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Animal feed

A key Common Agricultural Policy issue
Introduction

The public often associate the EU agricultural sector with over-production and surpluses of butter, cereals, pork, eggs, poultry,…. On closer inspection, however, this image proves to be misleading. In fact the EU is not only the world’s largest importer of agricultural produce, it also has a very substantial animal feed deficit. Why then, do we have surpluses of animal products and cereals? Why is our plant protein deficit so great when 70% of our farmland is used for fodder crops and grasslands ?

As we shall see, this question is central not only to the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) and the issue of modes of production, but also to our relations with the US and developing countries, from whom we import huge quantities of animal feed.

Since the mad cow disease scandal erupted in 1995, public awareness of food production methods has increased. Other food scares (dioxin) and the GMO debate have cast even more doubt on current livestock production systems. Why import fertilisers, agricultural machinery, energy and feed in order to produce surpluses of meat and slurry? Why turn certain coastal areas of the EU into livestock factories, with all the collateral damage that factory farming implies (the environment, health problems, safety and quality of food, etc)?

Does the EU now wish to correct this imbalance, restore consumer confidence and readapt European agriculture, Europe’s natural geography and farming conditions?

A tale of European renunciation

The original sin of 1962

When the Common Agricultural Policy was founded in 1962, a community preference (an import duty representing the difference between the European price and the world price) was installed for cereals, milk, beef and sugar. However, due to pressure from the European animal feed lobby and the US, animal feed was omitted from the list and became duty-free.

Farmers then began to focus on products supported by the CAP (community preference, intervention, export refunds) and to buy cheap imported feed.  Feed producers increased their imports.

As a result, the system soon began to generate huge surpluses, not only in animal products but also in cereals, as land that would normally have been used for fodder production was sown to cereals which feed producers refused to buy at the European guaranteed price.

The maize/soybean intensive production model in the wake of the Marshall Plan

The 1962 CAP reinforced the shift towards more intensive and industrialised livestock farming models of the type already developed in the USA using maize and soybean. These two crops, particularly well suited to Middle West farming conditions, were barely grown at all in Europe. The development of livestock production methods requiring non-European fodder crops created a tremendous reliance on imports, and more particularly, on the USA, the main supplier.

The European Union awakes, but the USA refused to yield

Five times between 1964 and 1987, the European Commission, increasingly conscious of the error of 1962, tried to introduce an oilseeds levy. Each of these efforts was thwarted by the USA and the European oilseeds lobby. It was not until the US declared an embargo on soybean exports for a few months in 1973 (following bad harvests) that European political leaders really awoke to the magnitude of the problem. European intensive livestock production had become totally import-dependent. In 1975 a plan for the promotion of oilseeds production was introduced and European oilseed production increased from 0.6 million tonnes in 1966 to 5.3 million tonnes in 1990. However, the US contested this European regulation under GATT, and it was ruled incompatible in 1990.

1992 – The UE reforms the CAP but increases its plant protein dependency

Eager to conclude a GATT agreement with the US, forced to modify its oilseeds regulation and keen to prioritise its cereal exports, the EU reformed the CAP. It abandoned its attempt at upwards alignment of the oilseeds regime with the cereals regime, and decided instead to do the opposite, i.e. to gradually dismantle the community preference for cereals through a significant reduction in European prices and direct compensatory payments. One of the EU’s aims in doing this was to recover its internal market in fodder cereals thanks to the lower prices.

However, by reserving aids for cereals, oilseeds and ensilage maize and neglecting grassland and other green fodder, the EU actually encouraged intensive rearing systems, penalising the use of grazing and local fodder crops and accelerating demand for plant proteins.

The Blair House US/EU agreement (Nov. 1992). EU capitulation on oilseeds

Eventually EU Commissioner McSharry left for Washington (Blair House) to negotiate an EU/US agreement for the GATT. A ten-year peace clause enabled the EU to maintain its aids to compensate farmers for price decreases. However, the US forced through an oilseeds agreement that was disastrous to the EU: a 5 million hectares ceiling for oilseed production by the 15 member states, and a ceiling of 1 million tonnes for non-food oilseeds.

Agenda 2000 – despite feed scandals, EU changes nothing

After 1992 EU plant protein dependency increased, industrial livestock farming spread, and despite extremely serious scandals in connection with animal feed, the EU decided in 1999 to prolong the 1992 CAP reform and even reduce premiums for oil and protein crops, further decrease the cereals price and maintain the ensilage maize premium!

The EU had chosen dependency and importation to meet its plant protein needs.

Mad cow disease, antibiotics, GMOs

Animal feed destroys consumer confidence

Foreseeable scandals

As the CAP had encouraged the animal feed industry to seek out the cheapest supplies, scandals like mad cow disease (UK and other countries) and the dioxin crisis (Belgium) were already on the cards – as were the abuse of antibiotics and growth activators (added to pig and poultry feed) and the foot and mouth and swinefever epidemics accentuated by intensive practices and geographical concentration. The cost to society in terms of public health, public expenditure and the disastrous economic effect on the farming sector is enormous. While the EU does not yet seem to have learned its lesson from these crises, consumer confidence has been severely shaken. No longer do consumers associate the industrialisation of food production with improved food safety.

GMOs – the industry chooses the feed

The first genetically modified products imported into Europe were feed crops (maize, rapeseed, and soybean) from the US. This was no coincidence, because the EU imports them in huge quantities. The industry also hoped that since these products were not for immediate human consumption, but were nevertheless extensively used in the agri-food industry, GMOs would soon be ubiquitous enough for consumers to have to accept them as a fait accompli without any real discussion having taken place. However, the BSE scandal changed all that and the newly aware Europeans rejected GMOs. The European Union hesitates over legislation.

