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NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

Wednesday 4 December 1996 at 9.45 am
in Forum Committee Room 1, Interpoint

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman
Mr E Poots
Mr D Stewart
Mr J Gaston
Mr W Clyde
Mr J Junkin

In Attendance: Mr M Barnes

The meeting commenced at 10.00 am.

CHAIRMAN'S OPENING REMARKS

The Chairman reported that the NIAPA representative who was scheduled to appear before the
Committee to give evidence on the Potato situation would not now be attending because of other
pressing business.

THE CURRENT STATE OF THE NI POTATO INDUSTRY

10.20 am.

Mr H McCollum, Mr J McDonald and Mr W Murphy representing the Ulster Farmers' Union
were invited into the Committee and were examined on the record.

The Committee deliberated.
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NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

Thursday 9 January 1997 at 10.30 am
in Forum Committee Room 1, Interpoint

~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman

Mr D Stewart
Mr J White
Mr J Gaston
Mr J Shannon
Mr E Poots
Mr W Clyde
Mr J Junkin
Mr D Ford
Mr K McCarthy

In Attendance: Mr M Barnes

Apologies: Mr J Masson

1. MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

The minutes of the meeting held on Thursday 19 December 1996 were agreed.

POTATOES

11.43 am.

Mr I McKee, Mr G McCracken and Mr W Weatherup representing the Department of
Agriculture were invited into the Committee and were examined on the record.

The meeting was suspended at 11.45 am and resumed at 2.30 pm.

2.45 pm.
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Mr A Ballantine, Mr G Conn and Mr D Armstrong representing Seed Potato Promotions Ltd
were invited into the Committee and were examined on the record.

The meeting closed at 4.00 pm.

NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

Thursday 30 January 1997 at 1.30 pm
in Room 47, Interpoint and continued

at 2.30 pm in Forum Committee Room 1, Interpoint

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman
Mr J Junkin
Mr D Stewart
Mr K McCarthy
Mr J Shannon
Mr J Speers
Mr J Gaston
Mr J Masson - (from 2.30 pm)
Mr D Ford - (from 2.30 pm)
Mr W Clyde - (from 2.30 pm)

In Attendance: Mr M Barnes

1. MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

The minutes of the previous meeting were agreed.

2. ARRANGEMENTS FOR VISITS AND MEETINGS ON 4 & 6 FEBRUARY

The Committee deliberated.
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Agreed that the arrangements tabled by the Secretary were acceptable.

3. PREPARATION OF REPORT ON THE POTATO INDUSTRY

The Committee deliberated.

Agreed: that the Secretary should prepare a draft Report to be tabled at the Committee
meeting to be held on 13 February 1997 and that the contents of the report be
as discussed with the Secretary.

that the Secretary should write to DANI seeking clarification of concerns
expressed by Seed Potato Promotions Ltd - eg the relationship between the
Department and Agrilon, and how seed potato varieties are tested and handled.

4. VISIT TO LOUGHGALL

The Committee deliberated.

Agreed: that the Secretary should seek the approval of DANI for a visit to Loughgall;
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NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MEETING ON THURSDAY 4 FEBRUARY 1997

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman
Mr D Stewart
Mr E Poots
Mr J Junkin
Mr J Shannon
Mr W Clyde
Mr K McCarthy
Mr J Speers - (until 2.30 pm)
Mr J Gaston - (until 11.45 am)

VISITS IN THE ARDS AREA

4.00 pm - 5.00 pm Mr Raymond McKee
J R McKee Ltd
Potato & Vegetable Grower
10 Loughries Road
Ballyblack
Newtownards

5.30 pm Dinner hosted by the Mayor of Ards
Strangford Arms Hotel

7.30 pm Public Meeting with Farmers in Strangford Arms Hotel
(see separate Minutes of Matters Arising)
The meeting closed at 10.00 pm
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NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

Thursday 23 January 1997 at 9.45 am
in Forum Committee Room 1, Interpoint

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman
Mr D Stewart
Mr J Shannon
Mr K McCarthy
Mr D Ford
Mr J Junkin
Mr J White
Mr W Clyde
Mr J Speers
Mr J Gaston
Mr J Masson

In Attendance: Mr M Barnes

MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

The minutes of the previous meeting were agreed.

FUTURE PROGRAMME

The Committee deliberated.
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Agreed: that the Secretary should arrange to bring forward a synopsis of the evidence received
on Potato issues for the Committee to consider and to decide on the content of a
Report.

The meeting closed at 12.45 pm.
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NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

Thursday 27 February 1997 at 10.30 am
in Forum Committee Room 3, Interpoint

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman
Mr D Stewart
Mr J Gaston
Mr E Poots
Mr W Clyde
Mr J White
Mr K McCarthy
Mr J Masson

In Attendance: Mr M Barnes

Apologies: Mr J Junkin
Mr D Ford
Mr J Shannon
Mr J Speers

1. MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

The minutes of the previous meeting were agreed.

2. MATTERS ARISING

Potatoes - Visit to Loughgall
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The Secretary reported that contact had been made with the Chief Scientific Officer,
Dr Cecil McMurray regarding a Committee visit to Loughgall and Newforge to enable the
Committee to see the work being done by DANI with regard to plant breeding and disease
control.  Unfortunately it will not be possible to arrange the meeting until the first or
second week in April because of diary difficulties.
Fish Processing

Following discussion, it was agreed that the Secretary should make arrangements with the
necessary people and organisations for a visit to a Co Down fishing port to see the fish
processors and fishermen.  Mr Stewart suggested that as fish were auctioned on Thursday
nights, it would be suitable if a visit could be arranged to processors on Thursday pm and
to the fish auction in the evening where it would be possible to speak to fishermen.  The
Secretary was instructed to attempt to set this meeting up as soon as possible.

3. POTATO REPORT

The draft report prepared by the Secretary on the instructions of the Committee was
brought up and read a second time.

Paragraphs 1.1 to 1.6 read and agreed.
Paragraph 2.1 to 2.8 read and agreed.
Paragraph 3.1 to 3.28 read and agreed.
Paragraph 4.1 to 4.6 read.
Paragraph 5.1 to 5.7 read.

Following discussion, it was agreed that the Secretary should re-draft Sections 4 and 5 of
the Report and that this revised draft should be considered at a meeting to be organised in
the course of the Forum Plenary Session to be held on Friday 28 February 1997.

The meeting closed at 4.00 pm.

At 2.00 pm, the Committee reconvened for an informal meeting with Mr E H Weir, Golden Pig
Herd, Grove Hill Farm, Killymaddy Knox, Dungannon, Co Tyrone, to discuss EC legislation
regarding the keeping of pigs.  A separate minute of this meeting will be issued.
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NORTHERN IRELAND FORUM
FOR POLITICAL DIALOGUE

STANDING COMMITTEE D

(AGRICULTURE & FISHERIES ISSUES)

MINUTES OF PROCEEDINGS

Friday 28 February 1997 at 1.30 pm
in Forum Committee Room 1, Interpoint

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Present: Mr D Campbell - Chairman
Mr D Stewart
Mr J Speers
Mr E Poots
Mr W Clyde
Mr J Shannon
Mr K McCarthy
Mr J White
Mr J Gaston

In Attendance: Mr M Barnes

Apologies: Mr J Masson

POTATO REPORT

The draft report prepared by the Secretary was brought up and read a third time.
Sections 1, 2 and 3 were read and agreed at the Committee meeting held on Thursday
27 February 1997.

43



Section 4 - Review of Evidence.
Paragraph 4.1 read and agreed.
Paragraph 4.2 read and agreed.
Paragraph 4.3 read, amended and agreed.
Paragraphs 4.4 and 4.5 read and agreed.
Paragraph 4.6 read, amended and agreed.
Paragraph 4.8 re-numbered as 4.7.  Read and agreed.
Paragraph 4.7 re-numbered as 4.8.  Read, amended and agreed.
Paragraph 4.9 read and agreed.
New paragraph 4.10 introduced, read and agreed.
Paragraph 4.10 re-numbered as 4.11, read and agreed.

Section 5 - Recommendations
Paragraphs 5.1 to 5.5 read and agreed.
Paragraph 5.6 read, amended and agreed.
Paragraph 5.7 read and agreed.
Paragraph 5.8 read, amended and agreed.
Paragraphs 5.9 and 5.10 read and agreed.
New paragraph 5.11 introduced, read and agreed.

Agreed: that the Report as amended be the Report of the Committee;

that written and oral evidence obtained from the following should be
included:-

- Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland
- Seed Potato Promotions (Northern Ireland
- Ulster Farmers' Union.

The meeting closed at 2.10 pm.
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NORTHERN  IRELAND  FORUM
FOR  POLITICAL  DIALOGUE

_____________

STANDING  COMMITTEE  D

Wednesday 4 December 1996
_____________

MINUTES  OF  EVIDENCE

on

CURRENT  STATE  OF  
NORTHERN  IRELAND  POTATO  INDUSTRY

_____________

Witnesses:
Mr W Murphy, Mr H McCollum and Mr J McDonald

(Ulster Farmers' Union)

The Chairman:  Good morning.  I should like to welcome Mr Hugh McCollum,

Mr Willie Murphy and Mr Joe McDonald from the Potatoes Committee of the Ulster Farmers'
Union.  Thank you for coming today.  

This Committee was set up by the Forum to examine the current state of the agriculture
and fishing industries in Northern Ireland.  Initially, we looked at the BSE crisis, and the current
state of the fishing industry, but, as a result of public advertising that we have done, and
representations made to us, we were asked to look at the current crisis in the potato industry.
We are delighted that you have been able to come to give us some first-hand experience of the
current situation. 

Mr McCollum:  Good morning.  On behalf of my colleagues, it is a pleasure to be here
this morning to discuss the current potato situation.  We, in Northern Ireland, grow and operate
on a market-driven economy.  As you know last year's prices were fairly good, and that drives on
the trend for more potato production.  This has resulted in a glut situation in the market this year
and it has depressed our prices.  But we see underlying problems, of far bigger importance than
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the current potato prices.  Mr McDonald, our Secretary, has prepared a statement which I think
outlines some of these problems.  We can then discuss them later on.  

Mr McDonald:  Thank you, Mr McCollum.  Good morning, everybody.  

The Ulster Farmers' Union has prepared a cursory assessment of the situation in the
industry as it has developed over recent years.  I have a copy of the paper for everybody, and
maybe it can be distributed at the end.  I shall talk through the paper, which is maybe the
simplest way to set the scene.  

First of all, the industry itself in Northern Ireland, we would see as being very vital to the
economy.  We are talking about a situation where we have over 1,800 farms, growing 8,700
hectares of potatoes in 1995.  (It might be worth pointing out that all statistics given this morning
are from the Department of Agriculture).  The total quantity of potatoes harvested in 1995 was
279,000 tonnes, bringing the total value of the crop to over £34 million.  To put that in context,
that compares with a total value of the apple crop of £6 million,  for barley and wheat, £19
million, and for the mushroom industry, £30 million.  That puts into context the importance, as
we see it, of the potato industry in Northern Ireland.  

The industry also relies heavily on an export trade to Great Britain and the
Mediterranean.  Last year, this was valued at over £9 million, so as you can see, this provides a
very healthy balance of trade situation for Northern Ireland.  However, we would see that there
are obvious signs of a decline in the importance of this industry in Northern Ireland.  Most
notably, we have seen a very dramatic decline in the hectarage grown.  This has fallen by 17%
since 1990.  Similarly, the number of farmers growing potatoes has fallen by 40% in the same
period.  It is very obvious that growers are finding it difficult to stay in this industry.

In recent years, we have also seen the development and prospects of the industry
improve dramatically in the Republic of Ireland, and other member states of the European Union.
This has arisen mainly because of increased investment in storage, grading, and packing facilities
in these countries, which has been co-ordinated in a structured manner.  Meanwhile in Northern
Ireland, only very limited investment has taken place.  Markets for fresh potatoes have been
reduced in size, whilst the chip and crisp markets are becoming more competitive for Northern
Ireland processors.  We have arrived at a situation now, where the vast majority of the chip trade
in Northern Ireland imports Maris Piper potatoes from Great Britain, as opposed to sourcing
local potatoes.  There is one example of a market which we are struggling to hold on to.

Growers are often not capable of presenting a consistently good-quality product all year
round, and this is disadvantaging Northern Ireland growers.  Also, the threat exists that more and
more potatoes, particularly processed potatoes, will continue to be imported to Northern Ireland
from the Republic, Great Britain and northern Europe.  It is obvious then that the potato
industry in Northern Ireland has developed at a slower rate than its competitors.  There are few
economically-viable alternatives to grass-based agriculture, and this continuing decline in the
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well-being of the potato industry, would, we feel, not be in the best interests of Northern Ireland
agriculture, or the Northern Ireland economy in general.

The Ulster Farmers' Union has identified several key areas where we feel future work
could be done to try and develop a more co-ordinated approach and structure to the industry in
future years.  I shall bring you through several of those which I have highlighted.  

Firstly, as has already been mentioned, the Republic has become a major player in the
market-place.  We have seen this with an ever-increasing volume of ware in the Northern Ireland
market.  The situation has come about because substantial grant-aid has been made available in
the Republic's industry.  This is evident from the large number of modern stores already built or
being constructed.  With a distinct lack of storage in Northern Ireland, markets are being lost as
guarantees on quality cannot be given from our existing stores.  This lack of storage and grading
facilities in Northern Ireland is therefore a key problem.  We believe we need to reassess the
access farmers have to grant-aid, to enable them to build suitable facilities.  Farmers need to be
encouraged to make professional applications and on a co-operative basis, which seems to be the
key to all these things.  By improving our storage and grading facilities we can provide a more
structured industry, guaranteeing quality and continuity of supply.  

At present the Department of Agriculture makes available to growers the processing and
marketing grant and the marketing development scheme, which were both launched recently.
These offer assistance, but growers are often put off by what some people would perceive as
being arduous, administrative procedures.  Also costly feasibility studies and so on, are
necessary.  On the ground, growers see those grants as being very difficult to access.

Secondly, poor quality samples of potatoes in the market-place only serve to reduce
prices, and turn customers towards substitute products.  We believe that the time is right to
develop a quality assurance scheme in Northern Ireland to address this thus setting a minimum
set of standards, guaranteeing consumers a quality  product.  Work has begun, with the
Department of Agriculture, to assess if this is possible and we are making good progress there.
We feel that it must apply right across the board, from the seed-grower through to the end
retailer.  Hopefully that will improve standards.   

Thirdly, farmers at present do not have access to an effective price reporting system in
Northern Ireland.  We would like to see something along those lines set up as well.  Basically,
prices can vary by date and quality, for example, the early or main crop potatoes, because of the
variety, because of the outlet.  For example they are to be sold through a supermarket, a
processor or a wholesaler?  It is very difficult for growers to get a benchmark from which to value
their crop.

Also, a large amount of ware potatoes in Northern Ireland are grown without contract.
This speculation in the market-place may pay dividends on occasions, but we believe that in
general, it only serves to depress the market.  We are trying to encourage as many growers as
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possible to become involved in contract growing, and we want to continue to get that message out
to the industry.

Another development which has taken place in the industry very recently has been the
establishment of the Great Britain Potato Industry Development Council.  This body is a
successor body to the Potato Marketing Board which is being wound-up in Great Britain.  This
new body will focus on research and development, and on the promotion of potato varieties
grown in Great Britain.  We have already seen the aggressive marketing of the Potato Marketing
Board in its current form, and with this new body probably having access to even greater
resources, the threat exists that Great Britain varieties will be promoted even harder.  That is
going to leave our isolation almost complete.  That is our assessment of it.  So, we have
approached the Department of Agriculture as to how we could become part of this new body and
we want to try and progress that further, if we can.

Farmers have also been frustrated, in recent weeks, by developments in Brussels, which
have seen no agreement reached as regards the development of an EU potato regime.  We were
happy with the proposals which were put forward, and there is a frustration now that those have
not been accepted in the Council of Ministers.  With a Dutch presidency coming in to be
followed by Luxembourg, we could well be looking at another year before there is any realistic
prospect of that taking place.  

A final point to be made is that the potato market is a very changing one and consumer
demands have changed dramatically in recent years.  What we need is a better system for keeping
growers updated as to market trends.  It is becoming obvious that new varieties need to be grown
in Northern Ireland and that we need a good information highway to make sure that growers,
before they put potatoes into the ground, are well-informed as to the varieties that they should
be growing, and the growing techniques which they should be employing.

In summary, the Ulster Farmers' Union believes that a co-ordinated approach from all the
industry is needed to revitalize the potato sector, and further develop it in the coming year and
years.  The Union believes that progress is needed in all these areas and others.  It is obvious that
the industry in Northern Ireland is in severe decline, and we encourage all interested parties to
work together, to co-ordinate a more structured approach for the future development of potato
growing in Northern Ireland.

Mr McCollum:  Thank you Mr McDonald.  To sum that up, you have seen that
growers are not complaining solely about the price of potatoes, as you have heard from the
report.  We have quite a few exercises going to see if we can improve our situation.  I shall leave
the floor open to you gentlemen, if there are any points.

