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The Common Agricultural Poli-
cy (CAP) has long shaped the
face of European farming. Be-
fore the 1992 reforms, the CAP
was essentially based on a sys-
tem of guaranteed prices (irres-
pective of demand), subsidies,
investment incentives, import
tariffs and research subsidies.
This approach encouraged ex-
cess production of cereals,
beef, wine and dairy products.
Quotas were introduced in the
1980s but these were still in-
tended to guarantee prices
rather than achieve any particu-
lar ecological advances.

It was only in 1985 that the Eu-
ropean Community acknowl-
edged the damage that agricul-
ture can wreak on the
environment. Since 1987, the
CAP has adopted measures en-
abling, in particular, Member
States to compensate farmers
who set aside land from cultiva-
tion in sensitive zones.

The cost of the surpluses, that
of storing and distributing them
on the external markets and the
macroeconomic imbalances to

which this gave rise, led to a
major overhaul of the CAP in
1992. The aim was to reduce
the surpluses and to go some
way towards separating farm-
ers’ income from their output.
Accordingly, the Commission
proposes, in the future, to rely
less and less on price support
mechanisms, for they cannot
guarantee farm incomes in the
long-term.

The Commission’s proposals for
the reform of the CAP under
AGENDA 2000 seek to deepen
the shift towards an environ-
ment sustainable agriculture.

Reconciling agriculture 
and the environment

Today’s Common Agricultural
Policy has to reconcile the
needs of producers with envi-
ronmental protection and
maintenance of the rural stan-
dard of living. As regards the
specific measures, they offer
compensation or subsidies for:

• The use of less intensive
methods: reducing pesticide
and fertiliser inputs, for in-
stance, and lowering the
number of cattle per hectare;

• The transformation of arable
land and pasture into mead-
ows;

• The development of methods
to safeguard the quality of
biotopes (planting and main-
tenance of hedgerows, main-
tenance of woods or copses);

• The long-term set-aside of
farmland;

• Reforestation projects;
• Switching to organic farming.

Organic farming
Interest in organic farming is
growing as people begin to
recognise the damage that in-
tensive agriculture can cause to
the environment and to peo-
ple’s health and as consumer
demand for alternative pro-
ducts increases. However, or-
ganic agriculture is less produc-

Europe in action

A better understanding of the CAP

Intensive breeding causes specific pollu-
tion problems, underestimated for a
long time.
(Cattle breeding – French speaking Bra-
bant, Belgium)
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tive which means that produce
is often more expensive.

To avoid possible abuses, the
European Community estab-
lished a framework for the pro-
duction and labelling of organic
products.

Related policies
The objectives of the CAP are
backed up by other directives,
including those designed to
protect our surface and
groundwater — known collec-
tively as the ‘nitrates directive’.
First adopted in 1991, this sets
out to reduce the water pollu-
tion caused by nitrates used in
farming and to prevent any new
pollution of this type. To
achieve this objective, the di-
rective asks Member States to
identify the surface area of their
respective territories suscepti-
ble to pollution of this kind. Ac-
tion programmes will then be
established in those zones to
reduce nitrogenous pollution at
source. This will also entail
Member States drafting codes
of agricultural good practice.
A new framework directive on
ground and surface water has
been proposed which ought to

provide solid protection for
these waters throughout the
European Union.

aForestsa
Huge areas of European forests
are regularly burned down 
(1% a year). An EU regulation
on fire-safety in forests allows
at-risk zones to be identified
and joint action plans to be ap-
proved.

The Fifth Programme projects
an increase in the forested area
and encourages a management

approach that takes proper ac-
count of ecological needs.

Thousands of hectares of
forests have suffered from acid-
ification. The Community is ad-
dressing the direct causes of
this problem by establishing
standards for pollution generat-
ed by industry and the burning
of fossil-fuels.

1992: 
Reform of the CAP

The reforms recognised the environmental role played by
agriculture and featured the following key elements:
• Reducing the role of the market and introducing pro-

gressively lower prices for agricultural produce;
• Establishing a guaranteed and direct income for farmers,

independent of production levels, to compensate them
for these reductions in price;

• Planning the compulsory set-aside of certain arable lands;
• Encouraging non-intensive husbandry of cattle and sheep;
• Maintaining certain quotas, such as those for milk and

sugar;
• Supplementary measures including subsidies for tree

planting and organic and non-intensive farming, and sup-
port for voluntary set-aside.

Forests, a renewable resource, must be
rationally exploited.
(Forest scenery – Northern Europe)
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A code of good 
agricultural practice

In December 1991, the Euro-
pean Community adopted the
directive on the protection of
waters from nitrate pollution
caused by farming (the ‘nitrates
directive’). Under the terms of
the directive, Member States
will draw up codes of good agri-
cultural practice for nitrate fer-
tilisation.

These codes will reflect reality
on the ground as they attempt
to ensure the proper use of
chemical or organic fertilisers.
The measures are voluntary for
farmers, except where the ac-
tivities in question take place in
a zone designated as sensitive.

