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Future of Agricultural Product Quality Policy

EU farming requirements – Address of Michael Scannell, Directorate General for Health and Consumers, European Commission

A careful reader of the Green Paper will have noted several references to the effect that it does not address issues related to food safety and animal health. This may require some explanation. 

The explanation is simple. All food on the market must be safe, irrespective of origin. There is not a two-tier market of safe Vs unsafe food. This applies equally to products of Community origin in intra-Community trade and to products imported from third countries. 
The European Community has made huge efforts to ensure that food is indeed safe. This is the foundation stone of the internal market in food products. This market could not function effectively unless there was a high level of confidence in our ability to ensure that food can be traded safely between Member States. 

A high level of safety is itself a major competitive and marketing advantage. We know from experience the huge costs and damage due to food safety crisis. It is in the interests of all parties - producers, consumers and retailers - that the market is built on a foundation of high levels of safety. 

Once safety is assured, the normal market forces should be the determinant factors in allowing consumers to make their purchasing decisions. Price, quality, packaging are the factors which come immediately to mind. 

And within the "quality" criterion, there are a great many factors such as taste, mode of production, sustainability, animal welfare etc which can be used as marketing tools to win market share and/or higher prices. 

The situation is more complicated when we turn to imports from third countries. This is due to the simple fact that we cannot impose our production requirements on these countries. What we can do, however, is insist that their exports to the EC provide equivalent levels of safety. 

We have a range of measures in place to ensure that imports meet our high safety standards. These are risk based, i.e. the higher the risk, the stricter the controls. The measures are also fully in compliance with our international obligations, notably under the World Trade Organisation. 

It is the case that not all the requirements in place in the EU are recognised in the WTO. Animal welfare, for example, is not recognised as a legitimate trade issue. Ethical, social and environmental issues are also difficult and contentious issues in the WTO. 

The EC would be taking very important risks with its standing in the WTO if it invoked such factors to restrict or ban trade. It would also be damaging to our wider trade interests, including our own exports of food products. 

This is not a reason to neglect or ignore these societal concerns. We have to, and do, seek to promote these concerns in all relevant international bodies. But we have to accept that many of our trading partners do not always share our approach on such issues. 

We cannot unilaterally force our standards upon them. Just as we would not wish to have their standards forced upon us. This nonetheless leaves open the question of how consumers can be made better aware of the very high standards to which their food products are produced in the Community. 

Community products are not only safe but also meet a range of other important requirements which do not necessarily receive the recognition they deserve. These requirements reflect the societal preferences of Europe's consumers. 

They want food that is not only safe, but which is also produced in a sustainable, environmental friendly, animal welfare friendly etc manner. And of course they also want their food to be affordable. 

Can means be found to inform consumers on the clear advantages in choosing Community produce, which meet requirements which go beyond safety? And can this be done in a transparent and fair manner, leaving the final choice to the consumer?

It would also be a big mistake to view the issue of quality only in the context of Community products Vs imports. The fact is that most foodstuffs consumed in the Community are also produced in the Community. Imports, as a share of overall consumption and production are relatively small. 

Moreover, a large share of imports is products which are either not produced in the Community or for which there is a structural supply shortage. Animal feed, fish, tea and coffee, spices, tropical fruits and vegetables are such examples. 

Instead, it would be more productive to focus the issue of quality on the value it adds to primary production. And, accordingly, why consumers should look for, and be prepared to pay, higher prices for quality Community products.  

This question is raised in the Green Paper where it is asked "how could the requirements and standards met by farmers that go beyond product hygiene and safety be made better known"?

Communication and information are the obvious answers. Our consumers are in a "comfort zone" in relation to food products produced in the Community. They assume it is safe. But they are often unaware of the many other requirements which ensure that it has been produced to high standards. 

There needs to be better engagement between producer and consumer organisations in this direction. This is a two-way process. For far too long, Community action was seen to focus excessively on price and production supports. 

In the public eye, Community measures were associated only with higher prices, intervention stocks and subsidised exports. This picture is long out-of-date and has been slow to adapt to the vastly changed circumstances of today. 

It has also been slow to recognise the complexity of modern agricultural production systems and the huge efforts to address many important societal concerns. Simply put, farmers are now producing food that is not only safe, but which is produced to meet very demanding societal concerns. 

Much more could be done to put this picture right. 

Turning to the second question in the Green Paper: "what would be the advantages and disadvantages of developing new EU schemes with one or several symbols or logos indicating compliance with EU farming requirements, other than those related to hygiene and safety? 

The advantages are clear. A well designed symbol or logo has potential to better inform consumers, especially on the full range of requirements which Community products meet. Especially, when it is clear that they are often unaware of the value added provided by compliance with these requirements. 

However, we should not under-estimate the challenges. Which products? Which requirements? How would it be enforced? What would be the consequences of non-compliance? Is it a task which should be left to the private sector, including producer groups? Why would consumers prefer products which are simply produced to mandatory Community requirements?

And turning to the subsidiary question: "should a non-EU product which complies with EU production requirements be also eligible to use such an EU quality scheme"?  The answer has to be "yes". Otherwise, the scheme risks to be seen as both protectionist and discriminatory. 

It would also undermine the credibility of such a scheme which consumers would want to be based on objective criteria which are non-discriminatory. 
Turning to the final question: "what would be the advantages and disadvantages of having an obligatory indication of the place of production of primary products (EU/non EU)"?
The advantage is that it responds to a clear preference on the part of consumers to be better informed on the place of origin of their foodstuffs. It is less complicated than a symbol or logo related to compliance with production requirements. It would also be easier to ensure compliance, although traceability systems might need to improve to make it work. 

Disadvantages? It might be difficult to convince consumers that an indication of whether the product is of EU or non-EU origin is sufficient. Or, put simply, they will prefer an indication of the country of origin, i.e. the precise EC Member State. 

A new requirement of this nature risks creating administrative barriers and costs, leading in turn to potential barriers to trade. This goes against the grain of the internal market principles where products should be free to circulate freely. 

It would also be difficult to ensure compliance if it were to extend beyond primary products to processed products. For example, how could you ensure compliance in a processed meat product, with meat ingredients from different animal species from different countries?   

This would be a particularly complicating factor for the processed foods industry, which could be expected to see such a measure as a new and expensive burden if its scope extended beyond primary products. It appears likely therefore that there will be a need for a sectoral approach, rather than a "one-size-fits-all" approach. 

I would add also that the Commission currently has a proposal before the Council and Parliament on labelling of foodstuffs. It is addressed at labelling of foods in general and proposes certain criteria associated with voluntary origin labelling. Nonetheless, the discussions will provide very useful insights on the possible follow-up approaches to the Green Paper in relation the labelling of primary products.  

To conclude therefore I would like to summarise with a few key points:

· Safety is not a quality issue. All food must be safe, irrespective of origin. 

· Imports should not be the target of efforts to promote quality Community products. Instead, the target should be informing consumers of the very high production standards in the Community.  

· Producers – farmers – in the Community do not receive the recognition they deserve for the very many societal preferences which are addressed in current production requirements. 

· "solutions" such as symbols or logos attesting to compliance with production requirements could prove complex and need to be approached with caution. 

· An indication of the place of production of primary products is probably a more pragmatic approach. However, there are important risks if it extended to country of origin and in particular beyond primary products to processed products. 
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