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The agricultural negotiations in the WTO: meeting the needs of farmers – towards the co-existence of various forms of agriculture. 

Mr Ricardo Serra Arias – Vice-President, COPA - WTO symposium for Civil Society 26 May 2004, 10 AM – 1 PM, CRI

Ladies and gentlemen, 

By means of the contacts that we have with the organisations that represent farmers in the whole world, through IFAP or bilaterally, it is clear that there is a great convergence of views among farming organisations on what coexistence among agricultural models should be.

We all agree that every country has to have the right to choose its production model.  There should not be one single model (“One size fits all”) for global agriculture.  Agriculture is a unique industry, with specific characteristics, requiring policies that are suited to each country. 

Therefore it is clear that there should not be a single policy model, essentially based on free trade: the deterioration of trade conditions – with low global prices and disastrous effects for developing countries in particular – modernisation and restructuring, the problems relating to the conservation of natural resources and changes in society.

****

Coexistence is not some sort of slogan that we use to convince our colleagues in developing countries. 

Coexistence as we, in COPA, conceive it, is not only coexistence among the agricultural sectors of developed countries and the South’s subsistence agriculture, but also the one that safeguards a place for family-based agriculture, in the face of the agri-food industry.

***

We need to answer this question: what should the WTO’s role be if we want to guarantee this coexistence?

First and foremost, we believe that free trade in agricultural products does not allow for the coexistence among different models of agriculture.  Fair trade is thus the answer; not free trade.

It begs the question, for instance, of who will benefit from a greater opening-up of the markets for which many NGOs are so forcefully pleading?  We are not of the opinion that it will benefit the poorest.

I would like to take the example of the free trade agreement that the EU is currently negotiating with MERCOSUR countries (Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay).  

MERCOSUR countries are highly competitive exporters on international agricultural markets, mainly due to very cheap labour and extremely low-cost agricultural land.  What is more, these countries have a highly developed processing industry.

For this reason the concessions that the EU is prepared to make (additional preferential quotas; reduction in customs duties), will inevitably provoke a significant increase in imports from MERCOSUR and have a destabilising effect on the European market, with serious consequences for the European model of agriculture.

But concessions will also affect developing countries, for it will further marginalise their produce – such as sugar – on European markets.  Products from these developing countries will not be able to compete with those from Brazil or Argentina. 

Nor can developing countries expect much from a possible liberalisation of European markets on account of the Doha Round.  These countries already have very favourable conditions for access to European market and do not have a lot to gain in this Round.

The EU already offers the 77 ACP countries free access to its agricultural markets, and the “Everything but Arms” initiative, which grants free access to products from the 48 Least Developed Countries.

If the Doha Round were to result in a generalised decrease in tariff protection, instead of having access to the market with protected prices, these countries would have access to a market that offers them only a little more than the global price.

Instead of offering more opportunities to developing countries, of developing their exports to markets in developed countries and improving their income with high export prices, we will have strengthened the position of the most competitive exporting countries – and subsequently of the agri-food industry.

***

Coexistence is, above all, the coexistence between different production conditions.  By reason of this diversity of conditions, one must have policies that are suited to every reality, and that make it possible to regulate agricultural markets.

In this context, agriculture needs support policies, in order to prevent instability on the markets and guarantee the income of farmers, and to ensure that non-trade concerns are also borne in mind.

This is at odds with the increasingly prominent liberal philosophy in trade negotiations, according to which the mechanisms to support agriculture and excessive market regulation are responsible for the difficulties that international agricultural markets are currently facing.

According to this line of reasoning, policies in support of farmers in developed countries would have to disappear for there to be the same conditions for both agriculture in the South and that in the North.  The only way to improve prices would be to let market mechanisms run freely, without any interference from public policies or any subsidies. 

These arguments are much too simplistic and dangerous.

