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DETAILS of Common Agricultural Policy payments made to UK farmers will be published on a single website from September 30.

The data will show details of payments made in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales under Rural Development Programmes during 2007.

The first publication will specifically cover payments made between January 1 and October 15, 2007. Then, from April 2009, details of the previous year's CAP payments, including Single Payments, will be published annually. It will cover payments made from October 16, 2007 up to and including October 15, 2008.

The Rural Payments Agency said it had been publishing the majority of this type of information since 2004.

Individuals requiring information on their rights as a data subject are advised to log on to www.rpa.gov.uk and click on `Access to information', then `Personal data', or to call the Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777.
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ABOUT 250 Single Payment claimants in England are still awaiting payment, the latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency show. A total of £1.446billion has been paid out under the 2007 scheme, which is 99.7 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.

Claimants totalling 104,044 have received a full SPS payment - 97.5 per cent of the total claimant population of 106,700.

Of the remainder, 2,400 claims have been processed but resulted in no payment being due. This means that a month-and-a-half after the formal EU payment deadline of June 30, just over 250 claimants are still awaiting payment.

Of those where payment is yet to be made, 62 are complex cases involving probate, business partnership changes and domestic issues.

RPA set to review 2005 `alternative investor' cases

298 words

Publication date: 16 August 2008

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 7

(c) 2008 CMP Information Ltd.   

* Agency to review rejected applications * Only 2005 applications qualify

SINGLE Payment claimants who had applications for a National Reserve award as `alternative investors' in 2005 turned down are set to have their cases reviewed.

Applicants to the National Reserve under the investor category in 2005 had the option of asking the RPA to use an `alternative method' to calculate their awards if they felt the standard method of calculation did not accurately reflect their circumstances.

The RPA rejected some applications because the claimants had not experienced a force majeure, or exceptional circumstance event. Others were thrown out because the agency said claimants had already qualified for an award under the standard method of calculation.

The NFU argued these factors were not specified as requirements for an award under the `alternative method' in the 2005 SPS Handbook and Guidance.

In light of this, Ministers have asked the agency to review the applications that were turned down `to ensure that they are assessed against the criteria which were described in that handbook'.

The RPA said it would review cases where the applicant has already submitted a formal appeal, or where they made a representation against the decision on their alternative Investor National Reserve application. Only 2005 applications qualify and no new evidence will be accepted in the reviews, the RPA said.

Nina Winter, the NFU legal adviser who led the negotiations for NFU Cymru, said "We are glad that, with support from the NFU's legal assistance scheme, we were able to resolve this matter through negotiation and without having to go to court."

Claimant information

Claimants who would like RPA to review their case should write by September 19 to: Rural Payments Agency, PO Box 1058, Newcastle Upon Tyne, NE99 4YQ.
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China lifts import ban

- Beijing has lifted all the restrictions on imports of livestock and meat from the UK - in place since last year's foot-and-mouth outbreak.

The news came the day before the Olympic opening ceremony in Beijing last Friday (8 August).

DEFRA and Animal Health - the UK animal welfare agency - took immediate action to agree export health certificates for breeding pigs.

BPEX chief executive Mick Sloyan said: "The decision will give British pig meat producers access to the biggest and fastest-growing food market in the world."

OCDS not fully booked

- The Rural Payments Agency has asked to point out that last week's piece stating that the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme was fully booked for October, November and December, was incorrect.

There is currently plenty of slaughter capacity available for the final quarter of the year. Slaughter slot availability is updated on the RPA website, www.rpa.gov.uk. For information call 0118 968 7333.

Nurse contracts TB

- A veterinary nurse from Cornwall has been infected with bovine TB.

The woman has been treated for the respiratory infection, while her daughter and her dog are understood to have received tests.

The Health Protection Agency, which monitors public health, confirmed the case but said there was no cause to panic.

Andy Biggs, spokesman for the British Cattle Veterinary Association, said it was possible the woman had come across a cow with TB in the course of her work, but it was "dangerous" to assume she had caught the disease from cattle.

Thieves strike again

- A couple have been left with about £18,000 worth of damage after thieves targeted their farm for the second time in a month.

Tenant livestock farmers Judith Mudd and Nick Fielding of Station Farm in Old Dalby, Leicestershire, lost £6000 worth of hay after thieves set fire to a barn last week.

The gang responsible took 900 litres of red diesel and a trailer worth about £2700 during the attack. The farm was also hit in July, when thieves took a motocross bike, together with other items worth about £9000.

Post set-aside measures must come in from 2010/11, says Sir Don
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* Reassurance on future timing

By Alistair Driver

SIR Don Curry has stressed that measures he has recommended to replace the environmental benefits of set-aside in England must not be introduced before the 2010/11 cropping season.

He has sought to reassure farmers about the timing of the new requirements after Defra Secretary Hilary Benn stated his intention to introduce them for the 2009/10 season.

Sir Don's High Level Group on Set-Aside recommended last week that arable farmers should be required, under cross-compliance rules, to keep a percentage of their land, probably 3-5 per cent, in `environmental management' after set-aside goes.

To soften the blow, the group recommended that farmers could use Entry Level Scheme top-up options to meet additional management costs.

The report said the `logical' time to introduce the new regime would be 2010 but was unclear about whether that meant the 2009/10 or 2010/11 cropping season.

In his response, Mr Benn said Defra's aim was `work this proposal up in time for the 2009/2010 cropping year', subject to there being a `simple, cost effective way of implementing it'.

This provoked an angry response from NFU president Peter Kendall, who said Mr Benn's proposed timing `threatened to jeopardise the delivery of the Single Payment Scheme and the future of agri-environment schemes'.

Sir Don said it was `unfortunate' Mr Benn's letter had caused `confusion' over the timing because it detracted from the achievement of getting farming and environmental groups to agree on this policy.

He insisted the `only practical outcome' was for the measures to come in for the 2010/11 cropping season. The main reason is that the first wave of five-year ELS agreements will come up for renewal in August 2010.

He said: "It would be totally impractical to start changing the agreements before then. The logical thing is to dovetail the changes in with the maturation of the ELS agreements. It is essential that we don't do anything to undermine confidence in the schemes prior to that."

He said it was also vital the Rural Payments Agency was given sufficient time to incorporate the changes into its system, while the implications of the CAP health check also need to be taken into account.

A Defra spokesman said 2009/10 was considered the `earliest' the changes could be introduced.

Set-aside summary

After set-aside...

Arable farmers will be required under cross-compliance rules to manage a percentage of land for environmental purposes, under the favoured policy option put forward by Sir Don Curry's Higher Level Group.

The percentage has not been finalised but is likely to be between 3 and 5 per cent.

Farmers will be able to meet this requirement in a number of ways, including: * Permanent grass buffers.

* Keeping arable land out of production.

* Winter stubbles.

* Reduced input crops followed by winter stubble.

* Game strips.

New ELS `top-up' options will be available to reward them for `more demanding environmental management on this land.

The group, which comprised the NFU, the CLA, Natural England and the Environment Agency, said this the `least bad option' of three considered.

It recommended that implementation should be delayed until 2010. It also recommended that further monitoring to assess the environmental impact of removing set-aside.

Farming leaders have slammed DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn for proposing to...
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Farming leaders have slammed DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn for proposing to introduce more compulsory environmental measures as part of cross-compliance.

Mr Benn said his plans - dubbed by some as the reintroduction of set-aside - were based on the recommendations from the High-Level Group on Set-Aside (HLGS), led by Sir Don Curry.

But the NFU claimed Mr Benn had misconstrued the group's conclusions.

"I believe that the statement by the Secretary of State does not reflect the recommendations of the report," NFU president Peter Kendall said.

"A reading of the report makes clear that the evidence-gathering exercise has failed to present a case for action through additional cross-compliance requirements.

"Furthermore, the introduction of measures in 2009/10 threatens to jeopardise the delivery of the Single Payment Scheme and the future of agri-environmental schemes."

The HLGS report said that managing some arable land for environmental measures under cross-compliance was the "least bad option" of the three put forward.

"More work needs to be undertaken on how it might work in practice before the group can give a definitive view," it added.

However, Mr Benn said it presented a "strong case for taking action" and referred to the option as being best, "both for the environment and farmers".

The report recommended any new measure should be delayed until 2010 to dovetail with the end of the first Entry Level Stewardship agreements.

As DEFRA would have to negotiate changes in the CAP Health Check, Mr Benn said he had asked the Rural Payments Agency and Natural England to look at ways to implement the scheme for the 2009/10 cropping year.

The proposed scheme would not preclude arable production, Sir Don said. "This is not the reintroduction of set-aside," he insisted.

Instead, farmers would have to choose from measures like permanent grass buffers, winter stubble, or reduced-input cereals. They would also be encouraged to manage the land for wildlife through proposed new "top-up" options within the ELS.

Jim Paice, shadow environment minister, said the government should have introduced a specific stewardship scheme to encourage farmers to leave areas for set-aside.

"We would prefer to use the carrot, not the stick," he said. "There's no doubt that set-aside has provided an environmental advantage, but we could retain these advantages through ELS where farmers are paid."

The HLGS will meet again at the end of the year to discuss the practicalities of implementing the new scheme. It will also continue to monitor environmental benefits to feed back to Mr Benn.

fwnews@rbi.co.uk

RPA `still failing' to administer SPS in England

321 words

Publication date: 18 July 2008

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 6

(c) 2008 CMP Information Ltd.   

THE Public Accounts Committee have opened `another damning chapter' in the Government's handling of the Single Payment Scheme, said Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice.

A spokesman for the Rural Payments Agency admitted that the system still needed to improve but countered that performance of the scheme had improved significantly, with the agency meeting all its 2007 payment targets ahead of schedule.

Defra Secretary, Hilary Benn, said: "Reaching these targets demonstrates a continued improvement in RPA perfor- mance and is another important step towards the Agency again providing an acceptable level of service to its customers."

Still suffering

But a progress report from the influential cross-party Public Accounts Committee concluded that farmers are still suffering from an RPA failure to administer the SPS in England.

Chairman of the committee, Edward Leigh MP, said: "The Rural Payments Agency's poor implementation of the Single Payment Scheme continues to cause problems for farmers. Most are being paid earlier than they were in 2005 but errors persist."

He said that nearly 20,000 farmers' entitlements under the 2005 and 2006 schemes were calculated incorrectly.

Uncertainty

Overpayments to farmers in those two years totalled some £37million and individual farmers who were overpaid have yet to be told by how much and when repayment will be required, adding to uncertainty for many farmers.

It is understood that many farmers may have unknowingly spent the money already.

Furthermore, the committee reported that the RPA failings may induce a substantial EU fine that could in theory run to hundreds of millions of pounds.

An RPA spokesman said no fines had yet been proposed by the European Commission beyond the £70m for late payments under the 2005 scheme and that `any such proposals would be resisted by Defra'.

The committee report also criticises Defra for choosing the most complex option for SPS implementation in the shortest possible timescale in 2005.

SPS errors still persist, says report

By Caroline Stocks   
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The Rural Payments Agency has drawn further criticism for its "poor implementation" of the Single Payment Scheme.

The latest attack, which highlighted miscalculations and administration errors, came in the form of a report by MPs on the Commons' Public Accounts Committee.

The scheme, introduced by DEFRA in 2005, "continues to cause problems" for farmers, the report said.

Nearly 20,000 farmers' entitlements under the 2005 and 2006 schemes were calculated incorrectly, while overpayments to farmers in those two years totalled some £37m.

Individual farmers who were overpaid had yet to be told by how much and when repayment will be required, adding to uncertainty for many farmers, the report said.

Edward Leigh MP, PAC chairman, said while farmers were being paid earlier than they were in 2005, "errors persist".

Failure to implement the scheme properly could lead to the government being fined hundreds of millions of pounds by the EU Commission, he added.

"Restoring farmers' confidence will depend on the agency improving its business processes and IT systems to the point where it can process claims efficiently and promptly and tell farmers when they are likely to be paid."

The report was carried out to look at the RPA's attempts to rectify payment errors and to develop a more cost-effective service.

The RPA had been widely criticised for its implementation of the scheme, which saw some farmers overpaid while others were left waiting.

A review by the RPA estimated that £20m was overpaid to farmers in 2005, while £17.4m was overpaid in 2006.

Shadow environment secretary Jim Paice said the report marked "another damning chapter" in the handling of the Single Payment Scheme.

"It is shocking that the administration of the SPS is still out of control and that such a casual approach is being taken to the recovery of over £37 million in overpayments.

"Farmers and taxpayers cannot keep footing the bill for DEFRA's failure. Ministers must get a grip of the situation once and for all."

caroline.stocks@rbi.co.uk
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INTERIM chief executive at the Rural Payments Agency, Tony Cooper has been confirmed in the role after an open competition chaired by the Civil Service Commission.

Summer and autumn unlikely to see milk output recover
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Milk production looks set to continue to decline this summer and autumn, fuelling speculation that tighter supplies will push farmgate prices higher.

Latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency show dairy farmers delivered 1.171bn litres to processors in June. Adjusted for butterfat at an average of 3.92%, this rises to 1.18bn litres, 100m litres below the Charles Holt/Farmers Weekly quota profile for the month and more than 10% short as the first quarter of the milk year ends.

With producers struggling to manage the shift to summer feed contracts, a dearth of decent grass and poor weather forecast, there seems little prospect of any recovery in milk output in 2008.

John Allen of dairy consultant Kitesaid the figures suggested a tight milk market this autumn. "We need to analyse further and watch carefullywhere milk prices will go this autumn.The milk price: feed price ratio has altered significantly. Last year one litre of milk would buy 1.5kg of cake. It will only buy 1.2kg today."

Dairy farmers had chosen to ease back on compound feed use in favour of grass, but growth had been later than usual this spring, he said. "A lot of people came off winter cake contracts at £150/t and on to summer cake at £210/t."

Prices were unlikely to incentivise many to increase output and milk processors would be under pressure to secure retailers' supplies.

Quota broker Ian Potter reckoned there was "zero chance" of production increasing or even levelling out. "Anyone who believes the current milk price will encourage dairy farmers to increase production is not in the real world."

LETTER: Opposing views on stocking levels
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NATURAL England has been keen for us (K.T. Anderson and Son) to commit to a Higher Level Stewardship scheme for both Edmundbyers Common and Muggleswick Common.

We have committed to it, although we have concerns about a number of aspects of the scheme. Our primary concern is the disparity between Natural England's sheep levels and those of the Rural Payments Agency.

Currently there are significant differences in standards of sheep stock levels on open moors. This conflict is between Natural England, with its requirements for Higher Level Stewardship scheme and other environmental schemes, and the Rural Payments Agency for the Single Farm Payment scheme and other payment schemes.

For Higher Level Stewardship, Natural England requires a maximum stock level of one sheep for every two hectares. The RPA has set the stock level at seven sheep per hectare. They cannot both be right.

Natural England wants farmers to reduce sheep stock levels on open moors to develop and maintain the environment. The RPA appears to actively penalise the farmer for maintaining low sheep levels on an open moor and unfairly pays the outstanding balance to the Lord of the Manor as surplus. We would be financially rewarded by the RPA if we increased our sheep stock levels.

It is inappropriate for two Government organisations to hold such opposing views, particularly when the consequences are so significant, and so negative, for the farmer.

Having now committed to the Higher Level Stewardship scheme for Edmundbyers and Muggleswick Commons, we would like confirmation in writing from Natural England that it would work with the RPA to agree the following:

That the agency and Natural England will set the same sheep stock levels for open moors, the agency for the Single Farm Payment scheme or other payment schemes, and Natural England for Higher Level Stewardship or other environmental schemes.

That farmers' eligibility for payment, and payment from the Single Farm Payment scheme or other schemes under the new agreed sheep stock levels will be backdated to January 2007.

Brian Anderson, K.T. Anderson and Son, Hepple Hill Farm, Edmundbyers, Consett, Co. Durham.

BUSINESS: Go-ahead for online SPS filing
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FARMERS will soon be able to submit their SPS claims online after the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) gave the go-ahead to two software packages for submitting and processing applications.

The software was trialled this year, with almost 700 claimants including the National Trust using the technology to complete their 2008 SPS claims.

After the successful trial, the software from Farmplan and Paul Holliday Software will be marketed to farmers ready to process 2009 claims.

Tony Cooper, Chief Executive of RPA, said: "It`s an important first step as SPS customers now have a choice in the way they deal with us. We aim to do more electronically and are looking at how this claim service might be extended through other e-service arrangements."

English farmers last in line for SFP

By Philip ClarkeEurope editor   
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English farmers are being treated as "second-class citizens" because they still have to wait far longer than anyone else in the UK for their single farm payments, according to Roger Williams, Liberal Democrat rural affairs spokesman.

Mr Williams' comments followed publication of a written ministerial statement by junior DEFRA minister Jonathan Shaw in which he set out the latest performance targets for the Rural Payments Agency.

In particular, Mr Shaw specified that the RPA should have paid 75% of valid Single Payment Scheme claims by value by 31 January 2009 and 90% by value by 31 March 2009. This compared with last year's targets to achieve 90% of payments by the end of May 2008 - which the RPA achieved with 10 days to spare.

But Mr Williams criticised the government for not going far enough. "This target is not high enough and many farmers will be left waiting far longer than they should to receive vital payments," he said.