The Chairman:  Thank you very much, Mr McCollum and Mr McDonald, for that
excellent presentation.  Of the 1,800 farms, how many would have potatoes as their main
enterprise?
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Mr McDonald:  I could not give you an exact figure, Mr Campbell.  On the vast majority
of these farms, potatoes would be grown, but not as the sole enterprise.  There are very few
specialist potato producers in Northern Ireland.

Mr Gaston:   You mentioned a number of things, including grant-aid for stores.  I was
speaking to a merchant producer the other day, and he had been over at Cambridge.  A big
supermarket, which shall remain nameless, had been buying in good potatoes, bulk, at £30.00.
They were being run over the sorter, pre-packed, bagged, and it was unbelievable the price that
they were coming out on.  How do you fight that type of thing?  It is a type of vertical control.
Is there any answer to that?

Mr McCollum:  Well, at the minute, the answer might be through contract growing.  We
believe that a contract growing system would actually put more stability in the market.  At the
minute, those potatoes can be sourced on the open market.  That is why we would be more
interested in organizing growers, and retailers to structure their business, so that their production
meets their sales.

Mr Gaston:  Do you see these stores, which you would like to see built, packing those
potatoes, and leaving them ready for the supermarket shelf?

Mr McCollum:  Take other industries — take poultry and beef — we have an
all-year-round supply, whereas potatoes, planted at springtime, and harvested in the autumn
must remain in storage until such time as they are sold.  Because of the change in climatic
conditions — take the frost that we have had in recent weeks — it has rendered a lot of potatoes
useless for processing, because sugars have changed, and they do not fry, they do not cook.  We
reckon that if we had better storage, we could hold these potatoes in better conditions so that we
could meet a longer-term market.  Pre-packed food is an even tighter trade.  Skin finish  as we

all found out this season — is a very important factor.  

But through better storage, a better skin finish can be maintained longer throughout the season.

Mr Junkin:  Staying on quality, how do you see consistent quality being policed?  There
seems to me  I am not a grower  as a purchaser and browser in supermarkets that there have

been attempts by groups of growers to get together under a brand-name and so on.  But really
when you look at the bags of potatoes underneath the lights the potatoes seem to have gone green
— maybe that is the supermarkets' fault.  But there are cuts and abrasions on the bags and things
that should never have been there that even an amateur like I am would have picked out, and
sometimes I wonder if these schemes are policed at all, or whether a better policing system would
be a good idea.

Mr McCollum:  Mr McDonald could explain our proposed quality assurance scheme,
and this is something for the future to help police this a bit better.  
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Mr McDonald:  There is no doubt the industry has suffered from an image problem,
particularly in recent years.  The supermarkets have a strong drive on to improve quality
et cetera, and we see the industry in some form of transition at the minute trying to get to that
standard which they are looking for.  Our problem has been that there is an awful lot of potatoes
still coming onto the market which effectively are not being policed at all.  Now this is basically
why we have come up with this proposal for a quality assurance scheme to try and address those
problems and to try to improve standards across the board.

The key aim of any quality assurance scheme is to provide traceability and demonstrate
due diligence to inform and assure the consumer that what he is getting is safe to eat.  But we see
this quality assurance scheme which we are developing at present as going beyond that and taking
on board the actual “eatability” of the end product.  We are actually dealing here with a product
that has no value added to it.  So the quality assurance scheme which we would like to get off the
ground, will only be successful if it addresses that problem, and the consumer gets what she is
looking for when she goes shopping.  

The inspection service foreseen in our quality assurance scheme would be through regular
inspections by the Department of Agriculture.  If we can provide some sort of a quality
assurance stamp on potatoes which are grown and marketed under this scheme, we will have to
take measures to ensure that the potatoes do meet these standards.  So standards improve year
in, year out, and there is an education process with the growers to make sure that what we are
putting on the market is what the demand is for.

But I have to say that the quality assurance scheme is at a very early stage in
development.  Nevertheless, that is the aim.

Mr Junkin:  But coupled with better storage, and more hi-tech storage, you could be
onto a good thing for the future. 

Mr McDonald:  Well the demand is for continuity of supply and for quality and for good
presentation and packaging et cetera.  If we can get the structure in place  that is why we are

talking about a more co-ordinated structure with better stores in place, we can address the
continuity of supply problem; at present we do not have that string to our bow.   

Mr Junkin:  Is there any resistance from government agencies grant-aiding or helping to
put better stores in place?

Mr McDonald:  Well the Department of Agriculture through its Market Development
Division does make available the processing/marketing grant and the marketing development
scheme.  Now these grants are available for these specific purposes.  The perception among
growers, however, is that, as stated earlier, there is a very difficult administrative procedure to go
through to access these grants, and the applications have to be done on a very professional basis
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with a feasibility study supplied.  Now that can be a costly business, and a lot of growers are put
off by it and are disheartened — that is the best way to put it — by what they hear when they
actually contact the Department of Agriculture.  So that is the key area which we have to
address, and we are looking forward to addressing that with the Department.

The Chairman:  Are the stores on-farm stores, merchant stores, or co-operative stores?

Mr McCollum:  They should be on-farm stores.  But, as we have mentioned, we see our
opposition in the Republic and across the water with much better stores — you will probably
find that, on the whole, these are much larger farming operations which can access and work the
grant schemes that are available.  But we find, given the smaller, family-type structure of farms
that we have here, that a more co-operative type of store might be the best means of utilizing the
grant.

The Chairman:  Right.

Mr McCollum:  Do not get us wrong, the grant schemes are there, and, as you know
from the past, the farming community is always good at taking grants, but it just has not
happened in these particular circumstances.

Mr Poots:  I assume you have approached the Government about the difficulties the
farmers have picking up these grants, and what has been their response so far.

Mr McDonald:  Well, we have been in touch with the Department at Civil Servant level
to try to address this problem.  We put to the Department a similar paper to the one you heard
this morning, which is actually being pushed around all their divisions.  Now that only really
took place this autumn, and the Department of Agriculture has not come back to us with a
response yet, but I am led to believe that it will be fairly soon.  It will be our intention to go back
and liaise on each individual point, of which this will be one.  But that is really the stage we are at
with the grant issue.

Mr Poots:  Is it a European grant or a national grant?

Mr McDonald:  It is a European grant.

Mr Poots:   Is there much in the budget for Northern Ireland farmers?  And if there is a
budget, is it set for a certain number of years?  Will you lose that money if you do not utilize it?

Mr McDonald:  This is a fear of ours, exactly that point; if we do not access the funds in
full, we will not see them in future years.  The processing and marketing grant and the marketing
development schemes are not solely for potatoes, they go right across the agriculture industry.
So they are available for building or improving grain stores, or for putting in packing lines in the
vegetable industry et cetera.  But our specific point this morning is that the potato industry has
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not been able, in any significant way, to access any of these funds.  So yes, it is a European fund.
It is not a bottomless pit by any stretch of the imagination, and, even if it were now is the time
for us to start trying to make some investment in the industry.

Mr Poots:  What I intended to come to was the actual quality assurance scheme and
marketing.  As I see it, your problem is with marketing — there is not always a consistent
quality, and I would welcome a quality assurance scheme and be interested to hear how you
intend to develop it.  

And also about marketing, the problem is that markets are in a supply-and-demand
situation:  one year you have a man growing potatoes, and he grows 50 acres and gets a good
year.  Then he decides to take another 10 or 12 acres and grow extra, and everybody else happens
to do the same.  And the next year the market falls flat on its face, with the result that potato
farmers get very good profits one year and, maybe, very poor profits, or a loss, for two or three
years.

What ideas do you have that would help with that and control the supply?

Mr McCollum:   Well, as we have mentioned before, we in the union would like to see
more growers being part of the contracted system of growing potatoes because that would
remove a certain amount of the chance in the growing of potatoes.   Contract growers have their
market; their quality is right, and the crop is doing well for them, whereas the other growers are
just waiting for the local merchant to come up the lane with his lorry, and that is not happening.
The potatoes are finding their way into the cowsheds, and that is a great loss.  

The quality assurance scheme we see as a big step to higher standards.  The potato
industry in general has to move itself up to a higher standard.  In the past number of years,
through more mechanization and less labour on the land, standards have slipped.  It is a no-win
situation because potatoes are at £30.00 a tonne, and believe you me that does not pay labour,
and it takes labour to produce the standard that the machines do not.  It is not machines going
down the line, it is labour intensive, and at £30.00 a tonne it does not pay staff.

Mr Poots:  I was listening to an English farming programme about a month ago, and there
was a guy on from the Northern Anglian growers.  He was commenting that potatoes could have
risen by £30.00 per tonne before it would have paid the supermarkets et cetera to import from
Europe.  It seemed to be that the farmers were prepared to sell them, and the merchants were
taking full advantage of it.  Again it was just down to marketing that the potatoes could not have
been at a stronger price.

Mr McCollum:  We would see an accurate price reporting system as being a more
effective tool for growers to market their crop, but an effective price reporting system is not at
hand.
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Mr Poots:  What about control and the amount of acreage that is grown?

Mr McCollum:  This system has been finished.  Across the water that system operated
for years, and now with the wind-up of the Potato Marketing Board the quotas have gone, and
that is the situation we are in.

Mr Poots:  One person said to me that he felt the system whereby you could not grow
potatoes more than once every five years in the same plot of land restrained the amount these
people could grow, and the farmers maybe got their ground for £30.00 or £40.00 an acre cheaper
for conacre out of this.  It has not happened over the last two years, but initially it helped them
in taking the land, but the price per tonne went down in accordance with it.

Mr McCollum:  I agree with the rotation, one-in-five-years planting; it is a good
husbandry exercise, it keeps your land clean and controls certain diseases like potato eel worm
which Ulster on the whole is relatively free of.  We are in Europe, and this regulation has been
taken away.  Your second point on that question was?

Mr Poots:  I was talking about some sort of system of control of the many acres a farm
would grow.

Mr McCollum:  I cannot see it being operated in; it would be very difficult to police.

Mr McDonald:  Politically it could be very difficult, unrealistic, to push for a quota
system.  The move has been away from that in Britain, the move has been away from that across
Europe.  It would be a bit of a red herring to push for such a thing.  There is no doubt you could
see the benefits of it, but is that a realistic area to work on?

Mr McCollum:  Even other quota systems are being abolished; — I read in the press that
by the year 2000 they hope to do away with all types of quotas.  

Mr Poots:  When the milk quotas came out it was the worst thing in the world, yet it put
a whole lot of farmers on their feet.

Mr McCollum:  You could have an exact quota system whereby X number of acres
would grow X number of tonnes the market required.  Take last year and the drought situation in
the east of England:  yields are down, in fact six tonnes to the acre; there are too many variables
in it.

The Chairman: You mentioned in your presentation that you were seeking a European
potato regime.  What form will it take, if it is not going to be controlling production.

Mr McDonald:  The EU potato regime as it stands, or as it was proposed at present, is
what is known as a light-weight regime.  In other words, it does not provide an intervention
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system where potatoes would be taken off the market in a year like this, a year of over-supply.
Now, that is why it has not been accepted in Brussels.  
  

There is a fairly even split within the council of ministers with certain member states
wanting a heavy-weight regime which would incorporate an intervention system.  The regime, as
is proposed at present, would employ five or six different methods of trying to support the
potato industry.  It would recommend or police a common set of quality standards across the
whole of Europe.  There would be a common collection of statistics.  There would be an
occasional fund set up for the promotion of potatoes in a bad year for marketing potatoes.
Research and development would be carried out into safe-growing techniques, et cetera.  Most
importantly of all, it would provide protection from state-aided imports from third world
countries.  So, in other words, in a year like this, the threat may exist that potatoes may be
imported from outside the European Union onto the European market with state-aid from those
third world countries and that will undermine further our market position.  So, we would not be
raising it as the be-all and end-all of the potato market by any stretch, but it has been on the table
now for five or six years in Brussels.  The proposals which have been put forward at present, we
saw as being realistic and workable and we would have been happy with them in their current
form.  Our Government actually voted in favour of them which was welcomed but,
unfortunately, it was not ratified.  

Now we are faced with the Dutch presidency who do not favour it and then a
Luxembourg presidency who voted against it.  So, really we are looking 12 months down the line
before it becomes a realistic item on the agenda again.

Mr Clyde:   You mentioned that there were quite a lot of stores going up in southern
Ireland.  Are they getting a better grant that you are getting here?

Mr McCollum:   No, would be the direct answer because it is a European grant, but they
must have a better mechanism where growers are getting more help to professionally obtain these
grants.

Mr Clyde:   The second question is about stores.   John Gilmore had a store which was
temperature controlled.  I never was in it but I got potatoes from John Gilmore.  They were good
quality, the skin was good but it was not very long until you saw them starting to bud.  

A Witness:  Once they came out of the store?

Mr Clyde:   Yes.  That was the type of store I was thinking about.

The last question — the seed potato market.  What is it like now?

Mr Murphy:   As you are aware, going back ten years, we were exporting potatoes to a
lot of the Mediterranean countries.  Now — through our Government breaking off relations with
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Syria — we have lost a terrible lot of that export.  This year, in particular, we are facing a crisis in
the seed industry as well because Morocco have put on a 42% surcharge on all contracts.  That is
going to affect the variety Desiree.  Last year Morocco took something in the region of 5,000 to
6,000 tonnes of Desiree.  This year, I am led to believe, the contract is 1,000 tonne at £60 a
tonne, and that was only fulfilled at the weekend.

The seed industry again — exports have gone down again from 20,000 to 25,000 tonnes.
We are talking something in the region of 14,000 tonnes between all varieties.  Going back to
what we were talking about earlier, the small family farm has gone out of business.  To get that
back on board and get young ones coming into family farms, we do need assistance to keep the
younger folk in the family farm and keep the family farm going.  We hear a lot about rural
development.  If the young ones do not come back onto the farms, we will not have farms for
them.  It will be multies that will be taking over again, and we are going back to the time of the
landlords.  The family farm has got to be upheld.  I am not saying what will take place.  In years
gone past I know there were difficult times but  potatoes were the backbone of any farm.  

But going back to the seed industry, there again supply and demand is the problem. We
are finding now from the mini-tubers, with developments in technology, that some of these
countries can go out and buy a small bag with so many thousands of potatoes in it and develop
their own seed.  We are up against that as well.

Mr Clyde:   I would agree with you that the family farm should be supported.  I can
remember about 40 years ago my father was growing potatoes and every farmer grew potatoes,
maybe four or five acres.  If potatoes were a good price that year, put in an acre less next year.  If
they were a bad price, put in an acre more.  And that kept the farmers going.  It kept them in
money throughout the year.

Mr Murphy:   You are absolutely correct.  I agree with you 100% on that because in my
own territory of Downpatrick and Kilkeel there was not a farm that was not growing potatoes.
That involved work for the farmer and his kin and maybe one or two helpers throughout that
year, picking those potatoes and getting them away.

We did away with the Potato Marketing Board and that was one of the saddest days that
ever Northern Ireland saw as far as the seed industry was concerned.  I am making no apologies
for saying that there are crooks in the potato industry.  It is they who cut the price and who can
sell it at the least.  When you have a poor price, men will put anything in the bag and they will
get it into the container.  It goes out there and it is rejected and our image is going down the drain
as well.

Mr McCollum:  Going back to the point about storage, we see need to develop a
co-operative type storage between growers.  We do not have the labour and the mechanism for
proper grading facilities. If four, five or 10 growers were in a unit, they could probably have a
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very effective store and have a good product to sell.  We see storage as being a major player in
this equation.

The Chairman:  Why has that not been done through your own Potato Committee?
Surely the Union itself would be the ideal vehicles for getting producers together.

Mr Murphy:  Our past Chairman, Eddie Kelly who I am sure is known to some of you,
did get contracts going.  We have the contract system with different retailers.  But going back to
the gentleman here who did say that whenever he goes out to buy he can see damage.  That again
is the pre-packer.  It is up to him to reject them.  I personally think, and I am going against the
ware men that the day has to come when the inspectors have got to be at the door and the gate of
the farm to inspect the potatoes when they are going out of that yard.  Because anything can be
thrown into a potato box.   

There has to be a getting together of stores to produce into the quality assurance.  It has
to come from the seed grower to the ware grower.  There has to be a unity so that there is good
seed coming.  Health has to be good as well, because we could have Tom, Dick or Harry going out
behind the ditch and he is throwing in some of seed that is maybe ten-years old.  It is not of high
grade and it can effect a man who is growing potatoes over the ditch and lower his grade.  There is
a lot of problems there.  But to go back to the stores, I think we definitely do need control stores
should it be in a group or whatever way the case may be.   We do need aid of some description.

The Chairman:  Do you see little future now in the seed export business?

Mr Murphy:  It is limited at this moment in time.  This year could tell a lot of tales.  We
have lost a terrible lot of exporting countries, and it is at a minimum now.

Mr Stewart:  Mr McDonald, you spoke earlier on about the Maris Piper which is a
special type of potato for chips, grown in England.  Has it been grown in Northern Ireland or is it
grown in Northern Ireland?  Why is there so much coming across? 

Mr McCollum:  We can grow it here in the North of Ireland, but it does not fry.  It must
be the climatic conditions that suits that variety.  There are new varieties being bred every year,
but I think through careful choice of variety there are varieties that can be grown here, that will do
the market.

