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A Submission to the Agri Vision 2015 Committee

Introduction 

The North/South Roundtable Group (NSRG) is an informal private sector ‘think tank’ initiative to proactively support and assist the development of economic and business policy for the island economy. The NSRG’s initial focus is on competitiveness because it believes that real economic benefits can be realised on the island by promoting mutually beneficial business linkages, the absence of which currently imposes costs on both economies.

The NSRG facilitates interaction that generates dialogue on resolving these practical everyday issues which in turn increases mutual understanding, generates new thinking and research and should result in enhanced cooperation across the island economy.  

The NSRG works closely with InterTradeIreland and also supports the work of the IBEC/CBI Joint Business Council and others such as Universities Ireland to promote and encourage North/South business and academic linkages. 

The aim of this Submission is to encourage the Agri Vision 2015 Committee to recommend that the island context should increasingly be amongst the strategic priorities for agriculture and Ireland’s agri-food industry, and to highlight specific areas of potential North/South cooperation to enhance competitiveness. 



Overview

In a small economy external partnerships are crucial, so it makes practical sense to begin that journey with the jurisdiction with which the island is shared. For the many farming and agri-food enterprises throughout the State already doing business with the North that process has already begun and will for many more between now and 2015. In fact, agri-food is already a highly integrated all-island industry accounting for over one third of all cross-border trade
. 

The island’s policy makers have a shared strategic ambition to assist more competitive agri businesses to progress up ‘the value chain’ thereby helping to create innovative knowledge driven economies. The existing volume of cross border interaction strongly points towards the need for policy makers in this sector to broaden and deepen the scope, scale and extent of joint initiatives and cooperative actions. Indeed the NSRG’s is greatly encouraged by the enthusiasm and support for such a development amongst politicians and policy strategists.

Beyond agriculture and the agri-food sector, in the wider economy North and South, to achieve the goal of enhanced competitiveness comparable polices are being deployed across the policy spectrum in key areas such as having a pro-business environment, investing in a high quality education sector, encouraging business start ups with growth potential and combining resources to develop future centres of research excellence (in many cases targeting the same sectors).

In agriculture and agri-food many more joined up, committed and competitive North/South enterprise initiatives, partnerships and joint ventures being proactively supported and encouraged would therefore be a positive and mutually value adding opportunity for the island. To this end for example, InterTradeIreland is working with Bord Bia and the Northern Ireland Food and Drink Association (NIFDA) by funding a best practice branding and marketing visit to the United States for 23 speciality food companies. InterTradeIreland is also involved with Bord Bia’s ‘Brand Forum’, encouraging its development on an island wide basis and working on a small number of discrete projects that will assist both organizations in marketing development.

In horticulture, a number of agencies currently operate on an island basis such as the Institute of Horticulture, the Society of Irish Plant Pathologists based at UCD and the Centre for Innovation in Biotechnology in Coleraine. 

Going forward, the systematic undertaking of joint-analysis on an island basis of significant international developments that affect business in both jurisdictions would clearly be mutually beneficial, especially in regard to their implications for co-operative ventures already underway such as these examples quoted above. Such joint analysis would, ideally include the implications for the competitiveness of the island’s agri-food sector, for example of: the WTO proposals; taxation and production; and proposals for changes in EU policies, especially the current CAP reforms which are so important to producers and processors North and South. Indeed the NSRG would suggest that these topics lend themselves to immediate consideration for such an approach
.

The NSRG would also suggest that there is a need for the establishment and development of many more networks/fora to bring people from North and South together in the context of the island economy and the relevant departments in each jurisdiction taking the lead in facilitating such enhanced cooperation. Therefore the NSRG suggests that the Agri-Vision Committee recommend more regular and systemic consideration of specific competitiveness issues. For example, by suggesting it be the norm, not the exception, to bring together all of the relevant actors in particular sectors North and South to discuss and consider their common challenges and problems along with sharing best practice responses and solutions. 

The high level Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (Northern Ireland) Food Strategy Group (an industry led Group chaired by Dan Flinter) is due to report in the very near future. This Group is tasked with developing and shaping the implementation of a broadly based strategy for the growth of the Northern Ireland Agri-Food Sector. Surely there is a compelling case when both it and the Agri-Vision 2015 Report are published, for both to be in some way ‘jointly’ considered?

Finally, it is important to state that it is off island that the NSRG believes the greatest opportunities, and most potential in terms of generating serious and significant mutual added value exists for individual farmers, agri-businesses and organisations, North and South to explore, and to more competitively exploit, together.


Specific Comments

Having considered the Agri Vision 2010 Report the following are some potentially shared island challenges and/or opportunities arising from its recommendations identified by the NSRG
:

Vision

1. “The agri-food sector will face major challenges in the next decade, arising from a variety of sources. We have at best only a few years to prepare to meet these challenges, and this will require major changes at all levels from the farm to the retailer. (Both markets North and South are facing the same problems and innovation is required to remain competitive)
2. The overall picture that emerges of the likely future is of a much more challenging environment, which will expose any lack of competitiveness in the (island’s) agri-food system.

