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Abstract	of	the	interview	

Dr Franz Fischler, who was appointed as Commissioner for Agricultural Policy in 1995 

told us first how he got this position. Then he touched the long road of Austria joining 

the European Communities when answering the changes of the integration of Europe’s 

policy pursued by Austria before 1989 and after 1989. There were more domestic 

problems in order to apply than international or foreign policy circumstances. The "letter 

to Brussels" on 17th of July 1989 was compromise solution between the Socialist and 

People's Party especially with regard to the preservation of Austria's neutrality. Then 

Fischler focused on Austria’s EU-entry negotiations 1993-1994 where he was involved as 

an Austrian Minister of Agriculture. The agricultural policies solutions which could be 

found in the end were successful and contributed to the breakthrough of the negotiations. 

Fischler then explains how it was possible that on 12 June 1994 over 66 % of the 

Austrian population voted for joining. Then he went to the most critical portfolio of 

agriculture in the Commission Jacques Santer when the BSE problem became evident 

and crisis management had to be developed, which was a heavy task. Fischler told us also 

what he could achieve during his term in office of agriculture and fishery policies under 

the Commission Romano Prodi especially the reforms of the Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP) for that period from 1995 to 2004. 
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FF: Franz Fischler 

MG: Michael Gehler 

 

Michael Gehler: We are here in the office of the European Forum Alpbach in Wien. It is the 

9th of February 2016. The interviewed person is Dr Franz Fischler, who was a former 

Commissioner for Agricultural Policy from 1995 to 2004, and he is interviewed by 

Michael Gehler for the oral history program HistCom3. Now we would like to look at 

the common questionnaire for the interviews. There are preliminary career questions, 

and I think that it is up to us now to decide what questions are really relevant. Maybe I 

think the first thing is: what is your educational background, school, university 

qualifications, maybe a few short sentences on that. 

Franz Fischler: Let me clarify that, from my point of view, I was never a Commission 

official so, therefore, most of the questions which you sent do not really fit with a 

politician. They are dedicated to interviews with civil servants. But everybody has an 

educational background and, therefore, I have such a background. So my educational 

background is: I went to the secondary school in Hall in Tyrol. It was a Gymnasium, and 

after finishing this secondary school, I studied agriculture at the University for Natural 

and Soil Sciences in Wien. After that, I worked as an Assistant Professor at the university 

for further six years and during that period I did then also my PhD.  

MG: As a Commissioner for agricultural policy, you were appointed in 1995. Maybe you 

can tell us a bit: how you get this position?  

FF: First of all, it is a matter of fact that, when a new Member State joins the European 

Union, this State has the right also to nominate a Commissioner. But the law of 

recruitment has changed over time. In the Santer Commission it was a bit different from 

the Prodi Commission. In the Santer Commission was still the old system in place, and 

this was that the Member States had the right to nominate their candidate, but the 

designated Commission president had the right to refuse a nomination. The difference to 

the second period was that the distribution of the portfolios was not the exclusive right 

of the Commission’s President. This had to be negotiated with the candidates for the 

Commission. So therefore, Mr Santer invited the future Commissioners to Luxembourg 

and, within two days, it was decided who should deal with what portfolio. There was 



HistCom3:	History	of	the	European	Commission,	1986-2000 

Interview	with	Franz	Fischler,	on	9	February	2016	

Page	6	of	41	

clearly a rough success by Mr Santer in beforehand, but then it needed for a small 

number of portfolios a lot of discussion and negotiations. 

So, what was the reason why I was nominated? The initiative was coming from Mr 

Santer, because he was, at that time, the Prime Minister of Luxembourg and, therefore, 

also a member of the European People’s Party board. The Austrian member of the 

People’s Party board at that time was Mr Busek. There was a meeting, a meeting of this 

board, and Mr Santer – during a break I think – said to Mr Busek: “You will very soon 

nominate from Austria somebody for the European Commission and, I’ll tell you, I 

would be prepared to give to this person the agricultural portfolio” – which was one of 

the most prestigious portfolios in former times – “but under the condition that Austria 

nominates Mr Fischler.” Santer himself did not know me at that time, but his future 

Head of Cabinet, he was before the Head of Cabinet of the former Luxemburgish 

Commissioner, Mr Steichen, and he knew me because of the accession negotiations. And 

this was clearly good news for Mr Busek. He went home, and discussed this with 

Mr Vranitzky within the government and they agreed that Austria would nominate me. 

This was the beginning.  

MG: Thank you very much. I think one of the other questions, which may be answered 

by your person is: during your career, did you work for any other European institution? 

And the other question maybe: were you allowed to work for another European 

institution in the time when you were Commissioner? Or was it incompatible? Maybe as 

an advisor, consultant… 

FF: No, no. As soon as you are a Commissioner, you are not allowed to do anything else. 

I mean, what you can do, within your political context or within your portfolio, is doing 

speeches, participating in conferences, and everything. But without accepting any royalty 

or something like that. So no financial implications. But you cannot work at the same 

time neither for another European institution, nor for an international institution and 

certainly not for a national institution. I mean, it is part of the inauguration ceremony, 

that you have to swear not to accept any advice or even instruction from your Member 

State, and that you are acting only in the interest of the European Union and nothing else.  
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MG: I think one aspect maybe also interesting for a former Commissioner, concerning 

the European commitment: were you interested in European affairs before starting at the 

European Commission your position as a Commissioner? 

FF: I had clearly a general interest as everybody who was working in the government in 

Austria. But the intensive interest came to my mind when we started accession 

negotiations with the European Union, because I had to negotiate the agricultural 

chapter. In addition to that, this was also the time when the so-called Uruguay Round 

was on, so the creation of the new WTO1, and the breakdown of these negotiations in 

1990 in Brussels, when the European Union altogether was totally cornered especially by 

the Americans, but also by the so-called Cairns group2. Therefore, this was an interesting 

development, because the Uruguay Round was then in 1993 completed, and Austria 

would have been obliged to implement all the new WTO rules: reduction of export 

subsidies, reduction of trade-distorting domestic support and so on and so forth. And 

this was never discussed in Austria but, because we became member in 1995, this issue 

became obsolete, because it was covered by the membership and by the changes which 

were necessary because of the membership in the European Union.  

However, during the accession negotiations I studied very carefully all the relevant 

European legislation, especially the agricultural legislation and, also, how the Common 

Agricultural Policy of that time was implemented. I became very soon a real expert in 

these things. And I had very close contacts with the other candidates, with the Swedes, 

the Finns and the Norwegians, and we had several times an exchange of our views and 

also how we should position ourselves in the negotiations. But then, this is a point which 

we can discuss later on, but I can also mention it now: the real negotiations started in 

1992… 

MG: I think 1993. 

FF: Well, the preparation in 1992 and then in 1993 the negotiations, because in the 

meantime there was the European Economic Space agreed but, as you know, agriculture 

was excluded from most of the rules of the European Economic Space. And the 

Austrian agricultural system was very much different from the European system. The 

                                                
1 World Trade Organisation. 
2 Group of agricultural exporting nations lobbying for agricultural trade liberalization, formed in 1986 in 
Cairns (Australia) by Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Fiji, Hungary, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand, and Uruguay. 
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average farm gate prices were about 30-35 % above the European average level. 

Therefore, the question was: “How can we build bridges to overcome the tensions from 

the expected price reductions?” And our position was: “Well, one should develop a 

similar system which was implemented when Spain, Portugal and Greece joined the 

European Union, because they got a 10-years transition period.” In principle, we said we 

would like to have something similar, but technically it was not possible to copy it, 

because in the time when Spain joined the Union, the Single Market was not completed. 

In that time you had border controls, but when we joined the European Union, border 

controls did not exist anymore. So how to manage then all these trade issues? This was a 

difficult question. There were also other points which were heavily discussed, for 

example, all the different quotas and all the standards – so, agriculture remained one of 

the final chapters, and the idea was then to invite the candidates and try to sort out the 

remaining problems. And Austria, as you know, had three chapters open, or perhaps 

three and a half: one was agriculture, the second was the secondary residency issue, and 

the third one was transport. And the ‘half’ was the financing, the contribution of Austria 

to the Community budget. But when we went to the final negotiations in March 1994 to 

Brussels, we expected – not only the Austrians but also the three other candidates – that 

we would continue to negotiate along the lines which we discussed before, especially as 

far as the transition system was concerned. But, when we arrived – in that time the 

Foreign Affairs Minister presided the negotiations and all the External Affairs Ministers 

were present (so it was the General Affairs Council who decided) – we were totally 

surprised because the Foreign Affairs Commissioner, Hans van den Broek, told us that 

he is not even prepared to negotiate a transition model. I mean, we were totally 

perplexed: we discussed it for two years, and now they tell us that they are not prepared 

to negotiate that! As you can imagine, at home we had many discussions with the farmers, 

with the society, where we all the time said: “Well, yes, a transition model is our thinking 

and this is the direction we would like to go, but now all would be different.” 

