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8. TAXPAYERS, TRANSITION AND GOVERNMENT 
 
The average cost to the EU citizen [not just taxpayers] of the Common Agricultural Policy in 2017 was €115. 
In Ireland, no longer a net recipient of EU funds, it was €323. To this can be added another €226 per person 
of direct funds allocated in Dublin, thus giving a total of €549. It might be the highest level in the World. 
 
The allocation of funds by a government are political decisions made to support strategic objectives. In 
this case the objectives have been the export of dairy produce, beef and lamb and the preservation of the 
rural economy. Nonetheless, does this represent good value to the Irish taxpayer in light of the: 

 
Further, who are the major beneficiaries of Ireland’s exports? Is it farmers, rural communities, the Irish 
food consumer or the taxpayer? Or is the benefit harvested by exporter-processors or, as happens in the 
much-lauded infant-formula sector, the multi-nationals who own the intellectual property including the 
consumer-facing brands? It can be argued that the beneficiaries of Irish taxpayer support are UK retailers 
and/or UK consumers. A cost benefit-analysis of Ireland’s tax spend on agri-food would be revealing. 
 
In light of the above, a reorientation of Ireland’s agri-food policy is, therefore, justified and long overdue. 
 

RE-ORIENTATION OF IRISH AGRI-FOOD POLICY 
 
At present Ireland allocated about 20% of its CAP funds to its Rural Development Programme. Austria, for 
example, allocates nearly 44%. Hence, there is already scope to re-orientate CAP funds from direct support 
to a wider range of rural development and environmental priorities. It is possible that a ‘renationalized’ 
CAP will allow even greater scope. Well managed, the change should not be detrimental to farm incomes. 
 
After decades of farming-support payments, a transitionary period [of a CAP budgetary period of seven 
years] with tapered transition payments would be preferable to allow all parties to adjust to a new regime.  
 
A key objective will be to break the linkage between food production and annual payments. Farm incomes 
must be derived from the consumer and market mechanisms must operate to transfer that proportion of 
the end-user price that ensures that the farmer is adequately recompensed for the resources s/he employs 
and the production risks taken. Public payments made to farmers must only be for services rendered or to 
deliver change related to policy objectives. Hence, a priority must be products and market development. 
 
Into the long-term, any annual payments must usually relate to the deliverance of environmentally linked 
services. These might relate to, for example, climate-change mitigation, river-catchment management, 
ecological hot-spot management or landscape preservation. They must not be linked to food production. 
 

a) high food imports required to provide the Irish people with basic dietary needs and food diversity, 

b)   externalized costs of producing for export [pollution of air/water, GHG’S and likely emission taxes], 

c)   import costs of feeds, fertilizers, fuel and machinery [with their externalized environmental costs]? 
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NEW PRINCIPLES FOR ALLOCATING FUNDING 
 
It is proposed that new principles govern how payments are made to both farming and food supply-chain 
entities and rural communities under a new Irish-specific, green farming, food and rural policy. They are: 

 
Hence, going forwards, it is proposed that direct farming-related payments are given as tapered payments 
to encourage specific farming-system change. These must be tapered as the changes should, in time, 
substitute one productive farming system for another. The market should provide the returns needed to 
reward the farmer for adopting the change. Conversion-to-organic-farming payments provide a case-in-
point. They offer ‘compensation’ for yield falls during conversion and because produce cannot be sold as 
‘organic’ until conversion is complete. The change-rational used for organic farming should be used with, 
for example, adopting zero-tillage arable, planting orchards, or establishing mixed agro-forestry systems. 
 
It is proposed that the emphasis then moves from annual payments to providing capital grants to facilitate 
farming and food system change. These could be in the form of grants for initial capital investments and 
capital allowances for asset renewal. Such a methodology would promote changes that directly focus upon 
policy-desired deliverables whilst not putting in place any long-term food-production subsidies. Capital 
grant availability must not be limited to farming and they should be available to encourage any investment 
that is deemed necessary to remove bottlenecks from within the entire farm-to-fork food supply-chain. 
 

  

a)   that they compensate farmers and land managers for income forgone during a period of change 

b)   they must be tapered through a transition phase to allow businesses to adjust to changed policy 

c)   they reward farmers and / or land managers for achieving defined public-interest-targeted goals 

d)   that may pay those delivering ‘public goods’ for income forgone plus an incentive if appropriate 

e)   they provide capital investment grants to encourage changes on farms and in routes to markets 

f)    that payments can be made to those outside the farm-gate to remove supply-chain bottlenecks  

ZERO-TILLAGE SEEDER 
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MARKETING AND SALES PROMOTIONS 
 
Into the future, the Irish farmers who decide to change from just producing raw materials for processors 
will have to be far more attuned to consumer demands. What they produce on farm and how they produce 
it will be key. At present, marketing and sales are undertaken by the primary or secondary processors.  
 
It is only through the operation of farm-assurance schemes [aka QA schemes] that there is any connection 
between the farmer and consumer, albeit that they are now frequently obligatory for access to a market. 
As a consequence, for the majority of farmers the baseline farm-assurance scheme will have to continue.  
 
If small-scale farmers [as for small-scale food processors] are to thrive, product sales at an enhanced price 
are an imperative. This means directly producing a differentiated product or selling to those who produce 
such. In the decade to 2030 a shift from commodities to products can be expected. Traceability and supply-
chain integrity will be necessary and that will require more sophisticated designated-origin QA schemes.  
 
