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The second session of the second cycle

of Working Group 1 - Agriculture and

Rural Development, was organized on

24 November 2020 via the Zoom video

conference platform. The topic of the

session was: "The market of agricultural

products in context of the COVID 19

pandemic". The online session was at-

tended by more than 50 participants,

such as senior officials of the Ministry

of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Eco-

nomy (MAFWE), prominent university

professors, Members of Parliament, far-

mers, international experts, and repre-

sentatives of relevant national civil so-

ciety organizations.

Mileva Gjurovska, National Coordina-

tor of NCEU-MK, Professor at the Facul-

ty of Philosophy. She thanked the par-

ticipants for their participation, remin-

ding that in the past three years the

Convention has proven to be a conti-

nuous and functional civic platform for

open, inclusive and highly professional

dialogue on issues related to accession

negotiations for membership of the

European Union. Working Group-1

(WG1) of the National Convention, by

its work, has contributed to the pro-

motion of European standards and

their adaptation in the national legal

and social context.
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According to Gjurovska, the agricultu-

ral sector is a vital sector because it

produces food for the population and

so the state should treat it appro-

priately. We should not only talk about

it, but also try do much more. "We

regard Europeanization as a way to

build a functional legal system, to

build institutions that citizens will

trust, and that will happen when the

institutions themselves work for the

citizens and for the public good." Con-

ditions need to be created in which

people can live and work in villages

that are now left without local popula-

tion. Agricultural reforms simply do

not make sense without investments

in rural development, without eradica-

ting nepotism that deprives young

people of any local prospects, we have

to face a system that reproduces cor-

ruption whose consequences are pan-

demic as well," noted the NCEU-MK

Coordinator.  

Tomas Strazaj, the Director of the Slo-

vak Foreign Policy Association (SFPA),

wel-comed the audience, expressing

regret over the impossibility of holding

the session live. He conveyed the readi-

ness of the Slovak participants to share

their knowledge gained during the

integration process of Slovakia, but

also the know-ledge gained through

membership of the European Union,

noting that both Slovakia and the

European Union have undergone ma-

ny changes since the great enlargem-

ent of the Union, way back in 2004.

Strazaj expressed regret for the politi-

cal dispute between the Republic of

North Macedonia and the Republic of

Bulgaria, noting that it is better to

establish a dialogue between the two

sides, instead of sending emotional

messages that are exchanged across

borders. "Unfortunately, we cannot

choose the neighbors," noted Strazaj,

"but co-operation, and especially co-

operation in regional initiatives, can

also solve problematic issues between

neighbors." At the end of his welcome

address, Tomas Strazaj expressed

confidence that the negotiations for

EU membership will continue, and

that the Slovak Republic will continue

its resolute decision to support the EU

enlargement with the Western Balkan

countries.

 



 
Arjanit Hoxha, Minister of Agricul-

ture, Forestry and Water Economy, first

expressed satisfaction with the organi-

zation of such expert and international

event where the priorities of the sector

for agriculture and rural development

are promoted as such. Minister Hoxha

then referred to the effects of the pan-

demic on the local agricultural sector,

talking about the major changes in

agriculture that were necessary to deal

with the pandemic, upon disruption of

the supply chain. In his words, the pan-

demic greatly affected the quality of

food, the livelihood of farmers, but also

other actors in the supply chain. "Ana-

lyses do show that the consequences

of the pandemic in the field of agricul-

ture, as a labor-intensive branch, are

particularly concerning. During the ag-

ricultural season, there is a great de-

mand for farm labor. Lack of farm la-

bor leads to losses among producers,

to increased costs, which then increas-

es the market price of local agricul-

tural products as such. COVID 19 pan-

demic security and protection mea-

sures complicate distribution and sig-

nificantly affect costs as such".

Maja Lazareska, Head of the European

Union Department at MAFWE and Co-

Chair of NCEU-MK, pointed out that there

are already data obtained from research

on the impacts of the COVID-19 pande-

mic upon the agricultural sector, which

also address problems with the market of

agricultural products. Experts in this field

have already drafted recommendations

for intervention in order to mitigate the

consequences of market disruption. From

the conducted research and analysis, the

experts gave recommendations to state

institutions, which would then imple-

ment them in order to deal with the crisis

in the agricultural sector.

Jan Barsvari, an expert from Slovakia,

pointed out that the consequences of the

pandemic caused by COVID-19 are similar

in almost all European countries. He iden-

tified the main current problems in Slo-

vak agriculture involving: transport of pro-

ducts and procurement, production in

agricultural holdings and measures rela-

ted to COVID-19 and sales, i.e., marketing

of farm products. Transport problems

stemmed from the closure of borders du-

ring the first three months of the pande-

mic that was later overcome.