It was also interesting that it was then in Brussels not impossible to reach, neither on the 

phone nor in another way, the agricultural Commissioner, with whom I spoke before at 

least ten times about this issue. But he seemed to be inexistent. Nobody knew where he 

was. Then I went to the Vice Director-General, who was in charge of the agriculture 

negotiations – this was the German Rolf Möhler – and I asked him: “Look, what is that 

now?” His reaction was to say: “Well, I am very, very sorry, I regret very much what is 
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happening here, but you must know” – I mean, I had very good relations with him – “I 

am in a tollhouse in the Commission, I cannot do anything anymore for you, because the 

Foreign Affairs Commissioner refused what we had worked out.” Mr Steichen did not 

oppose enough against this position. And then, he added: “I can give you only one little 

hint: try to get as much as money as you can!” This was his advice. So, interesting times 

as you can imagine. And, because I was quasi the spokesman of the Agricultural 

Ministers of the candidate countries I hammered out a new plan. We had for the first 

time ever a laptop available that we led to these negotiations and together with my 

assistant Mr Rupprechter – the present Agricultural Minister here in Austria – we worked 

out the new plan overnight. In the morning, I went to the three other colleagues and 

presented my plan – in reality this was almost without alternative – so everybody agreed 

and then we started making progress. But, when I presented my new plan to the Farmers’ 

President of Austria, he was so shocked, he was not even able to give immediately any 

answer! So, difficult times. But anyhow, the principle of this new concept was then not to 

have the original transition measures; instead to have for five years digressive 

compensation payments for those few areas where the biggest price differences were and, 

for the rest, a substantial development programme for the agricultural sector with 

significant payments to the famers for their environmental services, with payments for 

investments in the farming sector and also in the processing sector and so on and so 

forth. This is the reason why Austria still has, compared to the size of the Austrian 

agricultural sector, the biggest amount for rural development support available. So this is 

the story how the solution for the agricultural negotiations came about. 

MG: So a happy-end story. 

FF: Yes, but the Austrian farmers did not have the feeling that it would be a happy end. 

In the following months it was our job to explain to the farmers that one can survive 

with this new system within the European Union. And this was also very difficult 

because we had not only political opponents but also very good “advisors” from the 

neighbouring countries – especially from Bavaria – from the Bayerischer Bauernverband who 

were, already at that time, opposing the common agricultural policy and many 

functionaries came to Austria to explain to our farmers that: “The CAP1 is hell!” They 

said: “We can only warn you. You should not accept this CAP, you should vote against 

                                                
1 Common agricultural policy. 
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membership in the European Union”, and so on and so forth. So it was not easy to 

convince our farmers that what we were doing was the right thing to do. Until the end of 

the campaign for the referendum, a big majority within the farming family was against 

membership. But then, the result of the exit polls on the referendum day showed that 

also the majority of the farmers voted in favour of membership. So this is clear evidence 

that we were very successful campaigners.  

MG: Thanks a lot for that very important answer concerning also the issue of the entry 

negotiations. The point was first the European commitment. I think it is an interesting 

question to ask you, what would you say to the question: would you describe yourself as 

politically committed to European integration philosophy, maybe federalist, 

constitutionalist, unionist, during your time, when you were Commissioner in Brussels, 

so the years from 1995 to 2004? 

FF: It is necessary to look first at those things, which happened before we joined the 

European Union. In Austria, for a very long time, the general thinking was: Because of 

Austria’s neutrality, it would be impossible to join the European Union. The Soviet 

Union would oppose membership and therefore there would not be any chance to 

become a member. Mr Mock implemented then the so-called ‘Scheich Kommission’, and 

they asked then also for scientific advice or for an expert opinion. This was the 

‘Hummer-Schweitzer’ study. It was not easy to come to an agreement between the 

different experts of the different ministries. But finally the ‘Scheich Kommission’ came 

to the result that membership is compatible with Austria’s neutrality.  

And, I would say, my European thinking, was developed during the accession 

negotiations, and the more I studied things, and the more I looked at what were the real 

alternatives we would have, especially in the context that I have described before, I came 

to the conclusion that membership is without alternative. For example the Austrian food 

sector was not allowed to export agricultural products into the European Union. The 

owner of the Darbo company, the big Austrian confiture producer said once: For him it is 

much much more difficult to export one glass confiture to Rosenheim than to Hong Kong. 

In the meantime you can see, how important it was to open the Austrian market for 

exports. Because, the level of food exports is now ten times higher than what we 

exported before entering the EU. Last year was the first year ever that the value of our 
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exports was above 10 billion euros. And 10 billion euros is an enormous amount for the 

small Austrian agricultural sector. So I think we did the right thing.  

But then there was the other argument that Austria would be flooded with products 

from the European Union – from France, Italy and Germany – and this was one of the 

reasons why I asked: “Well, what can we do against this risk?” And I said: “Well, we 

must find a way to educate Austrian consumers so that they have a certain food-

patriotism. And this worked out very well. We developed for example the Austrian 

quality level and some regional levels and so on and so forth. And, together with the new 

support conditions, we were able to demonstrate that one can live in the European 

Union successfully. Another was food quality. Because it was very obvious that a country 

with a very small-scaled agricultural sector is not able to compete with the big producers: 

with the Dutch, with the US, even the Germans. So, therefore, we were thinking: “The 

only chance we have is that we demonstrate that Austrian products are different: these 

are high quality products produced in a way which is more natural and less industrial.” 

And also this argument worked out as a good one. 

MG: I think I have just one general question concerning the officials in the Commission: 

during your career in Brussels, did you belong to societies or clubs? I remember that in 

1987 there was the ‘Crocodile’ club… 

FF: There was also the Kangaroo club…but these were all clubs within the European 

Parliament.  

MG: Right. Was there any club in the Commission maybe? 

FF: No. First of all, within the Commission, the belonging to a certain party or to a 

certain political group was of minor importance. Clearly everybody knew to which party 

somebody belonged but the only contact to the European Parties, for example, in my 

case, the European People’s Party, was that the speaker of the People’s Party invited the 

Commissioners belonging to the People’s Party once a month in Strasbourg to a dinner. 

And, during the dinner, there we had more general discussions usually about the next 

political steps or some legislative proposals; this was all. So, the situation that the 

members of the Commission would act like rivals never happened.  
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MG: That is important to know. I think we can switch to more specific questions. First, 

the long road of Austria joining the European Union. The first question is: how do you 

explain the change of the integration of Europe’s policy pursued by Austria before 1989 

and after 1989. How can we explain that change? There was a very status quo-oriented 

policy before, and then we had this so called: ‘Letter to Brussels’.  

FF: As I already said, the most important point in this context was the question of how 

to deal with neutrality. And how to deal with some of the articles of the Treaty of 1955? 

As soon as this problem was solved and accepted by the governing parties, then mainly 

the industrialist association – the IV – started with a sympathy campaign, and tried to 

demonstrate the advantages of membership in the European Union. In addition, 

Mr Mock was totally dedicated to membership, because he was really convinced that this 

is the only way to secure a good future for Austria. In the Socialist Party it was more 

difficult, because the Socialist Party was dominated by the trade unionists, and the trade-

unionists in the beginning were very sceptical about joining the EU; they had a similar 

position as the farmers had. And, I must say, it is really the big merit of Franz Vranitzky 

to bring the trade unionists on board to accept accession.  

MG: So you think there were more domestic problems in order to apply than 

international or foreign policy circumstances? 

FF: Yes, because even the Russians kept quiet. The Russians were not speaking a lot in 

the public, announcing that they would veto or something like that. This was in a much 

earlier stage. This was in the Brezhnev time. But then, later on, Gorbachev took a 

different position.  

MG: What about the other signatories of the State Treaty, France, UK, the US for 

example? 

FF: I do not know. Maybe the Foreign Service has some dossiers and got reactions from 

that side, but I do not remember any discussion within the Austrian Government, where 

somebody would have said that there would be a problem.  
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MG: Coming back to the judgement by Waldemar Hummer and Michael Schweitzer, 

how important would you judge their judgement concerning change. Was it really 

important? Was it influential? How do you judge that? 

FF: It was clearly positive, because both experts were seen as independent persons, as 

real experts. And one should not forget that, in that time, there were only few experts in 

European law available. Hummer was the only one in Austria; Schweitzer was almost the 

only one in Germany, and also in other countries were not many. Therefore, their 

expertise was really very valuable for the government and, especially, for the ‘Scheich 

Kommission’.  

