MARKET NEWS

11May2001  SRI LANKA: MARKET - ASIA PACIFIC - TRENDWATCH - SOFT DRINKS. 

The soft drinks industry in India has one of the lowest per capita consumption levels in the world, reports Food Chain Asia. Coke and Pepsi, realizing this at the beginning of the 1990s, set out to capture what was a huge opportunity. But the magazine said the market is still far from reaching its potential.

Look at the figures. In the Philippines, per capita consumption each year is about 150 bottles of soft drink a year; in Thailand, it is 38 bottles. Even in comparable markets, such as Pakistan and Sri Lanka, it is 30 and 23 bottles respectively. And in India? Just five bottles a year.

Food Chain Asia points to a number of problems.

One is the proliferation of fake brands in places like Goa, Mumbai, and New Delhi. It is possible to start up such an operation for as little as US$100, and many large retailers will supply these operators with empty bottles; in return they get their "Coke" or "Pepsi" at prices far below buying the real thing.

Another problem-and this applies to most product lines-is that 80 percent of India's population lives in one of 500,000 villages, many with poor road connections. It is a very price-sensitive market, and the transport outlays can amount to 10 percent of the cost of carbonated drinks. Add to that the monsoon season that disrupts road transport in many parts of the country.

Another factor that applies to a far wider range of products than just soft drinks is that this is a country with vast regional differences and 18 major languages, and tastes are different. For example, Mumbai people like milk-based beverages, while in the south the preference is for very sweet drinks.

Soft drinks are still seen as a luxury. And state governments often levy taxes on them; in West Bengal, one of the more militantly left-wing states in India, the authorities have created a tax regime aimed at preventing Coca-Cola from expanding its operations.
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CHINA NEWS

08May2001  CHINA: BEER INDUSTRY WARNED OF BUBBLES. 

By ZHOU KAN, Business Weekly staff.

Chinese breweries should not get too excited about their industry never going flat just because some entrepreneurs think that the industry is out of dangerous water, experts have warned. Earlier this year, the Beijing Yanjing Brewery purchased Qufu Sankong Brewery in East China's Shandong Province for 120 million yuan (US$14.48 million). Before that, the Tsingdao Brewery purchased two beer firms in Beijing for US$22.5 million. It also stunned the press when it purchased 75 per cent of the shares of Shanghai Carlsburg. Both purchasers were Chinese companies and the firms purchased happened to be foreign-funded ones. Some people saw this as a sign that foreign breweries were about to quit the Chinese market. According to official statistics, China's total beer production reached 22.31 million tons in 2000, ranking the industry second in the world, surpassed only by that of the United States. The number of Chinese beer consumers has increased 20 per cent annually in the last few years. Why did foreign breweries with their massive financial foundations and famous brands fail in China's huge market? High costs were one of the disadvantages faced by foreign breweries, according to experts. Foreign breweries paid high prices to enter the Chinese market. Then, they expanded their investments, upgrading the purchased facilities. The high costs led to high prices for their products. However, most Chinese beer consumers are ordinary citizens or farmers who want low-priced brands. The market for premium beer is limited in China. Also, the sales system and marketing strategy of foreign breweries did not suit the Chinese market, experts said. Foreign breweries often spent large sums supplying their products to high-class hotels or engaged in high-priced advertising campaigns. The results were not successful. Foreign beers now make up about 1 per cent of the Chinese market. They are mostly found in expensive hotels and entertainment centres frequented by foreigners. However, Chinese beer enterprises had a clear view of the local market. They promoted sales through various channels. Their products could be seen in shops and bars at various levels. Brisk business has secured the financial foundation upon which the domestic breweries have grown rapidly. The Tsingdao Brewery has purchased 34 beer enterprises across China in the last few years. Its annual production has increased from 400,000 tons to 3 million tons. Beijing's Yanjing Brewery has purchased five breweries since 1995 and its annual production exceeds 1 million tons. Although things look promising, Chinese entrepreneurs should not think that the "wolves" have gone from their door and will not come back, experts warn. Compared with the world's top 10 breweries each with an annual output exceeding 5 million tons, Chinese breweries, even the largest ones such as Tsingdao and Yanjing, are "little brothers." There are also big gaps in the production techniques of Chinese and foreign breweries. In China, the production of one ton of beer requires an average of 10 tons of water, 160 kilowatt-hours of electricity and 100 kilograms of coal. In Western countries, the production of one ton of beer consumes only 5 tons of water, 130 kilowatt-hours of electricity and 80 kilograms of coal. Furthermore, foreign brands enjoy a better reputation on the world market. Foreign beer makes up a small part of the Chinese market. However, there are still some brands that have witnessed remarkable progress on the Chinese market. Blue Ribbon, for instance, has become the second largest selling canned beer in China. After China enters the World Trade Organization, the tariff on beer will drop 58 per cent. Experts predict that imported beers may swallow up 5 per cent of the Chinese market in the next five years. (Copyright 2001 by China Daily). 