Mr McDonald:  We need feedback through DANI Science Service and through their crop
advisory team and Agri-food Development Service.  We need that feedback coming back down on
to the farm, because very often the farmers are not in possession of that information in time
before they put their seed into the ground.  We are in a spiral here, where traditional varieties are
grown year in and year out.  We need that marketing information available early and available
directly on to the farm.
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Mr McCollum:  Quite an interesting point arose from the drought situation last summer
in England through the scarcity of supplies to McCains, one of the big chip producers.  They
sourced a lot of their product as raw material from Northern Ireland.  There were lorry loads.
That is what give us the good trade a year past.  It was quite funny that Pentland Dell, being a
very popular grown variety here, were shipped from here, chipped in their factories and sold
back here as finished product.  

We had McCains here last year.  They had been here a year.  Once that frost came after
Christmas last year, that stopped.  If we had had the proper stores last year,  that contract would
not have stopped.  But it was the sugar content.  They were no use.  If they had been in a
controlled store, they would still be available.

Mr McDonald:  Just specifically, McCains are probably fit to import 30,000 tonnes
from Northern Ireland to GB to satisfy their demand.  Effectively you could say, McCains are
not taking potatoes from Northern Ireland at present because we do not have the storage facilities
to guarantee them that supply.  So 30,000 tonnes are going to remain on the market in Northern
Ireland this year. 

Mr Gaston:  Following on from the storage and the way the frost affected the sugars, do
the climatic and soil conditions affect the sugars as well?  I think you have almost touched on
that.  But are there any other things that would make it harder for us to compete, even if we had
stores?

Mr McCollum:   Well climatic conditions is probably a key point.  A wet harvest is
something we are up against, but as potato growers we are willing to meet that challenge.  

Mr McDonald:   I do not think there is much the Forum would be able to do about the
climatic conditions.

Mr Gaston:   Is it any worse here in Northern Ireland than in Southern Ireland or on the
continent?  Can you get the sugars and get what you want?  Is it a bigger fight for you as
producers to achieve that?

Mr McCollum:   I could probably answer that through the prices that contract growers
both here and across the water are prepared to take, and, surprisingly, they are both about the
same.  I think it boils down to the matter of costs.  We have heard of the growers in the arable
belts in England and the yields they obtain, but they are obtained at a cost:  irrigation and
probably a lot more chemical use.  We have a fairly good climate for growing potatoes unless we
have a blight situation which is a normal part of our husbandry.  But the price is much of a
muchness on contract growers between here and England.  So there cannot be a big imbalance.

Mr Gaston:  Given that you had the storage it would not be.
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Mr McCollum:   We see it now as a key factor in our production.

Mr Clyde:   Do you find a potato that is quite popular in Northern Ireland; are they as
popular in England?  I would go for the Aran Victory.  Would you get Aran Victory growing in a
good light land?  I think they are hard to beat, but the housewives complain about their eyes,
they are too deep.  That is where all the goodness is, around the eyes.  Do you find the English
people look for a different type of potato, a dry potato?

Mr Murphy:   You find across the water that a lot of folk, even in Scotland, are not
looking for a dry potato.  I have come across quite a few of them, and they are not particularly
looking for one that is smiling at you.  But they are content with a potato.  Now the variety that
has come on the market, and I see it in supermarkets here — actually I saw it on Friday night in
Marks and Spencers — is Desirée, and that particular variety, I would not even let it into the
house to eat it.  It has been wrapped there, four potatoes in a box for 95p, and that is Desirée.
Desirée here would not be eaten by the housewife.  There may be a few, but across the water
they will.  Portugal would eat Desirée ware.  It changes from place to place.

Mr McCollum:  There was a small survey carried out locally, and maybe Joe here
through Aran Wright can give a few details of that one.

 Mr McDonald:  Well, DANI's Market Development Division has done a survey in
conjunction with local supermarkets and they are finding that there is a move away from the
traditional varieties which we have been supplying, or the traditional varieties which the
Northern Ireland consumer is perceived as wanting, this is a dry, floury potato.  There is a move
towards a waxier type potato, and that is certainly what they are finding, particularly in the
younger generation.  There is a move towards other varieties, Navan, Nadine et cetera.  And if
any of these were to filter down through to the growers themselves, that would give us a better
insight into what the actual demand in the market-place is.   We will have to move from the more
traditional potatoes that we have been supplying.

Mr Clyde:  There was a variety that I remember when I was a young boy called Aran
Consel, and they grew very big.  I remember my father growing eight to ten tonnes and selling
them around March time.  Is that particular type of potato still on the go?

Mr Murphy:  Yes, Aran Consel is still grown, in a limited way, even for export, there
will be small deposits of it.  It is a very hard potato, a potato that keeps well.  You are talking
about March, April, it will keep right in to that end.  They are limited, very limited.

Mr McCollum:  The varieties of potatoes are limitless.  What is the National count?

Mr Murphy:  It is 2,500.  It is a minefield.
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Mr Junkin:  On the seed, where sales abroad have deteriorated, is it not in the nature of
potatoes that the crop deteriorates with aphids and one thing and another, and the more heat and
sun you have, the quicker that crop is going to deteriorate when you keep recycling.  So there is
always going to be, I would have thought, a need for fresh seed coming from clean Northern
European countries.  Do you not think that the depletion in the seed market is only temporary
and that it will have to come back, because the crop is just going to deteriorate in the
Mediterranean countries so much, that they are going to have to source new seed?

Mr Murphy:  No, I think there will still be a limited demand from here, because we have
the Dutch, I know they have a problem with brown rot but the Dutch have been producing
varieties now that can take that market.  They have got into that market with varieties that will
do the same as varieties from here.  There are still small pockets of places that are sticking to the
old varieties, one in particular is Aran Banner.  With Aran Banner in the years gone past we were
talking about 25,000 tonnes while now we are talking about 4,000. 

There are places, Malta is one of them, Egypt, Portugal, Canary Islands, where Aran
Banner is what they would call an early potato that they can export to us, but the exportation of
that at the present minute is down to somewhere in the region of 4,000-4,500 tonnes.  I can see
that the Dutch have a big influence.  With the Potato Marketing Board having been done away
with, it is a free market.  

I cannot see the seed market improving.  We have to go back to what our secretary was
talking about:  quality assurance.  If we are going to sell seed and maintain seed, the same as the
ware, we must have quality and high grade.  I think the day of Class A has gone, that is the
bottom grade.  We have got to get up the grade and get up to SE one or SE two, no lower than
Elite.  In the ware market at the present minute some of the growers and some of the pre-packers
are requiring that nothing but Elite be planted to produce the crop for them, and I think that day
has come.  If the seed grower can get married in with the ware grower, that they are producing
good seed for the ware grower, then we can go down that road and have a quality assured scheme.
 It has to go right down that line from the seed grower through to the ware grower, and I think a
quality assurance scheme could add to the seed production in that.

Mr Junkin:  I have worked in farms in England and Scotland where potatoes have been
grown, and I prefer the Scottish growers' attitude towards quality than that of the English
growers, certainly the ones whom I have come across.  To go back to something that we have not
asked much about, the Great Britain Industry Development Council, which we are not part of as
yet.  Do you not see a danger in setting up this development council and the likes of us coming in
with cheap potatoes and really undermining anything that it would do?  Would it not really be in
its interest to include us, as part of the picture?

Mr McDonald:  You are probably right.  We were never consulted about it because we
were not part of the Potato Marketing Board and therefore we were not part of the consultation
process.  So they have arrived at a stage now where the Potato Marketing Board is being wound
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up.  They polled their members about whether they wanted the funds from the Potato Marketing
Board to be channelled into this new development council or not and there was an overwhelming
vote in support of that.  

Our main worry about that body is that it would actually turn its sights on Northern
Ireland, as a possible potential market for Great Britain's produce.  If we are actively to pursue
becoming part of the council, our main aim or concern is to make sure we have effective input
into it so that the work it is doing would also reflect Northern Ireland growers.  

There is possible potential to set up a parallel body in this country, but would it have the
size and stature and the resources to effectively do a similar job to what is going to take place in
Great Britain?  So, ultimately, if we do not join the Great Britain industry council, we are
effectively isolating Northern Ireland from the rest of the United Kingdom in terms of promotion
and research and development work which would be undertaken through the new body.  If we do
actively seek to join it, we have to make sure that our growers are going to be properly and
effectively represented on it.  

Another proviso is that the new council will be funded through a levy to be paid by ware
growers and also a levy imposed at the first point of sale.  At present our growers are not used to
the idea of paying a levy — and that is putting it politely.  That would be a major stumbling
block to selling it to our producers.  In theory, it would be the road to go down, but we cannot
rush down that road because we have to consider the fact that we need some form of consultation
with the growers in Northern Ireland before we decide to jump in.

Mr Junkin:  What way are the representatives in that council elected?  Who represents
whom over there?

Mr McDonald:  It is actually done through a series of Ministerial appointments.
Nominations are made, and there is a council set up within that body made up of representatives
from right across the industry, from growers, processors, the retailers et cetera.  It is an
all-encompassing body, if you like, but it is set up through nominations made and then by
Ministerial appointment.  That is the mechanism that they are working through.  You see there is
a very complex legal structure to get through before we could start considering involvement in it.
We have been seeking advice and help from the Department of Agriculture to see what doors we
need to knock on to get Northern Ireland into the organization.

The Chairman:  Do you still see the need for a local board to be established first?

Mr McDonald:  If you could make it a short time-scale for getting into the new body, I
do not think a Northern Ireland council would be one of our aims.  As I have already said, how
effective would that be?   It would be a small player compared with the resources that they can
lay their hands on across the water.
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The Chairman:  My understanding is that one of the reasons the old Potato Marketing
Board fell was that producers no longer supported it by and large.  Is the mood changing in the
industry towards supporting this type of thing and, by implication, paying for it as well?

Mr McCollum:  Hard to gauge the mood in the industry.  The new marketing board is
probably the old seed board, but that was more manipulative through merchants in their time.
The seed board was really replaced by merchants and fast became a rip-off session which
growers had no control over.

Mr Murphy:  They in turn have lost a lot of the markets as well through cowboy
activities.

Mr Junkin:  On the possible price-reporting system, has any consideration been given to
using Teletext or this new Internet.  Do you think a farmer, maybe spending £25,000 to £30,000
on a tractor, would think it outlandish to spend maybe a £1,000 or £1,500 on a computer and the
Internet connection to find out from day to day what is happening? 
He could find out information not only on prices, prices on varieties and prices in London and
Belfast,  but possibly also planting intentions — the sort of things that you see in ‘Farmers'
Weekly’ if you have time to read it at the weekend.

Mr McCollum:  The collection of this information is the problem.

Mr Junkin:  Would DANI do it?  Could it be persuaded?

Mr McDonald:  DANI does at present produce an agricultural market report weekly and
quarterly, and it does provide information on potato prices for varieties on a weekly basis.  But
we are not so sure that it accurately reflects the variety in prices for the reasons we stated earlier
in that there are different varieties, different types of quality, different outlets where potatoes are
being sold et cetera.  So we do not feel that it provides an accurate benchmark.  Also, it is not
published in the press, so it is not really available to growers on the ground.  It is circulated
around the various organizations involved in the industry, but it does not actually filter down
onto the ground.

We have written to the Department of Agriculture stating that we see that an effective
price reporting system would be to the benefit of the industry.  Now it has stated that that is
fine.  It understands we are not happy with the agricultural market report produced at present,
but at this stage it does not have the resources available to tackle it because it is such a big
problem to collate that much information on a weekly basis.  The information which it does
collect is through its inspectors and their regular contact with the trade, and that is were they
come up with the figures produced at present.  But it is going to need a bit more arm-twisting
before we can take that any further.
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Mr Junkin:  Leaving the Teletext aside, which anybody can access, say they went for an
Internet site where the farmers who accessed it had to pay a fee.  Would the Government or the
industry consider setting up a system and getting Government support or EC support for staff
to collate that information professionally and keep putting it on?  Access for the farmers through
the Internet on a daily basis  because people are selling potatoes everyday.  There is a load

going here and a load going there.  They are always enquiring, and I presume everytime a farmer
gets into the Internet in the morning there would be a fee payable for the cost of that site and the
collating of that information.  Could something like that be considered?

Mr McDonald:  At present statistics show that something like 10% of farms in Northern
Ireland have access to a computer and that is where you are going to fall down at the outset —
not enough growers would have access to it.  Now I do not know what speed you expect that
percentage to increase, it is certainly an idea but I do not know how easy it would be to sell it to
the industry.

Mr McCollum:  There have been small moves towards that aspect.  I know in my area at
home the local crops advisor  just last week had a meeting with arable farmers who are interested
in going on the Internet.  It is just a means of sourcing information for specific problems that he
has in his crop.  It is a new step, a way down the line yet.  It is probably for the future I would
say.

Mr Clyde:  I have noticed that more and more potatoes are very small potatoes.
Potatoes that in my day were thrown away out at the back of the ditch.  Is there any trade for
them?

Mr Murphy:  Yes, there is a trade for these in particular places.

Mr Poots:  I would just like to ask another question about the grants.  Who is actually
administering the grants?  Who administers the crops for this storage?

Mr McDonald:  Your first point of contact is the Department of Agriculture and the
Market Development Division which handles this.  Do not ask me the ins and outs, but I know it
is tied up as well with the IDB and so on.   But the Department of Agriculture people are the key
administrators.

Mr Poots:  I feel this Committee could actually try to develop this a bit further and try to
make the grant scheme more accessible for growers.

Mr Murphy:  As far as grants are concerned, we need them simplified.  The other thing
about them, again going back to the family farm or to the individual, feasibility studies, as our
secretary said, cost a lot of money.  I am standing to be corrected on this:  for grant money, there
has to be an excess of money spent to get the money, and the industry does not stand that at this
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minute in time.  This is one of the avenues we have got to beat.  That is brought down to a lower
level for excess to the individual farmer or the group.

Mr McCollum:  To give you some idea, the minimum expenditure on that is £70,000.

Mr Murphy:  I was not sure of the figure, but I knew it was pretty high.

Mr McDonald:  The process and marketing grants focus on capital expenditure, and the
market and development scheme focuses on ways and means of helping farmers to promote their
produce.  So if we are talking about stores here, we are talking about the processing and marketing
grant under which, as part of its rules, a minimum investment of £70,000 is needed.  So, for an
individual person who is suffering financially this year already, it is unrealistic. 

Mr McCollum:  That is why it does not suit many of our family-type farmers.

The Chairman:  Thank you very much.  Has there been much growth in the market for
organically produced potatoes?

Mr McCollum:  No, I know from growers who are in the organic market that the normal
market requirements for organic produce just do not come down the line to growers.   I had this
question answered on holiday when we met a group of London housewives and they put the
point that they would eat nothing but organic food, but they cannot obtain it.  They could not
believe that growers are not producing it.  Anything is possible at a price, but it is not there.

The Chairman:  Can you give us an idea of the cost of production per tonne of ware
potatoes and seed potatoes?

Mr McCollum:  We maintain £80 per tonne for ware production in a get-out situation.

Mr Murphy:  £100 to £120 per tonne for see production.

Mr Poots:  And for varieties like Pinks and Queens would you be talking about more than
£80?

Mr McCollum:  On a ware situation you would want more for Kerrs Pinks.

The Chairman:  On the contract growing which you have mentioned and which you
would like to encourage, is this primarily contract growing for merchants or contract growing for
processors or direct to retailers?  

Mr McCollum:  It has been the processors who have taken the lead in contract growing
 supermarkets and processors.
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The Chairman:  A few years ago I actually published a paper on potato marketing and,
specifically, in relation to potato futures trading to Northern Ireland.  One of the main stumbling
blocks to producers trading on the futures market here as opposed to English producers was the
absence of stores in Northern Ireland, which goes back to your initial point.  Has that moved on
any?  That was in 1987/88.  Are there still no registered stores?  I certainly saw that as a means
by which producers could get a fixed price for their crop.

Mr Murphy:  The only store that could have been available and has not got off the
ground was Ballymoney, and that is PLC's 2000 store that they were contemplating.  Maybe Mr
McCollum can say more about that, but I know for a fact that the grant was not available at the
time they applied for it, and it has not got off the ground.

Mr Clyde:  It was said at the beginning that this year potato producers were putting out
extra potatoes to get money because of BSE.  Did that affect it much?

Mr Murphy:  It may have to a certain extent.  Men with conacre did probably flush the
market at the time to the get the extra money, but I would not say it was a big play factor in the
year.  Supply and demand is the big factor.

The Chairman:  Well thank you very much, Gentlemen.  If there is anything else that
arises, feel free to contact us.  We will be producing a report on this in due course, and we will be
back in contact with you.

Mr McCollum:  On behalf of Joe and Willie I would like to thank you for the
opportunity to meet with you this morning.  I hope you have time to consider some of the
points that we have made, and if you feel that there is a need to discuss it again at any time in the
future, I think our committee would be only too willing to meet you.

