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The Commercial Farmers Group response to Defra consultation Health and Harmony, the future for food, farming and the environment in a Green Brexit. Also known as ‘The Command’. [Specific response to the Defra consultation events held in the last few weeks]
The Commercial Farmers Group are a group of likeminded common sense practical commercial farmers and industry stakeholders who advocate the future of the landscape, environment, food production and  farming in the UK be based solidly on commercial and business foundations, coupled with innovation, trade and exchange. By doing this CFG envisage that the true meaning of sustainability will be achieved and in turn national [and global] food security and self-sufficiency, landscape protection and environmental enhancement.

CFG are unashamedly a group of ‘nudgers’ who promote commercial profitable farming, food production and environment to all farming organisations and sectors, politicians, policy makers and all stakeholders involved in UK farming and countryside. Farming and environment are inextricably linked and both need to be outcome and results driven based on evidence based science through independent applied research, development and innovation. CFG also believe in the Innovation principle as opposed to the Precautionary principle and advocate risk based methodology as opposed to hazard based. Farming, food and the environment are equal in importance but must be treated commercially to realise their full potentials for economic social and environment reasons.
‘All things are considered, as long as they are commercial.’
Farmers have been extraordinarily successful in not only farming and food production but also environmental management, and we should not forget this as we discuss and debate any future restructuring of food, farming and environment. We are moving forward from a very strong base and we should also remove ourselves from emotional historical romanticised views of agriculture from yesterday. The notion of ‘going backwards to go forwards’ needs a reality check, and if we are to truly ‘feed the world’ and to be the first generation to leave the natural environment in a better state than we found it, as this Government has declared, then we had better get a [commercial] move on, and use all the science and technology we currently have at our disposal, and hope we are ‘allowed’ to use what’s coming.
CFG members have also replied separately to the consultation, and this reply is rather more general in its makeup and will attempt to, in a different approach, reply to the recent round of Defra ‘on the road’ consultation events, separate to the main consultation paper. These consultations interestingly focused on specific areas of the main consultation which CFG has noted and believe is an ‘interesting’ approach taken by Defra. 

This CFG reply could not cover all the issues and points raised in the main consultation, in this reply which runs to hundreds of pages. CFG hope to in a more detailed reply to follow. In breaking down the main consultation paper there are three main sections, the transition away from CAP, the new policy that will replace it [sometimes referred to as a Domestic Agricultural Policy] and development of the wider policy framework, both domestically and potentially with new trade deals. From the ‘on the road’ consultation the format took a slightly different approach, and followed a ‘Health and Harmony event slide pack’. It is to this format CFG will reply to, as this was the public and ‘human’ side of the consultation.
Slide 1. Health and Harmony: consulting on the future for food, farming and the environment in a Green Brexit. A slightly confusing title on first glance but CFG understand this to mean the following, from a farmer’s perspective. Health of the food we grow and eat, the farming we undertake and the environment we live and work in. All done in ‘harmony’ from production, storage and marketing through processing, wholesale, retail and finally consumption. Social, economic and environmental harmony. It all sounds fine and dandy, but ‘show me the money’ is the overriding caveat and ‘It’s the Economy Stupid’ the underlying perspective. There should be no drop in environmental standards on leaving the EU but please, it’s always about the money [of which The Treasury will feature highly] and creating a climate where farm business can thrive, in good ‘health and harmony’, and the rest will follow. Farming and the countryside will do the green [Brexit] if it’s in the black and not the red.    
Slide 2.The first page states ‘Leaving the CAP provides an opportunity to improve how we produce food and use our land. At the heart of this will be the principle that public money should be spent on public goods. Our proposals are the beginning of a conversation.’ CFG would agree with this combination of statements wholeheartedly, but they are easily said and far harder to action. A fundamental understanding of the UK, and for this consultation structure of land ownership of England is required, and then what do we really want from our landscape must be clearly defined.

The first page also has a picture which is actually quite clever and interesting in its construction and detail. At first glance it shows what one may describe as a classic farm scene but on closure investigation shows far more and an insight into what Defra may be really asking or suggesting of farmers, the landscape and environment. If it is not, then such pictures need to be better scrutinised pre-publication for they could be a gross misrepresentation. The scene is of a barn with solar panels on the roof and a market stall alongside, signifying crop storage, energy production and localism of food production and sale. A red tractor outside the barn means mechanisation is still an essential and could also signify red tractor farm assurance, a crucial part of food traceability and consumer confidence in a continued reliance on safe nutritional food produced to a high environmental and animal welfare standards. UK farming is an important link in the food supply chain. Red tractor assurance and traceability provides this for domestic food production and provides integrity and consumer confidence, this level of traceability is far more difficult for imported foods. Horticulture [a poly tunnel and orchard] and cereal production are depicted as are livestock, dairy, beef, pigs, though mainly extensive production, a sheep indoors bizarrely and a woodland scene, but it is unclear if that is for recreational purposes or for timber and fuel production, or both. Tourism and diversification, and the supply chain feature as a farmhouse doing B&B and an articulated lorry hauling grain. Education is covered by a school bus in the farmyard, encouraging the next generation to understand where food comes from. More landscape use for energy is shown by wind turbines on a hillside with sheep gazing grass and natural capital is shown by blue river, clear blue sky, and healthy crops and soils.  
It is a busy picture but does describe pictorially a rather positive and encouraging future farming outlook. CFG are by no means being flippant with the analysis of this picture, it should signify and accurately reflect what it is portraying, a vibrant and diverse future farming and environment where food [primarily] and energy production [some] co-exist and thrive with the environment in which they sit, with increased productivity of both and public money being spent on public goods and enhancing them. 

