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Introduction
I am Chief Executive at the British Egg Industry Council, an interprofessional trade association and the representative voice of the UK egg industry. Growing up on a poultry farm was the obvious cue to a career in the poultry industry, moving on to trade associations in 1991 when I joined the NFU. Eight years later I was very fortunate to be offered the opportunity to join the BEIC at the sharp end of industry politics. This has taught me the art of patience and diplomacy, as well as opening doors to a number of EU positions, for which I am extremely grateful.

It always amuses me when meeting people outside agriculture who enquire what line of work am I in? “Eggs”, I reply. “I didn’t know there was so much to do with an egg” they say. Little do they know! 

The study
The subject that I have chosen to study is ‘the effectiveness of trade associations in influencing government policy, with particular emphasis on animal welfare’. Why? This particular subject area is highly topical for the egg industry both in the UK and EU. 

Setting the scene
Before moving on to share my experiences of the countries I have visited to date, it is important to set the scene in the UK, which I have used as a benchmark.

The egg industry is arguably one of the most efficient sectors of UK agriculture. It is responsible, highly efficient and innovative, and responds to market signals, operating as it does in the unsupported sector of agriculture. It is therefore subject to the vagaries of the marketplace, which has become increasingly competitive.

It is a model for all other food industry sectors, having responded to the call of successive governments that have encouraged the private sector to improve efficiency by both reducing costs and adding value by innovation and respond to consumers by offering for sale eggs produced in cage, free range, barn and organic systems. Its short food chain has allowed technological changes and working practices to be implemented in a relatively short period of time.

However, the industry is subject to considerable legislative burden, covering; egg marketing standards, food safety, animal welfare and the environment. 

During the next few years the industry will be faced with severe regulatory challenges. In particular how to implement new animal welfare legislation at the same time as coping with reductions in import tariffs as the current WTO Doha Development Round negotiations seek to further liberalise world trade.

The animal welfare legislation in question is European Council Directive 1999/74/EC (laying down minimum standards for laying hens) which was adopted in 1999 and comes into full force in 2012. This requires a phase out of conventional cages by 2012, leaving producers the choice of enriched cages, barn, free range or organic production. The new requirements will result in considerable structural change to the EU egg industry, particularly as some 80% of eggs are currently produced from birds in conventional cages. The Directive was due to be reviewed this year, but this has now slipped back into 2006. 

Animal welfare in the UK/EU is an emotive subject, and this has been played on by certain Non-Governmental Organisations to the detriment of the industry. It is a widely held belief with which I fully concur, that this legislation was ‘politically’ rather than ‘scientifically’ motivated.

Countries visited to date
During October 2004 I visited the Ukraine as part of the Nuffield Poultry Study Tour. This was followed by my tour of New Zealand and New South Wales, Australia, in December 2004, and then Atlanta and Washington DC in the USA during January 2005. Since then meetings have included the CBI, Marks and Spencer and the European Commission. During the next few months I plan to visit other EU countries to share their experiences.

Besides meeting with producers, traders, trade associations, politicians and policy makers involved in the egg and poultry industry in the countries visited so far, it has been interesting to meet with those working in other agricultural sectors to see how they have had success in lobbying on ‘difficult’ issues.

What have I learned?
It can be argued that animal welfare legislation passed in the EU often finds its way south to Australia and New Zealand some 2-3 years later. With this in mind, I set out to take a look at how both these countries viewed the EU animal welfare model.

One of my favourite questions during meetings was “what trade associations would have/should have done differently with the benefit of hindsight?”

My tour of New Zealand included meetings with the egg and poultry industry trade association, Egg Producers Federation of New Zealand (EPFNZ), Federated Farmers (FF), the NFU equivalent, the government’s National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee (NAWAC), and others.

The population of New Zealand is 4 million, 1.3 million of which reside within Auckland. There are 120 MP’s, of whom 70 represent Auckland constituencies. In the past, 20% of MPs had farming backgrounds, but this has reduced to 4%. While the current Minister of Agriculture, Jim Sutton, is a farmer, the remaining members of Helen Clarke’s Labour cabinet have no farming background. Seventeen to eighteen percent of GDP is from agriculture, and 13% from the 3 million tourists who visit New Zealand annually. This means that nearly one third of GDP has no ‘political clout’. 

On average 95% of New Zealand agricultural produce is exported. Since the removal of subsidies in 1984, farmers in general have become much more connected to the marketplace and the consumer, responding by improving standards of food safety and animal welfare. There are now very few farmers in New Zealand who are not involved in some form of quality assurance scheme or are a member of a co-operative.

The egg industry is fortunate in that there is no import pressure due to New Zealand’s strict quarantine requirements. In addition, the two principle retailers do not appear to compete aggressively with each other.

