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Dear Colleague
Agricultural Briefing, December 2011

A few notes about the current state of UK agriculture.
Cattle movement licences

Failures in the government computer system run by the Animal Health & Veterinary Laboratories Agency means that cattle movement licences have been delayed resulting in animals being stuck on farms unable to move to abattoirs or other holdings. Some cattle have had to be shot.

Meanwhile the government has set tougher targets for the troubled Rural Payments Agency for 2011-2012. The challenge is to have paid out 78% of the £1.7bn Single Payment Scheme to at least 86% of those eligible before the end of December 2011, which compares to 70% paid out in the same period last year. At least 95% of farmers should have received their money by the end of March 2012. The Department of Agriculture in Northern Ireland faces penalties from Brussels of more than £100m over poor payment rates since 2005.

Water prices

It is predicted that the cost of water will rise to mirror that of energy in the foreseeable future. Population growth, climate change and tightening regulations designed to achieve sustainable water supplies are all leading to increasing competition for water resources. Recent reviews by the government on competition and innovation in water markets, and on charging for household water and sewerage services, together with clear indications of changing the system of water abstraction are feeding into a Water White Paper to be issued shortly. More than 70% of farmers and growers rely on mains water and the industry is concerned at the implications of changes to the pricing structure.
Potato yields up

Potato production in Great Britain in 2011 grew by 3.5% over the 2010 crop, reaching 6.053m tonnes though the area under potatoes was 0.4% less. Average yields were 47.9t/ha, compared to 46.1t/ha last year. Potatoes are the world’s sixth largest crop by volume with more than 325m tonnes grown. China is the largest producer with 69m tonnes.

Bovine TB 
The NFU and the Badger Trust, who are diametrically opposed on their reaction to culling badgers to curb bovine TB, have joined forces to support trials of vaccinating badgers against bovine TB. Vaccination on seven farms started in October. Meanwhile the NFU and Defra have disagreed over the costs of two proposed badger culls on farms in the south west of England. Defra estimate the cost at £1.4m whilst the NFU suggests it will cost up to £112,000.

Researchers at the Roslin Institute of the University of Edinburgh have found that some cattle are more resistant to bovine TB than others, and that such resistance can be inherited. It should, in theory, be possible to selectively breed cows for their resistance and this information could be available within two to three years.

A decision on whether Wales will go ahead with a badger cull is expected before Christmas.

Food price wars affect farm income

Office for National Statistics (ONS) figures show that the rate of Consumer Prices Index annual inflation fell by 0.2% to 5% in October, driven largely by widespread discounting by supermarkets. Overall, food prices fell by 0.9%, which is the largest September to October reduction since 1996. This included price reductions for vegetables (2.4%), fruit (1.6%), milk, cheese and eggs (1.2%) and meat (0.7%). However, the industry feels that this is simply being passed back down the chain, adversely affecting the margins for primary producers. |A major dairy company recently announced reductions in pre-tax profits in the six months to 1st October 2011 of over 40% compared to the same period last year.

CAP reform
Concern continues to be expressed over the proposed changes to the Common Agricultural Policy (see November briefing) and the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee is focussing its attention on the compulsory measures being suggested to protect the environment, the “greening” measures which would withhold 30% of payments unless farmers adopt environmental practices. Meanwhile MEPs are suggesting that CAP reform should be delayed until the European Union has solved its financial crisis and approved its next round of budgets. Although CAP reform is intended to be implemented by 1st January 2014, the EU is also negotiating its Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) which is not scheduled for completion until 2014. It is suggested that MFF and CAP Reform should be in tandem to be most effective.
I hope this is helpful,

Nick
The Rev’d Nick Read, OBE FRAgS   
2 The Villas, Dilwyn, Hereford HR4 8HR
Tel: 07973 361055 

agchap@btinternet.com
www.hereford.anglican.org