"In Wales, 75% of farmers were paid in the first days of December, so the target of 75% by the end of January for English farmers puts them at a real disadvantage when they try to compete in the market.

"The EU requires 96% of the fund to be spent by June and it is quite possible the government won't meet this target.

"English farmers are being treated as second-class citizens and the government must act to ensure a level playing field in the agriculture industry across the UK."

DEFRA's targets, as set out in the new RPA Business Plan, also called for a 10% reduction in the cost of administering the RPA "without compromising service delivery", and for payments to be accurate "to within 2% materiality for all subsidy schemes under RPA's direct management".

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk
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Our tag inspection was a farce

? The Rural Payments Agency says that failure to properly identify livestock is one of the most common cross-compliance mistakes (News, 2 May). I am one of the sufferers and angry about it. I find it impossible to "identify livestock" and allege that anybody who says they do is a genius or a liar. The rules seem to mean it is easier to be dishonest than to try to be honest.

Since my last inspection in April, three animals have lost one tag and one both tags. Which is the one which has lost both I know that in such circumstances I have identified the culprit and then found I have two animals with the same number and RPA has taken away the passport without recording the two identically tagged.

At the inspection in 2006 this happened. I complained that it wasa farce. No response. They said animals were not on the farm, which they were, and had to come back and agree they were and that one wasa female (they said it was a male).

The herd owner is penalised all the time, but in this case did anything happen No. No apology, no fine for the RPA, no sacking, nothing. There was no reply to phone calls direct to the inspector or the RPA. What happened to the promise to guarantee a response within eight days

My current problem is that I am sure a heifer has calved, but I can't find the calf. I am sure the heifer is being suckled and, if I am right, there is no way I would be able to get near that calf. Perhaps I should send for the RPA to help me

Name and address supplied

On the same day that the government was busy persuading backbenchers to support...
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On the same day that the government was busy persuading backbenchers to support its 42-day terrorist detention bill, DEFRA minister Jeff Rooker was outlining his views on a different battle - animal disease.

He has a vision of Whitehall letting go of animal health and welfare policy decisions with a new independent body (see panel) taking them on. And once a system is in place, he believes there will be fewer disease outbreaks, thereby reducing the associated costs to both farmers and the public.

But it has proved a divisive issue, sparking reaction across the farming sector in a recent series of farmer meetings. There were claims that it is "simply a public relations exercise trying hard to camouflage the government's intention to opt out of paying compensation to those businesses destroyed by disease outbreak".

So what are the potential benefits to industry, how far is DEFRA willing to go, and will it be affordable Lord Rooker talks exclusively to Farmers Weekly.

Why is DEFRA pursuing its policy of sharing responsibility and cost

? "First, it hasn't just appeared out of the woodwork, it was on the DEFRA agenda since the 2001 foot-and-mouth outbreak. And there had been discussions on developing a better partnership with industry on disease control.

"We don't just want to reduce DEFRA's costs, but also the industry's costs, and we can't work in isolation to achieve this.

"Second, the EU is itself starting to develop a policy on cost sharing. But we put to them [the EU] that you can't just do cost sharing, you need to bring in an element of responsibility sharing. We don't want something forced on us by the EU that suits other countries, we want a system that suits England, or preferably the whole of Great Britain.

"Finally, we want more farmers buying into risk analysis and taking disease precautions."

Is it simply a means of getting out of paying compensation

? "No, it isn't. We are not simply trying to shift DEFRA's animal health budget on to the industry, this is not the objective."

How far is DEFRA willing to go

? "Whitehall has to let go, which means DEFRA has to be prepared to share responsibility and decision-making with a new body. We are prepared to go as far as the industry and wider community wants to go. My question to industry now is: How much responsibility does it want to take on

"Sometimes you have to make difficult decisions which can prove very unpopular, and at the moment, industry can take a degree of comfort by saying 'well, the minister's decided this'. This is where the buck stops."

Does this mean we could see farmers deciding badger culling policy

? "TB is the most serious disease and it costs us a fortune, £90m a year in overall costs. If responsibility and cost sharing means anything, it has to cover every disease, every action on fighting the disease, every action on preventing the disease, and every action relating to disease compensation."

What are the potential benefits to the industry

? "I listened to some farmers at the recent meetings and I do accept some came along willing to learn, while others were sceptical. Some said that they were already doing this on farm, like animal health plans, on-farm strategy.

"In fact I was on a farm hundreds of miles away from the Surrey foot-and-mouth area last year and had to get out of my car a quarter of a mile from the farm, walk on a disinfectant pad and spray the car wheels with disinfectant. I said: 'It was bloody good having these biosecurity measures. Is it in response to the outbreak' They replied: 'No - we have this every day of the year', and this is how the farm protects itself.

"So if we could get it up and running, over a period of time the cost of animal disease will be less for the whole industry, a combination of fewer and smaller outbreaks. That will reduce costs to the industry and to the taxpayer.

"But I can't say there will never be any disease outbreaks, as there are always new diseases, particularly with climate change, and we have to be ready for new diseases.

"So we are going to get diseases, but how we fight them and how we prepare will have a cost implication. If we work together, I guarantee it will be less costly than no preparedness at all, which will result in losing more animals and much greater disruption to the industry."

What is the timescale

? "Not overnight. We had a discussion exercise with the industry on how to make a policy and we will be collecting thoughts on this at the Royal Show (3-6 July).

"It will go out for full consultation on a formal policy by about July or later this year with a view of having some legislation ready for autumn of 2009. It will be 2011 before we have something up and running. But the timing may move, depending on factors such as timing of the next General Election."

Will you listen to farmers at the Royal Show

? "Yes, we will listen to them. They do have the chance to influence policy. We haven't made any decisions yet.

"We want farmers to come along and say should it be just exotic diseases, or just endemic, and how do they want their say to be made, do they want the minister to make some of the decisions and what sort of body do they want to see. We are still open to what farmers have to say."

How will DEFRA ensure it is affordable

? "Long term, I hope this policy will have less cost on industry, as it will have fewer outbreaks and they will be easier to control. It is very difficult to prove that, I accept that, until we do it.

"What farmers can't do, as there is no market out there, is to get some insurance. So we want a system like quasi-insurance.

"We are not in the blame game. But some farmers may need to up their game on biosecurity. Therefore, I would like to see a system where if you do this and that, you can pay less into the cost-sharing disease fund. I would like to see a system where they are rewarded for doing things rather than feel they are being charged.

"These things could include having an animal health plan, a good on-farm strategy, or getting involved in risk management. These units will be more disease free and, consequently, get, say, a 50% discount.

"On cost sharing, a crude way is via a slaughterhouse levy, but this leaves out many animals and feed manufacturers. We have a whole food chain and one-third of what we grow is for animal feed. The broader the base, the less people pay - it's a bit like income tax."

This is an England policy, so how could it work under devolution

? "Animal disease does not respect borders. It makes sense for Northern Ireland colleagues to work in conjunction with the Republic of Ireland. And likewise, the rest of us make up another island. So it makes sense to have common disease policy on imports, ports of entry and all that kind of thing.

"We want trade across the English/Welsh border and English/Scottish border to continue unhindered and it is in everyone's interest to have similar systems. I'm not saying it should be the same, but it makes sense to have as much of a Great Britain policy as possible.

"Remember, the Animal Health Agency is a GB-wide body, as are the Rural Payments Agency and Food Standards Agency. They find satisfactory arrangements working with the Scottish government and Welsh Assembly, so it is possible to have GB bodies working under devolution.

"Control of disease and maintaining trade is the key factor, not political expedience."

Confusion reigns over RPA announcement
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* Wrong figure read to Parliament * Just two days to downgrade target

By Alistair Driver

THERE was much confusion following an announcement by Defra on the Rural Payments Agency's targets for delivering 2008 Single Payments after the wrong figure was presented to Parliament this week.

On Monday, Rural Affairs Minister Jonathan Shaw issued a Written Ministerial Statement outlining the RPA's Performance Targets for 2008/09.

The first was to pay 80 per cent of valid 2008 SPS, by value by January 31, 2009 and 90 per cent by value by March 31. These targets were immediately slated as `not good enough' by industry.

However, on Wednesday, Defra was forced to issue a further statement correcting Monday's announcement. The January target was now 75 per cent, with the 90 per cent figure for March remaining unchanged.

Defra and the RPA put the confusion down to an `administrative error'. A Defra spokesman said someone in the Department had mistakenly put a draft statement out before final agreement on the targets had been reached.

He said Ministers and RPA officials met both last week and this week to discuss the targets but insisted there was no question of the agency intervening to lower the target.

The 2008 scheme targets are tougher than the 2007 SPS targets of making 75 per cent of full payments by end March and 90 per cent by end May 2008, which were met by the agency.

The NFU slammed the new target, saying it left farmers in England trailing behind their UK and EU counterparts.

NFU president Peter Kendall pointed out that senior Defra and RPA officials had always said the 2008 scheme would be when the system reached a `stable state'.

"If paying 75 per cent by the end of January 2009 is the `steady state', then Lord help us. Hearing that sorting things out means Defra is happy to lag behind the rest of Europe will only add to farmers' sense of disillusionment about the Government's ability, and ambition, to deliver."

He urged Ministers to re-think the targets and to think `very carefully' about changing cross-compliance rules in response to the abolition of set-aside, a move that could further `jeopardise the RPA's return to a steady state'.

Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice said on Wednesday: "It is perhaps unprecedented for a Government target to be downgraded after only two days.

"Farmers will be disappointed that the outlook is gloomier than it appeared on Monday, and that their European counterparts will again receive their Single Payment much sooner."

Other targets set for the RPA * To record 98 per cent of notifications of births, deaths and movements of cattle on the Cattle Tracing System within 14 days . * To demonstrate a 10 per cent reduction from 2007/8 in the cost of administering the RPA without compromising service delivery. * To minimise EU disallowance risks and make payments accurate to within 2 per cent for all subsidy schemes under RPA's direct management.

* To make 98% of all Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE) payments in accordance with agreed Service Level Agreement (SLA) targets.

RPA meets its 96pc SPS target early
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THE Rural Payments Agency has met its final target of making just over 96 per cent of all payments by June 30, avoiding EU late payment fines.

The agency has now paid out £1.396 billion under the 2007 Single Payment Scheme (SPS), which amounts to 96.27 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.

It now has the target of making 96.154 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of June 2008, the formal EU deadline. Despite a recent slowdown in the payment rate after a much better start than in the two previous scheme years, the agency has met its most important target with nearly three weeks to spare.

The latest figures, published on Wednesday, show that a total of 101,215 claimants have received their full SPS payment. This represents nearly 95 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 106,700.

Snapshots
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Snapshots

All-clear for farms in feed scare

DEFRA has given the all-clear to a number of farms which were supplied with contaminated feed.

Routine sampling of a consignment of wheat feed revealed low-level contamination with meat and bonemeal - material banned in animal feed under BSE control measures.

Temporary movement restrictions were imposed on cattle and sheep farms which had bought-in the affected feed products. And all feed stocks were detained, DEFRA said.

A total of 815 feed samples were collected and tested, of which 13 proved positive for low level contamination. The Food Standards Agency decided the risk level was so low that the animals could enter the food chain normally.

Dog attacks rise in Rutland

Farmers, Anglian Water and dog wardens have joined together to blast pet owners after increasing attacks on sheep around Rutland Water.

One lamb drowned in the latest attack after being chased into the water by a dog which was not on a lead. Earlier a lamb was dragged into Rutland Water after its throat was bitten in a similar attack.

Shepherd Will Griffin - whose flock both lambs belonged to - said: "It's getting worse and worse. It is sickening."

Anglian Water and Rutland's dog warden, Barry Briggs, are each supporting the call for dog owners to keep their pets on a lead.

Muddy Matches loves FWi

(SCREENGRAB)

Farmers Weekly has launched a dating service on its website Farmers Weekly Interactive.

Thanks to a link-up with Muddy Matches, users of www.fwi.co.uk can now search for their perfect partner or friend in the countryside on the specially branded portal FWMuddyMatches.

Farmers Weekly Group online editor Julian Gairdner said: "Over the past 18 months we've been developing new products, services and content on the site and seen a huge increase in traffic. FWMuddyMatches will help us appeal to an even wider rural audience."

Muddy Matches' Lucy Reeves added: "Coming from a farming background ourselves, we know how important it is for farmers to meet like-minded 'muddy' people who understand that farming is not just a job."

Join for free at www.fwi.co.uk/dating, search for your perfect partner and keep up to date with the latest dating events.

Visit the Muddy Matters blog for latest news and information

RASE chief's departure confirmed

The Royal Agricultural Society of England has confirmed that its chief executive John Moverley has resigned. The RASE which organises the Royal Show has remained tight-lipped about his departure and would only say that Mr Moverley had left to pursue other interests.

NFU claims victory over cross-compliance issue

The NFU's battle with the Rural Payments Agency over utilities work and resulting cross-compliance issues came to an end this week. Farmers will no longer be penalised under cross-compliance for valid utilities work on their land after three years lobbying by the union. Under the new rules farmers will now be allowed to seek an exemption to the management rule without the need for using statutory powers. Speaking on Wednesday, 4 June NFU deputy president Meurig Raymond said: "It is a sensible change to the system and will greatly benefit farmers and growers."

RPA issues new guidance on cross-compliance
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* Eligibility rules and statutory work * Farmers advised to look at contracts

THE Rural Payments Agency has provided further guidance regarding the powers of statutory authorities, including utility companies, to access land and to carry out works and the impact of this on Single Payment claims.

Farmers will no longer be penalised under cross-compliance for valid utilities work on their land.

It comes after three years lobbying by the NFU and under the new rules an exemption can be sought to the management rule without the need for using statutory powers.

Further details are provided in paragraph C53 of the 2008 SPS handbook for England.

Updates have also been made to The Guide to Cross-Compliance in England to reflect the EU's changes to liability for cross-compliance. These changes formed part of the amendments to the 10-month rule.

Farmers are advised to consider the terms of their contracts to ensure their interests are protected if a cross-compliance breach occurs, or access to inspectors was prevented, once they have transferred land in to, or out of their holding.

This is because claimants are responsible for ensuring cross-compliance requirements are met for the whole calendar year on all the agricultural land that formed part of their holding on May 15. This applies even if the applicant is not in occupation of the land for the entire year.

For the 2008 scheme year only, the claimant will not be held liable for any breach which occurs prior to April 1, 2008 where they were not in occupation of the land at the time of the breach.

The e-version of the cross-compliance guide can be found on the agency's website www.rpa.gov.uk.

A hard copy of these updates can be obtained by calling the customer service centre on 0845 603 7777.

WIELDING THE KNIFE
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More money has been earmarked for tackling animal disease and improving the Rural Payments Agency. But DEFRA's budgeting means other areas will be hit. Isabel Davies reports

DEFRA BUDGET

It may be a cliche, but when it comes to budgets, the devil is always in the detail. It is a fact that the Labour Party knows only too well, given the recent furore over the scrapping of the 10p tax rate.

The headline facts and figures always sound like they make sense it is not until you strip away the layers that you start to realise that somebody or something is going to lose out. And it certainly seems like there are going to be losers as a result of DEFRA's money-juggling plans.

When DEFRA announced its 2008/09 budget settlement back in February it claimed that there was enough to take "into account all of DEFRA's essential spending while providing enough flexibility to ensure the department can protect against risks such as flood management and animal disease".

Yet just days later junior DEFRA minister Lord Rooker told a parliamentary select committee that financial pressures would have an impact on DEFRA's animal welfare work and there would be an "abandonment of some work streams".

Two weeks on, it was revealed that Food From Britain was to be wound up because DEFRA was going to cut its budget in 2008/09 and withdraw it altogether by 2010/11.

As DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn told the House of Commons, maintaining a "subsidised consultancy service" for British food exporters was a lower priority than ensuring funds were available for dealing with the consequences of animal disease, food and farming research and improving the services provided by the Rural Payments Agency.

The fact he mentioned dealing with animal disease, research and the RPA is encouraging. DEFRA is also keen to point out that Animal Health has seen a budget increase and another £50m has been set aside as a contingency for emergencies such as another foot-and-mouth outbreak.

But although DEFRA's budget this year (£3.94bn) is 1.4% higher in real terms than in 2007/08, the demands for that cash are ever-growing. And Food from Britain is not the only organisation facing cuts.

Farmers Weekly has learned that changes in the eligibility criteria for Environmental Action Fund Grants has left LEAF with a funding gap which is likely to hit its demonstration programme. In the financial year ending March 2006 the organisation obtained £118,000 via these kinds of grants.

Caroline Drummond, LEAF chief executive, said: "DEFRA is in a difficult situation. It has to meet Treasury limits when there are a lot of calls on it for funds. However, we feel that agriculture is pretty fundamental and so it is pretty frustrating.

"We've got enormous challenges facing us as an industry because of population growth and the need to increase food production, while still delivering on the environment.

"We need some research and development."

As part of the 2008/09 settlement, Natural England has also been hit by a cut which takes its core budget from £181m to £176m. Meanwhile, the Commission for Rural Communities - which campaigns for government departments to think "rural" - faces a reduction in its funding from £7.6m to £6.4m.

