The agribusiness lobby in Brussels

by Marita Wiggerthale

Brussels – the capital of Europe, a central place for political decision making esp. in the field of agriculture and trade policies. An estimated 15,000 lobbyists represent the different interests professionally whereby only about 10% work for environmental and social organisations. The lobbying of the European industry (UNICE) and of the European farmers (COPA) has been part of the European decision making process since the early days of the integration process. From 1982 onwards the interests of the food sector were represented by the newly created confederation of the European food and drink industry, CIAA. In total there are 31 associations
 listed at the European Commission under the heading “food industry”, many of them just being active within a specific sector (e.g. dairy, sugar).

Box: CIAA

CIAA, the voice of the European food and drink industry, was established in 1982 by UNICE to replace its food and drinks industry committee. The CIAA is an association which incorporates 32 sector-specific associations, 24 national associations and the European liaison committee of large food and drink companies. The CIAA is without doubt a highly influential lobbying association which promotes the interests of the food industry. The main aim of CIAA is to secure and improve international competitiveness. One of the essential requirements in terms of improving competitiveness is to make agricultural raw materials, which can account for a large proportion of the end product's value, available at competitive i.e. low prices.
When it comes to trade negotiations the CIAA pursues three major policies: 1) Not threatening the export competition i.e. no early elimination of all export subsidies, 2) Not threatening import competition by opening up markets for competitive products i.e. maintenance of flexibility in tariff protection according to the closeness of the internal product prices to world market prices; 3) Increasing the export potential by opening up markets especially for processed food in advanced developing countries.

The corporate agri-food sector does not only involve the processing of food but also the industrial input of agriculture (e.g. feed, agro-chemicals, seeds, agricultural machinery) and the wholesale and retail sector. The chemical industry - incl. agro-chemicals - is one of the most internationally oriented and highly concentrated industries. The “big 6” (Bayer, Syngenta, BASF, DOW, DuPont, Monsanto) control 77% of the world agro-chemical market. The European companies are organised in CEFIC (European Chemistry Council), one of the largest and most influential European trade associations, and in ECPA (European Crop Protection Association). The retailers such as Carrefour, Auchan, Metro, Mc.Donald, Ikea are represented by Eurocommerce which plays an important role in the services negotiations within the World Trade Organisation (WTO). All the industries with upstream and downstream production and the retail sector together are termed ”Agri-Business”.

Within the food industry one can distinguish between the 1st processing stage – e.g. from grains to flour - and the 2nd processing stage e.g. from flour to bakery products. While CELCAA (liaison committee of agri-food traders) is representing nearly all traders of agricultural raw products, CIAA represents the processors. The European Liaison Committee of large food and drink companies is also part of CIAA. The liaison committee comprises 20 global players in the food sector including ADM, Bunge, Cargill, Danone, Kraftfoods, Masterfoods, Nestle, Procter & Gamble and Unilever. Especially the most internationalised ones e.g. Nestlé, Unilever are pushing strongly the liberalisation agenda in the agricultural sector in Europe and worldwide.

Box: Unilever

Unilever is one of the world’s top three agri-food firms, after Nestlé and Cargill (2004-2005), and the world’s second largest packaged consumer goods company – behind Procter and Gamble. Unilever does not retail under ist own name, preferring brand names to create the illusion of diversity. Names such as Magnun, Omo, Dove, Knorr, Lipton, Slim-Fast, Iglo, Unox and Becel are all part of the Unilever brand names.

Unilever supports liberalisation measures when the corresponding political window of opportunities exists, be it within the framework of CIUS (Committee of Industrial Users of Sugar) in order to promote lower sugar prices or within the framework of CIAA or UNICE in order to encourage the opening up of markets in the EU and in third countries in order to be able to purchase products at reasonable prices from the world market at all times.

Unilever in particular appears to be carrying out its lobbying activities in an extremely strategic and systematic manner. Representatives of the company occupy leading positions within UNICE, CIAA and the Transatlantic Business Dialogue

The different food associations do not only act on their behalf, but also in strategic alliances throughout the value-added chain. The ”European Agri-Food-Network” is such an example.
 It is an informal network which deals with issues of residues in animal and plant products. CELCAA, CIAA, COPA, ECPA, FEDIOL (oilseeds) and Freshfel (fresh fruit and vegetable traders) prevented ”successfully” the establishment of maximum values for specific plant products. Similarly the ”Grain Club” (grain traders represented by Coceral and 1st processing level) deals with questions of consumer and environmental protection.

Associations and their linkages with EU institutions
In the context of lobbying activities, the general rule of ”the sooner the better” applies. Against this background, the 30 agricultural advisory groups established by the EU Commission/DG agriculture in 1962 offer the possibility of being kept informed about new proposed laws and providing technical expertise. Around 85 meetings are held each year with approximately 2,000 experts. 

Also a whole range of different committees exists whose role is to supervise the implementation of the Council’s decisions by the Commission and to give advice. An insider from the Brussels lobbying scene estimates that there are ”around 1,800 such committees with 80,000 experts, half of whom are from the government and half from private associations (2/3 profit and 1/3 non-profit). Also there are around 100 working groups within the Council which are specific targets for industrial lobbyists.

When it comes to the assessment of the supportiveness of the different DGs (agriculture, trade, enterprise) some of the stronger exporting industrial associations perceive DG Trade as their ”greatest ally” praising its commitment to improving export competitiveness in the processing industry. The Commission also appears to be very interest driven when it is seeking information. It is specifically seeking partners having an interest in promoting further liberalisation and in the development of export strategies in a very targeted way.

The committee for international trade of the European Parliament constitutes an ”important new platform” for industrial lobbyists as well, even though it possesses little political power. But it ”addresses issues, expresses it’s opinion and shares the same concerns”. As so many European parliamentarians are ”pro-free-trade” and pursue common interests with the industry, it is particularly important for the industry associations to express their points of view and maintain contact with them.

Because of the big lobby power of the agribusiness and a very receptive neo-liberal EU Commission on the one hand  and the negative consequences of the neo-liberal agricultural development model on the other hand it is of utmost importance to bring the role of the agribusiness in the formulation of agricultural and trade policies at the centre of the political debate. The power and the influences of the large food companies needs to be restricted and the ”clientele policy” of political decision makers needs to be addressed. The primary task of politicians is to create a framework for a sustainable development in the North and the South and not to serve just the interests of big business.
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� � HYPERLINK http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/food/associations.htm ��http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/food/associations.htm�


� Other authors refer to the concept in more detail and also include the hotel and restaurants.


� The members of the European Agri-Food-Network include: CELCAA, CIAA, COPA (farmers), COGECA (cooperatives), ECPA (pesticides), EFMA (fertilizers), FEFAC (compound feed), FEFANA (feed supplements), FVE (veterinary products), IFAH (animal health).