Against this backdrop the egg industry has had 3 principle issues to address during recent years, notably; ensuring that the government renewed legislation allowing for the collection of a statutory levy from primary producers to enable the industry to fund advertising and the trade association; introducing a Risk Management Programme on food safety as required by the Animal Products Bill for all primary agricultural produce and; ensuring that the review of the layer hen welfare code resulted in the code’s renewal, thereby allowing for the continuation of the use of conventional cages.

EPFNZ seeks to lobby government by inviting MPs and regulators to visit farms. If there is an issue, EPFNZ tends to go direct to the Minister, whereas in the UK it is important to get the civil servants ‘on-side’ first, before going to the Minister. One organisation I met believed in more direct action and had used a past Prime Minister to assist in the lobbying of current Ministers at a cost of NZ$ 12,500 for a half day.

What I found refreshing was that the government’s NAWAC encouraged the egg industry to draft the laying hen welfare code. It was then formally circulated by NAWAC for comment. Taken into account were; science, good practice, the use of available technology, consumer perspectives, the environment, conservation, and the economic implications of making changes.

Federated Farmers has now been returned to its role as the primary agricultural trade association, with membership now standing at 18,000 (75-80%) farmers, up from 12,000. How has this been achieved? As the CEO told me, “a trade association is only as good as what it achieved the previous day”. While he preferred to be ‘proactive’ rather than ‘reactive’, invariably the latter prevailed. He saw his ‘raison d’étre’ as being “to get government out of farming as it just served to add cost”.

One particular success FF has had is introducing a new database to correspond with members electronically. Previously, responses to written communication were just 2-3%, now it is 30- 60%. This has allowed for a 24-hour response rate on important issues which has greatly assisted in lobbying efforts.

My visit to Australia took in Sydney, Canberra and a visit to western NSW.

Like the UK/EU, the egg industry in Australia is faced with new legislation governing systems of production, with 2008 a watershed year. Animal welfare is enforced at state level, rather than federal level, whereas legislation/codes are passed at federal level. States may or may not choose to implement such legislation/codes.

Lobbying of civil servants is considered to be important, although if industry cannot achieve its aims, lobbying of ministers takes place.

The egg industry trade association, The Australian Egg Corporation Limited, has 5 consultative committees: health, welfare, marketing, R&D, and communication. Each committee is made up of ‘skills based’ persons. ‘Notes’ plus ‘action points’ are taken from meetings rather than minutes, to avoid committees having more power than the Board.

The animal welfare groups, Australian RSPCA and Animals Australia are considered by industry to be reasonable in that they push for change at government level, while others tend to be more focussed on gaining publicity in the media. At the present time live sheep exports, in particular the Cormo Express issue, where a ship carrying sheep to Saudi Arabia was held at sea for weeks with its associated adverse publicity, has taken pressure off laying hen welfare.

Current industry lobbying is focussed on ensuring that the government provides producers with a clear message on the 2008 watershed on conventional cages. Will financial compensation be available? Will government enforce the legislation? What will be the effect on egg supplies?

The second leg of my Scholarship took me to the USA, the world’s second largest egg producer with a laying flock similar in size to the EU15 at 270 million birds. For the first time the industry is being forced to address increasing concerns at the way animals are kept, following years where such issues were considered to be of little importance to both retailers and consumers.

My tour commenced in Atlanta at the International Poultry Exposition held annually. This show is the largest in the world and although very American orientated, is interesting none the less. I then proceeded up to Washington DC to the home of the ‘lobbyist’.
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United Egg Producers is the egg industry trade association in the USA, covering some 90% of layers. Based in Atlanta, UEP runs an egg trading programme, a legislative office in Washington DC, and also environmental, food safety and animal welfare programmes. 

On lobbying, UEP’s office is well resourced, having access to professional lobbyists and legal services. The American system differs from the UK in that UEP runs an Egg Political Action Campaign (EggPac). A levy raises funds from producers to lobby Congress and the Senate. Monies cannot be gifted to individuals, but can be given in support of a politician’s campaign, which does tend to gain their attention! The levy has to be totally separate to UEP funding and raises some $100,000 per annum. 

In response to increased concern on the housing of laying hens, following the EU legislation, UEP took the initiative by establishing its ‘Animal Care Certified’ programme. A Scientific Advisory Committee was set up to review current practices and come up with recommendations, following which science-based criteria for the housing of layers were established.

Despite this, the welfare group Compassion Over Killing has challenged the ACC logo on the basis that it is misleading. UEP is currently countering by employing a specialist PR agency to promote it to consumers. 