Collateral damage of many kinds

The EU turns imported animal feed into surpluses

In 2000 the EU “factory” imported about 50 million tonnes of feed, including 29 million tonnes of soya, and produced 201% of its total consumption of whole milk powder. Figures for other products include 132% in the case of skimmed milk powder, 108% for pork, 111%for poultry, 105% for beef and 115% for cereals (no figure is published for slurry!). Dependence on imported plant proteins has climbed back up to 70%.

Dumping of EU surpluses ruins farming in developing countries – and is also costly
Exporting these surpluses cost the European taxpayer 4.4 billion EUR in 1999 for the above mentioned products. This practice destroys the production capacity of developing countries, bringing ruin to many farmers who cannot compete with the prices at which the EU sells its surpluses. This is why the EU is under attack at the WTO.

Imbalances within Europe

In the space of 40 years European livestock rearing has largely relocated near the dozen or so major feed-importing ports, abandoning huge inland areas naturally suited to livestock farming, often rich in animal produce tradition. It is pointless to talk about rural development and quality until this process has been stopped.

Disregard for social rights, the environment, health and quality

Livestock farming has become very industrialised, with many “factory farms” where farmers, often under contract to the industry, have less rights than an employee, but are far more vulnerable. The mountains of manure produced by these factory farms (which ought, according to agronomic principles, to be returned to the land where the feed was produced: USA, Brazil, Argentina, the Sahel, Thailand,…) cause serious pollution, impacting water quality, human health and the tourist sector. One such region after another is hit by major livestock epidemics linked to high livestock density. As to the quality of the produce, it is sufficient to say that the farmers concerned rarely choose to eat it themselves.

Looking forward

The next CAP– no change of direction for EU

The CAP reform proposals of January 2003 and the EU’s position at the WTO negotiations show that the EU is not ready to change its feed policy course. Despite the European Commission’s lip service to the environment, rural development and animal welfare, not a single measure is suggested to curb the development of factory farming or the huge imports of animal feed. Importing plant proteins is less expensive than producing them, they tell us.

The strategy is to produce agricultural commodities at rock bottom prices, world prices depressed by direct payments in the US and the EU, and to continue shipping cheap exports to other countries (low internal prices + direct payments replacing export subsidies). Dumping persists, but with the aid of a different instrument.

Livestock production to relocate outside the EU?

The logical conclusion of the current policy would be for animal products to be imported instead of animal feed. This very trend was observed in the poultry sector in 2002. Companies like Doux (France) realised that they could increase their profits by producing in countries like Brazil, where labour is less expensive and environmental regulations less stringent. The WTO is enlisted to help. The dismantling of import barriers and the obligation to import an increasing percentage of total internal consumption will be of more benefit to companies from the North that relocate their meat production than to farmers in the South, many of whom are unable to compete with very low world prices. These companies need the community preference to disappear so they can “repatriate” their products to the European market. It is only logical that industrialised agriculture should follow the same path as the textile industry. If the EU continues to pursue this course, it will soon export its polluting factory farming to the South and supply the supermarket chains and the processing industry from there.

Proposals: European livestock farming in tune with

 European geography and farming conditions

If the EU wishes to learn from its 40 years of errors in feed policy, make its livestock production considerably more self-reliant, re-establish a geographical balance, produce sustainably, win back consumer confidence and cease its destructive export practices, it must:

· Stop pretending the EU has a natural vocation to export huge quantities of basic animal and cereal products,
· Give up industrial livestock rearing and instead tie livestock farming to the use of local land, offering support, during this process, the small farms previously forced to intensify their production methods,

· Change the CAP in favour of grassland, grazing and combinations of grass and leguminous fodder crops rather than maize and soybean. Encourage the production of oilseeds and protein crops,

· Regulate European markets in animal products, using supply management.

· Better distribute livestock production between regions naturally suited to this type of farming, and support native breeds.

· Make sure international trade rules forbid all kinds of dumping, including the new US/EU variety (low internal prices + direct support) and re-examine the Blair House agreement.

· Bring in full and mandatory labelling of feed, with a positive list of authorised ingredients.

· Forbid all cultivation and importation of GMOs.
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CPE groups : Front Uni des Jeunes Agriculteurs ,Vlaams Agrarisch Centrum (Belgium) - Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche Landwirtschaft (Germany)- Confédération Paysanne (France)- Sindicato Labrego Galego, Euskal Herriko Nekazarien Elkartasuna, Union de Agricultores y Ganaderos de Rioja (Spain)- Fraie Letzebuerger Baureverband (Luxemburg) - Kritisch Landbouwberaad (Nederland) - Norske Bonde- og Smabrukarlag (Norway)- Österreichische Bergbauernvereinigung (Austria)- Confederação Nacional da Agricultura (Portugal)- Uniterre (Switzerland) - Family Farmers' Association (United Kingdom) - Mouvement International de Jeunesse Agricole et rurale catholique (Europe).

Candidate organisations: Confédération Nationale des Syndicats d’Exploitants Familiaux (F)-Fédération Internat.des Mouvements d'Adultes Ruraux Catholiques - Nordbruk (S)- Associazione Rurale Italiana, Foro Contadino (I)- Plataforma Rural (E)- Vereinigung  zum Schutz der kleinen und mittleren Bauern (CH)
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