Workshop B9
Can ecological entrepreneurship solve all problems? Or do we also need good government policies?

Theme :
 Fair Trade and Agricultural Policy

Speakers : 
Niek Koning (Agricultural economist, until recently Wageningen University)



Joop de Koeijer (farmer, producing ‘Zeeuwse Vlegel’wheat)

Information : Local/organic initiatives reduce the alienation between farmers and consumers and explore opportunities that are ignored by large corporations. However, is it enough to support these initiatives? Or should we also strive for government policies that stabilize food markets, enable a fair remuneration of farm labour, and help farmers to feed the world?
Niek Koning started off by saying he was first going to tell us a story, and then ask some questions.
The story starts in 1992, when the Uruguay Round of international trade negotiations   is concluded after 6 years of bickering. All countries in the world have agreed to reduce tariffs, which was going to make it easier to export products to other countries. A ‘level playing field’? Well, the rich countries have created a loophole for themselves: direct payments were allowed for their own farmers, because the higher standard of living in the welfare states would make their products more expensive: otherwise it would be difficult for them to compete on the world market, would’nt it?
 In this way these disguised subsidies could even be presented as contributing to a ‘level playing field’. Direct payments are the rich man’s instrument for protection. They were enshrined in the 1994 ‘Agreement on Agriculture’. 

In 1996 the U.S. (with the Republicans in control in both houses) cashed: the new Farm Bill abolished the supply control program, to the joy of the agro-industry: wide scope for unlimited production and trade. 

Of course the European agro-industry wanted the same: under the agricultural Commissioner Franz Fischler the Buckwell Committee (chair UK Alan Buckwell) advised to do the same, but warned that Europeans wouldn’t accept it. So the proposal was dressed up as ‘social and landscape reform’. Shortly afterwards Fischler convened the Cork conference (1999) and used it a s a platform for his ‘reforms’, which made the European industry happy as well.

In 2003 he launched a new reform; his main political partners this time were the German Greens, headed by Renate Künast, who got strategic pre-information in every step. She traded her support for the measure that ‘favoured regions’ (mountainous areas or wetlands where farming is difficult) got extra income support. (Which by the way led to higher land prices in those areas and to small farms being sold out to bigger farms.) 
After the reform it became clear from an audit report that the environmental aspects were a sham and that the whole operation had been a mercantilist reform. 
Now comes the question.

The title of this conference is: ‘towards fair and sustainable food and agriculture models’.
‘Sustainable’ is covered sufficiently in other workshops. How about ‘fair’? 

We have ended up in many unfair situations because of the free market. Prices for regular food are too low, so prices for organic food (involving more labour costs) are also too low.
- The self-organised organic cartel trial (Odin) failed. 
- Don’t expect a global organic transition to happen all of a sudden, like a ‘big bang’.
So organic will remain a niche market.
What to do about it?

2 options:

1. organic farmers work together with regular farmers and put pressure on the government together, to achieve good agricultural policies? 
2. go to the government alone, as organic farmers, and say; ‘give me some extra money, for producing organically’? (not very realistic….)
Joop de Koeijer

His story starts at about the same time, around 1988, halfway a severe crisis in arable farming. There were surpluses in several products. In the case of milk this was solved by a quota system: you got a sort for fine for producing surpluses. For cereals the solution was different: the bigger the surplus, the more the price was lowered. Joop: ‘In 1988 we had been lowering the prices year after year; many people ran up debts. Politicians told us there was no future for us in farming.‘
Independent farmers organised themselves and asked for regulatory  measures such as a limit to the number of acres that you sow with cereals, but there was nut much chance of such policies in the rising neoliberal tide. 

Emancipation movements also reached the countryside:

- young farmers protested against lowering prices and higher debts
- women’s emancipation groups protested against the widening gap between producers and consumers.
Women’s groups thought of a plan (backed by the Zeeuwse milieu federation;  provincial environment group), they presented the plan for ‘Zeeland flail bread’. ( Dutch ‘vlegel’ is a tool for threshing as well as a word for a naughty boy). This bread was to be produced form a traditional grain, without fertiliser (nitrogen) or chemicals. Joop thought it would be impossible. The varieties that he knew were too vulnerable to develop protein without fertiliser; there would be no quality in the bread. But this was an old wheat variety that had always done well with manure, and it worked; it was a (European) top protein wheat.

 They reorganised and certified the whole chain: the grain is milled in one of the two working windmills in the province of Zeeland, the bakers receive a limited number of badges (paper ‘labels’) with each sack of flour, etc. .
BUTa shorter chain is not more economic. This flour cannot compete with flour from big silos. 
From the original group of 8/9 farmers he is the only one - the others went on to organic farming or left, disappointed with politics or with the economic results. Others joined in their places.

Why did I stay?

- it is nice, good bread; this is the sort of food I want to eat

- we get a fair price, also because we do not grow more than we can sell.

‘Zeeuwse Vlegel’ bread has been used by several (neoliberal) ministers as a sort of flagship, ‘see how enterprising farmers can be’, but a local chain is not more profitable.  

But politically it is not a threat to the powers that be. 

Conclusion and recommendations: 
- local chains are not more profitable

- Farmers need to organise themselves independently, e.g. form cooperatives, and look for coalitions in society. The public accepts the prices - it is the quality that is their main concern.
- the government is the only institute that can regulate the markets prices. 

Discussion

- suggestion: couldn’t consumers become co-investors e.g. in Zeeuwse Vlegel grain?
- then followed a discussion about ABL (German ‘Arbeitsgemeinschaft Bauerliche Landwirtschaft), why doesn’t the Platform Aarde Boer Consument ( of which arable farmers like Joop are a member) support the ABL struggle against megafarms? Is it because ABL are organic farmers?

Joop: they are not organic farmers only. But there are political differences. ABL let themselves be deluded by the CAP reforms (EU Common Agricultural Policy) , along with the German Greens, and gave up fighting for remunerative prices. A minority (e.g. their old leader Poppinga) left, disappointed. Moreover the arable farmers don’t meddle with the megafarms-debate which mainly affects their colleagues the pig farmers; they don’t want to speak out against them. Neither do they speak out on GMOs since not all the members agree on that. 
What solution do you see?

None in the short term.The NAV has a policy plan but not enough political support for it. 
- member of the public: but people at this conference can do both, can’t they? Support the struggle for different policies, but also work ‘bottom-up’, shop with their feet. Avoid the supermarkets.  

