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INTRODUCTION
Background
1.
In the countries of South East, Central and East Europe the agricultural sector has always had an important economic role. However, owing to their differing factor endowment and stages of development, climatic conditions, historic and political backgrounds they continue to face difficulties of various nature. Some of the main problems are directly related to quality, inspection, legal and technical issues.  
While their degree of development, their stakes and motivations to tackle quality issues varies, all of them are faced - either directly or indirectly - with the need to develop and expand their agricultural activities and find relevant markets either within the region or beyond. Some of the countries have recently joined the EU and their traditional trading partners are now third countries. Others are in the process of joining or aspire to join the EU and have thus to catch up with compliance requirements, technical and institutional infrastructure issues. 
2.
Quality is just one focus of the agricultural sector in the region. However, in light of the increased competition on international markets, it is an important issue for the countries of the region. The internationally agreed UNECE quality standards which are adopted by the EU provide a stable basis for a quality framework. The practical application and use of these standards in inspection, testing and control are key elements in the process of capacity-building in all participating countries. 

THE WORKSHOP
Overview 

3.
The workshop in Dubrovnik was the first UNECE workshop for South East and Central Europe aimed at increasing the knowledge of the harmonized application of fruit and vegetable standards and their uniform interpretation required for trading in international markets.  It was built around awareness-raising and capacity-building elements to familiarize participants with the notion of quality in the production and marketing of fruit and vegetables in general and the works of UNECE, its agricultural quality  standards,  their interpretation and their broader regional and international setting in particular.  

4.
The workshop was organized jointly with the Association of Croatian Farmers' Markets (UHT) and with support of the Croatian Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Rural Development. It brought together 60 participants (growers, traders, quality inspectors, customs authorities and regulators) from Croatia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Serbia, Slovenia, and Turkey as well as experts from the Specialized Section on Standardization of Fresh Fruit and Vegetables from the Netherlands, Spain and Hungary. A representative from the OECD Scheme for the Application of International Standards for Fruit and Vegetables was also present at the event. 

5.
The workshop was opened in a short introductory session in the evening of the first day of the workshop by Mr. Miljenko Rakic (Director of the Directorate for Agriculture and Food Industry, Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Rural Development), Mr. Bozo Granic (Association of Croatian Farmers Markets) who both stressed the importance of trade standards as facilitators for international trade. UNECE experts briefly pre-viewed the up-coming workshop noting the mix of theoretical and practical training sessions on the interpretation of the UNECE standards for citrus fruit, apples, strawberries, tomatoes, lettuces, curled leaved and broad-leaved endives. 
6.
Participants discussed the role of commercial quality standards for agricultural produce, and their connection to the broader concepts of quality assurance, food safety, phytosanitary requirements and trade and agricultural policy in general.  UNECE's work was outlined and explained in great detail. OECD reviewed all aspects of the organization's activities in the area of fresh fruit and vegetables focusing on  quality inspection service for fresh fruit and vegetables (Guidelines on quality inspection methods would be issued soon) and OECD's explanatory brochures (specifically for citrus fruit).
7.
Some of the main issues which were particularly relevant to the countries of the region and which participants discussed and analyzed during the workshop included:  

· The importance of a legal framework, the creation of a competent authority to implement the legal provisions and the need for mutual cooperation in the region. Croatia, an EU accession country was taken as an example to show what had to be done to adapt to EU requirements. This was further deepened in a presentation which outlined relevant EU legislation, its implementation and the slow transition from standards to quality systems. 

· The need for a functioning inspection service: It was hard work and time- and resource-consuming to organize and maintain an effective and efficient inspection service. Experts from Hungary, Spain and the Netherlands described in detail how their respective organizations worked and stressing the importance of risk assessment and analysis for checking conformity with standards. The example of Slovenia showed how much time, effort and resources had been required during the country's transition to EU membership to adopt the relevant legislation, re-organize inspection services, and acquire the necessary staff skills and qualifications. 
· The need for a quality production to compete on international markets: Producers and traders require time, effort and training to reach internationally required quality levels for production, marketing or sanitary requirements. International traders looking for good quality produce can help improve production techniques and thus help raise the quality of fruit and vegetables in a whole production zone. A very important aspect in the context of developing and sustaining lasting trading relations was traceability which helped identify the sources of potential problems and quickly remedy the situation.  
· The need to group small -scale farmers (a reality in many countries of the region) in cooperatives to secure both their livelihoods and increase export opportunities. Cooperatives hold the potential to educate small-scale farmers and transfer knowledge on good practices, record keeping and quality assurance. Despite efforts to introduce good agricultural practices, many parts of the region were still lacking awareness on quality issues and therefore also competent experts and certification agencies which could help increase quality level production. 

8.
UNECE's experts from the Netherlands, Spain and Hungary explained in detail the provisions and their interpretation of the UNECE standards for citrus fruit, lettuce, tomatoes, strawberries and apples. They also trained participants in the practical application of the standards for the aforementioned produce. 
9.
Participants also had the opportunity to visit a mandarin plantation and a packing facilities (Agrofructus) located in the Neretva valley, west of Dubrovnik. They were given an overview of export and trading activities of Croatia's largest mandarin growing region and informed about production, sorting, grading and packing methods as well as GLOBALG.A.P. certification. On site, UNECE experts explained in great detail the most common sampling and inspection methods used by inspectors in the European Union. 

10.
Participants concluded that 

· many of the countries of South East Europe required more information and training in the area of quality assurance and inspection. For some participants this had been a first training in the use of such standards. For other countries that were in the process of drafting their quality legislation it had been a timely and topical training which would help advance their work; 
· it was necessary to begin the harmonization of standards and certification requirements among their countries and with EU members (especially those who have not yet started this work) on the basis of UNECE standards; 
· the training of inspection services and other relevant institutions in the use and interpretation of quality standards and provisions (UNECE, EU, OECD,) as well as organizational and risk assessment techniques should continue in order to increase the export potential of the countries of the region; 
· communication on quality regulations between institutions, producers and traders had to be improved; 
· producers including small scale farmers or their cooperatives should be asked to participate more in such workshops to prepare them for export and support their participation in international trade; 
· official documentation in the region had to be harmonized and mutual recognition of certification and documents had to be achieved;
· Regional networks among experts had to be strengthened and maintained.
9.
Workshop presentations are available on the conference organizer's website http://superna.hr/eu-projects/croatia/successful-international-workshop-on-commercial-quality-standards-for-fresh 
and on the UNECE website:  http://www.unece.org/trade/agr/promotion/promotioncapacitybuilding.htm
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