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 The photo is from Robin Hammond, National Geographic, 
and it was taken for “The next breadbasket” photo report (2013). 

 This land outside Maputo provides a snapshot of Africa’s agricultural choices: industrial or small scale. 
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In their letter entitled “CAP failing fitness check”, 
3 NGOs critic the European Union’s (EU) Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP 2013-2020), which has 
proven unfit to deliver on a sustainable global 
food and farming system. Hunger remains an 
injustice that continues despite the expansion 
of EU food production and the rapid growth in 
the value of EU agro-food exports since 2010. The 
EU’s virtual land (and water) grab continues un-
checked. Global value chains continue to exter-
nalise social and environmental costs. Industrial 
meat and dairy production drive monocultures 
and deforestation and increase greenhouse 
gas emissions (GHG) emissions causing global 
warming. Import surges and unfair competition 
harm small-scale farmers’ markets in developing 
countries. 

The new CAP legislative proposals from June 
2018 appear to lock in policy measures and tools 
that perpetuate the existing system of overex-
ploitation, surplus or overproduction, and overuse 
of land and livestock.  None of the nine CAP ob-
jectives set out in the June 2018 proposal relates 
to the external effects of its CAP policies. The 
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Unhealthy and unsustainably produced food poses a global risk to people and the 
planet. More than 820 million people have insufficient food and many more consume an 
unhealthy diet that contributes to premature death and morbidity.1 Ecosystems are un-
der threat, biodiversity is declining at unprecedented rate,2 and animal welfare is often 
not even considered. 

Commission proposal is still complacent about 
its global responsibilities under the EU Lisbon 
Treaty, Article 208 on the EU’s commitment to 
contributing to sustainable development; with 
Policy Coherence for Development (PCD) impo-
sing an obligation to consider the externalities of 
the CAP toward the Global South. 

The only reference made to the international 
scope of the issue relates to the EU’s commit-
ment to the abolition of export subsidies.  In the 
Commission’s view,4 promoting EU exports, an 
important focus of the CAP, is consistent with 
development objectives since it contributes to 
global food security. On examining CAP exter-
nalities, it appears that this approach displaces 
rather than solves the problem.  

____________
(1)  The Lancet Commissions (16 January 2019) Food in the Anthropocene: 

the EAT-Lancet Commission on healthy diets from sustainable food 
systems; page 2.

(2)  See Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES)

(3)  NGO Letter on call for CAP Fitness Check, April 2016. 
(4)  Commission Staff Working Document (2018) Impact Assessment:  Paper 

on CAP proposal, Annex 5; Results of Quantitative and Multi-Criteria 
Analysis,	3.5.	Policy	coherence,	SWD(2018)	301	final.			
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Meeting growing food demands while minimi-
zing ecological losses presents one of the major 
challenges society faces and is critical to many 
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The role of land use in achieving climate action 
objectives, halting biodiversity losses, ceasing 
the violation of rights of local communities and 
indigenous people, and respecting the right of all 
people to food are germane to sustaining global 
food systems. 

The European Commission’s View and 
Assessment 

The European Commission5 holds the view that 
the CAP embraces the concept of sustainability 
and contributes to income growth, productivity, 
and competitiveness, while encouraging sustai-
nable agricultural practices that respect natural 
resources. The Commission also claims that CAP 
encourages climate adaptation and mitigation 
and takes account of PCD and new societal de-
mands such as reducing food waste and ensuring 
animal welfare. The new CAP performance-based 
system, which requires strategic planning from 
the outset at the level of member states are pre-
sented as a key instrument in this regard. 

The Commission argues that the reformed CAP 
2020-2027 improves on the previous iteration as 
it maintains the market orientation, emphasises 
resilience and environmental and climate public 
goods, and enhances delivery on environmental 
and climate objectives to fight climate change.  
And that the CAP proposal remains consistent 
on supporting very favourable terms on trade in 
agricultural products for developing countries.

In conclusion, maintaining and increasing com-
petitiveness in global markets remains a leading 
CAP principle and objective, which is at odds with 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Critique of External Effects of CAP Subsidies

