 30,116 75,226 1,213 652,602 3,841 

Note: Same as Table 6.1  

* RoW indicates rest of the world 



South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1404 
 

47 
 

** RoSA indicates rest of South Asia. 

See Annex 8 for details 

In sugar and related products, Pakistan has substantial trade deficit in this product category 

and its capacity to supply more to the regional market is highly constrained. In fruits and 

vegetables, Pakistan has a substantial trade deficit with the rest of the world but moderate 

surplus in its trade with South Asia. Pakistan is currently supplying most of Afghanistan’s 

requirement for this product, but very little of Bangladesh, Sri Lanka’s and India’s 

requirements. Hence Pakistan could explore the possibility of seeking greater market access 

in the regional countries. 

In processed foods Pakistan has substantial trade deficit with the rest of the world, but a 

modest surplus with the rest of South Asia. Afghanistan sources most of its requirements 

from Pakistan. Other countries in the region source very little from Pakistan in comparison to 

the rest of the world. But given that Pakistan has a very large trade deficit with the rest of the 

world, it lacks capacity to extend its market in the region. 

In meat and fish, Pakistan has a modest trade surplus with both the rest of the world and 

South Asia. It is currently supplying most of Afghanistan’s requirements, but very little of the 

other regional countries requirements. There is possibility of Pakistan seeking greater market 

access in these markets.  

In oilseeds, Pakistan has trade deficit both with the world and with South Asia. It exports 

mainly to India and Afghanistan. Given its trade deficit in this product category, there is not 

much possibility of Pakistan improving its market access to this region. As in case of 

oilseeds, Pakistan has trade deficit in spices, both with the rest of the world and South Asia. It 

supplies very little to its regional partners in relation to their total requirements. But due to 

deficit supply condition, it is unlikely to extend its market in the region. 

In case if honey and non-alcoholic beverages, Pakistan’s exports to South Asia is more 

important than to the rest of the world. While it has a modest trade deficit with the latter, it 

has substantial surplus with South Asia. While it is meeting nearly half of Afghanistan’s 

requirements, it is not supplying at all to the other regional countries. Given India’s existing 

demand from the rest of the world, Pakistan could explore the Indian market for this product 

category. 

In processed meat and fish, Pakistan has surplus trade both with the world and South Asia. Its 

existing exports to the region are miniscule and hence there exists possibility of Pakistan to 

improve its market access in the region, particularly with Sri Lanka and Maldives. 

The rest of South Asia dominated Pakistan’s export market in oils and fats. However, it 

imports this product category mainly from the rest of the world. Consequently it has 

relatively much more trade deficit with the world compared to its surplus with South Asia. 

Pakistan’s export market for this product category is in Afghanistan. The latter country 

sources all of its requirements from Pakistan. There exists high level of import demand for 

this product category from the rest of the world. But Pakistan’s capacity to supply its other 

regional trading partners is constrained by its huge trade deficit with the rest of the world. 

Similar to oils and fats, Pakistan has a large trade deficit in milk products with the rest of the 

world, but a relatively modest surplus with South Asia. Again, Pakistan is meeting 

Afghanistan’s entire requirement for this product category. It does not supply this product 
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category to other regional trading partners. Given Pakistan’s substantial trade deficit in food 

categories with the rest of the world, its capacity to supply other regional countries’ 

requirements is highly constrained. 

In case of fodder also, Pakistan has considerable trade deficit with the rest of the world, but a 

modest surplus with South Asia. There is considerable demand for fodder by India and 

Bangladesh. However Pakistan is able to meet most of Afghanistan’s requirement for this 

product category. Given Pakistan’s trade deficit with the rest of the world, the country is 

unlikely to meet the requirement for fodder by other countries in the region. 

Overall, it will be seen that taking all food categories, while Pakistan has negative trade 

balance in food products, it has similar surplus in its trade with the rest of the world. Its 

largest market is in Afghanistan, followed by Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and India.  The details 

of Afghanistan’s product-wise export capability under each category wise product groupings 

ranked in terms of AMAF is presented in linked Annex 8. 

6.1.6 Sri Lanka  

 

While Sri Lanka exports cereals to the rest of the world and to South Asia, its imports are far 

more in value terms (Table 6.6). Thus Sri Lanka has a large trade deficit in cereals trade. Sri 

Lanka currently exports cereals to Maldives in modest value terms and hardly any to other 

regional trading partners. Given its large trade deficit with the world, it is unlikely to meet the 

cereal requirements of other countries in the region.  
 

Table 6.6 Sri Lanka’s AMAF in identified product categories  
(USD thousand) 

 

Food Type 
Sri Lanka Exports 

(Supply) (2010-12) 

Sri Lanka Imports 

(2010-12) 

Regional 

Demand 

AMAF 

(2010-

12) 

  RoW* RoSA** RoW RoSA RoW RoSA 

Cereals 368,656 7,955 980,347 218,134 3,730,584 363,424 

Processed Foods 350,807 31,709 233,336 64,622 1,382,066 206,942 

Spices 430,443 209,547 30,327 210,047 933,365 180,610 

Meat and Fish 563,886 13,885 218,000 88,688 356,537 86,738 

Fruits and Vegetables 364,753 60,320 608,596 323,794 14,014,595 82,157 

Oils & Fats 36,634 7,082 402,848 3,312 36,860,456 34,549 

Oil Seeds 14,463 3,441 19,394 19,105 2,786,057 14,463 

Honey & non-alcoholic beverages 6,992 575 12,162 391 161,256 6,992 

Processed Meat and Fish 5,049 4,936 134,171 548 38,745 4,325 
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Sugar & related products 3,049 711 555,811 577,330 4,236,848 3,049 

Milk products 1,679 2,090 908,068 1,643 1,750,438 1,679 

Fodder 224 126,994 33,734 16,691 693,899 224 

Note: Same as Table 6.1 

* RoW indicates rest of the world  

** RoSA indicates rest of South Asia 

Refer Annex 9 for details 

In processed foods Sri Lanka has a net trade surplus with the rest of the world, but a lower 

trade deficit with South Asia. Sri Lanka is currently exporting this food category mainly to 

Maldives and India. All countries in the region have high import demand for this product 

category. However given that Sri Lanka’s overall trade surplus in this food category is 

modest, it will need to expand its supply capacity to meet the requirements in the regional 

market. 

In spices while Sri Lanka has a large trade surplus with the rest of the world, it has a marginal 

trade deficit with its trading partners in the region. Its principal markets for this product 

category are in India and Pakistan. While it is meeting around one-third of India’s 

requirements for this product category, Bangladesh and Pakistan are dependent on the rest of 

the world for supplies of this product category. 

In meat and fish, while Sri Lanka has a trade surplus with the rest of the world, it has a deficit 

with the rest of South Asi. It exports mainly to Maldives. While there is considerable regional 

import demand for this product category from the rest of the world, Sri Lanka’s capacity is 

constrained by its existing trade deficit with the region. 

In fruits and vegetables, Sri Lanka has global trade deficit. Sri Lanka’s main market is 

Pakistan, followed by Maldives and India. Although there is considerable demand for this 

product, Sri Lanka’s capacity to supply is limited by its existing trade deficit with the region. 