The final sentence of this being a beginning of a conversation is poignant as it is potentially enlightening. To be cynical, Governments release consultations when difficult news needs bedding in, if this is not the case and it really is the beginning of a conversation, then Defra is to be applauded, as by definition that means a talk, in which news and ideas are exchanged. The then direct follow on is, fine, talk the talk but then walk the walk, as actions ultimately speak louder than words, and then we will find out if that picture of the farming future really holds true.

Slide 3.Moving away from the common Agricultural Policy. The UK formally leaves the EU end March 2019, which is now alarmingly close. There is then an Implementation Period [expected to last two years] and then, at some point a New Agricultural Policy begins, which will lead to the Agricultural transition. During which, direct payments will be phased down, productivity measures will be funded and new environmental and animal welfare schemes will be introduced. The side notes say ‘designed to help farmers prepare for change’. This will most definitely be needed and should be done with existing farming organisations and industry professionals. ‘Will last several years, and likely start between 2020 and 2022’ Fine, several years will need to be 5-10 years and ‘devolved administrations will have flexibility to target own support’ is, a slight concern, CFG remembers the ‘dynamic hybrid’ English farmers were presented with not so long ago and as farming, food production and the environment maybe of more importance to some devolved administrations than others, this may create more uneven playing fields not only on leaving the EU but in our own back yard ! The flexibility does indeed give choices of the devolved administrations and how they administer support, which has to be welcomed, but, fairness and appropriateness of that support must be regulated and balanced, by Government, somehow.

Slide 4. ‘Trade is vital for the food and drink sector.’   That it certainly is. [Commercial] Trade and exchange is the lifeblood [along with innovation] of our farming, food and environmentally sustainable future. Brexit and the consultation have proved to be a uniting experience of the food and drink sector, of which primary food production is a vital component. When joined together, the sector competes in GDP with any other sector in the UK economy and this should be remembered. A country that cannot feed itself, is not a country. 
‘Success in the global market will involve competing at the top of the value chain and maintaining our high standards’A bold statement given our current position and situation with so much not yet known. CFG would agree with the sentiment in this statement, there has however got to be some commercial reality in all of this as price of food is still the overriding driver. As farmers we would like to deliver food which is more nutritious and nutrient dense, delivering real health benefits to consumers and lowering our carbon footprint. To do this we need not only fair access to EU and global markets [low tariffs] but also full use of innovations available and coming in biology and physics, and also chemistry. It is right to be competing at the top of the value chain, if commerce and competition allows, and it is also right to maintain and enhance our high standards. The concern here is that whatever trade we agree with the EU, if we trade outside the EU we will be conducting that trade on WTO rules. The WTO is based in Geneva. It is a complicated and unwieldy beast and we do not have a huge number of civil servants who understand the intricacies of EU trade let alone global trade, the UK does not have a WTO schedule, yet, on which to conduct bi lateral and unilateral trade deals. This will take a lot of time to get in place and trade deals can take decades to ratify let alone start trading. This situation confirms the need for a long domestic transition period. The next statement really sets alarm bells ringing. ‘UK will seek to secure a new deep and special partnership with the EU, committed to seeking continuity in its current trade relationships.’ CFG can hardly bring itself to comment, what in the name of all that’s Holy does that really mean other than having our cake and eating it? It ultimately creates a very unstable political climate within the existing administration and Government, which needs sorting quickly, with the proverbial banging of heads together. Government is committed to leaving the single market and the customs union, but still wants continued trading agreements and relationships and unhindered tariff free trade and ultimately the ability to conduct its own trade deals outside the EU. CFG has stated clearly that trade and exchange of goods is a fundamental pillar on which future food, farming and the environment will offer sustainability and a prosperous future, there is a long way to go and perhaps some need to realise the commercial sensitivity of the situation. CFG hope simply, perhaps naively, that if there’s a willing seller and willing buyer, the market will take ‘care’ of the trade [but at what price, both financially and standards] and hope political interference will subside and any litigation to be avoided at all cost, do not let the lawyers get a hold.
Slide 5.
‘What do we mean by public money for public goods? Public Goods are things that benefit more than just the recipient and cannot be rewarded by the market alone. Our future agricultural policy should be underpinned by the principle that public money buys public goods.’
Public money for public goods has caused much debate. It is clear that some farmers think it means one or many things and economists and environmentalists another. It will all come down to money and The Treasury one suspects will have final say.
Food is sold in markets and is therefore by definition a private rather than a public good. Public subsidy of private production is unusual and runs the risk of consumers paying twice, once as purchasers of food and again as taxpayers.  Indeed while a good case can be made for access to food being a public good (e.g. preventing food poverty through social security payments), it would be highly inefficient to deliver this through the subsidy of food production itself (which would not address access problems for the poor). CFG have long advocated reduction and redirection of direct subsidies from production to other areas. 
Some of these other areas could come under public goods such as better animal and plant health and animal welfare, improved productivity and competitiveness which would include food production and environment, preserving and enhancing rural landscapes and businesses in the uplands, public access to the countryside although there are many miles of footpaths and bridleways already, and the one which Defra would consider top of the public good list environmental protection and enhancement. Government and Defra must appreciate that whilst farmers are considered the problem they really are the solution, any other way would incur very high cost in start-up and in running. This is often been encompassed in the term Natural Capital. CFG are very concerned about the metrics for Natural Capital and who is going to set them. Policy could also support actions to improve soil health, air and water quality, increased biodiversity and mitigate against climate change, carbon sequestration for example. CFG would accept that ELM’s are part of our farming future as is enhancing Natural Capital. It is also suggested that capital grants would be available for sustainable production, of which a clear definition is needed on sound evidence based science, and also that environmental standards will be set, with an increased focus on polluter pays principle. 
There are a number of nuances which any subsidy scheme would have to generate to be successful. For example, it may well be that one efficient way to stimulate the production of public benefits from farming is to support certain (although not all) techniques for improving the productivity of farming. Techniques which improve food production at the same time as lowering environmental impacts are likely to provide a vital route for achieving certain of the Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan objectives. This would include the application of technology supporting increased productivity which results in ‘land sparing’ and commensurate environmental improvement on that ‘spared’ land. Approaches which make environmental improvement more profitable for farmers need to be considered. The large majority of farms will still have the profitable production of food as their primary objective. Larger farm units are also in a strong position to be biodiversity positive. The commercial aspect of defining and delivering public goods cannot be over emphasised, it is an area of real concern for CFG.
Current support has been heavily criticised as overly bureaucratic. Future schemes have to avoid excessive bureaucracy as the time taken and challenges involved in some schemes are clearly a deterrent to participation. Linked to this, if potential payments are seen to be at risk then this will also deter farmers. So if there is a chance of incorrect form filling resulting in payments being disbarred this will reduce participation. Clearly it is reasonable for risk to be shared between the farmer and the taxpayer in many situations, otherwise environmental schemes will not be engaged with. 

