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Facts and figures

Despite the relatively small number of people who work 
directly in the agricultural sector (around 5% of the EU’s 
working population1), farming is an extremely important 
activity. Not only do our survival and health depend on 
the food produced by our farmers, but agriculture is also 
an important mainstay of the EU economy. 

The agricultural sector alone contributes some €140 bil-
lion annually in value added to the Union’s economy2. 
In addition, agriculture is the fuel and engine driving 
Europe’s €900-billion-per-year food and drinks sector3.

More than 170 million hectares of arable land are farmed 
or tended in the EU, where 136 million livestock animals 
are also being raised. This means that agriculture has  
a major influence on Europe’s landscapes and the quality 
of its environment.

For the good of the land

This influence can be both a positive and negative thing. 
When EU farmers act as ‘custodians’ of the land and use 
environmentally friendly techniques, this can be a boon for 
nature. One example of this is the growing trend towards 
organic farming which now accounts for at least 4% of the 

EU’s farmed land4, with the area allocated increasing by 
over 7% between 2007 and 2008 alone5.

That said, there are some very serious environmental 
challenges facing the agricultural sector. For example, 
close to 15% of EU land is affected by soil erosion, while 
pollution from agriculture harms the quality of ground 
and surface waters across the Union. Nevertheless, many 
environmental factors are improving. For instance, over 
the past two decades, greenhouse gas emissions from 
agriculture have dropped by about a fifth.

Moreover, our needs from the agricultural sector have 
changed dramatically. In the early decades following 
World War II, Europe’s top priority was to ensure that 
Europeans had enough food on their plates at afford-
able prices. Today, food supplies are no longer an issue. 
Instead, the quality and safety of food, especially in light 
of recent food scares and with the growing interest in 
healthy eating, have become key concerns. The issue of 
fairer trade arrangements with farmers in developing 
countries has also moved up the policy agenda. 

Given the significance of agriculture to Europe’s people, 
economy and environment, it is perhaps not surprising 
that over 90% of Europeans regard it as important to the 
future7.

The EU’s ever-evolving and adapting common agricultural policy (CAP) has not only 
ensured Europe’s food security, safety and quality and provided farmers with decent 
livings, but it is also helping to protect the environment and promote fairer trade  
with developing countries. 

Common Agricultural Policy

©
 iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o



2

EU policy

The European common agricultural policy (CAP) is one  
of the EU’s oldest common policies. In fact, the com-
munity’s founding document, the 1957 Treaty of Rome8, 
defined the broad outlines of the CAP9. But it was not 
until 1960 that the CAP’s mechanisms were agreed and 
1962 when they came into force. 

Several principles underpinned the original focus of the 
CAP: ensuring food security, protecting farmers, as well 
as consolidating Europe’s divergent agricultural sectors 
into a single common market.

Over the decades, this focus became increasingly redun-
dant as, in some ways, the CAP became the victim of its 
own success and left Europe with massive agricultural 
surpluses, such as the infamous ‘butter mountains’ and 
‘wine lakes’ of the 1980s10.

Capping excess

CAP reform took off in earnest in the 1990s. In 1992, a first 
batch of reforms were founded on two pillars: reducing 
prices for key products to serve consumers and offset-
ting the impact of these cuts on producers, while keep-
ing output in check, by means of direct payments11. 

Adopted in 1999 in preparation for the new millennium 
and the forthcoming enlargement of the EU, Agenda 2000 
continued the 1992 reforms and introduced a compre-
hensive rural development policy12. In 2003, EU leaders 
decided to go a step further and ‘decouple’ subsidies from 
particular crops and output13. Instead, a Single Farm Pay-
ment14 scheme was introduced which provided farmers 
with subsidies based on their compliance with certain envi-
ronmental protection, animal welfare and product quality 
standards. Following a 2008 ‘health check’15, EU agriculture 
ministers agreed to a raft of new measures, including the 
phasing out of milk quotas by 2015, the gradual decoup
ling of remaining ‘coupled’ payments, additional funding 
for farmers from the newer Member States, etc.

