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Consumers and Farmers - The Context. of the Debate.

I should like to begin by s.owing that I was very pleased to be able
to accept your invitation to come and address this Seminar.

I knoN

that serious efforts are being made to improve the mutual understanding
of consumers and. farmers.

I hope today -to make a :further contribution

to those efforts, not onJy by outlining some of the background to the
Community's commmer policy, but also by lictening to the v:icvJs of
people who must play a key role in furthering this Understanding.
I am sometimes surprised by the vehemence of consumer vimvs on the
Common Agricultural Policy and on foocl generally.

The proportion of

household income spent on food varies behwen 17/f, and 31% in our
Member States.

'I~ae

trend over time is for thia proportion to decline.

As real income increases,

expcnditm~c

on items other than food_ acquires

increased importance in the consumcrtc-; perception.

I am quite sure

that I ca.11 tell you nothing nevv on this point.
The proportion of the final cost of food to the consumer represented
by processing, packaging and distribution is tendine to increase.

This

is a natural consequence of a eradual shift in purchases m;ay from
unprocessed basic products to semi-prepared and prepared foods.
Consumers in our Member States spend bGtween
income on non-food items.

69% and 83% of their

Public statements by consumer representatives

often seem, ho\·lever, not to reflect this balance.

'VJhat are the reasons for this?
They are, in my vievv, quite simple and perfectly understandable.
In the first place, consumers buy food items more frequently than

any other

item (vlith the exception perhaps of tobacco products and

nevmpapers) •

• •• /... Secondly 1 no other g:ro·.<;

-2Secondly, no other group of products accounts for such a large
proportion of household

expendit~re

frequency of decisions to purchase.

combined with a similar
I am quite sure that when

-

people buy clothes or television sets or non-food goods for
current consumption, their perceptions of price levels and
changes in prices are just as acute as when they buy food.

The

important point, however, is that their purchases of these items
are much less frequent than is the case vlith food.
Thirdly, the purchase of food, which responds to the fulfillment
of a basic human need, is naturally an act v-lith emotive overtones.
Even today, when the vast majority of the population of the
Community runs no risk of malnutrition (at least in quantitative
terms), food is still regarded as one of the basic necessities
of life.
Finally, the development of real incomes and. of
disposable income, together with commercial pressures in modern
society, result in a growing tendency on the part of consumers
to wish to diversify the range of goods and services which they

buy.

This may or may not be a good thing:

this tendency exists.

the fact is that

This means that the more readily-perceived

categories of expenditure, and particularly expenditure on basic
necessities, come under pressure.

People tend to \"Jant to diversify

their expenditure at a rate which exceeds the growth in real income.
They must therefore reallocate their expenditure as between the
items they buy.

The most prominent items of expenditure are

naturally the first candidates for reduction, iri order to release
funds for other purposes.

This factor, allied to a feeling on

the part of many consumers that they probably eat more than they
need, means that the total volume of expenditure on food comes
under critical review, and increases in this sector of expenditure
are regarded very grudgingly.
For these reasons, allied to many other reasons of a more general
political nature, my impression is that the "consumer lobby" pressure
on food prices and on agricultural policy \'fill continue and gather
more str·ength.

• •• j ••• Let me now sketch

-3Let me now sketch the outlines of the Community's policy in
relation to consumers.
The Council adopted a preliminary programme for a consumer
protection and information policy in April

1975. This programme

has since been the basis for all Commission proposals in the
area of specific consumer policy.
five basic rights of the

consumer~

The programme defines the
These are:-

the right to protection of health and safety
the right to protection of economic interests
the right of redress
the right to information and_ education
the right of representation.
Last year, the Commission decided that, in the area of consumer
policy, we should add a new emphasis on the active promotion of
consumer interests, rather than concentrate solely on the more
passive notion of consumer protection.
The term "promotion of consumer interests" has a specific meaning.
It indicates the Commission's intention to give more prominence to
consumer interests in drawing up proposals across the \V"hole range
of Community policies.

It means that the assessment of the impact

of these proposals on consumers would be a more important part of
the process than it has been hitherto.
The

1975 Programme makes no specific mention of agriculture, but

it is clear that the statement of the five basic rights remains
valid in the context of food and of agricultural policy.

These

rights are valid in all circmnstances in which the individual acts
as a consumer.
I think it would be useful to examine the implications of these
rights in the specific context of the CAP and food.

In this way,

we can identify not only the consumers' main interests in relation
to agricultural policy but also the reasons underlying these interests •

• • • j .•• It seems to me that

-4It seems to me that an understanding of these factors is a necessary
pre-condition to any real attempt to improve understanding between
consumers and farmers.

The first consumer right is the right to protection of health and
safety.