Current public subsidies under the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) amount to about £3billion per annum, equivalent to about half of UK farm incomes. This is a substantial sum and it is unusual for the public purse to provide such a high proportion of income for a sector of the economy. As said, Treasury are looking for cuts to this expenditure, in the long term. If farmers are encouraged to increase productivity across farming food production and environment then delivery of certain public goods, depending on location, topography and geography is achievable. Defra and others have also mentioned using Catchment Sensitive Farming as a baseline for delivery. CFG feel these could be used and also farm clusters which have been successful with GWCT.   Current levels of public funding for farming might well be justified if it were targeted towards the potential public goods, but these should also include innovation and increased productivity of farming and food production.  

Slide 6. ‘Elements of new policy.’  Slide 6 shows the five sections which groups were split up into to discuss and give opinion on at the Defra consultations to the consultation paper. The CFG response is given to each section below:
Slide 7. ‘A new Environmental Land Management [ELM] Scheme. A new ELM scheme could include some or all of the following: Multi annual agreements, user friendly focus Innovative mechanisms, Capital grants, funding for collaborative projects.’  CFG would broadly agree with all that’s being suggested here, however, the overriding caveat is that whatever scheme gets the nod, Government should be able to implement and effectively run the scheme and make sure payments happen and on time. There have been so many occasions where best intentions fall down because payments falter. To really achieve the public goods and environment benefits and enhancements the scheme needs to run commercially, like a business, and innovation can help here to.
Slide8. ‘Supporting rural and upland communities’ Farming and land management contributes to the rural economy and the nature of places that people enjoy living in and the public like to visit. There is a clear recognition of this in CFG and the contribution rural businesses in uplands and remote areas contribute. Rural communities [a social element to payments] should be sustainable and by nature mulita generational, somehow providing new employment opportunities and housing [planning regs review would help, and in lowlands] Many upland areas could benefit from new ELM schemes, given the nature of their landscapes and the many public goods they deliver. [With the proviso that Government can run the scheme efficiently and without delayed payments. Mobile and broad band are obvious issues that need resolving, and all England and UK.A clear vision for the uplands should be part of a new agricultural policy but, productivity will need raising in just the same way as for the lowlands majority. Growth and prosperity of businesses and communities will follow but based on sound commercial and business practice, allowing trade and exchange of goods and services and following similar access to new innovations for increasing food and environment productivity. 

Slide 9.’Farming excellence, profitability and resilience’