A spokeswoman from Natural England confirmed the cuts would not change the amount of money paid out to farmers for their agri-environmental work. But the organisation has already instigated a programme of efficiencies to deliver cash savings, which included a voluntary redundancy scheme and rationalising its property.

The verdict was that the budgetary situation was "challenging, but manageable".

Jim Paice, Conservative shadow agriculture minister, said he was worried by how difficult it seemed to be to find out where cuts were biting.

It was quite clear that cuts were being made in some areas, he said. For example, figures obtained by the Conservative Party through Parliamentary questions and research in the House of Common library suggested the animal health and welfare budget for 2007/08 is £404m, while the indicative figures for 2008/09 are £394m.

In real terms - deflating for 2008/09 prices - this translates to a decrease of £22m, which represents a 5.3% fall.

"I've grave concerns about the budgetary situation and we've tabled a significant number of questions to try to get to the bottom of it. It is quite clear there have been huge cuts and DEFRA would be far better to come clean.

"Be clear - I wouldn't want to see more public expenditure - but we need to make sure that any money spent is spent efficiently."

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk

Do you work for an organisation that is feeling the pinch because of changes in DEFRA funding

What will the impact be

Share your thoughts by visiting www.fwi.co.uk/defracuts or email isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk

...but not at the RLR office
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- Having recently purchased a field at auction, I telephoned the Rural Payments Agency to ask for this field to be added to our Rural Land Register and to provide me with an updated single Adobe file of the maps of the fields we farm.

I was told that to do this, I would need an RLE1 signed by the previous farmer. This is yet another instance where the people making the rules at the RPA have not properly thought through the procedures.

You can claim SFP on a field area without the consent of the previous tenant/owner or farmer.But even if you are the legally registered landowner on the land registry and can prove that you are farming the field by including the field in your areas claimed on your SP5 form, there is no mechanism for you to request that a field be included in your parcels of land on the Rural Land Register.

It is ridiculous.

Sarah E Easton

Wype Doles Farm, Whittlesey, Cambridgeshire

Good going at Newmarket...
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Credit where credit is due. The RPA's team at Newmarket was impressive.

- I was very pleasantly surprised by the level of service I received from the Rural Payments Agency team at Newmarket who had been drafted in to receive Single Payment Scheme form deliveries ahead of 15 May.

We only hear about the bad points of the RPA, and certainly in past claim years the dressings-down have been justified. However, at one point five members of the team were checking that all field codes had been entered and that all associated documents were signed and dated to ensure that the 70-odd forms were received and processed as efficiently as possible.

The Newmarket team have set the bar high I only hope that the processing and payments team can maintain the high standards of their colleagues.

Guy Banham

Samuel Rose, Northampton

RPA meets its end of May target
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THE Rural Payments Agency has met its target of making 90 per cent of 2007 Single Payments, by value, by the end of May.

Figures released before the Bank Holiday weekend showed that the total value of payments made in England had reached £1.312billion, 90.5 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.

Some 99,437 claimants had received a full SPS payment, representing 93.2 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 106,700.

The agency said it was continuing to validate the 7,000 or so remaining claims `as quickly as possible'.

For some claims, for example, probate cases, payment may not follow for some time, while others may not prove to be eligible for payment at all, said the agency.

Having achieved the second of its formal targets with just over a week to spare, the agency is now working towards its final 2007 SPS target, to make 96.154 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of June, which is the formal EU deadline.

DEFRA 'on course' to meet bovine TB targets
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DEFRA is "on course" to meet its targets for the control of bovine TB, according to the 2008 Departmental Report.

Farmers are increasingly concerned about the spread of the disease, which between 1 January and 31 March 2008 led to the destruction of about 10,000 cattle and has left 7881 herds under movement restrictions.

But the document, published on Tuesday, 20 May, shows that DEFRA "expects to meet the 2008 target of limiting the spread of bovine TB to areas currently free from disease."

The department says it has a Public Sector Agreement target which is to improve the health and welfare of kept animals, and protect society from the impact of animal diseases, through sharing the management of risk with industry.

As part of this, its aim is to reduce the spread of the disease to new parishes to below the incremental trend of 17.5 new incidents a year by the end of 2008.

However, it adds: "Bovine TB nevertheless remains a significant problem for the farming industry in those areas of the country where the disease is prevalent."

The 230-page report also suggests that there has been a substantial improvement in the performance of the Rural Payments Agency, which achieved the first of its 2007 Single Payments Scheme (SPS) targets five weeks ahead of schedule.

It acknowledges that improvements must continue to make sure customers consistently receive the service they have a right to expect.

"Reflecting on the events of last year, we've shown that we are getting the basics right, with progress in the RPA on single farm payments, the tremendous efforts of the Department, Environment Agency and other services' staff during the summer floods, and the professional response to animal disease outbreaks," said DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn.

OCDS registration deadline reminder
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BEEF and dairy farmers are being reminded by the Rural Payments Agency that the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme (OCDS) closes on December 31, 2008.

Owners of cattle born, or imported, into the UK before August 1, 1996 are being urged to book their animals into the scheme before September 30 in order to guarantee a slaughter slot before the scheme ends.

After December 31 there will be no scheme available for compensating producers for pre-August 96 animals which thereafter have to be disposed of as fallen stock, possibly at the producer's own expense.

It is an offence to send these cattle to a `clean kill' abattoir.

To be considered for OCDS compensation, the animal must be presented and slaughtered at an OCDS abattoir by the December 31. Eartag numbers and CPH numbers should be quoted at the time of booking.

Queries regarding the OCDS can be directed to the OCDS helpline on 0118 968 7333.

Your vote puts RPA at all-time low

By Philip Clarke   
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Farmer satisfaction with the Rural Payments Agency appears to be slipping to a new low.

An online poll by Farmers Weekly asked whether readers felt the RPA was "getting better", "getting worse" or "staying the same". Of the 1230 who had responded by Wednesday (14 May), some 737 (60%) said it was getting worse, compared with 324 (26%) who felt it was staying the same and just 169 (14%) who thought it was getting better.

Undoubtedly, one of the main reasons has been the recent slowdown in the number of 2007 single farm payments being processed (News, 9 May), with around 9000 farmers waiting for payment.

One Northumberland sheep and beef farmer, who contacted Farmers Weekly and asked not to be named, said he was waiting for £113,000 from the RPA for this year's payment, as well as £10,000 in interest from a late payment in 2005.

"I contacted my office four weeks ago and it was put through for urgent payment. I have not heard anything since," he said. "We need the money - I pay rent on 1650 acres which has to be paid soon, and I usually buy my fertiliser for the year forward. The situation is affecting my health."

But the RPA insists it is working hard to pay claims as quickly as possible and says it has made 19,329 more full payments compared to this time last year.

"Over the past year RPA has made investment in core business activities with the aim of delivering services more effectively and efficiently," said a spokeswoman. "This has included significant IT improvements, allowing each claimant to have a single point of contact with the agency as we move to whole case working."

- Farmers appear to have left it to the last minute to get their 2008 SPS forms back to the RPA. As of Tuesday - just two days before the 15 May cut-off date - some 73,000 forms had been submitted out of an expected 106,662. NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth said the very early Easter, when many farmers traditionally complete their forms, and the recent spell of good weather may have contributed to the late rush.

WHAT YOU SAID ON THE FORUMS

- An FWi Forum thread has stimulated much debate on the difficulties farmers are facing:

"We are still waiting, but whenever I ring the RPA all I am told is that there is no problem with our claim, but it is still being validated. We have made no changes to our claim from the previous year and therefore cannot understand the problem." Carrolr

"We have received about half ours, but it has cost close to £1000 in consultant's fees, making endless phone calls and writing letters. Some of my neighbours still have nothing." Disco3

"I am at screaming point with the stupidity of the system. One worker did admit that it all could have been done quicker by hand and would have been finished by now." The Aged Clun

RPA facing challenge on `stable' SPS
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* Many leaving applications late * Changes create further problems

By Alistair Driver

THE National Farmers Union's SPS adviser has warned that the Rural Payments Agency still faces a major challenge if it is to deliver the `stable' 2008 Single Payment Scheme its chief executive promised.

The deadline for 2008 forms closed on Thursday, with agency figures showing that many farmers in England left their applications to the last minute.

By Tuesday 73,000 forms had been returned, leaving in the region of 35,000 still to arrive by midnight on May 15. Any applications received after that time but before midnight on June 9 will be accepted, but penalties will be applied. Applications received after June 9 will be rejected.

About 900 forms have had to be returned to claimants so far, with failing to sign forms and submitting photocopies among the most common reasons.

This scheme year is seen as significant as RPA chief executive Tony Cooper has previously predicted that SPS 2008 would be when the system could finally be described as `stable'.

A number of significant changes have been made. These include the abolition of FVP entitlements for fruit, vegetable and potato growers, the switch from the 10-month rule to a one-day period on which claimants must have land at their disposal and changes reflecting the move to zero set-aside across the EU.

According to Richard Words--worth, the union's SPS adviser, these changes should make the scheme simpler for farmers but could create further administration problems for the agency.

"It could work both ways. For SPS 2005, 2006 and 2007 we have had a consistent approach to the rules. For 2008 there are these three quite fundamental changes to the scheme, which we welcome as they are effectively simplifying the system.

"But they bring in a degree of risk and uncertainty as to how the RPA will be able to process those forms. There will be complexity and validation issues that were not there in previous years."

After a relatively strong start the agency is struggling to meet its target of making 96 per cent of SPS 2007 payments by June 30.

Almost 9000 farmers in England are still waiting for their 2007 single farm...
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Almost 9000 farmers in England are still waiting for their 2007 single farm payments, five months after the official payment window opened. But the rate of payment has slowed to about 40 claims a day and the Rural Payments Agency is now likely to miss its target to send out 90% of the money by the end of May.

One farmer to fall foul of the process is Chris Woods, who keeps 130 milking cows, 220 mule ewes and store cattle on 400 tenanted acres to the south of Penrith, Cumbria.

"Our 2005 and 2006 payments were made without problem," he told Farmers Weekly. "But four months ago we were told there were two minor problems with the 2007 claim and we've not had a penny. Nothing has changed on the farm and the forms were completed just the same. But the RPA won't tell us what the problems are. All they tell us is that they have until the end of June to pay us."

Mr Woods said he was owed "a substantial amount" and there are many farmers in the same situation. "Our costs are going up and this is hurting our business." He blamed a cut in staff numbers at the RPA office in Workington.

The NFU said it too had received numerous complaints of late payment. "Payments have slowed down dramatically over the past month as the RPA's failure to finalise corrections of 2005 and 2006 claims blocks the rapid processing of 2007 payments," said a spokesman.

NFU president Peter Kendall met junior DEFRA minister Jeff Rooker this week to demand an improvement.

Latest figures from the RPA showed that 97,809 customers had received their full SPS payment by last Tuesday (6 May), just 1488 more than at the end of March,

In total it has paid out £1.25bn, or 86.5% of the total fund for 2007. This is just 1.5% more than mid-April and 3% more than at the end of March. At this rate, the RPA seems set to miss its 90% target by the end of May.

Indeed, the press release issued this week for the first time drops any reference to that target. Instead, it offers a possible explanation for the slowdown.

"During validation checks, entitlements relating to a claim may need to be corrected in light of any changes or new information. These changes, which could have resulted in under- and over-payments in previous scheme years, are being addressed and, wherever possible, corrected this year to avoid carry over into future scheme years."

It says it is processing outstanding claims as quickly as possible.

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk
COUNTRY VIEW: Game cover crops may breach SP rules
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PEOPLE who grow game cover crops for their shoot could innocently be in breach of new regulations governing Single Payments, the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust has warned.

Dr Alastair Leake, manager of the Trust's farm, the Allerton Project, Leicestershire, said: "The set-aside rate for 2008 has been set at zero and if you are planting game cover crops for the benefit of game and other wildlife on what was previously set-aside land then under cross- compliance legislation new codes may apply." "Game crops grown as mixtures are viewed as a non-food crop and are subsequently subject to Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) 12 rules - agricultural land which is not in agricultural production should be declared as OT2 on the SPS form. "This land can be managed in two ways - either as a green cover, which would include game cover strips, or as a bare fallow, which would not. "The rules for managing each type differ. Game strips grown as a single plant stand, for example, kale or maize, can be registered as OT1, which means that any approved inputs can be used to grow the cover."

Mixtures, such as kale, quinoa and triticale, grown on un-cropped land can be classified as green cover but the rules state that no fertiliser should be applied to these covers, therefore their growth is likely to be limited or they might fail entirely.

"This issue is complicated. If you are managing this land as bare fallow you must register this as such in your soil protection review and you must not cut or plough the land or apply non-selective herbicides such as glyphosate.

"If, however, you sow a game cover strip, the restrictions on herbicide use and cultivations appear not to exist but you are not permitted to use either organic manures or fertilisers to encourage the growth of the game cover strip."

However, there is a solution to the fertiliser problem, which Dr Leake has cleared with the Rural Payments Agency. "The answer is that it is possible to apply for a derogation from the Rural Payments Agency, which must be submitted in writing by the claimant or an authorised agent for the claimant.

"The request should state the reasons for applying for a derogation, for example for the effective establishment of the green cover, and it should provide full details of the action to be taken as well as explaining the reasons, such as enhancing the environment."

But farmers do need to be careful about applying the rules. "If you rotate the game cover around the farm, then as soon as you decide to remove a strip and return the land to cropping, the GAEC 12 rules cease to apply. However, cropped land taken out and replaced with a mixed species strip will inherit the GAEC 12 obligations."

For further information contact Dr Alastair Leake, The Game and Wildlife Trust's Allerton Project, telephone 01572 717220 email: aleake@gct.org.uk.

National fallen stock company centre opens

126 words

Publication date: 9 May 2008

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 13

(c) 2008 CMP Information Ltd.   

Sir Don Curry has officially opened the new National Fallen Stock Company (NFSCo) offices at quota broker Ian Potter Associates in Ashbourne, Derbyshire. NFSCo has out-sourced the day to day running of its operation to Potters for a more efficient and cost-effective service.

NFSCo chairman Michael Seals said: "Ian Potter's team has an unrivalled reputation and experience in administration and customer services to farmers, the combination of which made them the perfect partner to run the day-to-day operations of the growing NFSCo service."

The move away from the Rural Payments Agency, the original scheme administrator, is said to have been a seamless one and is on track to save NFSCo members £150,000 a year.

9,000 still waiting for Single Payments totalling £190m
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AROUND 9,000 farmers in England are still awaiting Single Payments worth £190million, the latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency show.

Figures published on Tuesday showed the payment process has slowed to a trickle after a relatively strong start, at least compared to the previous two years.

So far, £1.26billion has been paid out, which represents 86.5 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.

A total of 97,809 claimants, 91.7 per cent of the estimated claimant population of 106,700, have received a full SPS payment.

But that still leaves around 9,000 claimants who are yet to receive a penny, many of whom are based in the north of England.

The Country Land and Business Association (CLA) said it was again receiving pleas for assistance from `desperate members facing a cash- flow crisis' owing to the delays.

The CLA's North East chairman Annabelle Morshead, who farms near Haydon Bridge, Northumberland, and is waiting for her payment, said: "I find it completely unacceptable that we are going through this again. "We are expected to complete our forms for next year's Single Scheme yet many farmers don't know how much or when they will be receiving payment for the last year. It is causing huge problems."

She said the RPA had told the CLA that changes to the Moorland line were holding up 2007 payments.

Things had appeared to be looking up for the RPA when it comfortably met its initial target of making 75 per cent of payments by value by the end of March. On March 31, it had paid out £1.21bn (83.4 per cent) to 96,321 claimants (90.3 per cent).

However, the latest figures show that, over the past five weeks, just £50m has been paid out to less than 1,500 claimants, representing a dramatic downturn in performance.

The agency still has some way to go to meet its next targets of making 90 cent of payments by value by the end of May and just over 96 per cent by the EU formal deadline of June 30.

"We appreciate the difficulties of those who have yet to be paid, but RPA is working to process and pay these claimants as quickly as possible," the agency said.

"Where claimants have not yet been paid, this is because their claim is still being processed or checked.

It said while simple claims are processed quickly, more complex cases, often the higher value ones and claims involving issues such as energy crops and the transfer of entitlements, can take longer to process.

The agency admitted that errors made in previous years are contributing to the delays.

"During validation checks, entitlements relating to a claim may need to be corrected in light of any changes or new information," the RPA said. "These changes, which could have resulted in under and overpayments in previous scheme years, are being addressed and, wherever possible, corrected this year to seek to avoid carry over into future scheme years."

By Alistair Driver
Stock welfare and ID top list of English failings

By Philip Clarke   
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cross-compliance

Getting ear tags right and recording all cattle movements are crucial to meet the cross-compliance conditions and so avoid penalties.

Failure to properly identify livestock and below-par standards of animal welfare, were the most common mistakes English farmers made in 2007 in meeting the EU's cross-compliance standards.

According to new figures from the Rural Payments Agency, more than 1000 cattle and sheep producers faced deductions to their support payments as a result of these errors.

In most cases (601) this took the form of a 1% penalty. But 355 livestock producers suffered payment deductions of 3%, and 50 lost more than 5% of their Single Payment Scheme money.