Member States will also contin-
ue the EU’s pursuit of CAP re-
form by introducing agricultural
and environmental measures
tailored to the local situation
and, in some cases, pro-
grammes of their own. Regional
and municipal government can
help promote the application of
these measures by providing
subsidies or by awarding farm-
ers specific ecological labels.

Consumers
Citizens are consumers with an
influence on demand, which
means their behaviour can help
shape the supply of agricultural
produce and, by extension,
farming practices themselves.
They can choose free-range
chickens rather than battery-
raised ones, unprocessed fruit
rather than graded, and season-
al vegetables rather than ones
‘forced’ with doses of fertiliser.
They can also opt for organic
products. Although these
choices are not always easy on
the wallet, they are beneficial to
health and can have a modest
impact on farming practices.

aForestsa
Forests are renewable re-
sources, but only in the very
long term. European Member
States have taken care for some
time now to ensure that their
woodland resources are man-
aged sustainably by introducing
rules that require replanting af-
ter felling. Such care is particu-
larly important in mountainous
areas, which are vulnerable to

avalanches and erosion. Subsi-
dies are available to encourage
landowners to replant certain
categories of farmland with
trees.

International cooperation in the
forestry field dates back some
way. This is particularly the case
with research, which has been
headed since 1980 by the Inter-
national Association of Forestry
Research Organisations. More
recently, the second Ministerial
Conference on the Protection
of Forests was held in Helsinki
in June 1993 and its follow-up 
in Lisbon in June 1998, when 45
countries, inspired by the Rio
Summit, undertook to do all in
their power to promote the
sustainable development of Eu-
rope’s forests and to conserve
their biodiversity.

Taking responsibility

The appearance of a piece of fruit or
vegetables doesn’t always guarantee its
quality.
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Recent increase 
in fishing

Fishing, both in European
Union waters and elsewhere,
became more intensive from
the 1960’s as European and
world demand for fish in-
creased and as markets diversi-
fied and became more readily
available. The intensification
was also promoted by the avail-
ability of relatively cheap fuel
for fishing vessels, together
with the use of more sophisti-
cated technology, both in the
design of nets and of navigation-
al and fish-finding devices.

As a result, many of the fish
stocks exploited by the vessels
of the European Union are too
heavily fished. Sometimes, they
may even not be able to replen-
ish themselves.

Fewer large, old fish are now
available. Many fisheries there-
fore direct their activities to-
wards the smaller, younger
fish.

There is also the search for pre-
viously unexploited resources
on species, which inhabit deep
waters over the continental 

slope and/or the abyssal plains
which has led to the develop-
ment of fisheries. These species
have low reproductive and
growth rates and may therefore
rapidly become severely de-
pleted.

It’s not only 
about fish...

One associated effect of fish-
ing includes changes in the
species composition of the bi-
ological  communit ies and
changes of the size and age
composition within many af-
fected species.

Species other than those for
which the fisheries have an eco-
nomic interest or major depen-
dency are also caught. These in-
clude marine mammals (mainly
small whales, dolphins, porpois-
es and seals), marine birds and
marine reptiles (mainly turtles).
Also caught incidentally are
some fish species, such as stur-
geon, whose populations are
considered to be in an endan-
gered state. Some types of fish-
ing may disrupt communities of
invertebrate animals, which live
in or on the seabed.

A severe threat to the critically
endangered Monk seal contin-
ues to be the loss of suitable
habitat, often as a result of de-
velopment of coastal tourism.
The accidental or even deliber-
ate killing by fishermen, and the
reduction in availability of ap-
propriate food as a result of in-
creased fishing activity, repre-
sent additional threats to these
animals. Moreover, catastroph-
ic natural mortality episodes
like the one that occurred in
1997 add to the risk of extinc-
tion of this species.

Aquaculture
Fish and fish products are also
increasingly produced by aqua-
culture in the hope to help off-
set the overall decline in pro-
duction from the wild fish
stocks exploited by convention-
al fisheries.

However,  the pract ice of
aquaculture is not free from
potentially adverse environ-
mental effects. These some-
times manifest themselves as
eutrophication or deoxygena-
tion of areas in the vicinity of
aquaculture establishments,
which may be caused by the
release of effluents from such
plants.

In addition, escapes of exotic
species or specifically bred
stocks of indigenous species
may cause a problem.

Fisheries... 
also a victim

There may also be negative ef-
fects of pollution on fish or
aquaculture, either by direct
mortality of fish or by various
debilitating processes such as
reduction in reproductive po-
tential. Conversely, it has been
claimed that influx of phos-
phates has, in some geographi-
cal areas such as the North Sea,
fertilised these areas and has re-
sulted, inter alia, in increased
production of at least some fish
species.

arine fishing is an important economic activity
in the European Union even though it employs
only a limited number of people. The EU's
260,000 fishermen and women account for
much less than 1% of its working population,
but their activities are supported by a number
of other commercial and manufacturing sec-
tors such as boatbuilding and the processing
and distribution of fish and fish products.

Denmark, Spain and the United Kingdom are
the major marine fishing nations of the Euro-
pean Union.

Commercial fishing in freshwater is of limited
importance within the European Union al-
though it is of local importance in Sweden
and Finland.M

Facts and Trends
Fisheries: an essential economy
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