CFG would advocate increased skills and training, and knowledge transfer and exchange. The AHDB monitor farm and strategic farm initiative has proven to be a success and farmers have been forthcoming in praise and attendance at the growing number of monitor farm venues. Peer to peer KT and KE is a well-trodden and efficient expedient path to increasing skills and route to change on farm practices. Investing in new technologies and innovations is a must and CFG would agree with a focus on resource efficiency [natural capital] and sustainable growth. As part of business excellence continued professional development [CPD] would improve and keep up to date, new farming and environmental practices and CFG would strongly advise investment into schools colleges and universities, the investment of and into new talent and promoting agriculture, farming and food production, and the environment as an exciting and attractive career path. There are the known barriers to entry and government could help with entry to farming for the young as well as encouraging the old to hand over, as an industry we are not great at succession issues and unusually for businesses do not have exit strategies in place. This is an area which needs careful and subtle handling, many of us know farm businesses that, despite reasonable planning for such events, falls apart badly when the time comes, usually on the death of the main ‘farmer’, be he or she land owner or tenant.
CFG have also long advocated for better use of research, and of applied research in particular. There has often been a disconnect between what research is done and what research is actually wanted on farm. Two way dialogue and discussion would help, and outreach programmes with universities, where a lot of research is undertaken now. Pioneering new approaches through agri tech and research has to be lauded and applauded if it happens but there has to be a clear commercial realisation that often new innovations in whatever science does take time, sometimes a lot of time, to get to market and be viable with clear cost benefits. Science and innovation has to be considered as a potentially hugely beneficial domestic benefit and also a potential for export. We have a respected and trusted educational and research ‘industry’ in England and UK and this could and should be exploited more.  

A shortened list of ten key drivers to shape agriculture follows towards the end of this response but please also find below a list of some exciting new innovations from CFG member Prof John Hillman.
Agriculture, Horticulture, Food, Forestry, and Environment

· Precision agriculture Water-efficient and erosion-resistant agronomy
· Drone mapping, remote sensing, and interactions with ground equipment
· Accelerated breeding with high-throughput genotyping and phenotyping (phenomics) of improved food and fibre crop and tree cultivars, livestock breeds, and trees. Temperature- and drought-tolerant crops, and crops able to grow in high-salinity soils. Annual and perennial crops designed for uniform maturation and efficient mechanical harvesting
· Mixed-cultivar and mixed-species sowing to reduce pest-and-disease resistance pressures in current monoculture crops
· Novel crop and livestock species for food and non-food uses
· Synthetic (designer) foods, including cultured meat and fish products as well as meat, dairy, and fish substitutes 3-D printing of foods
· Private- and public-sector gene bank and germplasm-collection technologies (removal of pests and diseases; complete genomic, proteomic, and phenotyping data; stable and monitored storage conditions; rapid multiplication; distribution)
· Soil improvement technologies (low-till and no-till systems; inorganic and microbial composition adjustments; structure improvement; strength improvement; organic matter enhancement; freedom from pests, diseases and weeds; drainage improvement; water retention improvement etc.) Soil-free crop cultivation
· Protected cropping systems to diminish biotic and abiotic stresses (e.g. polytunnels with specific light transmission characteristics to modify growth and development and prevent insect attacks)
· Multi-storey/vertical crop cultivation indoors using LED and other types of lighting (photonics) lighting of variable spectral compositions, radiant flux densities, and photoperiods
· Decision-support systems and predictive modelling for water-use and nutrient-use efficiencies; pests, diseases, and weed control; and yield and wastage data
· New-generation agrochemicals with minimal non-target environmental effects and without affecting flavour and nutritional value. There is a constant challenge for replacement active products to address tolerance and resistance to existing agrochemicals
· Automation for ground preparation, planting, protection, harvesting, storage, and processing crops and trees. Automation for livestock handling, growth monitoring, and welfare
· Specialist robotic planting, maintenance, and harvesting of soft fruit
· Rapid disease-free mass propagation of decorative and amenity species, trees and shrubs
· Recyclable as well as biodegradable plant-based food wrappings with atmospheric composition control and absorptive qualities to impede microbial degradation
· Pre-gut and post-gut food-waste and non-food-waste management technologies to extract nutrients, valuable compounds, energy, and fibres. Removal of odorous gases, pharmaceutical metabolites, heavy metals etc.
· Clean-up technologies in urban and factory environments, including bioremediation, waste exploitation for energy and recovery of metals, atmospheric scrubbing to remove pollutants and greenhouse gases, treatments with stable enzymes, and binding agents. Aggregation of nuclear waste and contamination in vegetation for harvesting and concentration. Deactivation of nuclear waste and reuse. Sterilisation and destruction of pathogens. Advanced oxidation sewage treatments to destroy excreted pharmaceuticals Factory-grown leather
· Habitat reconstruction – requires access to germplasm collections and gene banks of native species Synthetic biology – artificial biological systems to produce non-food compounds and products normally obtained from agriculture, forestry, and the natural flora and fauna
· Quantum biology – quantum coherence, tunnelling, and entanglement in living systems
· Enhancement of photosynthetic efficiency, principally the primary processes Perennial cereals
· Livestock cloning Regenics – regeneration of extinct cultivars, strains, and species
· Bio fortification of staple foods Development of balanced livestock diets from competitively priced microbial based synthetic amino acids and fatty acids in order to reduce dependence on imports, new forms of cross-laminated structural timbers Nano cellulose and cellulosic fabrics, coatings, and adhesives. Wood-based substitutes for plastics
· Biosecurity and biosafety technologies to control emerging pathogens, and foreign and invasive species Open-ocean fish farming 
· Development of Blockchain technology with timestamps and verifiable transaction data in open distributed ledgers operated by peer-to-peer groups with agreed protocols to ensure food provenance, traceability, and verification of quality and hygiene ratings. 
· 3-D printing, additive manufacturing, 3-D bio printing, magnetically assisted slip casting, organ-on-a-chip, medical implants and devices, rapid prototyping, spacecraft and bridge technology Advanced automation for dangerous and/or repetitive production

