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Richard Benyon MP

Parliamentary Under-Secretary for Natural Environment and Fisheries

Defra
Nobel House
17 Smith Square
London SW1P 3JR
4 November
Dear Minister,

Natural Resources: Summary and Request for Ministerial Reply
Thank you for the interest you have taken in the work of the Conservative Policy Forum. This Paper summarises the submissions received in response to our discussion paper Natural Resources, which was distributed in July, August and September 2011.  

I would like to draw to the Minister’s attention to this summary’s ten top recommendations for 2015 and beyond:

1. Increase the number of people taking up farming and agricultural science as a career, through more education about farming and science in schools, as well as  increasing apprenticeships for farming subjects and greater support for agricultural science

2. Investigate the negative effect of closing local abattoirs

3. Increase support for the formation of farming co-operatives

4. Consider levelling the playing field between high welfare British foods and lower welfare imports

5. Make consumers more aware of food miles with a traffic light system of labelling

6. Reconsider the regulatory position of GM foods/encourage education of the risks associated with GM food

7. Enthusiastically embrace nuclear power as a key part of a diverse bundle of power sources

8. Fund research into tidal power to kickstart both a new power sources and an engine for economic growth

9. Develop a national and local water resources strategy to find ways to increase availability of water in constrained areas and balance competing local requirements

10. Provide better information and best practice studies on community solutions for energy generation

We hope that you find this summary interesting and useful and look forward to receiving your response, which we shall then send on to our members and post on our website.

Yours sincerely
Natalie Elphicke
Director of the CPF
Natural Resources: Summary Paper
Questions Asked
1. How should we value and measure our natural resources?  What do you consider to be the most valuable or important natural resource in your area, and please tell us a little about it.

2. What are the competitive pressures on British farming?  What can be done to support, sustain and increase profits from this important industry? What will be the major challenges for agriculture in 2015 and beyond?

3. Does genetically modified food have a role to play in British farming?

4. Is self-sufficiency a realistic or desirable goal in food or energy?

5. What do you consider to be the most likely green energy solution/application in 2015 and beyond that could be implemented to ensure that green energy helps us towards securing and delivering energy security for our country?

1. 
Valuing our natural resources
We were struck by how forcefully our members described the importance of the many beautiful natural areas close to them: from the Norfolk Broads, to the Leisure Coast, the London Royal Parks and other local parks and woodlands.
While some members disliked the concept of a concrete value being assigned to these assets, and others felt that opportunity cost was the only possible measure of what we have, all entries (either explicitly or implicitly) deeply valued the effect that our natural environment has upon wellbeing and quality of life. For this reason, many groups raised the importance of access to green spaces for those living and working in towns and cities.
Importance of farming. Many groups specifically mentioned the value they placed upon farming land and the stewardship that falls upon farmers for large swathes of British countryside. It was noted that our current ‘natural’ landscape is itself the result of centuries of husbandry. However, other respondents argued that expecting farmers to act as altruistic stewards and protectors of our natural resources was unfair and unrealistic given the market pressures that, as businessmen, they find themselves under.
Water resources. A significant number of groups raised water resources as vital to their community – everything from streams that feed local pastures, to the coast and the benefits the sea can bring in general. While there has been a great deal of historic focus on potential flood areas, groups shared significant concerns about water scarcity – especially, but not only, in the South East – and believed that a better water strategy to make more water resources available for industry, other businesses and for household use was strongly desirable.  There was also a strong belief that we could both respect and utilise our coastline far more, for power, tourism and food.

Minerals. Another topic raised repeatedly was our mineral wealth. Groups across the country referred to local reserves of tin, china clay, gravel, granite, coal and other materials.

People as a resource. Many groups also stressed the importance of people as a resource. 

The innovative ability of many of the area’s indigenous population. Man has, since time immemorial, recognised and mainly overcome whatever impediment with which he has been confronted (Shipley)
2.
Direct pressures on farmers

We have subdivided groups’ views about the competitive pressures upon farmers into two sections: one that addresses the effects felt directly by farmers, and another that looks at the broader operation of the market for farmed goods. 

Input costs. Again and again, the groups raised the increasing cost of inputs as a major challenge for the farming community. Members feel that there is a critical flaw in the market, with price increases in pesticide, fertilizers, food and (most frequently mentioned) energy not mirrored in food prices. Some groups diagnosed this as being due to increases in these input prices when grain prices are high but no correspondent drop after output prices fall. 
Illness amongst herds. The effect of illness upon all kinds of livestock was clearly an important issue for members. The spectres of both foot and mouth and bovine TB loomed large in responses and led to calls for stronger programmes of vaccination, along with support for other solutions.
Other forms of regulation. Government and European regulation was raised once again as a brake on business. Fear over the gold-plating of EU regulations was widespread and the impact of such measures was particularly highlighted with respect to abattoirs.

