Irish Rural Link

Submission to the Agri-vision 2015 committee

1. 0 Background to Irish Rural Link

· Irish Rural Link, established in 1992

· National network representing over 500 rural community groups and individuals.

· Aim to influence national and European development policies and programmes in favour of those who are marginalized as a result of poverty and social exclusion in rural areas.

· Management is through a voluntary board of directors.  Staff includes one full time national co-ordinator, one full time membership development officer, one full time administrator, and one part time social partnership liaison officer. IRL have also appointed five regional development officers who work on a voluntary basis.  Office based in Moate Co Westmeath

· Activities include participation in National Social Partnership, NESF, Rural development Forum, Area Development Management, Public Transport Forum and BMW Monitoring Committee, NDP monitoring committees, Consumer panel at Department of Agriculture. 

· Supports to members include newsletters, briefing documents, research, publications, advice, and lobbying.

2. 0  Introduction to Submission

        The recent adoption by Ireland of the recent Fischler proposals, which essentially de couples the need to produce farm output in order to receive subsidies, will mean a fundamental change in the farm production practices, as well as those in the food industry.

The changes came about because of pressure on the European union, emanating from the various rounds of World Trade Talks in recent years.

Counties such as The USA, Australia, New Zealand, the South Americas, made it clear that the payment of direct subsidies to EU farmers was uncompetitive and would have to stop.

Implications for Farmers.

· For the first time individual farmers will now plan their farming activities without the need to maximise subsidies.

· Many small to medium size small-holders will have to decide if their holding can be made viable. They must face the uncertainty with regard to long term prices.

· Average Farm income is still significantly below the average industrial wage. An analysis of income trends under the new  post Fischler proposals era is essential.

· Young farmers on medium sized holdings will need make decisions on whether or not they have a career in farming.

Implications for the advisory and educational needs.
· Teagasc will have to decide whether it should concentrate on the viable commercial farmer only, or whether it should set up a service for those who are not yet viable. 

· The future of Agricultural Colleges in their present form is bleak.  There is a need for a complete review. 

· A review of the long life learning initiative is essential. A new rural employment advisory service should be examined.

· Re-training  on a serious level will need to be available, and may require dedicated resources

Implications for research

· A review of all Teagasc  research stations will have to occur. New production systems in order to compete with the rest of the world will inevitably be based on the lowest possible cost base. For the small to medium farm holder, such competition will make it impossible to run profitable traditional type enterprises. 

· Studies aimed at reducing the high cost base of agricultural production need to be established on an ongoing basis.

· Research into new diversification possibilities will be essential. It may already be too late. Equally there will be a need to establish research programmes in the area of rural development. This could be carried out using the Universities, and the regionally based Institutes of Technology. 

Implications for rural communities

· The annual loss of people involved in farmers will continue until it reaches core number of 20,000 to 30,000 full time farmers.

· Teagasc have said that by 2010 we will have 60,000 part time farmers, all on an exit strategy from the industry.

· Part time farming is not a viable option in the long term. The next generation will be even better educated, and will be more likely to concentrate on full time careers.

· Rural communities suffering from de population will increase in number. Measures to arrest such decline will need to be devised and implemented.

· Present initiatives for small time holders will need to be reviewed.

· The loss of part time farmers will significantly affect the type of agricultural practice. In some cases, the amalgamation of individual farm holdings will have devastating effects on the culture, environment, and identity of rural areas. It will also adversely affect employment opportunities in the area. Equally, the opportunities available from the agricultural service sector will diminish.

· There is a need to measure the loss of small to medium holders to a community in terms of economics, social cohesion, and environment. 

· Funding from EU towards the development of broad rural development strategies will have to be explored by Government, as a matter of urgency.

· The National Spatial Strategy will need to take into account the loss of jobs in the sector, and examine means of countering this loss.

Implications for the food industry

· Food processing will continue to contract, with consequential job losses.

· The need of niche food production and development of local markets is urgent.

· An overall policy on the competitiveness of food production systems at home as against imports will need to be formulated as a matter of urgency.

· There is an urgent need to develop supports for the production, and marketing of micro food production.

· There is a need to seriously examine the establishment of long term research programmes geared at devising added value products. 

· Tracebility and quality systems, while essential to building consumer confidence need greater simplification. They also need to be assessed on their effects on the competitiveness. Imports, particularly from countries less rigid in quality adversely affect the ability of farmers to trade fairly.   

Over all policy formulation

· There is an urgent need of analysis on long term EU policy formulation, with particular reference to EU enlargement. As well examining budgetary implication, it should also look at opportunities to share knowledge, and identify niche markets in the newly enlarged market area.

· There may be considerable opportunities to build alliances with accession countries.

· The negative effects of world trade talks on Irish Agriculture will need to be vigorously challenged. As of now world trade talks have slowly, round by round eroded our competitiveness.

· There is a need to upgrade the present white paper on rural development.

· There is a need to re visit the National Anti Poverty Strategy, particularly the rural dimension. 

