Chantemerle, 15.10.2004

Press release
The European Conference "Wool of Europe - East and West ", organised by the European Wool Group (EWG) and the Cooperative of Romney sheepbreeders of the Czech Republic, took place in Namest nad Oslavou near Brno (Czech Republic) from 7 to 10 October 2004.

More than 70 participants from thirteen European countries attended the conference: representatives of sheeepbreeders' associations; shearers; organisations and merchants collecting and selling wool; representatives of scouring, combing, weaving and small processing plants and research institutes; academics; artists as well as delegates from the IWTO (International Wool Textile Organisation), COPA-COGECA (European confederations of professional agriculture organisations), the local autho​rities of the Vysocina Region, the Ministry of Industry and Trade of the Czech Republic as well as the Ministries of Agriculture of the Czech and Slovak Republics and of Slovenia. 

The conference had the financial support of the Vysocina Region, the Czech Ministry of Agriculture as well as of the Czech Sheepbreeders' association. 

The conference had the following aims:

- to make a survey of the situation of sheepbreeding, wool production and processing in the Eastern and western parts of Europe,

- to establish contacts and favour exchange of experience between producers and processors,

- to put forward proposals for common cross-border projects between different links of the wool chain. 

Debates in plenary sessions alternated with visits to textile enterprises and farms as well as demonstrations of shearing, wool handling and manual wool processing, and the participants brought their contributions to two exhibitions. 

Several speakers, from the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia and Estonia, described the situation of sheepbreeding in Eastern Europe. The sheep population diminished dramatically after the end of the Soviet Union and reached its lowest level some ten years later. Since then the number of sheep seems to stabilise and in some cases to increase. In the Czech Republic wool industry was very important before 1990, with 5 scouring plants and about 40 processing plants. Today there is only one scouring and five processing plants left. In most East European countries small processing units still exist, but more often than not they use wool imported from overseas. The wool produced locally is in most cases collected by private merchants. However, some sheepbreeders' associations and cooperatives have started to collect their members' wool and sell it themselves. Unfortunately, skilled graders are lacking.

In Western Europe, the sheep population is rather diminishing. In most countries private merchants collect the wool; only two countries (UK and Norway) have a national system of wool collect and prices paid to producers according to the quality of the delivered wool. The number of processing plants, largely working with wool from overseas, is diminishing, partly due to delocalisation, whereas the output of those surviving is growing. But there are still small spinning mills in many countries, able to process local wool from local producers. Their total output, however, is not large.

In the East as in the West, sheep are today mainly bred to produce meat and milk. Wool is no longer a valuable resource to the breeder. In most countries the wool – if sold at all – does not pay the shearer. In agriculture schools there are no courses given on subjects related to wool. These are some elements contributing to bad wool quality and falling wool prices. This is a new situation for East European producers. 

In some Western countries, where this process has been slower, some interprofessional networks exist and training courses in shearing and wool handling are being organised on a regular basis (UK, Norway, France). These are important skills that contribute to the improvement of wool quality. The persons responsible for training within the British Wool Marketing Board (BWMB) and the French Association of sheep shearers (ATM) explained the technique and the philosophy of their training courses. The Spanish association of merino sheep breeders presented their project of a wool collection and grading centre in Extremadura. 

Contacts were established between several participants who want to cooperate in order to organise shearing courses in East European countries with instructors from the West. One aim could be the world championship in sheep shearing in Norway 2008. Projects like Lanatural, where regions of France, Spain and Portugal work together, as well as the Slovene sheepbreeders association, have important activities linked to training of breeders and promotion of sheep and wool to the large public. These models could spread to other countries. Other contacts were established between representatives of the wool processing industry and breeders associations in view of future cooperation. 

During the conference, there were two exhibitions open to the public: "Wool of Europe" was put up by the European Wool Group and presented about 50 European sheep breeds and their finished wool products. The exhibition of the Czech Romney Cooperative showed handicraft and industrial wool items produced in the Czech Republic. 

The participants had the opportunity to visit three processing mills near Brno and several breeders in the Zlin region. One afternoon was taken up by demonstrations of shearing, hand spinning and felt making and this events was also attended by the local population. A Swiss representative made a demonstration of a machine measuring wool's fineness. 

After the conference the Romney Cooperative held a shearing course on a farm in South Moravia, were ten young Czech men and women – students of agriculture schools, breeders and future professional shearers – attended. There were three instructors: The heads of training of the BWMB and of the ATM and a Czech instructor. In spite of the language differences, it was a real success and certainly only the first of several such courses.

This conference showed once more the European Wool Group's capacity to create links between different professions, countries and levels within the wool sector. Several associations present asked to become members of the EWG. The delegate of the IWTO proposed a close collaboration between his organisation and the EWG in the future in order to strengthen the efforts to promote wool. In view of this new support, the EWG will once more take contact with the European institutions in order to put forward its proposals and demands for the revitalisation of the European wool sector.

The complete report on the conference will be ready at the beginning of the year 2005. Please, contact the EWG secretariat for further information. 
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The European Wool Group (EWG) 

The European Wool Group (EWG) was officially founded in May 1997 in Brussels. The EWG’s main aims are to:

· improve the value of European produced wool, 

· encourage the international exchange of experience and know-how between all those involved in the wool production chain

· represent members’ needs to the EU and other institutions 

· seek financial aid to improve the sector.

The following organisations are members of the EWG:

Agenzia Lane d’Italia (Italy) 

Asociación Nacional de Criadores de Ganado Merino (Spain)

British Wool Marketing Board (United Kingdom)

European Association for Study, Liaison, Innovation and Research into Textiles (ATELIER) 

Fagsenteret for Kjøtt (Norway)

Federaçao das Associações Portuguesas de Ovinicultores (Portugal)

Finnish Sheep Breeders Association (Finland) 

Gordet Oy (Finland)

Kerry Wool and Lamb Cooperative (Ireland)

Les Nouveaux Lainiers de France (France)

Odbytové družstvo Romney (Czech  Republic)

President: 
Frank Langrish, British Wool Marketing Board

Vice-Presidents: 
Carlo Piacenza, Agenzia Lane d’Italia 


José Ambrona Gragera, Spanish Association of Merino Sheep Breeders


Sissel Berntsen, Fagsenteret for Kjøtt

Secretariat:
Marie-Thérèse Chaupin, ATELIER