The current EU measure was also men-

tioned, the so-called Green lines which

enabled the rapid crossing of the borders

in context of transporting agricultural

products, meat or other products with a

short product life. He also singled out the

problem of shortage of skilled labor that

can operate agricultural machinery,

which was then resolved by mutual agre-

ement on the opening of the borders

between the Czech Republic and Slova-

kia; this, in turn, allowed the circulation of

skilled labor force. In general, Slovakia did

not face major problems in agriculture. It

was important that large farms imple-

mented measures to protect against infe-

ction and so incurred increased costs. The

pandemic was taken seriously and far-

mers took measures to protect their farm

workers. The pandemic particularly affec-

ted pork meat producers, which also

affected Germany due to swine flu, which

then significantly aggravated the situa-

tion as such. According to him, it espe-

cially endangered the sectors: catering

and tourism; the supply of wine, espe-

cially for small family producers; the sale

of sheep cheese which is a traditional

product that depends on tourism; the

production of beer and wine due to their

dependence on the restaurant industry;  

sheep breeding due to the inaccessibility

of lamb placements on the Italian market

and the weak demand from the restau-

rant and hotel industry; production and

sale of flowers due to the closure of flo-

rists during the first COVID-19 pandemic

wave; and fruit and vegetable production

due to the lack of seasonal manual labor

force, which is also a continuing problem

as such. In order to deal with the pro-

blems in these branches, measures were

created within the EU with the flexibility

for each of the countries to adapt them to

their own local conditions. It is about the

so-called 'Temporary state aid framework'

that could also be used by local farmers.

The country that took a serious approach

with the support of agriculture was Hun-

gary, which allocated 400 million euros

just for this sector, followed by the Czech

Republic with approximately the same

amount of support. In Slovakia, there was

no direct state intervention to support

agriculture. The support of the state was

in the free movement of labor force in the

endangered sectors. The Slovak Agricultu-

ral Payment Agency has increased the

possibility of using regular agricultural

funds, but without increased activity due

to the inability to administer and conduct

on-site inspections as such. The EU has

subsidized the construction of private

warehouses for products such as milk,

butter, and meat. Subsidizing the pur-

chase of agricultural products, as well as

measures to subsidize the very rural deve-

lopment. The government allowed 7,000

to 70,000 euros per company to be used,

depending on the company size.

 



Slovakia has also developed a financial

assistance plan known as "Measure 2"

to support the economy, providing 20

million euros, of which only 7 million

were used; that is, this is the amount

initially asked by applicant companies.

Unfortunately, this measure did not

cover large companies. The money

was distributed up to the amount of

50 thousand euros per applicant com-

pany - according to the company reali-

zed turnover. Special attention was pa-

id to simplifying the procedures of hir-

ing seasonal workers by giving prefe-

rence to persons who are long unem-

ployed (the period of engagement was

extended). A movement regime has

been established for travelers crossing

the border (workers from Hungary,

Czech Republic), that are crossing the

Slovak border on a daily basis. On the

other hand, the protective measures

for disinfection of farms and protec-

tion of farm workers were not suppor-

ted by the state as such.

Biljana Petrovska-Mitrevska - Natio-

nal Federation of Farmers (NFF). She

noted that there are already available

data from research conducted by the

NFF. She first referred to the atmo-

sphere in the country after the official

declaration of the pandemic, which

was dominated by uncertainty and

fear; this was also greatly reflected in

the field of agriculture.

What is characteristic is that, in the

agricultural households, an additional

family activity appeared that was pre-

viously performed by the state and

municipal institutions (education of

the farm children, care for the elderly

and the sick at the farms), which, in

turn, made the life of the agricultural

population even more difficult. A spe-

cial problem was the rare public tran-

sport and the bans on the movement

of the population during imposed long

curfews, which especially affected the

performance of agricultural activities

and the quality of everyday life. The

government intervened with additio-

nal measures for the movement of the

agricultural population, but very soon

the problem of placement of early ve-

getables and cabbage arose due to

the disrupted supply chains for agri-

cultural products - noted Petrovska-

Mitrevska. 

 



She also cited the problem of selling

lamb, the EU countries being closed

which resulted in the low price. The si-

tuation with the sale of wine is similar,

which contributed to the very low pri-

ce of the purchase of grapes in the fall

of 2020; the price fell to even one de-

nar per kg. Government measures ha-

ve covered the agricultural sector in-

significantly and have not found creati-

ve solutions for establishing simple

models for placing surplus production

by subsidizing producers and selling

products at a low purchase price, offer-

ing the possibility for agricultural pro-

ducts to be used in food banks to sup-

port the social sector, instead of being

destroyed.