MG: You remember well that they argued that Austria could play a role like de Gaulle 

with the 1963 veto. And then there have been, you know, unanimous decisions. And 

then Austria could act like Charles de Gaulle during the ‘empty chair crisis’. This was one 

argument: the Luxembourg compromise.  

FF: Yes, this was one argument. But – I mean – the importance of the Luxembourg 

compromise in the following years was totally diminishing. So, I think this was not really 

their best argument.  

MG: I agree. Back to the July 1989: how would you judge the content of that letter? 

More as a kind of continuity – because we had the clear preservation concerning 

neutrality – or discontinuity? 

FF: Well, this was a typical political solution, it was a real compromise. And there were 

many discussions in what way and with which words one should mention the neutrality 

problem. Because, on the one hand, clearly the old members (by the way they were all 

NATO members), they were not very happy if we would have put into the letter a clause 

saying: you have to respect our neutrality, blah blah blah… But, on the other hand, it was 

also impossible to say simply nothing. So, it was then in the end a very vague formula 

and more something for insiders to understand than for the outside world.  

MG: So you would argue it was a compromise between Vranitzky and Mock? 

FF: Yes, it was. 

  



HistCom3:	History	of	the	European	Commission,	1986-2000 

Interview	with	Franz	Fischler,	on	9	February	2016	

Page	14	of	41	

MG: And who was more eager to preserve that issue, to make this preservation? The 

Social-Democrat Vranitzky or the People’s Party? 

FF: The Social-Democrats.  

MG: We just mentioned the European Economic Space. The question is: was this a real 

alternative to membership? I mean, the years 1992 and 1993… 

FF: This was absolutely a dock. I mean – it was also received in a different way. Not only 

we in Austria, but also the Finns and the Swedes, we were all speaking about the 

‘European waiting room’. To some degree, this was the strategy of Delors. There was 

this common act in 1986…  

MG: The Single European Act, 1986-1987. It was signed in 1986 and enforced in 1987… 

FF: Exactly. And part of this Act was also that the then Member States agreed offering 

something in the form of a European Economic Space. But then the Commission was 

obliged to work out the concept for this European space. And this was then presented 

by Delors.  

MG: It was in January 1989.  

FF: 1989, all right. We in Austria saw this really as a try to avoid becoming member. And 

this was seen in the other candidate countries the same way. But we could not say simply 

‘No’ to the negotiations on the Economic space. So, there were negotiations then, led by 

Wolfgang Schüssel and, in 1992, the negotiations were completed. And this is one of the 

reasons why this argument was developed. The main argument was not only to say: “We 

need access to the Community market; we need the four freedoms”, the main argument 

was not an economic argument. Our main argument was: “It is unacceptable that” – and 

the negotiators have seen that during the negotiations about the European Economic 

Space – “the Union states the rules, and we have to respect them! Because if we would 

not, then we would no longer enjoy our trade privileges!” Therefore, the argument was to 

say: “We would like to have a seat at the negotiating table, and we would like to become 

part of the decision-making process, so that we can influence what rules are developed, 

and try then also to get our interests, our sensitivities accepted in the rule-making 

process.” This was, in the campaign for the referendum, I would say the No. 1 argument.  
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MG: So the loss of sovereignty… 

FF: Not the loss. I mean – our problem was not the loss of sovereignty. This discussion 

is going on still in Switzerland until now – the Swiss industry has no alternative: either it 

accepts what is introduced in the European Union – rules of origins, standards, or 

whatever – or they are not on the market. Only when you are member, only then you can 

influence the legislative processes. This was our interest.  

So, the loss of sovereignty… I think it was basically accepted that the principle is not that 

the members loose their sovereignty, but that they manage together parts of their 

sovereignty. This was the story.  

MG: And let’s come to the entry negotiations: you still mentioned the position from the 

agricultural policy interest for Austria. Beside that, what were the main goals which were 

pursued by the Austrian negotiating delegation? 

FF: As everybody knows, the accession negotiations are split in different chapters. I have 

mentioned the major obstacles: these were agriculture, then the secondary residences and 

transport. In the transport sector this was especially the transit problem on the North-

South route from Germany to Italy via Brenner. We had an agreement with the 

Community on how many lorries could pass the alpine corridor per year. Our task was to 

make sure that this agreement would be kept and the position of the regional 

government in Tyrol was to say: “If this regulation is not continued in the future as an 

exception from the Community law for Austria, Tyrol would never support membership.” 

And this was then really one of the most difficult points in the final negotiations, 

because: first, the French did not have a real interest that Austria would become a 

member – they opposed that – but, in a tricky way, they argued exactly the opposite from 

the Austrian argument. The Austrians argued that, without these regulations which are in 

place and because there is no road taxation in Germany, a lot of transit goes to Austria 

although they would have a shorter route. The French said: because of this transit treaty 

with Austria, a lot of lorries go via France to Italy and France would have a lot of 

additional traffic because of this regulation. Therefore, they were strictly against the 

continuation of this regulation. So this was a very difficult thing. And, for example, last 

year, when we had in Austria several discussions about the so-called ‘nights in Brussels’, 

Mr Vranitzky mentioned several times that he was in contact with President Chirac; and 

Chirac told him that, for the French, it would not be acceptable that Austria would 



HistCom3:	History	of	the	European	Commission,	1986-2000 

Interview	with	Franz	Fischler,	on	9	February	2016	

Page	16	of	41	

become a member and the transit treaty would stay on. So this was a clear condition: that 

this thing must come to an end. For us, the biggest difficulty. In the end the Transit 

Treaty from 1992 was integrated in the EU accession Treaty.  

MG: Unlimited? 

FF: No, only for maximum twelve years. Because of a review clause, it was very likely 

that it would end earlier. So nobody believed that this would go on for twelve years.  

MG: But the compromise was: integration but limited. Was it conditioned?  

FF: Yes, the compromise was a transition measure.  

MG: A transit transition measure… 

FF: Yes. 

MG: This leads me to the question: you remember well these months, weeks of 

negotiations, especially February 1994. Do you think that there was, at a certain time, a 

point of deadlock, breakdown or, say, at least leaving Brussels? Do you think so? 

FF: There was one deadlock, and this was in the night before we then came to an 

agreement.  

MG: Was this concerning agricultural policy? 

FF: No the evening before the general agreement was reached, Mr Mock gave an 

interview to the Austrian TV, saying: “We go home!” This interview was never 

broadcasted. We had then a very critical discussion amongst the negotiating team and 

then, finally, we came to the conclusion: “It makes no sense to go home.” Because, first 

of all, how can we then come back; what new arguments would we have, when we come 

back? I mean, the Norwegians tried that in the end. They went home, and came back two 

weeks later to complete the negotiations. But they did not get anything in addition. It 

would have been the wrong approach. But this deadlock was really a difficult situation. 

Mr Busek and Mr Vranitzky, they were not in Brussels, as you know, they were in Vienna. 

There was then a telephone conference, and Mr Busek said to Mock: “Alois, you have to 

stay on!”  
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MG: The same was told by Vranitzky to Klima: “You have to stay, hold on!” So, if you 

remember well this tremendous night… 

FF: I mean – Mr Klima was in the end crying, because he thought that this was the end 

of his political career. That he would be the loser and would be presented in the public as 

the loser of the negotiations. But this did not happen.  

MG: Do you remember who was in favour to leave and who was in favour to stay, to 

hold on? 

FF: Nobody was in favour to leave. Except, half… Klima, but he did not say: “We 

should leave.” He never said that. But, for himself, it was very difficult. I myself was 

never in favour to leave. Schüssel, clearly also not.  

MG: And Mock… 

FF: I mean, his interview… This was an act of Verzweiflung [despair].  

MG: Desperation? 

FF: Desperation. And, at the same time, one has seen also on the TV screens, his health 

status became worse and worse, and I think this together resulted in this interview. 

Because two hours later we said to Alois Mock: “Speak with the interviewer and tell him 

that he is not authorised to send this interview.” And he did that.  

MG: So he was convinced by the others? 

FF: Not convinced but reinforced. 

MG: You have mentioned losers and maybe winners. How do you judge the final 

outcome, the final result of those negotiations?  

FF: I would say: it was really the best possible result. Clearly both sides had to 

compromise. This is in the nature of negotiations. It is not possible that only one side 

gets everything and the other side gets nothing. But, for example, in the agricultural 

sector it turned out afterwards that, although we disliked this new approach, in the end it 

was better for Austria because it stimulated a lot of energy in the food sector. In Austria 

it was immediately clear: “Now times have changed, now we have to do things 

differently.” And this was finally accepted.  
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The secondary residences: in my view this was an issue which was more artificial, because 

it was in our hands with a proper space planning to avoid that we would have secondary 

residencies everywhere. The only difficulty was that we had to find a solution which was 

not discriminatory for EU citizens. So we had to treat Austrian secondary residences in 

the same way as for EU citizens. This was not so difficult.  

