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Agriculture: A Case for Leaving 
 
‘Experience is a hard teacher because she gives the test first, the lesson afterwards.’1 This truism fits 
with next year’s referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union. The British people will 
be choosing between two unknowns: the new relationship negotiated between the EU and the UK if 
we ‘stay’ and the actions the UK government will take if we ‘leave’. British agriculture is not booming 
currently under the EU’s CAP scheme. If we left the EU, UK agriculture could benefit economically, 
politically and environmentally. 
 
Economic sovereignty 
The EU started life as a trade bloc to which the UK Government signed up in 1973 to improve British 
trade opportunities. Since then, it has evolved and expanded its competences, a symptom of the ‘ever 
closer union’ it is striving to achieve2. This has and will continue to erode member states’ sovereignty, 
to create one Europe-wide state. 
 
The EU has widened its control over our economy, and so Britain has lost its ability to control its own 
economic future. This is clearly reflected in agriculture in Britain today: the EU controls how we 
support our farmers, who we trade with and how we do so, and, as a result, farmers’ level of income. 
Leaving the EU would turn this around and bring with it benefits for farmers. 
 
Self-control over our own agricultural and economic policies and saving money by not paying our EU 
contributions means we can support our farmers in a fairer and more efficient manner 
 
The EU’s CAP policy works on the basis of taking more from those who can afford it and spreading it 
across all member states, inevitably letting weaker states benefit at the expense of the stronger states 
so that the body, as a whole, thrives. The UK has a strong and growing economy: its GDP is 
approximately US$2.94trillion3, which is approximately 9% higher than the average of an EU Member 
State4. As Britain’s economy is recovering, increasingly so under our Conservative Government, the 
EU requires the UK to pay more: in the last decade, our contribution to the EU has more than doubled5, 
which is not proportionate with the approximate 14% economic growth that we have achieved in the 
same period of time6. In 2014, we paid £9.8billion to the EU7, making us the second largest contributor 
after Germany8. As our economy improves, we will have to pay more into the EU’s money pot. 
Moreover, as we pay into the EU we get less back, due to the EU’s desire to spread the benefit to all 
member states so weaker states get the benefit from our strong economy.  
 
The EU produces enormous regulation: 3,500 new EU regulations have been introduced since 20109. 
This costs the EU to create and the UK to implement them, approximately £7.6billion/year10. In 
addition to this spending, the EU wastes money due to its inefficiency: the European Court of Auditors 
found that £109bn out of a total of £117bn spent by the EU in 2013 was "affected by material error”11.  
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Plan B 
Leaving the EU would save the UK, an 
estimated £350million per week12, which 
could be spent on the UK’s own national 
interests. The money saved will be almost 
twice as great as that which we currently 
get out of the EU, due to our status as a 
strong Member State economy. We 
currently pay over £19 billion to the EU and 
get back about £9 billion in benefits, seen 
by the graph opposite13. Leaving the EU 
would leave us with about £10 billion extra 
to spend! 
 
So DEFRA would be more than able to support our farmers. Agriculture is a £9 billion/year industry, 
supporting the UK’s £26 billion/year food and drink manufacturing industry and represents 450,000 
jobs14, 3.8 million across the agri-food sector more widely15.  
 
Food security is a vital issue for any Government. Therefore, subsidies will have to continue at the 
current rate or better than farmers receive from the EU which amounts to an estimated 55% of 
farmers’ income16.  
 
Due to the gain from leaving it is possible for the Government to increase the subsidy. Currently 
farmers receive approximately £82/acre. With the increase in savings having pulled out of the EU, this 
could increase to at least £90/acre.  
 
One thing is clear: if we stay in the EU, subsidies will decrease based on current trajectories. CAP has 
been reduced from 87% of the budget in 1970 to 43% in 201317, so to say that EU subsidies will remain 
the same is optimistic at best.  
 
