Report on preparation evening Romania excursion Monday 22th of June 2009

Program

20:00 Coffee+tea

20:10 Introduction 

20:15 Mr. Koekoek

21:00 Break

21:15 Mr. Marsman

22:00 Discussion and questions

22:30 Excursion update participants.

23:00 Drinks

Present: organization, participants, approx. 15 people in public.

In a short introduction of the program the two guest speakers are introduced and the public is informed that the last part of the program is just for participants.

Mr. Koekoek ( aggricultural strategical advisor and engineer)

His work started with providing emergency aid to Romanian villagers in 3 Romanian and 3 Hungarian villages after the breakdown of the USSR. There was a great need for almost everything, but their aim was to move from emergency aid to more structural aid.

The main field of work of Mr. Koekoek was to advise villagers on the field of agriculture. They tried to encourage the people to work together and to start a cooperation after Dutch example. But this did not work out. The board was often enriching itself instead of representing the interests of the farmers. Replacing the board was not a solution. The situation didn’t improve or develop. 

Another important aspect was to improve the roads, to allow milk transport. There was help in financing from the ministry. But there was often a constant struggle with the authorities. To really make development possible, it's necessary to have a change in mentality.

So they decided to have a more individual approach. With the help of fundings and donations of the Rabobank etc. they were able to give small loans to the local people. There were in those days a lot of people moving from the city to the countryside. They did not own much. The idea was to give them some kind of social credit, for example some land or 1 or two cows. This was a bit too optimistically because you also need some knowledge to take care of these animals in a proper way. But the idea was that people at least could live from it for some time.

Further there was support for farmers who already owned a little farm, with approx. 5 cows or more.. The idea was to support them by giving them advice to prepare them for Europe who was coming their way. Often these farms became bigger.

The case in Romania is often that the theory is very much developed (even the organizational structures). But in practice this system is not functioning. In the past Romania was a country in which everybody wanted to produce everything themselves (including all the agricultural machines and equipment). But the development of the techniques and quality was not developing for a long time and the materials where often outdated.

Some farmers used their social credits to grow with their farm. Others could not cope with the theoretical lessons and did not make it. Others rather go to Western Europe to earn their money. But this last group often does not build up anything in their own country.

Some figures:

In 2009 the Romanian people will have to cope with the rules and regulations from the EU. This means that they will have to work to a standard which has been build up in Western Europe over 60 years. 

In 2005: Romania had 850.000 dairy farms giving 3900 liters of milk/year and 3000 liters a cow/year.


In the Netherlands this is 500.000 liters of milk/year and 9000 liters a cow/year.

Grains in 2005: Romania 3000 kg/ha



Netherlands 10.000 kg/ha

If the small farmers can not deal with the high EU-standards they will get very low prices. The expectation is that from the 850.000 dairy farms only 35.000 will survive.

After the fall of the USSR the grounds were given back to its former owners and the grounds are now scattered in to small pieces. It is very hard to work these small plots of land with modern machinery. There has been an offer of the international ‘kadaster’ to work on a spatial planning solution for Romania, but this offer has been turned down. 

In the area of Transylvania, there are communal pastures. For herds this is alright, but for cows it is more difficult. Cows need good food to produce. Feed is often of bad quality and very expensive in Romania. The industry for this feed is not well developed, so there is a low production. That's why mr. Koekoek suggests to build up the system from the bottom up and to educate more and better.

Further there is a problem with bureaucracy and corruption. As an example he gives building permits. You need 13 permits to build something. And you need to let the plan being worked out by a professional plan-developer. They often ask as much money as the actual project costs.

There are subsidies coming from the EU. These subsidies are given to local managers. The EU only allows them to give them subsidies to farmers when their building project lives up to certain standards. They invented a point system to see if everything is complete. But often this is just a facade. After receiving the money, facilities are often broken down or never used.

Another problem is prices. A house in the countryside often costs around 5000 Euro. In the cities a same house can easily cost 160.000 Euro. So people in the countryside often have no choice to leave.   

Q: How about the small-scale farmers, are they allowed to market their products abroad? And what about self-sufficiency?

A: Yes. It's allowed. But because of rules and regulations, low outputs, and lack of knowledge hard to make a living from it.

Q: How can people go from 2 to 15 cows in the small farms and villages like the examples in your story?

A: The future oriented farmers got new stables. We looked for possible expansions on suitable locations. But that only worked when people wanted to really understand their business.