The Joint Research Centre (JRC) finds that 
removing the CAP “would  result  in  an  18%  drop  
in  farm  income  on  average  in  the  EU,  threate-

ning  the economic  viability  and  attractiveness  
of  rural  areas,  a  sizeable  decline  in  production 
affecting  food  security,  land  abandonment,  a  
decline  in  permanent  grassland  and a stron-
ger production intensification, which can lead 
to more pressure on the environment.”6 Thus, it 
can be concluded that it would be important to 
maintain the CAP as it is sustains the incomes 
of European farmers and puts EU production at 
higher levels than would otherwise be the case. 
However, reform is necessary but must be geared 
toward benefiting small farmers in and outside 
Europe and with less damage to ecosystems 
worldwide. One reason that many actors (envi-
ronmental and development NGOs, sustainable 
farmer groups, animal welfare groups and consu-
mers) call for a major redesign of the agricultural 
system is to generate positive impacts in Europe 
and beyond. Demands have been put forward by 
the European Parliament’s (EP) Environmental 
and Development Committees,7 as well as by civil 
society organisations,8 to ring-fence the CAP bud-
get for specific and societal objectives.9 Moreover, 
the Commission’s CAP proposal would allow a 
member state to dedicate as little as 10 percent of 
their CAP allocation to environmental measures, 
while another country may allocate as much as 
85 percent or more to the environment, thus pre-
senting  a real risk of a race to the bottom.10

Voluntary Coupled Support (VCS) is a system 
that operates on top of the basic support system 
and is tied to the production of specific crops. 
The VCS system allows member states to finance 
certain sectors in jeopardy. All member states 
except Germany have opted to apply VCS, up to 
15 percent of direct payments in some countries,11 
mainly to animal products and the sugar sector. 

____________
(5)  Commission Staff Working Document (2019) 2019 EU report on Policy 

Coherence	for	Development,	SWD(2019)	20	final.
(6)  Dudu, H. et al. (2017) Impact of CAP Pillar II Payments on Agricultural 

Productivity, European Commission, Joint Research Centre (JRC), refe-
renced	in	SWP(2018)	301	final.	

(7)  See http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/deve/opinions.html; 
and http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/envi/opinions.html 

(8)  Demands by Civil Society on the future CAP, and Open Letter to MEPs in 
the AGRI Committee voting on the CAP Reform on 2 and 6 April 2019 sent 
on 20 March 2019. 

(9)		 See	specific	objectives	in	CAP	Strategic	Plans,	Article	6,	d,	e,	f	and	i.	
(10)  IFOAM (2018) Towards a post-2020 CAP that supports farmers and 

delivers public goods to Europeans: Avoiding a race to the bottom  an 
ambitious and better targeted CAP. 

(11)  See OECD (2018) Development Cooperation Peer Review, European Union 2018.
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However, rather than providing the intended 
benefits, VCS generates market distortions in 
both the internal and international marketplace. 
Using VCS simply defers addressing underlying 
problems by displacing the immediate market 
adjustment requirements in the EU to third coun-
tries. VCS maintains production at higher levels, 
which can adversely impact developing coun-
tries, either by displacing the local production 
from domestic markets or by affecting develo-
ping country export opportunities to EU markets. 
Phasing out VCS payments would remove this 
kind of trade distortion and create more market 
space for agricultural production by small-scale 
farmers in the affected developing countries.

The Commission’s trumpeting of the end of ex-
port subsidies is a distraction from the real issue. 
Previous CAP reforms gradually moved from a 
system of price support (high EU producer prices) 
to a system of producer support (direct payments 
to farmers). However, the new support system 
still has profound effects on EU production levels 
and trade outcomes.

Critique of CAP Trade Dimension

It is through the production, investment, and 
trade decisions of EU agro-food companies, res-
ponding to the EU’s agriculture and trade policy 
frameworks, that the effects of the CAP are felt by 
developing country partners. This relates to both 
developing country exports to the EU of products 
where these countries have a natural competitive 
advantage (e.g. the production of sugar from su-
gar cane) and the increasingly significant impact 
on partner countries targeted by EU exporters of 
specific products where EU production is surplus 
to domestic requirements (e.g. poultry parts, fat-
filled milk powders and other forms of milk pow-
der, which increasingly provide the input base for 
reconstituted dairy products in growing African 
markets).12 Since 2010, the EU has been running a 
growing agro-food sector trade surplus, reaching, 
globally, some 21.5 billion Euro in 2017.

A report by the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
Right to Health13 highlights the urgent need to 
address structural changes in the food envi-

ronment. Global trade, increasing foreign direct 
investment in the food sector, and the pervasive 
marketing of unhealthy foods have increased the 
consumption of unhealthy foods. Most of these 
foods are ultra-processed, containing empty calo-
ries devoid of nutritional value. In some emerging 
markets, the processed food industry is among 
the top sectors attracting foreign direct invest-
ment. Supermarkets and large food chains have 
largely replaced fresh food markets as a major 
source of food supply in most countries.  