· Computer-assisted (computer-aided) design, including 4-D, 5-D, and 6-D Building Information Modelling

· Biotechnologically derived materials replacing materials derived from environmentally damaging mining, and replacing non-biodegradable plastics

· Renewable-energy generation and storage systems (wind, wave, tide, geothermal, solar, heat-sink, gravity-based, batteries, synthetic fuels etc.) High-performance electric battery technology Graphene coatings Kangome metals, Recycling of the 17 rare earth metals (15 lanthanides, scandium, and yttrium) and development of alternatives

· Robot tailors Geoengineering Small nuclear-power generators

· Virtual- and augmented-reality systems Automated mass-transport systems

· Aircraft, vehicle, and boat propulsion systems

· Environmental sensors (gravity, magnetic force, solar radiation, earthquake, volcano, tsunami, tide, wave, wind, temperature, gaseous composition, chemical composition, water, ionising radiation, spectral composition, movements, sound, contaminants, living organisms etc.)

· Tunnelling and tunnel-lining machines New bridge systems Water-purification systems

· River-catchment and flood-prevention engineering to address rising sea levels and building on flood plains Rapid-build energy-efficient domestic housing units with earthquake and unstable-ground resilience DC regional electricity grids

· Robotics – construction, programming and use initially to replace humans in repetitive and/or dangerous functions. More sophisticated functions associated with machine learning and more advanced AI. Robots for use in all industries, medicine and healthcare, the domestic environment, and defence. Engineering cybernetics

· Miniaturised gas chromatography – mass spectrometers and nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy instruments Super-bright X-ray lasers Recovery and recycling of metals, minerals, and plastics Ocean floor mining

Human and Veterinary Medicine

· See other sections

· AI and near-AI in diagnostics and decision-making (prognosis and treatment) Digital therapeutic health apps for smartphones (digiceuticals) Radiosurgery and robotic surgery

· 3-D printing for medical and dental implants Medical imaging including variants of magnetic resonance imaging, positron emission tomography, ultrasonography, electrography, photoacoustic imaging etc.

· Brain-computer interface technologies, Mind mapping, automated brain testing, and neural implants, Wearable magnetoencephalography scanners, Cybernetics and computational neuroscience. Cortical computing algorithms, Multispectral analysis of tissue morphology

· Pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamics methods of severe pain control. Ultrasound-triggered local anaesthesia. Sphenopalatine-ganglion signal blockers

· Transdermal biosensors, Stem-cell-based tissue engineering and replacement organs and joints

· Induced pluripotent stem cells for regenerative medicine

· Gut microbiome engineering, Gene therapy, Telomere engineering, New-generation vaccines

· Multi-specific antibodies and antibiotic mixtures, Activation immunotherapies and stimulation of immune effector cells, Pharmacogenomics and combinatorial chemistry for pharmaceuticals, Psychopharmacology, Detection, treatment, and prevention of infectious and parasitic diseases 
Molecular genetics

      Nanotechnology

      Physics, Computing, and Telecommunications

Artificial Intelligence

Advanced Manufacturing, Construction, and Engineering

As one can see, there is another dimension of innovation and science ‘coming’ CFG‘s advice is, we’d better be ready, and understand there is a technology revolution happening right now, and whether we engage or not as a country it is and will happen without us, globally. Put simply, best be on the bus from the start, or we’ll be walking, backwards, and it’s a long way back to catch up. 
Slide 10.Farming excellence, profitability and resilience –improving resilience.
Volatility is a word often used in farming food production and the environment but misunderstood and in some ways taken for granted. As a farmer, volatility is something that follows you always through farming and the environment, it is ever and omnipresent. The fact that as a business, farming profitability is volatile is a given, those in farming since the beginning of their careers and in family or generational situations take it for granted that volatility will happen. Profit and income is not always a straight line, especially when your ‘factory’ doesn’t have a roof. This is also a feature of a maritime climate and rain fed agriculture. Not all farming in England is like this but in most enterprises and sectors volatility is a clear and present danger and risk.  And it’s difficult to mitigate against.
As farmers we take no pleasure in recounting how bad a harvest was because bad weather struck or how livestock underperformed due to long drawn out winters, much like the harvest of 2017 and the winter of 2017/18, volatility in action right on time for the consultation. Farmers would like to say, yes it was a harsh harvest because of the weather but, my crops took all that weather and still produced good quantity and quality, the genetic traits enable plants to hold yield and quality longer, and harvesting has been helped by more innovations in engineering and telematics. Productivity measures can help improve farm resilience and help mitigate risk and volatility. Market tools are emerging like insurance products, an example would be Stable, where buy farmers can be protected from volatile prices. Good farmers are good risk managers.  As an industry, farmers are ok at managing production risk, using resistant varieties, good genetics and practiced management skills. Productivity measures will help even more here. However, that’s increasingly only half the risk to a profitable farm. CAP changes and now Brexit have increased our exposure to volatile global commodity prices. This change means farmers also now need to manage the price risks which have such an enormous influence on the bottom line. Family farms are exposed to a bewildering array of agricultural risk. These many risks sit largely below three main pillars of uncertainty, each with many subsets below them.

1. Climate and its link to yield

2. Disease

3. Market Price and Volatility

Farmers tend to be practical people who are well used to rolling up their sleeves and solving problems such as agricultural risk. Through hard work and good husbandry, the risk of low yields and disease can be reduced. Market price is the one pillar of agricultural risk where farmers are largely powerless to influence the price they receive for their commodity. 

