EP/AGRICULTURE: European producers must be helped to adjust to new European legislation 

Presenting a not very optimistic study on the situation of the poultry meat and eggs sectors to members of the parliamentary committee on agriculture on Monday 30 August, one expert said “European producers of poultry meat and eggs are particularly vulnerable to the new cuts in price protection”. He above all recommended that provisions be made regarding the welfare of animals in bilateral agreements signed between the EU and a number of third countries. He also sought to promote Community support measures to help producers adjust to the new rules, especially on putting an end to battery cages in 2012. Many MEPs reiterated their request to apply the same animal welfare rules as imposed on European production to imports from third countries.

Paolo de Castro, the chairman of the EP agriculture committee, pointed out that the 1999 directive establishing minimum standards for the protection of laying hens provides, in particular, for un-enriched battery cages to be banned as of 1 January 2012.

The author of the study on the prospects of the poultry meat and egg sector, Conrad Caspari (of AGRA CEAS Consulting), first of all explained that the production of poultry meat has increased in the EU since 1995, but that demand is rising even faster. “European self-sufficiency has considerably decreased over the last 15 years. We have imported far more and exported more”, Caspari said. Trade is characterised by a strong demand for imports of prime cuts and by a demand for exports of less valued cuts.

When it comes to egg production, the EU is in a position of self-sufficiency, but consumption has increased more than domestic production over the last ten years. The situation is not as serious, however, as that for poultry meat.

Production methods. Conrad Casperi underlines that integrated channels (vertically integrated production contracts) are used by some countries such as France, Italy, Germany and Spain. Other countries do not have integrated systems, such as the Netherlands, Poland and Belgium. With integrated systems, producers find it harder to make profits on a growth market, Caspari said. For eggs, in 2009, 59% of production was carried out in conventional batteries, 10% in so-called “improved” battery cages and a non-negligible percentage in “free range” farms. In the new member states, over 90% of production comes from conventional batteries, whereas in the United Kingdom emphasis is placed on more extensive, free-range farming.

Light Community instruments. For eggs as well as for meat, Community intervention is “light” - tariffs (one of the system's key elements), limited export subsidies and marketing standards. “We have a strong pricing protection for fresh poultry, and less strong protection for processed poultry”, Conrad Caspari underlined. Protection is weaker for egg-based processed products than for whole eggs.

Factors that may affect the market. Bird flu in 2006 caused an 18% fall in poultry production in Europe (and a 13% fall in eggs), with major variations from one country to the next - in Greece, poultry meat consumption fell by 45% whereas, in Sweden, there was only a 5% fall in chicken and other poultry meat consumption.

Other factors that influence the market are the cost of inputs and the cost of foodstuffs (from 55-62% of the total cost for poultry meat and from 58-67% for eggs).

Effect of legislation on production cost. European legislation (2007 directive on broilers and 1999 directive on the production of laying hens) takes consumers' wishes into account, but has an effect on production cost. Conrad Caspari also pointed out that strict EU legislation on animal welfare does not apply to imports from third countries, except where slaughter practice is concerned. “There are very few requirements regarding animal welfare in third countries”, the expert said, adding: “There are no compulsory regulations on welfare in the United States. In Thailand, there are export standards but few on animal welfare”.

The end of conventional battery cages in January 2012 will increase production costs in the laying hens sector. “If we increase production cost, it is possible that our prices will be insufficient to protect the European market”, Caspari conceded.

On the subject of broilers, the 2007 directive provides new rules on livestock stocking density (total weight of live birds together in a cage per square metre of usable surface area). According to the directive, member states must ensure that the maximum density in any one cage does not at any time exceed 33 kg/m2 (with derogations to allow for the possibility, for some producers, to go up to 42 kg/m2 as long as stricter norms are complied with). In Belgium and the Netherlands, as well as in 20-30% of French and British farms, density exceeds 42 kg/m2. “This leads us to believe that producers with a stocking density above 42 kg/m2 will find their production costs rising from between 1 and 1.5%”, Caspari said, summing up by saying that production cost is clearly greater in Europe than in third countries.

Esther de Lange (EPP, NL) said she was “struck” by the “great diversity that exists between the different member states”. “Whether we like it or not, this has an effect on competition”, she said. She went on to ask the Commission whether it is keeping in place the objective of banning battery production in 2012. She then raised the question of how appropriate it was to provide payments in the future (in the post-2013 common agricultural policy) for producers to help them apply legislation on animal welfare “which is the strictest in the world”. This would encourage farmers to invest in the high norms to meet European consumers' demands, rather than keep the current system which is only “punitive”. Marc Tarabella (S&D, Belgium) regretted the lack of data given in the study on the consumption of antibiotics by animals in relation to the kind of farming used (conventional battery cages, enriched battery cages or free range). “Farmers tell me that, when animals are free range, the consumption of antibiotics falls”, the MEP said.

Alyn Smith (Greens/EFA, UK) took the view that the study presented tends to show that “the EU has not done enough to ensure progress in eliminating battery cages”. It is necessary to “step up the battle at international level”, Smith said, to ensure that animal welfare rules imposed on third countries are the same as those imposed on the EU. “Our producers are faced with unfair and cut-throat competition”, denounced Marit Paulsen (ALDE, Sweden). John Stuart Agnew (EFD, Britain) suggested the sector should be given time to convert to the rules for putting an end to conventional battery cages in 2012. He suggested there should be a new label after 2012. Albert Dess (CSU) suggested applying to imports “the same rules as those we impose on our farmers”. Diane Dodds (NA, UK) asserted that the same rules should apply to everyone and that competition should be fair. She added that this is true not only for third countries but also within the EU, pointing out that traditional batteries are used for producing a high percentage of eggs within the EU.

José Bové (Greens/EFA, France) asked what the point was in importing poultry meat “if our exports rise at the same rate”. He also criticised European subsidies for European poultry meat exports saying this could “kill the production of other countries, especially in Africa” (Cameroon has had to fight to maintain its chicken production). He also raised the question of the EU's autonomy when it comes to protein production (for animal feed).

Answering questions raised, the Commission representative (from the Directorate General for Agriculture) simply confirmed that the Commission would not grant countries any derogation from the January 2012 ban on conventional battery cages. “Producers have known this for a long while and some of them have begun to come into line with the rules well before the deadline”, he concluded.
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