The most common failures in cattle identification included:

- Failure to report the movement or death of an animal

- Failure to tag or re-tag animals within 28 days

- Animals present with no passport, or passports present with no animals.

For sheep identification, the most common problems were:

- Failure to make an annual inventory of the animals kept on a farm

- Failure to record all or some animal movements

- Tagging problems.

According to cross-compliance adviser David Gardner, these failings are much in line with previous years' experience. "Indeed, across the whole range of cross-compliance conditions, we are seeing similar patterns."

The one new development in the field of animal welfare, introduced as a statutory management requirement (SMR) for the first time in 2007, completing the three-year phase-in of all the cross-compliance conditions.

"In total, there were 143 cases of non-compliance in relation to animal welfare," said Mr Gardner. "The most common failings were in record-keeping, particularly in relation to the use of medicines and animal deaths. Even with pigs and sheep, farmers are supposed to keep a written note of mortalities."

More seriously, animal health inspectors also identified problems with sharp edges in accommodation areas - such as loose corrugated sheeting on gates and fences - and cases where sick animals were not cared for properly. These failings typically incurred a 5% penalty.

Farmers in Nitrate Vulnerable Zones also experienced problems, especially in relation to the quantity of organic manure and artificial fertiliser spread on the land, and insufficient records to allow inspectors to make a full assessment of the use of nitrogen on the farm.

Some farmers also failed to keep their land in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC).

Particular problems were found with conducting a proper Soil Protection Review, including measures to rectify soil management issues. Some 30 farmers faced an automatic 3% penalty for this.

Another fault, affecting 35 claimants, was in relation to hedgerow management and watercourses, with farmers either cultivating or applying spray and fertiliser to the 2m protection strip. According to Mr Gardner, this was a slight improvement on 2006, and about half of these infringements were dealt with by a warning letter.

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk

key advice for farmers

- David Gardner (pictured) is an adviser with the Momenta cross-compliance advice programme, helping farmers meet their obligations.

"The modern farmer needs a systematic approach to record-keeping," he says. "He needs to understand exactly what is required, and have a proper system that can deliver.

"Most cross-compliance mistakes relate to inadequate record-keeping. If you don't have things recorded, you can't prove to an inspector whether you have or have not done something."

Mr Gardner is also keen that livestock farmers double-check their cattle movement records. "Farmers receive a statement from the Cattle Tracing System twice a year. They should check through this as if it was a bank statement and put any inconsistencies right."

Finally, if a farmer has missed a deadline in relation to record-keeping - for example, he has forgotten to tell the competent authorities within seven days of a calf dying - he should still send in the necessary notification. "It's better to submit information late than not at all," he says.

who gets an inspection

- The Rural Payments Agency has an obligation to inspect a minimum of 1% of all Single Payment Scheme claimants. But it has discretion to do more and the Competent Control Authorities - such as the Environment Agency and the Veterinary Medicines Directorate - conduct their own "standalone inspections".

For cattle farmers, a number of inspections will be triggered by apparent inconsistencies in the CTS computer records. But the RPA also uses a "risk matrix" to identify those farmers that have a history of cross-compliance failure, and these will be targeted for additional inspections.
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MORE than 1,500 payments made to farmers under Organic Entry Level Stewardship (OELS) are being reviewed after Natural England found that some had been overpaid by up to £25,000.

Natural England is reviewing 1,600 OELS conversion agreements pre- dating 2007 and farmers who have been overpaid could be forced to pay the money back.

Of those agreements, only around 50 are thought to have been overpaid, with agreement holders receiving double conversion payments on eligible land or receiving payments on ineligible land.

Andrew Griffin, from Natural England, said: "If we find that farmers have been overpaid then we follow it up and that is the case with a very small number of OELS payments.

"Natural England found the problem as part of an internal audit, and in that review we found only a very tiny proportion of agreement holders who have been overpaid.

"We have explained the problems to European auditors and they are happy with the action that is being taken.

"If an error has been paid then we have to put it right in the interest of taxpayers because it is their money we are talking about."

It is not clear how errors were made on the agreements, but one source said the discrepancies could have come down to an `administrative error' when the forms were processed, or farmers filled the forms out incorrectly.

Affected farmers will receive a letter detailing the recovery of funds and will be given a named contact with whom they can discuss their case.

The Country Land and Business Association this week said it was `concerned' by the recovery and has advised affected members that they can appeal on the grounds of `force majeure'.

The CLA has insisted that all affected agreements must be carefully reviewed by Natural England to determine whether the payment can be written-off following the Rural Payments Agency/European guidelines for overpayments.

By Jack Davies

Cross compliance breaches
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THREE-QUARTERS of cross compliance failures in England in 2007 were related to cattle and sheep identification.

New figures published by the Rural Payments Agency showed there were around 1,850 cross compliance breaches identified on farms last year.

Of those, about two-thirds, or 1,213, came under SMRs 7 and 8, covering cattle identification.

The most common failures found included: * Failure to report movement of an animal.

* Failure to report death of an animal * Movement details not recorded or incorrectly recorded on the Cattle Tracing System or farm records.

* Lost tags not replaced, animals not tagged.

The next biggest category was SMR 8a covering sheep and goat identification. It accounted for 178 of failings recorded, mainly due to poor record-keeping and breaches of tagging rules.

Combined, the categories accounted for 75 per cent of cross compliance failings.

Behind them, SMR18 covering the welfare of farmed animals accounted for 143 failures, while there were 83 breaches of SMR4 covering Nitrate Vulnerable Zones.

Farmers were let off with a warning letter following nearly a quarter of all breaches. Most of the rest resulted in fines of 1 per cent of total Single Payments. More than 400 breaches resulted in a fine of 3 per cent, while more than 100 resulted in fines of 5 per cent or more.

COUNCIL BRIEFS
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COUNCIL BRIEFS

Cattle compensation

? The NFU's application for a judicial review of the tabular valuation system, used to value cattle slaughtered for the control of notifiable diseases, is to be heard on 9 June.

Deputy president Meurig Raymond described relations with DEFRA as "strained", adding that there are more NFU-backed court cases lined up against DEFRA than at any point in the organisation's history. "That's not doing relationships any good," Mr Raymond said. He added that another 30 farmers are preparing to challenge the compensation regime following the result of the judicial review.

SFP delays

? NFU president Peter Kendall has written to junior DEFRA minister Jeff Rooker expressing concerns over the Rural Payments Agency and continued delays to delivering the 2007 Single Farm Payment.

A number of council members expressed frustration at dealing with the RPA, with 19 delegates, almost a quarter of those attending, confirming that they are yet to receive their 2007 payment.

Mr Kendall is due to meet Lord Rooker to discuss issues associated with the RPA next Wednesday (23 April).

RPA `still in disarray', says angry membership
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ALISTAIR DRIVER and WILL SURMAN report from the latest meeting on the NFU Council, which took place in Warwickshire on Tuesday.

NFU president Peter Kendall has written to Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker to express the anger felt by union members at the continuing delays in the issuing of Single Payments.

Mr Kendall decided to act after a straw poll revealed nearly a quarter of NFU council members had still not been paid, four-and-a-half months after the payment window opened.

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) official figures show that more than 90 per cent of the claimant population has now been paid in full. But that still leaves an increasingly agitated minority totalling around 10,000 farmers who have received nothing, including 19 out of around 80 farmers polled at the council meeting.

One of them, Rosey Dunn, the North East regional board chairman, said it was `outrageous' that many farmers in her region met all the terms of the scheme yet still had no idea when they would be paid.

She said the lack of cashflow caused huge problems for those affected. "We have had no notification yet and probably aren't going to get any money in May. That must be wholly wrong," she said.

Other council members lined up to condemn the RPA's performance. One said the agency was `still in complete disarray'.

Another described the situation as `scandalous' and said the agency was `going backwards and was tied up in knots'. He complained of having to deal with a different case worker each week.

Another who had not been paid, Cumbria county chairman Russell Bowman, said the `final straw' for him was when the RPA decided to visit his farm for a full passport inspection in the middle of the lambing season. It is the most `sensitive and tiring part of the year, I was not at the top of my game and it felt like the final straw," he said.

Mr Kendall said he would write to Lord Rooker ahead of a meeting with the Minister about the RPA next week to express the council's views.

An RPA spokeswoman responded to the criticism by saying: "If any farmer has not yet been paid, this is because their claim is still being processed or checked. We are working to finalise all claims as quickly as possible. We look forward to continued dialogue with the NFU and other stakeholders to help ensure that the scheme delivery continues to improve in the future."

COUNTRY VIEW: Dales Authority's new leaders
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TWO new members will join the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority in April.

They are Christopher, a self-employed trainer and consultant and former director with the Yorkshire and Humber region of the Countryside Agency and former single payment scheme delivery manager with the Rural Payments Agency; and Peter Charlesworth, chairman of the Yorkshire Dales Millennium Trust, the sister organisation of the park authority.

They will succeed Nancy Stedman, who has completed her maximum 10-year term, and Andrew Osborne, who has resigned following his relocation to Devon.

Avoid common mistakes with our essential guide to filling in SPS form
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It is that time of the year again. SPS claim forms have arrived on your doorstep and they can no longer be put off as the May 15 deadline looms ever closer. That's why, to make things a little easier, Farmers Guardian has teamed up with the Rural Payments Agency to give some essential advice. William Surman reports.

PENS at the ready (black ink please) - it is time to fill in your SPS 2008 form. But don't sigh with dread because this year the Rural Payments Agency has promised the form is more user-friendly than ever, following extensive consultation with farmers.

Various regulatory changes have led to a few adjustments from last year. The RPA has sent out over 118,000 forms to farmers across England. As of April 4, they had received nearly 10,000 completed forms, but more than 200 had to be returned due to mistakes.

We strongly advise you to read this page before you set about filling in your form to avoid common mistakes.

If you still have any questions you can contact the RPA's Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777 (open 8am to 5pm, Monday to Friday).

Drop-in centres will be open for receipt of completed SPS application forms and supporting documents until June 9. A list of centres is available at www.rpa.gov.uk.

Key changes for SPS 2008 * Payments: All payments after October 15, 2008 have to be made directly into the claimant's bank account, as payments by cheque will no longer be made. If the RPA does not have bank account details, the claimant must complete the bank details registration form (SP12). Copies are available at www.rpa.gov.uk.

* Zero per cent set-aside for 2008: Although a zero set-aside rate has been set for 2008, you will still need to have sufficient set-aside eligible land to meet your set-aside entitlements.

If you choose to keep a proportion of your land out of production in 2008, there is no regulatory requirement for the land to be managed in accordance with set-aside rules. The exception to this is under certain Agri-environment (AE) Scheme Agreement obligations.

* 10-month rule replaced: The 10-month rule has been replaced with the requirement to have SPS land at your disposal on May 15 of the scheme year. It is the SPS applicant who will be responsible for making sure cross compliance and inspection access requirements are met for the whole calendar year.

From April 1, 2008 this applies even if the applicant is not in occupation of the land for the entire year. The terms of any contractual agreements on transfers will need to be carefully considered in case of any cross compliance breaches.

For agricultural land transferred in the calendar year, liability for cross compliance is outlined in Section E9 to E13 of the SPS 2008 handbook.

* FVP Authorised entitlements: The Fruit, Vegetable and Potato (FVP) authorisation system has been abolished from 2008. These crops are now eligible to be claimed against Normal and National Reserve entitlements, without the need for FVP authorisations. * Aid for Energy Crops: There have been some changes to the rules concerning both on-farm energy use and who needs to submit contracts and delivery declarations.

* Activation of entitlements: RPA will activate as many entitlements as are supported by the eligible hectares on which you claim (in C8 or CA8 of the SP5). The order in which they will be activated is described in section F. If you want RPA to activate them in a different order (for example you may have some with a lower value but an earlier use by date) you must contact RPA to request a form (SP11 - Order of entitlements activation - supplementary form for SP5) or download a copy from www.rpa.gov.uk.

SPS FORM CHECKLIST * Have you read the declaration and signed and dated the form? * Have you checked and altered, if necessary, the 10-month rule dates at B2 and selected the correct date for each row at C10 and CA6? * Have you completed C7, C8, CA8 for each row in the relevant section to claim SPS? * Have you completed C7 and C12 for each row where you are claiming for protein, energy, nuts or HFA? * Have you initialled and dated all of your corrections? * Have you attached your maps and any other supporting documentation required? * Use the envelope provided and make sure that you affix the correct postage.

* Do not fold the form and put it in a smaller envelope - folding the form increases the risk of scanning errors.

WHAT TO LOOK OUT FOR ON THE FORM

THE following are key points to look out for as you go through the form: * Part A (Claimant details) Check the details. Make sure your SBI and business name are correct. If any of your personal details are incorrect or have changed DO NOT write them on the form but contact the CSC for a replacement form. If you have not received a form by April 14, you can get a blank form from the RPA drop-in centres. * Part B (Single Payment)

If you request your payment in euros, you should make sure you that you have provided UK euro account details to the RPA.

Check the data. The 10-month period has been abolished. However, as the EU rule change was only agreed at a very late stage, the 10-month section (B2) is still shown on the SP5 form.

Pay particular attention to B2. If the form has pre-printed information you should ignore it. If there is no information pre-printed in B2 you should enter April 30, 2008, for both start date A and B. * Part C (Field data sheets)

Again, check the details. If the pre-printed data is correct, the information should not be re-written.

If the pre-populated details on the field data sheets are incorrect, they can be changed by completing the boxes below.

There are some crops which are not normally eligible under the SPS (such as short rotation coppice and miscanthus) which are eligible when grown as a non-food crop.

Such crops may continue to be grown on land that is eligible to support set-aside entitlements in 2008. These crops need to be declared in Column C11.

When adding new parcels of land, you must remember to use full field ID (OS map sheet reference AND NG field number) and complete the total field size.

Take care to check all of your land parcels are pre-printed correctly. Any missing or additional parcels should be included on the next available blank lines.

Pay particular attention to any 0.00 figures and to columns C3, C7 and C8.

C3 is your total field size.

C7 has been pre-printed with your 2007 land use code. Where the land use has changed, you should replace it with the correct 2008 land use code, listed in Appendix B of the SPS `How to complete your SP5 application form' booklet.

There have been some key changes to crop codes: * FV1 has been changed to OT1 as fruit, vegetable and potato authorisations are not required for 2008 or any future years. * 2007 set-aside land has normally been coded as OT2 for the 2008 land use code. You should check the crop code and if it is not correct, you should complete the boxes below with the correct code listed in your application form booklet.

C8 is not always pre-printed, it should be checked carefully, if it is blank or incorrectly printed it must be completed correctly if you wish to claim payment (activate the entitlements).

Sketch maps are only required where a field is split in 2008 into two or more parts and where one of those parts is: * Growing protein crops for the protein crop premium * Growing nuts for the Area Payment for Nuts * Being used for crops for which Aid for Energy Crops is being claimed.

All sketch maps showing temporary splits must be clearly marked `temporary split'. It is also helpful to include a sketch map when two or more farmers claim on separate parts of the same land parcel.

C10 - when column C10 is blank on your field data sheet you should enter an "A".

If the 2008 SP5 common land data sheet is not pre-printed in CA6, you should enter an `A' in the column.

* Part D (Cross compliance) This is pre-populated with data from last year - check it carefully. If everything is correct, you do not need to do anything. See the Guide to Cross Compliance in England for further information.

* Part E (Additional scheme information) and Part F (Additional documents)

Fill in these sections of the form with any additional scheme information and documents.

* Part G (Claim summary) and Part H (Checklist for farmer's own use)

This section may draw your attention to any errors or omissions from other parts of the form. It does not form part of your application.

If your entitlements are not shown correctly in Section G please include a covering letter to explain why you think they are incorrect.

It is recommended that after you have completed the form that you use the checklist on the form or the updated checklist on the website to double check.

* Part I (Declarations and undertakings)

Check that you have SIGNED your SP5 form.

WHAT YOU SHOULD AND SHOULDN'T DO

DO submit all data on original RPA Field Data Sheets, continuation sheets can be requested by calling the Customer Service Centre.

DON'T submit photocopied forms.

DO use CAPITAL LETTERS and black ink.

DON'T alter or re-write when the pre-printed answer in green is correct.

DO complete the adjacent box if an answer needs changing.

DON'T use correction fluid. If you make a mistake in the Field Data Sheets or on the Common land grazing rights, delete the line by marking the delete line box (C9 or CA4) and complete the next available blank line. If you make a mistake elsewhere on the form, cross out the incorrect text, write the text next to the box and initial and date the correction.

DO follow the checklist in part H.

DON'T strike through or remove unused pages.

DON'T fold the form and put it in a smaller envelope - folding the form increases the risk of scanning errors.

DO keep a copy of your form.

DO ensure that the form is received by RPA by the deadline: May 15, 2008.

Unravelling SPS claim changes
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More than 116,000 SPS claim forms and guidance notes have been sent out to English farmers and growers, and there is just one month left to get them back to the Rural Payments Agency. Philip Clarke looks at what is new for 2008

sps special

With the Single Payment Scheme now into its fourth year, you might have thought that the annual form-filling exercise would have become second nature - not exactly something to be done with your eyes shut, but certainly less onerous than in the past.

And it is true that this year's forms have a familiar look and feel about them.