In agriculture some other problems remained. For example, the sugar quota was 

expected to be larger, because the Austrian average farmers thought that with a big quota 

they could compensate some losses in the cereal sector. Sugar, because of the 

enormously high sugar price in the European Union, was the most attractive crop in 

Europe. But the Austrian expectation was stopped by the French.  

MG: We still touched the traffic issue, also the agricultural policies and the solutions 

which were in the end more or less successful – a happy ending story – but you did not 

mention the issue of neutrality, was this a negotiating issue? 

FF: No, never.  

MG: So, not in the delegation… 

FF: No, never. 

MG: I ask because some of the international lawyers in the international law office of the 

Foreign Ministry had something to do with that. In the end of 1993, when Maastricht 

was enforced, also the Common Foreign and Security Policy was enforced, it became a 

tricky issue maybe on a level outside the negotiating team.  

FF: The Austrian position was to say: “We will fulfil the Community conditions. Full 

stop.” And there was a common sense that we should not discuss neutrality. The more 

we discuss it, the more problematic it would become.  

MG: There is another question concerning connections, or linkages: we had this South 

Tyrol issue also. There was this declaration of the settlement of final dispute before the 

United Nations in 1992. It was Mock and De Michelis. Did this influence the entry 

negotiations? 

FF: Not at all.  
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MG: But maybe Italy then said: “We have this settlement: green light!” 

FF: Yes, but this was already before. The ‘green light’ was not in March 1994. This ‘green 

light’ existed already. In the final negotiations South Tyrol was not mentioned with one 

word. 

MG: How do you judge the relation between the different candidate delegations: the 

Finns, the Norwegians, the Swedes. Were there contacts? You mentioned that you were a 

kind of spokesman in the agricultural sector. How this took place, that you got this 

position? And you had also to speak for Finland, for Sweden, for Norway… 

FF: This was very simple. Amongst the agricultural ministers, I can say I was the only 

agricultural expert. I mean the others… for example the Norwegian Minister at that time 

was a lady, she came from a farm, she was a farmer. She had a lot of god will but she was 

not strategic enough to develop a policy. The Finnish minister was also rather weak. And 

the Finns, their main argument in the agricultural [field] was: “Look, we are the most 

Nordic region, we have different climatic conditions. Therefore, we have to be treated 

differently from the others.” This was basically their position. The Swedes, they were – I 

would say – a bit split. This has to do with the nature of Sweden. If you think of the 

Southern part, for example in Skonen, there you have very fertile soils, a good farm 

structure, and there you have really competitive farmers. But, in the far North, you have 

a similar situation as in the North of Finland. In addition Sweden had for a long, long 

time, always social-democratic governments. And the social-democrats are not so much 

concerned about agriculture than conservative governments.  

MG: How would you judge, generally speaking, the relationships between the different 

candidate delegations?  

FF: We had really good and close relations. We had also frequent meetings together, and 

our experts also met frequently. There was no problem at all. One thing is true: One saw 

the different, let’s say, cultures or the ways how to negotiate. When the Austrians arrived 

for the final negotiations, they arrived with 150 or so negotiators! So in the Commission 

they said: “The Euro-Japanese are coming!” Because the Japanese are known for very big 

delegations when they negotiate something. In comparison, the whole Finnish delegation, 

they were 30 people. And the Norwegians were a bit more but only because of the 

fisheries sector.  
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MG: Were they more efficient – the smaller groups, the smaller delegations? 

FF: The majority of our delegation members did not negotiate anything. They were 

sitting around and looking… 

MG: To the birds? 

FF: No they were looking what was happening. Because they were not allowed to 

participate in the negotiations. What maybe many underestimated was, that the main part 

of the negotiations were not negotiations between the candidate countries and the 

Member States. The main part, and the lengthy part, was always amongst the Member 

States, because they had to agree unanimously on the solution and on each part of the 

solution. And, therefore, we were sitting there – as far as we had a chair because they 

treated us very badly: they put us, the Austrian delegation, in a room like this here, and 

we were sitting there, about 15-20 people. So we were sitting on the tables, on some 

chairs, on the desks and so on. It was really totally crowded. And then, from time to time, 

somebody from the Council came and said: “The Austrian delegation is invited to come 

to the plenary of the minsters. And we would like to discuss this or that…” Then the 

Minister, or maybe two, went there and presented the Austrian position. And usually the 

chairman said: “Any questions?” And then, after half an hour or so, it was then the end 

of this presentation. This was the format of the negotiations. And, clearly, a lot happened 

in the corridors. Rumours for example were spread, or the German Foreign Affairs 

Minister Mr Kinkel gave us god advise – he was very helpful and had also instructions 

from Mr Kohl. And, to make sure that he followed the instructions, Mr Kohl sent Mr 

Bitterlich, his Head of Cabinet, to Brussels. 

MG: That is interesting to know. So there was a kind of suspicious climate. 

FF: Not suspicious but double-checked. 

MG: That leads us to the last question of the negotiation issue. You mentioned France 

opposing a solution. Germany backing that, or trying to help… 

FF: Io help. And there were some Neutrals… 
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MG: And who were the other opposing or favouring Member States. Do you remember 

who was the toughest opponent among the negotiating partners?  

FF: Well, you must know how the system works. As soon as there is somebody who 

appears as a kind of spokesperson, and these are usually representatives of the big 

countries, the others keep quiet. So, therefore, in reality mainly the Germans and the 

French were speaking. Some others like the British or Dutch raised questions or so, and 

not much more. And, when there was a break in the General Council meeting, then on 

the corridors the different delegations spoke together. Clearly there were those who 

supported the French position and others who supported the German position. This is 

how it works. 

MG: So Alain Lamassoure was a tough opponent? 

FF: Well, Lamassoure is a difficult personality. And, I must say, also the Greek Foreign 

Affairs Minister, because the negotiations happened under the Greek presidency. Also he 

was not very helpful.  

MG: Pangalos? 

FF: Pangalos, right. 

MG: Let’s come to the referendum. On 12 June 1994, we had over 66 % for joining. 

What do you think were the reasons for that tremendous vote?  

FF: Well, in my view, nobody knows that exactly. Still today it is really unknown why this 

happened. Because, two weeks before the referendum took place, in the polls there was 

no majority in favour of the membership. And – I mean – we tried everything to make it 

possible that we get a positive result for the referendum. I would say: there were some 

elements which were of major help. Perhaps the most important one was – in the last 

two or three weeks before the referendum – a series of TV shows with the most 

prominent TV moderators. And this was real action. In agriculture we produced the best 

performance because we hired a trainer for the audience in the public show. Several 

hundred participants were sitting in the background and around the tables were the 

Ministers and other experts. The trainers instructed the audience how it should behave: 

when they should applaud, when they should make big noise! At home the people sitting 

in their armchairs, and watching TV got the feeling that EU membership is a good thing’. 

Implicitly, it was also very helpful that the main opponent, Mr Haider made a big 
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mistake: he exaggerated enormously the consequences of membership with his stupid 

arguments of the blood in the chocolate and the lice in the yoghurt, that a freshwater 

pipeline would be constructed towards Spain and all this blah blah. For example, three 

weeks before the referendum, I was in the Lugner-City in Vienna. Two hours before I 

arrived there, Mr Haider already gave a speech. I started then saying: “Okay, I understand 

we will have lice in our yoghurts, we will have blood in our chocolate, our currency 

reserves will be sent to Brussels, and so on.” I listed all his arguments and then I said: “Is 

there somebody who believes this?” “No!” So I said: “Okay, and then you can see how 

serious these arguments are. I think we should discuss serious arguments.”  

MG: You, as a Tyrolean, how did you experience the atmosphere, the mood in Tyrol? 

FF: The problem in Tyrol was that there was an election campaign for the regional 

elections going on. The governor, Mr Weingartner feared that he would loose the 

elections and, therefore, he was the most negative of all governors of Austria. Therefore, 

the result in Tyrol was the worst from all the Austrian regions.  

MG: How do you judge his position? He was also not a member of the delegation in 

Brussels, he stayed in Tyrol, he campaigned against that. How was your relation at that 

time – in 1994 – with Mr Weingartner? 

FF: There was almost no relation. But it would also have been a big mistake to start an 

open conflict. So, therefore, he did what he wanted, and we went ahead… 

MG: Former Chancellor Franz Vranitzky judged the EU entry from 1995 and he 

compared the accession of Austria with 1918, with the foundation of the Republic, or the 

State Treaty negotiations’ conclusion in 1955. Would you agree with that? 

FF: I think this comparison is justified. The difference was that tis time it was solely our 

own decision. It was however clear that the start of the membership in the European 

Union was a new chapter in Austrian history.  

