Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the situation in the beekeeping sector, adopted by the Commission on 3 February 2009
1.
Resolution tabled further to Question for Oral Answer B6‑0480/2008 pursuant to Rule 108(5) of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure by Neil PARISH (EPP-ED/UK) on behalf of the Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (AGRI)
2.
EP reference number: B6-0579/2008 / P6_TA-PROV(2008)0567

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 20 November 2008

4.
Subject: The situation in the beekeeping sector

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The main purpose of the EP resolution is to warn that the bee mortality and decline in bee colony not only puts beekeepers in serious economic difficulties but may have a severe impact on biodiversity.

The EP is requesting urgent actions to respond to the bee health problems and also to allow EU beekeepers to compete with imported honey produced at lower cost (indication of origin). Moreover, the EP is urging the Commission to step up further research on diseases, parasites and other possible factors causing bee mortality (i.e. pesticides).

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The Commission recognises the importance that bees play in the EU's ecology system and its ecosystem. The Commission is also aware of the decline in bee colonies, and already took actions (and will continue to do so) to respond to these problems.

Besides all the existing measures described below, the Commission will organise an internal platform for discussion with all DGs involved (DG SANCO chef de file) in order to discuss what measures could be taken by the Commission to address these concerns.

Research on bee mortality

As regards bee health and research, in February this year, the Commission requested that the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) study the mortality in bees and its causes in the EU. EFSA collected information from Member states and intends to analyse this information and to provide the Commission with a clearer picture of the epidemiological situation of bee colony collapse, which could provide the basis for further action in this areas. Besides the EFSA activities, the Commission is and will be supporting a number of research projects relating to honeybees in its Research Framework programmes.

Protection of biodiversity and support for polination

As regards the protection of biodiversity and support to pollination, it should be known that financial support is already granted for rationalisation of transhumance of beehives. This measure which is provided by Council Regulation (EC) N° 1234/2007 is intended to assist with managing the movement of hives in the Community and provide locations where high concentration of beekeepers can gather during the flowering season. This measure may include enrichment of apicultural flora in certain areas.

Several Member States have included in their rural development programmes agri-environment measures aimed at creating areas supporting bees' population. This includes either establishing of buffer strips or field margins or designating part of the land as forage areas where special plants are sown to attract bees. This is accompanied by a ban on plant protection products use in such zones.

The shift of financial resources from pillar 1 to pillar 2 of the CAP (so-called modulation), as proposed by the Commission in the framework of the health check, can provide additional resources to ensure proper management of the environment, including biodiversity, mentioned in the health check proposal as one of the environmental challenges to which additional funds should be allocated.

Water quality

As regards the quality of surface waters, the Water's framework Directive has established:

· protection of all waters;

· an obligation to achieve/maintain good water quality for all surface waters and groundwaters, by 2015, plus a prohibition of deterioration of water status;

· an obligation to establish a monitoring system;

· an obligation to develop the necessary plans and programmes by December 2009, in broad public consultation with local municipalities, stakeholders and non-governmental organisations.

Financial support

Concerning the financial support to beekeeper suffering from bee mortality, the Commission stresses that a new measure on restocking of hives has been added since 2004 to the list of eligible measures in the national beekeeping programmes. Therefore it is now possible to compensate for losses of bees (and production) by funding activities to promote queen production, purchase of bee colonies, or even purchase of hives. Therefore, the Commission encourages Member states to make a better use of this possibility. So far the share of the budget for this measure represents only 16% of the total budget.

Competition with imported honey

Concerning competition with third countries, first of all, the Commission is glad to see that EU dependence on imports is decreasing since the enlargements of 2004 and 2007 absorbed major producers. As regards the claims that imported honey is of lower quality, third countries may only be approved for exporting honey to the EU after their submission of a residue monitoring plan, which has been favourably evaluated by the Commission services. Moreover, the Commission's inspection service carries out specific audits of the competent authorities of third countries with respect to the veterinary residue monitoring in food to be exported to the EU.

In addition, EU Member States must carry out regular import checks at border inspection posts. Part of these checks could include laboratory analysis for the presence of residues. In the case of a positive finding, all Member States are informed via the Rapid Alert System for food and feed and measures are taken for withdrawal from the market of the products concerned.

Moreover, Directive 2001/110/EC relating to honey labelling was, and still is, a great improvement for the sector and the quality of honey in particular. This text guarantees that honey which is marketed in the EU satisfies minimum composition criteria in order to make sure that no adulterated product is put on the market. Moreover, this Council Directive makes a distinction between honey for end users and bakers' honey. Any other product which does not comply with these quality requirements cannot be marketed on the EU market under the name "honey". Of course, these minimum requirements also apply to imported honey. Nevertheless it is up to Member States to check that imported honey (and also EU honey) complies with all the Directive requirements, and to “prohibit the marketing of products which fail to conform to this Directive”.

Indication of origin:

As regards the indication of origin of honey, as provided by Council Directive 2001/110/EC, the Commission is of the opinion that in view of the close link between the quality of honey and its origin, it is indispensable that full information on these matters be available so that the consumer is not misled regarding the quality of the product. The particular consumer interests as regards the geographical characteristics of honey and full transparency in this regard necessitate that the country of origin where the honey has been harvested should be included in the labelling.

This principle is provided by article 2, point 4 a) of the Directive:

"The country or countries of origin where the honey has been harvested shall be indicated on the label. However, if the honey originates in more than one Member State or third country that indication may be replaced with one of the following, as appropriate:

· ‘blend of EC honeys’,

· ‘blend of non-EC honeys’,

· ‘blend of EC and non-EC honeys’."

The second part of the article allowing replacing the countries of origin by the indication "blend of…" is optional.

A Directive being addressed to the Member States, it is important to note that this option is given to the Member States and not to the operators. Therefore, Member States are not obliged to give this possibility to operators in their national legislation if they consider that it would be a source of confusion for consumers.
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