Halal market: a long way to go 

By Humair Ishtiaq 
Monday, 21 Dec, 2009 

WITH the recent establishment of Pakistan Halal Products Development Board (PHPDB), there is a general mood of optimism in relevant quarters that the country would soon have a sizeable share in the global halal-food exports.

The size of the global exports is estimated to be around $650-700 billion per year, and the Trade Development Authority of Pakistan (TDAP) puts meat economy at $2.1 trillion. The export figures are hugely attractive to work our way towards getting a share of the pie, noted a Lahore-based meat exporter.

Before anyone starts having misplaced notions about the country’s export prospects, Haroon Shafique, who has been nominated by the Lahore Chamber of Commerce and Industry to head the PHPDB, tried to put things into perspective. “No immediate results are targeted and none should be expected,” he said.

Elaborating, he pointed out that no groundwork is in place and the Board would have to start from a scratch. There are no laboratories, inspectors or trained staff available in the country to plan our own certification standards. The way out, he said, was to hire consultants from the International Standard Organisation (ISO) to start with.

These consultants, other than setting the certification parameters will also be training the locals. 

The board’s key objectives are to assist and facilitate the development of halal industry and processes in the country, but it will take “five to seven years, maybe more, to have an independent set-up of our own,” said Mr Shafique. 

The board would follow the standards set by the Organisation of Islamic Countries (OIC) through the Islamic Chamber Research and Information Center (ICRIC). The ultimate target, in the words of the PHPDB chief, would be “the standardisation of standards”.

While the Board is doing well to put tings into perspective in order to dash any misplaced hopes in the livestock sector, there are others in the field who wonder if at all the country has the potential to exploit the halal market.

Citing the fourth nationwide Livestock Census 2006 by the Agricultural Census Organisation, farmers point out that cumulative growth registered between the year 2000 and 2006 for the sector was 3.8 per cent, while, for a variety of reasons – population growth, urbanisation, rising per capita income etc. – the demand for meat is projected to grow by at least 6.5 per cent in the coming years. 
This leaves a massive gap in supply-and-demand situation locally. 

Each year, they say, the country does export meat and meat preparations, but according to them, the fact is beyond denial that shortage also leads to import and smuggling of meat. When there is not enough meet to cater to the local market, how one can start hoping to have a share of a global market, they wonder.

To address this particular issue, the Livestock and Dairy Development Board (LDDB) has initiated its Feedlot Fattening project which has taken the technology right down to the farmer’s doorstep. This involves diet plan, vaccination, and environment at the farm while discouraging the traditional method of grazing. 

Within 90-100 days, the carcass weight is practically doubled, making it an attractive proposition for the farmers at the individual level and for the economy at the national level.

Owing, at least partly, to the project, Pakistan has attained impressive growth in the meat export segment. In the year ending June 2009, exports of meat and meat preparations were worth $72.08 million-- an improvement of around 47 per cent over the preceding fiscal figure of $49.06 million. At the start of the year, the export target was set at $55 million, but as the Feedlot Fattening project started producing results, the target was revised to $71 million, but the end figure was over a million dollars more. 

The upward trend has continued in the running fiscal as well. According to figures released by the Federal Bureau of Statistics, export of meat and meat preparations increased by 36.53 per cent during the first four months of the ongoing financial year as compared to the first trimester in the preceding fiscal.

About 12,776 tons of meat and meat preparations were exported during July-October 2009 as compared to 8,829 tons during the same period last year. At a value of $32.63 million thus far, the end-year figure is projected to be at least around $100 million or about 40 per cent higher year-on-year basis.

All the major destinations in this context happen to be in the Gulf – the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar and Bahrain. When it comes to halal market, there is no escaping the fact that the country will have to get a foothold in other markets, especially Europe and North America. The major obstacle in the way, other than the halal certification, is the quality of produce which is a key factor in those markets.

Haroon Shafique believes the ISO certification will take care of that issue. “Quality control procedures will be inherent in any arrangement with the ISO and that will settle nerves of importers in developed countries,” he said.

Others are not quite convinced and Mr Shafique himself concedes that lack of consistency in terms of quality is a major concern, not just for the prospective halal exports, but also for orders in hand.

Every now and then one Gulf country or the other keeps slapping a temporary ban on meat and poultry imports from Pakistan owing to lack of quality control mechanism. It is only obvious that such standards in the developed part of the world are more stringent.

As for poultry, which is also a key component of the global halal market, Pakistan has a negligible share, having exported a mere $308,000 in the last fiscal. This in itself was a massive 72 per cent improvement over the preceding year, but in absolute value it is down to nothing. 

Earlier this year, the Saudi government lifted the ban that it had imposed on import of poultry-related products from Pakistan, but due to higher cost of production, local farmers have been unable to compete with the rest.

According to a poultry farmer in Karachi, a live chicken bird weighing around a kilogramme costs him around Rs70-75, while Brazil, which is among the leading exporters of chicken meat, supplies the same quantity in global market at around Rs60-65.

For having a share in the global halal market, the government will have to do much more than setting targets and creating boards, said one disgruntled farmer. “We need to first stablise what we already have in hand,” he concluded. 

