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1. Welcome & introduction
David Kidney welcomed all present to the meeting, noting the high level of interest this issue had generated among Parliamentarians and stakeholders alike, and also ensuring all were aware that the audience included reporters from the farming press. He introduced the first speaker, Dominic Dyer, Chief Executive of the Crop Protection Association, to set the context for the EU’s plans to introduce new pesticide approval procedures,

2. Dominic Dyer, CPA

Representing manufacturers of plant protection products, Dominic Dyer highlighted the sector’s main concern that the proposed new legislation - developed by DG Sanco but not, he suggested, in full consultation with other relevant DGs - would involve a switch from the current risk-based assessments to the use of hazard-based ‘cut-off’ criteria which would automatically remove a significant number of products currently approved and with a track record of safe use. 

Based on an impact assessment carried out by the UK’s Pesticides Safety Directorate, the potential loss of currently approved pesticide products would range from 15% under the Commission’s original proposals to as much as 85% under First Reading amendments agreed by the European Parliament. On 23 June this year the proposals had been voted through by the EU Council of Ministers with just four Member States (including the UK) objecting, and the proposals were now entering Second Reading stage in the European Parliament.  
Mr Dyer highlighted the stringent EU pesticide registration controls currently in place, which typically required more than 200 scientific studies on a product’s impact on human health and the environment to be completed and independently assessed by regulators as part of a development process lasting 10 years and costing approximately £150 million per product. 

The industry’s main concerns were that the new rules would unnecessarily remove safe products from the market without scientific justification or demonstrable benefits for human health or the environment. The resulting loss of crop protection products would seriously affect crop yields and quality at a time of mounting concern over food security. 
Yet the proposals were potentially facing a Second Reading process in the European Parliament without proper scrutiny. No EU-wide impact assessment of the Commission’s plans had been published alongside the proposals – either looking at the costs in terms of food production or the effects on human health and the environment. 

Mr Dyer reported that a UK grouping of organisations along the food chain, from farming organisations through to food retailers, had recently written to the Prime Minister highlighting the potential damage of the proposals, and calling on the UK to take the lead among EU Member States in demanding safeguard action requiring a proper EU-wide impact assessment to be conducted before the legislation entered into force. There was potentially an 18-month window between agreement on the legislation and its final implementation for such a safeguard clause to take effect. 

3. Sean Rickard, Senior Lecturer & Director of MBA Programme, Cranfield University 
Sean Rickard introduced himself as an agricultural economist with more than 30 years’ experience, former NFU chief economist and current adviser to the Government. Most of his work had focused on the direct and indirect effects of policies.  

His assessment of the impact of proposed new EU pesticide rules was based on previous analyses conducted by the UK’s Pesticides Safety Directorate – looking at the loss of products under four scenarios – and ADAS, estimating the resulting impact on crop yields. 

His own study translated that data into the effect on farm-gate and retail food prices. 

In assessing the impact on farm-gate prices, his approach focused on the price increase needed to compensate for loss of yield, since bringing additional land into production was not an option for the UK. 

For wheat, the lowest impact scenario, based on the Commission’s original proposals, would mean a 32% increase in prices, while the worst case European Parliament version would drive prices up by 135%. For potatoes, the equivalent figures were 26% and 111%, and for field brassicas (calabrese) 21% and 236% respectively – this last case effectively bringing an end to field vegetable production in the UK.  

In terms of food retail prices – assuming no additional mark-up within the supply chain - a 100% increase in cereal values would raise the price of a standard loaf of bread by 9p, a litre of milk by 3p and a kilo of pork by 40p. 

The impact of recent commodity price rises was a 13% increase in food price inflation. The impact of such an increase would be hardest felt among lower income families – spending around 20% of their household income on food – who also tend to buy more basic staple items.     