In oils and fats, Sri Lanka has a large trade deficit with the rest of the world and a modest 

surplus with South Asia 

Its main market in the region is Pakistan. Sri Lanka’s existing exports to its regional trade 

partners is limited. Even though these countries are sourcing most of their requirements from 

the rest of the world, Sri Lanka’s export capacity is limited given its high trade deficit with 

the rest of the world. 

In oilseeds, honey and non-alcoholic beverages, processed meat and fish, sugar and related 

products and in milk products Sri Lanka has considerable overall trade deficit and hence does 

not have adequate capacity to meet the requirements of its regional partners. 

In fodder, Sri Lanka is mainly supplying South Asia. Its surplus with the region is higher than 

its deficit with the rest of the world. Currently India is the principal market for this product. 

Taking note of the overall picture for all categories, it is clear that Sri Lanka, like 

Bangladesh, is a highly food deficit country. Its main markets in the region are India followed 
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by Maldives and Pakistan. Hence its capacity to meet the region’s food requirements is 

limited.  

The details of Sri Lanka’s product-wise export capability under each category wise product 

groupings ranked in terms of AMAF is presented in linked Annex 9. 

In general oils and fats, fruits and vegetables, and cereals were the most important product 

categories being traded by the SAR. While trade in cereals was dominated by exports, trade 

in fruits and vegetables were based on both exports and imports. Meat and fish categories 

were also dominated by exports. In all cases SAR accounted for quite a minor share in the 

region’s global trade in these food categories pointing to considerable scope for expanding 

intra agro trade among the countries in the region. 

6.1.7 Regional summary of AMAF 

We summarise the AMAF for all food categories country-wise in Table 6.7. India has the 

highest AMAF across all products (USD 6.85 billion), followed by Pakistan (USD 1.71 

billion) and Sri Lanka (USD 0.98 billion).  

Table 6.7 AMAF by product categories and countries  
(US$ Million) 

 
  Afghanistan Bangladesh India Maldives Pakistan Sri 

Lanka 

Cereals 0 10 1,740 0 1,006 362 

Sugar & related products 0 0 2,597 0 191 3 

Processed Foods 0 52 626 0 143 201 

Fruits and Vegetables 30 48 629 0 157 72 

Spices 16 9 299 0 25 179 

Meat and Fish 0 78 175 12 127 80 

Oils & Fats 0 4 266 0 7 32 

Oil Seeds 19 19 161 0 28 12 

Fodder 0 0 162 0 3 0 

Milk products 0 0 157 0 4 1 

Honey & non-alcoholic 
beverages 

0 3 21 0 13 7 

Processed Meat and Fish 0 3 15 8 8 3 

Grand Total 66 226 6,848 20 1,712 951 

Note: in order to avoid double counting we assume each supplier’s market access frontier when 

similar access by competing suppliers is absent. 

6.1.8 Important food products for standardization  

For freer flow of food products trade, steps could be taken to initiate standardisation already 

initiated by SAARC Standards Organisation (SARCO). Action already initiated by SARSO 

includes some eight products
8
. This study also finds these products relevant. However some 

notable food products that could be added to this list are indicated in Table 6.8. 

                                                           

8
 These include refined sugar, biscuits, sugar-free biscuits, cream filled biscuits, instant noodles, black tea, 

vanaspati and skimmed milk powder. 
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Table 6.8 Major Food Products for standardisation  
(AMAF in USD million) 

 
Suppliers Products HS Code AMAF 

Afghanistan Seeds of cumin 090930 57.14 

Bangladesh 

Meat and fish-other 030559 146 

Meat and fish-boneless 030379 22 

Meat and fish-other 030490 21 

India 

Sugar & related-other 170199 1,241 

Onions & shallots 070310 493 

Capsicum  090420 346 

Chickpeas 071320 207 

Maldives Tunas, skipjack 160414 0.34 

Pakistan 
Sugar & related-other 100190 50.72 

Sugar & related-other 170199 44.97 

Sri Lanka Cinnamon neither crushed nor ground 090610 92.5 

Pepper neither crushed nor ground 090411 47.9 

Cloves extracted 090700 12.5 

 

7 Tariff barriers in South Asian trade 

As generally in other regions of the world, SACs have been protecting their agricultural 

sector more than their non-agricultural sector, both in terms of their average MFN as also 

their bound tariff obligations under WTO. Besides, given their concerns for livelihood 

security for their farmers, they have ensured that the margin between the two rates are 

substantial to provide them adequate flexibility to raise their applied rates should external 

circumstances so warrant, without violating WTO provisions. 

Afghanistan and Bhutan, not being members of WTO, have not indicated their bound rates, 

which other SACs have done, under WTO Agreement on Agriculture.  

Among all SACs, Afghanistan’s applied rate on all goods was the lowest in 2012. The 

difference in rates between agricultural and non-agricultural rates has not been so marked. 

In a marked contrast, Bangladesh’s final bound rates on all goods and on agricultural goods 

in 2011 have been the highest in the region. Besides, the gap between the applied and bound 

rates has quite marked. 

In Bhutan the average tariff rates in 2007 on all goods was the highest in the region. The gap 

between the tariffs on agricultural and non-agricultural goods was also quite marked. 

In India the average tariff rates on agricultural goods is over three times that applied on non-

agricultural goods. Similarly, the difference in customs tariff rates between applied and 

bound tariff rates has been around three times. 

In Maldives the tariff rates on all goods in 2011 were similar to the rates applied in Bhutan in 

2007. However the difference in customs tariffs between agricultural and non-agricultural 

goods has not been marked. Also, the differential between applied and bound customs tariffs 

has been less than two times for all goods. 
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After Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, the average customs duties on imports of all goods was the 

lowest in Nepal in 2012.Further, the tariff differential between agricultural and non-

agricultural goods was quite marginal. Also, the applied and final bound rates in Nepal differ 

a little over two times. 

In 2012 Pakistan’s average customs tariffs on all goods was about the same level as that of 

India. However its average tariffs on agricultural goods was about half of that in India while 

those applied on non-agricultural goods are higher than applied in India. Pakistan’s final 

bound rates are lower in agricultural goods, but higher in non-agricultural goods. As in case 

of India, Pakistan’s final bound rates are substantially higher than their applied rates. 

Next to Afghanistan, Sri Lanka had the lowest applied tariff rates on all goods in 2012. This 

is due to its lower applied rates on non-agricultural goods. Its applied customs tariffs on 

agricultural goods makes the gap between its applied customs tariff on agricultural and non-

agricultural goods as high as in India. 

Table 7.1 presents the MFN simple average import duties in SACs. Error! Reference source 

not found. illustrates the same. 

