Rural Development Report

PRIORITY MATTERS FOR COUNCIL CONSIDERATION 

1) REPS 4 Payments

· IFA has criticised the slow payout of REPS 4 payments.

· Around 18,000 farmers so far have been paid out of a total of 30,000 farmers due payment.

· All problem cases have been identified by the Department and have been written to.

· IFA is encouraging all farmers to respond immediately and are insisting that all payments are made by early March.

· The 1,600 farmers who applied for REPS 4 between the 15th May and the 9th July 2009 closure date will be processed later in the year and payments will commence towards the end of the year as their plans start from the 1st January 2010.

· The allocation for the REPS this year is €330m, which is inadequate to deal with the carryover of payments from 2009 and the REPS 3 & REPS 4 payments due in 2010.  IFA are making the case for additional resources and a decision is unlikely to be made until much later in the year.

2) New Agri-Environment Measure

· IFA has criticised the Minister for Agriculture for the delay in his coming forward with the new scheme and have sought an urgent meeting.
· IFA has set out the main priorities in the new scheme.  These include:

· The new scheme must be introduced by the 1st March next giving up to 10,000 farmers an opportunity to join the scheme by the 15th May next.

· A standard whole farm payment must apply so as to ensure that works already completed under previous REPS contracts are maintained as well as recognising the environmental value of traditional grassland farming systems.

· Farmers should have the opportunity to partake in as many optional measures to bring the average payment under the new scheme to at least €5,000.

· A simplified application form should apply so that farmers do not have to incur costs to participate

· Farmers who have SACs, SPAs, NHAs and commonages must secure payments equivalent to those received under the REPS 4 scheme.  This is necessary as severe restrictions apply in those areas, which include destocking and specific farming practices to protect these sensitive areas.

· Contracts for the new scheme must apply from the 1st March to 1st June next at the latest and payment must be made at the same time as the Single Farm Payment (mid-October next).

· Farmers who were previously never in any REPS scheme must be given an opportunity to join the new scheme based on the environmental value of their farm.

· 10,000 farmers will finish REPS 3 prior to the 15th May 2010 deadline.  A further 23,000 farmers will complete their REPS 3 plans in 2011 and 2012.  These farmers must have a meaningful scheme available to them.

3) Disadvantaged Areas Review

· The Department of Agriculture will shortly be coming up with an indicative map for the areas that qualify for Disadvantaged Areas under new natural handicap criteria.

· IFA will be insisting that no area loses out and that additional areas that qualify should be eligible.

4) Targeted Agricultural Modernisation Measures

· IFA has commenced discussions with the Department of Agriculture on the new on farm investment schemes.

· The new schemes with funding of €90m over the next 4 years will include Pig Welfare (€13m), Poultry Welfare (€16m), Sheep Fencing/Handling (€8m), Dairy Equipment (€45m) and Water Harvesting (€8m).

· The first schemes to be introduced are Pig & Poultry Welfare Schemes, which will apply to those sectors in order to help them to meet the EU regulations by Dec. 31st 2011 for poultry and Dec. 31st 2012 for pigs.

· IFA is insisting that the other schemes are introduced immediately.  

· At a meeting in Portlaoise with the Department of Agriculture on Feb 16 2010, new selection criteria were presented to determine who will qualify for grant aid.  These included priority criteria on proposed cost of investment (binding figure priority given to those coming below standards costs), less favoured areas, whether penalties on farmer as regards EU co-funded operation since 2000.

· IFA has rejected these selection criteria, as it will add more bureaucracy and it will lead to an uncertain application process.  

· Also the use of such criteria could emerge under other schemes and precedents must not be created.

5) Early Retirement Hardship Cases

· 170 farmers have qualified for ERS and applications will be processed.  However of this group of farmers 36 retired farmers whose transferee was applying for the Installation Aid will not be processed unless the transferee secures an additional 5ha. of land.

· IFA has rejected this requirement of the Department.  In moving the transferee from Category A to Category B as it is forcing the young farmer to get an additional 5ha. of land in order to qualify the retiring farmer.  This adds additional cost on the young farmer and will impact severely on the viability of the new holding.

· IFA has called on the Minister to reverse this decision by reopening the Installation Aid for this category of farmer.

· Farmers who qualify for ERS will have their payments made from the time they applied (Oct 2009).

· IFA is also continuing to demand the full reopening of Installation Aid for all hardship cases in a similar way to the ERS.  

6) Farm Waste Management

· The FWM grants (2nd 40% instalment) totalling €245m has now been fully paid out to the 17,300 farmers involved (€55m in Dec 2009 and €190m paid in Jan 2010).

· IFA will be insisting that the final 20% instalment, which is due in 2011, be paid in advance of that and that the interest due to all farmers is 3.5%.

OTHER ISSUES

7) FIS

· €19m has been allocated to FIS in 2010.  Up to 5,000 farmers have already completed their work and have been paid grant aid.  A further 2,400 farmers are either completing their work or will not carry out work despite the fact that they have approvals.

· IFA is demanding that the 5,000 farmers who were locked out are allowed into the scheme.

8) Farm Assist


· The number of farmers on Farm Assist continues to grow and it is estimated that over 9,000 farmers are in the scheme.

· IFA has received reports in significant delays in the assessment process by the Department of Social and Family Affairs and in the appeals process.

· This matter is being taken up with the Department. 

9) Fodder Aid

· Up to €6m was paid out under the Fodder Aid Scheme in areas that were subject to flooding last November.

· IFA is making a case for other farmers who had losses as a result of the snow in hill areas in December/January.
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