In this connection, the Community has a consiclerably body
..

of legislation lvhich affects products from the farm· stage right up
to the retailer's shelf.
We have, for example, legislation on chemical residues in and on
various foodstuffs.

There is a considerable amount of legislation

on the various additives employed in the processing and preparation
of foodstuffs for sale to the final consumer.
The aim of all this legislation is to ensure that the presence of
dangerous or potentially dangerous substances in foodstuffs is
strictly controlled, and does not exceed a level vJhich is acceptable
in the long term interests of consumers' health.
For farmers, this means that the use of certain products which are
of direct assistance in improving performance and yields ·may be
subject to restrictions.

It can be argued that some of these

restrictions mean that productivity and profits on farms are kept
below levels which are technologically possible.

On the other hand,

it is reasonable to say that our application of technology must
always be tempered by allowances for.unforeseen effects and by a
concern.to ensure that economic benefits do not involve serious
physical risks.
In the related field of environmental protection, it is clear that

farmers themselves have an interest in measures aimed at protecting
the environment and public health.

Fertilizer and other chemical

residues in water supplies can have serious consequences for farmers,
just as they can for the non-farming population •

••• j ••• The second consumer right

-5The second consumer right is the right to protec-tion of economic
interests.

It is in this connection that most of the arguments

between consumers and farmers take place.
I do not intend to embark on a detailed examination of the pro's
and con's of the arguments presented by the two groups.

That is,

I am sure, something that will be examined during the course of
this Seminar.

It is also a debate Nhich will be facilitated by

a better mutual understandine· between the tvJO groups.
The fundamental problems of farmers and consumers in thiB debate
will be outlined respectively by Mr. Savary and Mr. Dary this
afternoon.

~·Jhat

I want to do is to outline the principal bases

of my "consu..mer policyn approach to the CAP, as it affects the
consumers' economic interests.
The first and most immediate aspect of the consumers' economic interest
in the CAP arises from the simple fact that consumers must pay the
prevailing prices for foodstuffs.

These prices are influenced to a

varying but usually substantial extent, by the level of Community
prices fixed in the context of the CAP.

It follovm also that changes

in price levels fixed under the CAP also influence changes in prices
actually paid by consumers.

~le

must, of course, recognize that

farmers are by no means the only agents vlhose activities affect the
level of food prices.

On the other hand, it must also be recognized

that, in attempting to understand the formation of food prices,
consumers and their representative's must look at all of the factors
involved.

This inevitably means that they must have regard to what

happens·at farm level ·and at the first marketing stage of agricultural
products.
I have already made some remarks about the importance attached by
consumers to food prices, and about the reasons for this importance.
Since I am noli talking specifically about the consumers' interest
in the CAP, I hope that you 1>Jill bear those previous observations
in mind.

• •• j ••• Individual consumers

-6Individual consumers pay a
in all Member States.

consider~proportion

of total taxes

For the moment, an important proportion of

the Community budget is financed from Member States' revenues.

Levies

and duties on imports of agricultural products from third countries
affect consumer prices, and constitute part of the Community's own
resourceEJ, used to finance the budget.

When the Community ttown

resources" system comes into full operation, Value Added Tn.x, t-vhich
is a tax on consumption, will provide a substantial proportion of
Community financial resources.
Summarizing these considerations, I arrive at the follov1ing conclusion:
the consumer's economic interest in the CAP is a double one, in that
food prices are partly
consumer

determi~ned

by the CAP mechanisms, and the

pays a substantial propor-tion of the cost of operating

these mechanisms.
This is not a polemical statement, but simply a statement of fact.
It illustrates a situation common to areas in 'Hhich there is a direct

financial intervention by public authorities.
It is, however, important to recognize this fact, since this double
economic interest has implications for the effective implementation
of the consumer's other rights.
The consumer's interest in the price of food means, obviously, that
he has a very close interest in agricultural price policy.

It also

means that he must have a corresponding interest in the balance
bet1veen price and structural policy in agriculture.
It is clear that, in expressing the consumer's economic interest in
the price of food, we must also admit the legitimate economic interest
of producers.

n

has long been recognized that the income problem, l'lhich is a severe

one in many rural areas of the

Cow~unity,

cannot be dealt with

adequately and fairly by price policy alone.

It is also clear that

.•• j ..• price policy alone is

-7price policy alone is not a sufficient instrument for dealing t"'i th
market disequilibria in the short term.
which must, in my view, underlie the

These are considerations

conm~mers'

approach to farm

price policy.
On the other hand, the consumers' reaction to farm price policy and
its effects on food priceB is :not determined only by the degree of
his understanding of the prod11cer's economic problems.
His reactions are determined by a complex of factors, such as
relative price movements as be-Gv1een food products, and his

o~m

perception of the priorities in expenditure between food products
and other goods and services.

