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Farmers and conservationists 
The long-standing conflict between agriculturists and conservationists, recently sharpened in 
Britain, will engulf Europe in the next few years. The British House of Lords has pointed comment. 
THE great European row between farmers and conservationists, 
which has been simmering away for years, is coming quickly to the 
boil. Part of the explanation is that Europe knows that it is foolish 
to subsidize farmers to produce food that cannot be absorbed in 
Europe or sold elsewhere at any knock-down prices. This year's 
reluctant agreement among the member states of the European 
Communities that surplus production of dairy products must be 
cut back by means of a quota system rather than by a price 
reduction, economic nonsense though it is, has nevertheless so 
outraged the farming lobbies that the taxpayers who ultimately 
provide the subsidies have begun to rebel: if we have to pay 
towards the countryside, they argue, why cannot we have some 
say in how it looks? Further fuel has been added to the fire by the 
discovery in the United Kingdom that the Wildlife and Country
side Act of 1981, thought to provide the Nature Conservancy 
Council with the legal apparatus for protecting natural sites of 
particular importance, it at best a leaking vessel. The row between 
farmers and conservationists has now been brought into the open 
by the publication, earlier this week, of a report of the House of 
Lords Select Committee on the European Communities on 
Agriculture and the Environment (HL 247). 

The House of Lords Committee, as always, has done a 
thorough job in exposing the contradictions embodied in the 
agricultural policies of the European Commission and of the 
member governments of the Communities. The occasion is the 
publication last year of the Commission's latest directive on the 
provision of aid to European farmers. Already alarmed that the 
accumulation of farm surpluses threatened its own survival, the 
Commission proposed a general realignment of agricultural 
subsidies intended to reduce the supply of commodities in 
surplus. At the same time, but in flat contradiction, it proposed 
that governments should be free to pay capital grants for the 
improvement of farms even when these are too small to support 
their owners' families. Not surprisingly, the House of Lords 
concludes that the new regime would be hardly less encouraging 
to food production than the present. But it also finds that in the 
United Kingdom, both the agriculture and the environment 
departments take such a narrow view of the Treaty of Rome that 
they have been less clever at blending the objectives of production 
and conservation than the European Commission would allow 
(and even pay for). 

In Britain, as in most of the rest of Europe, the underlying 
difficulty is that agriculture departments are the captives of their 
farmers, but unthinkingly. The explanation is that the underlying 
objective is to make farmers economically viable. What the 
House of Lords points out is that the European Communities 
provide for the payment of grants to farmers in what are called 
"less favoured areas", uplands or coastal marshes, for example, 
which are not strictly geared to increasing agricultural 
production. So it would be possible for the British Government to 
assist the economic prosperity of rural areas not only by paying 
grants for the drainage of unstable hillsides, or for building roads 
cutting vertically up hillsides, but also for establishing small 
woodlands and by encouraging rural tourism. The ministry wit
nesses before the House of Lords committee seem dimly to have 
understood that there was some objection to the ministry's tra
ditional practice, but not to have understood that a little clever
ness might allow it to do more for its pensioners and at the same 

time to safeguard vulnerable landscape. 
The immediate difficulty is that the negotiation of the final 

form of the new directive will be the responsibility not of the 
House of Lords but of the ministries of agriculture. The conflict 
between agricultural production and conservation is, however, 
too important to be left to them. The ideal solution, probably 
politically unattainable, is that the Communities' support prices 
for food should be adjusted downwards until there is a balance, 
taking one year with another, between supply and demand, and 
that farming communities put in economic jeopardy in the 
process should be helped from the Communities' social fund. 

Short of that solution, there is much that governments could do 
to help themselves. In Britain it is folly to make annual payments 
to farmers for each head of stock in their possession (as is the 
present practice in upland areas) even when the result is a damag
ing degree of overgrazing. Similarly, it is foolish that the system 
for paying grants for "farm improvements" should most often 
(except in national parks and other special areas) require no 
previous scrutiny on conservation grounds. While such practices 
continue, there is no hope that the relationship between farmers 
and conservationists can be anything but hostile. 

The peculiar nonsense of the British Countryside Act is a 
further invitation to inflamed relationships. For more than thirty 
years, the Nature Conservancy Council has been trudging around 
the United Kingdom, designating certain sites as ''sites of special 
scientific interest". Sometimes they may be found to carry a dis
tinctive flora, 01 to provide a special habitat for wildlife. Many 
sites have been so designated simply because of their natural 
beauty. Some have distinctive geological interest. For much of its 
history, the council has done its best to preserve these sites intact 
by means of voluntary management agreements with the land
owners. the Countryside Act in 1981 sought to bring these 
arrangements within a more robust framework by giving the 
council powers to prevent the agricultural or other development 
of these sites - and the duty to compensate landowners if 
agreement could not be reached. 

What has happened now is that landowners have begun sending 
in their bills for refraining from the development of designated 
sites. Nobody can tell whether a proposed development is 
seriously intended or merely a threat. A strange irony of the 
arrangements laid down by the government is that a landowner's 
compensation will be calculated after taking account of the agri
cultural subsidies he would receive if development were allowed. 
The signs are that the annual demand for compensation will 
quickly olutstrip what the council is allowed by the government to 
afford. Then the fat will be thoroughly in the fire. 

Before that happens, the British Government should move 
swiftly to redress the balance between farmers (who are often 
nededlessly maligned) and the conservationists (often their own 
worst enemies). In Britain, where agriculture has been almost 
entirely exempted from the strict planning laws that prevent many 
people from cutting down a tree or erecting a garden shed, the dis
ciplines of seemly neighbourliness need to be carried into the 
countryside. With an eye on the future, there should also be a 
deliberate retreat from agricultural production on the most 
marginal of marginal land, at least at the taxpayers' expense. And 
somebody should make sure that the ministries of agriculture 
mean what they say with their lip-service to conservation. 0 
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