EU trade agreements are central to export growth 
of the European agro-food sector trade as well as 
to value addition of imported primary agricultural 
goods. The EU’s push for liberalisation in Africa 
goes beyond what the EU is willing to apply itself 
when it comes to the use of quantitative restric-
tions, safeguards, standstill clauses and more in 
Economic Partnership Agreements. Agribusiness 
and donor-led initiatives are working toward an 
expansion of industrial agricultural schemes in 
Africa, involving extensive infrastructure deve-
lopment and export marketing initiatives, exploi-
ting the growing demand for food and agrofuels.14 

Externally driven industrial corporate agricul-
ture schemes often not only displace people 
from their land, but also displace local seeds 
and breeds, introduce technologies and farming 
systems that increase greenhouse gas emission, 
and require deep policy changes to accommodate 
foreign investors. Policy reforms are working in 
favour of the interests of agribusiness and the 
commercial seed industry. Large-scale interven-
tion measures by the EU fail to recognise and pro-
tect farmers’ rights and in fact contribute to the 
erosion of seed diversity, which is vital to climate 
change adaptation and food security. Recent 

____________
(12)  See ACT Alliance EU (2018) Technical Note on trade dimension of CAP 

referring to recent trends in EU agro-food sector trade with Africa. 
(13)  UNGA, HR Council, A/HRC/26/31, from 1 April 2014, Report of the Special 

Rapporteur on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest 
attainable standard of physical and mental health, Anand Grover. 

(14)  Often, this goes along with land grabbing as documented in Fern (2017) 
European Development Finance Institutions and land grabs,  and in ACT 
Alliance EU (Aprodev 2013) The role of DFIs in Land Grabs, for example, 
in the case of Socapalm in Cameroon, Agripalma in Sao Tome, Agrica/
Kilombero Plantations Ltd in Tanzania, Feronia in DRC, New Forests 
Company in Uganda and Tanzania, Green Resources in Uganda,  Addax 
Bioenergy in Sierra Leone, Aviv/Olam in Tanzania, SAGCOT/Beira in 
Tanzania and Mozambique.  
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trade-related policy reforms prioritise plant bree-
ders’ rights and the uniformity of commercial 
seeds, by-passing and crowding out investments 
in family-based farming and seed systems. In 
response, African farmers are getting organised 
to resist the corporate takeover of African seed 
systems, mapping the way forward to build a 
continental movement to Save African Seeds.15 

Critique of CAP Externalities on the Planet and 
Increasing Land Conflicts

Agriculture is the world’s leading driver of eco-
system change, affecting life on land (SDG 15), life 
below water (SDG 14), climate change (SDG 13), 
and clean water (SDG 6). About half of agricultural 
land is degraded, leading to a loss of ecosystem 
functions such as nutrient cycling, genetic diver-
sity, pest control, and pollination. Fertiliser and 
pesticide runoff result in “dead zones” increasin-

gly observed at the mouths 
of river systems and healthy 
coastal and marine resour-
ces. Seventy percent of global 
freshwater is used by agricul-
ture, which is closely linked to 
promoting sustainable water 
management (SDG 6).16

Landgrabbing: The EU’s agri-
cultural system is to a large de-
gree dependent on protein feed 
imports, and as a large-scale 
exporter of meat and dairy 
products, the EU is dependent 
on importing animal feed. 
Satisfying this demand would 
require an area of 20 million 
hectares of land outside of Eu-
rope, equivalent to 10 percent 
of Europe’s own arable land. Gi-
ven that good agricultural land 
and water are the two scarcest 
resources needed for the world 
population to feed itself, there 
is tremendous stress globally 
for land, leading to rampant 
violation of the land rights of 
indigenous people and rural 
communities. A study on land-

“My Milk Is Local” - Campaign  

The Dairy Sector: the effects of Voluntary Coupled Support in 
the dairy sector are being compounded by the periodic use 
of EU crisis management measures, which insulate EU dairy 
producers from the worst effect of falls in global dairy prices 
and shift the burden of adjustments to non-EU producers. EU 
companies are targeting African markets for expanded exports 
of dairy products, notably milk powders. Over the past 10 years, 
dairy products produced from bulk milk powder exports have 
become cheaper than dairy products manufactured from locally 
produced milk. These milk powder-based dairy products can 
profoundly affect the development of local dairy markets; and 
may suffocate the aspirations West Africa has articulated of 
increasing local dairy production capacity.   

When it comes to jobs, an estimate in Burkina Faso suggests 
that 1 cow with 2-3 litres of milk provides precious income for a 
family. In comparison, in the EU, 80 cows provide for 1-2 jobs on 
average. Moreover, milk production is mainly handled by wo-
men which means this income is more likely to be invested in 
basic needs (food, education, health).. Pastoralism, in which milk 
plays a key role, procure livelihoods to directly 20 million people 
in francophone West Africa.