Mr Rickard accepted that estimated price increases could be lower if lost output was made up by imports – however he noted that recent commodity price rises had arisen on the back of a 70 million tonne drop in world grain production, similar to the worst case impact of these proposals on total EU grain production. It was a matter for debate whether the shortfall could be made up by imports – also bearing in mind that non-EU production might continue using crop protection products banned from use in the EU.  Greater reliance on imports would ultimately put EU jobs at risk within the food processing and manufacturing sectors, and lead to a greatly increased position of food deficit across the EU. 

In conclusion, Mr Rickard noted that the balance between world supply and demand for food was becoming more fragile, requiring higher not lower productivity from EU farms. In this context, it would be an act of sheer madness to introduce measures which would cut productivity. 
Food price inflation returned in 2008, and while prices had fallen back recently, both OECD and FAO continued to predict that agricultural prices would remain some 15-20% above average levels over the past 15 years. The world needed to increase its production of food, particularly in areas less vulnerable to the effects of climate change, such as Europe. 

Restrictions on crop protection products were not appropriate at this time, nor should such measures be seen as substitutes for effective product stewardship, training and education. 

[A full copy of Sean Rickard’s presentation is available in the Meetings section of the All-Party Group web-site at www.appg-agscience.org.uk ]

4. Questions & discussion
Lord Willoughby de Broke asked why, in the face of such damaging proposals, farmers in other large agricultural nations – such as France and Germany – were not out in force protesting?

Dominic Dyer replied that the level of grass-roots farmer concern in those countries was increasing, although each had their own domestic political challenges – President Sarkozy had already set a national target of reducing pesticide use by 50% over 10 years, while in Germany there was not only a powerful green lobby but also a stronger belief among farmers’ representatives that new pesticide products would be developed as alternatives. The level of interest and concern was on the increase in other member states, for example Holland was now reconsidering its previous support for the proposal following an independent study into the impact on its horticulture sector, while citrus growers in Spain and Italy were also voicing concerns.  

As a horticulturalist, Lord Taylor of Holbeach expressed concern at the quite devastating impact of the proposals on the horticulture sector, where off-label approvals were already difficult to obtain. He noted that the figures quoted by Sean Rickard mirrored a recent study by the University of Wageningen in Holland, which found that the proposals would convert margins in the ornamental horticulture sector from €15,000/ha into a loss of €2500/ha. 

Lord Selborne declared his interest as a top-fruit grower, insisting that consumers should be made aware that this legislation would make it impossible to grow Cox, Bramley or Worcester apples in the UK. It was a matter of serious concern why science and technology had failed to inform this debate. 
Lord Inglewood asked about the original justification for the proposals. 

Dominic Dyer replied that the stated objective was to improve public health and the environment, although as previously indicated, no basis for delivering such improvements had been provided by the Commission, hence the need for a full impact assessment. The proposals were being developed alongside a separate Sustainable Use Directive, which aimed to improve levels of stewardship in the use of crop protection products. In this area the UK had already made significant progress through programmes such as the Voluntary Initiative. 

The Countess of Mar declared an interest as a longstanding campaigner against pesticide products, particularly those associated with endocrine disruption. Her concern was that evidence showed effects on the foetus at very low levels, yet no pesticide had gone through testing for such effects despite the claims of rigorous controls. She asked about the yield figures used, whether they were pre-1945 or had been adjusted to take account of the contribution of plant breeding improvements, how organic yields compared, and whether enough research was being conducted by soil scientists into the effects of pesticides on soil health – in view of the recent RASE study on this issue. 

Sean Rickard confirmed that yield figures quoted were based on 2006/07 data, and assumed that normal crop production would involve the use of crop protection products. Estimates of yield reductions came from  ADAS calculations. Organic wheat yields might be expected to yield slightly higher than the 3.7t/ha worst case scenario, perhaps just over 4//ha, but organic farmers would face an additional output penalty by taking land out of production as part of their rotational strategy. 

