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In a blog, “Reducing the price barrier for organic food”, I argued that the ‘two-price
system’ which operates in some organic shops in Europe, offers the better off an opportunity
to pay a little more for their food order to help the less well off. There are other ways in
which the price barrier might be tackled of course and one of these would be to change the
whole system of subsidies paid to farmers.

It’s now nearly fifty years since the Mansholt Plan proposed that agriculture in Europe
should be modernized and that small farms should be forced out and the land amalgamated
to make holdings of increased size - but it’s also forty years since the publication of E. F.
Schumacher’s, Small is Beautiful – a study of economics as if people mattered
(Schumacher, 1974). Schumacher was a leading critic of Dr. Mansholt’s plan. He believed
its effects would be rural depopulation, the breakdown of rural culture and the increased
exploitation of irreplaceable natural assets. So in contrast to Mansholt’s policy to accelerate
the drift out of agriculture, Schumacher called for policies to reconstruct rural culture and
for more employment on the land. He also argued that economic policy was doing nothing to
help the poor but in fact had “the result of making those already rich and powerful,
richer and more powerful.” (Schumacher, 1974 p 72)

Although hostile reaction to the Mansholt Plan meant that many of the proposals were
whittled down (Stead, 2007), the drive to modernization was under way and the trend
toward larger-scale agricultural units accelerated. Over the ensuing years we have seen a fall
in the total number of farms across the EU but this overall trend masks the process of
consolidation (aka mergers and acquisitions), which has seen the swallowing up of small-
scale farms by large-scale farms. Between 2003 and 2010, for example, the total number of
European agricultural holdings fell by 20% but the fall was only in the number of smaller
holdings under 50 ha because the number of holdings over 50 ha increased - by 4%.
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(http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/statistics/agricultural/2013/pdf/c5-5-354_en.pdf Table
3.3.4.1 Number and area of holdings)

One of the drivers of these changes is the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).
According to the European Commission, 20% of the 13.7 million full-time farmers in the
EU receive 80% of CAP aid and this state of affairs is explained by the fact that 20% of
farmers own 80% of farmland. (European Commission, Agriculture and Rural Development
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/faq/index_en.htm )

Under the CAP most of the money goes to farmers who are least likely to need it and
because organic farmers tend to have smaller holdings, they receive a very small proportion
of overall CAP payments.

One of the more vociferous critics of CAP farming support payments is George Monbiot
(2015) and at this years’ Oxford Farming Conference he asked “what do we get for £3
billion of farm subsidies?” and in an age of austerity, “does this spending help the
poorest in society?” Monbiot did what good reformers should do, and pointed out a
dramatic contrast between the situation of the rich and that of the poor. He contrasted how
large farmers’ benefit from CAP subsidies while the poorest in society are suffering from
welfare cuts. He argued that there is a dual standard in the current situation - deregulation
for rich landowners receiving farming subsidies but increasing re-regulation of the poorest
claiming welfare support. His talk also underlined the dis-benefits of the current farming
subsidy arrangements – most of the payments go to farmers who don’t need them, the rate of
farm consolidation is 2% per year- faster than any time since the enclosures, and land prices
have becomes so high it prevents new entrants to the industry.

George Monbiot called for a change to the CAP so that it becomes a smaller overall scheme
aimed at those who need it most and at areas of the countryside that need protecting - but a
more radical social justice argument would propose that the scheme should be targeted at
organic farmers, not to support the environmental benefits of organic farming (those would
be delivered anyway) but to increase the supply of organic food to the market at prices
within the reach of all consumers, even those with the lowest incomes.

Other groups are also calling for changes to the CAP. The Landworkers Alliance, for
example has proposed a cap on Pillar 1 payments at €150,000 with the money saved being
directed to support new entrants and stronger greening measures. They argue, “Subsidies
should be directed towards those farmers who are delivering social and
environmental goods as well as producing food, to bring prices for ‘eco-products'
in line with conventional food prices.” (Landworkers Alliance, 2014 p 3)

The arguments about social justice need to be directed towards more calls for CAP support
to be targeted at organic farmers for the ultimate benefit of low-income consumers. Helen
Browning, CEO of the Soil Association says that, “better news about organic support
payments from 2016 should boost the confidence of farmers” (Soil Association, 2015
p. 3). This and the call to remove the 5 ha threshold for subsidy payments - which means
that small-scale farmers and growers get no subsidy support at all - are welcome moves for
producers but are not addressing the price barrier issue for consumers. A real reduction in
the price barrier for organic food requires much greater support for organic farmers and
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growers and a massive and long overdue redirection of subsidies. Forty years on from the
publication of Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful, it’s time we reversed the process of
making those already rich and powerful, richer and more powerful and it’s time we used
subsidies to ensure organic food is affordable for everyone.
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Interesting post.  I like the tie in with Schumacher's classic, Small Is Beautiful. Many 
similar issues with agriculture and food supply in the U.S.  Thank you.
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