The Chairman:  Thank you very much.
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The Chairman:  Members, on your behalf I would like to welcome Mr Ian McKee, Mr
Gerry McCracken and Mr Wilf Weatherup from the Department of Agriculture.  They are
assisted by Mr Ivan Millen who is observing at the back.  Gentlemen, you are very welcome and
we thank you for attending to assist our deliberations.  

People from the farming industry are concerned about the current situation with the
potato industry.  This is one sector of agriculture that is very much dependent on price
fluctuations and seasonal fluctuations, and we have been asked to examine the industry and,
perhaps, come up with recommendations how the lot of potato producers, specifically, might be
improved.  

The Department of Agriculture obviously, is the key Department. It is responsible for
potato production and for the monitoring of it and, therefore, we particularly welcome your
attendance. I invite you to make some comments and, if you are willing, then to take questions
from members.

Mr McKee:   Mr Chairman, members, good morning.  I will introduce the representatives
of the Department and put into context the divisions that they are responsible for.  I am Ian
McKee and I am in Farm Policy Division.  Gerry McCracken is in Food Policy Division and Wilf
Weatherup is in Quality Assurance Division, more on the technical side of the Department.

I will commence by briefly defining the structure of and providing key facts about the
Northern Ireland potato industry.  Thereafter Mr Weatherup will outline the various technical
services provided by the Department, and Mr McCracken will say a few words on the food
strategy initiative and its relevance to the Northern Ireland potato sector.

First of all we should point out that in 1995 the potato industry accounted for just under
3% of the gross output of Northern Ireland agriculture.  However, that was not a typical year and
over the last decade the gross output of the potato sector has averaged some £21 million pounds
per year or 2% of the gross output.  Potatoes are now grown by 1,700 Northern Ireland
producers.  Back in 1984 there were 5,725, so there has been a contraction in the number of
producers.  

Of the 1,700 potato producers, around 400 of these grow potatoes as their main
enterprise.  A statistic that is worth bearing in mind is that 74% of potato growers produced 24%
of the crop in 1995, so there is a considerable number of small-scale enterprises.  In addition,
there are about 180 potato merchants of which 40 are on a much bigger scale, 50 pre-packers and
a small processing sector.  Around 33 of the merchants are involved in the export of potatoes
from the province.  

Turning to the total quantity of output, the total output of potatoes declined from
265,000 tonnes in 1984 to 196,000 tonnes in 1996, a drop of about 26%.  The reduction in the
output of ware potatoes was only in the order of 4% — from 178,000 tonnes in 1984 to 171,000
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tonnes in 1995.  But production of seed potatoes dropped by almost two-thirds — from about
73,000 tonnes in 1984 to approximately 25,000 tonnes in 1995.

If we could just consider the area of potato production, that has declined over the years
from 13,700 hectares in 1984 to 8,700 hectares in 1995 — a drop of 36%.  The decline has been
continual over that period, with a more pronounced downward step in years following a low
price.  Yields varied over the period without any definite underlying trend.  However, the yields
in Northern Ireland are generally lower than those in the rest of the United Kingdom.  A
marketable yield of 31.6 tonnes per hectare for ware and 25.4 tonnes per hectare for seed in 1996
compares unfavourably with 46.8 tonnes of ware potatoes per hectare in Great Britain in 1994
and estimated yields of 35 tonnes of seed per hectare in Scotland.  

This is due to a number of factors:  the shorter growing season in Northern Ireland; higher
rainfall which leads to later planting and more difficult harvesting conditions; restricted area of
ideal soil types; the preferred traditional varieties are less high yielding; and the field structure
and topography.

We should consider that consumption of potatoes has declined also, by some 15% over
the last five years.  The United Kingdom National Food Survey indicates that per capita
consumption of potatoes declined from about 36 ounces per person per week in 1988 to just
under 31 ounces in 1993.  This reflects a decline in the number of formal meal occasions; the
move away from the traditional dinner; increased consumption of pasta and rice; and convenience
meals based on alternatives to potatoes.  All of these facts have to be borne in mind when
considering Northern Ireland's potato industry.  

Growers here are small in scale.  Additionally they often grow potatoes for which they
have not identified a market, and this speculative growing weakens the whole market.  The lack of
co-ordinated and unfocused marketing has, therefore, been a major drawback.  The processing
sector is also small.

Since the mid-1980s, the Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland has supported
the development of contracts between growers, retailers and pre-packers.  The Ulster Farmers'
Union has also been involved in this exercise.  This work continues and will be enhanced by the
development of a Northern Ireland Farm Quality Assured Potatoes Scheme.  This should put
growers in a better position to meet the demands of the major multiples.  However, growers and
merchants must co-operate with each other in production, marketing and exporting to improve
quality and quantity, delivering continuity of supply and making the industry more competitive.
This is fundamental if the industry is going to prosper.

Mr Chairman, with your permission, Mr Weatherup will now outline the various
technical services provided to the potato industry by the Department before Mr McCracken
deals with food strategy initiatives.
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The Chairman:  Thank you very much.

Mr Weatherup:   I would like to take you very quickly through the main areas where we
input to the industry on a Department from a technical matter.  There are basically two services
within the Department of Agriculture's input to the industry, the Science Service and the
Agri-food Development Service, and the services that I will say something briefly about are based
within those two services.

Firstly, the Department is involved in education and training.  That is provided at four
centres.  First of all, Queen's University's Faculty of Agriculture provides training and degree
courses in production and processing, elements of which, of course, contain aspects of potato
production and processing.  Loughry College is involved in the processing sector in providing a
range of courses, again for processors.  And then Greenmount College and Enniskillen College are
both involved in the production side, providing a range of courses at different levels and, indeed,
very often tailored to the specific needs  of industry — are for the production side of the potato
industry.  That is education and training.

We then have research.  Research is carried out principally by the science service.  It is
involved in a number of areas.  The specific areas that it concentrates on are PCN, that is potato
cyst nerratode or eel worm, and virus resistance work and blight control.  These are all very
pertinent as far as potato production is concerned as I am sure you are aware.  

Allied to these, the Department also provides a service to industry for analyzing soil
samples for PCN, and that is available both to the ware producers and also as a back-up to seed
production and clearing of land for seed production.

The blight unit at Newforge also provides a “blight-line”, as they call it, which is an early
warning arrangement for periods of high-blight risk.  Periodically, during the summer period,
warnings are put out to indicate that there is a blight infection period so that producers can take
the appropriate steps to safeguard crops against blight.

As well as that, the science service also carries out a number of comparative trials each
year to look at varieties of potatoes that are regularly grown within Northern Ireland and also at
other varieties that might be of interest to growers within Northern Ireland.  Those comparative
trials, the results of those are published annually in a booklet like this one here.  This is the most
recent one giving comparative information on the various varieties, cooking characteristics et
cetera.  So it is an aid to marketing or getting the right sort of potatoes into the ground for the
market needs.

Thirdly, the Department is also involved in technology development — the application of
science to production of potatoes.  That work is carried out primarily at Greenmount, first of all
on the production side and, secondly, on the processing side at Loughry College in the food
technology services division.
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Fourthly, the Department is still involved, of course, in providing assistance or guidance
to growers on the ground throughout the country in terms of business development, developing
the business side of producing potatoes and, of course, other crops as well.  There is an arable
crops advisory team that is available to assist farmers with the business aspects of production
and with the husbandry aspects as well.  

My own division, Quality Assurance Division, is responsible for the legislative aspects
of potato production in Northern Ireland and that principally relates to seed production.  It is
also involved in pro-active, as we call it, quality assurance work.  That is looking at quality
problems and putting solutions in place.  And I think, already, there has been a mention of the
Quality Assurance Scheme which we are working on currently with colleagues within Agri-food
Development Service.

Quality Assurance Division not only does the legislative work and pro-active quality
assurance work but also supports breeders, for example, in developing cultivars.  We also
maintain a nuclear stock of the best known and most used potatoes, so we have those clean
potatoes, as it were, retained as a nuclear stock which can then be drawn upon by breeders for
developing new stocks of seed potatoes within the province.  The division is also responsible for
export certification of seed potatoes going to third countries.

Lastly, the final area that Agri-food Development Service is involved in is that of
marketing.  The Marketing Development Division works with the industry in a number of ways,
principally to develop a co-ordinated approach to marketing — looking at the markets that are
available; looking at the potential markets that are there; assisting the industry to exploit those
markets; and also looking at consumer needs.  Particularly, recently, there has been a study done
to look at consumer perceptions of quality and what the consumer is looking for, and those
results have been put back to the industry.  So it is looking at a number of marketing aspects.

Finally, while there are a number of areas there that I have mentioned, a co-ordinated
approach is taken within the Agri-food Development Service as a whole.  Indeed, representatives
of each of these areas that I have mentioned get together regularly to look at various initiatives,
various areas that warrant attention and, hence, ensure that we work in the same direction within
all of those areas.  Also they get together with industry representatives regularly to ensure that
the areas that are being looked at and worked upon are those areas that the industry also sees as
being areas of need.

Mr McCracken:   Early last year the Departments of Agriculture and Economic
Development published a draft Food Strategy Paper.  It was a consultation document seeking
comments from the industry.  The document provided an analysis of the food industry in general
— its strengths and weaknesses.  It highlighted certain priorities:  the need for rationalization, the
need for more added-value processing, the need for closer integration between producers and
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processors and the need for better marketing.  The intention was to promote partnership within
the industry and between the industry and the various providers within the Government.  

Quite a lot of comment was received from sectoral bodies, producer bodies, industry
bodies, the processing industry bodies and individual companies.  Those comments concentrated
on or raised a number of issues.  They were highlighting concerns about rationalization.  The
industry was certainly very concerned about the need for structural change, the development of
partnerships between processors and the producers and the need for technical support.

Following receipt of the comments from the various bodies, the Department of
Agriculture and the Industrial Development Board have been meeting with the sectoral bodies and
with individual companies to discuss their comments and to explore further the way forward,
what needs to be done, if you like, to support the industry — what the industry itself might do
and what Government might do to assist in that support.

The next stage is to develop an implementation plan arising out of that, in order words,
what we want to see happen from here on.  Within the next two or three months, subject to
ministerial agreement, we hope that that will be published and will contain targets for industry as
a whole and targets for individual sectors.  We have been thinking so far of the food industry as a
whole.  The fruit and vegetable sector, and potatoes, obviously, are an important element within
that and we have had specific discussions with sectoral bodies there and with individual
companies.  Again, the main issues raised were the need for rationalization, improved
competitiveness, partnerships and, a particular need in the potato industry, for additional storage
facilities.

I think the structure of the potato industry, as Mr McKee outlined earlier highlights
particular structural problems within the industry, and rationalization and better structure is a
key issue.  It is really to give you a flavour that a strategy, not a strategy to be imposed by the
Government, but rather a strategy to be agreed between industry and the Government is being
developed and will be published in the very near future.

That is as far as I can go at this stage in relation to the food strategy and I will be happy
to take questions on that.

The Chairman:  Are you able to give some indication of the grant aid that is available to
producers?

Mr McCracken:  At the producer level specifically, there is the farm capital grants
arrangements, what is called the ADOP scheme.  There was a huge uptake on that earlier.  Those
applications that were in before the closing date are being processed, but that is no longer open.
So there is limited grant-aid available directly to the individual farmer.  In terms of other grants
that are available, there are two schemes running.  One is the market development scheme which
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is open to groups of farmers or processors in association with farmers, and which provides grants
up to £150,000 per project for marketing initiatives.  

The other scheme is the processing marketing grant scheme, which is an EU funded
scheme, and which relates to capital grants.  That scheme potentially is open to farmers, but they
need to be trading.  They need to be doing more than marketing their own produce.  In other
words if they are buying in produce from two or three other farmers, potentially they are eligible,
and a number of farmers have applied for that.  That scheme opened in November 1995, and we
have had 14 applications from the processing and producer sector involving investment of about
£10 million.  The rate of grant there is 35%.  That is the EU funded part of it.  There is a
minimum of 5% national aid on top of that, so there is a minimum of 40% in total.

Mr Poots:  All of you have mentioned marketing and Mr McKee mentioned quality,
quantity and continuity of supplies being essential for good marketing.  Now, you also talked
about the marketing grant — £150,000.  It has been said to us that to be able to obtain that grant
that you have to conduct a feasibility study of at least £70,000.  Would that be right?

Mr McCracken:   Not for the marketing development grant.  The £70,000 is the
minimum capital expenditure under the process and marketing grant scheme.  That is where that
one comes in.  As far as the marketing development scheme is concerned, we will grant-aid
feasibility studies at whatever level, assuming they fall within the terms of the scheme.  But any
full-blown scheme, given that there is a considerable amount of public funds going into this, has
to be supported by an analysis of the viability of the business.  The project has to be outlined in
some detail, and its viability established.

Mr Poots:  What the Committee has been told is that there is a problem with accessing
the grants.  Grants are available, but there is a serious problem for farmers to access them.  It was
mentioned that 74% of the producers produced 24% of the crop, and a lot of the producers
would find the cost prohibitive.  Is there any way grants could be more user-friendly so that
more farmers could avail of them?

Mr McCracken:   The marketing development scheme would obviously not be available
to an individual farmer.  One of our problems in Northern Ireland is that the individual producer
is relatively small, compared to our main competitors, so that is an area where co-operation and
partnership is particularly required.  I am not sure that I would agree and certainly we have not
had a great deal of comment from the industry about access to the grant.  Clearly, it is not
available without proper study and proper proposals fully thought out, fully-spelt out and
fully-costed proposals which can be assessed.  A number of schemes have been approved for
potatoes and we have some quite significant developments in that area.  

You could preach a certain amount of doom and gloom about potatoes, but equally a lot
of positive things have been happening, and some quite impressive marketing initiatives have
taken place and are taking place within the sector.  We have been supporting it, but if there are
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specific points in relation to the scheme, we are quite prepared to look at those.  If the industry,
or indeed if the Committee come forward with points which can be identified as deficiencies or
difficulties that the scheme is creating for people, we will certainly be happy to look at those.  

Mr Poots:  You would agree though that amongst our neighbours in the South of Ireland
there has been a much larger scale of investment in potato storage, et cetera, than there has been
up here.

Mr McCracken:   There is absolutely no question of that.  Potato storage is an area
where there has been little investment by the industry in Northern Ireland but, as I have
indicated, at the present time there is considerable movement on that front and I think there is a
much greater realization of the need for facilities and for improved facilities. 

The Chairman:  Would the Department be prioritizing storage projects for possible
grant-aid?

Mr McCracken:   The processing and marketing grant is industry-wide across the whole
of the food industry.  There is a limited amount of money available and it obviously has to go
across all sectors.  Potatoes attract a relatively small part of the contributions.  Having said that,
it is an area that we are particularly keen to support where possible and as far as resources will
allow.  But the availability of resources is the key issue.  We have a huge demand at this point
which has not existed before.  It is welcome but we would not have the resources to meet all of
the demand.

Mr Shannon:  To follow through from the question Mr Poots asked on marketing and
specifically on grants, there are a number of processors from the area that I represent —
namesakes of your own, incidentally.  I do not know if you are aware of them or not but they are
involved quite a lot in further processing.  They would have liked to develop their further
processing a bit more so that they could find the door of the major food groups coming to the
province such as Sainsburys.  A fair bit of work would have to be done to their actual system to
qualify for that, and a grant was the problem.  Are grants available for people who want to take
further processing another stage to the point where they have a factory, or a process that reaches
a certain standard?  These people in our part of the country are very advanced in their
processing.  Indeed they probably do qualify for many of the other stores that are in the province
but they have to go a stage further to qualify for the likes of Sainsburys.  Are grants available or
are certain amounts prioritized within each application?  If that is the case, at what stage do you
think grants might be available for the likes of those people who, incidentally, by taking their
business further would be creating jobs as well?  That is the first question.  

Mr McCracken:   Grant-aid is available for a broad range of investments in the potato
sector.  Storage facilities is only one.  Further processing is arguably even more desirable in terms
of adding value and creating jobs.  Yes, grant-aid is available, and some of the projects which I
have mentioned do involve not only the creation of further storage facilities, but also further
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processing.  Again, they are all in competition.  This is not a subsidy that is available to farmers
— in other words, if you have X number of animals, you will get a rate per animal.  This is
competitive.  Firstly, it has to be shown to be a viable project and then all of those projects
compete against each other for a limited amount of money.  There is competition and obviously
something which is going to improve the structure of the industry, create jobs and so on will be
more attractive.  There will be certain priorities or certain considerations which will give one
project a higher priority rating than another.  There is a degree of priority, but to go back to the
point, there is a limited pot of money, and not all projects will be supported.

Mr Shannon:  Is it fair to say that further processing has a greater priority than perhaps
other applications?

Mr McCracken:   If it is creating more jobs it probably would have.  There are a lot of
considerations.  This is not just something which is operated solely by the Department of
Agriculture.  We work closely with IDB and LEDU in the operation of this scheme.  They do the
assessment of the business plan and so on, and it is a combined effort, so they are subject to
similar rules that would apply to investments in other sectors supported by IDB and LEDU.  

