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There is no doubt that the two years that have passed since our congress in  KAVALLA have been dominated by the implementation of the new Common Market Organisation (CMO) voted in April 2004.

Following the battle to temper the Commission’s initial proposal, we had to work on its application. The ball was often in the court of the associations and member states, especially given the diversity of the solutions chosen within the framework of subsidy policy.

So, some countries opted for total decoupling but often for very different reasons:  

- An opportunity for a reduced and scarcely profitable crop, such as in Austria, Cyprus and, to a lesser extent in Belgium. 

- A delicate economic and political environment, as for us in Greece, where the intransigent and negative attitude of the processors and manufacturers left scarcely no room for manœuvre. Consequently total decoupling was the only way to secure revenue.

On the other hand the majority of the other producing countries opted for a minimal decoupling in order to maintain production potential at its maximum even if this has often proved extremely difficult with volume losses and a reduction in the number of planters by 10, 20% or even more.

In any case, with or without total decoupling we had to join forces within UNITAB and fight to obtain acceptable references for tobacco growers when it came to subsidy rights. The fight did not prove to be easy given the ludicrous regulation framework - the historical 2000/2001/2002 references – a framework that was completely out of step and inappropriate for tobacco and its many specific characteristics. Aid allocated not by hectare cultivated but by kilo harvested, the problem of the damage that occurred during the reference years, the numerous land and quota exchanges, the latter even being encouraged by Brussels, and the leaving of the sector. And these are just a few examples. In spite of this, we worked together and were able to compare our experiences and profit from the skills of others, often from another country, despite the diversity of conditions and the attitude of different governments.

But the quest for references was not the only political battle to be fought. At the same time, we had to battle to save the “tobacco” budgets (€ 965 million in 2005) that were continually being attacked during European Parliament discussions on agricultural budgets. Our dear green  “friends”, or liberals from northern, Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian countries, never miss the opportunity to return to the attack with the perseverance and blindness that characterises them.

But once again within UNITAB understood the need to mobilise and raise the awareness of the elected representatives though a strong presence at Strasbourg during voting sessions and a tremendous amount of work within individual countries.

So “our” MPs, most especially from the south remained loyal and , by a short head I agree – a mere 17 votes, but it’s the result that counts – we managed to avoid damaging the image of European tobacco growing.

Still within the political context, we have begun to prepare the ground for the second phase. Our first priority – and this is still the case – is to try and defer the 2010 expiry date which discriminates most unfairly against our sector given that, in theory, the CAP is programmed to last until 2013.
Already, in the Management Committee, several delegations have expressed themselves in favour of a deferment. We must hammer the point home and find new allies in both producing and non-producing countries as it is necessary to obtain the qualified majority for this dossier. Let us remember that that for the CMO vote, some non-producing countries demonstrated a certain open-mindedness.

Having said this, during all our negotiations in Strasbourg and Brussels we often felt that the solution to the traditional North/South disagreement over Mediterranean agriculture dossiers would lie in the re-balancing of the CEEC. In reality, this is not necessarily the case, as a number of the new non-producing member states are inclined to follow the Scandinavian or liberal Anglo-Saxon line.

Hence, in order to have the maximum number of votes on our side, the idea of reinforcing the already existing awareness of the Polish, Hungarian and Slovakian representatives was born. The 27th September day at the European Parliament in Strasbourg, and on Alsacien tobacco farms which had a clear educational objective met with a certain success. Perhaps we should now think about the future Rumanian, and especially Bulgarian MPs.

But the main lesson I have learned during my period at the head of UNITAB over the last two years, is that if the political battle persists, the general and social contexts change..

And UNITAB has recently undertaken a small revolution, which is in fact no more than a return to the basic principles of the pioneers in Switzerland in 1952 when visionaries looked to create technical-economic exchanges of leaf tobacco.

Nowadays, in the context of an increasingly cowardly regulatory framework, where all safety nets disappear one by one, we are in real, direct contact with the market, as we have learned, to our bitter experience in Greece.

Our principal contacts are no longer simply the politicians but the buyers and especially the manufacturers even if, to date, they have not yet shown any great enthusiasm for European tobacco. We must therefore, more than ever, meet the market head on. In this area, Italy has led the way by signing three-way inter-professional agreements, implicating industrialists, national and regional public authorities and planters. These agreements aim not only to safeguard sales, at the expense of price unfortunately, but also to encourage quality and traceability policies.

At this point, we note with regret the rather mixed success of similar initiatives in other countries such as Spain and France where the commitment shown by manufacturers is best described as over cautious. Given this, and taking the not only the market into account, but also the tendencies of the “second pillar” to come, we must once again show ourselves to be both determined and offensive.

The first step was taken in UNITAB at Le Mans, during a visit to the LTR (Reconstituted tobacco) factory. Tobacco growers, research and experimentation institutes and also industrialists took part. The way forward has been laid – we must seize the opportunity to follow.

The European Charter, and the associated activity which have taken up much of our time in recent months and which will be presented to you tomorrow during the plenary session, constitute the other major axis on which the long term future of European tobacco will depend, and which will differentiate it from its competitors.

At a time when ethical and fair commerce are in the forefront, where respect for mankind and the environment cannot be ignored, we should use this tool to forge closer links with society, the citizen and the consumer.
I should like to conclude by saying that quite clearly the last two years have marked a turning point in UNITAB’s activity, even if the objectives – the long term future of tobacco growing achieved through the protection of the growers’ income – remain the same.

I am proud to have been part of this, together with all my colleagues. I have no doubt that going forward, we will continue down this road, and enjoy numerous successes in the end. With this in mind, and in a spirit of considerable optimism, I declare this 30th UNITAB Congress open and wish you all a profitable meeting.
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