But there are important changes - probably more than in previous years - that everyone needs to be aware of. Some of these have come about as a result of consultation between the RPA and stakeholders in a quest to make the process simpler, but most are down to changes in the scheme rules.

Payments

For example, a new EU regulation means that, from 16 October 2008, all payments from the RPA have to go directly into the claimants' bank account by BACS transfer. Payments by cheque will no longer be allowed.

If the RPA does not have bank account details - and according to an RPA spokeswoman that applies to about 25% of farmers - the claimant must complete a bank details registration form (SP12). This has been included in application packs sent to those claimants whose bank details are currently not held. Copies are also available on the RPA's website.

The completed and signed form should be returned with the 2008 SPS application form (SP5), or else the RPA will not be able to make a payment.

Set-aside

The set-aside rate for 2008 has been set at zero. But you will still need to have sufficient eligible land to meet your set-aside entitlements.

This land does not have to be taken out of production or managed as set-aside to activate set-aside entitlements. But if you do choose to keep a proportion of your land out of production, it must be kept in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition.

On the field data sheet, areas that were set-aside last year will be coded OT2, (apart from non-food crops which will have been pre-populated OT1). If that land is now planted, the appropriate crop code must be entered in the adjacent box, for example OT1 for cereals.

10-month rule

The old rule that required you to have eligible land at your disposal for 10 months has been scrapped. Instead, the claimant only needs to have the land at his disposal on 15 May of the scheme year.

But the claimant will still be responsible for making sure that cross-compliance requirements are met for the whole calendar year, even if the claimant is not in occupation of the land for the entire year.

So, even if the land is sold or leased after 15 May, the claimant must ensure that the new occupier maintains it in line with the cross-compliance requirements if he is to guarantee his single farm payment. "We urge farmers to take this into account when transferring land," said the spokeswoman.

The RPA also points out that this rule change was only confirmed by Brussels after the SP5 forms had been printed, so the 10-month section still appears on the front of the SP5 form (question B2). "If pre-populated, ignore it. If blank enter 30 April 2008 in both boxes, A and B," she advised. "And when column C10 is blank, enter 'A' on the field data sheet."

FVP authorisations

The Fruit, Vegetable and Potato (FVP) authorisation system has been abolished from 2008. These crops are now eligible to be claimed against normal and national reserve entitlements without the need for FVP authorisations.

Energy crops

In the past, to claim the additional aid for energy crops, worth E45/ha, two delivery declarations would have to be supplied to the RPA - one from the farmer and one from the collector/processor. From 2008, only one declaration need be returned, signed by both parties.

"Delays in sending in the delivery declarations holds up the farmer's payments," said the spokeswoman.

Activation of entitlements

As in the past, the RPA will activate as many entitlements as are supported by the eligible hectares on which you claim (in column C8 of the SP5 form).

These will be activated so that the highest value entitlements are paid first - set-aside, national reserve, normal and special.

But, in a new development, you can change this order, for example if you have entitlements with a lower value, but an earlier "use by date". To do this, you must contact the RPA to request an SP11 "order of entitlements activation form", or download a copy from the RPA website.

What else is new

- To reduce the size of the form, the RPA has dropped the pages relating to common land, (Part CA: Common land grazing rights), unless the farmer has claimed on this in the past.

- A new column, C13, has been added to the field data sheet, so that farmers can tick off each parcel of land as it has been checked or amended.

- Field names have been pre-populated for the first time.

Other key points

Make sure your Single Business Identifier (SBI) and business name are still correct. If not, do not write them on the form - contact the Customer Service Centre for a replacement form.

For 2008, the RPA will only be able to accept field data information submitted on original RPA sheets. It will not accept non-RPA computer generated sheets, though forms may be submitted electronically using Farmplan's SPS Planner software.

If you run out of space on the field data sheet, continuation sheets can be requested by calling the Customer Service Centre (0845 603 7777) or collected from a drop-in centre.

If you need to provide additional information with the SP5, complete Part F to tell the RPA what documents are being enclosed. Make sure to use the sticky bar codes that the RPA sent out in January to help identify the claim.

Where the pre-printed answer in green is correct, you do not need to alter or re-write the information. But if it needs changing, this is done by completing the adjacent boxes. Do not strike through the error, or write the correct figure outside the boxes, as this will confuse the RPA's scanners.

If the land parcel needs deleting in Part C of the form, mark a cross in the delete box, column C9, (or CA4 on common land).

You should check that all of your land parcels are pre-printed correctly on your form. Any missing or additional land parcels should be included on the next available blank lines.

Column C7 has been pre-printed with your 2007 land use code. Where the land use has changed, you should replace it with the correct 2008 land use code.

Finally, check that you have signed your SP5 form and any other forms enclosed and return them, using the envelope provided and making sure you fix the correct postage.

"We advise you to make and keep a copy of your form and obtain a receipt of delivery," said the RPA spokeswoman.

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk

Set-aside entitlements will still be activated, even though much set-aside land has been drilled with spring crops this year.

do's and don'ts

Do:

- Sign your form at Part I

- Use black biro, not blue

- Use original RPA forms only

- Complete the field data sheets in hectares, to two decimal places

- Attach sticky bar codes to any covering letters or attachments

- Pay the right postage and get a receipt

- Use valid 2008 crop codes (see Annex B of guidance notes)

- Tell the RPA if you have an interest in any other UK farming business

Don't:

- Use pencil, felt pen or correction fluid

- Use photocopies or computer-generated forms

- Remove staples or unused pages from the form

- Cross through incorrect data on the field data sheet. (Use the delete line box.)

- Fold the form and put it in a smaller envelope

- Forget to sign the form - still the most common error.

key dates for 2008

- 1 March-31 July: Hedgerows must not be cut during this period

- 15 May: Closing date for applications without penalty and date at which you must have SPS land at your disposal

- 31 May: Final date for amendments to previously submitted claim forms

- 9 June: Final date for late applications to be considered

- 30 June: 2007 payment window closes

- 16 October: Payments may only be made by BACS transfer from now on

- 1 December: 2008 payment window opens

payment rates

- The 2008 SFP will be based on 55% of the entitlement holder's historic subsidy receipts and a 45% flat rate element. The euro/sterling exchange rate will be taken at the end of September. There will be compulsory EU modulation of 5%, plus 13% additional national modulation. Energy crops will get a ?45/ha premium, and protein crops a ?55.57/ha payment.

further information

Customer Service Centre 0845 603 7777 or csc@rpa.gsi.gov.uk

Submit your forms online...
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Submit your forms online...

- The Rural Payments Agency will be accepting the electronic submission of Single Payment Scheme forms via the Government Gateway for the first time in 2008.

Farmplan's Single Payment Scheme (SPS) Planner software, which helps users identify land use codes and calculate eligible areas for protein and energy crops and Hill Farm Allowances, now enables users to submit their forms online and obtain an immediate submission receipt.

This means that, for forms submitted before the 15 May deadline, the user can be sure the RPA has received them on time.

The SPS Planner software has been used by Lilburn Estates and Whitbread Farms, among hundreds of other farm businesses, for many years. One of its key benefits is that it can help improve the accuracy of returns and minimise errors.

"This new enhancement will be a valuable addition for many farms. Claimants could significantly reduce their workload using this electronic channel," commented Neil Unitt, managing director of Farmplan.

submit your forms online...

RPA figures released
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RPA figures released

- The Rural Payments Agency has released updated figures for Single Payment Scheme forms:

- More than 118,000 forms issued

- More than 10,000 forms received

- About 200 forms had to be returned due to mistakes

Farming Sunday returns

- The 13 April programme features Joanne Denney-Finch, chairman of the Food Chain Centre, quizzing her about the findings from research into the agricultural processing chain. Also this week there's a look at the sheep disease Orf and a focus on south Wales dairy farmers Alun and Paul Price who have diversified into quarrying and composting. The show airs at 12 noon on Horse and Country TV - Sky channel 280. It is then available on www.fwi.co.uk

Chief vet Fred Landeg steps down

- Acting chief veterinary officer Fred Landeg will step down from his post today (Friday).

Mr Landeg took up the temporary post when DEFRA announced that chief veterinary officer Debby Reynolds had opted to take early retirement. The new chief veterinary officer will be selected by the end of this month with a formal appointment expected in early May.

RPA is far from straightforward   
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RPA is far from straightforward   

- I write in support of your recent correspondents on the issue of the Rural Payments Agency. I was told it would be straightforward when my father-in-law retired and my husband had to step in. Well, this has definitely not been the case.   

Key problems include:   

- Most of the staff are temporary, presumably so the government is not seen to have people losing their jobs and also they do not have to pay redundancy money.   

- Every year they have to retrain staff because they employ another group on temporary contracts.   

- I am on the fourth "case worker" since January 2008.   

- Nobody the farmer can speak to can make any decisions. Decisions are made by someone who the farmer is unable to speak to.   

- The procedure is so complicated that most of the staff do not know what to do. In fact they say to me: "Oh, you seem to know more about it than me."   

I received a phone call in February informing me that we would not receive our payment and that a letter would be sent out on 20 February 2008 explaining why. Despite many letters and emails to the RPA, I have not received one letter. I do not feel I am the only farmer with frustrating stories about the RPA.   

Lisa Portch   

Gilcombe Farm, Bruton, Somerset   

Agency smashes its SPS targets   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has smashed its latest 2007 Single Payment Scheme target. By March 17, a total of £1.19billion had been paid out to farmers in England, which was 82 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.   

This meant the agency had easily achieved the first of its formal targets of making 75 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of March.   

Despite this,  Farmers Guardian has received a number of calls from some of the unlucky few still waiting for payment.   

A total of 95,226 claimants have received a full SPS payment, representing nearly 90 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 106,700. This leaves over 10,000 farmers short of money - causing financial difficulty to many.   

The agency is now working towards meeting its remaining formal 2007 SPS target of making 90 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of May.   

The agency has started to send out `updated and user friendly' application forms for SPS 2008.   

Customers should send the application form back before May 15. Applications received after that date, but before midnight on June 9, will be accepted, but penalties will be applied. Applications received after June 9 will be rejected.   

Look out for the  Farmers Guardian advice page next month for any farmers still struggling with their SPS forms.   

The Farmers Union of Wales has accused the European Union of "hypocricy" and...   

404 words

Publication date: 28 March 2008

Source: Farmers Weekly

(c) Copyright 2008.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.   

The Farmers Union of Wales has accused the European Union of "hypocricy" and "double standards" over its decision to make all farm subsidy receipts public from next year.   

While farmers in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland already have their single farm payment details displayed on the devolved administrations' websites, the new rules agreed in Brussels mean that full names, addresses and postcodes will be added to the published details.   

"This decision is a bitter pill to swallow, especially when our politicians continually refuse to reveal their salaries and expenses," said FUW president Gareth Vaughan.   

"A few weeks ago MEPs voted to keep their expenses a secret, claiming that revealing such information breaches the privacy of individuals. It seems to me there is one rule for us and another rule for them."   

Mr Vaughan claimed that releasing precise details about farmers' finances could result in illegal harassment and intimidation.   

"It beggars belief that, at a time when members of the public and businesses are being encouraged to shred documentation that could be used for criminal purposes such as identity fraud, the commission wants such information published. Such details are commercially sensitive."   

English producers will be further affected, as currently only their subsidy receipts for 2003/04 - before the single payment scheme kicked in - are published on the Rural Payments Agency website.   

But, says the EU Commission, by 30 April 2009 full details of all subsidy receipts must be made available on nationally-managed websites for the previous financial year.   

"This is taxpayers' money, so it is very important that people know where it is being spent," said agriculture commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel.   

NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth said there were a number of concerns about publishing information in this way. "One key issue is whether the data is accurate," he said.   

"Our experience is that there are still plenty of inaccuracies. For example, there may be a shortfall in the 2005 payment that is added to the 2007 payment to give an inflated figure."   

As well as giving the public a false impression of how much a farmer is awarded, it could also raise the unwarranted interest of the taxman.   

Currently, some 16 EU member states publish data on farm subsidy receipts. To see details, visit   http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/funding/index_en.htm    

RPA to accept online single farm payment applications
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Farmers can now apply for the single farm payment online. The Rural Payments Agency will be accepting electronic submission of forms via the Government Gateway in 2008.

Farmers wanting to submit their forms electronically can choose fromtwo software packages, including one from Farmplan, which is owned by the Farmers Weekly Group.

"Farmplan is one of only two suppliers working with RPA to enhance existing software to enable customers to submit their SP5 Single Payment Scheme application electronically for the 2008 scheme year," said Hugh Taylor, RPA chief operating officer.

"To ensure the smooth running of the process, a limited number of online submission licences is being made available for the first year, 2008," he added.

The Farmplan SFP Planner software - which helps users identify land use codes and calculates eligible area and area claimed for protein, energy, nuts and hill farming allowance - now enables users to submit their forms online and obtain an immediate submission receipt.

This means that, for forms submitted before the deadline, the user can be confident RPA has received them on time.

"This new enhancement will be a valuable addition for many farms. Claimants could significantly reduce their workload using this electronic channel," said Neil Unitt, managing director of Farmplan.

RPA late with money, again
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David Shepherdson and his father rent about 182ha (450 acres) of arable land, mainly thin limestone, on the Dawnay Estates near Scarborough, North Yorkshire, They grow wheat, barley and oilseed rape. He also undertakes contract work including all spraying on another 100ha (250-acre) farm

- I don't want to upset anyone at the Rural Payments Agency, but a quick look at its website tells me that once again we have made it into the final 15% of claimants awaiting payment.

I can only assume that's because our claim forms appear so dull that they just get put into a dusty cupboard.

Understandably, a farm that hasn't changed in size or swapped fields in more than 10 years must seem unchallenging to your average RPA whiz-kid.

So I suggest payments be delegated to local councils. They are most efficient at sending every household in the country its council tax bill on the same day, within two weeks of calculating the final figure - and another letter two weeks later telling you that you haven't paid.

Tipple barley went in to an excellent seed-bed. Hopefully it will warm up a bit so it's out fast and growing away from those troublesome crows.

I've also been round with the first dose of nitrogen/sulphur giving the rape 90kg/ha N and 17kg/ha S and the wheat and barley a sniff at 55kg/ha N and 11kg/ha S.

Riding in the sprayer is the best way to get a look at the fields' wildlife. There doesn't seem to be one without hares this spring I've never seen so many.

Lapwings also do well here, nesting and thriving in our spring barley - we had seven nests in a 7.5ha (18-acre) field last year. The adults nest on the bare soil before the crop emerges, and their brood will be up and running before the crop gets too tall for them.

Maybe with everyone pushing for more winter-cropping on their farms, offering spring-cropping as an ELS option would encourage more people to keep some in their rotations - ours certainly supports more wildlife than any bare set-aside I've seen.

shepherdson16@aol.com

RPA is simply incompetent
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- I write in response to Sarah Easton's letter, "Pathetic response from the RPA" (29 February).

We have a small and uncomplicated claim and have recently received a payment from the Rural Payments Agency (albeit not as much as we were expecting), for 2006.

So I think she must be wrong about larger, complicated claims being put to the bottom. I think the organisation is simply incompetent and ineffective.

We were also paid by cheque after giving them our bank details (which have not changed in many years) a mere three times.

Jane Courtney

Ashworth Farm, Lancashire

defra says...
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An indicative proposal for the allocation of aid was put forward by British Sugar following industry consultation.

It is for the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) to determine the proportion of the restructuring aid to be given to growers on the one hand and machinery contractors on the other.

The National Association of Agricultural Contractors (NAAC) has recently raised some issues about the basis of the proposed allocation and DEFRA is in correspondence with both the NAAC and the NFU about this with a view to reaching an agreed position.

Compensation split angers NFU
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The NFU is considering legal action against DEFRA after the government revealed it is reopening negotiations over how much compensation growers should receive for the recently-agreed 13.5% cut in the UK's sugar quota.

At the heart of the matter is the issue of how compensation should be split between growers and contractors.

Under the terms of the EU restucturing scheme, growers and contractors are entitled to 10% of the compensation awarded to British Sugar for giving up sugar quota. This is equivalent to E62.5/t of sugar (£47/t) or about £7.50/t of beet. (Growers are also set to receive a further top-up, worth about £28/t of beet.)

The dispute with DEFRA concerns the 10% element. The NFU is adamant that it had already agreed how this should be split, with 8.6% going to growers and 1.4% to contractors. This was built into British Sugar's restructuring application, agreed by DEFRA last month.

In a letter to growers, NFU sugar board chairman John Hoyles said: "The decision to approve the UK application has been called into question. DEFRA has told the NFU that it plans to open negotiations with the contractors over the split of compensation between growers and contractors.

"This process, which we consider to be unlawful now that the application has been agreed, could have an effect on how much growers receive in compensation. Despite the contractors supporting the UK application until now, which incidentally provides for them to receive over £1m, DEFRA has intervened.

"Discussions have, apparently, already been initiated with the National Association of Agricultural Contractors by DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency, a dialogue that has so far excluded the NFU."

NFU chief sugar adviser Helen Kirkman insisted that its dispute was with DEFRA and not with the NAAC. "The BS application was seven months in the making," she told Farmers Weekly. "The proportion put forward for contractors was based on average splits being done elsewhere in Europe. Everyone was involved and we understood that it was acceptable to all."

