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Speech on behalf of the Netherlands’ Minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, Ms. Gerda Verburg, at the OECD-NL Food Economy Conference, The Hague, October 18, 2007 (delivered by Prof. Dr. André van der Zande, Secretary-General)

_____________________________________________
Ladies and gentlemen,

First, I would like to welcome you on behalf of Gerda Verburg, the minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality. She apologizes for her absence, and she is genuinely sorry that she can’t attend this conference. Its subject is very close to her heart; in fact, food-related issues are so central to her thinking that she once suggested to turn around the name of her department, with Food Quality taking up the pole position. It was partly in jest, but it signifies the importance Minister Verburg attaches to all matters pertaining to food.

Today, ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to discuss food and its place in the national, regional and world economies by looking at it from the perspective of sustainability, using the well-known 3-P metaphor: People, Planet, Profit.

But let us first consider the importance of the agricultural sector to the Dutch economy. For its size, this country plays a disproportionate role in the international food economy. The Dutch dominate the world markets for cut flowers – not exactly food, this, but nevertheless – seed potatoes, semi-processed cocoa, and beer, to mention just a few examples. In all, the agricultural sector generates 10 percent of the Netherlands’ Gross National Product; it employs about the same percentage of the work force.

How this wonderful state of affairs has come about is a different story for another occasion. But I must note that we cannot take the Netherlands’ leading position in the global food economy for granted. To maintain it will require hard work, as well as a keen eye for international developments in the fields of food security, food safety, food quality, and a host of other issues that worry modern-day consumers: fair trade, animal welfare, the environment, climate change, to mention but a few. 

Here in the Netherlands, we like to say that consumers are involved in a difficult act, juggling what we call by their English initials the Five Cs: Comfort, Cherish, Cheapness, Cheers (as in: to your Health!) and Conscience.

Ladies and gentlemen!

The last notion, conscience, leads us to sustainability and the triad of People, Planet and Profit. 

Let us first examine the People part of it. In most 3-P discussions, the People concept refers to unfair production and trade practices, to poor Third World farmers faced with competitive handicaps ranging from hazardous pesticides that have long been banned in the developed world to hermetically sealed markets for their products in the North.

But not today. Today I take “people” to mean “consumers”, more specifically consumers in Western Europe. I don’t want to sound patronizing, but I believe that those consumers need to be made more aware of the importance of a sustainable pattern of consumption.

Let me explain. The Dutch – not all of them, but certainly a sizeable part of the population – suffer from a dual personality syndrome: they are citizens, make no mistake, but first and foremost they are consumers. 

As citizens, they are, often loudly, in favor of the concerns I mentioned a few minutes ago: fair trade, the environment, climate change, and animal welfare. I mention only in passing that the Netherlands is the only country in the world where an animal rights group has won seats in Parliament.

One would assume that these concerns would translate into sustainable purchasing behavior as far as food is concerned, and a willingness to pay a price that reflects the cost of sustainability.

I am sorry to report that at least in the Netherlands, there is a gap between the opinion of a citizen and the behavior of the same person as a consumer. Dutch consumers still prefer to buy their food at the supplier with the lowest price. The other day, I saw a special offer from one of the country’s major retail chains: five kilos of potatoes for 99 eurocents. That is next to nothing, and we can’t blame consumers that they think of their own pocket books first. 

Or can we? Any person in his right mind should know that 99 cents for five kilos is not cheap but impossible, right? This is one of the dilemmas surrounding food production and consumption, and we need to think hard to come up with an answer.

Then there is the issue of health and food. I am telling you nothing new when I note that obesity is one of the major long-term health threats in the developed world. How do we encourage consumers to eat healthy, sustainably produced food?

Of course, in our liberal, market-driven economies we cannot force people into sustainable, healthy consumption patterns. But we can try to entice them to enjoy healthy, tasty food. The Netherlands’ government is therefore supporting all kinds of educational programs, both at schools and aimed at the adult population. 

I mention the recent Taste Week that promoted healthy, regionally and sustainably produced foodstuffs among the population at large. At primary schools, children are getting to know “real food” through so-called taste lessons. The government-sponsored National Food Center has recently campaigned to raise public awareness on animal welfare issues (“If chickens could choose…”). There are numerous other examples, too numerous to mention them all today.

Ladies and gentlemen!

Let us now turn to the Planet. Again, I would like to discuss this issue within the Dutch context. The most important steps to diminish the impact of food production on the environment are into the direction of a larger market share for organic products. The whole Dutch production and distribution chain – from farm to supermarket shelf – is now aiming at 10 percent growth per annum for organic food. 

In 2006, the last year for which figures are available, consumer expenditures on organic foodstuffs increased by 9.4 percent to 460.3 million euros, reflecting an overall market share of 1.9 percent; for fresh produce, this figure is 2.8 percent. Organic performance seems marginal – until we place it in perspective: total growth of food outlays in 2006 amounted to 3 percent. The organic segment thus increased three times as fast as the regular one. This is good news. On the flipside, the number of organic farms in the Netherlands shows a slight downward trend.

But we are not placing all our bets on organic farming. We want the Dutch agricultural sector to look at the broader environmental picture, and to promote a comprehensive understanding of sustainability. One of the factors is logistics. I’d like to single that one out to illustrate what can be done.

Research shows that in the Netherlands, transport of agricultural products including foodstuffs will have more than doubled by the year 2020. Thus, the sector will contribute significantly to traffic congestion in this country, which according to some predictions will have tripled in 12 years’ time. Conversely, agricultural transports are affected by congestion: they involve fresh, perishable goods, whose quality detetriorates over time.

The government and the agricultural and transport sectors are now jointly developing innovative, efficient logistical concepts. The aim is to diminish transport needs, avoid unneccessary traffic and improve the quality of both products and the environment. 

We are now working together in 13 pilot projects, which will eventually result in a reduction of an annual 3 million kilometers (1.8 million miles), and of 2.600 metric tonnes in carbon dioxide emissions per year. And this is only the beginning.  

We are also watching developments such as food miles and the foodprint (with a D). I think we should see them primarily as useful tools in the dialogue between the retail sector and consumers about the broader environmental impact of food consumption. 

In this context, it is interesting to see the emergence, first in California but now also in Britain and Continental Europe, of so-called locavores: consumers who source all their food from producers within a 150-kilometer (100-mile) radius of their homes.

Ladies and gentlemen!

Last, but certainly not least: Profit. I already extolled the virtues of the Dutch agricultural sector at the beginning of my speech.  Its strength shows that there is a place under the sun for primary agricultural production and food processing in highly developed economies like those of the member countries of the OECD.

I strongly believe that a sustainable food economy is only possible if the private sector – the farmers, the processing and distribution industries, the retail chains – remain economically viable, in other words: if they are able to make good money. 

This is, of course, primarily their own reponsibility, but governments can help by promoting and fostering a favorable business climate, for instance by slashing unneccessary rules and regulations, by providing an efficient infrastructure, by procuring a healthy environment for research and development and by supplying a well-educated and motivated work force. 

Governments also provide a link to the outside institutional world, such as the OECD. The OECD can help us identify crucial developments in the international marketplace, and assist us in finding ways to tackle them.

This conference, jointly organized by the OECD and the Dutch government, will build on the findings and outcome of the first such conference four years ago. I wish you a fruitful meeting, and I am keenly looking forward to its results.

Thank you.

-endit- 
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