Table 7.1 MFN Simple Average Import duties on all goods, agricultural and  
non-agricultural goods in South Asian Countries 

 
Country Goods Classification Final Bound Applied  

Afghanistan (2012) 

All goods na 5.9 

Agricultural goods (AOA) na 7.1 

Non-agricultural goods na 5.7 

Bangladesh (2011) 

All goods 169.2 14.4 

Agricultural goods (AOA) 192.0 17.2 

Non-agricultural goods 37.3 14.0 

Bhutan  (2007) 

All goods na 21.9 

Agricultural goods (AOA) na 41.4 

Non-agricultural goods na 18.9 

India (2012)  

All goods 48.6 13.7 

Agricultural goods (AOA) 113.1 33.5 

Non-agricultural goods 34.5 10.4 

Maldives (2011) 

All goods 36.9 20.5 

Agricultural goods (AOA) 48.1 18.3 

Non-agricultural goods 35.1 20.9 

Nepal (2012) 

All goods 26.0 12.3 

Agricultural goods (AOA) 41.5 13.9 

Non-agricultural goods 23.7 12.0 

Pakistan (2012) 

All goods 59.9 13.5 

Agricultural goods (AOA) 95.6 15.5 

Non-agricultural goods 54.6 13.2 

Sri Lanka (2012) 

All goods 30.2 9.9 

Agricultural goods (AOA) 50.0 25.8 

Non-agricultural goods 19.7 7.5 

Source: WTO: Tariff Profiles 
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7.1 Tariff barriers on identified products 

We next examine the tariff restrictions/barriers on the 397 products identified under this 

study for trade liberalisation. This section examines the nature of tariff barriers being faced 

by the SAARC Member States (SMC) on their identified food products from their supplying 

partner countries in the region. The products face preferential tariffs under SAFTA and also 

from their bilateral free trade agreements with their partner countries in the region. Both these 

arrangements have sensitive lists which prohibit tariff concessions on them. On these 

products the MFN rate applies. Hence the data has to be sourced for the following tariff 

preferences/barriers. 

(i) SAFTA preferential tariffs for LDCs and non-LDCs 

(ii) Sensitive lists for LDCs and non-LDCs under SAFTA; 

(iii)Preferential tariffs under bilateral trading arrangements, wherever applicable (India-

Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement, Pakistan-Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement, India-

Afghanistan Preferential Trading Agreement). 

(iv) Negative list for India by Pakistan; 

(v) MFN rates on imports in case of products under sensitive lists. 

The information was obtained from several sources. The preferential tariffs under SAFTA 

Trade Liberalisation Programme were obtained from SAARC secretariat website. The 

bilateral preferential tariffs and list of sensitive products were obtained from the Department 

of Commerce websites of India and Sri Lanka. The list of products under negative list for 

India was obtained from the Ministry of Commerce website of the Government of Pakistan. 

Thus a complex web of tariff barriers/general and preferential were identified criss-crossing 

overlapping regional/bilateral FTAs were analysed. 

Annex 10 brings out all the relevant information in a matrix table format. 

7.1.1 Afghanistan 

It will be seen that except for oilseeds, Bangladesh’s tariffs on food imports from 

Afghanistan are generally in excess of 10 %. It has no food product in its sensitive list for 

Afghanistan. It may consider removing spices-seeds of cumin (090930) from its sensitive list. 

Also it may consider reducing its tariff on dried grapes (080620) which is quite high under its 

TLP. 

India’s imports of all identified products are duty-free and none of them are under its 

sensitive list. The situation is similar for Maldives. Pakistan has no sensitive list for 

Afghanistan, while preferential rates under SAFTA are down to 5%. Pakistan could consider 

making its imports for these products duty-free in line with India and Maldives. 

Sri Lanka has four products in its sensitive list on food products imports from Afghanistan. It 

might consider removing these from its sensitive list. 

7.1.2 Bangladesh 

Afghanistan has 27 products in its sensitive list for Bangladesh. It may consider removing 

some of them. There are 18 of them having tariff rates 10% and above. Afghanistan could 

target these products for their removal from their sensitive list. 
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Under SAFTA India has offered duty-free access to Bangladesh on all its food products. 

Maldives too offers duty-free access to Bangladesh on these products. Pakistan imposes a 

modest duty of 5% to Bangladesh and could offer duty-free access as offered by India and 

Maldives. Pakistan has two products under its sensitive list on which high tariffs apply. Those 

products under vegetables (081090) and non-alcoholic beverages (220290) could be removed 

from its sensitive list for LDCs.  

Sri Lanka has a sensitive list of 30 products on its food imports from Bangladesh. Of these, 

Bangladesh has high AMAF on processed foods (190590), fruits and vegetables (070190) 

and oilseeds (120740). Sensitive lists on these products could be removed on a priority basis. 

7.1.3 India 

India has the largest number of food products with potential for export to the SAR. 

Afghanistan has 127 products in its sensitive list for India. Of these, 44 of them have tariffs 

of 10% and above. These products could be removed from Afghanistan’s sensitive list for 

India. Among these, products with high AMAF for India include processed foods, (210690, 

190490), fruits and vegetables (080610), sugar and related products (170490), honey and 

non-alcoholic beverages (220290). 

There are 44 products in Bangladesh’s sensitive list for India under SAFTA. There are 35 

products under this list having tariffs of 37.5%. Among these products those having high 

AMAF for India include among others, sugar and related products (170199), and processed 

foods (190531, 201309, 200980). These may be prioritised for liberalisation under TLP. 

Maldives does not have any product in its sensitive list. And most SAFTA rates for India are 

nil. The rate is 15% only in case of two products, viz., processed foods (201320, 220210). 

In general, India faces additional restrictions in entering the Pakistan market since the latter 

country has a negative list of 1209 items for Indian products prohibiting their entry. 

Fortunately not many food products are included under Pakistan’s negative list.  The 

remaining products that are on Pakistan’s positive list come under the country’s TLP under 

SAFTA excluding those that are in their SAFTA sensitive list. The latter products face 

Pakistan’s MFN duties. The products listed in the Annex Table for Pakistan as a market 

excludes the products under its negative list. 

There are 30 products under Pakistan’s SAFTA sensitive list for India’s food products, which 

may be considered by Pakistan for their removal. Among these products, India has high 

AMAF in sugar and related products (170111, 170199), fodder (230990), and oils and fats 

(151620, 151590). 

There are 153 products in the combined sensitive lists for food products under SAFTA and 

ILFTA for Sri Lanka. This is the largest list of sensitive products on which India is faced with 

sensitive list. There is the need to prune this large list by Sri Lanka. Food products in which 

India has AMAF include milk products (040210), processed foods (190590), and fruits and 

vegetables (080620). 

7.1.4 Maldives 

The mainstay of Maldives exports are marine products. Afghanistan does not have any 

sensitive list on Maldives potential food exports. Afghanistan’s both MFN and preferential 

rates are low varying from 2.5-9%. It may consider reducing its tariffs processed meat and 

fish (160414) under its SAFTA TLP.  
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Bangladesh does not have any sensitive list on Maldives identified food products. However 

its SAFTA preferential rates still remain high varying from 14-25%. These products could be 

brought under Bangladesh’s TLP. 

  

India offers duty-free market access to all Maldives identified food export products. Pakistan 

has no product under its sensitive list for Maldives. Its SAFTA preferential rates are 55 on all 

products. It may consider making all such products duty-free in line with India. 

 

Sri Lanka has only two products under meat and fish which come under its sensitive list for 

Maldives, attracting 15 % duty on them. These may be considered for removal from Sri 

Lanka’s sensitive list. 

7.1.5 Pakistan 

Afghanistan has a list of 61 food products in its sensitive list for Pakistan. Its preferential 

tariffs range from 2.5-25%. There are 10 products in with tariffs 16-25%. These products 

may be considered for removal in its sensitive list. Among some of these products in which 

Pakistan has high AMAF are: processed foods (190590, 210690), and sugar and related 

products (170490). 

