European Parliament resolution on the European Action Plan for Organic Food and Farming
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4.
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5.
Background of the resolution:

Extensive references were made in the past to the production of organic products: in the conclusions of the European Council in Göteborg (June 2001), in the sixth Community Environment Action Programme (July 2002) and in the conclusions of the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg (September 2002).

In September 2003, the Agriculture/Fisheries Council took note of the presentation by the Commission of its Recommendation on "Guidelines for the development of national strategies and best practices to ensure the co-existence of genetically modified crops with conventional and organic farming" and held a substantive political discussion on the main concerns relating to the coexistence of genetically modified crops with conventional and organic farming. At its meeting in Salzburg in November 2003, the European Conference on Rural Development stressed the key aim of strengthening the competitiveness of the farming sector through diversification, innovation and value added products, taking into account the diversity of agricultural potential in different rural areas.

At the request of the Agriculture Council of June 2001, reiterated at its meetings of December 2002 and December 2003, the Commission presented, in June 2004, its Communication on the European Action Plan for Organic Food and Farming COM(2004)415.

6.
Analysis of the text and of Parliament’s requests:
In terms of development of the organic food market, the EP takes the view that the measures to support information and promotion campaigns are useful if they take account of the experience of the industry’s professional associations and the Member States’ legislation and programmes. Consumer information campaigns, particularly for children and young people, should be intensified and combined with awareness programmes concerning the environmental and nutritional value of organic products. Promotion campaigns should focus on public canteens, with particular reference to school canteens. The promotion of organic products should be strengthened under the relevant Community programmes within and outside the European Union. In all promotion activities mentioned in Action 1, the Commission should specify and promote to the same level the environmental advantages of organic agriculture and the advantages that this type of product offers for human health. The Community logo should be supplemented with information about the local and regional origin of the products. It welcomes the Commission’s intention to further harmonise European standards for organic products and production, thus enabling proper functioning of the internal market, ending distortion of competition, and guaranteeing completely free trade in organic products throughout the European Union; considers that Member States’ higher national standards should not prevent organic products from other Member States being traded freely as certified organic products in such Member States. In the context of the 2005 budgetary procedure, Parliament specifically included the Action Plan under the budget item relating to promotional campaigns (05 08 05 01), and takes the view that an increase in this budget line could be envisaged for 2006 after an analysis of the needs of the Member States.
In terms of public aid, the EP stresses the need to encourage public aid for organic farming and for industries connected to organic farming, and to promote the introduction of quality systems.

As to the research aspects, the EP suggests that in the European research framework programme, organic farming as a production method should be recognised as a priority (…) and regrets that the European Action Plan presented contains no specific measure to promote research; in this respect, urges the Commission to give more detailed definition to such measures.
In the field of standards and inspections, the EP supports the Commission proposal in Action 9 to endeavour to guarantee the integrity of organic production by enforcing the regulations and adhering to the limit dates planned for the transitional periods; but requests that special cases that arise be examined. The definition of organic farming must relate not only to the production method but also to a set of agricultural practices which guarantee respect for the environment and biodiversity, and enable healthy, high-quality foodstuffs to be produced. Acceptance must be gained for this definition of organic farming in international fora in order to safeguard the specificity of the organic farming industry in the context of international trade. In order to ensure the credibility of organic products, the Commission should check that the Member States carry out their supervisory duties by means of private and national supervisory bodies and, where necessary, impose penalties for infringements; considers, furthermore, that the Commission should draw up an annual survey of the Member States' reports and inform Parliament. In the Action Plan the issue of GMOs cannot be addressed solely by means of thresholds, but that the Commission must state what it intends to do as regards coexistence of transgenic and organic crops. Whatever happens, it must be made clear that, in the event of contamination, even if accidental, the financial responsibility is to be borne exclusively by the people illegally marketing GMOs, and not by the farming industry as a whole; insists that with regard to GMOs the same rules should be applicable to Community products as to imported products.