More abattoirs. Fewer regulations. Because so many abattoirs have closed due to EU regulations, stock has to be trucked distances.  This adds costs to farmers and stress to animals, and possibly more risk of spreading disease (Central Devon)

Other effects mentioned were price differences in fertilizers and other chemical products between the UK and the continent. It was mooted that this was due to costly quality assurance measures.

Skills and Succession. East Devon succinctly expressed the views of many on this topic that agricultural jobs, apprenticeships and opportunities were not being fully supported or maximised:

Given the very high average age of the farming community and the need to increase agricultural efficiency, the group felt that farming education and apprenticeships needed to be improved (East Devon)
Members pinpointed a variety of problems related to succession planning in farm businesses. First, the drop in profits has left many farms unable to support more than one generation at a time and made the prospect of returning to farming communities in later life unattractive. Second, the ability of families to build or extend houses to create separate homes for grown up children who wish to remain on the farm has been limited by planning regulations. And third, a lack of training opportunities has compromised the skills sets of potential new recruits or discouraged them from viewing farming as a viable career path.  The high degree of awareness of GM Foods highlighted the important role for agriculture science education, to enhance work opportunities in a domestic and international job market.
3. The market for farmed goods

Supermarkets. The word ‘supermarket’ appears in over 90 per cent of submissions. This demonstrates - in a small way - the strength of feeling exhibited by our members. 
Members were incredibly worried about the effect of supermarket pricing schemes – including loss leading items and multi-buy promotions – upon the farming industry in Britain. This applied, in particular, to the dairy industry. It was felt that the bargaining power of supermarkets was so huge in comparison to individual farmers that this critically distorted the market, undermining the sustainability of the British farming industry and removing a link between local farmers and local consumers. Some groups felt that supermarkets should be encouraged to buy more from local producers, others felt the solution lay in incentivising farmer-run co-operatives that would be in a better position to negotiate. These concerns did not just extend to agriculture, but also to the fishing industry which many groups, particularly coastal ones, considered had almost fallen off the radar as an important, sustainable and healthy, natural resource.

In conjunction with these worries, and aforementioned fears over EU regulation, ran concerns over continued ‘standardisation’ of produce, resulting in a large amount of waste. This was felt to be unjustifiable not only in financial terms but also for sustainability and food security reasons.

It is perhaps perverse that better greater availability of good quality food (produced at lower profits by the famers) does not seem to have resulted in lower food prices on the supermarket shelf, particularly for fruit and vegetables and good quality locally produced meat. This is of concern given the importance of lower priced good quality food for individual wellbeing and health. 
Welfare standards. It was felt by many groups that British producers were penalized for having higher, more expensive welfare standards than some imports. Members did not call for these standards to be dropped – quite the opposite – they were proud of the work done to increase animal welfare but they did suggest it should be possible to level the playing field by demanding similar standards of importers or applying differential and increased import taxes for lower-standard produce.

Food labelling. Some members suggested that undesirable behaviour such as importing foodstuffs that are grown locally, or buying lower welfare alternatives were best dealt with not through tariffs or regulation but through better labelling. A traffic light system similar to that used for nutrition was suggested for signaling the food miles travelled by a product.
4. 
Attitudes to GM food
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Members were very positive about genetically modified food, although there appeared to be higher comfort levels with the genetic modification of crops than animals. A fair number of responses felt that looking at solutions like GM was the only responsible thing to do in the face of an increasing world population. Others were persuaded by the possibility of greater food security. Many mentioned the potential for decreasing pesticide use, however, this was framed as both a positive and negative: does the lower need mean that these crops might, in themselves, be damaging to species such as field mice or bees? Or would reduced chemical interventions bode well for related ecosystems?

Many groups felt that more education was needed and even those who did not specify this implied that opposition to genetically modified food could be due to lack of clear information from trustworthy sources. It should be noted that enthusiasm for GM technology was tempered by concern for the appropriateness of the application of the new technology. In particular, there was a strong awareness of, and concern about, the promotion of GM seeds for the developing world which have a 'one off' use and cannot be propagated by local farmers but will create a dependency on the seed producer for the next batch of crops. Clearly this is a difficult scientific balance as self propagation of GM crops creates other bio-technological concerns. Several groups mentioned the importance of diversity and warned against the development of ‘monoculture’ that might be hastened by GM crops
5. Food security
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Pride in British produce and resourcefulness were evident in the answers to this question. Submissions mentioned our experiences in the Second World War to illustrate the need for sufficiency in the basics, at the very least, and pointed to the abundance of food producers in their local communities as a basis for their hope this was achievable. This was offset by realism about our taste for foreign foodstuffs. Some groups sought to redefine ‘self sufficiency’ in terms of necessities, rather than current measurements that include ‘exotic’ or luxury products such as wine.

A significant number of groups were troubled by the possibility that concentrating upon self-sufficiency would cut us off from the rest of the world and push up prices, thereby increasing the tension between production of food and environmental stewardship. Others felt that the needs of our economy should be put before a push to self sufficiency.