3. This market is changing rapidly and fundamentally, driven both by new consumer lifestyles and concerns and by globalisation and concentration at retail level. (Including cross border)
4. The effect of these changes has been to squeeze margins for processors and farmers and to place much greater emphasis on innovation, marketing and food safety assurance. (All challenges that will be faced on both sides of the border)
5. The future success of our food industry will depend crucially on our ability to develop and apply the skills needed in this new marketplace. (An island skills pool would be larger)
6. Focused on consumer markets, with strong innovation and marketing skills and an unwavering commitment to food safety; (Food safety is now an island issue as safefood’s mission is to “Foster and maintain confidence in the food supply on the island of Ireland”(see below))


Consumer needs

In the light of experience since 2000 and especially the impact of foot and mouth disease and the setting up of the All-Island Food Safety Promotion Board
:

7. “A national Food Safety Plan should be produced, which sets out the responsibilities of all agencies involved and outlines the contingency plans for food safety emergencies. Urgent attention is required for the development of a co-ordinated laboratory service to support food safety activities. (On an island basis).
8. Achieving and maintaining the highest standards of animal health and welfare is imperative. Clear targets should be set for animal disease measures. A new Animal Welfare Forum, with wide representation, should be established” (Including for Northern Ireland).
In addition, a comprehensive and detailed InterTradeIreland report into the All- Island Horticulture Industry found that there may be an opportunity to widen the remit of the quality scheme operated by Bord Glas to cover Northern Ireland growers and processors. This could either replace or compliment the voluntary Assured Produce Scheme (currently running in NI as part of a UK- wide certification scheme) and lead to uniformity in quality standards, ensuring greater consistency of produce quality throughout the island.



Food Industry

The Agri-food industry does not stop at the border so:

9. “A more pro-active approach to marketing by the food industry is needed, supported by a comprehensive market research and intelligence service operated by Bord Bia. (Working with InterTradeIreland)
10. Stronger and clearer strategic partnerships need to be developed across the food chain from producer through to final consumer. (Including more cross-border/island partnerships. For example the mushroom industry is an example of a successful sub-sector with critical mass, good cross- border links, and an excellent record of export market development, where those involved North & South are currently facing the same problems. Another very practical and arguably highly significant example is Ballycastle Foods, a potato plant located in Co Antrim that was in danger of closing, but was bought over and continues to be operated by a consortium of growers from both sides of the border).
11. The industry must develop the necessary efficiencies and scale of operations, and face the need for considerable rationalisation in many sub-sectors especially beef processing, dairy processing and poultry processing. Public funding to the primary processing sector should be dependent on structural change, but primary responsibility for action lies with private stakeholders. (A significant number of who already operate on an all island basis).
12. Large food firms should be encouraged to form partnerships with small innovative companies in the prepared consumer food sector. State agencies (including InterTradeIreland) should give special attention and focused support to small and micro companies. 



Agriculture

CAP reform although differing in detail between North and South surely challenges all the island’s farmers equally so that:

13. “A national competitiveness action programme should be developed, which includes actions and performance targets on structural reform, cost efficiency, research, technological change and training. Key competitiveness indicators should be published regularly. (And shared where mutually beneficial on an island basis)


Rural Development

The policy responses North and South to the income and employment trends in agriculture and rural areas in general maybe similar, for example: 

14. “Balanced regional employment growth should be encouraged. The successful implementation of regional policies will be crucial in providing off-farm employment opportunities in rural areas. (Including in the border region and cross border especially in regard to EU programmes such as INTEREG and LEADER which support these efforts)
15. Environmental protection is a prerequisite for the future development of the agri-food sector, and specific measures to improve awareness and raise standards should be taken”. (Coordinated on both sides of the border)


Support Services

Now that cross border bodies are formally established support services are in some areas provided on an island basis such as for example in:

16. “The support services operated by four of the main State agencies involved (DAFRD, Teagasc, Bord Bia and Enterprise Ireland (SafeFood and InterTradeIreland)) play a crucial role in the development of the agri-food sector. Their focus is changing to adapt to the new challenges facing the sector. 



Research & Development

Following the publication by InterTradeIreland of a review of the all island horticulture industry a subgroup has been set up to identify all R&D activity in the horticulture sector on the island in order to: 

· Identify all research activities at third level institutions; Teagasc; private colleges; and centres for the development of R&D in horticulture; 

· Highlighting areas for potential collaboration between institutions North and South and opportunities for a shared research agenda; 

· Hold an annual event to enable researchers to meet and discuss their research agendas and disseminate their research findings; and 

· Discuss resources available to assist development of horticulture R&D North and South.

The NSRG believes this to be a good working model pointing the way for other comparable exercises across the food production spectrum.

Developments in science and technology mean that the 2015 Committee may be considering new areas of development, such as bio-technology and their implication and opportunities for agri-food. InterTradeIreland having established Bio-technology Ireland, as an island support and development forum are likely to be interested in considering opportunities to enhance North/South synergies and shared developments and the Committee are asked to indicate their support for such policies.



Conclusion

Much has changed since the 2010 Report was completed and this process is ongoing, if not accelerating. Therefore the NSRG believe the 2015 Committee have an exceptional opportunity to signal the importance of recognizing and incorporating the island dimension into Ireland’s strategic Agri-food policies and actions, wherever and however it is mutually beneficial to competitiveness North and South to do so.



16th September 2004
� Source: InterTradeIreland  


� A useful prototype for such exercises that surely many other agencies and organisations North and South could follow is the Review of the All-Island Horticulture Industry being currently facilitated by InterTradeIreland. Following an initial review, a group consisting of representatives from the two Departments of Agriculture and InterTradeIreland is currently meeting to discuss areas for potential collaboration in horticulture.


� Text in italics directly quotes from the Agri-Vision 2010 Report and recommendations identified by the NSRG are highlighted in bold.


� Safefood- the Food Safety Promotion Board is one of the all island bodies set up under the Good Friday Agreement. Its aims include: Promotion of food safety; research into food safety; communication of food alerts; surveillance of foodborne diseases; promotion of scientific cooperation & linkages between laboratories; development of cost effective facilities for specialist laboratory testing
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