NAAC chief executive Jill Hewitt confirmed that DEFRA had approached them, rather than vice versa. "We were recently asked for our view of the percentage on offer to contractors and we have questioned it," she told Farmers Weekly. "We are talking to our European body, which may or may not have a bearing on how we respond to DEFRA."

The NFU is adamant that there are no grounds for a new negotiation under EU rules. "That will be the thrust of any legal challenge we take," said Ms Kirkman.

A British Sugar spokesman expressed "surprise". "We thought all aspects of the application had been approved."

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk
Quote compensation move angers NFU   
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NFU Sugar is considering legal action after Defra revealed it was planning to reopen negotiations on how compensation should be split between growers and contractors following British Sugar's successful application to renounce 13.5 per cent of the UK sugar quota.   

In a letter to growers, NFU Sugar Board chairman John Hoyles said: `As if the process had not been dragged out for long enough already, the decision to approve the UK application on February 6 has been called into question.   

`Defra has told the NFU that it plans to open negotiations with the contractors over the split of compensation between growers and contractors. This process, which we consider to be unlawful now that the application has been agreed, could have an effect on how much growers receive in compensation.   

`Despite the contractors supporting the UK application until now, which incidentally provides for them to receive over £1 million, Defra has intervened'.   

NFU chief sugar adviser Helen Kirkman said the union did not believe there was any basis for discussions to be re-opened. "The rules do not allow it," she said.   

According to the union discussions have already been initiated with the NAAC by Defra and the Rural Payments Agency, a dialogue from which the NFU says it has so far been excluded.   

`The NFU is angered by these developments. Defra's latest move only adds delay and uncertainty to the UK's bid for compensation. It also threatens to derail the whole process and undo the progress that has been made over several months in the interests of the entire industry', said Mr Hoyles.   

NFU Sugar did not accept there was scope for Defra to revisit the application at this stage, he said. The union was advising growers they should disregard forecasts made on compensation until the matter is resolved.   

National Association of Agricultural Contractors chief executive Jill Hewitt confirmed the organisation was in discussion with Defra over the compensation package.   

RPA hits target ahead of schedule   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has achieved its first 2007 Single Payment Scheme (SPS) target over a month ahead of schedule.   

By the end of last week, a total of £1.104 billion had been paid out to farmers in England, which was 76 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45 billion.   

This meant the RPA had achieved the first of its formal targets of making 75 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of March.   

A total of 91,137 claimants have received a full SPS payment, representing 85 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 106,700.   

The agency is now working towards meeting its remaining formal 2007 SPS target of making 90 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of May.   

Meanwhile, the RPA has started to send out application forms for SPS 2008.   

RPA chief executive Tony Cooper said the new form had been updated and was more user friendly. He also reminded farmers that currently receive their payments by cheque that they will be required to provide their bank account details.   

"It is important to point out that anyone who has not registered a bank account with us will not be able to receive their 2008 SPS payment. Customers should send the bank details form back to us together with their application form by May 15," he said.   

Applications received after that date, but before midnight on June 9, will be accepted, but penalties will be applied. Applications received after June 9 will be rejected.   

Farmer was crushed in cattle race   
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A verdict of accidental death has been returned after a farmer died when a cow charged through a cattle race and crushed his head against the equipment.   

The freak accident was witnessed by Carol Geddes of the Rural Payments Agency, who was visiting Ringstones Farm at Furness Vale, north Derbyshire on 10 January 2007 to carry out a routine inspection.   

Farmer David Hallworth had moved cattle through the race into a shed and was near the front of the apparatus when Miss Geddes heard "an almighty clatter".   

"There was an animal moving at speed. Mr Hallworth was facing the crush yoke mechanism, bending over, and I screamed out to him to get out of there. I think it was over in seconds. By the time the animal had hit him I don't know if my warning was still flying out of my mouth," said Miss Geddes.   

She added: "There was no response from him and I knew I had to get help quickly. I felt the whole herd could come back through so I closed the gate and ran to the farmhouse and told them there had been a terrible accident."   

Mr Hallworth, a father of two, of Charlesworth Road, Furness Vale, was taken to Stepping Hill Hospital, Stockport, but was declared dead on arrival.   

Health & Safety Executive inspector Melvin Sandell told the Chesterfield inquest that a chain used to secure a gate was not in place.   

Pathetic response from the RPA   
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Pathetic response from the RPA   

- I have just received a letter from the Rural Payments Agency dated 11 February 2008 with regard to a query raised in a phone conversation on 15 August 2007. The six-month response time is bad enough, but in addition: The quoted SBI number is wrong there are two spelling mistakes in the address the letter is not signed - it just says: "Yours sincerely, Whole Case Worker".   

How can we have confidence in the RPA given this pathetic standard of communication   

When I rang recently to check on the progress of our 2007 payment, I got the response: "Sorry, but yours seems to be near the bottom of the pile." With 17,733 (according to the NFU) of us still waiting that's a pretty big pile.   

I would be interested to know if there is any strategy for the order in which RPA staff deal with claims. Cynical though it may be, it seems to me that the RPA training manual probably advises: "Deal with the small, straightforward claims first and leave aside any complicated claims - ie, large claims or those involving land swaps or transfers of entitlements and deal with them at the end."   

Sarah Easton   

Wype Doles Farm, Whittlesey, Cambridgeshire   

Pathetic response from the RPA   

Tougher targets for RPA despite £bn payouts   
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The Rural Payments Agency has passed the billion-pound mark in making payments under the Single Payment Scheme for 2007, but farmers' groups are calling for the agency to set itself tougher targets.   

As of Monday, 18 February the total value of payments made under the 2007 scheme was £1.074bn, equivalent to 74.1% of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.   

A total of 90,125 claimants have received a full SPS payment. This represents 84.5% of the estimated total claimant population of 106,700.   

In a statement the RPA said it is "working towards making more full payments to more farmers earlier than last year, with a view to meeting its formal targets of making 75% of full payments, by value, by the end of March and 90% by end of May 2008".   

However, Country Land and Business Association senior economist, Derrick Wilkinson, said "there is still room for improvement".   

"While we are in a considerably better position than we were 12-18 months ago, the vast majority of payments should have been made before Christmas.   

A number of claimants are yet to be paid and these people are really struggling, especially livestock producers and those in the uplands."   

Dr Wilkinson was confident the RPA will meet its self-imposed target of making 90% of payments by May as required by the European Commission.   

But he is hopeful that it will set itself tougher targets for the 2008 year to make the majority of payments before Christmas.   

Claimants should be free to get on with running their businesses without having to chase the RPA to find out when they are going to be paid, he said.   

RPA has paid out over £1bn but concerns raised for those still waiting   
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MORE than £1billion may have been paid out to English Single Payment Scheme (SPS) claimants but just under 20,000 farmers still await their cheques.   

The latest figures, published by the Rural Payments Agency this week, show that 88,967 customers have now received a full SPS claim, representing 83.4 per cent of the total claimant population of 106,700. This compares to 92 per cent of the claimants that have received their payment in Wales, 89 per cent in Northern Ireland and well over 90 per cent in Scotland.   

NFU Single Payment adviser Richard Wordsworth urged a speedy payment for those still waiting in England.   

"We are still concerned for those farmers that have not received their payments, especially on the back of the cost from foot-and-mouth and bluetongue restrictions and rising fuel and feed costs."   

The RPA pledged to make 75 per cent full payments by value, by the end of March and 90 per cent by the end of May 2008.   

So far just over £1bn has been paid out to English farmers, which represents 70.8 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45bn.   

In the future, in an attempt to mitigate fraud and increase simplicity of payment, the RPA is asking for all claimants to provide their full bank account details by October 16 this year or risk losing their Single Payment.   

From mid-October all payments will be made via a bank transfer using the Bankers Automated Clearing System.   

Allowance up but no new money   
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DEFRA has announced a 6 per cent increase on Hill Farm Allowance (HFA) payment rates in England compared to 2007.   

The Rural Payments Agency will start making the 2008 payments this month. A change in the rules this year means HFA will only be paid on Severely Disadvantaged Area land. Disadvantage Area land will no longer receive payment.   

Will Cockbain, NFU hill farming spokesman, described the increase as a `welcome surprise for those who will be receiving it', but added: "It is important to realise there has been no overall increase in the budget. The reason we are getting this increase is because there has been less land claimed on this year than last year."   

Announcing the new rates, Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker said: "This is good news for hill farmers in Severely Disadvantaged Areas and reinforces our commitment in recognising the vital role they play in delivering the landscape and environmental benefits for England's uplands."   

He said the HFA, which is paid to sheep and beef farmers, contributed to the maintenance of the social fabric in upland communities through support for continued agricultural land use.   

The payment rates for 2008 are: Severely Disadvantaged Land (other than moorland and common land), 0-350 hectares -£37.31/ha; 350-700 hectares - £18.65/ha. Severely Disadvantaged moorland and common land, 0-350ha - £14.12/ha; 350-700ha - £7.06/ha.   

Hill allowances set to rise by 6%   

By Philip Clarke   
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Hill Farm Allowances are to go up by 6% when the Rural Payments Agency starts making 2008 payments later this month.   

The HFA provides dedicated support to beef and sheep producers in England's Severely Disadvantaged Areas, "helping maintain the social fabric of upland communities through continued agricultural land use", according to a DEFRA statement.   

"This is good news for hill farmers in Severely Disadvantaged Areas and reinforces our commitment to recognising the vital role they play in delivering the landscape and environmental benefits for England's uplands," said junior DEFRA minister Jeff Rooker.   

Farmers on Severely Disadvantaged land, other than moorland or common land, will get £37.31/ha between 1ha and 350ha, and £18.66/ha from 350ha to 700ha.   

Farmers on Severely Disadvantaged moorland and common land will get £14.12/ha between 1ha and 350ha, and £7.06/ha from 350ha to 700ha.   

As of this year, Disadvantaged Area land, including DA moorland and common land, will no longer receive an HFA payment.   

Liberal Democrat countryside spokesman Tim Farron welcomed the 6% increase, but said it was nowhere near enough.   

"Hill farming delivers huge environmental benefits to upland areas, such as maintaining biodiversity, preserving land and maintaining the aesthetic beauty of our landscape," he said. "The Liberal Democrats would review the level of the Hill Farming Allowance to recognise the valuable contribution that these farmers make to our countryside."   

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk   

Hill farms will get a cash boost from this year's 6% increase in HFAs, helping to deliver a unique landscape.   

...even with the deductions
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It was great relief all round when the single farm payment was eventually paid but the government's bite out of it is hard to take

As Farmers Weekly Interactive users may already be aware from my blog (see below), last week we received notification that our single farm payment was about to be paid.

This was a great relief, not least because a number of friends and neighbours had theirs some weeks ago and I was beginning to wonder if we had failed to complete the forms properly. In the event the full amount was paid, with no pending enquiries.

I can only suppose the delay was related to the fact that R is a long way through the alphabet and the Rural Payments Agency has only just reached it. I suffered from the same problem at school and called then for the alphabet to be reversed every other year so that those with names beginning with letters closest to Z got a fairer treatment. But nobody took any notice and it seems the same practices continue today.

I had better not complain too loudly, because I know of some fellow farmers who have still not been paid in full for 2005 or the years between then and now. But I cannot let the scale of deductions go unmentioned. I know it was pre-announced, but you could buy a useful second-hand corn drill with what was compulsorily modulated from our cheque by the EU and a clean tractor to pull it with for what was "voluntarily" knocked off by the British government.

Farmers in most member states escape that second big bite from the cherry because their governments believe they need the money. Ours, on the other hand, thinks we have enough (despite its own statistics, which indicate otherwise) and that they should divert funds to other rural "good causes".

Like many others, we do our best to qualify for some of those funds by our involvement in environmental stewardship and other such schemes that are not, of course, managed for nothing. Even so it is disconcerting to realise that SFPs are set to fall significantly over the next few years while modulation deductions rise. And as was reported in FW a couple of weeks ago, SFPs are equal to or exceed profits on a great many farms (see Stephen Carr opposite).

All of which is further vindication of what I said last week in this column that the apparent upturn in arable farming fortunes may not last. In short, although we can easily persuade ourselves that, "for tax reasons", we can justify a new 4x4 or a tractor or two, there is every reason to exercise extreme caution when spending while still concentrating on controlling input costs where possible.

Nor is it wise to neglect successful diversifications. The time may come, sooner than we think, when alternative sources of income will again be needed. I am aware that these may not be popular opinions and that many will ignore them. All I can say is that it may be better to be safe than sorry. If I am proved unnecessarily pessimistic, no one will be more pleased than me.

End of the line for support cheques as RPA insists on direct payment to accounts
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Thousands of farmers are urged to provide full bank details to direct payment agencies to receive their single farm payments for 2008.

As an anti-fraud measure, from 16 October this year member states will only be able to transfer SFPs and hill payments using the Bankers Automated Clearing System (BACS). Personal cheques will no longer be issued.

In England it is estimated about 26,000 of the 106,700 SFP claimants rely on a cheque. In Northern Ireland, the figure is around 8000 - or 20% of all farm businesses.

This week the Rural Payments Agency has written to all claimants informing them of the rule change. SP12 forms to provide the RPA with the necessary details for BACS transfers will be included in the SPS packs to be sent out in early March.

"I would urge customers to complete this form and send it back as soon as possible with their SPS claim form," said RPA chief executive Tony Cooper.

Meanwhile, there has been a slowdown in the number of 2007 SFPs going out from the RPA.

Latest figures show that, as of Thursday (7 February), £974m had been sent out to English farmers, equivalent to 67% of the £1.45bn total fund. Some 87,800 claimants have received full payment.

NFU single payment scheme adviser Richard Wordsworth said the union was concerned by this slowdown, with 19,000 farmers still owed an average £25,000 each,

"At the start of the year, the RPA was getting through about 10,000 claims a week. But now that has dropped to just 5000 a week," he said. "It is clear the RPA is now getting into the more complex cases and we are concerned there could be a long and painful tail."

With winter feed bills rising, annual rents payment days approaching, many crops sold and no prospect of part-payments, farmers could not afford further delays, he said.

A spokesman for the RPA insisted that it was still on track to meet its target of 75% of the money going out by the end of March and 90% by the end of May.

- SP12 forms will be available on the RPA's website www.rpa.gov.uk from March.

Single Payments   
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THE latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency show that 87,800 claimants have now been paid, 82 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 106,700.   

By Wednesday, £974 million, 67.2 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.45 billion, had been paid out.   

Close to 75 per cent full payment for 2007   
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OVER 70 per cent of all claimants in England have now received their 2007 Single Payments in full.   

The latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) show that 74.7 per cent of claimants have now been paid.   

Around £863 million has been made early to over 79,000 farmers, with more than 20,000 receiving payment in the past two weeks.   

With a total pot of £1.45 billion to pay out, The RPA is still some way off its target of making 75 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of March and 90 per cent by the end of May 2008.   

The RPA also announced this week that it has made the latest run of interest payments to those farmers who received late SPS payments in 2005 and 2006.   

Meanwhile in Wales, around 15 per cent of farmers are waiting for their 2007 payments following delays at the Welsh Assembly.   

NFU Cymru leaders on the island of Anglesey - where many farmers face serious hardship and are unable to settle outstanding bills - have taken up the delays with Rural Affairs Minister Elin Jones.   

Anglesey's NFU county chairman, Trevor Lloyd, said: "We understand that much of the hold up stems from system problems within the Assembly and have urged the Minister to do whatever she can to speed matters along. "Prompt settlement would take the pressure off those that are in dire financial straits purely as a result of the delay."   

Readers repond to Prince Charles
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Tags a struggle for Prince Charles

I see an opportunity for some extra work coming the way of the Rural Payments Agency, DEFRA or Trading Standards - possibly all three - early this year in Gloucestershire.

On your front cover (28 December 2007), under the headline "Double trouble with tagging", I note that Prince Charles is standing alongside what appears to be two illegal cows.

The front cow appears to have both tags in the same ear instead of one in each, and the rear cow seems to have committed that most heinous of crimes - the loss of its distance readable tag.

These cows would obviously be in real danger of causing mayhem in the various departments of the tag police.

I would like to make it clear that I am in no way belittling the efforts of Prince Charles to champion the lot of British farmers, or criticising the standards of his farming - indeed I applaud and thank him for his efforts I just hope that somebody high up in the tag police will realise how difficult it can be for us lesser mortals to keep our cow tags in order all the time, when even someone with the eminence of His Royal Highness struggles with it.

Geoff Swindells

Address supplied

Time we had an exercise in pride

Prince Charles writes with a heartfelt support for farming and rural life (News, 28 December 2007). If only the politicians could, or would, take half the Prince's stand, we would not only feel appreciated for the job we do, but would also be a lot better off, financially and in mind and body.

Prince Charles is acutely aware of the hardships that farmers face, especially those in marginal areas, as a result of political indifference and the lack of awareness towards this country's unique ability to provide some of the best food in the world from a diverse and beautiful countryside.

Our rural heritage and our skills in managing farming businesses, while at the same time caring for such wonderful landscapes, should be the envy of the world and there should be a sense of pride in what is done.

