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Introduction

The Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) welcomes the opportunity to setout our views on the
Draft Agri-Food Strategy to 2030, as presented by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the
Marine (DAFM)’s publicconsultation.

ICTU is the representative confederation of 43 trade unionsin the Republicof Irelandand in
Northern Ireland. These unions have a total membership of over 700,000, more than 500,000 in
the Republicof Ireland and 200,000 in Northernlreland, working in every sector of the economy.
This makes ICTU one of the largest if not the largest and one of the most representative civil
society organisations on the island of Ireland. Our core missionis to ‘strive to achieve economic
development, social cohesion and justice by upholdingthe values of solidarity, fairness and
equality’.?

ICTU is also affiliated tothe European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC). This represents trade
unions confederationsinall European Union (EU) member states and across the wider Europe.
Through the ETUC we engage with the EU institutions, particularly the European Commission, the
European Parliament, and the Council on EU matters.

Our affiliated unions represent tens of thousands of agri-food workers, and seekto engage with
employers, Government and other relevant stakeholders across the entire agri-food sector on
matters affectingtheir members.

This response therefore focuses on what we see as the main issues that are not addressed or
inadequately addressed in the draft strategy as well as the main concerns and criticisms that we
would have with the draft strategy.

We would like to begin by addressing the ongoing evolving policy context for Ireland’s agri-food
sector, as partly recognised by the draft strategy.

An evolving Common Agricultural Policy

‘Over the past decadesthe EU’s CAP has beenthe major focus for Ireland’s agri-food
sector... The new stage in the CAP’s evolution will have noticeably higher environmental
ambition with national Strategic Plans focusing on economic, environmental and social
goals across nine key objectives

(Draft strategy, pages 21-22)

Almostall economicactivity in Ireland’s agri-food sector is determined or influenced by decisions
taken at EU levelinrelationto the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). Much of this activityisin
fact entirelyreliant onthe funding provided through CAP to subsidise the ‘market’ prices received
by many primary producers. As the draft strategy points out (p.40), CAP supports accounted for
78% of Family Farm Income inIreland in 2019, withan average total direct payment of just over
€18,300 per farm, and ‘the CAP Strategic Plan will provide in excess of €12 billionin fundingto

L ICTU Mission & Objectives https://www.ictu.ie/about/
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farmers and rural communities between 2023 to 2027’. This fundingof course representsavery
substantial indirect subsidy to the agri-food processingindustry.2

The draft strategy recognises that ‘while the CAP will continue to be of crucial importance’ over
the coming years,

‘[t]he European Green Deal (EGD) representsa fundamental political and policy
commitmenttowards Europe becomingthe firstclimate neutral continent by 2050. The
Farm to Fork (F2F) is at the heart of the EGD: it addressesthe links between healthy
people, healthy societies and a healthy planet. The F2F, Circular Economy and Biodiversity
Strategies, taken together, will require substantial change in how we farm and fish,
manage our forests and how we process, distribute and consume food and bio-based
products.” (Executive Summary, p.16).

We welcome the fact that the draft strategy broadly supports ‘the direction of these policies.3

We also welcome the fact that the draft strategy states that the ‘world needs to meet the
commitments on the Sustainable Development Goals’ (p.14), stating that nearly all of the SDGs
‘link eitherdirectly or indirectly to the food system’, that ‘thereis an onus on us to conceive,
developand implement policies that address these goals, including agri-food policy’ (p.38) and
that the F2F strategy is ‘central to the EU’s achievement of the UN SDGs’ (p.40).

Unfortunately, we see little or no subsequent consideration of this ongoing ‘evolution’ or of
commitments in relation to agri-food workers and infact see a number of recommendations that
go in the opposite direction, i.e. to the further detriment of agri-food workers.

First, the draft strategy statesthat the terms of reference forthe Stakeholder Committee sector
requiredit to ‘outline the vision and key objectives, with associated actions, to ensure the
economic, environmental and social sustainability of the agri-food sector inthe decade ahead.’
(p.2, emphasisadded). ‘Social sustainabilityin turn defined as entailing ‘broad based benefits for
society’ (p.2). Itis clear howeverthat this concept of social sustainability is considered onlyin
relation to primary producers (e.g.from Goal 4 in Mission 2); no-where isit stated or implied that
social sustainability also applies orshould apply to agri-food workers.

