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Mr Chairman, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

In name of the Minister-President and Minister 

for Agriculture Kris Peeters, I am very pleased 

to welcome you to Flanders and Belgium. 

 

And I am very happy that the organisers have 

chosen several beautiful cities to visit during 

this congress, including the city of Ostend, 

that hosts this congress. 

At this very moment, the city of Ghent is the 

centre of ornamental horticulture in Flanders. 

Since this week onwards,  the so-called 

“Floralies of Ghent”, the world-famous flower 

exhibition, are taking place.  
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As you may have noticed on the programme, you 

will also have the opportunity to visit this 

extraordinary exhibition later on. 

 

Apart from ornamental horticulture, however, 

the Flemish and Belgian agriculture as a whole 

has a lot more to offer.  

Given the limited area we have at our disposal 

in this highly populated part of Western 

Europe, agriculture is forced to be very 

intensive. 

 

Let me give you some figures to illustrate 

this: 

 On a mere 0.8% of the European agricultural 

area, we realise 2.2% of the overall 

European agricultural production.  

 The yields we achieve per ha are among the 

highest in the world: 

 The average yield per ha of wheat amounted 

to 8.6 tons per ha in Flanders in the past 

years, whereas the average in Europe was 

3.2 tons. 
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 In terms of potatoes, we achieve 46.4 tons 

per ha, while the average in Europe is at 

16.6 tons per ha. 

 

As you notice, we work on a very intensive 

scale and produce very high yields per ha. 

 

That is also the reason why we, already for 

years now, have been focussing strongly on the 

production of high quality products in the 

agriculture and agrifood sector that are grown 

in an increasingly sustainable manner.  

The impact of agricultural activities on the 

environment decreases year after year, 

following the introduction of all kinds of 

environmental measures.  

 

That our products are also greatly appreciated 

abroad, shows the excellent export figures of 

the Belgian agriculture and horticulture 

sector. 

According to FAO figures, we rank in the top 

ten of the countries with the highest export 

rates in the world for a number of products, 

among others pears, leek, frozen vegetables, 
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strawberries, tomatoes, pork, and potato 

products. 

 

 

Today, agri-food products account for about 10% 

of Belgian exports.  

These strong figures are mainly achieved by 

family-based companies headed by highly 

educated managers who are praised for their 

flexibility and energy. 

 

Concluding, we could state that the Flemish and 

Belgian agriculture and the horticulture sector 

owe their success to this unique combination 

and intensive cooperation between government, 

science, research, information, highly educated 

managers and a flexible marketing and 

processing system.  

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 

In the past 50 years, the "European model of 

agriculture" ensures that only 12 to 13% of our 
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household budget is foreseen of a diverse, safe 

and healthy food range.  

It has become an agricultural model that we 

might consider to be unique in comparison to 

the rest of the world:  

 

firstly, because the European agriculture 

is mainly composed of family businesses;  

 

secondly, because the European agricultural 

model is concentrating on the way 

agricultural and horticultural products are 

produced, 

 

and thirdly, because the European 

agricultural model takes into account the 

environmental issues and the landscape in 

which agricultural and horticultural 

products are produced. 

 

Moreover, Europe handles a policy that pleads 

to preserve agriculture and horticulture 

throughout the territory, even in the more 

inhospitable areas. 



 6 

Besides that, Europe pays more and more 

attention to the impact of European 

agricultural policy to developing countries.  

Hence the trade-distorting export subsidies 

have been drastically reduced with the purpose 

of reducing them to zero in 2013. 

 

Nevertheless, these policy lines have received 

quite a lot of criticism, coming from several 

angles. These critics are not entirely 

unjustified, although we should acknowledge 

that the European policy has adapted itself to 

a number of challenges in a very flexible way.  

 

I for example think at: 

• the integration of environmental aspects 

and sustainable development since the early 

nineties; 

• the concerns of consumers in terms of food 

safety after the food crises in the late 

nineties; 

• the expansion of the European Union; 

• the trade negotiations under the WTO 

• and more recently, also the climate issue 

 



 7 

Currently, about 40% of European funds are used 

for agricultural policy.  

 

This is relatively high, but in fact also very 

limited, since it is still less than 1% of the 

Gross Domestic Product of the Union. 

 

The big question we should ask ourselves in the 

coming months, with the start of the debate of 

European Common Agricultural Policy after 2013, 

is yet whether all Europeans will consider 

themselves prepared to continue to invest in a 

viable agriculture that keeps a lot of 

attention to the way our food is produced, for 

the environment in which this happens and also 

for the consequences of the way we organize our 

food production in the other parts of the 

world, especially with regard to developing 

countries. 

 

But I can strongly confirm you that the Flemish 

government, believes strongly that this 

“European model of agriculture "is very much 

worth fighting for. 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

These are extraordinary times.  

 

People have been talking about food security 

and the role of agriculture more in the past 

two or three years than in the past decades all 

together.   

 

I believe we should acknowledge that lately, 

the average citizen here in this country, who 

looks from a distance at what is going on in 

the agriculture and food sector, is receiving a 

lot of contradictory messages. 

 

The infamous milk lakes and butter mountains 

have gone.  

But they may ask themselves why a few months 

ago, some farmers are pouring out milk on their 

fields?  

Is there too much milk after all, or are there 

other reasons for this? 

How come that our supermarkets are stocked with 

an unprecedented range of the best quality 

products, while at the same time experts warn 

of food shortage? 
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Why do farmers protest against the low prices 

they get for their vegetables, fruit and meat, 

while consumers have to pay more and more for 

these products? 

 

Although these questions may be regarded as 

„not strictly scientific‟, they are each of 

them phenomena which today baffle consumers and 

citizens and which deserve a proper answer. 

I therefore consider it crucial that you, as 

journalists, not only use the renewed attention 

to agriculture and food to conduct the internal 

debate, but that you also make an effort to 

enter into a debate with society at large.  

 

Communication has become ever more important as 

we‟re about to face substantial challenges in 

the future.  

Experts expect that food production will have 

to be doubled in the next few decades in order 

to be able to continue to feed the world 

population in 2050. It is generally assumed 

that the world population will at that time 

stabilise at 9 billion people. 
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The biggest challenge of the future will 

therefore be: how to succeed on a global scale 

in realising this increase in food production 

in a sustainable manner, knowing that there are 

hardly any new areas of agricultural land to be 

utilised? 

 

Intensive, high quality agriculture, like in 

Belgium and Flanders, may serve as an inspiring 

example for this. 

 

However, the current state of affairs once 

again prompts us to reflect and debate on the 

future course to be taken. 

 

I therefore have high expectations of the 

discussion that will be held within the 

framework of this congress.  

I hope, as I stated before, that you will also 

contribute largely to the raise this 

conversation and point out the responsibility 

everyone holds on these matters. 

 

May I therefore, wish you a very interesting 

and stimulating congress, with a lot of room 

for discussion. Hope you enjoy your staying 
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here in Belgium and Flanders and have a great 

time at the Floralies! 

 

I thank you for your attention! 

 


