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B7-0010/2012

European Parliament resolution on the imbalances in the food distribution chain 
(2011/2904(RSP))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to its resolution of 8 July 2010 on ‘the future of the Common Agricultural 
Policy after 2013’1, its resolution of 18 January 2011 on ‘the recognition of agriculture as 
a strategic sector in the context of food security’2 and its resolution of 23 June 2011 on 
‘the CAP towards 2020: Meeting the food, natural resources and territorial challenges’3,

– having regard to the Commission Communication entitled ‘Better functioning of the food 
supply chain in Europe’ (COM (2009) 0591) and the various working documents attached 
to this communication and also its resolution of 7 September 2010 on ‘Fair Income for 
Farmers: better functioning of the food supply chain in Europe’4,

– having regard to the Commission Decision of 30 July 2010 establishing the High Level 
Forum for a Better Functioning Food Supply Chain (2010/C 210/03),

– having regard to the final recommendations of the High Level Group on the 
Competitiveness of the Agro-Food of 17 March 2009, and the conclusions of the Council 
of 29 March 2010 on a better functioning of the supply chain food in Europe,

– having regard to Eurostat data on price indices of the means of agricultural production, 
(input costs) and price indices of agricultural products (output prices)5,

– having regard to its Declaration of 19 February 2008 on the need to investigate and correct 
the abuses of power by large supermarkets operating in the European Union6 and its 
resolution of 26 March 2009 on ‘Food prices in Europe’7,

– having regard to the JRC report of 2008 on ‘Low input farming systems: an opportunity to 
develop sustainable agriculture’8,

– having regard to Rules 115(5) and 110(2) of its Rules of Procedure,

A. whereas the Commission’s communication on a better functioning of the food supply 
chain (COM (2009) 0591) has identified significant imbalances in bargaining power 
translating into unfair trading practices such as late payments, unilateral contract 
modifications, unfair contract terms, restricted access to the market; lack of information 

1 adopted texts, P7-TA(2010)0286
2 adopted texts, P7-TA(2011)0006
3 adopted texts, P7-TA(2011)0297
4 adopted texts P7-TA(2010)0302
5 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/search_database
6 adopted texts P6-TA(2008)0054
7 adopted texts P6-TA(2009)0191
8 http://agrienv.jrc.ec.europa.eu/publications/pdfs/LIFS_final.pdf
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on price formation; uneven distribution of profit margins throughout the food chain; abuse 
of market power by suppliers or buyers such as cartels and resale price maintenance, 
buying alliances, among others;

B. whereas the level of concentration of very large retailers in the European Union adversely 
affects producers and other suppliers because it results in growing imbalances of power 
between the contracting parties; whereas there is a progressive loss of bargaining power 
for agricultural producers and agri-industries against the power of these large groups in 
determining the price level along the value chain - from primary production, through 
processing to the final consumer; 

C. whereas balanced commercial relations would not only improve the functioning of the 
food supply chain but would also benefit through increased competitiveness, and 
ultimately also benefit consumers;

D. whereas high volatility in agricultural commodity and farm input prices has increased 
insecurity in farm income and in long-term investments by farmers;

E. whereas the increase in production costs and the impossibility of recuperating these costs 
along the food distribution chain may, in the short term, endanger the survival of 
agricultural holdings, thereby weakening the productive potential in Member States and  
exacerbating the problem of trade balances, import levels, volatility and dependence on 
external markets;

F. whereas competition authorities in a number of Member States have found that there are 
four key areas where the imbalances in the food supply chain are especially sensitive: the 
unilateral imposition of contractual terms; discounting practices; penalties; and payment 
terms; 

G. whereas the proliferation of unfair commercial practices today is undermining the 
farmers’ capacity to invest and innovate (especially in green technologies, climate 
mitigation and renewable energy sources, while farmers are required to meet high 
environmental standards, and these requirements will be further strengthened in the post-
2013 Common Agricultural Policy),

H. whereas the Commission communication of 28 October 2009 recommends promoting and 
facilitating the restructuring and consolidation of the agricultural sector by encouraging 
the creation of voluntary agricultural producer organizations;

I. whereas the consumer is also negatively affected by such practices as low prices paid to 
producers and other suppliers do not result in lower prices for consumers;

