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Key ask on FVAS

1.

That the legislation is amended to retain 4.1% as the baseline above which the
Minister can exercise discretionary powers. This would enable the potential have
outlined below.

That the proposal to repeal the scheme is removed or replaced with a commitment to
replacing it with at least the same level of support as was available under the FVAS,
having been designed in consultation with the mushroom sector/FVAS beneficiaries
and that the commencement date of this is immediately after in revocation of the
existing scheme.

Summary points

The mushroom sector is estimated to be worth £42m per annum, with a further £22m
in the local supply chain.

It provides 10% of mushrooms, and 40% of organic mushrooms across the UK.

The Fruit and Vegetable Aid Scheme (FVAS) is the only substantial means to access
support for the industry. The removal or adaptation of this will further threaten the
industry. Other existing schemes do not provide the required support.

It is currently worth £1.6m to the mushroom sector.

In the absence of DEFRA putting forward its plans for how it will replace the Fruit and
Veg Aid Scheme, it is imperative that DAERA provide certainty and clarity on the
support that will be available to mushroom growers.

As is the case with labour supply issues for the industry, the interplay of reserved and
devolved matters, as well as Irish border, makes matters more challenging.

The Irish Government recently announced a package of measures amounting to €19
million including the Scheme of Investment Aid for the Development of the
Commercial Horticulture Sector, the EU Producer Organisation Scheme for the Fruit
and Vegetable Sector, the Schemes of Investment Aid for Innovation and
Diversification in Horticulture and the Horticulture Crisis Fund.

The recent storm Eowyn has put further pressure on the sector, with insurance
companies unable to compensate for damage done to polytunnels.
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¢ NIMGA has engaged extensively with the department, Minister and wider Executive
on the urgent need for support. We have highlighted the potential for growth in line
with Executive ambitions on horticulture and food security, but fundamental to this is
securing appropriate support for the sector.

¢ NIMGA has also met with senior officials to discuss the available support that the
Minister has pointed to as a means to support the industry to highlight that existing
schemes do not meet the needs of the industry.

e The Pilot Horticulture Scheme, which includes Sustainable Sector Growth Groups,
Innovation Driver and Support, and New Growers Academy, Supply Chain Scheme
and Farm Sustainability Payment are all schemes that have been referenced or
considered by NIMGA as a potential means of support, but do not meet the needs of
the sector.

Proposal for Enhanced PO Scheme

The FVAS is the main source of support for the mushroom industry in Northern Ireland, and
so NIMGA believe that any changes to how it functions should serve to enhance the existing
scheme.

As the Committee are aware, NIMGA have been calling for more support for the sector more
generally, and so any proposal to reduce the existing level of support would be devastating
for an industry which is already under pressure as a result of a lack of access to workers.

We also believe there is potential to grow the industry and economic output, as at present,
just 40% of mushrooms sold in the UK are grown here.

As we have outlined above, it is essential that a floor of 4.1% is in place as the floor after
which the Minister can exercise discretionary powers.

We have also set out suggestions as to how the scheme could be enhanced going forward:

¢ Changes in the recognition criteria required to start a PO, including number of
members, VMP etc.

e The ownership of the CAPEX items to sit with primary producers, once
purchased through the PO.

e A seven-year option to allow for long term planning and offers a level of security.

¢ Incentives for environmental and R&D actions, similar to the 80% offered by the
EU scheme.

e 80% funding for automation and robotics.

e Greater flexibility and higher support levels for promotional activity.
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How the Committee can help

1. Table an amendment to Clause 1 which would insert 4.1% (current aid level) as the
minimum level of support, after which the Minister could enact discretionary powers
which could include the above proposed enhancements.

2. Remove the power to revoke the scheme or insert a clause that commits to replacing
it with at least the same level of support in a new scheme, in consultation with the
mushroom sector/FVAS beneficiaries to take effect the immediately after the existing
scheme is repealed.

3. Ensure that the Minister and Executive secure a meeting with UK Government to
discuss the need for bespoke visa for the sector in Northern Ireland.

4. Putin place a safety net scheme to ensure that the sector is protected from shocks
outside of their control as is available for other parts of horticulture and agriculture.