Mr Shannon:  Some of these superstores have said that they want to buy their produce
locally.  I am not playing politics by making this comment.  I am making the comment because
we are here to look after our producers in Northern Ireland, but one of the new superstore groups
here in the province has indicated to me that they have been buying processed potatoes from the
Republic and selling them in their shops, while they have given a commitment to the local
producer.  That would indicate to me that probably two things are happening.  Either the local
producer cannot supply what they want, or there is not the quality or whatever.  Might it be that
the Republic is getting its foot in the door?  Obviously they have a right to do so, but I would
like to see our people getting more of the market.  This is more a comment than anything else, but
local producers should get access.  You mentioned there that there are so many of them — 75%
which is 24% of the product.  Is there help for local producers to get access to superstores? 

Mr McKee:   Your comments on that would be shared by the Department.  We have a
desire to see our own producers gaining as much of our own local market and beyond as possible.
Quite a substantial amount of work has been done to assist in the quality development of the
potato and also to encourage producers to get together, to co-operate and to establish contracts
and growing groups.  One of the key elements would be the development of the Northern Ireland
Farm Quality Assured Potato Scheme which would give a bench-mark right through.  It would
give traceability of the product and establish a quality standard which would be a baseline to
which we would encourage all producers to come, but there has to be commitment on the part of
the producer and a willingness to change, where change is necessary, to seek to achieve the
objective of selling into those superstores.  Perhaps Mr Weatherup would like to say something
additional on that.
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Mr Weatherup:   Just to reiterate what Mr McKee has said.  Our aim, of course, is that
the local market is supplied by our own producers and indeed further afield.  If we can get
markets with some of these supermarkets, the potential to push the product back across the
water is perhaps there as well.  So it is even wider than that.  There is a number of structural
problems that have been related to here this morning which are not helping in this matter at the
moment.  There is also the quality issue, the general quality perception, perhaps, of Northern
Ireland potatoes at the moment.  The supermarkets are coming along with higher specifications
than our industry has been used to in the past and we need to be able to address those issues.
We are already addressing these issues by looking at a quality assurance scheme.

I would also emphasize that I do not believe that the Quality Assurance Scheme is in
itself the utopia that it might be seen as.  It is a means to an end, a part of the equation shall we
say, which will help to move things in the right direction.  The large supermarket chains, at this
point in time, generally speaking have their own standards set.  They have their own quality
assurance requirements.  They have traceability requirements.  They have husbandry
requirements set in place.  For example, the National Farmers' Union in England and Wales
already has a quality assurance scheme which is endorsed by virtually all the major supermarket
chains in England.  We are not at that point at this time, but we are moving quickly down that
road as you are already aware, I am sure.  

As I see the quality assurance programme, I hope it will address two issues and they are
two separate issues.  The quality assurance programme is one that ensures that the various steps
in production ensure that you get the specification right at the end in other words, that the potato
meets your specification.  The specification of the potato at the end is a separate issue.  That is
the eating quality and the look of the potato or the quality of the potato itself.  These are two
slightly different issues and both are important.  The Farmers' Union's quality assurance scheme,
which we are helping with, will address both these issues, in other words, setting baseline quality
standards for a potato that is offered for sale and at the same time, ensuring that the scheme will
ensure that the systems of production are those that are acceptable to the supermarket chains.

The other important issue as far as the quality assurance scheme is concerned is that it
brings together all the parties concerned with the industry.  We have an industry that has
operated  as a number of little sub-sectors, and they have not really worked together as closely as
might have been advantageous to them.  Now we are seeing all those sectors coming together
under the umbrella of a quality assurance scheme, working and talking together.  Indeed, that is
the way forward as far as getting some of the structural and quality problems sorted out in the
industry.  So we are moving down a road which should help to redress the problem you are
referring to.

Mr Shannon:  With the quality assurance scheme in place when will everything be in
line similar to what it is across the water?
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Mr Weatherup:   Again I emphasize that I do not believe that the quality assurance
scheme will per se address the whole problem.  We are working almost daily with the Farmers'
Union Potato Committee to develop this scheme.  It is well under way at this point in time, and I
envisage that in the late spring or early summer the scheme will be ready to offer to the industry.
We are talking about the next growing season — that is one growing season away from now.

Mr McCracken:   To work with the supermarkets you are going to have to sort out the
quality.  The next point is to get organized or to get this scale and structure worked out.  It is
fortunate in many ways that potatoes can be got onto the supermarket shelf with very little
action beyond the point where it is taken out of the ground.  There is not a great deal of work to
be done.  In other words, it is not something that requires a great deal of processing or investment
necessarily.  So it is one where producers can get together in sufficient numbers.  Scale is a major
issue with the supermarkets because they do not want to be dealing with a lot of suppliers.  The
key issue is getting enough producers working together and applying the standards to be able to
supply the needs of one of the bigger retailers.

Mr Shannon:  One last question.  I believe that in this province we have a lot of people
with great ideas for further processing — providing money for the economy and jobs.  There is
potential there to move that forward.  Tayto, for instance, obviously needs a certain type of
potato to process its potato crisps — and it is a world leader in that type of market.  Is there a
system where people can say that they want a certain potato and somebody will produce that
potato to meet that market?  

On the same level you can also have the further processing of chips for instance.  The
chips that we buy in, already sliced up, from across the water, Holland, for example, and further
afield, amounts to a large proportion of the market.  Why can we not do that at home?  There
must be a market for that at home, and it takes a certain type of potato to produce that.  Is it
possible to have a system where people can say “Right, let us produce this type of potato to
meet that market”, and then have a further processing.  I think it is Ballymoney Foods that does
this — there may be another one on the market as well.  That is a market that I believe there is
great potential for — if we have the right people producing the right product.  The product
coming in from across the water — Lord Chips as an example — is probably the market leader.  

I cannot see why we cannot have a product equally as good.  What I really want to know
is if there is a system on line, or coming on line, to produce that quality of potato firstly for the
potato crisp and, secondly for the processing of chips.

Mr McKee:  In relation to the processing sector we have made the point already that this
is relatively small, so there is a difficulty, in terms of scale, of Northern Ireland against the bigger
players from across the water and further afield.  There is a difficulty there which has to be
considered and remembered.  But, certainly, if there were integration between the processors and
the growers, it might well be that some of that market could be clawed back.  Quite a bit of work
has been done in relation to contract production for processors and for pre-packers as well.  That
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work has started, but it needs to be deepened and encouraged.  It also needs to be furthered, and
that is not something which the Government can impose upon an industry.  The industry has to
be willing to move towards that more integrated, co-operative development.  Mr McCracken has
referred to the food strategy initiative which is looking at the industry in its broadest context, and
that may give a key and potential leadership to the industry's moving in the direction that you are
advocating.  

Mr McCracken:  One of the companies that you mentioned has, for a long time, had a
contract system operating with the growers and they are operating to tight standards.  It is very
much an integrated operation.  All of that processing sector is highly competitive.  You are saying
there is tremendous opportunity, but it is an extremely competitive market and there are
problems at the production end of the industry which have to be sorted out.  

We are talking, for example, about yields, quality and so on.  Those issues have to be
resolved at the production end.  For us to be able to compete, producers in Northern Ireland must
be as good as those of our competitors.  If we are suffering from lower yields, or quality then at
the end of the day it is going to be extremely difficult to produce a product which can compete
either in the local market or in the market outside.  But we are having difficulty, as you say, even
in our domestic market.

Mr Shannon:  Have you ever quantified how much potatoes and chips we import?  This
could give us an indication of the potential market.

Mr McCracken:   It is very difficult to quantify this in the present context of the single
market.  But we understand that most of the potatoes used for the fresh chip market are
imported.  Increasingly the frozen chip market is being supplied from outside.  So yes there are
tremendous opportunities in the local market.

Mr Shannon:  I represent an area that has a large potato production and I have a wee bit
of knowledge of some of the problems that the producers have.  They have indicated to me that
there certainly is a niche out there, for somebody to take advantage of.

Mr Weatherup:   Just to back up what has been said already, the fundamental issue here
is that the grower must be aware of what the market needs, whether the consumer be a factory, or
the person eating the potato.  Certainly there are problems in this particular area in that it is
necessary to know the right varieties to grow to ensure that the husbandry methods used to grow
these potatoes are right, so that the quality of that potato is correct for the chip manufacturer.  

Storage, is also an important factor because if you do not have appropriate storage the
quality of the potato deteriorates very quickly during winter.  At a point in time you virtually
have to cut off as far as chip manufacturing is concerned because of the sugar levels in those
potatoes.

78



I am sorry to keep referring back to the quality assurance scheme, but some of these
issues can be addressed through it.  For the first time, we are looking at what is needed, at what is
the quality requirements.  It does not necessarily have to be the eating quality, it can be the
quality for chip manufacture.  You then look at systems to put in place to control quality to get
to that end point.  It is a controlled way forward.

The Chairman:  Mr Stewart.

Mr Stewart:   Have you any figures for the export of potatoes in 1995 and 1996?  We
have heard of potatoes coming in.  Would you have figures for those going out?

Mr McKee:   Yes we can provide you with that.  If it is appropriate we will write to you
and provide those statistics.

Mr Gaston:  On the question of processing chips, and Mr Weatherup touched on this
point.  Some weeks ago we talked to potato growers and they made the very strong point that
even if they had the proper varieties, if the storage temperature control was not right in one
week, you would have potatoes which were quite acceptable for processing, would no longer be
acceptable with the change in temperature.  If more use could be made of proper storage, it would
help efficiency quite a lot.  Do you see it that way ?

Mr McKee:   Yes, that is accepted.  In a store without proper temperature control, when
the temperature drops those potatoes are no longer useable for processing.  

Mr Gaston:  Can anything more be done on that?

Mr McKee:   It is a case of finance but it is also a case of will and desire and we perhaps
have not come at the subject head on in relation to the speculative grower who has come into the
market — the seventy-five per cent of producers growing the twenty-five per cent of potatoes.
They put them into a store and had no market for them.  They did not consider a market when
they were putting them into the ground.  They had a few fields spare and put potatoes in in the
hope that someday there would be a market somewhere.  They dug them up and put them into a
store on the farm.  Then, as time has gone on, they have not found a market and the potatoes
have deteriorated.  I do not think there is any place for that type of operation.

But for someone who is interested in co-operating and integrating then, as we have
pointed out, there are schemes available.  Some have already taken advantage of those.  The
progressive grower and marketeer is already in, and I think that, proportionately, the potato
industry has put more applications in for assistance than its gross output would, as it were,
justify or indicate with 2% of the total gross output.  A good deal more than 2% of the
applications have come from the potato industry, possibly between 10% and 15%.  So there are
people in the potato industry who are interested in going this way.  They have already got in
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there and have put in their applications and are moving in that direction.  But to be successful
more needs to be done; more co-operative development and integration is certainly the way to go.

Mr Gaston:  It would have to be co-operative?

Mr McKee:   Yes, in the scale.

Mr Weatherup:   May I say as well that the store is going to provide protection of
quality as we have said already. But using a centralized storage facility also allows for selection
of those potatoes, to some extent, in bulking of various types of potato for various outlets, so
there is a marketing advantage in bringing potatoes together in a co-operative way like that as
well.

Mr McCarthy:   That is exactly what is concerning me.  Just as you said some farmers
may discover that they have a few extra fields and maybe last year was a good season for the
potato so  they go and fill them with potatoes and then, come this year, there is a glut, there is no
market.  Can the Department direct those farmers through the Ulster Farmers' Union or some
other body to avoid over-production, producing stuff that you have not got the market for?

Mr McKee:   Potatoes are notoriously cyclical in nature, and we had two very good years
in 1994 and in 1995 when the price exceeded expectations.  I think, on the back of that, all across
Europe people have put in additional plantings, and, allied to that, there have been increased
yields because of the weather pattern over the summer period, and all across Europe the increase
in potato production is somewhere of the order of 7% on average.  

I got staff to pull out the ‘Agra-Europe’ publication, the potato publication, and go right
through it from about June of last year to the end of the year, and every country in the European
Union has been quoting increased plantings, increased yields.  And even countries outside the
European Union in other parts of Europe, have been showing increased plantings, and whether it
be from Sweden in the north right to Greece in the south, or from the Atlantic right through
almost to Russia, every country has increased production.  The Department of Agriculture,
looking at the Northern Ireland market, cannot really give such advice because the market is global
now.  It is European-wide and there is such a movement of produce in the single market in
European Union terms, and also in the wider European term, that we just cannot predict what the
market is going to be from year to year with any degree of certainty.

Mr Weatherup:   Taking it on from that, perhaps the answer, really at the end of the day,
is that before potatoes are put into the ground there should be an identified market and some sort
of contractual arrangement made so that an assured market and some guarantee is there, because
really this situation is arising from speculative planting.

Mr McCarthy:   Would a landowner who had a few extra fields tend to come to the
Department and look for advice on the subject?  You probably could not give that advice.
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Mr McKee:   It is unlikely that they would come.  It is just if they have a field free, they
put it in potatoes because everyone knows how to put in potatoes.  They have put in potatoes
for years, and father did it before them, and grandfather before that, so they put it in without any
idea of a market.  

Although the price has been very low in the last year for producers, consumers have
benefited, but producers have not.  But those who have had contracts with a pre-packer, with a
supermarket, have been very thankful that they had a contract this year.  Perhaps they did not
gain as much in the prices in previous years because they were tied into a contract.  Maybe they
looked enviously at the man across the field who was a speculative grower and got away with a
good price.  But in 1996 those who had contracts were glad that they had a contract.  And that is
the way the industry must go.  There must be an identifiable market and the produce to meet that
market, otherwise those producers will be in difficulty.

The Chairman:  To follow that through, is the Department looking at a need now for a
European potato regime?  There are 400 growers in Northern Ireland who depend on potato
production as their main enterprise and who would make the point that they cannot enter other
protected sectors of agriculture, whereas a dairy farmer can enter and can grow potatoes in a
speculative way.  Is there any feeling in the Department that there is a need for a certain amount
of protection, a certain amount of co-ordination and not only within Northern Ireland and the
United Kingdom, but on a Europe-wide basis?

Mr McKee:   The question of a European regime has emerged and submerged regularly
depending on the country with the European presidency.  The Irish had it last and they pushed
it, but could not get consensus even for a reasonably lightweight regime.  There are some
countries which would wish to have almost a full-scale intervention system for potatoes; but we
all know what that would mean.  We would have potato mountains and the speculators would be
encouraged.  However, a lightweight regime may develop, but I cannot see any prospect of it over
the next year.

The Chairman:  Are you on that point, Mr Gaston?

Mr Gaston:  We have a merchant grower in our immediate area.  The grower is pretty
well equipped, the housing is good too and it is good husbandry to freshen up the ground on
which grass is normally grown for cattle to produce beef and milk.  Most of the people are letting
ground to the potato grower.  He is the one that struck the contract but I did hear him
complaining, and I suppose it is happening in England.  Superstores can buy in the potatoes very
cheap.  They are run through, bought in for £30 or £40, but coming out the other end at £200 or
£300.  The grower is not getting much out of that.  I suppose it happens in that type of year
where with extra acreage you are always stuck with that problem.  But the small grower is going
to have a problem, as he has in anything, getting up to stock.
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Mr McCracken:   I think the issue there is back.  If people can work together, and
sufficient of them work together, to be able to supply the retailer, they are the people who will
get the £200 or £150, or whatever rather than some middle person, and there is the capability
within the industry.  I know it is easily said but a more difficult thing to do.  Many of the larger
groups in Great Britain are producer-controlled.  There is the potential for producers, if they can
manage it, to get together and, if they are on a big enough scale, work directly with the retailer
and, to an extent, be not immune, but protected from these dramatic fluctuations in price.   

Mr Gaston:   But there is very much an independent streak here.

Mr McKee:   That is the very thing that is holding the industry back.  That independent
spirit is stunting the industry.  The industry has to be integrated, there has to be co-operation
and coming together to gain sufficient countervailing power to meet the power of the
supermarket.

Mr Poots:  I would like to move on to the seed market.  You said that the market had
declined by some 66% — a drastic figure.  And the producers are facing a lot of problems this
year, particularly in Morocco.  Is there a future for producing seed potatoes in Northern Ireland?

Mr McKee:   The seed market is heavily dependent on third country trade that is outside
the European Union mainly in North Africa, the Canary Islands and Malta.  By the very nature
of that trade it carries with it the greater degree of financial risk, and therefore there is the danger
of the market becoming confined.  I do not like to come back to the Northern Ireland Farm
Quality Assured Potato Scheme as it may look as if it is the only arrow in our quiver.  I would
not like to give that impression because the Department has, as indicated, a very broad spectrum
of activities and services.  But the Northern Ireland farm quality assurance scheme is seeking also
to encourage the use of higher grade seed by the ware grower in Northern Ireland and to bring the
Northern Ireland seed potato industry and the Northern Ireland ware potato industry closer
together.  That may help to arrest the decline, but it is very much a trade matter.  It is very much
for the seed potato industry to find the markets and to hold those markets; but again it is a case
of scale.  They are fighting against large producers of seed in other parts of the EC.  I do not
know if you would like to answer that, Mr Weatherup.

