Row over farming subsidies

Paying farmers to return to sheep farming on Britain’s uplands risks damaging the environment of some of Britain’s most beautiful landscape because of overgrazing, according to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). 


The House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee recommended that reform of EU subsidies under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) should reintroduce payments for each sheep or cow. The cross party group of MPs argued that beautiful landscapes like the Yorkshire Dales or Dartmoor, that bring in millions of tourists every year, are in danger because livestock farmers are going out of business. 

Without hill farmers there is no one to maintain footpaths, farm buildings or traditional features such as dry stone walls. The influential committee suggested 'headage’ payments would make it possible for sheep farming to continue by paying farmers to keep sheep despite the fact lamb and wool is no longer valuable enough to make a viable income. 

Anne McIntosh, Chairwoman of the Committee, said a return to headage payments in limited circumstances, with appropriate environmental conditions to prevent overstocking, would provide fairer funding to hill farmers.  “Headage payments would enable tenant farmers to access funding they need while meeting, or improving on, the current environmental conditions applied to CAP payments,” she said. The move was welcomed by tenant farmer associations, who fear the uplands will become overgrown with bracken because of recent emphasis on paying to let the land go 'wild' rather than sheep farming. 

They argue that environmental subsidies for wind farms or maintinging bogs are all very well but it will not keep young people or traditional farming in the uplands. However Pat Thompson, RSPB Senior Uplands Conservation Officer, said a return to subsidies would encourage overgrazing in ecologically important areas. He argued that sheep farming is encouraged on a limited scale as part of environmental payments and there are more sustainable ways of supporting traditional farming than subsidies.  “We agree with the Committee that land managers should be rewarded for the positive work they do for fragile upland habitats like peatlands, blankets bogs and heathland, but this kind of old fashioned thinking could undo all that effort. To financially reward damaging grazing regimes at a time when the industry and the Government has pledged to protect our natural landscapes would be a big backward step,” he said.  “It is right that struggling hill farmers are given the right level of support through Common Agricultural Policy payments for enhancing the environment, leaving the market to reward them for the market goods they provide.”  Speaking at the National Farmers’ Union annual conference, Caroline Spelman, said reform of CAP will mean that farmers will eventually have to survive without subsidies.  "With finance ministers trying to balance their nation's books, there's bound to be downward pressure on the Cap budget,” she warned.  "A time is coming – but we don't know how soon – when levels of subvention we have to today will not be required." But she insisted the UK Government is lobbying within Europe to ensure that farmers continue to receive support to produce food and protect the environment, while also ensuring traditional farming can survive in the uplands. 