Sources: BUSINESS WEEKLY (CHINA) 08/05/2001 

BUSINESS NEWS

05May2001  THAILAND: FOOD PRODUCTION - Liquid eggs to replace imported products. 

Factory capacity could be doubledPhusadee Arunmas and Chulaporn WongkaewkhiawCharoen Pokphand Food Plc claims to be the first company in Thailand to produce liquid eggs for the food industry, a venture that will absorb the domestic oversupply of eggs and replace imports of the product.

Adirek Sripratak, the senior vice-president, said that as many food producers had to import frozen liquid eggs and powdered eggs as essential ingredients, CPF saw an opportunity to expand its business by opening a processing plant in Nong Chok, Min Buri, for 50 million baht last year.

The plant has an annual production capacity of 3,000 tons of liquid eggs made from 60 million eggs. The products include processed whole eggs, whites and yolks. Last year, Thailand paid 162 million baht to import a total of 696 tons of powdered eggs and frozen liquid eggs, up from 69 million baht for 292 tons in 1999. The products are ingredients in baked products and mayonnaise, as well as batter for shrimps and chicken. "If the business grows continually, we will double the capacity as only 10 million baht additional investment would be required for the second phase," Mr Adirek said. The products are processed in two ways, either refrigerated at zero to 4 Celsius, giving a shelf life of 10 days, or frozen at -20, sufficient for six months. CPF says that its liquid eggs are better than using imported powdered eggs because the local product is fresher. As well, the imported powder is priced at 260 baht per kilogramme, including 30% tax, while the local liquid alternative is 60 baht.

CPF supplies food producers including Novartis (Ovaltine), Bestfoods (mayonnaise) and Surapol Seafood. Thai Airways International is considering the use of liquid eggs to replace fresh eggs for making in-flight meals.

Mr Adirek said CPF expected to replace Thailand's total imports of frozen liquid eggs from Europe, now totalling between 600 and 700 tons per year. The company has asked the Livestock Development Department to certify its plant for the export of liquid eggs to some Asian countries including Singapore, Malaysia and Hong Kong.

Mr Adirek said he was confident the Thai product could compete with those from the European Union because the EU would be compelled by free trade agreements to cut subsidies on a wide range of farm goods. Although the poultry industry has expressed interest in CPF's venture, Mr Adirek said the factory might not help stabilise egg prices because the volume used in the industry was very low compared with 8.25 billion eggs likely to be produced in Thailand this year. Sanchai Chuanchairat, the president of the Hen Egg Farmers Traders and Exporters Association, said the projected production figure was down from 8.37 billion last year but up from 8.09 billion in 1999.

Production costs had risen to about 1.35 baht per egg this year from 1.20 baht last year, while the retail price was 1.80 to 1.90 baht, he said. As domestic consumption was expected to average 130 eggs per consumer, about the same as last year, the industry had to find other retail channels such as exports. Last year, Thailand exported 80 million eggs, compared with 28 million in 1999. The local price slump last year led farmers to dump eggs by exporting to Hong Kong. This year, exports were expected to total about 60 millions eggs, he said. 

Sources: BANGKOK POST 05/05/2001 P1 

09May2001  AUSTRALIA: Australia takes aim at Japan's food industry. 

By Gary Cox

CANBERRA, May 9 (Reuters) - Australia's leading trade promoter said on Wednesday it aimed to counteract an expected slump in exports to its number one market, Japan, this year by targeting the food service industry.

Food is already Australia's second largest export to Japan, accounting for A$4.2 billion or 19 percent of trade to Japan in 2000, and giving Australia a 6.6 percent share of a market worth 327 billion yen in 2000 against the 30 percent U.S. slice.

Peter Bergman from the North East Asia office of Australia's Trade Commission (Austrade), said Australian companies were better off expanding into the competitive Japanese market by selling products to the food service industry rather than trying to compete in the cut-throat retail sector.

"The sheer size and force of the U.S. in the Japanese market is something we have always been butting our heads against, they're much bigger, much more aggressive and they're a real force to be reckoned with," Bergman told a media briefing.

"You have got to recognise that the U.S. name counts for an awful lot, there is still the belief in the hearts of many parts of Asia that if it is from the U.S. it must be superior."

Plans by Japan's new Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi to increase Japan's 40 percent self-sufficiency rate also threatens trade prospects but Australia is optimistic about future exports.

"McDonalds sales grew to A$6.6 billion, Skylark sold A$3.3 billion and Kentucky Fried sold 2.2 billion," Bergman said.

"Imagine simply being the supplier of the cheese sprinkled on top of a pizza for one of these organisations, we are talking about a huge market."