The UK’s farming industry is economically fragmented and made up of a large number of small businesses. Even the larger-scale farm businesses are generally price takers for both their inputs and outputs. Farmers have very little influence over the price they buy and sell at. Productivity Efficiency. The main action farmers can take when faced with volatile commodity prices is to increase output relative to the cost of input i.e. productivity.  The UK’s productivity is slipping when benchmarked against our competitors, despite our historic advantages in climate and world renowned R&D facilities. This ‘slipping’ productivity means it will become harder to compete globally in a post Brexit environment. The effect of stalling productivity is well illustrated, but essentially over the last 20 years, farm margins per hectare have remained constant, while the retail price index has risen by over 60% in the same period. A farmer looking to achieve the same profit margin would therefore require the farm to operate in a fundamentally different way to achieve the same profit in real terms. A Technology Led Renaissance. There are many new technologies being created which could help the farming community become more efficient and more productive. The one area CFG think has been forgotten is innovative new ways to help farmers protect themselves from the most unpredictable risk, Market Price. Agricultural risk is not exclusive to production efficiency, and by helping farmers to stabilise their income that can help provide the confidence needed to invest in these new innovations and boost our productivity. Supply chain transparency, the use of block chain are two other areas needed further research and understanding. Examples of new and exciting platforms for trade are Sell my Livestock and Graindex, both part of Hectare, an agritech company focussed on eliminating current inefficiencies and deficiencies in agri-food supply chains, they are digital market places enabling online trading. Another is Provenance who use block chain to more open transparent commerce and open accessible information and supply chains. The tech revolution continues not just on productivity and inputs but on outputs as well. It is acknowledged that the agricultural supply chains are in many respects unfair given the large number of very small primary producers and the contrasting concentration of processing and retail ownership, giving rise to obvious disparities in supply chain power. However the concepts of ‘transparency’ and ‘responsiveness’ in the supply chain will be just as critical in future if UK agriculture is to compete at the “top end” of a global supply chain as suggested by the Secretary of State from time to time . 

For example there is ample evidence of consumer desire for new and innovative food products which reflect their values & diversity, and equally many different farm types & systems within the UK which are capable of meeting these needs. Examples might include products which have superior eating characteristics, lower environmental impacts, promote particular habitats, deliver higher animal welfare or perceived health human benefits- this list is no means exhaustive. However current supply chain practices have a commoditising effect and do not allow for the transmission of suitable signals and price incentives through the supply chain, denying UK farming the opportunity to exploit these growing niches both in the UK & internationally.
Alarmingly farmers also appear to be poor insurers of the farms and produce, which is shocking and surprising. With increased litigation, no win no fee sub culture and blame being passed on until it reaches the end, buying insurance would appear a rather sensible option for increased resilience and managing risk.  Government has suggested it could respond to major crises, through the Common Market Organisation [CMO] safety net, CFG would like further explanation of this before comment.

Slide 11.Animal welfare and health

CFG notes that Defra already recognises that the UK has a high regulatory baseline for animal health and welfare, this needs to be maintained and enhanced as suggested but proportionately and appropriately. This is an especially potentially inflammatory area of farming and food production and needs astute management and thoughtful control. Defra are proposing to substantially reduce endemic disease, by providing farmers with targeted support for priority diseases and health schemes CFG would agree with this view but as ever it would be the implementation of such schemes that would merit closer examination and further explanation. The safeguarding of livestock welfare and having high welfare standards are well executed and understood with in the industry but more consumer awareness and understanding would be a beneficial and achievable aim and objective. Consumer insight is changing rapidly especially on red meat consumption so any use of social media could help here as would advertising campaigns perhaps primarily aimed a health benefits of all meats but including high welfare production also. AHDB and RTFA should help here. Defra have implied that pilot schemes offering targeted payments to farmers who deliver high welfare outcomes, this need further explanation as all should be producing to a certain level already so what farming system do they mean exactly?

Data is an area where improvements can be made and rapidly, through improved traceability, surveillance and electronic identification. CFG can offer some detailed comment here from livestock sector member, Andrew Loftus. However, for improved provision of data Current price reporting practices do not reflect the increasing differentiation of the marketplace, nor the differing practices (e.g. deductions, as demonstrated by NFU’s Deadweight Transparency work) of different processors.  For example, only one national & regional price is reported for each sex and conformation class of beef cattle. This acknowledges that location and yield are important drivers of price, as they always have been and will continue to be, but fails to recognise newer drivers of value, such as assurance status & breed/premium schemes. Premium schemes now account for around 20% of the total market, and therefore they skew the reported price significantly. 

 

As new drivers of value emerge to satisfy the needs of a new generation of consumers (such as environmental, welfare and Meat Eating Quality characteristics), market price reporting needs to be sufficiently flexible and transparent to recognise these new drivers of value, and transmit market signals to potential producers. Current practices tend to ‘commoditise’ price reporting and obscure the differentiation/innovation which will be essential if UK products are too able to compete at the top of the international value chain.

 

Many of the same arguments can also be made of live-weight price reporting, which is largely unregulated, but also tends to group products into large & imprecise ‘commodity classes’ and fails to differentiate important new drivers of value. For example, Store Cattle price reporting does not differentiate between Farm Assured and non-Farm assured stock.