Bangladesh has 31 products under its sensitive list for food products for Pakistan. Except for 

two products, all the rest have 37.5% tariffs on them. These products could be removed from 

their sensitive list. Among these products Pakistan has high AMAF for sugar and related 

products (030379) processed foods (210690), and sugar and related products (170490, 

170199). 

India has a sensitive list of 25 food products on Pakistan’s exports to India. Among these 

products, Pakistan has high AMAF in processed foods (190590), sugar and related products 

(170199), fruits and vegetables (080450, 070190). 

Maldives does not have food product on its sensitive for food imports from Pakistan. Except 

for fodder (230990) it provides duty-free access to all other food product imports from 

Pakistan. 

Sri Lanka has only 5 products in its sensitive list for food products for Pakistan if the SAFTA 

and PSFTA lists are combined. These products attract MFN rates varying from 15-25% on 

them. Removal of these products from either of the lists will enable Pakistan to access Sri 

Lankan market free from all products in the latter’s sensitive lists. 

7.1.6 Sri Lanka 

Afghanistan has 30 food products in its sensitive list for Sri Lanka. Of these, 14 products 

have MFN rates 10% and above. Afghanistan could consider removing these from its 

sensitive list for Sri Lanka. Some of these products in which Sri Lanka has high AMAF are 

processed foods (210690, 190531) and fruits and vegetables (070900). 

Bangladesh has 14 products in its sensitive list for Sri Lanka. Of these, 11 have MFN rate of 

37.5%. Among products attracting 37.5%, Sri Lanka has high AMAF in processed foods 

(190531) and in honey and non-alcoholic beverages (220210). In spices (090411) also Sri 

Lanka has high AMAF. Bangladesh could consider removing these products from its 

sensitive list. 

India has six products in its sensitive list for SAFTA but none of these are in India’s bilateral 

free trade agreement with Sri Lanka. Hence taking both the regional and bilateral free trade 
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agreements with Sri Lanka, India does not have any negative list for Sri Lanka’s food 

products exports to India. Besides, under its bilateral free trade agreement with India, these 

products are duty-free for the Indian market. 

Maldives has only two food products, viz., meat and fish (030741) and processed foods 

(200819) which are in its sensitive list for Sri Lanka on which tariffs of 25% are being 

applied. It may consider removing these from its sensitive list.  

Pakistan has nine food products under its sensitive list with Sri Lanka under SAFTA of which 

only two are under oils and fats (151190, 151790) and are in its bilateral PSFTA with Sri 

Lanka. These two products carry high incidence of specific duties which Sri Lanka could 

consider removing from its sensitive list. Except for these two products, the others enter the 

Sri Lankan market duty-free as provided under its bilateral free trade agreement with 

Pakistan. 

The incidence of sensitive lists faced by each regional supplier of their high potential food 

products in South Asian markets is presented in Table 7.2 and illustrated in Error! 

Reference source not found.. It will be seen that the incidence of sensitive products is the 

highest in Sri Lanka and the lowest in Maldives. India and Pakistan too have relatively low 

incidence of sensitive lists on the potential food export products of other partner countries in 

the region. The incidence of trade restrictiveness in terms of sensitive lists is also higher for 

Afghanistan and Bangladesh. 

7.1.7 South Asia 

Table 7.2  Sensitive list faced by each regional suppliers of their high AMAF food products 

     SAFTA Bilateral 

Market Supplier 
No of products 
with AMAF>$1 
million 

No of 
Sensitive list 
in SAFTA 

Share 
No of Sensitive list 
in Bilateral 
Agreement 

Share 

Afghanistan 

Bangladesh 44 26 59% n/a n/a 

India 183 117 64% n/a n/a 

Maldives 6 0 0% n/a n/a 

Pakistan 98 61 62% n/a n/a 

Sri Lanka 60 30 50% n/a n/a 

Gross Total 391 234 60% n/a n/a 

Net Total 223 136 61% n/a n/a 

Bangladesh 

Afghanistan 7 1 14% n/a n/a 

India 183 62 34% n/a n/a 

Maldives 6 0 0% n/a n/a 

Pakistan 98 36 37% n/a n/a 

Sri Lanka 60 24 40% n/a n/a 

Gross Total 354 123 35% n/a n/a 

Net Total 217 69 32% n/a n/a 

India 

Afghanistan 7 0 0% n/a n/a 

Bangladesh 44 0 0% n/a n/a 

Maldives 6 0 0% n/a n/a 

Pakistan 98 24 24% n/a n/a 

Sri Lanka 60 10 17% 1 1.70% 

Gross Total 215 34 16% 1 0.50% 



South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1404 
 

57 
 

Net Total 147 27 18% 1 0.70% 

Maldives 

Afghanistan 7 0 0% n/a n/a 

Bangladesh 44 0 0% n/a n/a 

India 183 7 4% n/a n/a 

Pakistan 98 3 3% n/a n/a 

Sri Lanka 60 2 3% n/a n/a 

Gross Total 392 12 3% n/a n/a 

Net Total 225 8 4% n/a n/a 

Pakistan 

Afghanistan 7 0 0% n/a n/a 

Bangladesh 44 7 16% n/a n/a 

India* 183 30 16% 4 2.20% 

Maldives 6 0 0% n/a n/a 

Sri Lanka 60 9 15% 3 5.00% 

Gross Total 300 46 15% 7 2.30% 

Net Total 205 32 16% 6 2.90% 

Sri Lanka 

Afghanistan 7 4 57% n/a n/a 

Bangladesh 44 29 66% n/a n/a 

India 183 145 79% 170 92.90% 

Maldives 6 2 33% n/a n/a 

Pakistan 98 69 70% 1 1.00% 

Gross Total 338 249 74% 171 50.60% 

Net Total 218 165 76% 170 78.00% 

Note: Author’s calculation based on UN Comtrade data. 

8 General issues in food trade liberalisation 

8.1 Anomalies in sensitive lists and preferential tariffs 

This study has found discrepancies between MFN and SAFTA rates on products in India’s 

sensitive lists for Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Normally since products under sensitive lists are 

not offered tariff preferences, the tariffs facing such sensitive lists by India’s suppliers should 

be subject to MFN tariffs. However we notice that on ten such products Pakistan is facing 

preferential SAFTA tariffs which are much lower that the MFN rates. Sri Lanka is facing 

similar preference on one product. This is likely to create confusion among the suppliers as to 

which tariff rate they will be subject to when entering the Indian market.
9
 

Table 8.1 Discrepancies between MFN and SAFTA preferential rates in India’s sensitive list 

Exporting Country Food Type Product Code Product Description MFN SAFTA 

Pakistan Meat and Fish 030614 Crabs 30.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan 
Honey & non-
alcoholic beverages 

040900 Natural honey 60.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan Milk products 040510 Butter 40.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan Milk products 040590 Other 40.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan Fruits and 080450 Guavas, mangoes and 30.0% 5.0% 

                                                           

9
 Similar discrepancies have been noted for Sri Lankan market in which four exporting countries (Bangladesh, 

India, Maldives and Pakistan) are being offered preferential entry to Sri Lankan market for products on Sri 

