
 

 

The flip side of GI tag and Basmati  
 
Geographical indications (GI) tag often adds charisma to any product and infuses a feel-good 
factor to the consumers. Drinking fine champagne or Darjeeling Tea, swallowing hummus, or 
savoring ethnic rice varieties distinguished by their aroma, texture, taste or color satiate our 
senses and nurture our craving for exoticism.  
 
Going back to its origin, GI tag was originally conceived as an intellectual property system that 
used to regulate the names of agricultural or food products which gain their reputation from their 
geographical origin (terroir). A GI is a collective 
exclusive right: all producers in the area covered 
by GI can use it if they follow a common set of 
rules. This right was originally created by the 
Europeans with the aim of establishing a 
monopoly on certain products (for example 
Roquefort cheese or scotch whisky) and thus 
preventing forgery. While the United States 
promotes the trademark system to protect some of 
its products, Europe anticipates its trade partners to 
comply with this system. Of various types of GI, 
some are more strictly attached to geography than 
others. This is claimed to enhance rural 
development, but not always. It may serve 
corporate or foreign interests instead of local 
markets, without the benefits trickling down to the 
local producers or consumers; and the products can 
often become solely accessible to social elites 
owing to their high price tag. The story often gets 
complicated around certain products and it can 
also exacerbate pre-existing conflicts between countries or even within countries, e.g., the tussle 
with basmati rice from both India and Pakistan or intra-country quarrel with Rasgulla (dumplings 
in light sugar syrup). 
 
However, this is not about tug-of-war between two neighbors around the lawful right of a 
produce, but about how official delimitation of basmati for the purpose of its GI tag in India 
undermined the intrinsic diversity of this coveted rice landrace and underlaid its gradual decline. 
The implementation of GI tag for Indian basmati rice has prefixed certain attributes, elongation 
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after cooking, long and slender grain, aroma, etc. that greatly facilitated its trade, while most of 
the rice grains from India are not exportable for the sake of ensuring food security in the country. 
Basmati rice from India used to fetch good prices in global markets. The burgeoning market of 
basmati owing to GI tag actually sparked interest among the farmers and producers, farming 
skyrocketed, so was contract farming for export as well as the country market that capitalized on 
India’s booming elites.  
 
In the exercise of defining the properties of basmati to 
elevate the cultivation and export of specific varieties, 
its natural variation already existing in its cultivation 
range has been largely ignored. Himalayan foothills 
around Doon valley and adjacent regions have earned 
their fame to cultivate this landrace for several 
centuries, creating astounding diversity of local 
Basmati. It is said that almost every village in the 
region has their own Basmati exquisite in their own 
right. However, many of them did not fall in the 
spectrum prescribed by the GI tag. So, they were lost in the game of value-addition of their 
products which might have offered them better marketability and livelihood. It hit back. As a 
consequence to the trade policy, farmers lost interest in the diversity of Basmati once existed on 
farms and appreciated within the local or regional markets, and gradually they shifted toward 
specific profitable Basmati types that are exportable or meant for the country-wide market. 
Farmers not only plant certain government-notified varieties now, but also ensure that the grains 
they cultivate conform to export standards, i.e., the grains are not discolored, black, green, 
striped, broken, and so on. The contract farming also branched out to spur the production of 
organic basmati, a type much desired in the international market. So, the GI tag which enabled 
and escalated global trade of Indian Basmati by specifying certain criteria was actually 
instrumental in homogenization of agricultural heritage and erosion of the intrinsic diversity of 
the premium landrace.  
 
Source: Osterhoudt et al 2020. Chains of Meaning: Crops, commodities, and the ‘in-between’ spaces of trade. World 
Development 135:105070 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=80879848; And nagualdesign - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=31481849 
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