Second, the draft strategy does not appear to reflect the recognitioninthe F2F strategy that

‘The COVID-19 pandemic has also made us aware of the importance of critical staff, such as
agri-food workers. Thisis why it will be particularlyimportant to mitigate the
socioeconomic consequencesimpactingthe food chain and ensure that the key principles

2 Section 4 of ICTU’s recent report Ireland’s meat-processing sector—from a low-road to a sustainable high-road
strategy, documented the extent of the public funding and supportforred meat producers (ICTU, February 2021).
3 Addingthat ‘Ireland will need to proactivelyengage to influence the direction of the implementing regulations under
each of theseinitiatives, to take account of national circumstances and | egitimate interests andconcerns’ and to
conduct ‘detailedimpact assessments’. P.16.
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enshrinedinthe European Pillar of Social Rights* are respected, especiallywhenitcomes
to precarious, seasonal and undeclared workers. The considerations of workers’ social
protection, working and housing conditions as well as protection of health and safety will
play a major role in buildingfair, strong and sustainable food systems’ (European
Commission 2020:11, emphasisin original).

Finally, the consideration of the UN SDGs in the draft strategy appears to entirelyignore UN SDG
8, whichseeksto ‘Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economicgrowth, full and
productive employmentand decent work for all’, including labour rights (emphasis added).

The nextsection sets out how we see as the (limited) consideration of agri-food workersin the
draft strategy.

The limited consideration of agri-food workers
The draft strategy considers agri-food workers mainly as follows:

Under Goal 6 - on ‘attracting and nurturing diverse and inclusive talent’ - three specific measures
are proposed underAction 2 ‘to address labour shortages insome key areas’. These are:

a. ‘Employersacross the agri-food sector will make operational roles more attractive to Irish
and EU workersincludingensuring that pay and conditions are comparable with similar
rolesin other sectors and the provision of trainingand developmentopportunities,
including language skills

b. More responsive and flexible labourandimmigration policies will be pursued. Where
recourse to employment permitsis needed, and recognising that this should be the last
resort for filling vacancies, stakeholders should work together to prove that this optionis
necessary. In addition, efforts should continue by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Employmentin introducing a seasonal employment permit facility in new employment
permitlegislation. Greater efforts should also be made by employersto ensure that these
workers are fullyintegrated intothe workforce and offered attractive career progression
opportunities.

c. The PeopleinDairy Action Plan will be implementedin orderto address specificlabour
issuesinthe dairy sector.”’

With regard to Action 2a, it should be noted that the consideration of pay and conditions of Irish
and EU workers (note, disgracefully, not migrant workers from other non-EU countries) here is the
only apparent consideration of these issuesin the entire 144-page draft strategy, and then onlyto
ensure that theyare ‘comparable’ with similarrolesin other sectors and with the objective of

4 Of particularrelevance to agri-food workers inlreland are the principles under Chapter || —Fair Working Conditions,
including preventing precarious working conditions (principle 5); ensuring fair wages (principle 6); encouraging unions
and employers to ‘negotiate and conclude collective agreements in matters relevant to them’ (principle 8);and
ensuring workers have a high level of protection of their health andsafety atwork’ (principle 10).

5 Implementation of the People in Dairy Action Plan is also proposed under Goal 1 on improving the competitiveness
and productivity of primary producers, to ‘address labourissues facing the sector.’
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addressinglabour shortages’ and not with the objective of promoting decent work, which would
be inline with Ireland’s commitments underthe SDGs as well as the European Pillar of Social
Rights.