Burgman said Japan's self-sufficiency was still declining, while the Asian economic crisis reforms and the effect of Australia's exchange rate meant the food trade could boost exports to Japan.

"The consistent message is that the Asian crisis was good for us because in effect it opened doors for us where they had previously been closed," he said.

"There was a feeling previously that Japan was very well provided for thank you very much and what can Australia offer."

"That is no longer the case and the agricultural sector in Japan is declining as residential and other types of land use take over, their self-sufficiency is declining and no one would deny that the exchange rate is very important to us and has benefited many Australian companies," Bergman said.

The A$25.5 billion worth of goods and services Australia sold to Japan in 2000 represents a quarter more than was sold to the whole of Europe, two thirds more than sold to the United States and four times the amount sold to China.

Australia and Japan are also expected to consider an Australia-Japan Trade and Investment Facilitation Agreement (TIFA) discussed by their respective governments in late April.

(C) Reuters Limited 2001. 

Sources: REUTERS NEWS SERVICE , REUTERS NEWS SERVICE 09/05/2001 

09May2001  VIETNAM: Enterprises - First Dairy Joint Stock Company to Be Established. 

Vietnam's leading dairy producer, Vinamilk, is completing procedures to set up the first joint stock company in the dairy sector,to be called the Saigon Milk Joint Stock Company, with a registeredcapital of 100 billion ($6.9 million).

Vinamilk had a total production value of VND1.277 trillion ($88million) and revenues of VND1.6 trillion ($110.3 million) betweenJanuary and April, an increase of 72% and 64% respectively compared tothe same period last year. It also earned $72.2 million from exportingdairy products to the US and the Middle East, recording a rise of113%.

The producer will put into operation a milk plant in the southernprovince of Can Tho on May 16 and another in the central province ofNghe An in the fourth quarter of 2001.

(c)2001 Toan Viet Limited Company. 

02May2001  INDIA: FOOD CORPORATION OF INDIA TO INCREASE FUND BORROWING. 

NEW DELHI, May 2, Asia Pulse - The Indian government has allowed state-owned Food Corporation of India (FCI) to borrow funds proportionate to their stock holding.

An amendment to this effect was approved by the federal cabinet, according to parliamentary affairs Minister Pramod Mahajan.

As per the current ceiling, FCI was permitted to borrow a maximum of Rs 229.45 billion (US$4.9 billion) at a paid-up capital of Rs 22.95 billion, Mahajan said, adding that this amount was not sufficient to meet the FCI's requirement of procurements.

"As procurement levels are on the increase, the working capital requirements need to be enhanced," the minister said.

This amendment would also dispense with the need to approach the federal government whenever a problem of liquidity arose.

(PTI).

(c) 2001 Asia Pulse Pte Limited

Asia Pulse gives no warranty or guarantee as to the accuracy of the information, Asia Pulse shall not be liable for errors or omissions in, or delays or interruptions to or cessation of delivery of, the data through its negligence or otherwise. 

Sources: ASIA PULSE 02/05/2001 

REUTERS Business Briefing , 15-5-2001

MARKET NEWS

04May2001  MALAYSIA: Consumption of dairy products increases. 

KUALA LUMPUR, Thurs. - The smart partnership forged between Australia's dairy industry and local livestock farmers since 1974 has increased the country's consumption of milk and dairy products. Veterinary Services Department's deputy director-general Datuk Dr Hawari Hussein said Malaysians consumed an estimated 750 million litres of milk which had been processed into dairy and liquid products last year. This reflected an increase in consumption as a result of the industry's rapid expansion over the years. He said this after launching the "Malaysian-Australian Milk Hygiene Programme" which aims to assist local dairy farmers improve the quality of milk and dairy products.

(c) 2001 New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Berhad. 

07May2001  JAPAN: Low-malt beer competition heats up. 

Low-malt beer competition heats up - Kirin, Sapporo strike back against Asahi offensive - brewers see new revenues - in cocktails, other drinks.

The coming summer looks to be another hot one, and drink makers couldn't be happier at the prospect of thirsty people knocking back can after can of something cold. Competition in the peak season is likely to focus on two growth segments: low-malt beers and new kinds of cocktails.

Kirin Brewery Co. and Sapporo Breweries Ltd. will roll out new low-malt beers in June, raising to 10 the number of labels in the fast-growing market segment. The popularity of the Asahi Honnama label from Asahi Breweries Ltd., which entered the low-malt market in February, prompted the rivals to launch the new products.

Kirin, releasing its first new label in three years, will stress the taste and package design of its new low-malt beer in advertising. The brewery targets sales of over 1 million cases (a case holds the equivalent of 20 633ml bottles).