 A newly established milk powder repackaging facility in Ghana 
created a grand total of eight jobs. One of these container-based 
facilities can generate milk products equivalent to 55,000,000 
litres of milk (1kg of milk powder converts into 11.5 litres of 
milk). This is the equivalent of the milk production that could be 
generated locally from the establishment of 106 new dairy enter-
prises based on a doubling of current milk yields and an average 
herd size of 100 head, with all the employment and income ef-
fects this would give rise to throughout a locally integrated dairy 
supply chain. 

____________
(15)  AFSA - Alliance for Food Sovereignty in 

Africa (2018) Resisting corporate takeover 
of African seed systems; AFSA (2017) Po-
licy Trends and Emerging Opportunities 
for Strengthen Community Land Rights 
in Africa. 

(16)  The Economics of Ecosystem and 
Biodiversity at http://www.teebweb.org/
sdg-agrifood/annex-3/; TEEB Annex 3 on 
SDGs Planet (6, 12, 13, 14, 15). 
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grabbing of the EU food economy finds that the 
EU exports 14 million hectare of land use while 
importing 49 million hectares.17

The negative externalities of landgrabbing, such 
as a deficit of protein and animal feed imports, 
are felt primarily in the Global South. There 
is widespread destruction of natural habitats 
through the deforestation of tropical rain forests, 
which increases greenhouse gas emissions and 
biodiversity-loss, in addition to food insecurity 
and violation of land rights. However, there are 
also many problems originating from these trade 
flows for Europe itself. There is severe pollution 
of water and air in several regions, resulting from 
the high concentration of manure related to the 
intensive animal keeping made possible by feed 
imports.18

If Europe wants to be more supportive of sus-
tainable development and global food security, 
it has to reduce its external land use, strive to 
improve crop rotation, increase protein produc-
tion and close the nutrient-cycles in its farming 
systems, rather than expand exports.

Livestock. The EU agricultural sector contributes 
to climate change with 53 percent of methane 
and 78 percent of nitrous oxide emissions de-
rived from agriculture in the EU in 2015, mostly 
due to the livestock sector. Since 1996, the land 
area used to produce soy for the EU market is 
roughly equal to the area of deforestation in Bra-
zilian forests. Soil carbon represents 89 percent 
of agricultural GHG mitigation potential, but is 
being degraded through global land use changes, 
driven in part by EU demand for key commo-
dities. Livestock is responsible for 85 percent of 
total GHG emissions from the EU’s agricultural 
sector. The costs for the EU from the excess of 
nitrogen in the environment is up to 320 billion 
euro a year, with the livestock sector consuming 
around 85 percent of nitrogen in crops harvested 
or imported into the EU.19 

Climate Impact. Six countries in addition to the 
EU are responsible for the lion’s share of rising 
global meat production and exports, which lead 
to increasing GHG emissions. The EU is respon-
sible for 13 percent of beef production, 21 percent 

of pork production, and 35 percent of exports, 
as well as 13 percent of chicken production and 
12 percent of exports. The growth in bioenergy 
production has also now been shown to be 
directly damaging to the climate, not to mention 
to biodiversity and the availability of land for 
growing food.20

Climate action must be congruent with efforts 
to ensure food security, respect of human rights, 
and restoration of natural ecosystems. These ob-
jectives must not represent choices or trade-offs, 
but challenges that must be approached in an 
integrated manner. Behind the global intersected 
crises of climate change, biodiversity loss, and 
violation of land rights is overconsumption of the 
world’s resources by those able to do so.21

Conclusions and Recommendations22 

Global food production exerts the largest pressure 
by humans on earth, threatening local ecosys-
tems and the stability of the global food system. 
With food production causing major global 
environmental risks, sustainable food production 
needs to operate within the safe operating space 
for food systems at all scales on earth.23

Promote agroecological and organic farming in 
and outside EU.

•  Introduce sustainability criteria on agro-
biodiversity and climate indicators in 
CAP Strategic Plans, and in EU interven-
tion measures and investment flows. 

____________
(17)  ACT Alliance EU (APRODEV) EU CAP Reform 2013: CAP Lobby Brief No 

4-EU	imports	of	soy	for	animal	field.	
 (18)  See Factsheets on EU Regulation on Nitrate and EU Directive on Sustai-

nable Use of Pesticides.
(19)  EEB, FoE Europe, Greenpeace, IFOAM EU Group, PAN, WWF (2012) The 

truth behind the CAP: 13 reasons for green reform. 
(20)   EEB, Birdlife, Greenpeace, WWF (2018) Last Chance CAP. 
(21)  CLARA, Climate-Land-Ambitions-Rights-Alliance (2018) Missing pa-

thways to 1.5 degrees: The role of land sector mitigation. 
(22)  See recommendations in IPES FOOD (2019) Towards a Common Food 

Policy for the European Union. The policy reform and realignment that is 
required to build sustainable food systems in Europe. 

(23)  The Lancet Commissions (2019:2) see footnote 1.
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