The call under Action 2b for ‘more flexible labourand immigration policies’ does not take any
account of the impact of the such ‘flexible’ labour policies to-date. Inthisregard, it should be
noted that even the departmental 2013 report on Extending Social Insurance Coverage for the
Self-Employed by the Government’s Advisory Group on Tax and Social Welfare acknowledged that:

The issue of “disguised employment” remains a serious concern, particularlyin the
construction and food processing sectors. Employmenttrends over the last two decades
towards greater flexibility and casualisation have resultedin low paid and precarious
employment, with some workers being classified as self-employed eventhough they might
not possess those characteristics of entrepreneurship and risk-taking often perceived as
features of the self-employed.” (p.10, emphasis added).

Nor does this call under Action 2a take account of the widespread recognition since the pandemic
began of the role of such ‘flexible’ labour policiesin contributing to the severity of Covid-19
outbreaks inthe food processing sectors. The Final Report of the Oireachtas Special Committee on
Covid-19 responses (October 2020) stated that

‘While meat processingis highly regulated regarding food safety and hygiene, the same
level of regulation and protection is not extended to workers and their conditions of
employment.’

And the Chair's Foreword to the Final Report stated that

‘There needsto be a further focus on the operation of [the meat] industryand an
examination of the State’s unusualand unhealthy lack of oversight of the sector.
(p.18, emphasisaddedin both)

The Final Report consequently made a number of specificrecommendations concerningthe agri-
food sector. These included the introduction of sick pay for employees®, areview of the role of
employmentagenciesand the establishment of a task force to examine the terms and conditions
of its workers.

It did not however recommend the adoption of a direct employment model, as strongly
recommended by ICTU, SIPTU and others and has since been adopted ina number of other
countriesthat saw similar outbreaks in food processing, notably Germany.

With regard to the call under Action 2c with regard to the ‘Peoplein Dairy Action Plan’, we do
need to point out that this plan was issuedin 2018 by a stakeholdergroup representing primary

6 The Meat Industrylreland told the Oireachtas Special Committee thata survey of its members indicated that
‘approximately20% of the [meat processing] workforceis covered by sickpay'.
5



producers, employers, Teagasc, DAFM, the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation,
and a farming journalist, but not any trade union representation.

Five of the six ‘key initiatives’ that Action Plan identified to address the ‘short and long term
human capital needs’ on dairy farms involved immigration. Thisincluded the recruitment of
workers from within the European Economic Area, ‘where employment permits are not required’;
seeking more employment permits for workers from non-EEA countries, and facilitatingworkers
from New Zealand to work in Ireland for ‘short periods’.”

The Action Plan also spoke of the needfor a ‘sustained multifaceted campaign ... to change the
perception of dairy farming from one of longhours, physically demanding work and poor
remuneration to that of a modern, high-tech industry with career opportunitiesand advancement
possibilities at many levels, embracing good working conditions, and with good earning potential
for both employeesand owners.’ (emphasisadded).

The Action Plan finally committedto developby Q2 2019 ‘a work place charter for the Irish dairy
industryin relationto hours of work, pay, health and safety, communicationand career
development. Thisshould be an agreed standard to which the industry aspiresto operate. The
charter would clearly specify the rights and duties of both employersand employees’. Itis
disappointingto have to pointout that it was proposed that dairy employees were notto be
involvedinany way in the developmentof an ‘agreed standard to which industry aspires to
operate’, concerning theirterms and conditions. It is not clear what has happenedto the
developmentof this charter in the intervening time.

Conclusion

The draft strategy refers to the ‘keyissues which will shape the nextdecade [as including] people
and demographics; planning within planetary boundaries; health and nutrition; and innovation,
competitiveness and human capital.’

We believe thatthe position of agri-food workers, which has hitherto been largely neglectedin
Irish agri-food policy, is likely to playa more important role in future EU agri-food, and hence Irish
agri-food, policyin the years ahead than is recognised by the draft strategy. We wouldin
particular highlight - and very much welcome — that the EU is debating the introduction of social
conditionality inthe national CAP strategic plansin order to ensure compliance with applicable
working and employment conditions and employerobligations resulting from national, EU or
international labourlaw as well as relevant collective agreements, and also point out and again
welcome that the European Council’s Porto Declaration of 8 May 2021 states that the
‘implementation of the principlesinthe European Pillar of Social Rights will be essential to ensure
the creation of more and betterjobs for all within the framework of an inclusive recovery .’