Mr Weatherup:   Just to take up that last point.  Basically, what has happened over the
last 10 to 15 years is that the Scottish seed potato industry and the Dutch seed potato industry
have got highly organized.  Their marketing machine has gone into action.  The Scottish people
have taken a large part, almost all, of the English market, and are supplying the south of England
with seed potatoes.  Likewise, the Dutch have become highly organized as far as third countries,
Mediterranean countries, are concerned, and have taken a large part of that.  So it is partly a
marketing exercise and drive as well.  It is also, again, partly back to making sure that the seed
that is being produced is what the consumer and the market require.  And there are some
difficulties in there as well which need to be addressed and are being addressed.  
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Certainly, those people involved in breeding in the province — we have some 10
breeders, I think — are endeavouring to develop breeds and cultivars which are more suited to the
needs of the market.  That is certainly one area where there needs to be a continuing effort going
on and there has been some success in that area to date and there are some chinks of light at the
end of the tunnel.  But it really is, again, a matter of ensuring that we are producing the right
product for the market-place and that it is properly marketed when we get to that market-place.

Mr Poots:  It certainly cannot contract any further and be feasible.

Mr Weatherup:   Yes, I know what you are saying, basically, if we go much smaller than
we are now, it gets to the point where the quantities are not adequate to supply any of the
markets and indeed it is not feasible to supply outside the province any longer.  Obviously the
home market is still available perhaps for smaller quantities.  Yes, I would agree with that.

The Chairman:  Any other questions?  Well, if not, may I thank you, Gentlemen, very
much indeed.  

We would welcome receipt of the statistics that you mentioned.  We found your
presentation very interesting, and we thank you for answering all the questions.

Mr McKee:   I thank you for the way the proceedings have been conducted this morning.
Thank you very much indeed.  

Witnesses:
Mr A Ballentine, Mr G Conn AND Mr D L Armstrong

(Seed Potato Promotions Limited)

The Chairman:  Gentlemen, on behalf of the Committee I make you very welcome.
Thank you for coming along to assist our deliberations on the current state of the potato industry
in Northern Ireland.  Before Christmas we met with the Ulster Farmers Union potato committee
and this morning we met with representatives of the Department of Agriculture who take specific
interest in the potato industry.  We are anxious to hear from producers on the ground, and I
gather that you represent the seed potato industry specifically, but I am sure you have a wider
interest as well.  
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We heard this morning from the Department that the seed potato industry has suffered
quite a dramatic decline over the past 10 years.  May I now hand over to the three of you?
Perhaps you would like to make a presentation to us and then answer any questions members
may have.

Mr Armstrong:  Thank you very much.  First of all, we regret the absence of Mr John
Gilmour who is our Chairman within the SPP context.  His health does not allow him to be here.
I am acting on his behalf, being his Vice-Chairman.  On my left is Mr Geoffrey Conn, who is one
of Northern Ireland's largest producers of seed potatoes and on my right is Mr Alex Ballentine,
our Chief Executive.

We welcome this opportunity to meet the Agriculture Committee and what we want to
do is to summarize the situation as we see it, including the problems facing the industry.  The
three of us will be involved as far as the summary is concerned and afterwards certainly we will
deal with any questions that might arise.

I should like, first of all, to define the industry in terms of certified area of seed and,
secondly, shipments of seed potatoes from the province.  I want to highlight the fact that in 1982
we had 6,472 hectares of certified seed potatoes.  From that area, we shipped to Great Britain
and other destinations a total of 78,604 tonnes of seed — a considerable tonnage.  In 1996 — we
have all the figures in between, of course, but I am coming now direct to the 1996 crop year —
we have 2,257 hectares certified.  This is just about one third of what was certified in 1982.  That
is the 1996 figure.  I should actually quote the 1995 figure, which is slightly above that — 2,384
hectares — because I can link that in with the shipments last season.  They came to 22,373
tonnes, so that is 2,384 hectares against 6,472 in 1982, and 22,373 tonnes shipped against 78,604
in 1982.

I need say nothing on that.  It just shows how our industry has been virtually decimated.
What about our anticipation for 1997?  It is anybody's guess.  Things might happen that we do
not foresee, but we reckon that we could be down anything from 20% or more, in terms of
plantings and certified hectarage for this incoming season.  It is as serious as that.  The current
situation could only be described, as far as we are concerned, as a crisis situation, and we mean a
crisis situation in terms of both movement of seed potatoes and the prices that we are obtaining
for anything that we do move.  We have assessed it as best we can, and we have spent a lot of
time in doing that but I think it is fair to say that confidence within the industry short, medium
and long-term is at an all-time low.  There is simply no question about that.  

That leads on to problems that we feel the industry is facing.  The presence of an
over-supply situation — for that is really what we are up against — has in our opinion simply
served to highlight a number of problems facing the industry:  problems that just have to be
addressed if the industry is to survive.  Some of us are maybe old enough to remember that we
had a flax industry in the province.  I just mention that as an example.  We are afraid that if we
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are not careful, and if action is not taken fairly quickly that the seed potato industry could follow
the flax industry.

What we would like to do is just to address a number of these problems and leave it at
that.  The first problem, and the major problem as we see it, is the problem of varieties.  This has
not arisen overnight.  We have had a number of meetings down through the years and invariably,
this is the major factor within the context of any of those discussions.  We have a shortage of
new and improved varieties of seed potatoes.  Our competitors — particularly the Dutch, but
also the French, Germans and others — they are forging ahead with the breeding of new and
improved varieties of potatoes and to say that we are lagging behind is just an understatement.
We seem to be making absolutely no headway.  

We had hopes that maybe we would get under way — I am referring now to the official
breeding programme and station at Loughgall — but recently changes have taken place in the
context of that breeding programme.  

At this stage I should like to ask my Chief Executive, Mr Ballentine, to come in and
summarize the present situation in terms of breeding, with particular reference to Loughgall. 

Mr Ballentine:  The breeding of potatoes has been going on in Northern Ireland for a
long number of years before the war.  It was started by a man called John Clarke from up near
Ballycastle.  He has bred something like 34 or 35 different varieties of potatoes.  All of them had
the prefix “Ulster” but when we entered the EC the names of the new varieties had to be changed.
His last varieties are Dunluce, Dundrod and Dundrum.  The other breeding was done by the
Department, I think, in the 1950's or 1960's.  Two or three varieties were bred by the
Department then.  One was called “Stormont Dawn” and another one was called “Stormont 470”.

Then somebody in the Department woke up and said “Look, this is not good enough.  We
must have a whole breeding programme.  We have been depending on Arran Banner and on Arran
Consul and such potatoes as this for years and years.  We must do it.”  So the Department
started a breeding programme at Loughgall.  They bred a variety called “Stormont Enterprise”
which only lasted for two years and then there was a long, long gap and they produced about six
or seven other varieties, not all of which were successful.  At the moment about three or four
varieties which were bred at Loughgall are on the commercial market.  One is called Carlingford,
the other is called Navan Rubicon Nieta and one called Roscor.  

The Department have been fully aware and apprised of the need for new varieties for the
Northern Ireland Seed Potato Industry.  Two years ago the Department had a look at the
Loughgall situation and said “We need to have private money for this breeding programme.”  So
my organization, Seed Potato Promotions, formed a consortium of five Northern Ireland
merchants and this consortium made a bid to buy into the programme at Loughgall.  Lo and
behold, we were suddenly told one day that our bid was not good enough.  They did not say how
the bid fell short, but merely that it was not good enough.  The next thing we heard was that they
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had sold their breeding programme, or part of their breeding programme, to a consortium made up
of a Spanish company who have a Northern Ireland base called Agrolon and a national company
called Plant Breeding Institute Cambridge, now known as PBIC.  

All the varieties bred by Loughgall go to this consortium who have the marketing rights,
and the growing rights for them.  At the moment, the main varieties are Navan and Carlingford.
There are very few acres of Navan and Carlingford grown in Northern Ireland.  As far as
Carlingford is concerned, the main acreage is grown in Scotland and Northern Ireland is left out in
the cold, as far as a lot of these are concerned.  It has been a blow to the industry that we have
not got recourse to Loughgall's full breeding programme.  

Seed Potato Promotions decided that they would make grants to people who were active
in potato breeding and, as a result of SPP's grants, a group of breeders got together and formed
the Northern Ireland Potato Breeders Association.

This is a group of 12 members who have just started about two years ago.  It can take up
to 10 years, minimum, to breed a new variety so we are encouraging this, but unless the industry
can get new varieties which are commercially acceptable, there is little future for it.  As an
illustration, I quoted these figures.  Within those figures there are about six varieties Arran
Banner, Desirée, Arran Consul, King Edward.  If you look at the figures years ago in respect of
Arran Banner there were 1,700 hectares in 1982.  Last year there were 192.  For King Edwards
there were 1,098.  Last year there were 61.  Desirée was 979.  That is down to 481.  Pentland
Dell, which is really a variety for the Northern Ireland market, has not varied such a great deal.  It
was 480 and is down to 396.  Arran Consul is down from 391 to 24.  Kerr's Pinks is down from
347 to 203.  That is the pattern whereby we have been dependent on old varieties over the years
and suddenly they have lost their commercial attractiveness. That is our problem; the lack of new
varieties.  

That is only a brief summary of the position.

The Chairman:  Is the decline in commercial attractiveness due to the consumer
essentially, or is it due to the need for further processing.

Mr Ballentine:  No.  Take the foreign markets for instance.  Our main markets were
foreign and they want potatoes.  They are not interested in quality but in yield.  This is where
they have gone.  The Dutch have bred quite a number of varieties which are very heavy-yielding
and these are very attractive to foreign growers.  That is the main reason.  Quality does not come
into it.  Those potatoes I mentioned are all high-quality potatoes.  I think that is the trouble —
they are too good.

Mr Poots:  Have you any rights to the Cultra potato variety?
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Mr Ballentine:  I think there may be a slight problem with it in some countries.  It is a
privately-owned potato.  I do not want to say anything to its detriment, but I think they have
discovered a slight problem.  It is a very attractive-looking potato for prepackaging.  You may
not know but it has a pinkish/bluish eye on it and when it is washed, it is a lovely potato in a
prepack.  But grown in certain countries, there may have been a slight problem with brown spots
in it.  

Mr Shannon:  When the seed potato and the breeding potato at Loughgall were sold, did
you lose all your rights, even though you had a contribution all those years into it?  You had no
comeback at all, is that right?

Mr Ballentine:  No, not really.

Mr Shannon:  In other words really you are back to square one.  I thought that if you
were using that particular breeding station over the years perhaps you might have had some say
in what happened or some way of being involved even though it has been sold. 

Mr Ballentine:  Loughgall was purely a Government establishment.  It was owned and
financed by the Department of Agriculture.  In some varieties there used to be an organization
called Solanex.  Mr Armstrong would know more about Solanex than I.  

Mr Armstrong:  There were actually three national — if we might call them that — three
official breeding stations.  There was one here at Loughgall; there was one in Scotland and one in
England.  An organization was set up to actually make the most of any promising variety
seedling and/or variety that came out of any of these stations.  They tried to maximize anything
that came their way.  Latterly, it is fair to say that as far as Loughgall is concerned, and the
industry and ourselves, SPP, if there was a winner tomorrow, that may or may not help the
Northern Ireland seed potato industry.  By that I mean that those who now have access to the
new and improved varieties, if there are any, coming out of that station, might very well decide to
grow them, for example, in Scotland or elsewhere.  It could be that a winner would come out of
the Loughgall breeding station tomorrow and we, as an industry in Northern Ireland, would reap
no benefit whatsoever.  That could easily happen and that is the situation.

Mr  Shannon:  As one of the gentlemen was telling me this morning, in Scotland the
potato producers have got themselves well geared up and they have captured a lot of the English
market perhaps a lot that your organization had before.  Is that part of the problem as well?

Mr Armstrong:  There are a number of factors, and we will deal with other factors as we
move down them, Mr Chairman, if we may.  But having said that, we are absolutely convinced
that the varietal factor is the major factor and it has been for years.

I used to be in the Department and I was in charge of the Potato Section of that
Department.  Going away back to that stage and right through, we tended to adopt, within the
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industry, a laissez-faire approach.  I can remember clearly coming back from a market
development trip to Cyprus where I met a the person who actually looked after the trialling of
new and improved varieties out there in Cyprus.  These were submitted by various countries,
including Northern Ireland.  I can recall to this day coming back with a report and pointing out
that there was a variety 'Spunta' that was really taking off in Cyprus and in those markets and if
we did not do something about it, and get our act together that we would find ourselves in
difficulties.  The attitude was, and it was spelt out in these words “There will be Arran Banner
shipped to Cyprus when Spunta is forgotten about.”  I am just using that as an example.  The
point is that we have missed out over the years in terms of developing new and improved
varieties, and the way we are fixed at the moment, we are not all that hopeful.  We feel that if it is
not too late, we should be getting our act together in some way.  It is like someone selling
vehicles.  If they do not have the vehicle that is in demand they will be out of business.  So it is
with the potato industry  If we do not have the variety that the consumer wants and it is the
consumer that dictates the pace, then we are not in business.  

Mr Conn:  I want to come in on the point about the seed potato business to clarify
something which I see coming out here.  One is the relationship with, in the first instance, the
ware business which we have in this country and in Great Britain and, of course, the size of our
seed business which produces seed potatoes for that, which is relatively small.  If we go back
over the years as has been covered by Mr Armstrong here we find that we have gone from the
78,000 tonnes that were shipped in 1982 to today, when 22,000 tonnes are shipped. The large
proportion of that is sent for export and I think this is very relevant.  The varieties that we are
talking about here may not necessarily be those such as Navan, Rooster or something like this
which the housewife in Belfast or Derry or wherever wants to eat.  We want to be clear that it is
consumers in these other countries, and growers in these other countries, in many cases, who
produce these potatoes for export north again.  For instance, we would be sending potatoes to
Egypt at the moment, where they are grown and then they are sent back again here.  Egyptian
potatoes would be in the shops from now onwards.  Those would be from the summer crop
which would be one crop removed from the potatoes that we sent to them last year.  This is just
a point of clarification.  The export market has been very important to us over those years and, in
relative terms to the size of our industry, it is still important.  

I have been growing potatoes for longer than I care to remember and really since I started
in farming, I have been growing seed potatoes, specifically seed potatoes, and I suppose I am one
of those few people who are still doing it in relative terms as well.  I have seen the decline over
the years and I must admit, at times, I thought that that decline would be arrested but, as yet, it is
not.  Unfortunately, I have to say that indications this year are that there will be a further decline
next year.  

It is interesting to note if we analyze the figures again a little bit, that it is not because
growers here grew more potatoes than last year, it is not because they did anything that they
should not have done or anything that was unwise.  If we take the acreage from last year to this
year there is actually a very slight reduction in seed potatoes.  We are all now part of a much
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bigger picture and that is the European and wider North African scene.  We produce and sell
potatoes to Morocco, to Egypt, to Cyprus, to Malta, to Tunisia — we sent some potatoes to
Tunisia this year and hopefully there will be some going to Algeria.  That is the type of market
that we are servicing.  For two years, 1994 and 1995, there was a good demand for seed potatoes
and consequently relatively good prices.  The reason for that was a relative shortage in northern
Europe where potatoes are consumed in the main and that, of course, leads to a demand for seed.

This past year we have had excellent growing conditions throughout Europe and that has
meant that with a small increase in the overall plantings in Europe, plus the better conditions for
growing those potatoes, we now have a surplus.  It does not take many to create a surplus but
the demand from the buyers of our seed potatoes are way, way back.  As an example, last year
Egypt bought something like 90,000 tonnes of seed potatoes from northern European countries,
that is from Holland, Denmark, Scotland and ourselves.  This year it will be down to about one
third of that, so we are all caught up in that type of scenario.  The outlook is not all that good,
but I am sure like every other period of years it will be rather cyclical but unfortunately for us
the trend is downwards.  

I should just like to tune in a little bit on the reasons why the number of growers has gone
down.  What we have now is a vastly-reduced number of growers, and those who do grow are
relatively bigger growers.  So there is a smaller number of larger growers which is fair enough —
that is the trend in many things now, no matter what aspect of agriculture we look at.  I think this
is very logical for efficiency reasons but we should consider why the smaller growers have gone
out of business.  It is due to the cost of growing these potatoes.  

Production costs are extremely high.  Labour is expensive and difficult to find, and the
skilled labour that is employed in potatoes is seasonal.  Many people find that the economics of
it do not stack up.  To have the necessary equipment to grow an acreage means that the
overheads are unduly high.  It also means that with export potatoes demands cannot be met by
the smaller producer.  By demands I mean that when ships are chartered now they have to be
filled, very often at short notice.  Let me give you an example.  I learned yesterday that there has
to be a vessel loaded for 1,000 tonnes by next Wednesday.  That is from 0 to 100 miles per hour
in a very short space of time.  But that is the type of demand that is being hit on us and if we do
not supply it by then, we lose that order.  It is as simple as that. 

This is the type of thing that has driven the smaller producer out plus the fact that he has
other alternatives which are more lucrative.  Livestock, cereals and other enterprises within
agriculture are more favourable and that is why he has taken that route.  Production costs are
extremely high and are becoming higher and the people required to work the potatoes are just not
there any more — not in the way that they have been.  