These reforms have released funding to help promote 
broader agriculture-related policy aims, such as promot-
ing ‘custodianship’ of the environment, the enhanced 
development of rural communities, as well as innovation 
in farming and food processing to ensure continued com-
petitiveness. The reforms have also enabled the Union to 
deliver on its commitments to engage in fairer trade with 
farmers from developing countries. 

Common Agricultural Policy

  Policy milestones
1957: 	 Treaty of Rome defines broad outlines  •	

		  of European agricultural policy

1962: 	 CAP comes into force•	

1992: 	 First batch of CAP reforms seek to •	
		  reduce prices and keep output in check

1999: 	 Agenda 2000 introduces comprehensive  •	
		  rural development policy

2003: 	 Agricultural subsidies ‘decoupled’•	

2007-2013: 	 Current financial framework for CAP•	

2008: 	 CAP health check•	

2010: 	 Public consultation and •	
		  Communication on post-2013 CAP

  Future challenges
2011: 	 Commission proposal for new CAP •	

		  legislation

2013: 	 New financial framework for CAP that •	
		  serves goals of Europe 2020 strategy
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Spending on the CAP has actually been falling: from  
a peak of nearly 70% of the Union’s budget in the 1970s 
to 34% over the 2007-2013 period. In 2009, the EU spent 
about €41 billion on the CAP16, while the 2011 budget 
has earmarked €42.9 billion for the policy17.

According to Eurobarometer, the overwhelming majority 
of Europeans are in favour of the new direction the CAP  
is taking and its priorities18.

The future of the CAP

The CAP’s current financial framework will end in 2013.  
In addition, in 2010, the EU launched a new strategy 
for the current decade – ‘Europe 2020’19, which seeks 
to promote smart, green and inclusive growth. In order 
to ensure that the new post-2013 financial framework 
serves the aims of Europe 2020, in July 2010, the Euro-
pean Commission released a proposed policy road map.

Drawing on the results of a public consultation, a Com-
munication entitled ‘The CAP towards 2020: meeting 
the food, natural resources and territorial challenges of 
the future’20 outlines reforms that will make the Euro-
pean agricultural sector more dynamic, competitive and 
effective in responding to the Europe 2020 vision. 

Member States are currently debating the proposals 
contained in the Communication. Based on these discus-
sions, the Commission will present a draft CAP legislation 
for the post-2013 period some time in mid-2011.

CAP in hand

Although Europeans are generally positive about the 
common agricultural policy and the direction of its 
reforms, awareness of the issues related to the CAP 

remains relatively limited. In a bid to increase know
ledge and awareness, the European Commission is  
co-financing certain communication activities in this 
field. This could be interesting for Europe Direct mem-
bers. To find out more, please visit: http://ec.europa.eu/
agriculture/grants/capinfo/index_en.htm    

The seeds of knowledge

The EU’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7, 2007-
2013) finances agriculture-related research under the 
second theme of its Cooperation sub-programme21.  
In recognition of the important role small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) play in innovation and know
ledge creation, FP7 has raised the bar in seeking SME 
participation22. To illustrate this potential, the Commis-
sion has published examples of SME research successes 
in the field of food quality and safety23.

Common Agricultural Policy

  Did you know that …
Only 5% of the EU’s labour force works in •	

	 agriculture

The agricultural sector contributes €140 billion  •	
	 in value added to the EU economy each year  
	 and the food and drink industry is worth €900  
	 billion annually

Over 90% of Europeans believe that agriculture •	
	 is important to Europe’s future

More than 170 million hectares are farmed or •	
	 tended in the EU

The Union has a livestock population of around •	
	 136 million

Organic farming now accounts for 4% of the •	
	 EU’s farmed land
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Further information

Rur@alnews newsletterhh 24 
EU Rural Reviewhh 25 
Fact sheet on EU rural development policy 		 hh

	 (2007-2013)26 
CAP, as easy as ABChh 27 
‘Distribution and targeting of the CAP from a bio-	  hh

	 diversity perspective’28   

Communicators’ toolkit

The CAP explainedhh 29 
‘From farm to fork – safe food for Europe’s consumers’hh 30 
Leaflet on the Tasty Bunch campaign for healthy hh

	 eating among children31 
‘On the farm’ colour-in bookhh 32 
Information material on organic farminghh 33 
Information kits on organic farminghh 34 
Video clips on organic farminghh 35 
Audio clips on organic farminghh 36 
Marketing material for organic farminghh 37 
Fact sheets on rural developmenthh 38 
‘Let’s explore Europe’ e-book for children with  hh

	 a chapter on farming39 
Agriculture, fisheries and food videoshh 40 
FP7 SME success stories on food quality and safetyhh 41 

