










The food security guards

While it is very difficult to find an
issue that all economists agree on,
there is one key conclusion on

which all agricultural economists seem to
concur at the present time. Food demand is
growing much more rapidly than supply, and
we are therefore facing an overall rise in
food prices in the medium to long term – as
well as serious and structural food security
threats, such as access to food in some
regions, particularly in developing countries.

Having identified the problem, the challenge
is therefore obvious: how can we produce
more – notably in regions where the
production potential is not being sufficiently
used and in those areas that need it most?
Similarly, what can we do to reduce waste
and ensure long-term productivity growth
where production is already highly efficient?
Clearly politicians and food policy have a
role to play here. The Common Agriculture
Policy (CAP) is crucial for the EU, together
with targeted policies aiming at increasing
global food production, especially via research
and innovation, as well as by supporting
local food supply in developing countries. 

In addressing the objective of producing
more, there is a relatively new element that
needs to be taken into account – especially
in those regions of the world that are the
most productive. This issue was not even
heard of 50 years ago when the EU first
established its CAP, but it is now so
important now that it was discussed by
world leaders in Rio in June 2012: it is the
question of sustainability. 

In the EU, 45% of soils and 40% of water
resources are under threat. The successful
productivity gains of recent decades have
put a strain on our natural resources, and if
we do not pay attention, we risk not only
losing some of our biodiversity and natural
habitats, but also reducing our overall food
production capacity. 

As the benefits of sustainable agricultural
production have not yet been incorporated
into economic modelling – and such long-term
considerations are not remunerated by the
market – farm policy is the most obvious route
to making sure that these considerations are
incorporated into food security equations.
This is why ‘Greening’ is a central part of
proposals for reforming the CAP in the
period from 2014 to 2020. In future, we

want 30% of the direct payments that
farmers receive from EU taxpayers to be
directly linked to the provision of certain
ecosystem services and sustainable
agricultural practices.

In the conditions that are specific for
Europe, all future moves to consolidate
production volumes must go hand-in-hand
with policies on safety, quality and the
sustainable use of our natural resources.
Without this, in several years Europe would
run the risk, rather than just not contributing
to food security, of adding to the insecurity
of supply for food markets.  

There are other elements in the proposals
that address sustainability issues, but there
are two particularly important points. Firstly,
European Innovation Partnerships are being
established to bring researchers and farmers
closer together and accelerate the technological
transfer from the laboratory to the field; and
secondly, Farm Advisory Services should help
farmers to learn about new production practices
and developments so that they can apply
them in practice. Moreover, the European
Innovation Partnerships cannot be mentioned
without referring to the support that the EU
is making available under the 8th Framework
Programme for research and innovation,
where the proposed funding ring-fenced for
agricultural research will be doubled to more
than €4bn over the seven year period. 

These are the main policy responses
addressing the food security challenge in the
EU; in addition to which, the Resource
Efficiency Roadmap aims, amongst other
things, to halve food waste by 2020. There
are also moves at both EU level and within
the G-20 to increase market transparency
and limit the role that speculators play in
fostering market volatility.

Trade, meanwhile, will become a more
important element for the EU agricultural
economy, but we will see our exports
increasingly concentrated on added-value,
quality products rather than commodities. In
future, the issue of food security will not
only be linked to the volumes of available
food, but also to safety, diversity and quality
– and in that sense, the EU agri-food sector
should be in a good position to respond to
this type of demand. New proposals are also
being worked on for the promotion of quality
food products.

Besides these, the EU Development Policy
will probably be the most important tool for
addressing the food security problems in the
poorest regions of the world. This is because
the solution is more likely to come from
increasing local production and improving
infrastructures in Africa and the developing
world, rather than from pushing production up

where farming is already efficient. Approximately
500 million smallholdings of less than two
hectares provide a living and food for two billion
people in Asia and Africa: imagine what a small
productivity gain multiplied by half a billion
could mean for food security at global level.

However, I believe that any such gains can
only be made permanent if they are
accompanied by the necessary policy
framework. In this sense, we have already
launched an initiative called European
Neighbourhood Policy for Agriculture and
Rural Development as part of our European
Neighbourhood Policy. Drafted in the wake
of the Arab Spring, when predominantly rural
communities turned against the old regime, it
is aimed at helping to establish the
necessary structures for agriculture and rural
development in the south, but also in certain
eastern neighbours. These include elements
as basic as access to land and credit,
education and training, a stable food chain,
and the administrative capacity to elaborate
and implement policies. As I witnessed in my
own native Romania in the 1990s, it is this
policy framework that is crucial to encourage
the necessary public and private investment
in sustainable agriculture. 