One of the reasons for high production costs is the cost of the land on which to grow
potatoes.  Potatoes can only be grown in land which has been found to be eel worm-free.  They
cannot be planted in land for more than one year in five.  In other words, there has to be four
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clear years before it can be planted, whereas ware can be planted as often as you like which, of
course, is not in the interests of seed potatoes.  This means that landowners are more reluctant to
let their land to seed potato growers because their land is going to be tested for eel worm.  If they
rent out that land to ware growers, it does not have to be tested, and they can let it out for two
years in succession, or every other year, or whatever.  

It may not be good husbandry — in fact, it is not good husbandry — to do so but that is
a fact.  This has had the effect of putting up the price of the potato land to the potato producer
and of course he is finding that he has to compete against other forms of area aid and
extensivication, for instance, as part of that area aid.  This means that a farmer who has livestock
needs the acres that he has to keep for his extensivication and it is not attractive for him to let it
out for potatoes and potato land is at a premium.   Plus the fact that if we take a year like this
when production costs are in excess of £1000 an acre plus overheads, it is just totally
uneconomic and losses are going to be very considerable. 

There are other factors and I am very conscious of the time moving on but I should like to
come to one which I think is very relevant and that is the storage of potatoes.  There is
interaction between seed and ware.  Some producers produce both seed and ware, and of course
there is an element of ware which is produced from most seed crops as well.  We are all very
conscious of the fact that storage facilities on farms in Northern Ireland are relatively poor.  We
are way behind the rest of Europe and are way behind our neighbours in the Republic of Ireland.
Basically, this is because the access that we have had to the grant-aid made available to them is
not nearly as flexible, and is outside the reach of the average farmer.  

In order to access this you would have to have a co-operative or a large company, and in
the seed potato business that just is not possible.  Therein lies a major problem.  For successful
growing of seed potatoes, we have to move with the times and one of the requirements concerns
the physiological ageing of the seed which is required to produce early crops — better quality
crops and, of course, better yields.  Without that proper storage of the seed it is really not
possible to achieve the best results.

The other one I want to touch on is marketing.  Marketing had been a problem in seed
potatoes for many years but I would say that it has largely been solved.  A small number of
people are marketing these potatoes and by and large it is not the problem it used to be.  We used
to undersell or at least we used to be accused of underselling ourselves in the foreign markets.
That has not been the case and on the whole I think that marketing is not a problem.  I shall finish
at this point and pass you over to our Vice-Chairman. 

Mr Armstrong:  We have already dealt with the most important problem, as we see it,
and that is the varietal one.  We have dealt with this whole problem of escalating production
costs and the factors affecting that, so that we are now faced with production costs in excess of
£1000 — that is for variable production costs, not taking account of overheads at all.  The storage
factor, again Mr Conn has very eloquently dealt with.  One or two subsidiary points are
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important enough to mention them.  One is the agronomy, if you like, of the potato crop.  Yield
and quality are absolutely vital to survival from here in, and the very best of agronomic advice is
essential.  In the past we have been looking to the Department to provide us with that advice.
We had our local advisory officers, and so forth.  We are going back a number of years now, but
all that has changed.  Pressures are being brought to bear on Government and, as a result, we feel
that we have suffered as far as agronomic advice is concerned.  So we have to apply ourselves to
this question of agronomic advice and where it is going to come from.  

Another point that has been raised within our own organization is the question of the
planting of certified seed potatoes.  We are a very small province and what someone does over
the hedge is all-important when it comes to the health of a seed-crop.  So, I could have a
high-grade seed crop and Mr Conn could have a high-grade seed crop planted in a field.
Potentially, the crop coming from that planted crop would be again high-grade seed, but it could
be downgraded overnight because of what is happening over the fence.  This is something that we
simply cannot control.  Having given that a lot of thought within the organization SPP, we feel
that there is a very strong case within our small province for insisting on the planting of certified
seed and I am referring now to seed plantings as well as ware plantings.  

Finally, I am coming to another topic that we have discussed at length and that is the
question of set aside land.  As far as the seed grower is concerned the obtaining of suitable land
for the growing of certified crops is a real headache.  In certain areas, because the moneys that are
being paid by beef producers and dairy men for grass are so high they simply do not want to
know the potato grower, and if they do permit a potato grower to turn over land and grow a
potato crop, well really the Committee members will know exactly what that costs.  So we feel
that maybe here is something positive that Government could look at and that is the possibility
of permitting the growing of seed potatoes within set aside land.  

Those are just a few of the points that I feel I would like to add as supplementary points
for your consideration.  Rather than leave the thing somewhat confused I should like to
summarise our case, as we see it today.  We are in a crisis situation.  Survival, quite apart from
any growth of the industry, demands recognition of all the relevant factors, problems, and so
forth and really, gentlemen, a concerted effort is needed on the part of not one sector of the
industry but all sectors of the industry in tackling these problems and trying to salvage what
remains of the seed potato industry.  In those terms I refer again to Government possibly
considering the foregoing of inspection fees for next season's crop.  Again, the introduction of
grant-aided schemes with more flexibility than we have at  present and, as Mr Conn pointed out
earlier, maybe giving some encouragement to the smaller man to get under way in insulating
existing houses as well as putting up new storage accommodation. 

We feel that the Government should consider seriously the insistence on planting only
certified seed potatoes, and could we say in this context that this is vital, even in terms of our
ware crops, because it can be linked in very definitely with this quality assurance of ware
potatoes that is coming to the fore while we speak.  
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We feel strongly that Government should look at the possibility of permitting the use of
set aside land for the growing of potatoes.  We also feel strongly, and I would like you,
Mr Chairman and Gentlemen, to note this one, we feel that the time has come for an independent
review of plant breeding within the Northern Ireland context.  I would really like you to underline
that and give it your serious consideration.  Gentlemen, that is really the sum and substance of
what we have to say at this stage.  

The Chairman:  Thank you very much Mr Armstrong, Mr Conn and Mr Ballentine for
that very eloquent and informative presentation.  Before I call Members to speak may I just ask
for my own clarification a question about the plant breeding that is existing at Loughgall?  Is that
completely private now, or is there still Department of Agriculture breeding?

Mr Ballentine:   No, there is still the Department but what it has in its breeding
programme part of that goes to the consortium of Agrolon and PBI.  Now they have what is
called — and I cannot honestly understand it — the Strategic Breeding Programme.  I do not
think the Department understands it either.  It has this programme where it gets these varieties
and  Agrolon and PBI have the first say — or “the” say.  What they also do is if, say, our
members of the Northern Ireland Potato Breeding Association require it they can ask Loughgall to
do certain crosses.  They may want a cross of this variety and that for a fee of about £60 or £80
they will give a cross, which, I think, is 600 seeds.  They actually give these to breeders who take
it on from there.

Mr Armstrong:   The three of us sitting here maybe do not indulge in the likes of the
lottery and so forth.  Yet really when it comes to plant breeding — and particularly potato plant
breeding — it is a numbers game.  For an individual, or a company, or for a number of individuals
or companies to join together to buy a few hundred seedlings from Loughgall, the chance of
coming up with a winner is very low indeed.  

As far as this PBI relationship with Loughgall is concerned, SPP was very aware of the
importance of having a source of seedlings coming forward. Indeed, we encouraged the industry
to get together and put forward a bid — which we did.  But unfortunately we were not winners
in this context.

The Chairman:  Were you outbid financially?

Mr Armstrong:   We were not told the details of the other offer, as you will appreciate.

Mr Ballentine:   It was ‘commercial in confidence’ we were told.

The Chairman:  As you are probably aware some of the alternative crop research done
at Loughgall has been earmarked for closure in the latest round of public expenditure cuts which
this Committee is taking up with the Minister.  Whilst making investigation with some of the
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staff who work at Loughgall, concern was expressed to me that the aim is, all things being equal,
to privatize the potato research.  Presumably that would be a matter of concern to you.

Mr Ballentine:   It would.

Mr Armstrong:   In a sense we have all been contributing to the establishment of a
breeding set-up at Loughgall.  We have taken an interest in it.  Some of us were members of the
relevant committees that had to do with looking closely at promising seedlings coming out from
Loughgall.  Some of us went abroad and looked at some of the seedlings as they were tested at
different sites in different countries.  Suddenly, because of a change in Government policy or
what have you, we find that we are now shut out from it all.  We are just making a point.  Maybe
we are trying to close the door after the horse has bolted, but the horse has already bolted.

Mr Poots:  Are you aware if Agrolon and PBI are paying the total costs of the potato
research at Loughgall?

Mr Ballentine:   We do not know what the terms of agreement are.  We have tried to get
this from the Department, but they turned it down and said “This is an agreement between these
two; it is confidential to the parties concerned.”  The only way one could have got this — and I
think it is too late now — is if we had gone to court and asked for a judicial review of the thing.
But nobody had the money to go to the High court for that. 

Mr Poots:  I would find it very disturbing if money were being taken out of the Northern
Ireland budget to promote potatoes that were grown elsewhere.

Mr Ballentine:  Well, that is exactly our view.  We made this point when
Jeremy Hanley was the Minister responsible for Agriculture here.  We had a meeting with him
and made it quite clear that it seemed most unfair that money allocated from the Northern Ireland
grant to Loughgall was not being used for the benefit of the Northern Ireland seed-potato
industry.

Mr Armstrong:   I will put it this way.   If some of our competitors from PBI and
Agrolon were here, they might very well say “Look, those three gentlemen are simply crying
over spilt milk.   They are just sorry they did not have the success that we had as far as this bid
and so forth was concerned.”  As an organization we must remain neutral when it comes to
individual companies.  Our interest is in the industry as a whole.  

Our problem today is that there is no guarantee that, in spite of all the input over the
years, there is not going to be any major benefit coming out of that effort and that input — in
terms of costs for Northern Ireland.  If we could be assured that, even with the current set-up,
good varieties will emerge in the near or distant future and will be grown in substantial quantities
in the province and that the industry will benefit from it, then fair enough, no problem. But our
fear is that this will not happen.
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Mr Ballentine:   If I could give you a practical illustration of what has happened, there is
a variety, which you may not have heard of, called Roscor.  It was bred at Loughgall — it is an
early variety.  It has been on the go for five or six years now and it was national listed about four
years ago.  This was handed over to this consortium of Agrolon and PBI.  Something like three
and a half tonnes of this Roscor were shipped from Northern Ireland to Scotland last year for
planting in 1996.  It was planted in Scotland though it was bred in Northern Ireland with
Northern Ireland money.  None of it was planted in Northern Ireland at all, and it will be some
years before any is planted here.  Even when it is planted here, it is unlikely that it will be able to
be marketed outside Northern Ireland or the Republic.  This is the unfairness of the whole thing.
This is just one practical example of how this has hit the industry here.

Mr Poots:  The seed growers are on their own when it comes to producing new varieties
of potatoes.

Mr Ballentine:   It looks like it.

Mr Shannon:  I just want to go over a couple of points.  In the figures you gave earlier
you mentioned about how seed production and the market and tonnage have fallen.  It is
probably just over two-thirds of a reduction in the number of years you mentioned.  The
question I am going to ask you is one that you have no doubt looked at yourself on many
occasions.  At what level and at what stage does it no longer become viable for seed-potato
production to go ahead?  It must be coming fairly close to that now.

Mr Armstrong:   This is the point and I am delighted that it is coming from the other side
of the divide — if there is a divide here today — rather than from ourselves.  We feel that we are
at a critical stage now in terms of the value of our industry and how we can maintain the services
and inputs that are absolutely essential to the running of an efficient seed-potato industry.  I am
delighted that you posed this question.  In terms of area I do not know.   In terms of seed tonnage
I feel we are about there now and have reached that critical stage.  I would like my colleagues to
comment.

Mr Conn:  Well, if we consider the infrastructure that is required to operate the seed-
potato business, particularly as far as the inputs from the Department of Agriculture are
concerned, I think that they have been very flexible in the sense that they do retain their potato
inspectors but use them for other jobs at other times of the year.  Whereas before, a potato
inspector was in control of a particular area, and he did the testing of the land for eel worm, the
inspection of potatoes for both growing crop and, of course, the quality control of the tubers at
shipping time.  Now, that same inspector can be doing other jobs when, in fact, there is not
enough to keep him going.  So they have been adaptable in that there is a smaller number of them,
they are now covering wider areas and of course they are doing other jobs — that does help.  
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Certainly it is coming to an alarming stage, there is no doubt of that, because the other
major problem as far as shipments are concerned is that we have got to be big enough to be able
to supply sufficient quantities to any particular market.  We are getting to the stage at the
moment where at times that is extremely difficult.  If a market requires a certain tonnage of
potatoes, we may not have them or we may not have sufficient to load a boat and that way, of
course, we could lose the market very easily and we are really on that point.

Mr Shannon:  Could I just follow through on that?  What percentage of the home market
would the seed-potato producers facilitate?  

Mr Armstrong:  Add on your seed acreage of 2, and you have say 9,000 hectares of seed
potatoes and with ware potatoes — anything from 1.5 tonnes to 2 tonnes per acre.

Mr Shannon:  I suppose the question I am asking you, the home market in itself would
not support the seed potato?

Mr Conn:  No, nothing like it.  In fact it is actually worse than that because even by
doing the figures in that way you do not get the right figure.  What happens with ware growers is
that they tend to grow on their same seed.  This is why Mr Armstrong covered the point of
about growing only certified seed.  Now this is not to secure the livelihoods, by any means, of
the seed grower just because he wants to sell his seed potatoes and he wants to capture that part
of the market.  But it is in the interest of good husbandry.  And if in fact we go along the route
that I am sure will have been presented to you by the Ulster Farmers' Union in the sense of
quality control and quality assurance, to me and to them quality assurance means the traceability
of the quality of that product right from its inception, and that is from the seed potato.  

You cannot grow and guarantee products without adequate health status for the seed
which is grown, and the only way you can do that is by having certified seed.  So many ware
growers at the moment do not use certified seed.  Take, for instance, a year like this.  The ware
growers in growing ware largely discard the portion below 45 mm, and in terms of size that is an
ideal size for seed.  So if, in fact, he is able to dispose of his potatoes above 45 mm he is left with
these which are virtually cattle feed.  He says to himself, “I have not really had enough money
this year to warrant me buying these new seed potatoes, so I will just plant what I have”.  That
means that the content of the virus in the following year is going to be increasing in his crop.
This of course is going, as Mr Armstrong said earlier, to affect the neighbouring crops and bring
down the overall health of the crop.  

We were considered to be a high health status area for seed potatoes for many years.  I do
not think that we would go as far as to say it is Government strategy, but certainly what has
been happening is that the health status has been going down for reasons that we have given.
Number one, the frequency of planting has been taken away and, number two, certified seed does
not have to be planted.  Both of these have got to be addressed really and particularly this one of
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the certified seed.  I think that in other countries, such as East Germany — and Germany is part
of the European Union — only certified seed can be planted there.  Why there and not here?  

Mr Shannon:  May I ask one last question?  How much is the price a factor for the
overseas markets that you have lost?  Is is due to quality and yield or is price a big factor in
losing some of the markets as well?

Mr Conn:  No, the reason for the decline in the foreign markets has not been price.  We
can usually meet the demands of the costs or the price there.  The reason for that really is the
availability of the varieties that are required by the customer.  If we go back to those previous
years the popular ones were Arran Banner, King Edward and Desirée.  Arran Banner from 1,700
hectares 14 years ago to 192 hectares this year means that effectively it went out of fashion and
they went for other varieties which we did not have.  King Edward, going back to that same time
from memory, there used to be 10,000 to 12,000 tonnes of King Edward which were exported to
Egypt alone, and that would be round about the same era.  That has now declined; this year I am
not aware that there is any.  Last year about 400 tonnes were exported.  

That was not on cost or price, that was purely on the fact that the Egyptian grower does
not want to grow King Edward, for whatever reason, because they do not give a good yield or
because there is not as good a demand for them as there is for certain other varieties when he sells
them into northern Europe for the early spring market.  So, really that is the reason, it is not
price, we are able to compete on price with other countries.

Mr Armstrong:  Quite often, and I am speaking now of the Great Britain market as well
as the north European market, and indeed the Canary Islands, but mainly northern Europe and
Great Britain.  For a number of years now we have been getting less per tonne for our potatoes
delivered into the market than our competitors the Dutch and so forth have been getting.  That is
a general statement but a statement that we can stand over.  So really, to keep in business at all,
we have got to sell, generally speaking, cheaper than our competitors, and I am referring mainly
to the Dutch, the Germans, the French and so forth. 

Mr Conn:  Last year was a good year for seed-potato growers and seed potatoes and
potatoes in general.  The price of, let us say, Desirée, to the grower last year was £300.  For
those that can be sold this year, and I emphasize that, because it looks at this moment that many
of them will not be able to find a market at all, but for those that can be sold the price is as low as
one tenth of that.  This year the price is £30 per tonne, and that is for the fortunate guy who can
get them away.  For the other guy who cannot get them away, he has the option of using them
for stock feed or paying for the dumping, as we all know, and that is what producers are facing at
this time.  So the relativity makes very, very bad reading and it is going to certainly going to send
a bad ring into the bank accounts of potato growers this year.

Mr Armstrong:  While we are speaking there is a vessel, if it is not in Warrenpoint, it has
already left with a cargo of Desirée for North Africa.  While we are not here to discuss other
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folk's business, it seems that the price to the grower is somewhere in the region of £38 per tonne
— that is just an illustration of the situation that we are presently in.