MG: We had a successful outcome: 66 % for the joining, then we had a national election 

in October 1994, which was a loss for the Grand coalition. How would you explain that? 

FF: First of all, I think that the governing parties in Austria did not invest a lot in this 

national election campaign. And after all the activities in relation with the referendum, 

the parties were a bit tired. Then, clearly, the opponents against membership in the 

European Union, they thought: now in the national elections we should really fight for 
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our positions and we should not lose for the second time. And then – I must say – the 

campaign tactics were also not very good.  

MG: How do you judge the influence of the Corfu scenario? You know, the dispute on 

who should sign the Treaty…the bad spirit of Corfu. 

FF: This was without influence.  

MG: Without influence? 

FF: Yes, I think so. The influence was only that the President of the Republic was very 

unhappy about his role… 

MG: Let’s come to the Common Agricultural Policy. The start was 1995. How did you 

feel when you arrived in Brussels to take over one of the most important and – I would 

argue – most critical portfolios – in that new Commission? 

FF: Clearly this was a heavy task. And I was without any experience. So, in the beginning, 

it was not very easy. Therefore, I thought: “What can I do to survive in the Commission?” 

And I came to the conclusion: “Well, I know the business, so I know how agricultural 

policy functions. But what I do not know is the internal structure of the Commission, 

and how the DGs work, what discussions are going on in the corridors, how the civil 

servants in the Commission behave and so on.” I would say, this was more new to me 

than the agricultural policy: there was first the different decision-making process for the 

agricultural legislation. Because you know that the Parliament was excluded from the 

decision-making. So it was only a bargaining between the Commission and the Council. 

And the second thing: the Commission functions totally differently from a national 

government. In the national government you have a Minister’s competence and you need 

the agreement with the other ministers of the Government only if something touches the 

portfolio of another minister. But in the Commission you have the collegiality principle. 

This means that you need a decision of the college for everything. The advantage is that 

you can also influence each decision. And – I would therefore argue that it is not so 

much the budget of the agricultural Commissioner that makes him important but the 

possibility to influence also other policies. The expenditures are all regulated so that you 

cannot say: “I use less money for this and, therefore, I use more for something else.” 

This is not possible. You need also for each expenditure a Commission decision. But, if 

you would like to be a strong Commissioner, then you must get involved in the other 
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policies. And only those Commissioners are seen in Brussels as strong who are able to 

influence discussions, for example in foreign policy, transport policy, environmental 

policy or whatever.  

I must also say, our Presidents – Mr Santer and Mr Prodi – were very tolerant with us 

commissioners. Those Commissioners who had a plan for a legislative proposal, got the 

full support of the president. This made the Commission as a college strong, even more 

so in the second, in the Prodi Commission. For example, we had Chris Patten, the 

French Commissioner, Pascal Lamy, then myself, then Mario Monti and then also the 

Belgian Commissioner, Van Miert. When we ‘five’ had a common position, the rest of 

the Commission… 

MG: Followed… 

FF: Yes, usually they followed. 

MG: What did you set out to achieve during your term in office? Did you have a plan of 

action? 

FF: No. You cannot have, let’s say, a five-year plan or so. First of all, it is true that the 

Commission has the exclusive right to make proposals, but the major part of proposals is 

driven, for example, by new international agreements, or by different national legislation 

which needs harmonisation, or driven by the economy or by financial developments and 

so on and so forth.  

The first strategic try was that I thought sooner or later, traditional and, by the way, in 

WTO terms – trade distorting policies of the Community – will not stay forever. So, 

changes were, sooner or later, needed. But in which direction should the changes go? 

And I came to the conclusion: the best thing to do is to establish a substantial rural 

development policy. And we started with that already in 1996. We organised an 

international conference in Cork, in Ireland, where we presented first ideas for the future 

of Rural Europe. And these ideas became then part of the Agenda 2000. The Cork 

declaration was a real innovation: This was then established as the second pillar of the 

CAP within Agenda 2000.  
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Another incident was not planned in 1996. This was the first outbreak of BSE1. This was 

clearly a catastrophe. And it was also for me very challenging, because everybody in 

Europe expected immediate solutions from me. But, for a new disease, you can only find 

solutions on a scientific base. But there was no scientific base. The Brits neglected the 

danger of the disease because they thought it would not be transferable to humans. If 

they would have done the necessary research in due time, it would have been known 

much earlier what the risks of this disease are. So, in the beginning we did not know the 

mechanism of the infection, we did not know, for example, if there was any possible 

treatment. We did not know how we could reduce the risks for the consumers. We did 

not know almost anything. In such a situation, the only thing you can do is that you trust 

your own ‘Hausverstand’ [common sense]. This is what we did and, interestingly enough 

one month later we had already a set of measures in place. These measures were very 

much opposed by Mr Major in the UK. He blamed me then that he lost the elections 

because of my measures – I have to live with that! But it was not necessary to change any 

of these measures also after years, when we knew a lot more from the studies which were 

done in the meantime. So, we did the right thing.  

In following years, after 1996, there was then a change in the portfolio because the 

European Parliament implemented an investigation Committee and the conclusion of 

this Committee was: one should split the responsibility for the agricultural sector from 

the responsibility for the veterinarians, and phytosanitary sector. This was then the 

beginning of DG Health. I was very happy that I had not to deal anymore with the 

veterinary aspects. In the second term then, instead of being responsible for the vets, I 

was also responsible for fisheries policy.  

MG: We will come back later on this issue with a few questions. What influence on the 

Common Agricultural Policy do you think did the new Member States – Austria, Finland, 

Sweden – really had? 

FF: Well, they were the main drivers of the rural development policy.  

MG: So, these were former old coalition partners during the negotiations? 

FF: Yes, this is correct. 

  

                                                
1 Bovine spongiform encephalopathy. 
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MG: And then now they were new forces? 

FF: One of the very obvious reasons to support a substantial rural development policy 

was that they profited more from the rural development policy than the other Member 

States.  

MG: Last question on the Common Agricultural Policy for that period. Have you revised 

the structure and set up of DG VI during your term in office? And, if so, what was the 

rationale for adapting the Directorate? 

FF: Well, I have mentioned already one element, the change in responsibility for the 

phytosanitary and veterinary sector. The second step was that DG AGRI got as the first 

DG in the Commission a strategic unit. In the beginning it was a very small one – I think 

ten or fifteen people – and I increased the number of people and also the budget for this 

unit every year. In the second term then we ended up with a Directorate with eighty 

people. So it is quite a development. Then clearly we needed restructurings also, because 

we needed more people to deal with rural development policy. These were the main 

changes.  

MG: Thank you. Let’s come to the Agenda 2000. 

FF: Before we go to the Agenda 2000, I think that there is one element, one reform 

which is worth to be mentioned. We did in the late 1990s a reform of the olive sector 

and of the fruit and vegetable sectors. In the fruit and vegetable sectors the reform was a 

small one. But the olive reform was a heavy one for the countries concerned. And this 

was almost a gore against Spain. There were demonstrations in Andalusia with 120 000 

participants, and even the King of Spain invited me to come to Madrid because he was 

anxious about the possible developments. He was concerned that the traditional culture 

of Spain would disappear with my reform. I tried to explain to him that this was not true, 

and what we were planning and so on and so forth. He accepted this.  

The Spaniards had a very tough Minister at that time. This was Loyola de Palacio. She 

was then later Commissioner and we became then very good friends. But at that time it 

was difficult with her because she was very stubborn. In the end, I went to the Spanish 

Prime Minister, and I stroke a deal with him behind the back of the Agriculture Minister! 

At the same time, I said to Loyola: “Listen, if there is a solution for this bloody olive 

sector, then you must promise me that we go together to Santiago de Compostela.” It 
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was then possible to come to a common conclusion which was accepted also by the 

Spanish. And we went together to Santiago! 

MG: It was José María Aznar who was the Prime Minister at that time?  

FF: Right. 

MG: And what did Loyola de Palacio said when you came to a conclusion with Aznar 

and she was out? 

FF: She did not know that. I said we did this behind her back. This deal was totally secret. 

Aznar sent me his plane, the official plane of the Prime Minister, and I flew to Madrid 

and I stayed there overnight. In the evening and in the morning we had a meeting 

together, and we agreed in which direction we should proceed. I made proposals which 

he accepted. It was funny because the Agriculture Minister was also the day before with 

an official plane in Brussels, an asked everybody: “What is the Prime Minster doing here? 

I saw his plane on the Airport!” 

MG: So this was secret diplomacy, and you overruled the Agriculture Minister of Spain 

with regard to a negotiation’s outline? 

FF: Yes. 