Let us recall the fact that it was clearly the very elimination of market support and supply management policies by the US in the 90s that led to the fall in world agricultural prices.  US politicians decided on the removal of withdrawal schemes and price support mechanisms, without leaving any mechanism to support prices, except through a package of emergency measures in order to offset ever-growing price decreases.  While price support was being replaced by marketing loans and direct payments to producers, the price of products fell to levels unparalleled since the 70s. 

As regards the removal of subsidies in developed countries, this would no doubt cause a major adjustment, but without the guarantee of an improvement in international markets.  The elimination of support with a brutal effect on incomes would lead to the disappearance of two-thirds of holdings in Europe – primarily family-based holdings – with severe implications for the rural populations.

Nevertheless, there is no doubt in our minds that Europe’s production and export potential, in the hands of large, competitive agricultural companies, would soon go back to being the same.

***

It is essential that the outcome of the current negotiations at the WTO takes account the so-called non-trade concerns, which reflect the fundamental role of agriculture in our societies and each country’s right to choose a policy model that meets the needs and requirements of its own society.
As far as developing countries are concerned, these must have the possibility of ensuring their people’s food security, and the protection of their rural populations. These objectives can only be achieved if developing countries are able to build up their own agricultural markets and benefit from customs protection, in order to protect their markets from the fluctuations on the world market. 

However, if developing countries are to be treated differently, they must be truly ‘developing’ from an agricultural point of view.  Up to now there has only been talk of the “G-90” or the “G-20” – this latter grouping includes some agricultural “heavyweights” such as Thailand and Brazil, which cannot be viewed as developing countries as far as agriculture is concerned. The WTO should establish a clear and objective definition of a developing country, as the United Nations has done in defining the Least Developed Countries.
With respect to developed countries such as the EU, the number one priority for European farmers is to meet the needs of society such as environmental protection, food quality and safety, animal welfare, the strengthening of rural communities and social cohesion.

In doing so however, this places them at a competitive disadvantage.

This means that if EU farmers and their co-operatives competitive position is undermined by imports that do not respect European standards then it must be possible for them to be compensated under WTO rules.
The requests on the part of European farmers for greater protection of Geographical Indications and other Denominations of Origin will also have to be taken into account – in order to guarantee proper remuneration for producers.  At present, these Geographic Indications are not sufficiently protected and consequently consumers are being misinformed, all the while producers are losing money.

***
Instead of seeking to do away with agricultural policies, we need to set criteria so that the keeping of agricultural policies is compatible with the coexistence of different agricultural models and a fair framework for international agricultural trade.

For this reason, we at COPA support the WTO’s efforts to reduce the distortive effect of agricultural subsidies.

Nevertheless, we believe that the EU has made considerable efforts to ensure that the support it grants to its farmers is compatible with fair trade.  Others, and the US in particular, have not followed suit.

Over the last decade the European Union has made three very substantial changes to its agricultural policy (in 1992, in 2000 and again in June 2003) both to ensure that its domestic support does not distort world trade as well as to reduce the overall level of this support.  

These changes go far beyond its current WTO commitments and there can therefore be no question of any further reductions.
***

Conclusion

The WTO should respect the need for different models of agriculture to coexist, models that meet the wide range of social, economic and geographic circumstances the world over.

I think I have shown that this will not be possible with free trade in agriculture.  This is neither advisable for developing countries, nor for us.

Moreover, simplistic and dangerous solutions should also be cast aside, such as the removal of agricultural policies in developed countries that some are pleading for.

Above all, there must be an agreement at the WTO, in order to guarantee a framework for international trade that is fair for all, making it possible for every country to choose its own model to support agriculture, and protecting the weakest with disciplines in support systems, which cause as few distortions as possible in international markets, in addition to improving prices.

The EU has made a lot of efforts in that direction and we hope that this will be recognised at the WTO.  We also hope that these efforts will lead to an agreement that meets the needs of farmers worldwide.

Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your attention.