Mr McCarthy:  I am totally astonished by what we have heard in the last hour or so.
We had a meeting earlier on with representatives from the Department of Agriculture who said
that there was a problem, but they certainly did not appear, to me, to think that there was a crisis
to the extent that you have outlined to us.  I am just wondering what sort of help you have been
getting from the Department.  Have you been with the Minister, for instance?  I cannot believe
that the Government are prepared to allow this industry to die and go the way of the linen
industry with all the losses that that would entail.  Are you saying to us that the Government,
the powers that be, are simply not listening or are they turning a blind eye?  Are they prepared
to allow the industry to die, which I think we would all agree would be totally wrong?

Mr Armstrong:  May I start, Mr McCarthy, by commenting and then my colleagues will
come in on this.  I spent 17 years or more in the Department, so I have got to be careful. I have
many happy memories of that period.  But having said all that, the Department, like nearly any
other organization, has got certain priorities.  And could I say that for years and years potatoes,
and certainly seed-potato production within the province, do not seem to have been one of its
priorities.  Now we may be wrong, but we feel that — for example, take a season like the one we
are presently in with problems with relation to beef.  I feel, to put it very crudely, and we do not
want to be crude, that we are left sucking the hind tit, I am just using an agriculture illustration.
We feel that.  I would say that all of us, certainly the three of us here, are in contact with the
Department's officials a fair bit.  As far as our organization and Mr Conn is concerned, inspectors
are with us continually.  We never miss an opportunity of emphasizing, from the top down, the
seriousness of the current situation.  As far as our chief executive is concerned, again an
ex-departmental official who knows personally a lot of the folk up at Dundonald House and
elsewhere, he never misses an opportunity of presenting the case and the situation as we see it.
Certainly, the Department is fully aware of the situation.  In the past we have met Ministers and
so forth, but in answer to your question, Mr McCarthy, this season so far we have not.

Mr Ballentine:  There is a problem with the Department generally as there is no regime
in the European Union for potatoes.  There is no help from Europe at all.  There used to be a
subvention scheme that the Department could draw on.  A few years ago this was wiped out, so
there is no dying scheme or anything, and the Department three years ago said “Finished, no
more.”  I honestly cannot see what financial aid the Department could readily give to the potato
industry to get it out, other than this — it could give a bit of confidence to the industry if, for
instance, it announced, say tomorrow, that for 1997 anyone wanting to grow seed potatoes
would not be charged any inspection fees.  We are talking about £29 per hectare, which would be
a boost to the confidence of the industry.  To me that is one practical way it could do it.  Before I
came here, I was drafting a letter for the chairman's signature to Baroness Denton to see if she
would do this.  It did this three or four years ago so there is a precedent for it.  That is about all
the practical help I can see the Department being able to give.  Its hands are tied because simply
in the European Union  there is no regime for potatoes.
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Mr Armstrong:  Having said that, Mr Chairman, we cannot help but feel, some of us,
and maybe sometimes we speak our mind when, maybe, we would be better saying very little,
but we cannot help but feel that if it was the dairy industry that was in the crisis situation that
the seed-potato industry is in or if it was the beef industry — and I know it is in a crisis situation
— attitudes would be somewhat different.  Certain stops would be pulled out, and rightly so, and
I would be a hundred per cent behind it in doing so.  But somehow, and this comes very close to
what Mr Shannon has said, we are a relatively small, relatively insignificant industry and we do
not really matter all that much within the overall context.  This is unfortunate.  I hope I am not
being too harsh.

Mr Conn:  I think it is a very important point.  We have been here today to present to
you and discuss the seed-potato industry.  One cannot really discuss it fully without taking the
wider potato industry into consideration and you people obviously have discussed that with
other relevant bodies.

What I would say to you is — and I do not know what you discussed in the meeting
today earlier with the Department — that there is no strategy for the potato industry.  That is it
in a nutshell.  If you ask them what is their strategy, and where do they see the potato business,
the potato enterprise going over the next 10 years into the millennium, they cannot answer you.
They will bluff their way because they do not know and because there is no strategy, and I think
this is unfortunate.  

You made a very good point, Mr McCarthy, when you said that the seed potato industry
is dying, as it were.  Now, I am involved in seed potatoes, and I am also involved in the wider
scene in the processing area as well, and worse than that, unfortunately our whole potato
enterprise, our whole potato business in Northern Ireland is under extreme threat, because the
processors and the prepackers are under threat.  We do not want to go into that, but it is very
much wider, and the Department really does not have a strategy for it.  There is no support.
There is no regime in Europe.  That is a simple answer and there is no doubt about it.  We are on
our own.  

Every seed potato and every potato producer grows on the basis of confidence and faith
that he will be able to sell his crop.  If he does not, he is not in the fortunate position that even
the beef producers are in.  Crisis and all as it has been, I can say to you this, that the crisis in beef
is nothing to the individual that the crisis in potatoes is at the present time, because there are
potato growers who will lose.  I have said to beef producers — and I do not say this unkindly in
any way (I am a beef producer as well) — that it is the equivalent of virtually all of their stock
dying and not getting paid for it.  That is what potato growers are in this year.  

I am not saying that as a plea for help from Government, because there is no mechanism
there, as Mr Armstrong has said, for help to come from the Government to subsidize them.  We
are not asking that, but we are saying to them there must be a strategy and it must be quick,
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because not only will the seed potato industry die, but we are looking at the imminent demise of
the overall potato industry and the processing.  If, in fact, processing here does not get off the
ground in a significant way, with it will die the potato producers, The ware potato producers as
well, and this is the sad side.

Mr McCarthy:   Could you compare this with other areas, for instance, the Republic of
Ireland, Scotland, England or Wales?  Are we worse off?

Mr Conn:   We are worse off if we compare it with Southern Ireland.  I do not have the
figures to hand at the moment, but there has been very significant input from or through Brussels
into the industry over the last five years in the South of Ireland at farmer level, not just at
co-operative level.  This has meant that these guys have potato stores and handling facilities
which enable them to stand up to a little bit more than we have.  We are not equipped.  It is
totally out of date equipment and storage that we have here.  Further to that, in the South of
Ireland just about three months ago there was an announcement of a further £11 million which
has been earmarked from Brussels from FEOGA to the potato industry.  That is on top of what
has already been given to them.  Now, this will put them in a very advantageous position, and if
we compare that to 10 years ago, it was the other way round at that time.  We were ahead.  We
were supplying potatoes to the Dublin market.  We do not supply potatoes any more to the
Dublin market because we do not have the quality to do it.  This is the unfortunate thing about it.
This is serious and it is urgent.

Mr McCarthy:   Why is it that the Republic can get that help when Northern Ireland
cannot?  This applies not only to potatoes but also to beef and the whole lot, it seems to me.  

Mr Conn:   At a recent meeting we said this.  Why does the Republic do this?  We were
told by the Department that in fact they had quite a number of enquiries, let us put this way, for
grant aid.  How many of those enquiries have turned into firm applications?  I think I am right in
saying that there was one over the past year.  This is very serious.  This means that in theory it
is available, but in practice it is not available, because the level at which the aid is triggered is too
high for growers here to be able to avail of it.   

In Scotland and England, the facilities are so much better than what we have here.  They
are bigger units and they are able to avail of themselves of it, but Northern Ireland, as a
small-farmer area, is just not able to trigger into that.  

Mr Ballentine:   It is a political question too.  You cannot divorce Northern Ireland from
the rest of the United Kingdom.  In the United Kingdom we are talking about 2% to 3% engaged
in agriculture, whereas in the Republic it is 15% or 20% so it is the same in France they have
more voting power in the agricultural sector.  The United Kingdom farmer has very little voting
power.  It is just a question of down to it.

The Chairman:  Are you on that specific point?
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Mr Poots:  I find it very interesting what you say because I questioned the Department
this morning about the grants and told them that I believed that there was a problem with farmers
access to grants.  They said they were not aware of any problems.  They also said that they
would not be able to fulfil all the grants that were being applied for at the minute.

Mr Armstrong:  Were they referring to grants within agriculture in general?

Mr Poots:  No.  The specific grant was to potatoes.

Mr Conn:  I can assure you that they are certainly aware of it because I have made them
aware of it.  They are certainly aware of the problems.  We have told them exactly what we have
told you; that something must be done and it must be done urgently.  They are very well aware
of it.

Mr Poots:  Their attitude seemed to be that farmers would just have to get into
co-operatives and go ahead in that way.

Mr Armstrong:   The attitude of the IDB was “Look, we are sorry.  At the moment there
is nothing we can do.”  This was the IDB, if you like, cum Department.  “There is nothing we
can do in terms of assistance.”  They touched the very point that you have mentioned, Mr Poots.
“If you get a number together in some type of a co-operative venture, we are with you 100%.”
We pointed out again that we felt that would be tragedy because of management problems and
cost factors and all the rest of it, but that was the attitude.  It is a major problem.

Mr Conn:   This is probably going outside the remit, slightly, of seed potatoes, but, as I
said before, I am interested in the processing end.  I was speaking to the buyer who buys for the
processor.  She has 51 farmers on her books, who have potatoes to sell, none of which are
suitable because of the sugar level.  Here we are in a situation where farmers cannot move their
potatoes, and yet we, as processors, cannot find suitable potatoes to service the customers that
we have.  It is as serious as that.  It is almost ridiculous.  There are a number of reasons which
would come into that.  The main reason is that the storage facilities are not there.  With the cold
autumn that we have had, the temperatures have gone too low and have affected the sugar level of
the potatoes.  Once the starch is converted into sugar it cannot be, to any extent, reversed.  There
we are with thousands of tonnes of potatoes which are virtually surplus to the market here, and
which inevitably, I think, will have to go to stock feed.  Yet we, as processors, cannot find the
potatoes.

Mr Junkin:   We have started off mentioning the varieties, and the big problem was the
lack of suitable, modern, acceptable varieties.  I have tried to put myself in the shoes — or the
sandals — of someone in Egypt or elsewhere, who would want to buy seed from northern
Europe.  I am wondering what those people see in us as far as health status.  Where do we stand
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in the league of health status, nationally or internationally, as far as seed potato health is
concerned?  

Mr Armstrong:   A number of years ago when I, personally, was involved in market
development work when the trust was operating and so forth, the trust and the Department, as
you know, together with the seed board financed market development work.  Now, at that stage,
say 20 years ago, the attitude in Egypt, in Syria, in Lebanon, in Cyprus, and a number of other
customer countries was by and large the quality, as far as Northern Ireland was concerned, could
not be bettered.  They were referring particularly to virus levels, as well as a number of other
problems, but the emphasis was on virus.  When it came to virus, they said that Northern Ireland
topped the league.  

The problem we did have, quality-wise, had to do with our climatic conditions.  If we had
a bad harvesting period and if we had a blighty growing season, then we had maybe tuber quality
problems.  But now I have got to be fair and say that we do not have the same reputation that we
used to have.  We are getting back to a point that was made earlier.  What is the reason for that?
If we do not do something quickly our reputation might be damaged irreparably, because we do
not know what is going on over the fence.  That is the reason that we have suggested that we
maintain our high standards by taking immediate action.  By and large we have a good reputation
for quality, but we have got to be careful or we will lose it.  

Mr Ballentine:   We are classified in the EEC as a high grade seed area.  Northern Ireland,
Scotland, a little bit of England — Northumberland — a little bit of the Republic are all classified
as protected seed areas.  It means that only seed of a particular grade can be imported into those
countries.

Mr Junkin:   Is this because of the lack of aphids?            

Mr Ballentine:   Well, it is a lot of things such as our known health standards.

Mr Junkin:   Should our Department of Agriculture then not be pushing our case even
stronger nationally.  If Scotland is able to sell seed all over the United Kingdom because of this
high health status, should our Department not be pushing our case in EEC.

Mr  Ballentine:  We, as an organization, push this.  Our motto is Northern Ireland seed
potatoes first for quality and health.  We keep pushing this all the time, but the ground was cut
from under our feet, in March two or three years, when we announced as an organization that we
were going to pay a subsidy on the purchase of mini-tubers.  This was to enable the health to rise
high enough.  A week after we announced it, Baroness Denton, speaking at Greenmount College,
said that they were doing away with the frequency of planting regulation over potato-root eel
worm.  That just completely cut the ground from under our feet.  So you have the Department on
one side lowering the standards, and SPP on the other paying grants to try and increase it.
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Mr Armstrong:   I would like to again make the point that this health status that we had,
and have had, for a number of years was maintained without the rogueing of seed crops.  I am not
here to deprive Scotland or any of our competitors.  That is not our job.  But the fact is that in an
awful lot of countries, and certainly in Scotland, seed crops are rogued.  The grower, or special
teams of trained folk, go through the crops and remove virus-infected plants and so forth, and
then the crop is inspected and what have you.  Now, we have never indulged in that and over the
years have been able to maintain a very high health status.  It would be an awful disaster if,
because of how things are going presently, that was to be undermined.  It would be a disaster.

Mr Junkin:   Could I ask, Mr Chairman, would the panel agree with me that it would be
in the interests of the industry if this Committee were eventually to recommend the resting of
ground back to the five-year period again for ware potatoes?

Mr Conn:   In certain areas that could be the case.  There is no doubt if that were to be
done ware growers would resist it.  I have no doubt about that.  Also the processors would resist
it.  The basis on which that was done was because of the lack of land that was available.
Certainly, as far as seed is concerned it was a retrograde step.  To reverse that decision is going to
be very difficult.  But you have asked if we would recommend that you would do that and I
would say “Yes” unreservedly because we were against it from day one and we are no different
today.  All I am saying to you is that they are unlikely to do it.  In the absence of the strategy
and of support for the continuance of the high-grade status which we enjoyed, I see no option
but that we are now going down the route of a lower health status and towards the demise of our
seed-potato industry.

Mr Armstrong:   The position is this:  that if we are going to be in the business at all and
if we are going to supply customers X, Y and Z with seed potatoes for planting — be they seed
or ware growers — we must meet the standards.  We must meet the standards in terms of tuber
health and buyers’ content and what have you.  Now, if we are going to do that and do it in a
situation like the one we have currently, we are going to have to have an awful lot of additional
input in terms of aphid control and so forth.  That is again going to put us in a more difficult
position because of costs of production.  But the customer is going to demand the quality, and if
we do not supply it we are not going to be in business.  To supply it with all these restrictions
and influences coming in from the periphery, we are going to have a much higher cost input.

Mr  Ballentine:   Despite everything I would like to say this seeing that the press are
present:  despite all we have said we still produce a quality product.  Most of our customers,
indeed all our customers, are very satisfied with Northern Ireland seed potatoes.  It is just that
there is room for improvement, but the industry itself cannot carry out this.  It needs the help of
the Department.

The Chairman:  Could I just ask a final question on the wider scene you have mentioned
— the need for a European potato regime?  Or rather you have mentioned the absence of one.
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Would you support the introduction of a regime across Europe and would the introduction of
production quotas, for example, protect established producers in Northern Ireland?

Mr Armstrong:   Mr Conn, would you open on that one?

Mr Conn:   Yes, I would say without a doubt we would support that.  Having said that,
we recognize the difficulties that would be involved.  But we would have to say that we would
unreservedly support that.

Mr Ballentine:   You have mentioned this quota system.  It in itself will not solve the
problem because you have got the question of eastern Europe, Poland and so on.  If they were
allowed unlimited access to the EU, quotas would mean nothing.  They had this quota system in
Great Britain.  And what happened?  When prices were very high in Great Britain  they were
flooded with imports, so the quota system in itself is not a stabilizing fact.  You would have to
have a world-wide quota system if possible.

Mr Armstrong:   By and large we are certainly supportive of anything that is going to
create within the industry some semblance of stability, because at the moment that is sadly
lacking.  Unfortunately we have the feeling that it does not really count.  This is getting back to
the question from my right.  Where is the potato industry in terms of importance in the thinking
of the Departments and the Government in general?

The Chairman:  To bring things to a conclusion could I thank you all very much for
attending.  That has been a most informative session and I would thank you for the manner in
which you have presented your case.  The Committee will be attempting to draw up
recommendations which will then be sent to the Minister.  I can assure you that we will be
paying particular attention to the state of your industry.  We hope that the recommendations we
make will be acted upon by the Minister.  Unfortunately, we do not have the power to force, or
to follow them up.  We hope that they will, at least, provide some sort of public airing of the
issues and perhaps exert some influence in the Department to increase the priority of the potato
industry and of your own seed-potato industry in particular.  So, thank you very much.

Mr Armstrong:   Mr Chairman, could I respond?  You will know that this is not prepared
because I had no idea of how things would go today.  We would like to thank you and your
Committee for welcoming us here today and for patiently listening to what we had to say.  We
cannot help but feel that there has been a rapport.

Time and again we have been in situations, somewhat comparable to this, and we have felt
that it was them versus us.  That has not been the feeling from this side today.  We sincerely
thank you for having us here today and for the very intelligent and pertinent questions that
followed the outline we gave.  Again we are just sorry that our chairman, Mr John Gilmour, was
not able to be with us.  Thank you very much.
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