MG: Unbelievable. Agenda 2000: could you outline the contents and aims of this 

Agenda? 

FF: First of all, it must be clear that the Agenda 2000 is not a pure agricultural agenda. It 

is a much broader agenda. The base for this agenda was a new financial perspective or – 

in other words – the planning of the budget for the following seven years. The second 

point were significant changes in the structural policy of the Community. And the third 

element was an agricultural reform. But the agricultural reform was part of the package 

because this reform had enormous consequences for the Community budget. Following 

the community rules the substance of the agricultural reform was negotiated with the 

Agriculture Ministers. We agreed on the reform in the Agriculture Council with only one 

vote against: this was the French vote. But, for the financial perspective, a unanimous 

decision amongst the heads of governments was necessary. Therefore a summit was 

organised in Berlin, and this was the first summit presided by Chancellor Schröder.  
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In this Berlin summit President Chirac opened the discussion by saying: “Dear friends, 

you all know we must try to save money: the expenditures of the Community must be 

limited. How can we do this? By not doing the reform in the dairy sector.” Part of this 

reform was also a reshuffling of the dairy sector – and clearly if you reduced the 

intervention prices, and if you reduced export subsidies, you saved money but you 

needed it for additional direct support. He said: “We drop this part of the reform.” So, I 

made sure that in the end a formula was introduced for the final conclusions, saying that 

a mid-term review should be done, and this was then for me the base for the 2003 

reform. So I thought already in 1999: “This is not the end, my dear Mr Chirac!” And for 

that, he hated me! 

MG: Thank you. To what extent did external pressures play a role in launching and 

shaping the Agenda 2000?  

FF: The main pressure came from the Finance Ministers and from the budget sector.  

MG: Let me ask: why this Agenda 2000? Why 1999-2000? 

FF: The idea was developed by Santer. He said: “We must use the opportunity of the 

new millennium to put together a substantial package, so that the European people gets 

the feeling that there is now a new spirit, that there is something different, and that we 

are able to do reforms.” In principle it was a marketing argument.  

MG: Which other factors would you say have facilitated the CAP reform, and 

determined the process and content of the reform? 

FF: First and foremost, because the implementation of the Uruguay Round had already 

started. The then Trade Commissioner, Sir Leon Brittan, together with the American 

trade representative Mickey Kantor launched the idea of having a ‘Millennium Round’; in 

other words, to start a new WTO round. And it was therefore clear that Europe could 

only succeed in such a new round if ways for the agriculture negotiations were found to 

reduce the trade-distorting effects of the European policy. This was already more or less 

clear at that time. So, therefore, I got a lot of support from the industry side. And, 

because of the new rural development policy, in which a lot of environmental measures 

are established, I got also a lot of support from the animal welfare side and the 

environmentalists. The consumers supported my concept because when you reduce the 

guarantee prices, the consumer prices are going down. So, I would say, the outside world, 
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except the farmers, was in favour of the reform. The most difficult ones were the 

farmers, and this is the reason why I said: “We must compensate the farmers.” And here 

we did also a change, which is maybe less known in the public. The principle to reduce 

the guarantee prices for the farmers and compensate this with compensation payments 

was introduced by MacSharry in 1992. And I used also these principles. That said, the 

calculation of the level of the compensation payments cannot be based on the loss of the 

know-how, they can only be based on the loss of income. And this is not the same, 

because you have also changes in the costs’ structure. This allowed us also to 

demonstrate that the incomes of the farmers are more or less fully compensated. So this 

was a bit a more sophisticated approach. 

MG: What was the rationale for reforming market organisations, such as wine, or fruit, 

vegetables, olive oil in the context of Agenda 2000? 

FF: The most important rationale was to make them more competitive. This was the 

crucial part.  

MG: And you mention always the global scenario, the WTO… 

FF: Yes, because the European Union is one of the biggest exporters.  

MG: Who were the leading lights in DG VI, or in your cabinet, who made vital 

contributions, substantial contributions, to the Agenda 2000? 

FF: If you are interested in the details of these things, there is a book available, written by 

Johan Swinnen. The title of this book is: ‘The Perfect Storm’, and the editor of the book is 

CEPS1: Centre for European Policy Studies. You will find there all the details. But, 

broadly speaking – I mean, in principle this is very logical – you cannot expect that the 

managers of the market organisations are against the status quo and are in favour of big 

reforms. Because they manage the pricing system. So, therefore, it was clear from the 

outside that it would make much sense to prepare the reform with steps. But then the 

question was, with whom else? And, in addition to that, the risks in the Commission are 

also the linkages. Everything is linked in the Commission. So, therefore, I thought: 

“What should I do?” And then I came to the conclusion: “I will do the following: I form 

a small team of leading people of the DG and, together with them, we develop the 

reform.” And we did this both times: for Agenda 2000 and also for 2003. I met the 
                                                
1 Swinnen, J. F. M., The Perfect Storm: the political economy of the Fischler Reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy, 
Centre for European Policy Studies, Brussels, 2008.  
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group more or less every second week. We discussed really all the details, all the strategic 

aspects and, also, in which way we can find arguments, how we can argue the issue to the 

outside world, to the different parties. So we discussed really all these things. And we had 

very open discussions. What we spoke about was totally confidential – but inside the 

team everybody was free to say what he or she wanted. Also critical arguments were 

welcome. And the members of this team were the Director-General – Legras at that 

time; the Head of this Strategic Unit, then my Head of Cabinet, and a second member of 

the cabinet who was in charge of the olive-oil market, and then one Vice Director-

General, Möhler. 

MG: An additional question to that: would you say that leading officials in DG VI were 

in favour of CAP reform or they were married to the old CAP model?  

FF: No, the leading people in DG AGRI wanted reform.  

MG: So, no old-fashion supporters… 

FF: No. Although, traditionally, the Director-General of DG AGRI was always a 

Frenchman. But this Frenchman in that time, Mr Legras, he was very much in favour of 

reform, and he was very helpful, because he stood firm also when he went to Paris, 

explaining what we were doing. By the way, when the reform was ready and presented to 

the Commission, I nominated for each Member State an ambassador; a civil servant of 

DG AGRI – because you cannot speak all the languages. Therefore, in each Member 

State the substance of the reform was explained in their own language.  

MG: National approach in order to get a European solution… 

FF: Yes, this was necessary.  

MG: Amongst your colleagues in the college of Commissioners, who supported your 

plans for CAP reform and who were rather more reluctant?  

FF: In the end, all members of the college supported it. So we had a unanimous decision 

on our reform proposal. Some from the Mediterranean countries were a bit doubtful: “Is 

it really necessary to do such a big thing?” And so on…On the other hand, the British 

and the Dutch were more liberal. They were saying: “Is this reform going far enough? 

Should not we go further?” So, therefore, it was then balanced. The problem was much 

bigger in the Council. When I presented the reform proposal, all the Member States were 

against. There was not one single Member State supporting me! The big majority was 
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against because: “It goes much too far!” And a smaller group was against because: “It 

does not go far enough.” This was the starting position. But then, as I said, a few months 

later, after the negotiations, I get – except the French vote – all the other votes.  

MG: So also the German one. 

FF: Yes, absolutely.  

MG: So how would you judge the position of Schröder, the newly elected German 

Chancellor since 1998? How did he behave towards your policy? 

FF: The Minister was also from lower Saxony. Schröder himself did not care a lot about 

agriculture. With Schröder, I had more discussions in the context of the 2003 reform. 

Not so many discussions about Agenda 2000. Schröder was clearly in favour of Agenda 

2000, because it improved the net-payer position of Germany. And Schröder was looking 

more from the financial angle towards the reform, and not so much from an agricultural 

point of view. But, in this summit, when the financial perspective was decided and, to 

some degree, the agricultural reform was watered down, Schröder was only interested to 

have the result. This was his main goal. He was even prepared to accept things which 

would have had problems. As a consequence, he would have been faced to these 

problems afterwards. I mean, this was a negotiation which lasted one day and one night. 

Just to give you a hint on how these discussions were going: at about 4 o’clock in the 

morning, Mr Schröder came to me and said: “Commissioner, can you tell me what is this 

‘Herod’s premium’? I have never heard this.” And then I explained to him what it is. 

And he said: “Well, you know, Mr Chirac is insisting that we should keep this measure, 

because I have proposed that this measure should be dropped.” And I though: “Well, 

what should I say now?” And then I said to him: “Mr Chancellor, clearly I cannot argue 

that it is impossible to keep this measure, because we had it until now. But I warn you: 

the animal welfare-clubs in Germany are the most hostile against these measures” – the 

measure means that calves are killed immediately after the birth and are then destructed, 

so very crude… 

MG: Burned? 

