Farming bodies clash on cap's future plans 
 
A POLICY report on the possible future of the Common Agricultural Policy after 2013 - viewed by some as supporting environmental measures rather than core agriculture - has seen a major clash between the National Farmers' Union on one hand, and the Country Land & Business Association and Royal Society for the Protection of Birds on the other. 

The nation's two largest farming organisations, and its largest charity, are at odds fundamentally about the way forward for the CAP. 

Their differences have come to a head with the publication of proposals by the CLA's European umbrella group, the European Landowners' Organisation, in conjunction with RSPB's equivalent, Birdlife International. 

The NFU is "profoundly worried" at the contents of the report, which was launched in the European Parliament. 

It says the paper supports environmentalist measures against the advancement of agricultural interests, foreseeing a future CAP that showed more characteristics of the current CAP's rural development and agri-environment measures than existing farm support mechanisms. 

Under such a system, according to the report, "all payments should eventually be based on a clear contract between the contractor and society, spelling out the public goods that the contractor is expected to deliver". 

NFU president Peter Kendall expressed deep reservations about its overall direction, saying: "This paper completely misses the mark when it comes to what the CAP is really about. It is about putting food on people's tables at reasonable prices, about increasing agricultural productivity and making farming more competitive and market-oriented." 

He said that of course the NFU recognised that protecting and enhancing the environment was an important side-effect of a sustainable agricultural policy. 

All of the CAP's objectives had to be achieved in a way that enabled farmers to rise to global challenges, such as combating and adapting to climate change, managing water better, making the most of renewable energy and preserving bio-diversity - producing more and impacting less. 

But he was worried that the ELO/Birdlife proposal, by focusing on providing environmental benefits, ignored the wider challenge of how to feed a population of nine billion by 2050. 

Mr Kendall added the Defra Secretary, Hilary Benn, had stressed at last month's Oxford Farming Conference, that the nation needed a progressive farming industry, with a ministry supporting it. 

He added: "Unfortunately the ELO and Birdlife proposal, endorsed by the CLA and RSPB, papers over the cracks that exist in food markets. 

"I can only describe it as a one-dimensional policy, more suited to land managers than active farmers." 

His views were backed up by the Welsh NFU's president, Ed Bailey, who said: "I am not in the least attracted by a CAP that defines farmers entirely in terms of the public goods we deliver though agri-environmental schemes. 

"We are food producers first and foremost and we aspire to make a return from the market on that basis. We need a strong CAP which has agriculture at its centre." 

The paper, entitled Proposals for the future CAP , was launched by Paolo De Castro , chairman of the European Parliament Agriculture Committee, ELO secretary general Thierry de l'Escaille and Birdlife International European director Angelo Caserta. 

It states that conservationists and landowners believed food security and environmental challenges could only be met by a European policy with an appropriate budget, and set out a number of key action points. 

The CLA and RSPB said the benefit for the public would be a more viable and sustainable farm system that provided environmental benefits - including cleaner water, reduced global warming and more biodiversity. 

CLA South West director, John Mortimer, said: "We believe farming must be efficient, competitive and viable in the long term. 

"We have found that on some crucial issues environmental groups, such as the RSPB, and land managers have a lot in common. 

"We agree that the CAP must change to meet the emerging challenges of the 21st century and both organisations see a continuing role for a properly resourced European policy which will help achieve food and environmental security - and that will, surely, mean an increased emphasis on rural development and agri-environment measures." 

Mark Avery, the RSPB director of conservation, said: "The current system needs to be overhauled to reward farmers properly for the environmental benefits they provide and which are so vitally important for protecting wildlife on farmland." 
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