
 

Basmati rice: The new authenticity rules
aiming to remove sub-standard varieties
from the market

December 30 2022, by Katherine Steele

  
 

  

Credit: Pixabay/CC0 Public Domain

Basmati is the most popular specialty rice in the UK, adding extra flavor
and subtlety to everything from curries to pilafs to kedgerees. Nearly

1/5

https://static.wixstatic.com/media/329f2f_ab27e15124aa4a44b3ecbfe5abedd390~mv2.jpg/v1/fill/w_657,h_848,al_c,q_85,enc_auto/2020%20Infographic_JPG.jpg


 

three-quarters of the world's basmati is produced in India, and the UK
buys 3% of it—plus substantial amounts from the second-largest
producer, Pakistan. 

All has not been well with this delicious staple, however. A huge number
of newly cultivated varieties have been permitted in the UK and EU
since 2017, and some have turned out to be sub-standard, lacking the
unique popcorn-like fragrance that helps to make this rice so sought
after. 

New rules are being introduced at the beginning of 2023 that aim to take
these lesser varieties of basmati off the market. So will this solve the
problem?

 Basmati and the code of practice 

Basmati rice has been cultivated for thousands of years in the fertile
alluvial plains between the Indus and Ganges rivers. To qualify as
basmati, grains must meet certain standards related to things like
fragrance, grain length and width, as well as cooked texture. They must
also have a mid-range level of amylose, a part of the starch in rice. 

Fraudsters nevertheless became notorious for cutting basmati with lesser
rice grains, drawn by the fact that it is up to 50% more expensive per
kilo. Several decades ago, it wasn't uncommon for imported basmati to
be more than 50% impure. 

To get around this problem, the UK Rice Association introduced a code
of practice in 2005. Also followed across the EU, the code specified that
basmati could be no more than 7% impure, as well as introducing a list
of 15 permitted varieties: nine traditional ones that could be imported
duty free and a further six that were modern cultivars. We at Bangor
University devised the system of DNA fingerprinting that is used to
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enforce the code and has sometimes led to prosecutions for
infringements. 

The system worked well until 2017, when the code was updated to add
25 new modern cultivars. This followed an explosion in new breeding in
the 2000s and 2010s to address the problem that traditional basmati
varieties are tall, low-yielding plants which fall over if they are fed with
too much fertilizer. Breeders overcame this by using crossing and
selection to add the so-called "green revolution" semi-dwarfing gene,
which is also bred into most other modern rice varieties. 

India and Pakistan had successfully persuaded the UK and EU that these
25 new varieties were as high in quality as the existing 16, but several
years later we were able to show that this wasn't entirely right. 

By developing alternative DNA markers for fingerprinting, we showed
that six of the new varieties—five from India and one from
Pakistan—had not been properly bred for fragrance. Some did not even
contain the version of the BADH2 gene that makes basmati fragrance
possible in the first place. Although India and Pakistan have rigorous
systems for testing rice quality, they don't necessarily do the gene testing
that would have picked up the problem. 

 The future 

The Rice Association has responded to this discovery by publishing a
new code of practice that removes the six varieties from the permitted
list. Coming into force on January 1, the code also adds five new
varieties that do pass muster. As a result, consumers should once again
be able to buy basmati rice in the knowledge that it is of the highest
possible quality. 

But this isn't the end of the story. For one thing, the 7% impurity rule
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remains. I have long argued that the Rice Association should adopt the
same 1% rule that applies in many products—non-GM foods, for
example. There's no real reason for the basmati exception, and it is also
arguably easier to enforce a 1% rule because of the way that DNA
testing works. 

Secondly, rice breeding is not standing still. Breeders have started
focusing on making crosses to allow basmati varieties to inherit genes
that will mean they need less fertilizer, resist disease so they need fewer
or no pesticides, and even withstand drier growing conditions or salt-
contaminated soils. 

These varieties aren't quite ready to hit the market but are urgently
needed to increase the sustainability of rice production. But if such
varieties are to be sold labeled "basmati", they too will have to be
monitored to ensure they meet the same high standards that consumers
expect. The same goes for varieties created by gene editing, which have
not yet started emerging but probably will do over the next couple of
decades. 

If we don't maintain today's standards, it may harm the industry—and
crucially the farmers who work so hard to produce this beautiful rice in
the first place. It's an interesting case study in how cutting edge
technology and the right regulation can ensure that an ancient industry
remains fit for purpose in the 21st century. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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