The EU should also play an increasingly
important role in the future coordination of the
world’s major agricultural players against the
volatility of prices. The responses to this
problem can be found, amongst other things,
in a better transparency at international level
as regards market forecasts, the repartition of
stocks, and the way to conciliate protectionism
and the balance of regional markets. 

In conclusion, I believe that the global food
security challenge is very real, and that the EU
can show vital leadership in addressing the
problem through policy initiatives – by making
sustainability a main plank of the future CAP,
but also through initiatives to help establish a
new generation of farm policies in those
regions where the food security threat is
most marked. 

Dacian Cioloş
European Commissioner for Agriculture
and Rural Development 
European Commission
dacian.ciolos@ec.europa.eu
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-
2014/ciolos/index_en.htm

European Commissioner for
Agriculture and Rural
Development Dacian Cioloş asks
how the CAP and other policies
can contribute to sustainable,
long-term global food security…
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Taking to the sties

When invisaging a pigsty, the last
thing one would expect to see
would be microphones hanging in

the vicinity. However, academics at KU Leuven
in Belgium are conducting research that
seeks to monitor the coughing patterns of
pigs to alert the farmer to any abnormalities.
Researchers argue that the ability to detect
any respiratory problems quickly and
efficiently will result in a decreased need for
antibiotics and therefore healthier livestock.

The minds behind the project, civil engineers
Dries Berckmans and Wilm Decré, specialise
in smart monitoring systems based on sound.
The first task was to create a database of all
pigs’ noises, as Decré explains: “Pigs are
very social animals. If you walk through a
pigsty, you hear an extremely nervous
cacophony of sounds: snorting, coughing,
grunting, etc. On the basis of the database,
an algorithm was made that distinguishes
coughing from all the other sounds. Once we
had the software, we were able to test the
monitor. We hung microphones in
compartments of approximately 100 pigs,
each in test sties in Belgium and Italy.”

Berckmans offers further insight into the
workings of the monitor, explaining that the

research version enables them to indicate
where in the sty the pigs are coughing, and
moreover, distinguish between productive
wet coughs and non-productive dry coughs.
“To minimise costs, the current commercial
version operates more simply: the monitor
indicates the frequency of the coughs and
whether there is more coughing than normal
in particular compartments. If it detects a
problem, it sounds the alarm and sends a
text message to the farmer. He or she can
then see what is really going on, and make
an informed decision based on objective
health information: call in a vet, change the
feed or the vaccination strategy, etc.”

But in the current economic climate, the
question is whether such a product is
economically viable for the market, with
many Belgian farmers choosing to quit the
business. While this may be so, there is a
definite trend towards scale increase, and it
is predicted that the demand for meat on a
global scale will rise by 40% over the next
15 years, according to Berckmans. “The
Belgian – and by extension Western
European – farmer must be high-tech to
survive. Pigs are so overbred that they have
less resistance to disease, and due to our
changeable climate – in contrast to
producers in, for example, Brazil – a change
of a few degrees causes disease. For
example, in one test sty, the alarm was
sounded in two places: when checked, it
appeared that the windows let draughts
through. The monitor does not provide all
the health information about the pigs, but it
does convey important new information.”

The last word goes to Decré, who believes that
this information is remarkably valuable: “If a
farmer had time to be with his pigs constantly,
the system would be worthless. But a large-
scale pig farmer only has time to visit his sties
twice a day at most. This way, the farmer
knows more about the animals without
having to keep an eye on them personally.

“Furthermore, the vet can monitor health
information over a longer period of time
rather than just momentary indications
during a visit to the sty. Respiratory disease
results in enormous economic cost; sick
animals grow less efficiently, their meat-fat
ratio changes, and vet bills and antibiotics
are costly. A farmer who only has a small
margin per pig will thus see his profit
dwindle if his livestock become sick.
Moreover, the often excessive use of
antibiotics in livestock breeding cannot last. 

“The cough monitor makes it possible to
detect and treat respiratory problems, and it
is hoped as a result, the use of antibiotics
will decrease in the future.”

www.kuleuven.be/about/introducing-ku-leuven
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