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On behalf of the organizing association Cogeca and the local host Pellervo I’d like to welcome all of you to this important Seminar. May I specially thank Commissioner Mr. Mario Monti for you kindness to arrive in Helsinki to express your views on the topic of the day. May I also thank Minister Mr. Mauri Pekkarinen for your encouraging support from the very beginning in the preparation of this Seminar. There are also many other partners who have been dealing with the practical and the financial side of the Seminar, who deserve sincere thanks for their role but I will come back to them later on today.

During some years Cogeca has dealt with large topics like corporate governance in co-operatives, the new legislation for co-operatives, the white book for co-operatives, the role of co-operatives in an enlarging Europe, the role of the co-operatives in the food chain etcetera. These topics show the central role the co-operatives play in Europe and how important the co-operatives are not only for the farming members / the producers but also for the consumers. More than 60% of the every-day –food and more than 50% of the farm-supply go through a co-operative in the present EU. The co-operatives’ role when we speak about food safety and quality is enormous.

In order to maintain this role there is for decades an on going process with mergers and acquisitions, which is normal in the every day business world. The building of national networks is logical for co-opratives. These net-buildings struggle for efficiency and lowering of cost level and prices. This happens in favour for both the producers and the consumers. 

The co-operatives grow from local to regional, from regional to national and from national to multinational levels. We are all in this room aware of the need for that process in order to meet the competition from the private sector and from multinational companies. We have already good examples of this process and we will today listen to cases with both positive and negative experiences from that process.

We are aware of the fact that competition is needed and that co-operation is needed. There is a businesslike balance between them, but where are the benefits. We’ll listen to Professor Paavo Okko’s view on that aspect.

It is too easy to look at he co-operative network as some kind of cartel. Is it so that the competition law and the legislation for the co-operatives are in some kind of conflict with each other? This question is not limited only to agricultural co-operatives  -  it also concerns consumer co-operatives as well as co-operative banks and insurance.

The large question on the definition on what really is a relevant market is really relevant for the co-operatives on their path for growth and larger enterprises. In some countries it seems to be easier than in others. Is that really fair when the European Union should be regarded as one large free trade marketplace? The relevant market definition is not only a problem for co-operatives; it has prohibited also other companies in the periphery of Europe to respond to an increasing international competition. 

These are large questions and we as organizers hope that the Seminar will lighten them and give some guidelines for the future.