 

A more transparent and responsive supply chain is key to driving the innovations which will enable UK farming to compete in new global markets. It is the role of Government to convene industry participants, address market failures and identify the vested interests which act as barriers to this essential change. Mandatory price reporting should be extended to cover all meat processors and livestock markets over a prescribed size, and the Government ought to launch a consultation to determine what price reporting methods and template/s are appropriate for the future.

It does not appear that the LIP is formally part of this consultation, yet it is the critical underpinning infrastructure for many of this Paper’s aspirations for the livestock sector. The current BCMS/CTS system has been designed primarily for compliance with EU regulations, and it has long been a frustration of livestock producers and other industry organisations that this enormously powerful database is so inflexible and inaccessible. It is however vastly superior to the current system for sheep which barely functions!

The design of the LIP is a highly specialist area, impacted by various aspects of data law as well as IT, so I will make only high-level general points which I do not think have been covered elsewhere.  It ought to be possible for the current holder of an animal to authorise one-time and/or ongoing third-party access to the record of a specific animal in order to view OR make agreed changes to that animal record. At present a holder can only authorise access full read & write access to all animals on his/her holding and for this reason many are understandably reluctant to do so. 

The advantage of being able to grant limited access to third parties is that they may attach specific data to an animal’s record, and where permitted, update that information over time/automatically. This has the huge advantage that relevant data will travel with the animal over the course of its life, and that where appropriate a seller may grant (read-only) access to this data in advance of purchase in order that potential buyer/s may properly ascertain its value. It is suggested that this information ought to be of a pre-determined type/standard and might typically relate the disease accreditation, genetic data, production performance etc. however I believe at least one important class of entry is currently being overlooked: financial data, including legal charges. 

If it were possible to attach a legal charge or mortgage to an animal’s record then livestock as an asset class would be far more easily collateralised, facilitating new entrants to the farm finance market, increasing access to finance and in turn lowering the cost of finance for farmers. As farming becomes increasingly divorced from land ownership (on which farm lending is traditionally secured) new sources of competitively priced finance will be increasingly required. This also plays to the UK’s strengths as a large and innovative financial centre. 

Slide 12. Reducing Direct Payments

 Defra have stated that Direct Payments are poor value for money, untargeted and have undermined farmer’s ability to improve business profitability. Reducing Direct Payments will free up money to help the industry prepare for the future. Defra are considering three options, progressive reductions, applying a cap to the largest payments and applying a different cap or reduction to a higher or lower number of payments.
CFGG have long maintained that direct payments should be removed from food production, they have distorted various markets and are a blunt tool. But, that blunt tool has taken many years of development and is now very much factored into the market and supply chain. As this is a particularly emotive part of the consultation it deserves better analysis and comment. CFG members Jim and Sam Godfrey explain, :
Consultation options.
a) Apply progressive reductions, with higher percentage reductions applied in higher payment bands 
b) Apply a cap to the largest payments 
c) Other (please specify) 

The consultation uses income tax as a comparison. This is a false analogy. Income tax is assessed on individuals. Direct payments are made to businesses which may employ multiple individuals. If Defra was to choose option (a) or option (b) it would be introducing a redistribution element into its agricultural policy. Redistribution should be the preserve of the tax and benefit systems (administered by HMRC – not Defra). If Defra changes the CAP to become a redistributive social policy, it will find it much harder to achieve its ultimate goal of eliminating direct payments. By far the best (and administratively simplest) way to reduce payments is to reduce direct payments to all recipients at the same rate: the most appropriate reductions would be to reduce payments on a straight line basis by 10% of the original amount per year, every year for ten years. At this rate of reduction Defra will provide farmers with enough time to adjust, but will quickly accumulate funds to put towards other areas which Defra believes are a priority. 

Option (a) is preferable to option (b), but neither option (a) nor option (b) is viable: both options are likely to lead to significant damage and some bankruptcies (with all the social costs that bankruptcies involve) to otherwise viable businesses that have the potential to deliver prosperity to rural areas had a more appropriate policy been adopted. These proposals arise from serious misunderstandings of the structure of British agriculture on the part of Defra. 

The problem with penalising larger recipients of the basic payment over a short timescale is that these larger businesses are not the rich individual farmers that Defra believes them to be. Whilst ministers have in the past pointed towards one or two large recipients of the basic payment as individuals who are not reliant on the subsidy. But these individuals are exceptions: they are not typical of recipients of large basic payments. Most large basic payment recipients are family farms, partnerships or cooperatives whose basic payment is not allocated towards one individual. Furthermore, these larger recipients tend to have a large number of employees whose income is fully or partially dependent on the basic payment. 

The question on page 23 of the consultation implies a further misunderstanding of British agriculture on the part of Defra. Smaller recipients of direct payments are often as reliant on direct payments as larger recipients of direct payments: a farmer receiving a direct payment of £10,000 usually has a source of income outside of farming. Indeed agriculture is likely to be a secondary source of income. As such a recipient in this position will be less affected by reductions to their direct payment than a larger farmer for whom reductions to their direct payment will spell redundancy for their employees. Yet under options (a) the smaller recipient for whom farming is a second job will continue to receive a payment which is not needed, whilst a larger recipient is severely penalised to the extent that they are likely to have to make redundancies or face bankruptcy. 