In response to asking what the industry would have done differently on the animal welfare issue, UEP staff noted that as there was no blue-print to follow they were basically on the right lines, although they did concede that it would have been beneficial to have commenced a public relations and consumer education programme earlier. Animal activists are now attacking industry practices more than before on the basis that if they can discredit the ACC programme, then those outside the programme are also discredited.

It was interesting to note that in meetings with trade associations representing various commodities, most noted that the animal welfare groups in the USA tend to be so extreme that they do not command credibility. Their lobbying efforts having failed to persuade government to enact legislation on animal production methods, and activists have turned their attention to the marketplace to press their policies, which are to not eat meat. The US animal industry believes that animal rights groups will continue to push their agenda, backed up by good resource from personal contributions and from celebrities who like to be involved as it raises their profile!

Just as in New Zealand and Australia, American politicians’ view of the industry tends to be generally supportive despite agriculture being only a small part of the economy at just 2% of GDP.

Conclusions
In the UK/EU a great deal of time and effort was spent lobbying between the publication of the Commission’s proposals for a new Directive in 1997 and its adoption by the Council in 1999. Despite the industry’s concerns, backed up by the presentation of scientific evidence, these were effectively ignored and the result was Directive 99/74/EC. 

My study to date has confirmed that other countries have learned from the EU’s mistakes on animal welfare issues as they pertain to laying hens.

While there are parallels that can be drawn between the UK/EU and those countries I have visited there are important differences too. In particular, the attitude of government to agriculture tends to be more supportive, with policies formulated to suit. 

I thought that NAWAC’s attitude in  New Zealand to concentrate on welfare ‘outputs’ (achieving the aim), rather than welfare ‘inputs’ (defined as prescriptive standards), was to be applauded.

Probably the most refreshing aspect of my visit was that both industry and regulators support scientific research to justify amendments to legislation.

I believe that it is important to try to achieve agreement between interested parties before legislation is proposed. It is a lack of trust between those with apparent opposing views that prevents compromise being achieved which could be taken to government, thereby mitigating what may be considered to be extreme proposals. This was used to great effect by UEP when, on the issue of the egg (food) safety action plan a sensible compromise was reached on environmental testing for salmonella. Industry used the fact that as the environment was not being sold to consumers but rather eggs, there was no need to automatically send eggs to processing (heat treatment). The position worked and a compromise was reached.

Recommendations
*
A trade association must be proactive and positive. It must always seek to anticipate future issues. It must handle crisis management issues professionally and forcefully. 

*
Whilst a trade association’s principle purpose is to represent the interests of its members in discussions with policy makers and regulators (looking forward), it is important to keep its members up to date with issues as they progress (reporting back). This can be achieved via effective lines of communication, in particular an effective up to date electronic database which can be used to pass on information and solicit response almost immediately. Utilise technology; e-mail and the web.

*
A trade association’s membership is absolutely vital when there is a need to respond on specific issues, such as letter writing to government in support of a key lobbying issue. Members must therefore be ‘sensitised’, but care must be taken not to ask for help too often. 

*
Ensure that the trade organisation has an attractive website which is kept up to date thereby allowing opinion formers easy access to research industry concerns. Similarly, the availability of promotional material adds to the professional image of an association.

*
Invariably trade associations will not be as well resourced as some Non-Governmental Organisations. This means that they must closely watch legislative development and seek to influence policy makers at the earliest opportunity. This can be achieved by encouraging legislators/policy makers and opinion formers to visit facilities to see first hand how industry operates.

*
Encourage legislators/policy makers to concentrate on animal welfare ‘outputs’ (achieving the aim), rather than concentrate on welfare ‘inputs’ (defined as prescriptive standards).

*
Industry should conduct research to provide credible scientific data in support of its aims, especially if it is unhappy with the direction it is being given. Ideally this should be independent.

*
Effective lobbying is a skill requiring time input and great patience. Prepare the case, be clear and concise in what your objectives are. Consider the positions of others. Build up long-term relationships with legislators/policy makers. Be a (constructive) nuisance. As a greater number of politicians will be urban-based in future, ensure that they too are lobbied. 

*
Besides lobbying government, industry should also lobby other interested parties to explain a particular position. This would enable better understanding of the industry position and, where possible, enable a compromise to be reached. Government would be offered a compromise rather than two opposing positions.

*
Ensure that the lobbying arm of a trade association is adequately resourced. As previous Scholars have reported, “lobbying is an investment, not a cost”. This is truer today than it has ever been.

*
Where possible, the intensive livestock industries should work together on specific issues. This adds clout.

*
Consider establishing scientific advisory committees. This can provide the necessary degree of independence from industry, thereby adding credibility.

*
Remember, “You never stop learning”.

Mark Williams.

E-mail: Mark.Williams@britisheggindustrycouncil.com
