                                                  WORLD ITALIAN BEEF CATTLE CONGRESS

In May I attended the 4th World Italian Beef Cattle Congress at Gubbio, in Italy. The programme focussed on the performance of the five Italian breeds – Chianina, Romagnola, Marchigiana, Maremmana and Podolica, around the world and on the considerable volume of research into various aspects of genetics, performance parameters and carcase quality that is ongoing in Italy. However, there are a number of other facets of the beef cattle industry in Italy that may be of interest to Romagnola breeders here in Australia.

Italy has about 8,000,000 cattle of which around 50% are beef and 50% are dairy. In 2003 beef turnoff was worth 3,833,000,000 euro, or 8.4% of the total value of agricultural production. 45% of the beef cattle are imported from other countries such as France, Germany and Ireland, mainly as young feeder cattle for fattening. There are five breeds of Italian cattle which the government strongly supports and heavily regulates  under the “Cinque Razze” logo that it adopted in 1984. The Romagnola, Chianina and Marchigiana are high performance breeds, each one predominant in it’s own traditional provinces, while the Maremmana and Podolica are considered “rustic” breeds for use in the less favoured, harsher environments.

All stud cattle are controlled and recorded by ANABIC – Associazione Nazionale Allevatori Bovini da Carne, (National Association of Breeders of Italian Beef Cattle). The numbers in each breed are relatively small:

          Romagnola             15,000 (including 8,100 cows)

          Chianina                 38,000

          Marchigiana            45,000

There are also 150,000 Piedmontese in the far northern regions of the country. This is a double muscled breed whose growth rate and mature size are approximately 2/3rds that of the other breeds. It is not promoted by ANABIC.

Subsidies.

The industry is strongly supported by government subsidies, The five breeds receive:

        250 euro per breeding cow per year.

       100-150 euro slaughter subsidy for males and females slaughtered. 

        150 euro minor breed subsidy per adult cow per year. (heifers 6-24 months receive 60%, i.e. 90 euro per year.

This amounts to 500 – 550 euro per adult animal per year. In May 2005 with $A1 = 0.6 euro this equates to $A830 - $A921.

In addition to this there is an “organic” subsidy. This is for environmental purposes only and does not produce an organic beef product. If a producer agrees to certain strict conditions regarding the non-use of chemicals on crops and pasture or in bought-in fodders etc., he can receive a subsidy of 400 euro per productive hectare, i.e. excluding land used for buildings, roads, wasteland etc,.

Subsidies obviously provide a substantial part of the farmer’s income. Despite what our politicians and organisations tell us about progress being made in encouraging the E.E.C. to reduce the level of subsidies and decoupling subsidies from production, there is little chance of any real progress being made in the forseeable future.

This year a major change has been made in the method of calculating a farmer’s subsidy entitlement in order to streamline the process. The government has now decided to average the amount of subsidy paid for the three years from 2001 to 2003. This amount will be the farmer’s entitlement for the next eight years to 2013. There is a concession to the environment to the extent that the entitlement will decline by 4% per year but this amount will be repaid provided that an equivalent amount is spent on some environmentally friendly activity, such as planting trees, clearing weeds etc., many of which the farmer would do anyway. In the meantime the farmer is virtually guaranteed that the effective level of his subsidy will be maintained for the next eight years.

Marketing.

One of the results of the occurrence of B.S.E. in Europe has been a much greater attention to marketing and the need to guarantee a healthy product. In 1992 the E.E.C. adopted a “Protected Geographical Indication” (P.G.I.) system as a basis for recognising and protecting food products destined for human consumption from various areas.In 1993 the C.C.B.I. Consortium requested recognition for P.G.I. Vitellone Bianco dell’Appennino Centrale – the white cattle of the Central Appenines. This was approved in 1998. Many other foods have been registered under P.G.I. but this is the only meat in Italy registered within the E.E.C. Slaughter and marketing regulations in Italy are quite complex and even moreso for the Vitellone Bianco dell’Appennino Centrale program. All cattle must be slaughtered in designated abbatoirs within the region and each animal is individually traced from birth to slaughter and sale to the consumer. All aspects of the animal’s husbandry and nutrition are closely regulated and monitored and the quality and health status of the product is guaranteed.

This programme is only available to the three breeds – Romagnola, Chianina and Marchigiana and each breed is a completely separate project. The maximum carcase weight is 470kg. with all cattle finished in feedlot and virtually all males sold entire. Romagnola males dress 400 – 420kg. at 20 – 21 months and hiefer carcases weigh 320 – 340 at 19 – 21 months.

In the first year of operation, 2001, the Romagnola breed slaughtered 428 head of P.G.I. cattle. The number rose rapidly to 2199 in 2004 and is expected to peak at 4,000 head annually. The small abbattoir that I visited processes 700 cattle and 3,000 pigs per week and was processing only Romagnola cattle that day.

The meat is sold through specialised outlets in direct competition with traditionally processed product. Full details of the breeder, the individual animal’s breeding, the production system etc., along with a guarantee of quality and freedom from disease are provided on the display counter.

The cost of the programme, including identification, traceability, production supervision etc., is 40 euro ($A66.60) per head. This is shared between the producer and the processor with a small amount being used for promotion. The costs are minimised because each animal is already registered and individually identified through the breed service run by ANABIC.

The system is very effective – at present P.G.I. cattle are bringing 5 euro ($A8.30) per kg. liveweight, whereas non – P.G.I. cattle return around 4 euro ($A6.64) per kg. In fact, this P.G.I. product has now become the highest priced beef in the marketplace.

The whole system is underpinned by a D.N.A. bank. When each animal is tagged a piece of cartilage from the ear is preserved and can be used to confirm that the beef being sold in the shop is actually from the animal that it is claimed to be. An additional benefit from the system is the potential to use the performance data of every animal within the breed to calculate performance indices for all the sires used.

We must remember, however, that the total P.G.I. Vitellone Bianco dell’Appennino Centrale programme covers only about 1.25% of the national herd and consumer market. It fills a limited niche market that has been recognised and effectively exploited to the benefit of the cattle breeds involved and demonstrates the support the government provides for the traditional national breeds.

Traceability.

The E.E.C. has no electronic traceback system. Traceback in Italy is based on identification by numbered eartags and individual paper “passports” that accompany each animal through any change of ownership, all of which are recorded on a central data base. Recently bar coded and numbered eartags were introduced but, as it is easier to read the tag visually, the bar code is seldom used.

The government proposes to trial electronic identification using the 15,000 head of recorded Romagnola cattle. 400,000 euro have been allocated to establish the system that will use reusable rumen boluses. These will be supplied free and implanted by government officials who will also read and record all movements. This will be at no cost to the producer who will not be required to carry out any of the work involved.

 The Romagnola breed was chosen as the trial group because all cattle are already identified, controlled and located in a defined area. Even so, it is estimated to cost approx. $A45 per head in the firstyear and $A16.5 per year (or $A55 per head slaughtered) thereafter.

The trial group comprises less than 0.2% of the national herd and is a small, easily managed group that already manually records the same data that the electronic system will record. Whatever the results, it will be interesting to see the government’s attitude to the estimated 215,000,000 euro first year set-up cost and ongoing yearly costs of 80,000,000 euro to introduce the system on a national basis.

This is necessarily a simplified overview of some very complex subjects but it is informative to see what is actually happening overseas compared with the news reports we receive from various commercial and political sources.

John Onley.

