Submission by Oxfam Ireland to Agri-Food 2015 Committee 

Introduction

Oxfam Ireland welcomes the opportunity provided by the establishment of the Agri-Food 2015 Committee to “review the strategy and recommendations contained in the Agri-Food 2010 Report in the context of developments since the report was completed.' Mid way through the negotiations of the Doha Development Round of World Trade Organisation negotiations and following the Mid-Term Review of the Common Agricultural Policy it is an appropriate time for us to look ahead at our collective future vision of agriculture in Ireland. Oxfam Ireland's submission does not attempt to deal with all the aspects of Irish agriculture dealt with in the Agri-Vision 2010 report but does seek to highlight some aspects which we feel were neglected by that report.

The Vision

Oxfam notes the vision for the agricultural sector of;

'[a] dynamic agricultural sector, consisting of both full-time and part-time farming households, which is:

· providing a viable living for farm households

· firmly focused on consumer requirements; in partnership with the food industry

· closely integrated with the wider rural economy;

· and contributing positively to the natural environment'

Oxfam also notes the vision for the food industry of

'an industry:

· focused on consumer markets, with strong innovation and marketing skills and an unwavering commitment to food safety;

· built on a strong partnership with its farmer suppliers;

· with the necessary scale and efficiency and primary level;

· which includes a large and growing sector focused on product innovation and quality markets;

· which delivers competitive returns on investment, and attractive careers to employees.'

Oxfam Ireland believes that agricultural policy exists in a broader framework of public policy. This public policy includes industrial policy, trade policy and environmental policy amongst others. It also includes Ireland's commitments to the reduction of poverty in the global south e.g. it's commitment to the achievement of the Millenium Development Goals.

The current vision as elaborated in the Agri-Vision 2010 report recognises the need to take into account other areas of public policy e.g. the environment. However, it fails to recognise the need for policy coherence across a broader range of public policy, including development policy. Thus it is necessary for the Agri-Vision 2015 report to take into account the need for coherence of the report with Ireland's existing development policy.

Oxfam's research
 and the research of others on the impact of the selling of subsidised produce from the EU (as well as the US) at below the cost of production on livelihoods and food security in the developing world has shown the need for urgent change. Thus, Oxfam believes that an additional element is required in the future vision of Irish agriculture;

Oxfam Ireland recommends an additional point for the vision of Irish agriculture of;

An agricultural sector that does not endanger livelihood and food security in the developing world. 

Similarly, Irish agriculture should not be supported in such a way that promotes the dumping of produce by other EU member states. 

The Strategy

In the strategies elaborated to achieve this vision Oxfam notes that the report states that:

'It is widely accepted that EU export refunds, and direct payments which are 'coupled' to current production, will both be under pressure from some major participants in the world trade talks. This raises particular concerns for the Irish beef industry, which is highly dependent on direct payments for viability at farm level, and on export refunds for price competitiveness on third country markets' that;

'[i]n the most extreme scenario European beef producers would have to operate  in the absence of export refunds and tariff protection…' that;

'[t]he government is strongly committed to resist such an outcome from the WTO talks, and the Committee fully endorses this stand. The retention of the 'blue box' payments and the export refund system are essential to the future of the Irish beef industry' and that;

'[t]he final outcome from the WTO may not be as severe as the scenario outlined above, but may nevertheless involve significantly lower levels of protection on the European market.'

Oxfam Ireland believes that the Committee should in the new report change this stance on the 'blue box' and on export refunds. 

It is clear that for developing countries agriculture is the key concern in the current round of World Trade Organisation talks and is the key to the successful conclusion of the round. Agriculture dominates the economies of many developing countries, particularly least-developed countries, some of which are supported through Ireland's bilateral aid programme. Thus successful negotiations in this area are a key element in providing opportunities for development of countries in the global south.

Key to the success of negotiations in this area, with its positive implications for the development prospects of developing countries is progress on export refunds and on the 'blue box'.

Ireland has in the past used export refunds to export to 'third country markets' in the developing world as well as to other countries e.g. Russia. Oxfam Ireland has serious concerns about the effects that these exports may have for developing country producers as well as the effects that subsidised produce from other exporting member states on the livelihoods of people in the developing world.

The recent mid-term review of the Common Agricultural Policy has moved domestic support in the European Union towards a system of 'decoupled payments'. It is not yet clear whether the aggregate of the changes in domestic support will result in a reduction in dumped exports. However, despite the move towards decoupled payments huge agricultural subsidies will still be maintained in the European Union. These will result in the continued dumping of agricultural produce.

Thus, as part of Ireland's strategy for the fulfilment of its vision for agriculture it should include a commitment to coherence. Specifically, Oxfam Ireland believes that the Committee should support the fulfilment of the Doha trade talks commitment of 'reductions of, with a view to phasing out, all forms of export subsidies; and substantial reductions in trade distorting support' and support and end to export dumping by the European Union.

Other issues

The Agri-Vision 2010 report contains little on Ireland's sugar trade or on other tillage crops. Ireland's commitment to coherence should include policy for all crops. 

Ireland has exported sugar to Nigeria and Algeria, potential export markets for other developing countries despite the high cost of production in Europe compared to that in developing countries.

The Agri-Vision 2015 report should seek that Ireland's agricultural sector (all products) does not depend on exports to developing country markets.

Conclusion

The agricultural sector in Ireland has long played an important and proud role in Irish society. Any vision for Irish agriculture should ensure that this is not tarnished, directly or indirectly either by dumping of Irish agricultural produce or by support for policies which encourage dumping by other EU states. A strong commitment to policy coherence is vital to successful public policy. In this case it is particularly vital as it concerns the prospects of many in the poorest countries in the world as well as in Ireland. Ireland should play a leading role in putting forward a vision for agriculture which ends dumping and encourages the development of agricultural sectors in the developing world. Oxfam Ireland encourages the Committee to take on board this challenge and urges the Committee to adopt our recommendations.

� See Oxfam's briefing papers 'Boxing Match in Agricultural Trade', 'Running into the Sand', 'The Great EU Sugar Scam', 'Milking the CAP' and 'Cultivating Poverty' available at � HYPERLINK http://www.oxfam.org ��www.oxfam.org�
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