Aleksandra Martinovska - Stojches-
ka and Ana Simonovska (Experts at

NCEU-MK and Professors at the Facul-

ty of Agricultural Sciences and Food in

Skopje). They followed up on the re-

sults of the research conducted within

the NFF in which they participated as

experts. Namely, this is a survey condu-

cted about producers of agricultural

products (grape growers, gardeners,

fruit growers, farmers, milk and meat

producers). In this analysis, primary

production, processing of agricultural

products, transport, logistics, and de-

mand for agricultural products are ta-

ken into account.

The data show that COVID-19 pandemic

has a negative impact in the field of agri-

culture, especially manifested in the field

of labor (high labor costs), low product

purchase price, reduced liquidity of the

individual agricultural holding, problems

in placement and marketing, transport

and communication among participants

in the entire food supply chain as such.

Despite the negative perceptions of far-

mers, the fact that 2/3 of the surveyed

population has an optimistic approach

and believe that the situation will

improve, is still encouraging. The general

conclusion is that the pandemic and the

protection measures disrupt the chains of

sale of agricultural products. According to

the interpretation of the data, the most

affected by the pandemic were the far-

mers themselves (98%), followed by servi-

ces (transport, logistics, storage, distribu-

tion with 21%), followed by green markets.

However, the placement problem was

somewhat mitigated by the door-to-door

sale of local agricultural products. Marti-

novska-Stojcheska, regarding the conse-

quences caused by the pandemic, noted

the following conclusions:

 



·The pandemic stressed the importan-

ce of establishing a stable food system

that is functional in all circumstances

and that supplies the population with

sufficient quality food; 

·It showed the special role of agricultu-

ral producers in the food supply chain

and the vulnerability of small agricul-

tural producers who in normal condi-

tions have problems and are on the

verge of sustainability;

·The pandemic also put in the foregro-

und the difficulties in the organization

of agricultural households, especially

in reconciling household work with fa-

rm labor responsibilities (reducing pro-

ductive farm work time for the sake of

currently increased family responsibi-

lities);

·The pandemic increased the costs of

agricultural holdings by purchasing

disinfectants to fight possible infection

of local farm workers;

·It also increased the risk of insolvency

of agricultural holdings and highligh-

ted the problem associated with the

lack of adequate sources of funding,

especially for small farm producers;

·It also emphasized the problem of labor

shortages during the agricultural seasons;

·The pandemic also showed the need for

further association in agriculture;

·It also showed the need for better com-

munication with all stakeholders in the

agricultural supply chain;

·It further stressed the need for public

support for digitalization in the field of

agriculture as a necessary condition for

the functioning of agricultural holdings in

modern and extraordinary conditions;

·It also emphasized the need for public

support in maintaining food supply cha-

ins;

·Finally, the pandemic showed the need

for support for the storage, finishing, and

processing of agricultural products as

such.

 



DEBATE
 

Zoran Shapurikj, Director of the State

Inspectorate for Agriculture (SIA), wel-

comed the organization of the event,

noting that like everyone else, the Ins-

pectorate is facing the undesirable

consequences of the current pande-

mic. The main challenge for SIA, accor-

ding to Shapurikj, is the large number

of inspectors infected with COVID-19,

but that the Inspectorate continues to

perform its activity, especially the bo-

rder phytosanitary control, in order to

smooth the import and export. As part

of the challenges, he mentioned the

purchase of grapes and tobacco, ad-

ding that grape growers received sub-

sidies for the purchase of grapes. "The-

re are other challenges ahead, regard-

ing the purchase of grapes; due to the

anti-COVID measures, additional cont-

rols follow; then the adoption of the re-

levant law and bylaws, of course for to-

bacco as well."

Marina Tosheska, LAG Agro-leader. She

addressed the position of women in the

agricultural sector, talking about the

complicated circumstances caused by

the current dire pandemic. She empha-

sized that in addition to agricultural acti-

vities, in most cases, women do take care

of the home, children, including their

education, while also she believes that

support is needed to facilitate women's

engagement in rural areas. According to

her, ad hoc solutions are not needed, but

long-term solutions as such. Finally, she

noted that the costs of basic products in

rural areas are 30% higher than those of-

fered in urban areas.

Gordana Popsimonova, Professor at the
Faculty of Agricultural Sciences and Food

in Skopje. According to her, the current

dire pandemic crisis has brought to the

surface the urgency of three professions:

medical, information science, and agri-

cultural. There is a common denominator

among these professions, and that is the

application of science and development

that are not created overnight, which:

"Unfortunately in agriculture are comple-

tely marginalized." She stressed that, in

the recommendations, it is necessary to

include the need for the state to pay

more attention to the introduction of sci-

ence and development components in

the field of agriculture.