With a farm-to-fork policy targeting a move to consumer-facing products from farm-assured commodities, 
what will be required from centrally-funded marketing and sales promotion will change. It will need to: 
 

 

 

  

 provide detailed consumer market information to individual / smaller-scale product producers 

 support to identify product opportunities and to understand the specifications of the products 

 help create and define products, establish traceability schemes and develop product identities 

 offer promotional assistance for sales into local, domestic and premium international markets 
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RESEARCH AND ADVISORY  
 
Over the last half-a century, research and development has moved from the farm. As it has become more 
about science, innovation has been taken out of the hands of farmers and they have become reliant on 
third-parties for their technological advances. They are technologies manufactured outside the farm-gate. 
 
Some external inputs have major natural resource and environmental costs, while the effectiveness of 
some is in decline as natural resistances rises. As a consequence, food systems must now [swiftly] become 
less reliant on off-farm technical solutions. Science will then provide the supporting ‘emergency tool kit’.  
 
A reduction in external input use will have commercial consequences for suppliers and their research and 
development. New inputs may be too expensive to develop and bring to market. Given the food security 
consequence of such a loss, robust food systems now need extensive public funding of farming research. 
 
Reducing farming’s reliance on some current farm inputs does not mean turning away from innovation 
and technology. For example, precision farming techniques should reduce the usage of and reliance upon 
fertilisers and pesticides. Plant breeding will also play a similar role. Plant breeding will itself remain crucial. 
 
The development of resilient food systems will mean a return to farming techniques that utilize on-farm 
resources and this will place a different emphasis on farm management and husbandry. To a degree, this 
will mean lower-tech approaches that will allow a return to on-farm research and farming innovation.  
 
Research focused on regenerative agriculture or soils restoration or farming to sequester carbon is often 
been done outside the mainstream. It is often farm-based, farmer-led, or undertaken by individuals. This 
reflects how, throughout most of history, farmers have innovated and driven technological development, 
grounded upon their own informal research. The research was no less valuable for its humble origins.  
  
To encourage and support farmers to find solutions for themselves in what are rapidly changing times, the 
Government must ensure that farmer-led research groups have access to funding sources and it must 
support the dissemination of on-farm research results. It may lack academic rigour but it will be dynamic. 
 
Note: many specific research requirements are listed throughout this vision paper. 
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AGRICULTURAL EDUCATION 
 
To accompany a future re-orientation of farming and food policy, substantial adjustments to agricultural 
education are suggested; be it taught in schools, colleges or universities. These are: 
 

 

As farming and food production is entering an era of profound change education must provide the next 
generation with the skills needed. Consumers and regulators will demand food products that are produced 
to different standards, many of which will require farming in tune with nature. Finite fossil fuels and GHG 
reductions will alter the resources available and agriculture systems will have to be adapted accordingly. 
 
To meet the challenges, agricultural education will have to refocus towards ‘Agricultural Ecology’. The 
following is an indication of what could be included in an agricultural ecology course at schools: 
 
 
1.      Agriculture and farmland biodiversity 

 native flora and fauna found of our farmlands  primary types of agricultural animal and plant  

 orchard fruit and nuts, berries and vegetables  supplementary or forgotten plants for grazing  

  
2. Farm systems in harmony with nature 

 organic farming and its underlying principles  regenerative agriculture and recent progress  

 traditional mixed farming with crop rotations  integrating woodlands and farming together 

  
3.  Soils are the foundations of agriculture 

 the lifeforms to be found within farmed soils  nutrient cycles and agricultural crop nutrition  

 how plants and soil-living organisms interact  natural approaches to enhancing soil fertility 

  
4. Animal production in tune with nature 

 free-range and outdoors-living farm animals  animal health without routine interventions 

 pastures and grazing and conserving forages  adopting the highest animal-welfare systems 

 providing supplementary feeding to animals  integrating the farm animal species together   

 

 ‘agro-ecology’ has to be developed to stand alongside chemistry-weighted agriculture science 

 a soils-first philosophy and soil biology as a subject must underwrite all agricultural education 

 understanding farming’s need for diversity and integrating biodiversity with farming activities 

 husbandry skills must be emphasized over the prophylactic use of chemistry-based ‘solutions’ 

 farm management skills need to be geared to multi-enterprise farms and not specialized units 

 entrepreneurial skills to develop farm businesses that are market led will become a necessity 
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5. Plant production in tune with nature 

 converting sunlight energy to carbohydrates  reducing artificial methods in plant nutrition 

 benefits of crop diversity and using rotations  multi-species pastures and rotational grazing 

 cover crops and minimum tillage techniques  conventional grazing management methods 

 employing beneficial insects for pest control  manure and compost to feed soils and crops  

 
6. Growing crops to produce our foods 

 producing grains used for our food and drinks  growing crops for pressing into vegetable oils 

 peas, beans and alternative, novel food crops  harvesting fruits and nuts within agro-forestry 

 vegetables that may be grown on a field scale  utilizing only the by-products for animal feed 

 
7. Milk and meat and fibre production 

 the principles of milk production from cows  alternate grazing species for meat production 

 using alternative species for producing milk   wool is a natural and fully biodegradable fibre 

 the pasture-based approach to raising beef  pasture-fed and naturally-woodland-kept pigs 

 lamb and hogget raised on diverse pastures  keeping poultry at pasture for eggs and meat 
 

8. Farming’s potential negative impacts 

 on lifeforms to be found within farmed soils  limiting the food available to farmland wildlife 

 from polluting water and degrading habitats  greenhouse gas emissions and nutrient losses 
 

9. Artisan and smaller-scale processing 

 on-farm milk-processing choices to add-value  local meat processing offers multiple benefits 

 community-processing of local farm produce  producing local ingredients for local products 
 

10. Selling the products to the consumer 

 selling products at the local farmers’ market  selling premium products to distant markets 

 alternative direct sales routes to consumers  the importance of cooperation to producers 
 

 

  