[T]he Group felt that self sufficiency in food supply was desirable but not realistic… Our first goal is a functioning economy. We need to trade our way out of recession and austerity and if that means importing food then so be it (Surrey Heath)
6.
Energy security 
[image: image3.png]Percentage of participants

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

Is self sufficiency in energy a realistic or
desirable goal?

Yes Yes but not achievable No, but desirable to
increase





Views expressed in answer to this question were even stronger than those for food. An overwhelming majority felt that self sufficiency in energy was at the very least desirable, with many of those also believing it was achievable. Reasons for the desirability of self sufficiency included ensuring political stability for power supply; greater domestic control over prices; national pride; and a move to greener energy sources.

Many took a nuanced middle position best summed up by Saffron Walden:
Britain has always been a trading nation, and our size means that we must live by trade. A level of domestic production of essential goods is necessary to ensure that we cannot be placed under economic or political pressure, whether for food or energy, but we should not aspire after self-sufficiency, and particularly not through market distorting policies such as subsidies… Government policy should encourage competition and the operation of the market domestically, and the freeing of trade in both agricultural products and energy internationally (Saffron Walden)
7. 
International relations

CPF answers on food and energy security were full of references to international relationships. Many groups felt that energy security – in particular – was vital to our ability to cope with instability in various parts of the world.

The group was not sure whether it is truly realistic but felt it was highly desirable. We are too dependent on supplies from potentially at worst hostile and at best culturally different governments. International disputes or competitive energy demands from developing countries might easily endanger our supplies (Derbyshire Dales, Ashbourne)
Our question on food security raised comments about our trading relationship with less developed countries. While one group pointed out that they would rather trade constructively with underdeveloped countries than withdraw that trade and instead donate international aid, another pointed out that trade with poorer countries could encourage governments to grow crops that sold well, rather than those needed to feed their own populations. GM foods were raised as a facet of this debate, as their creation and production was seen as a catalyst for reducing the need of developing countries for items such as food aid and also – if we capitalise upon agri-science as a domestic industry – a source of increased trade revenues for the UK.
8. Approaches to green energy
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Nuclear. CPF groups were incredibly positive about the potential of nuclear power to reduce the carbon output of our energy production. Many of them leapt to the defence of nuclear generation in the face of concerns about its safety pointing out differences between the geography of Britain and Japan, for example.
Alternative energy sources. As per our question on valuing natural resources, groups were enthusiastic about the increased use of British waters as a source of not only tourism and fishing income but as the testing ground for a new generation of tidal and wave power. Solar power, biomass, geothermal and anaerobic digestion as sources of either heat, power or a combination were also mentioned frequently. Wind power – especially onshore – was viewed by some groups as over-priced and inefficient. Significant concerns were also raised over the increased use of biofuels; this data was not captured accurately as groups mostly mentioned it in relation to farming and food security, mentioning worries over the use of valuable farmland for uses other than food production.
Diversity. In the questions on self sufficiency and green energy, groups repeatedly mentioned the need for diverse sources of power. This was seen as a good policy for many reasons, for example: security of supply; competition and cost reduction; and the potential contribution of energy research as a driver of growth.

Demand mitigation. CPF groups were incredibly keen on government moves to reduce the demand for energy using the Green Deal. Suggestions were added for further efficiency measures, including more leadership from the public sector, better building standards and limiting the use of street lights.
Demand substitution and smoothing. Some groups mentioned the potential of substituting high carbon fuels such as petrol and coal for greener sources and smoothing electricity demand in order to facilitate greater use of nuclear power. Electric cars received positive mentions in this respect (although some groups doubted whether the technology was advanced enough) with groups believing that a greener mix of national grid electricity sources combined with a greatly improved infrastructure system could give electric cars a strong role in reducing carbon output.

9. Geography of solutions
Groups were swift to mention numerous household (for example: efficiency measures, micro generation, food use) and national schemes (labelling, national grid, research funding) but we noted that community schemes were absent. This was interesting given the particular awareness and pride that many groups felt in relation to regional assets:

It is odd to live in a region that raises sheep, yet have to pay such high prices for lamb in the butchers (Bishop Auckland)
This was also in marked contrast to previous papers covering topics such as taxation, skills policy and housing, in which members were incredibly enthusiastic about localised solutions. Perhaps this is a result of the current construction of energy and food markets? If this is the case, then the government or other actors may have to expend significant effort to publicise best practice case studies from the UK and abroad before local solutions will even be considered in many communities.
10. Britain as a thought leader

Groups were proud of the Britain’s place in the world – economically, politically and as a thought leader. This was particularly evident in three areas: farm welfare standards; GM food; and the generation of green energy. 
Members felt that the UK should join the US as a pioneer for GM food. They were also staunchly positive about our high welfare standards – despite worrying about the effect this had on prices and sustainability of farm incomes. Many groups also felt that there was an opening for British researchers and companies to be in the forefront of tidal energy research and that this was something the Government should actively support. This suggestion echoes views raised in papers earlier this year on the topics of skills and rebalancing the economy. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What challenges do you think Britain will face in 2015? 
Join the discussion at www.conservativepolicyforum.com
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