Thus higher rates of withdrawal of direct payments from larger farmers is likely to cause a greater loss of jobs and bankruptcies that withdrawal of direct payments at the same rate for all farms. 

Larger recipients of the basic payment may also have significant borrowings taken out when there was or could have been no reasonable expectation of an abrupt end to direct payments, for the purpose of reinvesting in the business often to improve productivity of the business (often not for the purchase of additional land, rather for improvements in soils, buildings or machinery). These investments may not yield cash returns for several years, and farmers may have expected early repayments to be made from direct payments. 

Option (b) is completely unviable: and arises from Defra’s misunderstanding of the structure of agriculture. Option (b) lead to significant damage and some bankruptcies (with all the social costs that bankruptcies involve) to otherwise viable businesses that have the potential to deliver prosperity to rural areas had a more appropriate policy been adopted. 

The problem with capping larger recipients of the basic payment over a short timescale is that these larger businesses are not usually the rich individual farmers that Defra seems to understand them to be. Whilst ministers have in the past pointed towards one or two large recipients of the basic payment as individuals who receive large payments despite being independently wealthy. But these individuals are exceptions: they are not typical of recipients of large basic payments. Most large basic payment recipients are family farms, partnerships or cooperatives whose basic payment is not allocated towards one individual. Furthermore, these larger recipients tend to have a large number of employees whose income is fully or partially dependent on the basic payment. 

Slide 13 Conclusion. ‘This is only the beginning of a conversation. Back to that picture and farm scene again. The slide also says, ‘further topics addressed in the Health and Harmony paper include:

Devolution, Access to Labour, Fairness in the Supply Chain, Future Trade, Reform within CAP, Improving the regulatory regime and Plant crop and bee health. CFG find it interesting that for the purposes of the farming roadshows, Defra chose to hive off certain topics for more detailed face to face responses and replies. Maybe there is nothing of significance to read into this, but it is interesting all the same.
CFG general policy summary.
We ultimately need policy that promotes world class competitive farms and farming with adjacent world class competitive food businesses. The food chain in inextricably linked, much like farming and environment. A reduction in either farming or the food processing elements of the chain will result in a reduction of the other element. The chain comparison doesn’t end there as farming can be linked back to other chains like research and development, where we need the scientists and the applied research. This will need Government support and a refocus of basic in field research but making the link two way, upstream and downstream, from farmers to scientists and researchers and back again, making the research outcome based, relevant and measured.

We should not penalise the inevitable increase in scale of farm business we wish to become world class. Policy should treat all genuine farm businesses and active farmers equitably and that includes mechanisms for the withdrawal from direct subsidy. There are important provisos. The uplands will need to be treated as a special case and taxation advantages should not encourage farmers to accumulate land. We need a system the helps and encourages young people to become involved with management of farms, land and landscape, that there is a real career ahead, and help older farmers retire, develop an exit strategy.
Policy should include a sector deal for food and farming. Even though the return on investment may not match that for other industry sectors it should be recognised how large a sector agriculture and food is in terms of financial output [especially when joined with the food and drink industry] employment and maintenance of rural economies and communities. The sector deal should focus on skills and innovation, trade and exchange, and should be measured in relation to our main competitors. Benchmarking is a useful comparison on inputs as well and cost control as farming is a margin over cost business, it needs to be constantly health checking its viability and cost competitiveness.
Labour availability and access is important, we need to be able to compete in the EU market and access talented employees from the EU and beyond. Controlled immigration and migration of people has happened for centuries. 

Larger scaled farms should not be penalised by capping payments but could take out more land for public good elements in return for being treated equitably. Land sparing would help both increased farm and food productivity whilst protecting and enhancing environment, landscape and delivery of public goods. 

We do really have an incredible opportunity to make the most of our independence, both as a result of Brexit but also in some areas where we have excelled globally in the past. Scientific research is a specific area and that independence is still recognised, we need to base decisions made on the farm, on farming food and environment, on sound evidence based science. We also have a world class and very commercial retail sector and produce home grown food as safe sustainable and nutritious as anywhere in the world.  
There is a lot of anti-science noise and static out there and we must be aware of this, along with alternative facts, false truths and confirmation bias and virtue signalling. We spend less than 10% on food and food paranoia is a first world problem. The less we spend on food the more time we complain about it. As a country we need to fundamentally understand what we want from our land scape and geography and also understand the ownership structure. Farmers are often perceived as the problem but given the right climate change in attitude from Government, to the public, to the farmer, we will be amazed at what can really be achieved, we as famers need to be advocates more of what we do and be given back the discretion to actively managed the landscape, farming and food production. The natural capital we look after through a licence to farm will be lost unless we recapture ownership of that asset and enhance it ourselves, setting the metrics in the process and being more outcome focussed. All this can be achieved if we all, Government, public and farmers look upon it all commercially, and undertake the tasks ahead as a business, with commercial focus and outcome based delivery.  
With thanks in particular to Mark Tinsley, Jim and Sam Godfrey, Prof John Hillman, Andrew Loftus, David Speller, Robert Moore, and members of the Commercial Farmers Group, Robert Saik, Sir Ken Robinson and Matt Ridley. 
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