Currently, its only low-malt beer is Kirin Tanrei, put on the market in February 1998 and completely revamped at the end of January. Kirin decided to release another low-malt brew because its total beer shipments in the January-March quarter are estimated to have been surpassed by those of Asahi for the first time ever. Sapporo's new beverage will raise the number of its low-malt brands to four, the highest in the industry. Both firms will only sell the brews in the summer, to gain a seasonal tinge.

Summer is "a crucial stage in the low-malt beer competition," Sapporo President Tatsushi Iwama said.

In addition, leading whiskey distiller Suntory Ltd., which has had unexpected success with its first low-malt beer, plans to market a new low-malt beer this month.

The increase in the number of low-malt labels is likely to accelerate the trend away from regular, full-strength beer. Low-malt varieties accounted for 29.7% of total beer shipments in the January-March period.

Asahi President Shigeo Fukuchi said, "It would not be to our advantage to increase the low-malt beer lineup right now because the brand image of low-malt brews is not yet as established as regular beers." The company plans to focus on marketing its Honnama low-malt brand.

Furthermore, the big breweries are intensifying their efforts to expand their lineup of premixed cocktails in cans and bottles, for example, rolling out chuhai, an alcoholic drink mixed with carbonated fruit juice. Working with group firms, the beer makers aim to become comprehensive alcoholic beverage providers. Looking to secure new revenue sources, they are already competing in the markets for sake, shochu distilled spirits and wine.

Later this month, Asahi plans to market canned chuhai developed jointly with subsidiary Nikka Whisky Distilling Co. Kirin is expected to follow suit in July with a similar product and also intends to enter the shochu market.

Because of Japan's declining birth rate and rapidly aging population, the market for alcoholic beverages has shown little growth overall. The expansion by brewers into wider markets is also expected to force producers of other kinds of alcoholic beverages, such as shochu brewer Takara Shuzo Co. and wine maker Mercian Corp., to devise measures to meet the challenge.

Asahi's first low-malt beer, Honnama, got off to a strong start. Releasing the product on Feb. 21, the brewery adopted a "red storm strategy" of blitzing consumers with the brand's bright red packaging. The launch strategy seems to have worked: By the end of March, the brewery had already shipped 6.16 million cases, leading it to revise upward its annual sales target to 20 million cases from the original 15 million. One of the reasons for Honnama's stunning success is the brewery's decision to focus on convenience-store sales rather than fight for space at corner liquor stores.

Point-of-purchase advertising has turned refrigerators at major convenience stores into a veritable Honnama showcase, with the product filling the best part of the shelves and overwhelming the eyes with a "red storm." One Tokyo convenience store is said to have dozens of cases stored in a back room.

Asahi has been very friendly with the big convenience-store chains, although other retailers have complained of stock shortages. Asahi's Fukuchi stressed that the company does not discriminate between retailers. But he added, "Low-malt beer is a laid-back drink, and convenience stores offer a sales route that reflects that."

Seven-Eleven Japan Co., the leading operator of convenience stores, has been most sensitive to Asahi's marketing proposals. "We judged from tests that Honnama was a product we should handle, and our franchisees' responses have been positive," said a chief merchandiser at the chain's food products department. When the campaign got under way, the store placed six-packs of Honnama on the shelves at eye-level to help attract attention. The chain also quickly decided to purchase in volume, "fearing a product shortage more than of inventory buildup."

Seven-Eleven secured one-month worth of sales in the first order, enabling it to sell the product at all 5,500 outlets that are licensed to handle alcohol. It is estimated to have sold in the first month an average of 100 cans per day per store.

A senior manager at Kirin, which boasts the best-selling low-malt Kirin Tanrei - shipments come to 66 million cases a year - said he was following Asahi Honnama sales day by day. Just as reports are surfacing of stock shortages of Asahi Honnama, Kirin has launched a marketing blitz for Kirin Tanrei at supermarkets and discount stores.

Kirin's "blue lightning" marketing strategy is its response to Asahi's "red storm." It is beefing up ad spending by 20%. Just as Asahi's Super Dry and Kirin's Ichiban Shibori have gone head to head in regular beer, Kirin Tanrei and Asahi Honnama are likely do so in the low-malt segment.

Thanks to aggressive promotions, Kirin had a noticeable lead over Asahi in low-malt beer sales at supermarkets and discount stores. At convenience stores, however, Kirin Tanrei and Asahi Honnama are locked in a close race. "We change our strategy depending on the moves of our opponents," explained one Kirin official.

(c) Nihon Keizai Shimbun, Inc. 

08May2001  SOUTH KOREA: Foreign Food Chains Blossom[QQ)Family restaurants offering non-Asian food are enjoying a ... 

Foreign Food Chains Blossom[QQ)Family restaurants offering non-Asian food are enjoying a thriving business here in line with the growth of the nation's food service industry.