Instead British farming has to endure a sense of almost derision and unimportance from so many quarters in the notion of political correctness and the perceived need not to "upset our friends in Europe".

An exercise in pride in what farming does, the food that is produced, the landscapes that are maintained for the pleasure and benefit of everyone should be implemented to let people know what goes on in the countryside.

The Year of Food and Farming needs to be not only the start, but a continuation of that process. Farmers and farming deserve no less. The whole of our rural way of life and the country deserve no less. Let it happen.

Roy Lambourne

West Edge, Marsh Gibbon, Bicester, Oxfordshire

Stop blaming outside influences

This will not be popular, however the truth needs to be told. The principle problem behind the difficulties with British farming is British farmers. To suggest that, as much of the industry does, a farmer needs to be the offspring of farmers underpins the myth that farming is not a business like any other.

Name a major industry that has handed over the marketing to an outsider and then wonders why it receives so little share of the income from the products on which its output is based. Name an industry so out of touch with the consumers of its output that 80% don't care where the product comes from.

There are many reasons to be positive about the future of British farming. There are many success stories.

However, these need to be set against the background of an industry that is inward-looking, always seeking to blame someone or something else for the source of its problems and which has failed to retain the confidence and commitment of British customers.

Alan2008

Submitted on FWispace forums

Farming is not like other sectors

Alan2008, I have neither the time nor inclination to educate you to the reality of food and food production. It is a different industry from all others and the influences on it are complex and historical.

With years of experience in and out of the UK and in all sizes of agri-food businesses, I say that if we follow your agri-business route only the global population would have to shrink.

Stuart Meikle

Submitted on FWispace forums

Family business is best ingredient

I cannot agree with you, Alan2008. You only have to look at food production worldwide to see that family businesses play an important role, be it large arable or stock units to cropping, fishing and market gardening.

There is no substitute for individual attention. This is what makes food the interesting product it is. The diversity, the taste, the product knowledge and the individual expertise is all there. This would all be lost.

Ally R

Submitted on FWispace forums

Prince Charles's exclusive message for Farmers Weekly readers has drawn support.

Happy end to this panto

Jim Alston runs 243ha at Manor Farm, Calthorpe, north Norfolk and as Calibre Farming looks after arable operations on another 500ha. The light to medium soils grow potatoes, cereals and sugar beet   
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Farmer Focus Topical updates from our arable farmers at home and abroad

farmer focus

- Cinders sat in abject misery.

Her guardians, Ian and Cynthia Smythe, had just been killed in an accident caused by Rekit Bekit the traveller, who had left the scene.

She was now at the mercy of her Four Ugly Sisters who made her provide all the food and clear up after them.

Cinders had been left money in the will, but solicitors Rules, Plans and Aggravation, who lived in "Never-never land", said Cinders would have to cross the impossible compliant to collect it.

Hilarious, the servant of the house, tried to console poor Cinders, but he was no help.

Then, just when things seemed really bad, the Ugly Sisters came into the kitchen and told Cinders they didn't need her anymore as they were off to Brazil.

"Well, sod this," thought Cinders, and threw the seeds that should have been sown for food onto the fire.

"At least it will keep me warm," she thought.

There was a flash from the fire and her fairy godmother appeared. "You must learn from others," she said.

Shortly afterwards Prince Liffe started to take an interest in Cinders."What am I going to do" she wailed. "I have no money and no clothes left and no-one to love me."

"Well you do have some options," said the prince.

At the ball held to celebrate their engagement, the Ugly Sisters turned up and said they wanted Cinders back as Brazil was not what they thought it would be.

So Cinders ran and ran until she met Jack. "I have some new beans that will feed the world," said Jack."Come with me, I will keep you safe."

So she did.

Cast list
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Decide on losing older cattle now, owners warned

By Philip Clarke   
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Beef and dairy producers are being warned that 2008 is the last year in which they will be able to get compensation for their animals under the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme.

The OCDS was introduced in January 2006 as a replacement for the Over Thirty Months Scheme (OTMS), providing compensation for cattle born before August 1996, which were still banned from the human food chain.

Compensation is split between the Treasury and Brussels, and the taxpayer also picks up the full cost of slaughtering the animals and disposing of the carcasses.

OCDS scheme manager Ian Aitken said that farmers should plan now what they wanted to do with their older cattle. "If they do their sums, they may decide that a particular animal is still making a good contribution to the farm's gross margin. It may therefore be worth keeping beyond 2008 and forgoing the compensation.

"But if it makes more sense to get the animal away under the scheme, then the advice is to book early to avoid disappointment."

It is estimated that there are about 270,000 pre-August 1996 cattle out on UK farms at the moment - principally older suckler cows and milking cows. Any that are still alive by the end of this year may still be used on farms, but when the time comes to cull them, there will be no compensation.

It is also expected that farmers will have to pick up the full disposal cost, though NFU chief livestock advisor Peter King says this is still up for negotiation with DEFRA.

The cut-off date for booking older cattle into an approved abattoir is 30 September 2008. With capacity to handle just 6000 older animals a week, the Rural Payments Agency, which manages the scheme, is keen to avoid a last minute rush.

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk

- For more information, call the OCDS Helpline on 0118 968 7333

is that animal worth £214 to you

- Cattle entered into the OCDS in 2008 will receive a flat rate payment of ?292 a head. In euro terms, this is 10% less than in 2007. But due to the continued weakening of sterling, the January payment is just 2% down on year-ago levels at £214 a head.

60 per cent of English claimants paid, but RPA still short of targets   
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MORE than 60 per cent of all claimants in England have now received their 2007 Single Payments in full.   

The latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency showed that, by January 8, full payments worth over £600million had been made to nearly 60,000 claimants. Around £100m was paid out to around 10,000 farmers in the first week of 2008.   

With 106,000 2007 SPS claims submitted, this leaves around 46,000 claimants still awaiting payment.   

The RPA still has some way to meet its targets of making 75 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of March and 90 per cent by the end of May 2008.   

Last year's total pot was worth about £1.5bn and if the figure is similar this year, it means only around 40 per cent has been paid out by value.   

Across the Welsh border, NFU Cymru is calling for Rural Payments Wales to make an interim payment to the 20 per cent of Welsh farmers still waiting for their money.   

Union president, Dai Davies, has written to Welsh Assembly Rural Affairs Minister, Elin Jones, highlighting the difficulties farmers were experiencing in trying to cope with the after effects of foot-and- mouth disease and bluetongue.   

He said frustrations were being fuelled by the fact the delay was due to `repeat queries and other nonsensical queries that have been previously addressed by the claimant'.   

Meanwhile, it has emerged that the Government already paid out £63m to Brussels in 2006/7 in penalties for late payment of 2005 Single Payments.   

It has also set aside a further £348m for possible `disallowance' penalties for breaches of EC regulations in the making of payments for SPS 2005, SPS 2006 and previous schemes. This relates to incorrect payments and the lack of control governing the amounts of money paid out, in some cases.   

Responding to a parliamentary question this week, Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker said the Commission had `yet to make any proposals regarding disallowance' and that it could take two or three years before a final figure was reached on any disallowances. "Defra continues to review its potential liabilities on an ongoing basis," he said.   

Labour Peer, Lord Stoddart of Swindon, who asked the question said the Government was `turning incompetence into an art form'. "Now we find that not only are there swingeing fines for making so many of the payments late but that many of those that were paid are in breach of EC regulations and will be disallowed," he said.   

picking up the pieces
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Hilary Benn outlines the year head.Andrew Watts reports

Thus far your time has been dominated by industry crises and farming has missed the can-do, connected and involved way of working David Miliband brought to DEFRA. Do you see the New Year as an opportunity for a new start

- I've met a lot of people who are optimistic about the future. Just look at what's occurred in the arable sector and milk and dairy.

Farmers have lost millions of pounds as a result of something that was not their fault. Should they get compensation for the foot-and-mouth crisis

- First, it's not the policy of this government to compensate for wider economic loss.

Second, in recognition of the particular impact on hill farmers, I announced an additional payment to sheep farmers through the Hill Farm Allowance system. We also made a contribution to the hardship funds. But I recognise that it isn't compensation for the whole of the economic loss. The best thing we can do is to return to normal market activity.

The Rural Payments Agency continues to be the worst performing farm payments agency in Europe. What are you doing to improve this

- I can only repeat how sorry I am that there has been this mess. I know how affected by it farmers have been.

One of the things I was determined to do when I took over in June was to build upon the recovery plan David Miliband put in place and that the RPA has been following. But one of the things I was not prepared to do - and I've been encouraged on a number of occasions to consider additional things the RPA could do, including ways in which it could help out with the difficulties created by foot-and-mouth - was to jeopardise its recovery.

The most important thing we can do is to say these are the targets we're setting the RPA and we expect it to deliver. If people can see gradual progress in getting to where we want to be you'll build the confidence that will ultimately replace those bad experiences.

In hindsight, was the right system adopted

- Only those that made that judgement can answer that question. I picked up my responsibilities in June and I was very clear, given what had happened, that we needed to continue to progress and restore credibility.

How is DEFRA going to save £270m next year on top of the £200m this year

- There are three separate things we are dealing with: Reducing the head count in DEFRA, which we are determined to do to meet the targets, but there are the additional costs from the flooding, foot-and-mouth and bluetongue that would affect any budget which we've got to accommodate.

Then we need to allocate funding for the next three years from the Comprehensive Spending Review. Overall, DEFRA's budget will grow from £3.5bn a year to £3.96bn in 2010-2011 so there is real growth there, and that's going into increased flood defence and boy do we need it.

We also need to invest in low-carbon development. Otherwise the money will be quite tight and I'm determined to make sure we achieve a balanced budget, but that will involve making some difficult decisions.

One of the things that growth will fund is our contribution to the new Rural Development Programme for England which recently received approval. This is a significant increase and one I know farming will welcome.

Cost-sharing is a contentious issue. What do you say to the 27 industry bodies who say we just cannot afford it

- I absolutely understand why those bodies would say that and there is always an argument for putting something difficult off. But it's been on the table since Ian Anderson produced his report [following foot-and-mouth in 2001].

The experience of dealing with the livestock diseases over the summer shows that the cost is unsustainable and that the industry should be more closely involved in the decision making process.

Who has the greatest interest in making sure the decisions taken are the right ones The answer is: Those whose livelihoods depend on it. We've worked in that way in an informal process through the stakeholder group.

On my travels I've met farmers who think DEFRA is deliberately trying to make life hard for them. That's not true. It's not what motivates me to get up in the morning. We're trying to do our best, but there are some difficult decisions to be made.

I think it's fair that you should share the cost. It's the right thing to do it's not going to go away, so let's get on with it.

How has this influenced future policy on bovine TB

- TB is a really difficult issue and we all know that if there was an easy solution somebody would have done something about it a long time ago. We're between a rock and a hard place.

A 10-year study has concluded that "badger culling could make no meaningful contribution". I understand the frustration of people who want a decision, but I'm not going to apologise for taking the necessary time to form my own view and hear the arguments of all concerned.

We have a lot of science, but there are also questions of practicality and of public acceptance. I have to weigh up all of those I'm under pressure to do that as quickly as possible and I will seek to do so as quickly as possible.

Jeff Rooker urged farmers to make a case for compensation from last summer's flooding. Would they get anywhere Any other member state would have helped out months ago.

- As I've already said, it's not the role of this government to compensate for wider economic loss. But where we could we have helped.

On a visit to the Great Yorkshire Show it was explained to me that cross-compliance regulations were creating difficulties so within 24 hours we lifted those requirements pertaining to land that was waterlogged and we permitted the use of set-aside land for grazing.

I was keen to help where we could and those are two practical examples. But there is a more important issue here to consider and that is: How are we going to deal with changing climate

What are your top priorities for 2008

- I have four: Achieving agreement on cost and responsibility sharing ensuring we get a favourable review of the CAP health check climate change - its impact on farming and the contribution the industry can make to tackling it and maintaining our landscapes and biodiversity.

Sir Don Curry is currently heading a group investigating the impact of EU changes to the set-aside rules on biodiversity.

What examples of reducing red tape can we expect to see next year

- On 11 December we published a "Cutting red-tape" document which identifies 100 new initiatives that are projected to deliver about £39m a year in administrative cost savings annually.

That's on top of the 80 initiatives we identified last year that should deliver savings of around £159m annually.

Will the UK ever become a serious biofuels player and does it matter to you if it doesn't

- We've got the Renewable Fuels Transport Obligation which will come in at 2.5% rising to 5%.

Biofuels will make a contribution, but they're not going to solve the climate change problem.

We also need to know if the biofuels we use are better than the fuels they replace. We know that ethanol derived from corn is worse for global warming than the fuels it might replace. We know that other biofuels are better. That's why we have been pressing hard in Europe for a standardised way to measure the sustainability of biofuels.

Less than two weeks after the consultation on coastal access closed you announced a policy on coastal access to the Labour Party conference. How many of the 753 responses did you consider

- I read a summary of responses. We consulted because we thought coastal access was a good idea and something we wanted to pursue.

Having considered the responses I made the announcement I did. There are particular issues, but these will be overcome in time.

On a scale of 1-10 how do you rate DEFRA's performance in ensuring new policies don't hamper competitiveness and profitability

- I think it's for others to rate our performance, but as I said to the staff on my first day and to the EFRA committee since, I think its right we get the basics right.

Leaving the outbreak of foot-and-mouth at Pirbright aside, I don't think anyone could say our response has been other than highly professional and we've received plaudits from others outside DEFRA as to the way we responded.

Would you want to be a farmer

- I think it's an even harder job than being a Cabinet Minister.

benn iN A MINUTE

Who's your political hero

I have three. I'd have to say my father for obvious reasons. Also Clement Atlee because he showed you could achieve extraordinary things. The other would be Nelson Mandela because he has shown great ability to rise above the things done to him. He's a remarkable man.

What do you want for Christmas

I want my eldest son to transfer my CD collection to my Ipod Nano. I'm reaching a contractual agreement with him to give this as a present.

Are you a sports fan

I am. My footballing days are almost over but I will be playing on Boxing Day with my sons, their friends and their friends' parents and in one case a grandfather. I used to play in goal but decided to move up the field after spending six weeks in hospital with a ruptured kidney.

FARMING AND ITS TRIBULATIONS
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2007 has been a trying year for livestock farmers, but Farmers Weekly's farmer focus writers have more than lived up to the task of reporting it how it is. These are their highs and lows

DEFRA

"DEFRA, at the hint of organising change, seem as good at collapsing as our poor cricketers over in Oz."

Bill Metcalf January

"Cattle passports: If we have to tear off the front page, why is it there"

Bill Rutter January

"We are rapidly succumbing to the apparent wishes of the Rural Payments Agency to remove suckler cows from the hills."

Bill Metcalf February

"We received our Single Payment Scheme statement last week. All well and good you might think, except our statement relates solely to the land in Bedfordshire that we vacated in November 2005 and does not mention Devon at all."

Murray Garrett February

"Obviously, if all single farm payment problems were sorted once and for all, there would be no jobs and no bonuses for DEFRA."

Bill Metcalf March

"Did we ask how the RPA would occupy itself if common sense prevailed in any form Have no fear. The 'Really Petty Authority' has redefined our holding after trying to read its satellite pictures."

Bill Metcalf March

"As an avid watcher of The Apprentice, I hope some of our political masters might have to answer to someone like Sir Alan Sugar. It might sound like this: 'I'm sorry Miliband, you've cost me money. You've paid out millions for TB testing cattle, you've paid out millions in compensation for affected stock... I'm sorry, Miliband, you're a total shambles - you're fired!'."

Murray Garrett July

WEATHER

"Having been hooked by Strictly Come Dancing before Christmas, I can reveal my quick-step is showing dramatic improvement - particularly when opening or closing the sheeted cattle shed doors during the recent gales."

Murray Garrett January

"We thought we had dried cows off, but with all that rain I am not so sure how dry they actually are now."

Clyde Jones January

"Recent storms have left cattle sheds with more light and ventilation than I would have preferred."

Alistair Mackintosh February

"It must be a source of endless amusement to my staff as to how I feel the need to work in the office when the weather is wet."

Chris Fogden March

"I am already contemplating my entry in my soil protection review for 2007 - 'Quad bike proving too heavy for field travel, leaving visible wheel mark, suggest sale and investment in helicopter or hovercraft'."

Murray Garrett March

"I must admit I was ready for some rain, but I never expected so much and, after some localised flooding it needs to stop."

Alistair Mackintosh July

"Luckily, our silage wagon is good at sorting water from grass."

Charlie Armstrong July

"Not only have we been inundated by heavy rains, but we are currently overrun by piglets."

Chris Fogden August

MILK PRICE

"Almost every economic signal I read indicates that producing milk in this country is a mug's game."

John Whitby January

"One has to question the action of farmer board members on these (milk) co-ops, as they seem to tolerate inefficiences within the business instead of passing on market increases to farmers."

Jim Dwyer September

"The WI debate has certainly heralded the start of an essential rise in milk prices."

Tim Downes October

"I can look forward to a more upbeat review with my bank manager."

Toby Ansdell October

SHEEPING AROUND

"While the snacker is a great way to feed, you simply can't stop ewes or PR feed reps following you at lambing time."

