NEWS RELEASE ON BEHALF OF ROSEMARY RADCLIFFE: INDEPENDENT REVIEWER

11 NOVEMBER 2005

Independent Review of the Levy Bodies

The statutory levy should be retained for the time being in each of the product areas to which it currently applies but some important changes are needed, according to Rosemary Radcliffe, who was asked by Ministers earlier in the year to conduct an independent review of the five agricultural and horticultural levy bodies.

The Review report, which is published today, examines the rationale for, and role, organisation, funding and functions of the five bodies and makes recommendations for the future.

A fundamental question examined in the report is whether there is still a case for having statutory levies at all. The Review says there is, for now, but the case is stronger in some product areas than in others and is likely to weaken over the next few years in some areas. So there is a need to keep matters under consideration and be prepared to wind up arrangements that outlive their usefulness, but in any case it is necessary to ensure that the levy delivers what the industries need in the most effective way, which means making some important changes.

On what is needed, the key conclusions, which have been reached in the light of a very extensive programme of consultation with stakeholders, are as follows:

· The industry sectors served by the levy bodies currently face a degree of challenge and change that is by any standards huge. Much good work is going on to support them but it is not always as effective as it might be.

· The levy bodies are relatively small when seen in the wider context of the needs of the industries and their contribution is most effective when focused on activities that play to their strengths as independent, non-commercial but industry-focused bodies, and/or where they work in partnership with others.

· Arrangements for raising and spending levy money need to be, and to be seen to be, much more in the ‘ownership’ of the industries themselves, with greater transparency and more effective reporting to levy payers on what is being done with their money.

· Detailed planning and delivery of services needs to be close to the individual groups of levy payers, but within a framework that encourages common working, where appropriate, to avoid duplication, and delivers improved performance monitoring.

· Improved efficiency and lower costs can be achieved by making some changes to arrangements with regard to the levy and by moving to shared service arrangements in a number of areas.
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· On structural options, the Review rejects mergers between existing bodies but proposes instead a New Model that recognises the importance of all the key business drivers. The New Model retains a number of sector-specific bodies or ‘SectorCos’, that would be responsible for the efficient and effective delivery of services to the individual groups of levy payers. A new body, ‘NewCo’ would act as holding company for the SectorCos and be the ‘guardian’ of the common framework of activities and of performance monitoring. And another new body, ‘ServiceCo’ would be the shared service provider delivering enhanced efficiency and reduced costs. This New Model would result in significant on-going net savings for levy payers in return for a modest investment in the costs of change.

Rosemary Radcliffe commented: “The health of the industry sectors covered by the levy bodies is of great importance to us all, not just in terms of their economic contribution but also in terms of their contribution to the wider sustainability agenda. I have been spending a lot of time listening to levy payers and others about the needs of these industries and I have been impressed by much of the work that is going on to support them in responding to the challenges they face. I believe the levy bodies have, potentially, an important role to play in this regard in the future. But I consider some important changes now need to be made, changes that are documented in detail in my report.”

“These industries have been very hard-pressed and things are not getting any easier for them. We need to ensure that levy payers, the people who at the end of the day are paying the bill, get maximum value for money from the statutory levy. I believe my recommendations will help to achieve that.”

Note to editors

· There are five GB and UK statutory levy bodies: the British Potato Council (BPC); the Horticultural Development Council (HDC); the Home Grown Cereals Authority (HGCA); the Milk Development Council (MDC); and the Meat and Livestock Commission (MLC). The HGCA’s remit covers the whole of the UK; the others have a GB remit, with separate arrangements covering Northern Ireland. Each of the five bodies is empowered to raise a compulsory levy on the producers, and in some cases also first stage processors, of potatoes, horticultural products, cereals and oilseeds, liquid milk, and beef, sheep-meat and pig-meat. They are required to apply the proceeds of the levy to the promotion of efficiency and productivity in the industries concerned.

· Ministers asked Rosemary Radcliffe CBE earlier this year to undertake a cross-cutting and fundamental Review of the five bodies: the first time they have been looked at as a group. Rosemary was formerly Chief Economist with PriceWaterhouseCoopers and is also a member of the group, chaired by Sir Don Curry, which is overseeing the implementation of the Strategy for Sustainable Farming and Food.
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