 



Ana Simonovska followed up on

Martinovska-Stojcheska's presentati-

on regarding the access to finance of

agricultural producers, especially

smallholdings that do not have any

way to access capital. She spoke of far-

mers' difficulties in finding capital, ex-

plaining that it is almost impossible for

small businesses to raise funds. "We

know that there were certain packages

that were offered by the Development

Bank to deal with the consequences of

the pandemic crisis, but unfortunately

unregistered farmers do not have the

right to use those funds in any way."

Simonovska called on the present

Slovak expert, Mr. Barsvari, to share

how Slovakia has dealt with the prob-

lem of financing, especially for small

producers, and what measures have

been taken to deal with the current

crisis.

Svetlana Kolarikj, an official of the

Food and Veterinary Agency, noted

that any sharing of experience leads to

mutual success for all. "The COVID-19

crisis really takes its toll on all of us,

including farmers, stock breeders, farm

workers, but also relevant administra-

tion employees; that is, in this case, we,

the employees of the Food and Veteri-

nary Agency and our fellow agriculture

inspectors, found ourselves in a rather

bad situation that changed the way of

thinking and the way of acting," 

Kolarikj remarked. She singled out the

purchase of home-made products and

the selection and preparation of healthier

food for families as a bright spot in the

overall uncertainty caused by the current

pandemic.

Trpe Stojanovski, hailed the session as

an example of pragmatic work and con-

structive search for solutions. He addres-

sed two main points: the government's in-

centive for young farmers and labor pro-

blems. Stojanovski noted that the delay in

the return of funds for young farmers who

have already invested, has a negative im-

pact because they have difficulty to ac-

cess agricultural funds, and are exposed

to additional costs. As for the labor force,

he referred to the infrastructure, appeal-

ing to provide better access to agricul-

tural plots in order to prevent the demo-

ralization of agricultural workers by facili-

tating technical work."When we have in

rural areas the difficulty to access our own

plantations, or our own farmland plots

because they are encircled by other land

plots, or because we are missing a small

access road just for 200 or 300 meters,

this then creates additional problems." -

added Stojanovski.

 



Nikola Babovski, the Director of the

Agency for Financial Support in

Agriculture and Rural Development,

welcomed the event and referred to

the measures taken by state institu-

tions. "Assessing the situation that

arose with the current pandemic and

greatly disrupted all flows, in capacity

as the Government, the Agency, and of

course the competent Ministry, we did

several things that unfortunately were

not properly noted," complained Ba-

bovski. As part of those measures, he

mentioned the financial support of the

Government for the procurement of

the so-called farm 'green oil' (i.e., fuel

intended only for farm machines and

tractors, sold at cheaper subsidized

prices and colored green in order to

prevent fraud for different use), the re-

duction of production costs, and the

allocation of 1500 denars as govern-

ment subsidy per young female lamb

for breeding. 

Vaska Mojsovska, President of the

National Federation of Farmers, joined

the debate in order to highlight the

damage caused to the production and

sale of grapes, noting that grape-raising

farmers will continue to work and toil,

and invest their labor and funds. "But we

would not be farmers if we are not per-

sistent and not brave and do not con-

tinue to work," she noted, welcoming the

measures taken by the government to

alleviate the crisis and calling for long-

term reflection on agricultural develop-

ment over the next 20-30 years.

Jorde Jakimovski, Professor at the In-

stitute for Sociological and Political-Legal

Research in Skopje, highlighted the pro-

blem of production safety in crisis situati-

ons, noting that state authorities should

provide protective measures, especially

for product placement and marketing. He

demanded that there should be sancti-

ons if there is violation of the already

signed agreements for the wholesale pur-

chase and buyout of farm products. 

 



Jakimovski also raised the question:

"Who will take care of the production

performed by small farmers if they get

sick in this dire pandemic time?" - call-

ing for greater mobilization and fin-

ding measures to protect the popula-

tion and livestock in farms.

Ivan Vangelov, also noted that far-

mers suffered the biggest blow due to

the disrupted market chain in the time

of the current pandemic. In his words,

"The relevant Ministry and other stake-

holders failed to develop a concept

about the current crisis, although they

had enough time and many pieces of

information." He then mentioned that

the prices of traditional crops, which

were produced for local markets or for

export, were consequently very low;

this, then, made farmers change the

assortment of crops and the way of

production, because they were more

motivated to produce for the local

canning industry, which ultimately led

to lower market prices as such.

 


