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PRESS RELEASE

WALSH ADDRESSES BMW REGIONAL ASSEMBLY ON IMPLICATIONS OF MID TERM REVIEW OF CAP

The Minister for Agriculture and Food, Mr Joe Walsh TD, today addressed the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly in Ballaghadereen Co Roscommon on the implications of the proposals for the Mid Term Review (MTR) of the CAP.

Welcoming the Minister, the Chairman of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly, Councillor Peter Kennedy outlined the importance of agriculture to the BMW Region which is predominantly rural in character. He also referred to the submission which the Regional Assembly had made on the Fishler CAP Reform.

The Minister emphasised the key role agriculture continues to play in the national economy and in particular the importance in the BMW region, both economically and socially.  In this context the Minister welcomed the submission from the Assembly on the implications of the proposals for the Region.

Minister Walsh said that in relation to decoupling, the Assembly identified the dilemma facing Ministers in the Council.  “On the one hand, the Commission’s proposals will simplify the current system which is bureaucratic and cumbersome for farmers and national administrations alike.  Full decoupling is also likely to result in improvements in farm incomes in many cases as farmers will opt out of uneconomic production while still retaining their entitlements to direct payments.   On the other hand, however, production will fall, particularly in the beef and sheepmeat sectors, and this may have serious consequences for the wider rural economy”.  The Minister said that this point was well made in the Assembly’s submission which refers to the fact that employment in Roscommon is heavily dependent on the beef processing sector. 

He referred to the difficulty in encouraging new industry and employment into certain rural areas and pointed out that, despite the level of funding for rural development initiatives, it will not be easy to replace the value of output lost in primary agriculture and the processing sector.

Minister Walsh said that a majority of Ministers in the Council are opposed to full decoupling.  Partial decoupling is gathering increasing support among Member States but as yet there is no consensus or a common understanding of what model of partial decoupling might be acceptable.

Referring to the proposals on modulation and degression, the Minister said they represent significant cuts in the levels of direct payments which now constitute a major component of farm incomes in Ireland.  “In 2002, direct payments accounted for 69% of aggregate farm incomes in Ireland and the average payment to farmers was of the order of €13,000.”  He agreed with the BMW submission that the threshold proposed by the Commission for exemption from reductions should be increased to exclude as many small farmers as possible from the proposed cuts.  “I am firmly opposed to degression which, in my view, should only be contemplated when and if the need for it arises through Budget deficits.  There is no such need at present nor is there likely to be in the short term”.
Minister Walsh said that the publication of the Commission’s proposals and the debate which has followed has led to an unhealthy degree of uncertainty about the future policy framework for the CAP.  “This is damaging to the markets and to the confidence of farmers and the agri-food sector generally and undermines their ability to plan their enterprises. I believe that that uncertainty is not in anybody’s interests. That is not, of course, to say that I will accept agreement at any cost”. 

The Minister told the assembly that the prospects for a decision at the June Council have improved in recent weeks as the various elements fall into place.  “We are now, entering a period of intense and crucially important negotiating activity that will have a major impact on the future of European and Irish agriculture.  My objective, both in the MTR and World Trade negotiations, remains to protect the gains of the Agenda 2000 Agreement and to ensure the best possible ongoing level of support for Irish agriculture and Irish rural communities and to protect our production base.  

Whatever the outcome, there will continue to be substantial benefits from Ireland’s participation in the European Union.   In 2002 the Irish agri-food sector benefited from membership of the European Union through net budget transfers of €1.4 billion and through a positive trade effect of €570 million.  The challenge for me as Minister is to protect those benefits and I intend to do my utmost to do so”.

Members of the regional Assembly raised a series of issues with the Minister including the impact of the proposals on rural areas, the future prospects for small farmers in particular, and concern regarding the consequences of decoupling and modulation of payments.
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