[QQ) According to the National Statistical Office (NSO), the food service industry was estimated at 30 trillion won last year.

[QQ) As young Koreans are showing a preference for Western brands with their diet patterns becoming more international, non-Korean restaurants are growing across the republic.

[QQ) The majority of international fast food and family restaurants doing business in Korea are success stories. Many others are planning to open shop here.

[QQ) Swensen's, a Canadian global family franchise restaurant, plans to open its first local franchise in the downtown shopping area of Myongdong on May 12.

[QQ) Starbucks, a Seattle based coffee chain, has branches in both Seoul and Pusan. It plans to open 3 more branches this month.

[QQ) "Starbucks opened 18 chains, including three in Pusan, over the past three years and plans to open 30 branches nationwide this year. Korea is the most successful market for Starbucks among the 22 countries where it does business. While it normally takes three years to break even, it takes just one year here," said Jason Yang, spokesperson from Starbucks Korea.

[QQ) The Starbucks in Myongdong, the largest branch in the world, attracts approximately 2,000 customers daily during weekdays and 2,500 on the weekend, he added.

[QQ) The Korea Food Institute predicts that sales of major global family restaurants such as TGIF, Bennigans, and Marche will rise over 30 percent this year from the pervious year. In particular, its material said that the Outback Steak House would show 100 percent growth this year.

[QQ) Global food and drinks franchise companies kicked off business here in the 1980s. The first arrivals were McDonalds in 1998, Burger King in 1982 and Pizza Hut in 1984.

[QQ) An industry source said that the early 1990s were the shifting point for the local food service industry.

[QQ) Some international restaurant chains, including McDonalds and Baskin-Robbins, entered the Korean market through a joint venture with a local company.

[QQ) Other chains, such as KFC, Burger King, TGIF, and Starbucks, lent their brand name at a premium to local companies that do their business by utilizing their brand premium.

[QQ) Shim Bong-kyu, president of the Korea Food Institute, said the success of global family restaurant chains is mainly due to global brand power and advanced marketing tools and strategies. Also, it's because most of the younger generation enjoy a wider variety of cuisines.

[QQ) "Korean restaurants have become ever larger and larger and moved into franchising, influenced by the presence of global fast food restaurants since the 1980s. But most of them lack investment money compared to global companies and simply don't know how to market and promote their brand," Shim explained.

[QQ) "It is necessary for Korean restaurants to benchmark themselves against more successful companies, standardizing their lineup and building a system of franchises. In addition, they need to upgrade service quality in order to go overseas," Shim said.

[QQ) He is also concerned that as Koreans have a frantic preference for global brands, competition has been escalating among local companies to bid for international brand licenses. This leads to high premiums and a high cost of food.

[QQ).

(c) 2001 hk internet Co. for the Korea Times. 

11May2001  JAPAN: MARKET - EUROPE - MARKET FOCUS - MAJOR SHIFTS IN FOOD CONSUMPTION. 

After Japan, Europe is arguably the world's most demanding food market. Not only are basic considerations like taste and price important, but a host of political and social issues have come into play. For example, European nations have taken some of the strongest stands in opposition to the consumption of genetically modified (GM) foods. Animal rights advocates have also managed to set livestock production standards that are prohibitively strict for many developing nations.

Even though some headway has been made in recent years, Europe still remains a relatively closed market to agricultural imports. Excessive agricultural subsidies and a host of restrictions make it difficult for producers of basic food crops in developing nations to gain a foothold in the market. A number of developing nations have rightfully accused European nations of using environmental and animal rights issues to erect barriers of disguised protectionism.

All Material Subject to Copyright
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Sources: ASIA INTELLIGENCE WIRE , MARKET NEWSLETTER: EUROPE 05/2001 

REUTERS Business Briefing , 15-5-2001

05May2001  USA: FOOD & DRINK - Made in the US - Japan's national drink - SAKE. 

By STEPHAN SOMOGYI.

In spite of being quintessentially Japanese, sake is enjoying growing popularity outside its home country.

While the 1,800-plus breweries in Japan primarily serve local markets, much of the sake consumed outside Asia is produced in San Francisco and its environs, where the largest concentration of sake breweries outside Japan resides.

A consistently mild climate, ready access to water suitable for sake brewing, and California's Sacramento Valley, where sake's core ingredient - rice - is cultivated in abundance, make the location ideal.

These US producers, one of which is the only non-Japanese-majority-owned sake brewery in the world, have started bringing sake, particularly high-quality sake, to the attention of increasing numbers.

Sake is stereotypically found, heated, in small ceramic flasks in Japanese restaurants. What is less well known is that only poorer quality sake is heated, and that better products - usually referred to as premium sake - should be chilled, like white wine.

