India’s Agri Exports Reach Historic High
According to a recent statement of the Ministry of Commerce & Industry, India’s agricultural exports have
touched USD 50 billion in 2021-22 which is the highest level achieved ever. Provisional figures released by
the Directorate General of Commercial Intelligence and Statistics (DGCI&S) indicate that the agricultural
exports have increased by approximately 20% during 2021-22.
As per the data, staples like rice ($ 9.65 billion), wheat ($ 2.19 billion), sugar ($ 4.6 billion), and other
cereals ($ 1.08 billion) were the highest earners during the year.
“The growth rate is remarkable, as it is over and above the growth of 17.66%, at $41.87 billion, achieved
in 2020-21 and has been achieved in spite of unprecedented logistical challenges in the form of high freight
rates, container shortages etc.,” stated the Ministry.
The Ministry attributed this impressive export performance to the COVID-19 outbreak during the first
quarter of 2020 which resulted in an increased demand for staples, providing an opportunity for increasing
agriculture exports. Even during the ongoing Russia–Ukraine war, India is supplying wheat and other food
grains in large quantities, thus brightening the country’s export prospects in the current financial year.
Tobacco can be a Major Export Commodity
Tobacco has the potential to become a major export commodity for India provided the cash crop is supported
by favorable regulatory and export policies.
India is the world’s second largest tobacco producer and a major exporter in the world. Exports of leaf
tobacco and tobacco products generate foreign exchange earnings worth Rs. 6,500 crores per annum.
Flue Cured Virginia (FCV) tobacco is the only variety which is in demand globally and India exports more
than half of the FCV produced in the country. FCV tobacco exports alone garner foreign exchange earnings
of around Rs. 3,000 crores annually.
The growing illicit cigarette trade induced by excessive taxation and overregulation; the resultant drop in
legal cigarettes have had a severe impact on the Indian FCV tobacco production. In fact, from a normal crop
size of 316 million kgs in 2013-14, the crop size has shrunk to 201 million kgs in 2020-21.
Drop in tobacco production in India merely incentivizes competitive leaf producing countries like Brazil,
Zimbabwe, Vietnam etc. to increase their production of leaf tobacco, substituting Indian tobaccos in the world
market. In fact, the Government of Zimbabwe has announced “Tobacco Value Chain Transformation Strategy”,
focusing on expanding FCV tobacco production from the current 200 million kgs to 300 million kgs.
Given the stress on FCV Tobacco production in the country due to the growing illegal cigarette trade,
resulting from excessive regulation and taxes, and withdrawal of export incentives, India has surrendered
its advantageous and pre-eminent position in global tobacco production and exports.
Tobacco exports were eligible for various export incentives under export promotion schemes under the
Foreign Trade Policy for 2009-14. However, those export incentives were not extended to tobacco and
tobacco products under the Foreign Trade Policy for 2015-20. This resulted in export of jobs and impacted
livelihood of lakhs of Indian tobacco farmers.

Although India currently grows more than 13% of the world’s tobacco, its value share of the US$ 11 billion global
tobacco leaf exports trade is only 5%. India has a huge potential to increase its share of global tobacco trade and
to fetch the country precious foreign exchange earnings by claiming its rightful share in the world trade.
For maintaining competitiveness of Indian tobaccos and to provide relief to the farming community,
government should include tobacco under the current tax rebate scheme RoDTEP to encourage exports.

