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Introduction

The political choice made in the UK referendum on 23 June 2016 will affect the whole of  
our food system, whether we choose to remain or stay in the European Union. 

Policy, regulation and trade will all be profoundly affected. What’s decided by the electorate 
will have far-reaching implications for society, including our food supply network. 

Hence we have commissioned a series of  briefing papers to help people think about the 
issues the referendum raises with regard to our food system. 

This is our first one, and it’s by Wyn Grant, Professor of  Politics at the University of  
Warwick. He gives here an account of  the main elements of  Common Agricultural Policy, a 
fundamental part of  our membership of  the European Union. He’s well-placed to do so. 
He’s Chair of  the Working Party set up by the Farmer-Scientist Network of  the Yorkshire 
Agricultural Society and, under his leadership, they recently published this report on the 
implications of  Brexit on British agriculture.

We hope that the following few lucidly written pages will give you the conceptual framework 
to better understand the information and the arguments that are being put forward. 

Chair, Birmingham Food Council
March 2016
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1! What the CAP is and what it is not

The CAP is the oldest policy of  what was originally the Common Market. It remains 
a cornerstone of  the European Union, accounting for around 40% of  its budget.   

1.1	 What the CAP tries to do
The objectives of  the CAP haven’t changed since the Treaty of  Rome in 1957. They 
are:

(1) To increase agricultural productivity by promoting technical progress and 
ensuring the optimum use of  the factors of  production, in particular labour.

(2) To ensure a fair standard of  living for farmers.
(3) To stabilise markets.
(4) To ensure the availability of  supplies.
(5) To ensure reasonable prices for consumers.

The first objective is about the competitiveness of  EU farms, but it is something that 
depends largely on technological progress. 

The second objective reflects the fact that in some respects the CAP was a welfare 
policy for farmers, although most of  the subsidies have gone to big farmers rather 
than smaller scale farmers.

The third and fourth objectives are really about food security. 

The last objective about consumers is rather vaguely worded and is to some extent at 
odds with the objective of  protecting the income of  farmers.

1.2	 What is left out
There is no mention in the objectives of  environmental issues, which is not a surprise 
as they weren’t prominent in the 1950s. The difficulty was that the CAP encouraged 
more intensive farming in line with the first objective, involving more use of  fertilisers 
and agrochemicals which caused environmental problems, particularly water 
pollution.

These issues have been partially tackled by measures taken as part of  the EU’s 
environmental programme, but also by a partial ‘greening’ of  the CAP. This is 
achieved by ‘cross compliance’ measures which require farmers to meet basic 
environmental standards to qualify for their subsidies. It is also achieved through what 
are called ‘Pillar 2’ measures, agri-environmental schemes that promote conservation 
and biodiversity.

However, the policy has done little to tackle climate change. The possibility of  a third 
pillar concerned with climate change was discussed as part of  the last reform of  the 
CAP, but was quickly dropped. Farming makes extensive use of  fossil fuels, and 
methane from livestock is a significant and persistent greenhouse gas.

1.3	 Food policy
What the CAP is not is a food policy. It has no links with issues of  diet and nutrition. 
Indeed, it has provided extensive support for the European sugar beet industry. On the 
whole, the CAP does tend to push up the cost of  food for consumers as tariff  barriers 
exclude produce from lower cost producers elsewhere in the world from the European 
market.
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2! What Brexit might mean

It has to be emphasised that there are considerable uncertainties associated with the 
impact of  Brexit on farming and food. It is difficult to forecast what the outcome 
would be of  the two year negotiations that would follow Brexit. However it is unlikely 
that farming would be the main focus of  those negotiations.

2.1	 Reduction in farm subsidies
At the moment farmers receive a general ‘Pillar 1’ subsidy from the CAP. The 
calculation of  this subsidy is complex, but broadly speaking, it depends on the size of  
the farm. For many farmers, this subsidy makes the difference between making a profit 
and making a loss.

Successive UK governments have been opposed to these subsidies for a long time as 
they see them as market distorting and an avoidable additional burden on public 
expenditure. It is very likely that they would be phased out after Brexit.

