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The early signs are that the European Parliament does not deserve its new powers over the Common Agricultural Policy. 

Anyone who reads a recent independent study of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) commissioned by the European Parliament will be struck by a stark contrast with the working document of an own-initiative report being drawn up by the Parliament's agriculture committee.  

The expert study argues that farm income support should be phased out and that CAP payments should focus on the delivery of public goods, such as biodiversity and climate change mitigation. The draft report now being discussed by the committee on agriculture and rural development insists that the CAP needs to be maintained largely as it is to ensure EU food security and to raise farm incomes. 

This is a tall order. Measures overtly aimed at supporting farm and landowners' incomes will in 2010 account for more than €35 billion of the CAP's total €58bn budget. Many of the other measures do the same job, albeit less visibly. 

More fundamentally, such support is not justified. Common sense suggests that poverty should be addressed via social policies. Instead, the CAP adopts a sectoral approach that exclusively helps farmers and landowners. When ownership of an asset, such as land, gives access to public money ostensibly intended to fight poverty, the system is outright perverse. The results can be extreme – aristocrats and corporations can cash in millions – but it is the very principle of the policy that is rotten. 

Similarly, neither past trends nor more sophisticated forecasting models give reason to worry about EU food security. Agricultural productivity continues to rise, while the EU's population is no longer growing. Climate change will have an effect, but the projected lower yields in the south will be balanced by higher yields in the north. Most importantly, Europeans spend far less of their income on food now than a few decades ago. Europeans will lack neither for food nor for the money to buy it. 

The independent study and the committee report also differ on the issue of burden-sharing. The study says all CAP payments should be co-financed by member states and the EU. This creates an incentive for member states to use EU funds to meet genuine needs. But the committee report wants to defend a privilege found in no other area of EU spending – that many agricultural subsidies should be fully financed by the EU. 

The draft report also claims that the CAP budget should not be reduced – this at a time when leaders of the EU's increasingly indebted member states are discussing a growth strategy for the broader European economy that is brimming over with spending initiatives. If the Europe 2020 strategy is to fly, the CAP needs to be curtailed. Shielding the CAP means sabotaging an ambitious European agenda. 

What is most upsetting is that the author of this draft is a Liberal Democrat from the UK. In agriculture, those are the best reform credentials one could wish for. Once MEPs from other party groups and member states have introduced their amendments, the outcome may be worse. 

Why has George Lyon written such a draft? Causality is always difficult to prove, but he has close farming ties: he was brought up in a seventh-generation farming family, occupied different positions within the UK's National Farmers' Union (NFU), and presided over the NFU in Scotland. Members of this committee commonly have such a background. 

The Lisbon treaty conferred new powers over agricultural policy to the Parliament. If the Parliament is to be worthy of its co-legislative authority, its heavyweights should intervene and steer the committee towards a report that advocates a leaner and greener CAP that better serves society's interests. The plenary vote on the report is scheduled for July – time enough for action. 

Valentin Zahrnt is a research associate at the European Centre for International Political Economy (ECIPE) and editor of www.reformthecap.eu. 
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