Lanka’s sensitive list.  
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Vegetables mangosteens 

Pakistan 
Fruits and 
Vegetables 

070190 Other 30.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan 
Fruits and 
Vegetables 

070310 Onions and shallots 30.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan Spices 091030 Turmeric (curcuma) 30.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan Meat and Fish 020714 Cuts and offal, frozen 100.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan Meat and Fish 020450 Meat of goats 30.0% 5.0% 

Pakistan 
Fruits and 
Vegetables 

071220 Onions 30.0% 5.0% 

Sri Lanka Oil Seeds 120740 Sesame seeds 30.0% 5.0% 

 

8.2 Format for data classification/presentation 

The format for data classification in the SAARC Secretariat needs to be uniform preferably at 

6-digit HS classification for ease in negotiations. This is not the case as some are in the 6-

digit, others at 8-digit level. For the sake of transparency and simplicity the HS classifications 

should be harmonised at 6-digit level and negotiations be held at this level. Further, the 

format of presentation of data for each country’s list of sensitive products and trade 

liberalisation programme is provided in different formats, being mostly in PDF, but in some 

cases in word, some as picture, but rarely in excel. For ease of data analysis by researchers as 

also for business involved in trade, it is suggested that all presentations should be in PDF 

format, with option for the excel version. 

9 Regional institutional arrangements for food security  

9.1 SAARC Food Bank 

9.1.1 Salient features 

One of the earliest mechanisms for promoting food security in the region was the Agreement 

on SAARC Food Security Reserve which entered into force in 1988. However due to 

procedural and other difficulties, no Member State utilized the food stock under the reserve. 

Due to non-functioning of the reserve, it was considered essential to evolve mechanisms to 

make SAARC food security reserve operational. 

In order to overcome the shortcomings of the Reserve and to improve its functioning, the 

Council of Ministers, in its Meeting held in Islamabad on 2-3 January, 2004 recommended 

the establishment of a regional Food Bank, which was endorsed by the twelfth SAARC 

Summit held in Islamabad from 4-6 January, 2004. 

Thereafter India prepared a Concept Paper for the Food Bank which was widely discussed by 

the Food Security Reserve Board and the Technical Committee on Agriculture and Rural 

Development. By 2007 an Inter-governmental Expert Group finalised the text of the 

Agreement for the establishment of the Food Bank.  

Some of the new features of the Food Bank in comparison to the Food Security Reserve are: 

1. Scope of the Food Bank stands expanded beyond food emergencies. The Bank would 

act as a regional food security reserve for the SAARC Member Countries during 

normal time food shortages and emergencies.  
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2. Article V on withdrawal of food grains brings out a distinction between a food 

emergency and food shortage.  

Under Article V.2  

A food emergency shall mean a state or condition in which a Member 

Country, having suffered a severe and unexpected natural or man- made 

calamity, is unable to cope with such a state of condition by using its 

national reserve. 

 

Under Article V.3  

A food shortage shall mean a state or condition in which a Member 

Country has suffered a production shortfall and /or storage shortfall, and 

finds it difficult to cope with such a state or condition by using its national 

reserve, provided that the production of food grains in the current year is 

lower than the average of the production of the previous three years by 8 

percent. However, on specific cases a Member Country may initiate a 

request on seasonal basis considering the impact of such seasonal shortfall 

on annual production. 

3. The Agreement contains broad principles for determination of price. Prices, terms and 

conditions of payment in respect of the food grains would be directly negotiated 

between the concerned Member Countries, based on the guidelines for price 

determination (to be approved by the Food Bank Board periodically). A separate 

Article IX has been added to lay down broad principles. 

4. Article IV has been added specifying the quality of the reserve as detailed under 

Schedule II of the Agreement. 

5. Procedure for withdrawal of food grains has been made more specific.   

A Member Country in need shall be entitled to immediate withdrawal of food grains 

from its assessed reserve in case of emergencies under intimation to the Member 

Countries and the Board, and in any other cases by giving three months’ advance 

notice to the Member Countries and the Board of such withdrawal. 

6. The Food Bank incorporates a separate Article X on Institutional Arrangements. New 

elements include that each Member country shall designate Nodal Point(s), 

responsible for transacting all business at the national level related to operations of the 

Food Bank.  Besides, it provides private sector importers to obtain their requirements 

in contact with nodal points as per national regulation of each Member Country. 

7. The functions of the Food Security Board have been further amplified to include 

mechanisms to collect and disseminate relevant information to Member States as also 

to facilitate dispute resolution. (Article XI). 

When the Agreement on SAARC Food Bank was signed at the Fourteenth Summit (New 

Delhi, April 2007), total quantum was finalized at 241,580 Metric Tons of food grains from 

the original signatory Member States. At that time, contribution of Afghanistan was left to be 

added as they would join SAARC. At the First Meeting of the Food Bank Board (Colombo, 

Oct. 2008), Afghanistan agreed to set their contribution at 1,420 MT (of wheat). Thus, the 

total quantum stood at 243,000 MT. 

In context of addressing the Food Security challenges in the Region, SAARC Food Bank 

Board has come into operation since October 2008. Till date, the Board has met six times 
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[Colombo, 15-16 October 2008; Colombo, 12-13 February 2009; Kabul, 8-9 November 

2009].  

The third Meeting further recommended doubling its overall quantum i.e. to 486,000 MT 

given the rising need in the Region. It will be seen that the contribution of India was by far 

the highest. Bangladesh and Pakistan, the next highest contributors, provided equal shares. 

Table 9.1 gives the details. 

Table 9.1 Contributions to Reserves to SAARC Food Bank (‘000 Tons) 

Country Food Reserve Percent of Total 

India  306.00 63.01 

Bangladesh 80.00 16.47 

Pakistan 80.00 16.47 

Nepal 8.00 1.65 

Sri Lanka 8.00 1.65 

Afghanistan 2.84 0.58 

Maldives 0.40 0.08 

Bhutan 0.36 0.07 

Total 485.60 100.00 

                          Source: SAARC Secretariat (2012), as quoted in Pant (2011) 

By early 2009, a first request was also received from one Member State to avail the Food 

Bank. However, for the Food Bank to assume formal legal status, the ratification at that time 

was pending from one Member State. 

 

As stated in the SAARC Secretariat website, over these Meetings, the Board has finalized all 

the needed operational modalities/measures, in keeping with the Agreement. Each Member 

State has designated the godowns /storage facilities – in close proximity of respective border 

– where their earmarked quantum of food grain is stored - in terms of rice or wheat. 

 

Each country has also confirmed respective Nodal Point in the Ministry/Department of 

Food/Agriculture who would receive request(s) from counterparts in other Member States to 

expeditiously process request for food grains. 

 

The website further adds that modalities for determination of prices of food grains have been 

finalized, including through deferred payment. Certain guidelines to deal with emerging 

scenario have also been finalized. On the important mandate of the Board to periodically 

analyse the overall regional food grain scenario (requirement, production, shortfall/deficit) – 

existing as well as envisaged – the Board Members decided to directly interface with 

respective Ministry(ies) dealing with Agriculture (for production data), Food (for food grain 

requirement data) and Commerce/Trade (for export/import data); and validate the data within 

respective Governments for eventual collation at regional level
10

 Agreement on Establishing 

the SAARC Seed Bank. 