Good sake and good white wine are similar in other ways. Both tend to have subtle, occasionally even sparse, flavours - ranging from dry to sweet - that can be overpowered by highly flavoured food.

Ozeki is the oldest of the west coast sake breweries, established in 1979. Innovative US brewers, in particular the Forest Grove, Oregon-based SakeOne, have made efforts not only to draw the uninitiated to sake, but also to provide both introductory as well as high-quality versions.

Both SakeOne, as well as Napa-based Hakusan, offer sakes infused with fruit aromas as a bridge to the real thing. Those who already know and like conventional sake are likely to find the infused versions at best barely palatable, as they are comparatively cloying and anything but subtle. In spite of this, these sakes are apparently enjoying success with those who otherwise find regular sake too daunting to try.

Sake is made by milling rice and polishing the kernels to a certain level before they are boiled and fermented to anywhere between 12 and 17 per cent alcohol by volume.

The greater the amount of kernel that is polished away, the more refined the final sake is. Sake rice is also distinct from other rice because its starchy core is proportionally larger.

While sake quality is defined in large part by the degree of milling and polish, one other key distinction is made.

A junmai sake is one made exclusively from the following four ingredients: rice; koji, a mould that converts the rice's starch into sugar for fermentation; yeast; and water. In contrast, honjozo sakes, many of which are considered to be very good, have neutral distilled alcohol added to the finished sake to fine-tune their flavour and maintain consistency.

Under US law, the addition of distilled alcohol to sake is not permitted. As a result, only junmai sakes are brewed for sale in the US. While honjozo sake may still be imported, it is taxed as a spirit and is therefore quite expensive.

Beyond the added alcohol question, the most widely used means to describe a sake's quality is how much of the original rice kernel was left to ferment.

Tokubetsu sake is made from rice that has had between 30 and 40 per cent of the kernel milled away, removing the comparatively stronger-tasting exterior.

Ginjo sake is made from rice that has had between 40 and 50 per cent of its exterior milled. And the highest grade, daiginjo, uses rice that has lost more than 50 per cent. Any sake that does not fall into these categories, because it has had less than 30 per cent milled away, is known as futsu sake; this is what is usually served heated.

Probably the best place to start exploring one's individual taste in sake is at a well-stocked Japanese restaurant.

Those new to it may find the smell off-putting. Just as some cheeses need getting used to, so does sake's aroma. Sakes frequently have floral and fruity notes, especially daiginjo, but the smell of rice, remnants of koji and alcohol, is less inviting - or familiar - than the bouquet of even the driest white wine.

But regardless of whether you are searching for the right introductory drink, or are already familiar with it, if you live outside Asia, the odds are high that you will be drinking a US-made sake. These are made mostly from original Japanese recipes, and have the additional purist's advantage of no added alcohol.

(c) Copyright Financial Times Ltd. All rights reserved. 

INVESTMENT NEWS

04May2001  VIETNAM: Debates over Beer Production Expansion in Central Vietnam. 

The Thanh Nien (Young People) Newspaper yesterday raised thequestion of whether it is proper to be pouring such a huge amount ofmoney into beer production in the country's thinly populated centralregion.

The paper estimated that there are now up to ten beer plants in theregion, which stretches from Quang Binh province to Binh Dinh province.The highest capacity of one of the plants is 30 million liters per yearand the lowest is several million liters. There are also a number ofother similar products brought into the region for sale.

"With seven million people in the region, of whom only 1.5 millionare urbanites and the remainder are farmers, is it possible for them toconsume over 80 million liters of beer a year when not all of theregion's population are drinkers?" the paper asked.

The paper said by the end of last month, one of the poorer coastalprovinces in this region had started construction of a VND100 billion($6.89 million) beer plant using "Europe's most modern equipment". Theplant will produce 10 million liters of beer in the first year ofoperation and is expected to double the output over the ensuing years.Yet another beer plant in this province was forced to cease operationsrecently, leaving a loss of almost VND3 billion ($207,000).

It added that this poor province reportedly only earns annualrevenue of a mere several hundred billion dong and has a poverty rate of20%.

(c)2001 Toan Viet Limited Company. 

04May2001  TAIWAN: Watson's accused of selling questionable food products. 

By The China Post Staff.

Independent lawmaker Lin Ruey-tou yesterday accused Watson's, a popular drugstore chain, of selling questionable food in its stores in order to illegally pocket millions of NT dollars.

Lin's latest "attack" against the pharmacy chain was seen by many as part of his continuing effort to bring down Watson's, after he first accused the company of insurance fraud earlier this year.

According to Lin, in a series of tests conducted by the government's Department of Health as many as 7 products advertised as so-called "nutritional food" and sold at Watson's stores have been found to contain less nutritional value than their makers claimed.