This might lead to some farmers going out of  business. The proportion of  food 
supplied domestically would be reduced and this would lead to a greater reliance on 
imports. These imports might become cheaper, however, if  some of  the EU tariff  
barriers were removed, although this might be an offset by a fall in the level of  the 
pound against other currencies, making imports more expensive.

2.2	 What would happen to food prices?
In any case the main factor in keeping food prices down in recent years in the UK has 
been the intense competition between supermarkets. For example, they have treated 
milk as a ‘loss leader’ which has not been very helpful for dairy farmers, many of  
whom are making losses.

Taking all these factors into account, it is unlikely that the consumer would see a 
marked increase or decrease in the price of  food as a result of  Brexit.

2.3	 A bonfire of controls?
Some farmers resent the level of  regulation that they see imposed on them as a result 
of  membership of  the EU. But the need for these regulations would not disappear if  
the UK left the EU. Regulations on nitrates from fertilisers are needed to reduce water 
pollution. Regulations on pesticides are needed to protect the environment and human 
and animal health. Animal welfare on farms would also need to continue to be 
regulated.

n

3! Conclusions

Brexit would be unlikely to be beneficial for UK farmers and the country’s food 
processing industry, nor would it particularly benefit consumers. If  the UK remains a 
member of  the EU, it needs to continue to press for reform of  the CAP so that it 
meets a broader range of  goals in a more carefully targeted way.
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Further reading

Yorkshire Agricultural Society (2016) The implications of  Brexit for UK agriculture; 
executive summary here. Farmer-Scientist Network. 
(This is the paper produced by the Working Party that Professor Grant chairs.)
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You may well also be interested in reading:

Buckwell, Allan (2016) Agricultural implications of  Brexit. Worshipful Company of  
Farmers.

Food Research Collaboration (2016) Food, the UK and the EU: Brexit or Bremain?

Matthews, A (2015) Gainers and losers from the CAP budget. Blogpost for capreform.eu

NFU (2016) EU Referendum: UK farming’s relationship with the EU

Swinbank, Alan (2014) If  the British left: Agricultural policy outside the CAP? 
EuroChoices, Vol 13, Issue 2
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Other general reading about issues around the referendum:

Economist’s data team (2016) A background guide to ‘Brexit” from the European Union in 
their charts, maps and info-graphics section 

HM Government (2016) Alternatives to membership: Possible models for the United 
Kingdom outside the European Union 

page 5/5

http://yas.co.uk/uploads/files/YAS_FSN_Brexit_-_Full_Report.pdf
http://yas.co.uk/uploads/files/YAS_FSN_Brexit_-_Full_Report.pdf
http://yas.co.uk/uploads/files/YAS_FSN_Brexit_-_Executive_Summary_-_Web.pdf
http://yas.co.uk/uploads/files/YAS_FSN_Brexit_-_Executive_Summary_-_Web.pdf
http://ca1-fml.edcdn.com/downloads/WCF-Brexit-18.01.16-pdf.pdf?mtime=20160207094708
http://ca1-fml.edcdn.com/downloads/WCF-Brexit-18.01.16-pdf.pdf?mtime=20160207094708
http://foodresearch.org.uk/food-and-brexit/
http://foodresearch.org.uk/food-and-brexit/
http://capreform.eu/gainers-and-losers-from-the-cap-budget/
http://capreform.eu/gainers-and-losers-from-the-cap-budget/
http://www.nfuonline.com/assets/52824
http://www.nfuonline.com/assets/52824
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1746-692X.12061/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1746-692X.12061/abstract
http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2016/02/graphics-britain-s-referendum-eu-membership
http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2016/02/graphics-britain-s-referendum-eu-membership
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/504604/Alternatives_to_membership_-_possible_models_for_the_UK_outside_the_EU.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/504604/Alternatives_to_membership_-_possible_models_for_the_UK_outside_the_EU.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/504604/Alternatives_to_membership_-_possible_models_for_the_UK_outside_the_EU.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/504604/Alternatives_to_membership_-_possible_models_for_the_UK_outside_the_EU.pdf