1. Emphasizes that the problem of imbalances in the food distribution chain has a clear 
European dimension, which demands a specific European solution, given the strategic 
importance of the agri-food chain to the European Union; reminds that the food supply 
chain, agriculture, the agri-food industry and distribution represent 7% of the total 
employment in the EU and is worth €1400 billion per year - a figure greater than in any 
other manufacturing sector in the EU;
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2. Calls on the Commission to propose robust Community legislation - without distorting the 
proper functioning of the markets - to make fairer the relationships between producers, 
suppliers and distributors of food products, and to properly implement the rules already in 
force, not least because the latest agricultural income figures from Eurostat show that, 
since 2009, there has been a drop of 11.6% in farm income at EU level, while total input 
costs for EU farmers climbed on average by almost 40 % between 2000 and 2010;

3. Insists that the Member States should play an active role in establishing consultation fora, 
with proper representation of the actors along the food chain, so as to promote dialogue 
and establish guidelines to bring about fairer, more balanced relationships; reminds that 
such official consultations contributes to protect the producers and suppliers and avoiding 
retaliatory measures from the distribution sector;

4. Calls on national and European competition authorities and other regulating authorities 
involved in production and commerce to take action against abusive buyer practices of 
dominant wholesalers and retailers which systematically put farmers in an extremely 
unequal bargaining position;

5. Welcomes the Commission’s recommendation on the co-operation of the Member States 
concerning an exchange of best practices on notification of contractual practices, and the 
preparation of sets of standard contracts;

6. Calls for the establishment of a framework to effectively control these practices, through 
administrative or judicial means, a system of evaluation and monitoring operated by the 
Member States and coordinated by the European Commission, with the establishment of 
dissuasive sanctions applied effectively and in due time;

7. Calls,  with regard to contractual conditions and abusive commercial practices, for a 
reinforcement of the means to ensure that payment deadlines are respected and, where 
necessary, new instruments should be put in place to minimize and to harmonize at the 
European level the length of time between the delivery and when the payment is actually 
received by suppliers; stresses, in this context, that solutions are urgently required to deal 
with the unacceptable problems encountered by producers of perishable products, with 
short shelf-lives, as these products are quickly sold in supermarkets yet producers only get 
paid several months later, leaving producers with major cash-flow problems;

8. Calls on the European Commission to improve the European Price Monitoring Tool and 
develop a user-friendly, transparent and multilingual interface allowing consumers and 
stakeholders to compare prices of basic foodstuffs within a certain Member State and 
between different Member States on each grade of the food supply chain;

9. Notes the measures in the Commission’s draft proposals for the reform of the CAP, 
designed to strengthen the position of farmers in the food supply chain, through support 
for producer organisations and inter-branch organisations and by promoting short chains 
between producers and consumers, such as markets for local production; believes that 
strengthening farmers’ positions will help them to receive a fairer share of the added-
value; 

10. Calls on the Commission to establish a new relationship between competition rules and 
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the CAP, with the aim of providing farmers and their interbranch organizations with tools 
that will make it possible to improve their negotiating position; calls for changes to 
existing EU competition law so that greater account is taken of the harmful effects of 
vertical concentration on the entire food supply chain, instead of a narrow focus on the 
relative positions of various companies on the market and competition distortion only 
based on its solely detrimental effect to consumers;

11. Stresses that EU wide measures are needed in order to achieve a certain degree of 
coordination and harmonization within the Internal market; different national initiatives 
and measures have already been taken at national level in order to address issues of 
bargaining power and unfair practices (some countries have introduced codes of conduct, 
whilst others have adopted laws banning unfair practices);

12. Calls on the Commission to undertake an in-depth study into the differences in approach 
between the 27 national competition authorities and policies and to encourage solutions 
which involve all partners in the food production chain and which prevent dominant 
positions of one or a mere few parts of the input or output chain, which often occur at the 
expense of the agricultural producer;

13. Insists on a system of sanctions to be applied where abuses are discovered which must be 
proportional to the financial and commercial damage caused to the food supply chain 
actors and must be administered swiftly enough to ensure that they are highly dissuasive. 
Suggests that the Member States introduce a requirement for effective complaint 
mechanisms – accompanied by penalties – whereby injured parties could lay a complaint 
without fear of losing the contract at issue;

14. Considers that the solution to tackling the imbalances in the food distribution chain 
consists of, a new framework combining regulation, changes to competition law and more 
horizontal legislation, in conjunction with existing and new, voluntary self-regulatory 
agreements; insists that member states should promote the development of best practices 
and/or codes of conduct in partnership with all stakeholders, integrating producers, 
industry, suppliers, retailers and consumer representatives, making the best use of existing 
synergies;

15. Believes that an EU-wide information campaign informing farmers of their contractual 
rights as well as of the most common illegal, unfair and abusive contractual and 
commercial practices should be prioritised;

16. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and the Commission.


