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Impact of EU pesticide approval plans

It was clear from the strong turn-out of more than 50 Parliamentarians and stakeholders at the recent All-Party Group meeting that the potential consequences of EU proposals for new pesticide approval rules are causing genuine and serious concern to many sectors of our food and farming industries.

Central to the proposals is a switch from current risk-based assessments to the use of hazard-based ‘cut-off’ criteria which would automatically remove many currently approved products from sale. Based on an analysis by the UK’s Pesticides Safety Directorate, we learned that between 15% and 85% of pesticide products currently approved as safe could be withdrawn from the market. 

Guest speaker Sean Rickard – an economist at Cranfield University – described the effects these restrictions would have in depressing crop yields, raising farm-gate prices and, ultimately, inflating retail food prices. In particular, Mr Rickard highlighted the disproportionate impact of higher staple food prices on lower income households, and the damaging effect on current initiatives to boost healthy eating of a predicted doubling in fresh produce prices. 

While the resulting discussion highlighted diverging views over the impact and desirability of this legislation, there was an overriding sense of concern that transparent use of science-based assessment had not been central to their development. 
Members of the Group agreed that I should write to the Prime Minister urging him to take the lead in demanding a full, EU-wide impact assessment of these proposed measures – covering potential effects on human health and the environment as well as the consequences for crop yields, food prices and availability – before the new rules are implemented. A copy of my letter to the Prime Minister, as well as a full report of the meeting on 28 October, are attached to this update.     

NFU ‘Why Science Matters for Farming’ campaign

As chair of the All-Party Group, I was delighted to host and chair the recent launch of the NFU’s excellent ‘Why Science Matters for Farming’ campaign in the Palace of Westminster on 14 October. It was a full house, well-supported by many members of this group, and clearly underlining the increasing significance attached to the issue of agricultural research and innovation. 

The NFU campaign aims to celebrate the historical achievements and contribution of science and technology to modern agriculture, but also – faced with the challenge of producing more food using less land, water and other inputs – to raise awareness of the urgent need to reverse the declines in funding for agricultural R&D of recent decades. A copy of the NFU report is available on the All-Party Group web-site at: http://www.appg-agscience.org.uk/resource.html
Next All-Party Group Meeting – 25 November – Professor Bob Watson, Defra Chief Scientist

Please make a note in your diary that Defra Chief Scientist Professor Bob Watson will join the Group’s next meeting on Tuesday 25 November to share his perspective on the role of UK agriculture in responding to global food security concerns, and the implications this might have for the Defra science base. The meeting will take place from 4.30 – 6.00pm in the Boothroyd Room, Portcullis House.
At the recent NFU event (above), the Government’s Chief Scientist, Professor John Beddington, gave a clear indication that recent departmental changes to shift responsibility for climate change out of Defra into a new Department of Energy and Climate Change might signal a renewed focus within Defra on agricultural productivity. We look forward to finding out more.    
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