  

                                                           

10
 For details see SAARC Secretariat http://saarc-sec.org/areaofcooperation/cat-detail.php?cat_id=44). 

 

http://saarc-sec.org/areaofcooperation/cat-detail.php?cat_id=44
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It was in April 2010 that South Asian governments, in their declaration of the 16th SAARC 

Summit, agreed to promote cooperation for a regional seed bank in South Asia. Finally, at the 

17th SAARC Summit held in November 2011, they signed onto the SAARC Seed Bank 

Agreement; and the Framework for Material Transfer Agreement. The latter would be 

applicable to the operationalization of the SAARC Seed Bank Agreement, mainly for 

facilitating easy movement of seed and planting materials across South Asia. 

 

9.2 SAARC Seed Bank 
 

9.2.1 Salient features 
 

Another regional initiative for promoting food security in SAR has been the establishment of 

SAARC Seed Bank. Recognising the importance of regional collective self-reliance in 

agriculture for ensuring food security, the agreement establishing a SAARC Seed Bank was 

signed by foreign ministers of eight Member States in Addu, Maldives Summit held in 

November 2011. 

 

Among the objectives of the Seed Bank are to provide regional support to national seed 

security efforts; address regional seed shortages through collective actions and foster inter-

country partnerships; to promote increase in seed Replacement Rates (SRR); and to act as a 

regional seed security reserve for the Member States.(Art. II). 

 

Member States are required to collaborate with each other in the development of a list of 

common varieties of major priority/identified crops while recognising the need to preserve 

local/indigenous varieties as may be appropriate (Art. IV). 

 

Member States will develop a Common Minimum Seed Quality Standard (CMQS) and Seed  

Testing Procedures (STP) for different quality attributes (of all crops) e.g. genetic purity, 

germination capacity, physical purity, moisture content, seed health or others as specified by 

the Board, keeping conformity with the International Seed Testing Association (ISTA) 

procedures (Art.V).  

 

The seed reserve to be maintained under the seed bank shall consist of quality seeds of 

Common Variety (ies) of rice, wheat, maize, pulses and oilseeds earmarked by the member 

States as forming part of the reserve shall remain the property of the Member State which has 

earmarked it and shall be in addition to any national reserve that may be maintained by that 

Member State. (Art.VI).  

 

Article IX sets the procedure for the release of the seed from the reserve. The Member States 

in need shall directly notify, through its designated Nodal point(s), the other Member State(s), 

of the amount of seed required. The other Member state(s), on being so requested, shall take 

immediate steps to make necessary arrangements to ensure immediate and speedy release of 

the required quality seed, subject to availability. (Art. IX). 

 

A Member State that has released all or part of the seed forming its reserve shall replace such 

quantity as soon as practicable and, in any event, not later than one calendar year following 

the date on which the release of the seed took place (Art.X). 
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The prices, terms and conditions of payment, in kind or otherwise, in respect of the seed so 

released, shall be the subject of direct negotiations between the Member States concerned, 

based on the guidelines to be approved by the Seed Bank Board for determination of price, 

which shall be reviewed periodically. In the case of emergency, humanitarian aspects would 

be would be given due importance while determining prices (Art. XI). 

 

An institutional arrangement in the form of a Seed Bank Board consisting of one member 

from each Member State, one farmer representative on rotational basis from a Member State 

and two members from private sector to administer functioning of the Seed Bank and for its 

policy making has been provided for in the Agreement. The Board shall undertake activities 

to develop a list of common crop varieties, quality testing method, Common Seed 

Certification Standard and Procedures; facilitate harmonization of legislative measures; 

examine immediate short term and long term policy action, as may be considered necessary, 

to ensure adequate supplies of quality seeds in the region; review implementation of the 

provisions of the agreement and resolve any dispute or difference. The Board shall be 

assisted by the SAARC Secretariat which shall coordinate work of the Board, monitor all 

matters relating to the functions of the Seed Bank and convene and service meetings of the 

Board (Article XII, XIII and XV). 

 

To operationalize the Regional Seed Bank, the Framework for Material Transfer shall be 

applicable with a view to facilitate easy movement of seeds and plant materials across the 

Member States. The framework shall be performed in accordance with the existing laws, 

regulations and guidelines of SAARC Member States and the International Treaty on Plant 

Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. A Format for Material Transfer Agreement 

shall be used to exchange materials among the Member States as at Annex-A of the 

Annexure-I. (Annexure I is the full text of the Draft Agreement). 

10 Summary and recommendations 

10.1 Summary 

A review of the food scenario in SAR using secondary sources reveals that even though the 

production levels of cereals in all SACs remained higher in 2013 than their previous five-year 

averages, the forecasts for India, Afghanistan and Nepal for 2014 was lower than in 2013. 

Even though good harvests in some countries led to marginal decline in prices, these 

remained considerably higher in 2013 as compared to the previous year. The retail price 

index ranged from about 7.5 %for India, Bangladesh and Pakistan to between 14-15 per cent 

in Afghanistan, Nepal and Sri Lanka in 2013 over the previous year.  Bangladesh and Sri 

Lanka were by far the largest importing countries in the region; India and Pakistan were the 

major cereal exporting countries. 

Analysing secondary literature from FAO GIEWS on food outlook, the study notes that 

compared to average cereal production during 2009-13, the production has been favourable 

for Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal and the forecast is also favourable. For Pakistan and 

Sri Lanka while production in 2013 has been depressed, the forecast for 2014 has been 

favourable.  

The FAO survey brings out that most countries in the region are food deficit. Pakistan has 

overall food deficit even though being surplus in cereals. India is the only country in the 

region having sizeable food surplus both within South Asia and also with the rest of the 

world.  
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The rest of the study is based on primary data obtained from UN Comtrade database accessed 

through WITS platform. Looking at the nature of data availability, the study focusses on the 

period 2008-2012 using HS 2002 product classification. 

The study focusses on FPT classifying the same under different food typologies, based on 

their nutrient value and eliminating non-merit food products not essential for food security. 

This study thus builds up its own database for food products based on its own classification. 

Thus the study deviates from other studies on food security that include agricultural products 

in general for analysing food security.  

The study uses several methods for food products trade beginning from macro level of 

identified food categories, but going down to the micro level based on product analysis at 6-

digit HS (2002) classification. Using the tool of AMAF, the study identifies the food products 

that Member States could consider liberalisation both under SAFTA and under bilateral 

trading arrangements.   

Analysis of food products trade at the regional level for the year 2012 shows that while FPT 

was growing rapidly over the period 2008-2012, the share of South Asia in global food trade 

has been declining.  Nevertheless it remains at around 9% of total FPT which is higher than 

5% -the overall share of South Asia in the region’s global trade in all products. 

Regarding the composition of trade, it has been observed that three main product categories, 

viz., fruits and vegetables, cereals and sugar and related products accounted for around 75-

80% of regional trade during the period 2008-12. Since processed foods and meat and fish 

account for another 5% each, when these are added, around 85-90% of regional FPT would 

be accounted for by these food categories. In both export and import shares, the share of 

sugar and related products showed an unambiguous increase. 