Aside from the less-than-candid marketing scheme, the Independent lawmaker also accused Watson's of contracting manufacturers to produce inferior products with packaging resembling that of top-selling brands, so it could sell the second-rate goods for a large profit.

In response to the lawmaker's charge, company officials from the drugstore chain yesterday said they would soon launch an internal investigation and pull the products off the stores' shelves if they were indeed "defective" as the legislator has claimed.

Meanwhile, in light of the legislator's charge, officials from the government's Bureau of Food Sanitation (BFS) yesterday said that since, under the current law, food companies could not market their products as "nutritional food," makers of the batch of the products advertised as such have clearly broken the law.

Chen Lu-hung, BFS' deputy director, said the drugstore chain and manufacturers of the disputed products would be asked to immediately recall their merchandise and remove them from the stores.

In addition to the product recall, Chen said his agency would also exact fines between NT$30,000 and NT$150,000 on the companies for untruthful advertisements.

(c) 2001 The China Post. All Rights Reserved. 

07May2001  AUSTRALIA: Dairy exporters benefit from foot and mouth. 

The dairy industry is experiencing strong renewed demand for products such as skim milk powder, following the foot and mouth outbreaks in Europe.

The latest tender from the Agriculture and Livestock Industry Corporation of Japan had resulted in Australian processors securing contracts for 1170 tonnes of Super A Grade skim milk powder.

Australian exporters achieved about 35% of the total tender, or contracts valued at nearly $6 million.

Sandy Murdoch, managing director of the Australian Dairy Corporation, announcing the tender last week, said the Australian industry's success in Japan again highlighted the importance of being seen as a high quality, reliable supplier.

"We are seeing a strong demand for skim milk powder from countries free of foot and mouth disease, like Australia," Mr Murdoch said.

He said the industry had steadily built its export markets, and Australia was now the world's third largest dairy exporting nation. Exports were now worth more than $A2.5 billion a year.

In the case of the ALICJ tender, the ADC was a single-desk seller, helping exporters achieve the best outcomes.

(c) 2001, Ian Huntley Pty Ltd. 

06May2001  THAILAND: GENETICALLY MODIFIED FOOD - Farmers told to expect tough patent laws in the future. 

Strong trade barriers also on the cardsRanjana WangvipulaThai farmers could face monopolistic trade practices and stronger trade barriers if the country opens its doors to genetically modified products, academics say.

Companies could invoke intellectual property laws to protect rights on GM products, making life difficult for farmers, said Jakkrit Kuarpoth, of Sukhothai Thammathirat University's law faculty.

He was speaking at a seminar at the Thai Society of Environmental Journalists.

By patenting goods such as GM seeds, companies could monopolise them, causing problems for farmers who relied on them. Somwang Tragoonvong, director of Biotech's DNA Technology Laboratory, said developing countries dependent on GM technology could be the first victims. Products were already being patented by companies in the United States.

"Growing a GM plant requires many steps and each of them is patented," he said.

Mr Somwang said trading partners could throw up trade barriers to Thai goods if they contained GM elements.

Mr Jakkrit admitted that concerns about GM food safety stemmed from reasons other than scientific ones since there was no evidence to prove the products were harmful.

Vitoon Lianchamroon, of Biothai, said associations of physicians in the US and Britain warned against eating GM food. A law was needed to protect consumers in the absence of scientific proof that GM food was safe, he said. Labelling was a good start. Cross-breeding between GM and local plants should also be stopped, he said. 

Sources: BANGKOK POST 06/05/2001 P3 

09May2001  JAPAN: Matsushita Seiko develops food poisoning tester. 

Matsushita Seiko Co. said Wednesday it has developed a device that can quickly determine whether food or cooking utensils are contaminated with microbes that can cause food poisoning, such as E. coli bacteria and Staphylococcus aureus.

The system takes only 10 minutes to complete the test, which in the past has typically taken more than a day, the company said.

Matsushita Seiko, an electric machinery maker focusing on environment and health-related products, plans to put the device on the market by December, targeting food companies. The system will be priced around 1 million yen.

The company said the new system, which is user-friendly, can detect the presence of all microbes, but cannot specify what kinds to the user.

(c) 2001 KYODO NEWS. 

09May2001  MALAYSIA: SERVICE TAX ON BEVERAGES AND FOOD TO BE ABOLISHED NEXT WEEK. 

KUALA LUMPUR, May 9 (Bernama) - As from next week the f ive per cent service tax levied on food, beverages and tobacco products sold at certain categories of outlets will be abolished effective May 15, Deputy Finance Minister Datuk Chan Kong Choy announced today.

Its abolition followed appeals by operators of such outlets that it was problematic for them to impose such service tax since their customers are largely low-income earners, Chan said.

The exemption applies only to outlets categorised as "class two and class three public houses and class two beer houses".

