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RESPONSE TO DAERA'S NORTHERN IRELAND FUTURE AGRICULTURAL POLICY 

FRAMEWORK: STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT PAPER. 

 
I would like to provide some feedback on your proposals outlined in the Northern 

Ireland Future Agriculture Policy Framework: Stakeholder Engagement paper, along 

with some wider thoughts about the future of agriculture in Northern Ireland (NI). 

 
I should note that I have also read the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs (DEFRA) Health and Harmony document and note the alignment between the 

proposals outlined. I would like to highlight the need for NI specific policies that take 

account of our reliance on the agri-food sector. It is unfortunate that because of a lack 

of Executive, DEFRA have had to legislate on NI's behalf. I should hope this doesn't 

mean NI's future policy will replicate that of England or wider GB, particularly if we 

end up with direct rule. The agriculture sector in NI is unique, with different 

foundations and priorities which need to be reflected in a unique policy for NI. It must 

be remembered that Ni's unique selling point is its agri-food industry, which must be 

protected to foster and grow whilst retaining its reputation for quality. 

 
I'd like to highlight that any plans to phase out payments and directing them to pilot 

scheme, should not necessarily mirror those suggested in England, again we need 

to ensure these pilots are specific to NI and that they are as open to as many sections 

of the farming community as possible. Same for any future incentivised schemes. I 

think it would be good governance to go out to consultation again to determine what 

these scheme or pilots should be. I understand that the Ulster Farmers Union (UFU) 



were integral in forming this consultation paper. Although I respect the UFU and their 

work, I must remind you that they don't represent the views of all farmers in this 

country. Typically, the UFU represents larger farmers who have the means to react 

to change and are more resilient. It is important to ensure the UFU don't 

disportionately influence the future of farming policy, by driving the priorities of the 

larger farmer, at the expense of the smaller farmer. 

 
I would like to point out something that needs to be borne in mind when developing 

future agriculture policy and that is to ensure future policy doesn't disportionately 

discriminate against one community over the other (nationalist and unionist). 

Historically, farmers from a nationalist background own smaller far s, typically towards 

the west of the country, where land is traditionally less fertile by nature of its hilly and 

rocky terrain. I note the focus to move away from smaller holdings (which is likely to 

take generations to come to fruition, given that over 75% of farm business in NI are 

classed as being very small), but this is an example of how policy could 

disportionately discriminate against those who own smaller farms, who are typically 

from an nationalist background. Also on the point of smaller farms, careful 

consideration will need to be given to how resilient the majority of farm businesses 

will be to the changing tide of policy and support, given their relatively small size. 

 
You will need to manage the transition away from support payments, which should 

be done at a considered and reasonable pace, or it could force lots of farmers out of 

business. Developers are constantly at the heels of farmers who are landowners to 

sell their land for property development. Any drastic changes to support payments 

will force farmers into a financially difficult position, which makes selling land for 

development extremely attractive. It is essential to remember that most farmers in 

NI own their land. 

 
I support the payment of basic farm resilience support and don't agree that it could 

slow agricultural productivity growth by masking inefficiency. By their nature, 

farmers have an unyielding work ethic, forcing them to ensure as much productivity 

as possible, so they can feed their families. Often technical inefficiency is a result of 

not having the means to invest. Such a resilience payment would ensure the 

farmer can keep producing at times of fluctuating change (due to factors outside 

of their control), whilst allowing them to put their energy and resources into 

investing in innovation and technology. I therefore support the retention of funding 

within an area-based payment in the long term to provide an underlying and 

predictable revenue stream to underpin farm resilience, however, I would caution at 

your suggestion of attaching too many eligibility conditions to the payment, as that 

could be counter productive to the aim of the payment. Objectives such as 

environmental, biosecurity and land management (as you suggest in the paper) 

should be applied as criteria to other incentives schemes with those issues at the 

heart of each future scheme. 

 
It is worth bearing in mind that margins are very narrow for farmers, so although 

schemes such as deposit schemes suggested in section 5.3 may sound like a good 



idea, I seriously doubt farmers would have much extra cash to input to such a 

scheme, especially when you are encouraging farmers to invest in innovation and 

technology. 

 
I note your focus on providing incentive for educational and training purposes. Again, 

I would like to point out historic differences in the two communities in NI and that you 

need to consider how incentives will be targeted in future. Historically, farmers from 

the unionist community had the resources to be able to sustain themselves wholly 

through farming. This meant they were able to study farming practices while earning 

off the land. Typically, farmers from nationalist backgrounds had to seek additional 

employment to prop up the earnings of the farm and could not afford to devote time 

to formal training. I would not like to see any future funding schemes disportionately 

benefit those who have already gained farming qualifications for this reason. 

Education/ training based Incentives should be forward looking and aimed at 

completing future courses. 

 
On the point of training and education, I would like to see some sensitivity awards 

older farmers (who make up the majority of the farmers) when designing your policies 

in relation to awarding incentives for attendance of courses or obtaining qualifications. 

Such courses are more attractive to the younger farmers, who are more likely to be 

computer literate and more accustomed to formal learning. Perhaps incentives for 

older farmers could be based around sharing their knowledge and experience with 

the younger generation. 

 
There needs to be incentives to attract the younger generation into the industry, as 

currently a significant amount of young farmers have full time employment and can 

only devote evenings and weekends to the farm, which will not help your overall aims 

of increasing productivity and resilience. However, at the same time, you cannot 

discriminate against older farmers when providing support to farmers or designing 

incentive schemes (as that would be ageism). This will need to be given careful 

though. 

 

I also note the aim to be more environmentally sustainable, which is very important,  

however, I would caution that incentives can't weigh too heavily on the environmental 

side, so as to put off farmers from farming. You need to ensure that the environment 

is protected and also ensure adequate incentive is provide to actually farm the land, 

otherwise, it will be of more financial benefit to farmers to give up farming the land. 

 
I support simplification of the current CAP scheme, but understand there needs to be 

adequate checks and balances of any replacement. 

 
Understand that increased productivity is desirable, but you need to be mindful that 

this isn't at the expense of quality produce, for which NI is renown for. 

 
Although the proposals are forward looking, I really think they need to take into 

account, short, medium and long-term planning. Many proposals will require a shift 



in behavioural culture and ingrained practices, so I urge you to plan the transition very 

carefully, so as to not prejudice the older farming generation, who are true custodians 

of our land. We want to continue this ethos and to ensure it is not lost by driving 

destructive competitive and increased productivity policies. 
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