Change is good 
Britain has the most efficient farmers in Europe18, but they are not adequately rewarded under the 
CAP system, which treats all farmers, good and bad, equally. The UK Government could build an 
efficiency tool into their subsidy system to ensure that the most efficient and hard-working farmers 
do not end up subsidising those who are weaker. As a result, agriculture as a sector can flourish, 
supporting our ever-growing and recovering economy.  
 
As we regain sovereignty over our agriculture and economy, we regain control over our markets: who 
we trade with and how. This will benefit UK agriculture as it stands and allow it to expand, widening 
foreign market opportunities 
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13 Business for Britain (2007), Change or Go p39 
14 Ibid at [12] 
15 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/423616/foodpocketbook-
2014report-23apr15.pdf Accessed 18/1/16 
16 https://www.nfuonline.com/697-15tl-eu-report-digital4/ Accessed 14/1/16 
17 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-11216061 Accessed on 18/1/16 
18 http://forbritain.org/cogchapter13.pdf p409 Accessed 14/1/16 

http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/balance_sheet
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/423616/foodpocketbook-2014report-23apr15.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/423616/foodpocketbook-2014report-23apr15.pdf
https://www.nfuonline.com/697-15tl-eu-report-digital4/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-11216061
http://forbritain.org/cogchapter13.pdf%20p409


3 
 

Some argue that we will lose EU member states as trading partners if we leave the EU; this does not 
seem to be a realistic outcome. Currently, the UK exports more to non-EU states than member states. 
For example in November 2015, non-EU exports were £13.9billion, a 4.5% increase on October 2015; 
whilst only £11.4billion of goods were exported to EU member states in November 2015, a decrease 
from October of £0.4billion19. Approximately 73% of agri-food exports from the UK is to EU states20. 
This is unlikely to drop significantly, since there is clearly demand in the EU, so the UK will continue to 
supply. For example, France alone purchased more than £200million worth of UK lamb in 2014.21 
 
Beyond the maintenance of trade links with EU member states, we will be able to pursue new avenues 
of trade. Currently, due to the EU’s rules, Britain is unable to pursue any free trade with any non-
member state and uses tariffs instead. If we were to negotiate new agreements if we choose to depart 
from the EU, we will benefit two-fold: first, if the tariff decreases or disappears when foreign countries 
import into the UK, there is greater competition which drives the price of certain goods down from 
their currently inflated prices. This could decrease the price of inputs into a farm, which in turn 
increases the profits made by our farmers. Secondly, as we gain a wider market for our goods, as the 
tariffs decrease for importing into the UK, we gain more revenue and agriculture grows as a sector. 
This, in turn, will lead to an increase in income for farmers and an increase in rural employment. 
Furthermore, even if free trade agreements are not achieved, it is still cheaper to use tariffs than 
remain a member of the EU. It is equivalent to paying £1 for membership of the EU to save 60p on the 
import tariff22. These agreements will also suit the UK economy, as opposed to the Eurozone of which 
the UK is not a member, as EU-dictated economic-related policy is currently designed to support. 
 
The UK will also be freer to represent its own economic interests on the world stage. One of the main 
bodies that sets trade regulations is the World Trade Organisation (WTO). The UK is a member of this 
organisation, but as a member of the EU. This means that the EU speaks on our behalf, which is not 
always in Britain’s best interests but those of the Eurozone. If we were to leave the EU, we would 
regain our negotiating seat around the WTO table and be able to stand up for Britain’s interests, and 
be able to gain new allies with similar interests so as to be powerful in this world organisation and 
gain trade suited to Britain’s farmers, amongst other sectors.  
 
Stronger support for farmers and greater opportunities to pursue our trade interests will lead to a 
stronger agricultural sector, more income for farmers and greater rural employment 
 
The UK, independent of the EU, will lead to an income rise for farmers, as greater competition will be 
encouraged, forcing prices for farming inputs down, expanding export markets, and offering greater 
support through subsidies for efficiency. Other savings will be made by the removal of unnecessary 
red-tape, and the fines associated with their misapplication: since 2005, DEFRA has incurred a total of 
£642 million in financial penalties relating to the CAP in England23. 
 