ICTU’s February 2021 report on Ireland’s meat processing sector argued that Ireland’s meat
processingmodel was becomingless and less sustainable on its own terms even before the Covid-

7 Itshould be noted that the Action Plandid notaddress obvious i ssues such as the housing needs of migrant workers,
includingthosein Irelandfor ‘short periods’.
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19 pandemic, which starkly revealedits vulnerabilities. That report pointed out that while
turnover and employment both increased by 40% in the decade after 2008, investmentlevels
remained low, resultingin stagnant turnover and low-value added per employee, and all against
the backdrop of low wages and social security contributions and benefits. This ‘low-road’ approach
means that this sector, which is heavily relianton indirect and direct publicfunding, is not making
the social and economiccontribution itis capable of making and, crucially, leavesitill-placed to
meet future challenges.

The draft strategy states that

‘The unique aspect of thisstrategy and those that precededitisthat it has beendeveloped
by a broad range of stakeholders from across the agri-food sector. This form of
‘participative’ deliberation and involvementin preparing the strategy means that the
sectoritselfisits ownerand has a strong interestin successfulimplementation.’ (Draft
strategy, p.134)

The ‘broad range’ of 32 stakeholders listed includes representatives of primary producers,
employers, retailers, banks, government departments, state agencies, academia, as well asof a
number of environmental organisations. Itis disappointingto again have to point out the
Stakeholder Committee does not contain any representatives of agri-food workers’ unions and
equally regrettably, that there is no apparent consideration of ensuringthat unions are involvedin
finalisingandin implementing the strategy.8

On the basis of the draft strategy’s own understanding of the role and impact of the Stakeholder
Committee (p.133), since agri-food workers are not represented on the stakeholder committee
that developsthe strategy, they are not ‘owners’ of the strategy and will not have a ‘strong
interestin successfulimplementation’.

While the Stakeholder Committee was appointedin late 2019, we do now note that the June 2020
Programme for Government — Our Shared Future of the current government states (p.22) that

‘The Governmentrecognisesthe importance of regularand open engagement with all
sectors of society. This is particularly important as we steer our way out of the pandemic,
rebuild our economy, and support communities that have beenseverelyimpacted by
COVID-19.

And that it commits to ‘create new models of sectoral engagement’ (p.22).

It follows that trade unions representing agri-food workers should be appointed to the existing
Stakeholder Committee to finalise the agri-food strategy and to structures involving stakeholders

8 The only apparent engagement withworkers’ representatives that we see arising from the draft strategy wouldbe
anindirect engagement fromthe recommendation (p.128) to ‘Actively engage with the National Competitiveness and
Productivity Council (NCPC) and otherrelevant stakeholders on competitiveness and ease of doing business issues,
especiallyon issues specificto the agri-food sector’; thereis one ICTU representative among the 14 Council members,
as well as seven employers’ representatives.
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in the implementation of the strategy. ICTU and our affiliated unions would welcome this
opportunity.

This incidentally would also ensure that Ireland is not potentially in breach of obligations under
the Regulation on establishing rules on support for strategic plans to be drawn up by Member
States under the Common agricultural policy (CAP Strategic Plans)?, whichis currently being
negotiated at EU level. AsDAFM and other stakeholders will be aware, Article 94 (3) of the
Commission’s proposal stipulates that

‘Each Member State shall organise a partnership with the competent regional and local
authorities. The partnership shall include at least the following partners:

(a) relevant publicauthorities;

(b) economic and social partners;

(c) relevant bodiesrepresentingcivil society and where relevant bodies responsible for
promoting social inclusion, fundamental rights, genderequality and non-discrimination.

Member States shall involve those partnersin the preparation of the CAP Strategic Plans.’
(emphasisadded)

ICTU and our affiliated unions would be willing to engage further with the Government and other
relevant stakeholdersin the finalisingand implementation of the strategy, includingto ensure that
Ireland’s CAP Strategic Plan complies with EU law as well as Ireland’s commitments concerning the
UN SDGs and the European Pillar of Social Rights.

ENDS

9 COM(2018)392final
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