It has been seen that in 2012 oils and fats, fruits and vegetables, and cereals were the most 

important product categories being traded by the SAR. In all cases SAR accounted for quite a 

minor share in the region’s global trade in these food categories.  

Annex tables linked to the main tables in the text brings out the details of trade flows of all 

products contained in each food product category at 6-digit HS. All the details of trade flows 

are now available for each product for deeper understanding. The AMAF for each product is 

then sorted and ranked in terms of value. The products having AMAF above US$ one million 

are then identified for further detailed analysis.  

As seen generally in other regions of the world, SACs have been protecting their agricultural 

sector more than their non-agricultural sector, both in terms of their average MFN as also 

their bound tariff obligations under WTO. Besides, given their concerns for livelihood 

security for their farmers, they have ensured that the margin between the two rates are 

substantial to provide them adequate flexibility to raise their applied rates should external 

circumstances so warrant, without violating WTO provisions. 

At the next stage the study carriers out detailed food product specific analyses of trade 

restrictiveness in terms of tariff barriers-global, regional and bilateral analysing the criss-

crossing sensitive lists on them. 

The following section examines two institutional arrangements for food security in the 

region, viz. the SAARC Food Bank and the SAARC Seed Bank, analysing their salient 

features and suggesting reforms for their operability. 
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10.2 Major recommendations 

In the SAR agriculture is more protected than non-agriculture. Given the nature and 

composition of trade flows in FPT in SAR, the three major sectors that need to be targeted for 

trade liberalisation are fruits and vegetables, cereals, sugar and related products and spices. 

By adding the processed foods and meat and fish sectors, almost the entire food sector would 

be covered.  

From an analysis of food product categories, the study moves deeper to analyse the 

underlying products under each product category for each regional member country. 

This study has highlighted the incidence of tariff barriers facing South Asian countries. Even 

though the level of protection of food products trade has come down through the SAFTA 

TLP and bilateral arrangements between India and Sri Lanka and between Pakistan and Sri 

Lanka, a large number of products are still contained in their sensitive lists. The study has 

identified these and highlighted particularly those that the supplying countries have export 

potential. 

It has been observed that the incidence of trade restrictiveness in terms of the prevalence of 

sensitive lists is far higher in Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and Bangladesh. These countries must 

take the lead to prune their sensitive lists. 

While moving under the path of trade liberalisation, SAARC Contracting States need to 

prioritise agricultural products for their removal from each countries sensitive lists. This 

study could help negotiators to identify their request list to include those in which they have 

high AMAF. Given the complexity of criss-crossing and overlapping bilateral and regional 

trading arrangements, the identification of such products, it is hoped, would be facilitated. 

While identifying the possibilities and path to trade liberalisation in agricultural products, the 

study has further brought out some anomalies in the notifications on their sensitive lists and 

the corresponding prevalence of preferential tariffs on the same food items thus restricted. 

Normally products under a sensitive list must be subject to MFN and not preferential tariffs. 

This study highlights some products under the sensitive lists by Contracting States being 

offered preferential rates substantially below their MFN rates. The countries in this region 

must address such anomalies if uncertainties in regional food trade are to be avoided. While it 

is not clear which notification is given precedence, the study recommends that the de jure 

preferential tariffs be made de facto to intensify the process of trade liberalisation in food 

products
11

.  

The study further recommends that the various notifications issued by the SAARC Secretariat 

could be accessible at the Secretariat’s website preferably in uniform harmonized 6 digit HS 

format and made available in both pdf and excel for ease of negotiation and facilitate research 

on regional trade liberalization. 

In terms of food categories cereals have the highest AMAF followed by sugar and related 

products. However in terms of actual trade flows, the most important items traded are fruits 

and vegetables, cereals and sugar and related products. Standardisation of these products 

should be given priority. A list of products that could be added by SARSO for further 

                                                           

11
 This would further the process of reducing the trade liberalisation imbalance between India and Pakistan-a 

long standing demand made by Pakistan. 
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standardisation has been highlighted in this study. The study has identified the major food 

suppliers of different product categories having high AMAF.   

Further, collective effort should be made by cereal surplus countries of this region to assure 

certainty of supplies to regional deficit countries in times of scarcity. India is already doing 

this in terms of its two neighbours-Nepal and Bhutan. As a goodwill gesture it may extend 

the same to other LDCs in the region. In addition, the South Asian Food Bank should be 

activated by improving its operability along the lines suggested in this study. 

While highlighting the export potential in food products of countries in South Asia, the 

sensitive nature of agriculture cannot be overlooked. It has to be recognised that farmers in 

the region are vulnerable to volatility of agricultural prices and could suffer from a surge in 

imports and consequent fall in import prices for domestically produced food products. 

Besides, the largest food supplier in this region-India is applying considerable subsidies in 

agriculture in terms of both input subsidies (such as in power and fertilizers) and minimum 

support prices. In spite of being abundantly surplus in food grains and other food products, 

paradoxically its population is also one of the most malnourished in the region. The country 

is committed to providing food security for its severely malnourished population as a core 

national policy. Another point to note is that the horticultural products in India are not 

availing of support prices nor are these the ones availing of input subsidies in any significant 

manner.  

SAFTA text provides a few safeguards in this respect which could be invoked should such a 

contingency arise. For instance Article 15 on balance of payments measures provides 

Notwithstanding the provisions of this Agreement, any Contracting State 

facing serious balance of payments difficulties may suspend provisionally 

the concessions extended under this Agreement.  

 

Further Article 16 relating to Safeguard Measures states  

If any product, which is the subject of a concession under this Agreement, 

is imported into the territory of a Contracting State in such a manner or in 

such quantities as to cause, or threaten to cause, serious injury to producers 

of like or directly competitive products in the importing Contracting State, 

the importing Contracting State may, pursuant to an investigation by the 

competent authorities of that Contracting State conducted in accordance 

with the provisions set out in this Article, suspend temporarily the 

concessions granted under the provisions of this Agreement. 

In practise the South Asian countries may find this option difficult to implement given the 

vastly disorganised nature of their farmers in agriculture. A Special Safeguard Mechanism 

has been provided for under the WTO Agreement on Agriculture as an interim measure. 

None of the South Asian countries have devised such a mechanism. 

In the above context it may be more feasible to design import tariff quotas should there be a 

sudden surge in imports of food imports. Both India and Pakistan have been applying this 

instrument in their respective bilateral free trade agreements with Sri Lanka. Further, India 
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has been applying this instrument under India Nepal Treaty of Trade, though not on food 

products
12

.  

A study by International Trade Centre (2012) also recommended that managed trade 

liberation in agricultural trade with India is more prudent policy option for Pakistan. Before 

transition to full trade liberalization in agricultural sector, the study suggests import quota 

regime (IQ) under the Pakistan Safeguard Ordinance 2002 (ITC 2012).
13

  

Some studies have highlighted the problems arising from operationalization of the SFB. As 

stated above, the trigger mechanism for eligibility to access the SFB under food shortage 

conditions has been limited to one benchmark only, namely, shortfall of production of food 

grains in the current year being lower than the average of the production of previous three 

years by 8 per cent. Such wide fluctuations are hardly demonstrated in historical perspective. 

