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Hassad Food's New Approach to Secure Food Security

The Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) has launched a
venture aiming to invest in food production worldwide.

The Qatari initiative claims to be distinct from similar
moves by other Gulf Arab states in that it is focused on
the acquisition and development of existing agribusiness
companies rather than involving the lease of large tracts
of farmland.

These large-scale land-lease deals have attracted
criticism on the grounds that they could impair the rights
of existing smallholders and damage the host country's
own food security.

Hassad Food, established by the QIA last year, has
recently announced plans to invest US$500m in buying
stakes in agricultural companies around the world as part
of the government's strategy to secure adequate supply
of food at reasonable prices.

Qatar, like most of its Gulf Arab peers, depends heavily
on imported food, buying some 95% of its requirements
from abroad. Hassad's chairman, Nasser Mohamed
al-Hajri, said that the company was in talks with half a
dozen agricultural firms, including ones in Argentina and
Brazil, which are willing to offer the Qatari firm a stake in
their businesses.

The surge in world food prices in 2007 and 2008 and the
introduction of export restrictions by some countries on
certain commodities impelled Gulf countries to develop
new strategies for ensuring food security. Companies
from Saudi Arabia and the UAE, for example, have
leased farmland in Sudan and Pakistan, among other
countries, to produce food. However, Hassad does not
view direct leasing of land as the best strategy: Mr Hajri
explained that leasing deals are not always "win-win
situations, and we don't want to be in a situation where
the rich are taking away food and land of the poor".

Hassad's focus is instead on investing in existing
agricultural businesses and exporting the produce to
Qatar where needed. In the process, the company aims
to create an additional source of profit, besides ensuring
food security for the Qatari population. Mr Hajri said that
the current economic crisis had created a lot of
opportunities to invest in financially distressed
companies.

Hassad plans to develop its business in three stages.
Initially it is focusing on companies that produce basic
food items, like meat, wheat, rice, sugar, soya and
animal feeds. In the second stage, it will extend its
operations to fruits and vegetable farming, and in the
third, it will start marketing and packaging produce under
its own brand.

Hassad also plans to invest heavily inside Qatar in
developing poultry farms and setting up greenhouses to
grow vegetables.

The Economist (September 8th 2009)
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