Q: But people like to live with people and not with cows like in Netherlands!

A: When people learn how farming works it becomes more easy to make changes like that.

What we did in 60 years, they will have to do in 10 years and that with a government that is looking the other way... that is an impossible task. And together with a asocial tax system of 17% for all incomes.

Q: Do you suggest to introduce the dutch system to Romania?

A: No. But they will have to reach a certain level because of the EU.

Q: How do farmers see the developments? Do they consider them as external ideas?

A: At first there is a lot of distrust. But when they see what it will bring there is better understanding.

But farmers did not have any way to let their voice be heard. This also did not happen with entering the EU. 

Q: How did the social credit system work?

A: It was improvising mostly. We listened to the complaints of people and then we looked if we could arrange some money to help them. A very small farmer has to pay back what is possible. A farm that grew and with a new car on the farmyard should be able to pay back everything. If not, there will be a letter from the lawyer.

Mr. Marsman (dutch organic framer, Marknesse)

He does not know Romania very well, but it stole his heart. He thinks the purpose of organic farming is to be friendly to animals and to human beings. He made contacts between different people, foundations and projects. 

When he was working on a project in Holland he heard of a farmer, (Viktor) that had a farm that failed.. He liked to get back to farming and they decided to do it together. Marsman would arrange the money and Viktor would run the farm. They started a SRL=BV.

A lot of land in Romania is not used. So they were able to rent some of these unused fields. And they found a big old state farm to buy. They made it a mixed farm, with imported cows, imported machines   and they started to produce potatoes and vegetables. In 2005, after the first milk, Viktor went to jail. Marsman received help from Daniel, a young ambitious farmer. 

After Viktor went to jail there where some courtcases about ownership. They started  to collaborate with other farmers to solve problems with the milk factory and the local government. He thought that could maybe be the beginning of a small organic movement.

People need to find out themselves how to create development and finding this out, takes time. Importing the Dutch system to Romania could be an option, but it takes time. And is the Dutch system so perfect? There are a lot of Dutch farmers getting out of business. There is a limit to growth. If you see a farmer with 5 cows surviving on farming without machines, which option is more sustainable then?

He likes to learn from the small farmers and villagers. Romania is exaggerating the so-called modernity that has come to Romania. Often it is just a facade. 

But Marsman loves Romania, especially the hospitality. A family owning two cows may not have money to send their children to university, but what do you learn on university? To have a flatscreen and a big car? Or to live a happy life? What is better? I don't know. Just go into the villages...

The laws in Romania are terrible. Lots of farms have facilities but are only used when the (EU) inspector comes. Milk quality. There are milk collection points. You need to have a license to collect and sell the milk in certain regions.

Friesland-Campina buys factories like that in Romania. They asked Friesland Campina what the future of farmers in Romania will look like. Will they be big farmers? F-C's answers surprised. They showed a film about Austria where there is a modern system where farms with 6/7 cows give good quality and have good facilities.
But the future also depends on what people want. Some people want to earn money abroad... Most of them try to set up some business when they come back in Romania, but not much farming. People often do not love agriculture. They sometimes like the theory, but not the practice. The translation to practice is difficult. There is no connection.

Q: Does the government encourage farmers?

A: Yes. There is an arrangement in which the government pays half of the expenses of big projects. But most of these arrangements are used by big farmers. And you need an expensive contractor to realize the project.

Judging about farms is difficult. You need to take a look into the books, can young farmers take over the farm, could the farm manage environmentally etc.

Q: What about young small farmer, are there any?

A: You need to love farming. This is not how it is in Romania. There are not many people who love farming and where are the successes which could encourage the young farmers?

Q: Are there any specific species of cows in Romania?

A: Yes. The cows are multipurpose. Almost only local breeds are very suitable for local conditions.

Q: What about the meat industry?

A: Romania has a big bio-industry.

Q: What about organic farming?

A: It's very difficult. It's hard to get long-term contracts for land, the land is scattered into small plots and it's hard to get proper soils.

Q: How is the Romanian farm run?

A: Daniel is really running the farm together with some workers. Sometimes they need to send the workers away, because they misbehave. He works 300 hours a month all year round but he does not count his breaks and holidays.

Q: Is the farm self-sufficient money wise?

A: This year the farm is paying back its debts for the first time. But that is normal for a farm that has started.

