Interview with Arie van den Brand in JA mag, the monthly magazine of the Young Farmers

Arie van den Brand, president along with Edgar Pisani founding member of the Bruges Group - a European think tank - agronomist, former trade unionist, arborist, a former member of Dutch parliament, responds to questions from the JA mag. 
What is the Bruges Group? You define yourself as a think tank or lobbying? How do you spread your ideas? 
Since its foundation by Edgar Pisani, the Bruges Group is a truly independent group. We are not affiliated with any political party, religious group or union. The forty members are all individual members. Dacian Ciolos, the new European Commissioner for Agriculture, has been a member of our group for ten years. We are a group of reflection on the agricultural, rural and European world, that meet twice a year to reflect together on their vision of Europe. We also publish articles or books that we send to members of Parliament, the European Commission and the European Council of Ministers of Agriculture and the Environment. Our latest publication is called ‘The dilemmas of globalization’, downloadable from our website (www.groupedebruges.eu/index_en.htm). 
Even if we happen to be invited to conferences, to intervene, make a speech to the ministers or deputies, we do not lobby. In the current negotiations of the CAP post 2013, we participate in an initiative entitled ARC, Agricultural and Rural Convention (www.arc2020.eu/processFr.html). The ideas will be communicated and discussed at a conference in mid-July 2010. 
You plead for the establishment of a social contract between multifunctional agriculture and society. Could you tell us more? 
We are on the verge of a serious transition in the CAP post 2013. Most of Europe's population is urban. It was therefore necessary to consider the services that the farmers can offer towards their fellow citizens. Of course, among these services, there is food, whose quality must be continuously improved through a more sustainable agriculture. Another role of agriculture: participation in biodiversity conservation, notably agricultural biodiversity, that is to say, preserving the diversity of plant varieties and animal breeds and regional biodiversity of flora and fauna. Citizens are also attached to the presence of farmers on the land. A presence that promotes tourism. Farmers also play a role in education or even health. In the Netherlands, the health care farm has been developed to accommodate people with mental or physical handicaps. It was discovered that these people were better off on the farms than in specialized centers. Agriculture has also a role to play in water management, particularly where there are risks of droughts. Water is essential for agriculture and our society. In the Netherlands, for example, farmers have much to do to participate in improving the quality of water. Agriculture must also contribute to the preservation of land and resources. The word "health" should be included in the debates of 2013: that of farmers, mankind, earth, plants and animals. Obesity is a problem for health and health care costs. The whole sector, especially farmers, should take part in food education of citizens. The Common Agricultural Policy should be for food, nature and health.

What vision of the Health Check of the CAP in 2013 are you wearing? 
As Edgar Pisani wrote in his book ‘The old man and the land’, the CAP must provide food security and food sovereignty for the European population and at the same time safeguard the planet. These are the two key elements that must include the CAP post 2013. The current European political majority calls for a reduction in the EU budget. The Groupe de Bruges is against this idea: we say that the financing of the CAP must meet the demands of society. It will therefore not pay for production, but for the functions that society demands of agriculture. There is a need for more budget in the second pillar, but already and more importantly, it will have to fight to keep this budget, because once lost, there will be no turning back. Do not re-nationalize the aid, because it would be the death of agriculture. 
Do you think that the crisis that has affected all agricultural sectors, but also has led to protests will influence negotiations of the CAP? And if so, how? 
Increasingly, we see the theme of food sovereignty in the debates. After the war, the number one goal of Europe was: no more war, no more hunger. For forty years, we talked about food security. Now, we talk about how be food independent in a geopolitical instable context. Farming must be less industrial, more sustainable, but must also create more jobs. For the next sixty years, agriculture will have a vital role in creating jobs, because the demands of society can not be met with technological answers alone. It will need more manpower. 
Do you think the farm crisis has transformed the European public opinion? 
In Europe, we have seen in the latest Eurobarometer that farmers have a good image. Between 70 and 80% of respondents have a positive view of farmers. In large European cities like Amsterdam, Copenhagen and London, the mayors are keenly interested in agriculture. London has published "The London food strategy". The municipalities are making efforts to promote food with local products and/or organic in canteens. New relationships are formed between the city and the countryside. It is important for national unions but also for the Ceja to show people what the farmers are doing. Do not close the farms to society, farms must be open with activities for schoolchildren. You have to put agriculture at the heart of society. 
What are your proposals on the income component of farmers? 
This is the subject of a resolution put forward by José Bové in European Parliament early May (see p. 15). We need a fairer distribution of value added and income in the sector. I do not think subsidizing the price is the solution. It's crazy to see that of the price of the products in shops, sometime only 1% goes to the farmer! Last year, I was in Hungary, I saw that there were thousands of acres of cherries unharvested. Why? At 17 euro cents per kilogram, it is not profitable to pick them while in stores, a kilo of cherries were sold at € 5 per kilo. Thirty times more, it is not possible!
Can we disconnect the CAP discussions from the Doha Round?
I am not in favour of disconnecting from the agriculture talks in the Doha Round or other UN debates. It is unavoidable to have international agreements, because otherwise there will always always geostrategic tensions around food, similar as with energy and water. We need a policy and strategy based on geopolitical stability, and therefore we need international agreements. It is also in the interest of farmers so that they have stable prices that are not too low and for consumers so for them prices are not too high. But agricultural products should not be treated as Coca Cola, Volkswagen, because they are products we need to survice. We need international rules to avoid destabilizing the markets. However, we are critical of speculation on food. This is not ethical. 
Which European policies will affect the future of the CAP and the income of farmers?
A policy where the Liberals, Socialists, Christian Democrats, perhaps a bit tickled by the Greens, take position on the necessity and the importance of agriculture and farmers for the future of Europe. It is the interest of our civilization, our culture, the richness of our landscape and our cuisine. I often say to young farmers in my country: "I do not care in what party you fight, but you have to do it!". The political parties need to meet with farmers. Otherwise, they speak about farmers without the farmers! Farmers must participate in politics. Before it was the Copa-Cogeca and the Council of ministers who decided the future of the CAP. Today, civil society, NGOs, are also interested. Bird Life International for example has prepared a report for the European Commission, expressing its expectations vis-à-vis the CAP. Farmers should cut themselves off from debate. 
What message would you deliver to young French farmers? 
I encourage young farmers to do an internship of six months abroad before starting as a farmer! It's helps form an open and independent mind, and acknowledge the existing cultural diversity. They will return enriched! 