This simply means that, even i f the

consmner has full understandine and sympathy for the level of
prices required by farmers, this understanding is not sufficient
of itself to prevent the emergence of price resistance, in the
form of a s-vlitch of expenditure behveen products.
Once the existence and justification of the consumer's economic
interest in agricultural policy are admitted, Hhich I think they
must be, it becomes necessary to examine the means by 1·1hich this
interest can be taken into consideration.

I Hill have more to say

about this shortly when I come to speak of the consumers'. right
of representation.

For the moment, I l·mnt to consider >-;hat the

admission of this consmner interest means for public authorities.
In my vieH, it means that considerations of consumer reaction must

be given a specific and important place in the examination of the
development of a&ricultural policy, and particular1y in the background
to decision-making on agricultural prices.

During discussions about

the technicalities of support mechanisms, in a&riculture or in any
other sector, it seems often to be forgotten that consumption is the
final object of production.
society, we

forg~t

Given the present organization of our

this at our peril.

• •• /. • • Th:is is not to say that

-8This is not to say that consumer interests have not been taken into
account up to now.

I am perfectly m'lare that both farmers and

agricultural policy makers are constantly confronted by the results
of consumer reactions to tho effects of their decisions.

I think

it is fair to say, ho1-mver, that in the process of agricultural
decision-maldne in the Community, a much greater 1veic;ht has been given
to producer interests and to technical considerations than has been
given to consumer interests and to the impact of these decisions on
consumer behaviour.

This is a situation VIhich is bound to chance,

if only because the expression of the consumer's economic interest
becomes more clearly articulated nnd more explicit every year.
The expression of a legitimate vie111 on l;chalf of a large section of
society is something 11hich cannot be ic;nored.

The third consumer richt is the right of redress.
extremely important right,

HC

i;lhile this is an

need not go into it in any detail tc:lay,

since its implementation raises no problems peculiar to a[,rriculture.

The fourth consumer right identified in our

1975

Programme is the

right to information and education.
In taking action to secure the implementa·!iion of this right, both

the Community and the l·lember States have tended, in the first instance,
to look.at the problem of consumer education at a very general level.
My own belief is that a well structured oducat ional system will, in

fact, give consumers the basic equipment they need to be informed and
discriminating in their decisions.
At this early stage of our action in the Cormnission 1 He do not propose
to give any particularly agricultural orientation to our approach to
consumer education.

• •• /. • • The situation in re lat ior.

-10at European level has already begun.

I have heard encouraging

reports of discussions beti·teen the Consumers' Consultative Committee
and COPA.

CEPFAR's initiative is itself another positive factor.

The present Seminar is intended to reinforce this dialogue and
to build up the basis of mutual understanding rlhich is necessary
in order to allow realistic discussions of frequently conflic-tj_ng
opinions.
We in the Commission believe that we have made an in1portant
contribution to the implementation of the right of repr·esentation
by scttix1g up the Consumers' Consultative Committee in 1973.

1·1<my

of the representatives of farm organizations present today l·lill be
familiar with the structure of Consultative Conunittees in the
context of the agricultural policy.

You Hill therefore understand

the special role of this kind of consultation.
The function of the CCC is to represent consumer interests to the
Commission, and to advise the Commission on the formulation and
implementation of policies and actions recarding consumer protection
and information, either when requested to do so by the Commission
or on its mm initiative.

In practice, this means the follov1ing

things:a)

the CCC is consul ted on aJ.l proposals drm.m up on the
basis of the 1975 Progran1me:

b)

the CCC is consulted during the dcvelopinent of other
policy proposals which clearly have an impact on
consumers' interest:

c)

the CCC, on its ·mm initiative, dr.:uvs up opinions and
recommendations for the Commission on matters which it
regards as being of importance to consumers, and
1-.rhich it considers should be the subject of action a-t
Cormnu_~ity

level.

• .. j •.•

The CCC has, for exD~ple,

-9The situation in relation to consumer information is a little
different.

Firstly, the Commission's Information Services cover

the whole field of Community policies, including both consumer
policy and agricultural policy.

Our intention is to give the

maximum possible amount of objective information on the development
and application of all

Con~unity

policies.

Secondly, we endeavour to meet the requests of consumer organizations
for information a1)out the agricultural policy.

lily colleague,

Vice-President Gundelach and the Directorate General for Agriculture,
have been very helpful in this regard.

The Environment and Consumer

Protection Service, which provides the Secretariat for the Conswners'
Consultative Committee, devotes a considerable amount of its
energies to ensuring that the organizations represented within
the CCC have the information necessary to assist them in examining
the implications for concumers of developments in agricultural policy.
On tho legislative side, two proposc:tl for Directives i'lhich aim to
secure substc:mtial advances in conm.:uner information are currently
beint:; discussed in the CoU11.cil.

