Agriculture is ‘sexy’

Portugal — a country recovering from the economic crisis, boosting its agricultural sector
and strengthening its image. Farming is ‘sexy’ again.

Last year 280 people a month decided to go into farming, most of them young people
faced with high unemployment in their home country, which until recently was
dependent on the EU’s rescue package. The country is Portugal.

During the economic crisis, for many young people investing in the agricultural sector
seemed the obvious thing to do. José Diogo Albuquerque, Secretary of State for
Agriculture in the Portuguese Ministry of Agriculture, explains how the image of farming
in Portugal has changed in recent years. ‘It is unbelievable how many farmers want to
invest’, he says. For countries such as Portugal, or Greece, it has been extremely
important to have support from EU investment to modernise the agricultural sector.
However, in Portugal it is difficult to reconcile all the different farmers’ situations, the
Secretary of State said.

Very much as in Austria, the geographical differences between the north and south of
the country are immense. The average Portuguese farm is about 13 hectares. In the flat
south of the country, some of the farms with extensive grassland are 500 hectares,
while in the mountainous north farms get smaller and smaller, with some of them less
than a single hectare. But EU regulations are easy to live with nonetheless. Greening
measures in particular are well accepted. ‘Farmers don’t complain’, Albuquerque said.
‘We have enough biodiversity in Portugal’.

The effects of the crisis

As a result of the economic crisis, the Portuguese market shrank, enabling more farm
produce to be exported. ‘The sector is getting bigger and stronger’, is how Albuquerque
described the change. Agriculture was the only sector with any growth (6% p/a) in
recent years. In 2013, total exports of agricultural produce were worth 4.5 billion euros.
Two thirds of these exports went to other EU countries, the main trading partners being
Spain, Germany and France.

Along with the rise in exports, the crisis also had a positive impact on the image of
agriculture. ‘The crisis has shown people in our country how important farming is’, the
Secretary of State said. In Portugal, it is therefore ‘sexy’ to be a farmer again. This was
confirmed by a man from his own personal experience: Pedro Bernardes, a fruit grower,
has 60 hectares on his farm on which he grows grapes for wine production and
40 hectares are used to grow ‘Pera Rocha’, a type of pear that is a regional speciality.

Bernardes, who took over the farm from his father, is one of many young farmers in
Portugal, but he warns people not to expect too much. ‘Agriculture has restored its
good image. Many young people are therefore trying to get into farming. But they must
not forget that being a farmer is hard work and that sacrifices have to be made.’

Strength in numbers

Bernardes sells his produce through the cooperative ‘Frutoeste’ (meaning ‘Fruits from
the west’). Located in western Portugal, this cooperative of fruit growers was founded
in 1977 with an initial 17 members. It now has 184 members and is particularly



important for small growers. It negotiates prices with supermarkets and takes care of
the investment side of the business. The EU funded 30% of the total cost of constructing
Frutoeste’s distribution centre.

Frutoeste handles an average of 220 tonnes of produce a year, in the form of pears and
lemons, 70% of which is exported, mainly to the UK, Poland, Canada and Brazil. The
regional speciality pear ‘Pera Rocha’ has also been granted the EU’s ‘Protected
Designation of Origin’ status, like the ‘Wachauer Marille’ apricot in Austria, which
should help farmers to obtain better prices. Being in the Frutoeste cooperative also
ensures that farmers have better marketing methods available. There is another
advantage of membership of a producer community: under the Portuguese rural
development programme, farmers who are members of a producer community receive
10% higher investment subsidies.

The Portuguese Ministry of Agriculture’s aim is to ensure that farmers have a better
negotiating position through membership of a producer community and to safeguard
the survival of small-scale farmers. Despite the financial and structural problems in their
country, the Ministry and farmers themselves tend to be optimistic about the future.
The economy may not have completely recovered and unemployment may still be
rising, but the Portuguese are fed up with hearing about problems. ‘The glass is half full,
it’s no longer half empty. That’s what we’re talking about now’, said Albuquerque.
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