Common Sense Prevails on Wonky Fruit and Veg
One of my happiest schoolboy memories is of going into the local greengrocer’s and finding a potato that looked just like my Latin master. Nature can produce some very quirky, even obscene, specimens of fruit and vegetables. But in the late 1980s, in a fit of over-regulation, EU agriculture ministers endorsed a proposal from the European Commission to lay down minimum standards relating to the size and shape of agricultural produce.

   The British tabloid press had a field-day, railing against the Brussels Cucumber Police in this latest perceived assault on British sovereignty. Some of the hostile media coverage was undoubtedly exaggerated, but for once it was at least partly right. And the fact that EU fruit and veg standards meant that up to 20 per cent of farm produce was deemed unworthy of sale as human food led to a shocking level of waste.

   So Liberal Democrats of all shades of opinion regarding the EU can genuinely celebrate the fact that on the recommendation of the Danish Liberal EU Agriculture Commissioner, Mariann Fischer Boel, Agriculture Ministers of the 27 member states last week agreed to scrap most of the relevant curbs. ‘This marks a new dawn for the curvy cucumber and the knobbly carrot!’ Commissioner Fischer Boel declared.

   One of the undoubted stars of the recent ELDR Congress in Stockholm, Commissioner Fischer Boel shares the desire of European Liberal Democrats to reform the EU and its agricultural policies in ways that will make them more efficient, less wasteful, less bureaucratic and more responsive to public opinion. Moreover, as she said in Brussels the other day, ‘We simply do not need to regulate this sort of thing at EU level.’

   She continued, ‘In these days of high food prices and general economic difficulties, consumers should be able to choose from the widest range of products possible. It makes no sense to throw perfectly good products away, just because they are the “wrong” shape.’

   Under the new change, marketing standards for 26 categories of fruit and vegetables (including asparagus, cucumbers, carrots, onions, cherries and melons) will be repealed. So forked parsnips with ‘legs’ to rival Marilyn Monroe’s will no longer be barred. But rules covering 10 other types of fruit and veg (such as strawberries and tomatoes) will remain.
   The European Parliament’s Agriculture Committee is urging the immediate implementation of the new regulations (or lack of them), though the Commission says ‘ugly’ produce might not commonly be in our shops until next summer. Who will be the first person, I wonder, to discover in their Tesco’s a turnip that looks like John Prescott?
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