These are the propocal on the

labelling, presentation and advertizint:; of foodstuffs (the "food
labelling" directive) and the proposal on unit pricing of foodstuffs.
The first aims at giving the consumer more information about the
composition of the product he is buying, and about conditions of use.
The second is aimed at giving him information on the price, in a way
which Hill permit a realistic price comparison betHeen competing
products.
Good progress has been made on these tvm proposals, and I have reason
to hope that final agreement is not far off.

The fifth right defined in our
representation.

1975 Programme is the right of

In my view, the implementation of this right is

crucial in the context of the >..rork of your Seminar.

I knoH that

a dialogue betNeen representative organizations of farmers and consU.illers

••• / ••• at European level has alrear:
"be[;L
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The CCC has, :for example, given the Commission a general view on
agricultural policy, and each year gives the Commission a specific
opinion on the farm price proposals.
Four European organiza-i;ions are represented in the CCC.

These are:-

the European Bv.reau of Consumer Unions,
the European

CoiT~ittee

of Family Organizations,

EUHO CO--OP
The European Confeclerat ion of Trade Unions.

The diversity of the organizations represented in the CCC ensures
that r~e have a comprehensive sta,tement (if not always full agreement)
of the consumer views on a given issue.
The CCC is not the only consultative body to the Commission in vlhich
consumers are represented.

Consumers are represented on the

.P...gricultural Advisory Committees.

'rhey are represented also on

the Advisory Committee for Foodstuffs, and on the Scientific
Committee for Foodstuffs.

These last hvo Committees are particularly

important for consumers, since they provide fora in which to put
their vimvs on what happens to food products b.:::Jtv;een the fa,rm gate
and the wholesaler's vmrchouse.

Hithout 11vishine in any v1ay to

mjnimize the importance of agriculture, I vmuld say that the
processing stage is an area of key interest for consumers.
I would say that wither consumers organizations nor the Commission
would claim that vle have reachnd an ideal level of consumer
representation.

It is clear that a ereat deal more has to be done,

not only at Community level, but also in the Member Sta.tes.

I

believe, hotvever, that He have created the basis for a sound
development in this respect.

Mr. Debatisse spoke this morning of the farmers' ansuer to the
consumers' challenge.

lvithout areuing l·l:i.th his analysis, I think

that it might be useful to remember that the title of his paper
implies an explanation of why the problem of consume:r/farmer dialogue
••• / ••• often presents itself
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often presents itself in a very polemical 11ay.
that farmers became

organi~ed

reasons for this are evident:

The simple fact is

much earlier than consumers did.

The

the history of agricultural policy

is much longer than that of trconsumer policy".

The existence of

an agricultural policy has ahmys been the main incentive to
farmers to form pmwrful and successful interest groups.

rhe

1

situation in relation to consumers is quite different.
Had things been othcr-vlise, this Seminar today might have talked a·bout
the consumers' reaction to the farmers' challenge.

I v-rould like to conclude by expanding a little further on my reason
for being happy to accept your invitation.

As its name clearly states, CEPFJI.R is concerned ;-lith certain aspects
of agriculture and rural society.
Two elements of this concern appeal to me.

The first is tho notion of "rural r>ociety".

If

vl9

reflect on this,

we find that we can determine the bounds of consumer/farmer conflict.
It is not a conflict bct11een all comrumers and all farmers.

In

modern agriculture, the farm family provides a gradually-diminishing
proportion of its mm food from its o-vm productive resources.

Jn

this way, farming families are coming increasingly to share the
perceptions, if not the opinions, of non-farming consumers when it
comes to buying food.
On a wider plane, differences in consumption hal)its behveen urban and
rural communities are gradv..ally narrovdng.

They l-Till never disappear

altogether, but I believe that Ne will see an increasing tendency to
find areas in vJhich the consumer interests of urban and ru.ral comrnuni-tics
converge.

• •• /. • • I have said that the
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I have said that the consumption_ habits of url)an and rural communities
vlill probably never

converge.

This is because the -v;ays of life

followed in these communities Hill ah-Tays be different.
that this should be so.

It is right

vle need diversity in a society uhere,

increasingly, the technological possibility of today bGcomes the
imperative of tomorrmv.

In order to cope 1-dth this, and to judge

the pace of our progress, we neeo_ the diversity of opinion and
judgement t-rhich follow naturally from different Hays of lifo.

In

my viev1, 1ve need rural societies just as much as vm need the physical
attributes of acricultural areas.
This is a consciousness

\~Thich

must underlie the vvork of you-1' Seminar,

vlhich is to proi!lote.)not ac;reement or identity of v:i.ew, but understanding
based on an appreciation and respect of different needs •
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