"This tax is waived for food, soft drinks and tobacco products only. The levy of the service tax on liqour, including beer, stays," Chong told reporters at Parliament House lobby when asked to elaborate on his speech winding up debate in the chamber on the Service Tax (Amendment) Bill 2001 earlier.

Chan explained that class one public houses are those operating from 10 am to midnight, class two, 10 am to 10 pm and class three, 10 am to 9 pm.

As for beer houses, class o ne premises are those operating from 10 am to midnight and class two from 10 am to 10 pm.

Chan elaborated that the service tax exemption would not cover restaurants with annual turnover of RM500,000.

The tax was originally imposed on all classes of public and beer houses in January this year.

Earlier, when winding up the debate on the bill Chan said the amendments sought to exempt the service tax for Malaysian insurance companies providing "exported taxable services".

This means the companies concerned need not pay service tax when providing insurance coverage abroad.

"The amendments seek to promote the local insurance industry which previously had to pay service tax for provision of coverage overseas," Chong added.

The bill was later passed.

- BERNAMA

NM HS RYN.

(c) 2001 Bernama - Malaysian National News Agency. 

08May2001  INDIA: Sri Lankan minister seeks transfer of dairy technology. 

By Our Special Correspondent.

BANGALORE, MAY 7. The Bangalore Milk Union's dairy in the City had a VIP visitor on Monday in the Sri Lankan Minister for Estate Infrastructure and Livestock Development, Mr. S.R.M.Arumugan Thondaman, who was shown around the dairy by the Minister for Animal Husbandry, Mr. A.Krishnappa.

While Mr. Krishnappa told presspersons that BAMUL products could be exported to the island nation, his Sri Lankan counterpart said if there was technology transfer, his country could become self-sufficient in milk products. The ongoing civil war need not come in the way of livestock development. His was a private visit and Mr. Krishnappa had persuaded him to visit the dairy which was considered to be an Asian model, he added.

The Bangalore Dairy was set up as a joint venture of the State and Union governments with UNICEF aid, and was dedicated to the people of the City by the former Prime Minister, the late Lal Bahadur Sastri, in 1965. Spread over an area of 50 acres at the junction of Bannerghatta and Hosur roads, the dairy began functioning with an initial capacity of 50,000 litres of milk per day. It now processes 3.5 lakh litres of milk a day under the Operation Flood-3 programme.

Under the directions of the National Dairy Development Board, the Bangalore Dairy was transferred to the Bangalore Milk Union in 1988. It is today the biggest in southern India, procuring, processing and marketing up to 5.94 lakh litres of milk a day in the peak season. The National Productivity Council, Government of India, conferred the Best Productivity Award last year on the Bangalore Dairy.

(c) 2001 Katsuri & Sons Ltd. 
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02May2001  JAPAN: MAINICHI DAILY NEWS - Fast food outlets beef up sales by cost cutting. 

By SATOSHI TAKAGI, MAINICHI SHIMBUN.

Recent competition between fast-food chains has sent prices plummeting, but the rivalry has been avoided by some businesses that see a danger in dropping their prices.

Last September, major gyudon chains Yoshinoya D&C Co. and Zensho Inc.

reduced the prices of their gyudon dishes - bowls of rice topped with beef - to 250 yen. Their move was followed this month by Matsuya Foods Co., which lowered its curry rice to 290 yen.

Each of the chains says the quality of their dishes remains unaffected by the price drops.

"We get people asking half-jokingly if we're bringing in foot-and-mouth infected beef from Europe, but of course the beef and rice we're using is the same as what we had before the price cuts," said a spokesman for Zensho, which operates "Sukiya" restaurants. The company says its purchase of a smaller chain has enabled it to buy larger quantities of beef for less. It has also implemented a number of cost-cutting measures at its outlets, such as the removal of dishes that are expensive to make.

Other chains also stress the quality of their menus. "We haven't switched over to cheap ingredients or cut personnel expenses," said a spokesman for the Kobe Lamptei chain, which began offering 290-yen dishes from March 1.

For most companies, the lowering of prices seems to have proven beneficial.

Matsuya Foods says it has launched several campaigns from the first half of last year to increase sales, but the most effective one was the dropping of prices. After the price cuts, its customer numbers shot rose 30 percent, and sales climbed 10 percent.

Other chains, however, have not been so lucky. Sales at Yoshinoya base of existing stores fell by 10 percent in March - when Sukiya and Lamptei cut their prices - sending a warning to other chains in the food business. Yoshinoya says it does not intend to continually participate in price wars with other companies, while another company, Nakau Co., says it does not intend to reduce prices at all.

But analysts say the competition is likely to remain.

"It was McDonalds that sparked price competition in the food-service industry, and this has moved to gyudon," one analyst said. "Competition is likely to become more severe and expand to encompass boxed lunches sold at convenience stores."
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