1		   http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/en_GB/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start?PublicationKey=KFAC10001&CatalogCatego 
		   ryID=un8KABstLQ4AAAEjIYcY4e5K 
2		   http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Agricultural_output,_price_indices_and_income 
3		   http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/food/index_en.htm 
4		   http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Organic_farming_statistics#Percentage_of_utilised_agricultural_area_.28UAA.29 
5		   http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Organic_farming_statistics#Total_organic_area
6		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/climate_change/index_en.htm 
7		   http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_336_en.pdf 
8		   http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/institutional_affairs/treaties/treaties_eec_en.htm 
9		   http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/12002E/htm/C_2002325EN.003301.html#anArt33 
10		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/faq/fiction/index_en.htm 
11		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/publi/fact/policy/index_en.htm 
12		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/publi/review99/08_09_en.pdf 
13		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/capreform/com554/index_en.htm 
14		   http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/general_framework/ag0003_en.htm 
15		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/healthcheck/index_en.htm 
16		   http://ec.europa.eu/budget/library/publications/budget_in_fig/dep_eu_budg_2009_en.pdf 
17		   http://ec.europa.eu/budget/library/publications/budget_in_fig/budg_2011_en.pdf 
18		   http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_336_en.pdf 
19		   http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm 
20		   http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0672:FIN:en:PDF 
21		   http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/kbbe/home_en.html 
22		   http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/kbbe/sme_en.html 
23		   ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/fp7/kbbe/docs/bat-lowres-204-smes-20-8dec08_en.pdf 
24		   http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/en_GB/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start;pgid=y8dIS7GUWMdSR0EAlMEUUsWb0000 
		   Fd6PxoMs;sid=aKqVHLPRU82VEP8-s34Lu9H0JcmLbhESFPo=?PublicationKey=K3AI10002&CatalogCategoryID=un8KABstLQ4AAAEjIYcY4e5K 
25		   http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/en_GB/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start;pgid=y8dIS7GUWMdSR0EAlMEUUsWb0000 
		   Fd6PxoMs;sid=aKqVHLPRU82VEP8-s34Lu9H0JcmLbhESFPo=?PublicationKey=K3AJ09003&CatalogCategoryID=un8KABstLQ4AAAEjIYcY4e5K 
26		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/publi/fact/rurdev2007/2007_en.pdf 
27		   http://www.europarltv.europa.eu/en/player.aspx?pid=99f6937b-1563-4855-93b2-7c365d605759 
28		   http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/distribution-and-targeting-of-the-cap-budget-from-a-biodiversity-perspective 
29		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/publi/capexplained/cap_en.pdf
30		   http://ec.europa.eu/publications/booklets/move/46/index_en.htm
31		   http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/en_GB/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start?PublicationKey=KF3109233&CatalogCatego 
		   ryID=un8KABstLQ4AAAEjIYcY4e5K
32		   http://bookshop.europa.eu/is-bin/INTERSHOP.enfinity/WFS/EU-Bookshop-Site/en_GB/-/EUR/ViewPublication-Start?PublicationKey=KF3110362&CatalogCatego 
		   ryID=un8KABstLQ4AAAEjIYcY4e5K
33		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/organic/download-information/information-material_en
34		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/organic/download-information/information-kits_en
35		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/organic/download-information/tv-spots_en
36		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/organic/download-information/radio-spots_en
37		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/organic/toolbox/marketing-material_en
38		   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/publi/fact/index_en.htm
39		   http://europa.eu/europago/explore/pdf/flip-book/lets-explore-europe-en/index.html
40		   http://www.youtube.com/user/eutube#p/c/C31F4A65D9B369A5
41		   ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/fp7/kbbe/docs/bat-lowres-204-smes-20-8dec08_en.pdf
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