Further, other equally commendable trigger mechanisms such as price volatility or lack of 

supply in the international market are not given consideration (Rahman 2012. p.22). A Report 

prepared by SAWTEE (2012) with reference to a case study for Nepal expresses the same 

view.
14

  

The quantum of reserves in relation to either total imports or domestic consumption of 

Member States has been found to be grossly insufficient (ibid.p.23).
15

To be effective, there is 

a case for increasing the size of the Reserve to at least one million metric tons. 

Certain anomalies in the functioning/ operationalization of the food security reserve need to 

be addressed. In case of emergencies a member can withdraw from its own reserves 

“immediately.” However in case of shortage it needs to give three months’ notice. This 

period is too long and needs to be brought down to no more than one month. 

                                                           

12
 Under Pakistan Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement Pakistan has been applying tariff rate quotas on tea, betel 

leaves, black tea while Sri Lanka has been applying the same on long grain rice, and potatoes. 

(www.doc.gov.lk/web/images/stories/PSFTA%20trq.pdf).Under India Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement India 

has been applying tariff rate quotas on tea, pepper, vanaspati, bakery shok tea, vanaspati and skimmed milk 

powder, fuits, cream filled biscuits, instant noodles, and 

margarine.(www.eximguru.com/notifications/18163.aspx)  
13

 The study suggests that the quantum of IQ may be fixed on the basis of average value of last five years import 

figures in each of tariff line in the agriculture sector. Non-transferable import quota may be awarded on first-

come first serve basis on payment of 5 %of the value of quota. On exhaustion of Import Quota, MFN bound rate 

tariff will progressively be applied. For example, a 10 %increase in imports above IQ limits would entail an 

increase of MFN applied tariff by 10 %and so on. The research finding support the trade liberalization efforts 

with India in agricultural sector as counterfactual policy of insulating domestic agriculture from import 

competition would be poverty and mal-nutrition inducing for Pakistani consumers especially for those in lower 

two quintiles of population (poorest 40 %) who spend almost 50-70 % of their income on food. 

 
14

 Analysing food production data for two decades, the Report states that shortfall in food grain production in 

Nepal was no more than 6.31 percent even in the severe drought year of 1992-93.(Sawtee 2012 p.41) 
15

 In case of Bangladesh for instance, when the total quantum of food stock in the food bank is considered 

(which is quite unlikely to be issued to a single country e.g. Bangladesh, at one go) it is found out that this 

would be equivalent to only 4.7 %of Bangladesh’s total import in an average year (Rahman 2012). A Report by 

Sawtee (2012), also points to this inadequacy. It states that the amount of food earmarked by all countries as 

SAARC Reserve (486,000) metric tons is equivalent 15.2%of domestic production of Sri Lanka, 7.5% of 

domestic production of Nepal, and only 0.2 % of that of India. A shortfall of 8%of food production requires 

much larger quantity of food grains than the Bank has in its reserve (SAWTEE, 2012, p40). 



South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1404 
 

67 
 

The agreement has some ambiguity with regard to replacement of stocks withdrawn. Article 

vii it talks of replacement forming a Member’s share not later than one calendar year. But in 

article viii.2 it states it shall replace not later than two years. Only one option, preferably the 

latter, should be accepted. 

There is also some ambiguity in price determination for released stock. The Agreement talks 

of market principle on the one hand and also maintains that it should be lower than what is 

available in the international market. In case of emergencies it states that humanitarian 

considerations should be given. The agreement talks of cost considerations when these should 

in fact be borne by the member States. 

(i) To address these anomalies, it is suggested that the Agreement should keep in mind 

three windows: Those that relate to emergencies-natural or human generated. Such 

emergencies should be dealt with as being in the nature of public good and in non-

commercial terms. 

(ii) Emergencies that are in the nature of shortages in which case market oriented pricing 

principle could be adopted with some discount. 

(iii)A window to be linked to food aid with such agencies such as World Food 

Programme. The SAARC Food Bank would be an ideal agency to attract food aid to 

the countries suffering acute shortages in the region. 

The trigger mechanism that entitles a Member State to draw grains from the reserve asks for 

too high a threshold for eligibility. It will be more appropriate to apply this mechanism for 

seasonal shortfalls since it may be too late when an annual shortfall is assessed. Further, 

looking at the experience on the ground, a 3%shortfall over the average seasonal production 

in the past three years may be a better indicator for a Member to seek food supply from the 

Bank.  

Further, the criterion of acute shortage, defined in terms of quantitative shortfall in 

production, needs to be supplemented by price trigger resulting from shortages. Price 

volatility beyond 10%, irrespective of production shortfall could entitle Members to seek 

supplies from the Food Bank.  

On institutional arrangements, it appears that the Food Security Board (FSB) has been 

saddled with too many responsibilities. Can the FSB undertake judicial functions for 

adjudicating disputes? It may be more appropriate to assign this function to the SAARC 

Arbitration Council. Noting that the composition of the SFB changes every two years, it may 

be more appropriate to assign most of its functions to an institutional organisation such as the 

SAARC Agricultural Centre with appropriate capacity building for dealing with its functions. 

As in the case of SAARC Food Bank, the SAARC Seed Bank also suffers from a number of 

operational limitations. The agreement has no provision about how to conserve genetic 

resources to empower local farmers to benefit from local seed systems. There is limited focus 

on agriculture research and development, including breeding of varieties that enhance food 

security and effective climate change adaption. 

The Seed Board needs to develop a set of guidelines to promote linkages between the seed 

Bank and the farming communities under the community seed banks to ensure that farmers 

also contribute to its operationalization through exchange of their materials. 

The role of the traditional seed system in ensuring seed and food security as well as 

promoting the conservation and sustainable use local genetic resources should not be 
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undermined. The Bank could consider the setting up of Regional conservation and 

Development Fund. 

Further, the seeds permitted include those of “common variety.” It is not clear what is 

included under it.  Member States are required to collaborate with each other in the 

development of a list of common varieties of major priority/identified crops while 

recognising the need to preserve local/indigenous varieties as may be appropriate (Art. IV). 

this process has to be initiated to reduce any ambiguity on this score.  

Besides, the common varieties are currently limited to include, wheat, maize, pulses and 

oilseeds. There is need to add millets that are gluten free and add to nutrition security. 

Besides, given that fruits and vegetables constitute the largest food category in FPT, it may 

be worthwhile to include their seeds to enrich intake of vitamins and promote more balanced 

nutrition given that these products are become more important with growing incomes. 

 

***** 
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Technical Appendix 

Additional Market Access Frontier (AMAF) for Product i: 

𝑨𝑴𝑨𝑭 =∑𝐦𝐢𝐧(𝑺𝑬𝒊,𝑴𝑰𝒊) − 𝑬𝑻𝒊

𝒏

𝒊=𝟎

 

Where: 

SEi = Supplier’s  Global Exports; 

MIi = Market’s  Global Imports; 

ETi = Supplier’s Existing Exports to partner’s Market. 

It is the minimum of supplier’s world exports and market’s world imports less supplier’s 

current exports. 

Summation over products gives the total or sectoral AMAF over all products/sector.  

 


	Development Paper_Agricultural Trade_1405_Cover page
	141125_Development Paper 1404_clean