As a more general trend, it is worth noting that there is a positive relationship between levels of 
employment in different sectors and agriculture24. For the last six years under a Conservative-led 
Government, unemployment has decreased. The relationship between employment levels in different 
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sectors was carried out on EU-wide data, so, logically, we could expect the UK’s rural employment to 
increase. 
 
Eco-Political Benefits 
 
National Legal and Political Supremacy and Accountability 
 
The UK has lost its ability to legislate on certain issues, as these competences now belong with the EU. 
The UK only has 8% of the vote in the Council25, so has limited ability to control the outcome of 
legislation. In fact, of the 72 times that the UK tried to block EU law, it has failed 72 times 26. These 
rarely suit the UK’s Common Law system, which is very different in structure to the Civil system found 
in other EU states, and on which the EU itself is based. Furthermore, the EU’s centralised system of 
economic policies goes against the notion of subsidiarity27, which states that issues should be dealt 
with at the lowest level of Government as appropriate. By regaining national supremacy, we take back 
power over such issues, allowing agriculture to develop and expand, and putting the valid principle of 
subsidiarity into good use. 
 
British citizens are unable to hold EU policy-makers to account, short of going to the European Court. 
By regaining national supremacy, individuals can hold MPs to account for policy and laws. Not only 
does this protect your fundamental rights to hold those who govern to account, but it forces those in 
charge to do a better job. 
 
Immigration 
 
By leaving the EU, the UK would gain control over its borders, not the free movement we currently 
have. That is not to say that we won’t let anyone in, but we can pick and choose those who will benefit 
the country. Seasonal migrant labour is one way in which UK farming can benefit from immigration. 
In the past, there had been a very effective scheme SAWS (Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme) 
which recruited non-EU university students for up to six months at a time and guaranteed their return 
home, without increasing total immigration. Since 2004, this scheme was restricted to workers from 
Romania and Bulgaria, and was abolished once these nations’ workers gained full EU working rights.  
Post-EU, we could bring back an updated version of SAWS and make sure that there is a guaranteed 
flow of migrant labour to meet the seasonal demand from local farmers. 
 
Environmental 
 
The EU is a leader in environmental law and policy, and uses the precautionary principle to guide this: 
the principle that if an action or policy has a suspected risk of causing harm to the public or to the 
environment, in the absence of scientific consensus that the action or policy is not harmful, that action 
or policy must not be pursued until proven to the contrary. In principle, this seems like a good idea, 
but in practice, abolishes the EU’s ability to take risks to pursue a new line of business. For example, 
neonicotinoids. Based on the possibility that exposure to these chemicals can harm and kill bees, the 
EU banned their use. However, this did not take into account the concentration of the insecticide used 
in practice, which renders bees drowsy, rather than killing them, and that there is no discernible drop 
in bee populations so as to merit such a drastic decision as the EU took in banning this pesticide’s 
use28. As a result, farmers have had to use less effective insecticides, and this has led to a reduction in 
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England’s oil seed rape crop harvest of 13% between 2012 (the year before the ban was introduced) 
and 201529. This costs farmers a greater profit and so impedes the sector’s growth. However, it is vital 
to remember that the UK remains committed to its climate commitment and will operate according 
to a principle whereby appropriate caution is exercised with regard environmental issues but not 
undue caution which can cost citizens more than it could protect. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We want a better deal for our farmers. We have the most efficient farmers in Europe and we want 
those hard-working individuals to be rewarded for their efforts. 
 
I believe that farmers have a great deal more at risk than other sectors. There are a lot of unknowns 
if we stay or if we leave, but in the coming debates as we approach the referendum, the scaremongers 
will be wrong, more of the same is not on offer.  
 
Farmers understand risk. Staying in or leaving is a risk. However, they can also see that having DEFRA 
focused on supporting farmers to ensure food security will benefit farmers more than DEFRA’s focus 
being on avoiding EU fines. Moreover, the gain of an extra £10billion for the UK economy, that will 
occur if the UK chooses to leave the EU, will provide the UK Government with the means to improve 
its support for farmers economically, politically and environmentally.  
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