Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on "Food prices in Europe", adopted by the Commission on 17 June2009
1.
Rapporteur: Katerina BATZELI (PSE/EL)

2.
EP reference number: A6-0094/2009 / P6-TA_PROV(2009)191
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 26 March 2009

4.
Subject: Food prices in Europe
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (AGRI)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
This resolution develops in 68 points the position of the European Parliament (EP) on the situation of food prices.

The Parliament believes that it is in the EU public interest to maintain an adequate level of producer and consumer prices and to ensure fair competition, especially with regard to strategic merchandise such as agricultural and food products. Furthermore, it considers that while competition should provide consumers with food at competitive prices, farmers must also be provided with a stable income by prices which cover their production costs and fair remuneration for their work, not least to ensure a secure supply of good-quality food.

In this respect, the Parliament considers that the CAP should contribute to guarantee greater stability for producers' incomes and to offer consumers acceptable prices, notably through new market management measures.

This resolution highlights a large number of issues and concerns linked to the gap between producer prices and prices paid by consumers and more generally to the functioning of the agri-food chain in the EU. They include notably the concentration and market power of retailers which are considered as excessive, unfair commercial practices, the growing share of non-agricultural costs, the role of speculation, and the balance of market power along the chain.

The European Parliament calls for a long list of measures designed to achieve greater transparency, better regulation of the agricultural and food markets, a more effective cost and price monitoring system and greater emphasis towards food quality and local European food products.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The EP calls on the Commission in:

- Points 6, 27, 35, 52 to analyse the supply chain, the gap between producer and consumer prices, differences between prices in the Member States and differences in prices between various agricultural products;

- Point 18 to develop a strategy to support and develop fair trade throughout the European Union;

- Point 31 to establish a Community legal framework which includes the in-depth revision of Directive 2000/35/EC on combating late payments in commercial transactions and encourages balanced relations between the various agents in the food chain;

- The section relating to "Food Market Imperfections" (points 13; 15; 25; 26; 29) to take action against anticompetitive practices relating to vertical restraints and to abuses of dominant position and to improve the fight against cartels in the retail sector both at EU and Member State level .

- The section relating the "European Union role" (points 32; 37; 38; 39) to ensure that competition rules are respected at national and EU level and to strengthen the cooperation among National Competition Authorities under the coordination of the Commission. Points 33, 34 to ensure greater transparency on prices and cost structure in the food supply chain (notably through the development of "best practices" or "scoreboards");

- Points 36, 46, 54, 62 to promote, both within the CAP and in other EU policies, supply concentration and rebalancing of bargaining power; launch a Green Paper on strengthening producer organisations and efficient chain approaches;

- Point 39 to give support to national schemes aimed at reduce/withdraw unjustified regulatory interventions;

- Points 42, 43, 44 to create an international network around the FAO to ensure sufficient world food stocks; to negotiate a WTO agreement that gives the agricultural sector sufficient scope to be able to compete with third countries; to set up crisis reserves and storage at EU level for certain basic foodstuffs;

- Point 45 to introduce mechanisms to combat speculation in the financial markets with agricultural commodities and financial instruments based on those commodities;

- Point 49 to reinstate a European Food Producer Consulting Service giving advice to farmers and producer organisations on product distribution, the retail market and opportunities for the production of specific products;

- Point 50 to create a telephone hotline for consumers and agricultural producers;

- Points 53, 60, 61, 63 to support organic production, local products, direct contact between producers and consumers, the differentiation of agricultural products as a marketing concept, the reinforcement and streamlining of EU policies for the protection of origin and geographical indications and other certifications;

- Point 47 to monitor food imports more closely for compliance with EU hygiene and environmental standards;

- Point 67 to evaluate the costs borne by producers in complying with Community rules on cross-compliance and the extent to which these differ between Member States.

The Commission would like to thank the members of the European Parliament who contributed to the elaboration of the resolution on food prices in Europe. This resolution is very timely since, in the wake of the economic recession, the agricultural sector is facing a dramatic decline in agricultural market prices, which is putting farm income under strong pressure. In this context, it is crucial that the food supply chain functions efficiently in order to mitigate the impact of the crisis on agricultural income and to ensure that consumers benefit from lower food prices. As a result, the analysis of food prices and of the functioning of the food supply chain is of major importance for the Commission. Furthermore, medium to long-term agricultural commodities prices are expected to rise again from current levels based on analysis of structural factors: as a result a better functioning food supply chain could contribute to avoid similar sharp increase in food prices in the future as well as to contain consumer prices volatility.

The Commission welcomes that the European Parliament shares a common view over a large number of concerns expressed in the resolution related to the need to improve the functioning of the whole food supply chain: this covers in particular the achievement of greater transparency along the supply chain and better information for consumers, and the improvement of the distribution of value added along the whole supply chain.

To address these issues, the Commission has taken a series of initiatives since last year: the work of the High Level Group on the Competitiveness of the Agro-food Industry has very recently proposed a set of policy recommendations. A Green Paper on agricultural product quality was also presented last year. Consumer Markets Scoreboard published in the beginning of 2009, with its chapter on prices, including food prices, contributed to better transparency. Furthermore, in a Communication on Food Prices adopted last December, the Commission has proposed several ways to improve the functioning of the food supply chain in Europe, in the form of a roadmap. The implementation of the roadmap should contribute to shed some light and meet most of the issues and concerns raised in the EP resolution.

This concerns in particular the need for more information for producers and consumers along the whole food supply chain. Progress should be made in particular in setting up a permanent European monitoring of food prices and of the supply chain. The provision of quality price information should help to address the lack of transparency and improve the knowledge and understanding about the functioning of the food supply chain.

Furthermore issues related to the enforcement of competition and consumer protection rules, specific market regulations (identified as potentially restrictive), the distribution of value added across the food supply chain, the balance of bargaining power and measures to discourage excessive speculation, are also recognised and addressed in the Commission Food Price Communication.

Finally, on other matters such as the creation of strategic stocks, the promotion of fair trade, as well as local and quality products, the Commission has noted the clear opinion of the European Parliament. In this context, the Commission will examine how these requests can be taken into account in the current policy framework and orientations.
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