Dear Alan,

At the first meeting of the Agri-Food 2015 Committee on February 11, 2004, I expressed my reservations and concern on the capacity of the Committee to make any difference to improving farm incomes and the welfare of farmers.

The facts are that average farm incomes are only €16,000, while the average Industrial wage is over €28,000 and the average Public Service salary has been bench-marked up to over €40,000 a year.

I believe there is a serious risk that this 2015 Committee could be a PR exercise, or at best, would produce yet another meaningless report to go on the shelves beside the library of reports that have already been produced.

Farmers’ details have been analysed, quantified and published almost monthly, for years.  We have been regulated, inspected and castigated.  Farm size, farm incomes and costs of production are all well known.

The facts are:

· Farm productivity has increased 400% in the last 30 years.

· The farmer’s share of the consumer price has been cut from 50% to 30% over the same period.

· The share of disposable income going on the weekly shopping basket has fallen from 25% to 9%.

· In the last 10 years alone, over 35,000 farm families have been forced out of farming or have had to get off-farm employment just to keep going.

Chairman, I want the Committee to make viable farmers’ incomes the single objective of the Committee.  The Committee will be a failure unless it can put forward specific and precise policy proposals to Government that will under-pin viable incomes.

Following up on this approach, I am putting forward the following Agenda for the immediate attention of the Committee.

1. Determine viable farmgate prices – milk, beef, lamb, pigs, poultry, grain, sugarbeet, potatoes, fruit and vegetables.

2. Investigate and produce proposals to cut processors’ costs and measure to achieve greater efficiency.

3. Draw up specific proposals for research and development of new products, and marketing strategies for dairy products and beef in the European market.

4. The Committee must be explicit in its proposals to ensure the unimpeded export of live cattle.

5. Investigate the cost of food to the consumer, retailers’ margins and the power of the supermarket multiples.  Produce specific proposals to deal with market concentration.

6. The Committee must come forward with proposals to modernise TEAGASC and make it relevant to farmers need after decoupling i.e. research, education and training and advisory service.  The Committee must request Bord Bia to come forward with a 5 year strategy including funding.

7. Quantification of the cost of regulation and the army of “farm minders” that has sprung up.  A definite programme to strip out these costs including self-assessment for compliance purposes must come forward from the Committee.

8. The Committee must reject the €1bn cost on farmers of the Nitrates Directive, that would severely damage the competitiveness of Irish farmers and must recommend a scientific based approach on a stocking rate of a minimum of 210 kilos/hectare with a derogation of at least up to 250 kilos.hectare.

9. The Committee must make specific recommendations to ensure proper food traceability and labelling – 3rd country imports must meet EU and Irish standards and country of origin must be clear at retail and catering level.

10. After the Fischler CAP Review/Reform, new Government measures are required to develop and consolidate farm holdings, including roll over relief of capital gains tax and the removal of stamp duty.

11. The Committee must demand a strong commitment from Government that there will be no concessions beyond CAP Reform in the WTO.  (Similar position regarding EU sugar beet reform.)

12. The Committee must make specific proposals for the development of disadvantaged areas from the end of the National Development Plan in 2006.

Chairman, this is the Agenda I wish to pursue through the Committee.

The ultimate test for the Committee is to come up with specific recommendations to improve farm incomes and living standards in a rapidly changing world.

Best regards.

Yours sincerely,

John Dillon

cc. members of 2015 Committee