FF: Not burned. They are usually not burned. They make them meat and bone meal, or 

fertilizers. And I said then to him: “Look, I warn you. The risk is, if it comes out that you 

supported the idea of keeping these measures, then the headline tomorrow in the Bild-
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Zeitung would be the Kälber Schlächter Schröder [calf butcher].” And then I said: “No thanks, 

we do not do it!” 

MG: It really was bad to be in the Bild-Zeitung… To be a slaughter… 

FF: Yes. In such negotiations, it is always important to have the right argument, which 

either concerns the persons with whom we are negotiating. Or you demonstrated a 

benefit.  

MG: A personal question: you always seemed to be very clever in dealing with all these 

problems. How did you prepare yourself when going to such a summit? Did you know 

more about Schröder? Did you have dossiers?  

FF: No, not dossiers. But what helped a lot in the substance was, first of all, this little, 

strategic group. Because of the atmosphere in this group, and that everybody was 

allowed also to bring in all the counterarguments against the solution. So this helps a lot 

then to understand better how you should argue, and what the sensitivities are in the 

different countries and which arguments you can use vis-à-vis Mr Chirac for example, or 

vis-à-vis anybody else. Sometimes, for example, this little story I mentioned before, this 

was more spontaneous. And clearly, if you are working in Brussels and if you are in 

contact all the time with different representatives from Parliaments, pressure groups, 

lobbies, and so on and so forth, you know a lot about what the preferences of a certain 

person are, and so on… 

MG: When did you get the feeling that you are now so routined in that new job that you 

can manage not everything, but a lot? 

FF: I must say that I never got this feeling. In the end I am also convinced: if you get the 

feeling that it is all routine now, then you are ready on the dumbest trend. So, it was all 

much more about: “Can we find this here maybe; this is the weakest link in our chain; 

can we find here even a better argument; can we do this; can we ask for a study to this 

university because there is a professor who is a specialist of this or that…” Clearly the 

expertise of thousands of civil servants is enormous. And this is, to some degree, one of 

the big advantages of the Commission: that you find there an enormous expertise but 

you must think for yourself how to use it. And a big mistake – which is made sometimes 

– is that the commissioners are not in close contact with the civil servants and think that 

they can govern only with their cabinet. But we never did that.  
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MG: Thank you very much. Again, one question on Agenda 2000. One of its great 

achievements, it was in the end a compromise. What would you say were the strengths, 

the advantages and more or less the weaknesses of that Agenda, of that reform? 

FF: In the agricultural sector, basically I mentioned already the strengths and the 

weaknesses. The strength was that we were able to introduce the second pillar. The 

strength was also that we transformed the compensation model from a ‘revenue loss’ 

model towards a ‘income loss’ model; that we were able to reduce a lot the export 

subsidies; that we had also new rules for the market access; we reduced also the 

intervention policy and these kind of things – which saved a lot of money and, at the 

same time, made our policy less trade-distorting and competition-distorting. The weak 

point was clearly that we were not able to succeed with the reform. If you look now back, 

the pity was that not doing this reform in 1992 but doing it only in 2003, created an 

enormous loss in competitiveness of European dairy products on the world markets and 

also created lower meat prices; because clearly with these strict rules in the dairy sector 

the policy was not market driven, this was driven by intervention: how many tons of 

skimmed milk-powder, or butter or cheese are bought in into intervention. And are you 

able then, two years later, to sell these stocks from intervention? This was really the weak 

point.  

MG: Coming again to the BSE - you mentioned it very shortly before: how would you – 

in retrospect – assess the Commission’s crisis management during the BSE crisis of the 

mid-1990s? 

FF: As you know, there were two highs in the BSE crisis. The first one was in 1996, and 

the second one was in the year 2000. The first one was more focused on the UK, but the 

2000 crisis was then also spread to Germany and to several other countries. And the 

damage of the crisis was, in 2000, bigger than in 1996, because the market losses were 

much higher in 2000. So, in principle I would say that the crisis management of the 

Commission was okay, but the problem is also that you need for certain measures the 

agreement of the Member States. So, therefore, only if you succeed with the crisis 

management in the Council of Ministers, then you can implement it. Therefore, we were 

not always able to implement all the measures which we envisaged. The second problem 

was that the behaviour of the British government was really, to some degree, 

counterproductive. I mean – these burning staples of cadavers: what a horrible picture 
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this was for all over Europe. They used their own authority in this context, we were not 

able to forbid this. We were only able to say: “You are not allowed to bring your meat to 

the continent, or to export your meat.” This was possible, because for that we had the 

necessary power. But, to avoid these catastrophic pictures, this was outside our power.  

MG: What was the impact of the BSE crisis on the CAP in the long-term perspective? 

Did this crisis have long-term, negative effects on the reform policy of the CAP policy?  

FF: On the CAP policy, not so much. I think there was not really a substantial impact on 

the reforms. It was more on the veterinary policy. For example, one result was that a 

veterinary agency was implemented in Ireland, where you had all the chief-vets 

assembled, the controllers… Another effect was that also the control mechanisms were 

improved clearly. But, for example, in the 2003 reform there was no influence of BSE. 

The problem is: as soon as the interest of the media disappears, the problem is almost 

inexistent.  

MG: Media economy… 

FF: Yes, media economy. 

MG: How would you describe your relationship with the farmers’ unions?  

FF: In principle, I had really good relations with the farmers’ unions. On the other hand, 

I must also say that the COPA1, the European Farmers’ Association, which is the most 

important farmers’ union, lost also a lot of influence.  

MG: Why? 

FF: I would say the main reason for that is the growth of the Union. The bigger the 

Union became the more difficult it was to come to a common positions. It is also 

interesting to notice that in the forefront of the reform decision in 1999 there was the 

last big demonstration in Brussels of the farmers with more than 30 000 participants. 

Since then, it changed. First, the farmers realized, or their associations realized, that they 

lose a lot of sympathy if they are on the street demonstrating against something which 

nobody else senses and, also, the more members the Union had, the more difficult it was 

to establish a common position. When I went to the assembly and, this was almost a 

ritual, a rite, I presented my proposal, my policy and then the different presidents of the 

national unions stood up and said: “Well, Mister Commissioner, I would like to ask 
                                                
1 Committee of Professional Agricultural Organisations. 
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you…” this and that, or the others said: “Well, I am against”, and the next one said: “No, 

I support very much this idea…” So, in the end, it was very easy for me. I said: “Okay, I 

have listened very carefully. If you then have a common position, I will come back and 

discuss your common position.” This is the way how they lost their influence. 

MG: The last big demonstration in Brussels was in 1999 and then, nothing happened? 

FF: More or less… 

MG: A few questions: to achieve the reforms that you said out, to what extent did you 

relay on support from less traditional groups, such as environmental organizations and 

consumer groups rather than, say, the ‘agricultural lobbies’? 

FF: What I did is: first, I addressed specifically their interests. Also in public statements, 

in press conferences and so on, so that automatically there was more and more sympathy 

on their side; in the public opinion, they played an enormous role and Prime Ministers 

thought: “Well, maybe they are more important than the small group of the farmers.” 

This was one thing. The other thing was that, from time to time, I had background 

discussions with journalists, and in these background discussions I tried to think a little 

bit also with the head of a consumer, or the head of an environmentalist, to make them 

familiar that not only the arguments of the farm lobbies are the most important ones. It 

became obvious that there are also other important arguments in our society, and they 

should serve the whole society, and not only one sector. This helped a lot. And what I 

also did: I did, let’s say, ‘tactical speeches’ – you have as a Commissioner the opportunity 

to make many speeches – and I always thought: “I would present a small element of the 

whole picture of the reform without mentioning the picture.” Only one puzzle. If 

somebody would have been clever, and added all these elements together, he would have 

known at an early stage what the reform is all about. 

MG: Like a coach of a soccer team. He would not explain the whole équipe, but who is 

the defender, just one thing… 

FF: I agree. 

MG: Would you say, with regard to the rise of the groups we mentioned before, that 

there has been a change of paradigm which contributed to facilitate the reform? 

FF: Yes. There was a big change of paradigm because this was the time when, for 

example, green parties in Europe became more powerful, or public discussions about 
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pollution, about climate-change, were starting. Clearly, these things helped. And it helped 

also that the food industry had changed its position, and their interests were clearly 

primarily that agricultural raw materials are cheap, so that they are more competitive on 

the domestic and international markets. So, from their side, I got a lot of support.  

MG: In Germany, we had a black-yellow coalition government until 1998, then a red-

green government with Renate Künast as a Minister for Agriculture. What kind of impact 

did this political party-system change in Germany have on your policy? 