Dominic Dyer agreed that concerns over potential health effects such as endocrine disruption were extremely important. However, the lack of transparency behind the  Commission’s proposal meant there was no certainty or clarity over the definition of what the cut-off criteria were, how they would apply, or how they would improve public health. Impact on soil health and condition was also very important. A lot of research was taking place, but more could be done and this was possibly an area for public sector investment in view of concerns over the ageing profile of soil scientists in the UK     
In brief: Contributions from the floor 

Nick Mole of PAN-UK described the presentations as scare-mongering, failing to mention the safeguards built in to the legislation which would allow application of essential use derogations for five years where no effective alternative was available. According to the Commission, just 23 active substances would be lost. Some UK food retailers had already adopted hazard-based criteria in their own standards without affecting supply volumes or prices. Furthermore, a recent survey showing 50% of EU fruit and vegetables contained unnecessary pesticide residues was a serious concern. Overall, PAN-UK was in favour of the proposed measures – in-built safeguards would not jeopardise yields or food production. The Commission was not interested in compromising food security and support of other Member States was evidence of that.    

Hugh Oliver-Bellasis, Chairman of RASE, clarified that the effects identified in the Society’s recent soil report had nothing to do with the use of pesticides, and were basically the same whether farming organically or conventionally. A significant factor was the increased use of larger machinery, although soil damage had also occurred as a result of poor drainage – environmental groups had been pressing for a reduction in drainage to protect wildlife. 

Sarah Pettitt, Lincolnshire brassica grower and Vice-Chair of the NFU Board for Horticulture and Potatoes, expressed concern at the prospect of exporting the UK’s vegetable and fruit industry to parts of the world which did not have the training or stewardship to use products safely. While recent harmonisation of Maximum Residue Levels offered welcome progress towards a level playing-field for the UK vegetable industry, concern remained over the continued use of import tolerance levels not based on risk or science. In relation to the EU’s pesticide approval plans, she suggested that the measures should not only be subject to a full impact assessment, but also that EFSA should be involved in assessing any product matching the cut-off criteria. 

Speaking on behalf of the British sugar industry, Chris Carter highlighted the significant improvements made in the responsible use of pesticides within the sugar beet sector, and the potentially damaging effects of the EU’s proposals for an industry supplying 60% of the UK’s sugar requirements. He highlighted the urgent need for politicians to make representations to their MEP counterparts on the European Parliament’s Environment Committee – at the very least seeking no further deterioration in the Commission’s proposals – before the Committee votes on its report on 5 November. 

Concluding comments:

Sean Rickard highlighted the serious shortcomings in transparency and accountability behind the Commission’s plans.  The proposals were not based on evidence, but prejudice – that was a dangerous way to proceed. Whatever one’s viewpoint on pesticides, there ought to be nothing to fear from a proper impact assessment – on soil effects, crop yields, living standards, food prices and public health. 

Dominic Dyer focused on the urgent need to bring science-based decision-making into the process. The UK Government had raised concerns over the proposals, but could do more. To ensure the potential impacts of the EU proposals were fully assessed and understood, he called for a safeguard clause to be included in the text of the final regulation, requiring the establishment of an expert group to conduct a full EU-wide impact assessment – covering potential effects on human health and the environment as well as consequences for crop yields, food prices and economic activity – before the new rules enter into force. 

In conclusion, David Kidney thanked all participants, and guest speakers in particular, for their contribution to a lively and productive session. He noted that while there were diverging views over the potential impact and desirability of the EU’s proposals, this simply underlined the need to put science and evidence-based assessment into the process. The absence of a full, publicly available analysis of the impact these measures could have was a cause for concern.

On behalf of members of the All-Party Group, David Kidney agreed to write to the Prime Minister highlighting the significance of this issue and the need for a full EU-wide impact assessment – covering potential effects on human health and the environment as well as consequences for crop yields, food prices and economic activity – to be carried out before the new rules could take effect. 