The appropriateness of Action 17 in the Community Action Plan, which aims to transfer to an independent international organisation the system of accreditation for control bodies, is questioned. The EP calls for this important step in the process, which lends legitimacy to European organic farming in the eyes of European citizens, to remain under the control of the Commission and the Member States and suggests that any judgement regarding fraud pertaining to the organic nature of a product or production process be available throughout the European Union in order to avoid any recurrence of situations such as a person already convicted of fraud being able to find a new certificating body and having their certification reissued, or moving from one Member State to another in order to continue their fraudulent dealings, or operators in the industry having no knowledge of their fraudulent past.

The EP considers it regrettable that the Commission presents no concrete financial measures relating to the organisation of distribution channels, and calls for support, including financial support, to be given in the framework of the structuring of production, processing and marketing.
7.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

As to the development of the organic food market: in order to give the consumers the right information and to stimulate the demand, the Action Plan foresees to increase Commission cooperation efforts with Member States and professional organisations in order to develop a strategy for the campaigns. The Commission has already convened a meeting with experts from the Member States in order to listen to the views of the Member States and professional organisations and to encourage a common approach and coordinated messages.

The Community support regime for promotion measures already foresees that it is up to the professional organisations to take initiatives to put in place information and promotion programmes. Targeting the campaign on specific groups of people and focusing on specific messages will be taken into account, together with other specialist advices, when drawing up the terms of reference of the campaign. Environmental benefits will obviously be part of the campaign There is a single health standard in the EU and all food products, whether organic or not, must meet it.

Organic food that has been produced in accordance with all the requirements in EU-legislation can have access to all EU organic markets. The EU-logo can play an important role to make this happen, while not excluding national, regional and private logos. There is no contradiction then for organic producers to underline the regional origin of their products. Therefore, useful and true information about local ingredients and traditional production methods should be possible; it should not lead yet to misleading claims about one organic standard being "higher than" another standard, which would distort the market.

The Commission has included the appropriations for an information campaign for the organic sector in its proposal for budget line 05 08 05 01, foreseeing a 3-year campaign with 1 million expenditure per year starting from 2005.

As to public aid, the Action Plan recommends the Member States to make full use of the possibilities of Rural Development measures to support organic farmers. Organic farmers are entitled, as any other farmers, to agri-environmental aids to cover the costs of benefits to the environment. Not only agri-environmental measures, but also investments, extensions services, quality schemes and all the other elements of the Rural Development menu can be used to help the development of organic farming.

An increase in research on organics has already happened, and the 7th Framework Programme is expected to put even more emphasis on it. Yet the Commission should not prescribe now in too much detail the research issues, but leave some room for tackling the most important emerging needs.

A crucial aim of the Action Plan is to better define the underlying principles and objectives of organic farming and food production. It is our intention to work towards agreed basic principles on global scale. Alignment between these principles and those of the WHO/FAO Codex Alimentarius, the international standard for trade in organic produce, is the preferred instrument to do so. This should help to harmonize and simplify as far as possible the production standards, and to leave some flexibility to adapt to local or regional circumstances (for instance on special cases of local breeds, transitional period could be considered).

Inspection has been an integral part of the organic production system. As stated in the Action Plan, controls and supervision system in the organic sector should be reviewed, including the risk-based approach, and sticking to the requirements of the Food and Feed Controls regulation, which will become applicable from 1 January 2006. The Action Plan also intends to publish the supervision reports from the Member States in order to increase transparency and to guarantee the credibility of the organic sector.

The Action Plan was not the right place to address GMO co-existence, as the issue is much wider than only organic farming. The Commission will issue a report on the national co-existence measures before the end of the year 2005, from which the Community would assess the needs to take further steps or not.

Action 17 should not be misunderstood. The ideas is not to transfer all responsibility for accreditation of inspection bodies to an international organisation but to lay down at EU level  commonly agreed requirements for inspection bodies, while recognising, or at least building on, existing international accreditation systems.

The Action Plan foresees to improve the cooperation between the inspection bodies and the Member States in order to prevent fraudulent practices.

Support for production chains and investment is possible under the Rural Development Programmes.
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