FF: Well, there was a change in the middle of the game. Because in the beginning, when 

Schröder started, the Agriculture Minister was Mr Karl-Heinz Funke from the Social-

Democratic Party, and then after the re-shuffling of the Government Renate Künast 

came in. Therefore, Renate Künast was not in power during the first reform – Agenda 

2000 – but she was there when the 2003 reform was negotiated. And I must say that in 

the 2003 reform she was very helpful because she resisted, also internally in the German 

government, that Mr Schröder accepted too many requests from the French. She 

persuaded him to defend the German position also against the French and she made also 

clear why the reform was necessary. So, in this respect, she was really supportive. I mean: 

she had more problems with the farming community at home because sometimes I had 

the impression that she thought the more resistant the farmers are, the more right her 

position was!  

MG: Fisheries, the last thing. Just three questions on the fisheries policy. What were, 

according to you, the major issues confronting the fisheries sector in the late 1990s and 

the early 2000s? 

FF: In the late 1990s, I was not responsible…  

MG: That is true. 

FF: I was responsible only from 2000 onwards. The problem in the fisheries policy was 

that, since that policy existed, there was never any reform in this sector. The main 

concern was the status of the fish stocks, especially the cod stocks or some others species 

like tuna. This was one problem. And then the policy as such, especially the support 

policy in the fishery sector was really confusing. Just to give you an example: it is clear 

that diminution of the stocks had a lot to do with the fishing pressure, and the fishing 

pressure grew mainly because the equipment of the fishing boats became more and more 
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sophisticated and more and more powerful. It put more pressure on the stocks. And, at 

the same time, the support policy was constructed in a way so that investments for new 

fishing gears, for improvements on the fishing boats, got the most support. So, on the 

one hand, the pressure increased; on the other hand, the increase of the pressure was 

heavily supported instead of reducing it. At the same time, it was also supported if 

somebody replaced his vessel with a new one. And then there were many additional 

problems. For example, the question of how to deal with the targeted species, because 

you get the fishing licence for certain species in a certain area in the ocean or in the sea. 

And, when you then catch your fish, and you look into your fishing gear, you see that 

there are many other species clearly also in the net. This is called by catch and goes all 

overboard. In that way a lot of damage is caused. And then also the control was really 

elusive. I was once, for example, in Scotland in Peter Harbour, one of the most Nordic 

fishing harbours in the UK, and I went to the landing station where the fishermen had to 

land their fish to demonstrate to the controller their catch. I found out that the office of 

the controller closed at 5 o’clock p.m. and the first fishing boat came in at 6 o’clock p.m. 

So I asked them respectfully: “Why is that?” “Well, this is our tradition!” So, I decided: 

“This cannot go on like it was.” I started the first fisheries reform in the history of the 

European Union. I mean, we got not everything what we suggested, but at least we got 

something. Unfortunately, my successor – he came from Malta – watered down what I 

had already achieved. Maybe there is one other element worth mentioning. Towards the 

end of the accession negotiations with Spain the European Union decided – because 

Spain had always, already at that time, but still now, the most competitive and the most 

powerful fishing fleet, and the other Member States were very much concerned about the 

power of the Spaniards – to introduce rules by which they kept out the Spaniards from 

the European fishing grounds where the others were fishing. But, to compensate that, 

they promised that they would try to get fisheries agreements with third countries and, 

with the catches from these agreements, the Spaniards should be compensated. The most 

important fisheries agreement in this context is the agreement with Morocco. And this is 

also geographically for Spain very advantageous because the Spanish have a significant 

part of their fishing fleet concentrated on the Canary Islands, and from the Canary 

Islands the Moroccan coast is very close. In addition to that, the coastal area of Morocco 

are one of the best fishing grounds in the world. So, therefore, the Union agreed on the 

Moroccan agreement – and also on some others but, as I said, this was the most 
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important one. During my turn it was necessary to re-negotiate this agreement. And the 

negotiations ended that there was no agreement anymore. I argued following the 

principles of our own reform, either we get a reasonable agreement which sticks to our 

principles of stock protection and limiting the exploitation for species under threat or, if 

this is not possible, it would be better not to have an agreement. And I convinced the 

Spaniards and they accepted that principle. And then the Moroccans were very much 

surprised, because they did not get the money anymore. These are two additional 

highlights of the fisheries policy.  

MG: Thank you very much. Just two mini questions concerning the fisheries. What was 

really new about the reform of the CFP the Commission developed under your 

leadership? I think we mentioned that, adopted in 2002, it is an additional thing to what 

you mentioned before – for example, obligations and aids for reducing fleet sizes and 

inspections had already been in place since the early 1980s, and the Commission had 

been concerned about conservation of stocks since, at least, the mid-1970s… 

FF: Concerned yes. But these concerns were without action. This was the problem.  

MG: So this thing is already consumed by your answer before. The last thing: taking 

stock of your term in office between 1995 and 2000, what were your achievements? You 

can expand that until 2005. What were your achievements and what obstacles did you 

encounter? I think you just also mentioned all things… 

FF: I think we mentioned already almost all of them. So there are the two big reforms, in 

addition there were several smaller reforms, for the so-called ‘special products’ like the 

reform of the fruit and vegetables sector, wine sector, olive sector, cotton sector, tobacco 

reform… so many things. I mean, during these ten years I was always engaged in reforms.  

There is another element and this is the millennium round, which I mentioned only 

shortly. Already the start of this new round failed in Seattle in 2000. And then the 

question was: “So, what now?” And, one year later, in Doha, the new round was 

launched, and I was very much engaged in these negotiations together with Pascal Lamy, 

and we negotiated – I would say – rather successfully. We were very close to an 

agreement but, because of the American position, it was not possible to strike a deal in 

2004 and this was also one of the biggest mistakes in the international trade policy of the 

Americans because, until today, it was not possible to come to a conclusion. And, in the 

meantime, as a kind of reaction to this deadlock, in the international negotiations you see 
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more and more bilateral negotiations. TTIP is the result of the non-functioning of the 

Doha.  

Apart from that I would say my success stories were to build the second pillar, of the 

CAP, to build this rural development policy. The rural development policy was further 

strengthened then in the 2003 reform.  

What is also important is – let’s say – the societal impact. I was very much interested, 

especially to present in the general public, agricultural policy not as a policy that concerns 

only farmers and the farmers’ communities. A modern agricultural policy must be of the 

interest of the whole society. I think, in this field we made also some progress. Then I 

was always, from the very beginning, of the opinion that progressive reforms are needed. 

We had a lot of discussions in the public about that and my position was always to say: 

“Look, it is a total illusion to believe that you can change this policy in one step.” This 

policy has a long history and, therefore, it is like in the Roman Catholic Church: semper 

reformanda! [“The church must always be reformed.”] So you must always think about the 

next step of reform. And it was clear to me, if I would have been one more period in 

Brussels, I would have done another reform. 

MG: That is leading to my last question. Before your Commission ended in 2004, and 

also your job as a Commissioner for agricultural policy and fisheries policy, did you have 

any idea to continue? Were there signs from both sides that you did a very good job and 

you should continue this job as a new Commissioner? 

FF: Well, if I would have said: “Yes, I would like to do another term”, it would have 

been accepted. I had really a lot of prestige. But, I thought, altogether sixteen years, six as 

a Minister and then ten years as a Commissioner is enough. One thing was also clear: if I 

stayed on, it would have been absolutely necessary to get another portfolio, because it is a 

reality in politics: you cannot stay on forever. And you can also not invent a new wheel 

every period.  

MG: So what kind of policy or portfolio would have had your interest? 

FF: Well… competition policy for example.  

MG: A very important portfolio… 

FF: Yes. If I would have been longer in Brussels, clearly I would have been interested 

only in a very attractive portfolio. And the attraction of the competition portfolio is that 
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this is the field where commissioners have the biggest power. Because all the competition 

cases – mergers, illegal agreements between companies and so on – are dealt with under 

commission competence. You are not obliged neither to ask the other commissioners, 

nor to ask the parliament.  

MG: So, were there people asking you […] from Austrian side or the EU side? 

FF: From both sides. 

MG: Both sides… 

FF: But I decided then in the end: “Let’s do something new!” 

MG: Something new was a tricky thing which you can learn from the newspapers, that in 

2000, when this black and blue government should have been established, Hannes 

Androsch, former Vice-Chancellor and Finance Minister and you as a former Minister 

for Agriculture and a Commissioner, should have been an option in the head of Thomas 

Klestil… 

FF: This is true, yes. 

MG: This is really amazing, because… 

FF: I was at least three of four times in the office of Thomas Klestil, and he said to me: 

“You know that it is the exclusive right of the President of the Republic to propose who 

should be the Chancellor.” And I said then to him: “But do you also know how you can 

govern without a majority in the Parliament?” 

MG: Many thanks for this, because we are now at the end of this interview. We are very 

grateful to have had this interview with Dr Franz Fischler, and I thank you very very 

much. 
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