Charlie Armstrong January

"We have been particularly satisfied with the performance of one group of replacement ewes, apart from two faults. First, they had no idea what a wall was and certainly no idea that a wall was, in fact an obstacle designed to cause them to stop and stay where they were. Second, they wouldn't eat any ewe rolls."

William Slinger March

"We have had to use the garden to hold a couple of ewes that were slow to take lambs - much to the consternation of Mrs Mackintosh."

Alistair Mackintosh April

"Each year while clipping, I am reminded what a valuable product wool is and how much better we could market it."

William Slinger July

MONEY MATTERS

"As my second year in organic conversion starts to bite financially, the only thing that seems to be going up as quick as my overdraft is the somatic cell count."

Toby Ansdell, January

"Please forgive me for being less than enthusiastic about biofuels. As an East Anglian, I am in danger of being lynched for spouting such sacrilege, but as a user of grain I am in danger of facing seriously increased costs."

Chris Fogden February

"It's clear that government values financial services far and above that of food security and the health of the countryside."

Alistair Mackintosh September

"Had supermarket shelves become empty and queues formed like they did outside Northern Rock, a different picture would have emerged."

Charlie Armstrong September

"The recent announcement from Morrison's to only stock British fresh lamb is welcome, but we need to encourage the rest to follow suit."

Alistair Mackintosh November

DISEASE CRISIS

"I never expected to have to write about this subject again, but foot-and-mouth has reappeared like a bolt from the blue."

Bill Metcalf August

"As I write, DEFRA has confirmed the return of foot-and-mouth. Some of our farmland is on the fringes of the 10km surveillance zone. It is difficult to imagine what lies ahead."

John Whitby August

"So, if we don't need or want foot-and-mouth vaccines, why do we have a company producing massive volumes on mainland Britain"

Bill Rutter August

"We have been together now for 40 years. We returned from honeymoon in 1967 to be told foot-and-mouth had been confirmed near Oswestry. Here we are again."

Neville Stacey August

"I had hoped, one month on, to be congratulating the government on the quick resolution of the foot-and-mouth outbreak."

Murray Garrett September

"Just when we thought things were looking up, along comes bluetongue and puts an almighty spanner in the works."

Murray Garrett October

AND FINALLY...

"Saturday saw me having the unusual task of being best man at my father's wedding, the combined age of the bride and groom being 161, proving you're never too old for romance."

Victor Chestnutt March

"What has happened to the Royal Show - once the major showpiece for agriculture I think its time to get out of your (the organisers) Range Rovers, throw your bowler hats off and mix with the ordinary punters."

Victor Chestnutt July

"I am having to take life a bit easier at present after a mishap with the quad bike. I managed to run over my back leg with the back wheel.

Neville Stacey November

meet the 2007 team

? Jim Dwyer, Southern Ireland

? Toby Ansdell, North Devon

? Charlie Armstrong, Northumberland

? Tim Downes, Shropshire

? Victor Chestnutt, County Antrim

? Bill Rutter, Selkirkshire

? Clyde Jones, Dorchester

? Bill and Jonathan Metcalf, North Yorkshire

? John Whitby, Berkshire

? William Slinger, Lancashire

? Neville and Margaret Stacey, Powys

? Chris Fogden, Norfolk

? Murray Garrett, Devon

? Alistair Mackintosh, Cumbria

? Iain Green, Moray

? Richard Thomas, Cornwall

Your farm is no longer your castle
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- I wonder how many farmers are aware that the Rural Payments Agency are entitled to inspect their businesses with no prior warning whatsoever

Only if a farmer is under suspicion of malpractice could I accept this approach as necessary - in all other circumstances it is inappropriate, impractical and insulting.

We supposedly live in a "free state" and democracy, not a police state and dictatorship. The truth is that we have never been less free - we are tied up in knots through political correctness and unworkable legislation.

The day that we signed up to the Single Payment Scheme was the day that we sold out. We are now just the committed, hard-working puppets whose strings are being well and truly pulled by the civil servants of the RPA, who in my experience, have little or no grasp of reality and only excel in passing the buck.

I strongly recommend that any communication with the RPA is written, sent recorded delivery and a copy retained. Having said this, I have sent five letters addressed to Tony Cooper, the first in June, and he has yet to respond to any.

It appears that the buck doesn't even stop with the chief executive.

Edward Tabor

Hill Farm, Barton St David, Somerset

Struggle for points leads to ELS disappointment

647 words

Publication date: 21 December 2007

Source: Farmers Weekly

(c) Copyright 2007.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.   

Changes to the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme (News, 14 December) will cause 1800 UK farmers to miss out on vital payments. One of the 1800 is arable farmer and 2006 winner of Farmers Weekly Farmer of the Year, Robert Law, who spells out how big a blow this is

Participation in an agri-environmental stewardship scheme has left me disadvantaged and disillusioned.

This week we have received, along with 1800 others, a letter from Natural England saying that we are under the 30-point threshold required for a successful entry level scheme application. This has arisen because the EU has decreed that any applications made since 1 January 2007 cannot include the management plan options, which up until this date were accepted. The vast majority of applications include the management plan options and in our case the four plans would have produced nine of the 30 points that we require for entry into the scheme.

We had hoped to join the ELS when it was launched in 2005 but were unable to make an application until 2007 because we had not received the correct digital maps from the Rural Payments Agency. The mapping farce was of RPA's making and outside our control. It delayed our entry into the ELS by 18 months.

Our ELS application covers 770ha (1925 acres) of land so the 18-month delay caused by the RPA's incompetence cost us over £30,000. However, that delay has pushed us beyond the 1 January 2007 "watershed" which now has even greater implications with Natural England's announcement this week. I suspect the majority of the other 1800 applications made in 2007 were also delayed by the RPA.

Our letter from Natural England says that we now have a shortfall of some 4620 points. We have made full use of our field boundary features such as hedge and ditch management to gain points. But the shortfall may have to be made up from a switch to more spring cropping to use the overwintered stubble option. The other alternative is to take land out of production and to put it into other options to ring up the points. On our light land overwintered stubble's and spring crops are an option but for those on heavier soils they are not.

With the sharp rise in commodity prices over the past few months and with better prospects forecasted over the next few seasons, I think many of the 1800 applicants for ELS since 1 January will choose to opt out rather than have land out of production or go for overwintered stubble's and spring cropping where they have unsuitable soils.

That would be a great shame. Modulation is gathering pace and farmers were encouraged to join environmental schemes and get the modulated cash back into their farms. Returning agreements to the 1800 growers will result in yet more administrative costs as Natural England have said they will consult with each grower to discuss other options in an attempt to get them to resubmit rather than opt out.

DEFRA has room to manoeuvre and can not simply hide behind the Brussels decree. For a start they could agree to applicants upgrading their obsolete set aside options to the point levels earned on arable land.

The "winning" arable farmers today are those who never joined an environmental scheme, maximised their IACS area and therefore payments, cropped all their set aside area and never diversified into growing unsupported arable crops.

robert law in brief

- First generation farmer farming:

- 1200ha (3000 acres) in the Royston area

- 1000ha (2500 acres) arable crops and 200ha (500 acres)

- Grass supporting 2000 lambing ewes.

- All land in Countryside Stewardship Schemes, Entry Level Schemes, Woodland Premiums, and Sheep Wildlife Enhancement Scheme operated on adjoining SSSi

2007 Single Payment cash starts to flow to English farms

189 words

Publication date: 21 December 2007

Source: Farmers Weekly

(c) Copyright 2007.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.   

The Rural Payments Agency has begun full payments to farmers under the 2007 Single Payment Scheme, DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn has announced.

In what has been a disastrous year for many, the news that they may receive full payment before Christmas will be warmly welcomed.

Mr Benn told the House of Commons that, following a successful pilot trial last week, the RPA was satisfied that it could commence a series of full payments, although no details were given as to the number of farmers who will be paid.

"With payments initiated a month earlier than for the last scheme year, the agency is on track to meet its targets for 2007 SPS of making 75% of the total value of payments by end-March 2008 and 90% by end-May 2008."

Mr Benn also confirmed that work continues to balance payments from earlier years. A total of 38,250 cases has been reviewed.

"Where appropriate, additional payments are being made on the reviewed cases. Work is also under way to recover overpayments."

Full Single Payments under way in England   
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SINGLE Payments worth an estimated £250million to farmers in England began this week.   

Rural Payments Agency chief executive Tony Cooper gave the green light to begin the payment process in earnest following a successful pilot run on December 10.   

Figures released by the agency on Wednesday showed that over 20,000 claimants had received full SPS 2007 payments worth nearly £180m, and it anticipated a total of £250m would have been paid by the end of this week.   

Announcing the move on Tuesday, Defra Secretary Hilary Benn said: "The necessary system and process updates have progressed to plan. Having evaluated the results of that pilot, the RPA chief executive has now authorised a series of full payment runs."   

With payments initiated a month earlier than last year, Mr Benn said the agency was `on track' to meet its 2007 SPS targets of paying 75 per cent in value by the end of March 2008 and 90 per cent by the end of May. Around 106,000 claims have been submitted under the 2007 SPS.   

Mr Benn also revealed in a parliamentary statement that 140 SPS 2006 claimants were still awaiting money. About 60 of these have received a partial payment and awaiting the balancing sum, while work has to be completed on a further 80 claims, mainly small ones and those affected by legal issues such as probate.   

He announced that interest will start being be paid in the New Year to claimants on sums paid after June 30, 2007 on the same basis as for the 2005 scheme.   

Mr Benn said 38,250 SPS 2005 and 2006 entitlements had been identified and work had been completed all but 1,150 of them.   

"Where appropriate, additional payments are being made on the reviewed cases. Work is also underway to recover overpayments," he said.   

Defra has produced the 2008 cross-compliance guide, which will be distributed to farmers throughout England.   

A copy of the guide can be found on   www.rpa.gov.uk/   crosscompliance and on www. defra.gov.uk/farm/whole farm/index.htm.   

By Alistair Driver   

RPA makes 'encouraging' progess

By Isabel Davies   
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Some of the farmers in England who were underpaid a total of £19m on their 2005 single farm payments are yet to have their payments corrected, according to a government watchdog.

The National Audit Office has also warned that the Rural Payments Agency is yet to commence recovery of up to £6.8m in overpayments for the 2005 scheme year. At least six farmers involved were overpaid by more than £100,000 each.

In a report published on Wednesday (12 December), the NAO said that the RPA had made good progress in recent months in resolving problems with administering the Single Payment Scheme.

The agency managed to process 98% by value of payments for the 2006 scheme by the EU deadline of June 2007.

"However, the agency has not yet made up all the difference to all those claimants who were paid too little in the first year (2005), nor recovered the sums from those farmers who were paid too much," it said.

It added: "Farmers in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, like those in Finland and Germany, continue to receive their payments earlier than farmers in England."

The NAO report said the RPA had undertaken a substantial exercise to identify overpayment and underpayments for the 2005 scheme.

Some 34,500 cases were identified as "at risk" and many of the errors made in 2005 were likely to have been repeated in 2006.

Head of the National Audit Office Sir John Bourn said: "Since my report over a year ago on the implementation of the Single Payment Scheme, the RPA has made encouraging progress in remedying the problems I highlighted, as demonstrated by an increase in farmers' satisfaction with the handling of their claims.

"But, until the agency is in the position consistently to meet the June deadline each year and can process payments within an acceptable tolerance of error, the risk is that farmers' confidence in the scheme will wane and the European Commission will levy financial penalties."

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk

systems testing goes 'smoothly'

? A thousand farmers in England have received their full 2007 single farm payment, following live testing of its systems by the Rural Payments Agency.

The total amount of money that has been distributed is £8m and it has been paid to a mix of people - some are claimants who applied to be paid in sterling or euros.

An RPA spokesman said that the objective had been to test the process to make sure that at every step things were working properly.

It was not possible to predict when the bulk of payments would start, he added. There would be more testing, but so far things had gone "smoothly".

The RPA claims to be working towards making more full payments to more farmers earlier than last year, with a view to meeting its formal targets of making 75% of full payments, by value, by the end of March and 90% by end of May 2008.

Are you one of the lucky claimants who have been paid Let us know on the forums.

- I wonder how many farmers are aware that the Rural Payments Agency are...
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- I wonder how many farmers are aware that the Rural Payments Agency are entitled to inspect their businesses with no prior warning whatsoever Only if a farmer is under suspicion of malpractice could I accept this approach as necessary - in all other circumstances it is inappropriate, impractical and insulting.

We supposedly live in a 'free state' and democracy, not a police state and dictatorship. The truth is that we have never been less free - we are tied up in knots through political correctness and unworkable legislation.

The day that we signed up to the Single Payment Scheme was the day that we sold out. We are now just the committed, hard working puppets whose strings are being well and truly pulled by the civil servants of the RPA, who in my experience, have little or no grasp of reality and only excel in passing the buck.

I strongly recommend that any communication with the RPA is written, sent recorded delivery and a copy retained. Having said this, I have sent five letters addressed to Tony Cooper, the first in June, and he has yet to respond to any. It appears that the buck doesn't even stop with the chief executive.

Edward Tabor

Hill Farm, Barton St David, Somerton

Milk still short of quota despite output rise
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Milk production in England and Wales rose sharply in November, but continues to fall short of national quota.

Dairy farmers delivered 1.014bn litres to processors, according to figures from the Rural Payments Agency. Adjusted for butterfat at an average of 4.2%, this falls to 1.036bn litres, 39m litres below the Charles Holt/Farmers Weekly quota profile.

Although this is still 632m litres below the profile for the year, monthly production improved by more than 20m litres.

Charles Holt of the Farm Consultancy Group said the hike in milk production was surprising, compared with the massive shortfalls seen earlier in the quota year.

"That it has picked up so significantly is surprising. In June and July we were more than 100m litres below quota each month. We know people are still getting out of milk, but those staying in production are reacting to better prices by feeding carefully and doing everything they can to get that extra litre of milk."

Quota broker George Paton of broker WebbPaton said clean quota was worth about 1.75p/litre and some buyers were seeking large volumes of quota as a hedge against the possibility of the UK reaching production limits in the future.

"The leasing market is non-existent except for producers who have served notice and are looking for short-term cover."

? EU farm ministers are expected to approve a proposed 2% increase in milk quotas for 2008/2009 when they meet in Brussels next week. The move, aimed at taking some of the heat out of dairy markets, is in addition to the 1.5% extra quota agreed as part of CAP reforms.

RPA `progress' as first Single Payments go out in England   
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CHRISTMAS came early for about 1,000 farmers in England this week, as the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) paid out around £8million in a Single Payments test run.   

The agency says further final testing is scheduled to monitor the effectiveness of the payment process but is giving no indication yet of when the system will be fully operational.   

The RPA says it is working towards making `more full payments to more farmers earlier than last year', with a view to meeting its formal target of making 75 per cent of full payments, by value, by the end of March and 90 per cent by end of May.   

The vast majority of farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have already received their payments in full.   

Meanwhile a report by the National Audit Office (NAO) has concluded the RPA has made `good progress' but still has more to do to resolve all the problems it experienced in administering the 2005 Single Payment Scheme.   

The NAO said that although it succeeded in meeting its June 2007 deadline for paying claims under the 2006 scheme, it had still not has not yet paid all those claimants who were underpaid in the first year, nor recovered the sums from those farmers who were overpaid.   

The NAO said the agency found errors in the original calculations of farmers' 2005 entitlements in a substantial number of 34,500 cases it identified as at risk. These errors were largely repeated in the 2006 scheme.   

Underpayments were estimated at about £19.3m, while around £6.8m was overpaid, including six farmers who were overpaid by £100,000 or more.   

The outstanding amounts due to farmers who were underpaid will be processed alongside the calculation of 2007 payments. The RPA plans to commence recovery of overpayments in early 2008, the NAO report said.   

The NAO said the inaccuracy of the payments meant there was a continuing risk of the EU imposing a disallowance penalty. Defra has increased its provision for such a fine from £139m in 2005-06 to £292m in 2006-07.   

The National Fallen Stock Company is to privatise its administration and...
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The National Fallen Stock Company is to privatise its administration and web-based services in a bid to realise savings of about £150,000 a year for its farmer members in England and Wales. The savings will be passed back to members through lower membership fees.

After a tendering process run earlier this year Ian Potter Associates was appointed and will assume responsibility from 1 April 2008. Transition to the new arrangements will being on 1 January 2008 and is expected to take three months.

At present, the IT and admin needs of the NFSCo are performed by the Rural Payments Agency. In a hint at the scale of the inefficiency of the RPA, NFSCo chairman Michael Seals said the potential benefits amounted to more than just cost savings.

"The new arrangement will reduce staffing levels, improve productivity, provide a better service to farmers and collectors and deliver significant cost savings," said Mr Seals.

He cites the fall in membership fees from £28 a year to £18 as evidence of the firm's commitment to reducing costs.

Business: Fallen Stock scheme aims to save members £150,000   
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THE National Fallen Stock Company (NFSCo) has teamed up with quota trader Ian Potter in a move it says will save scheme members £150,000 in operating charges.   

NFSCo's IT and administration staff and equipment are currently located in the Rural Payments Agency's offices. But from April 1 2008, the National Fallen Stock Scheme (NFSS), set up three years ago, will be run from the offices of Ian Potter Associates, at Ashbourne, in Derbyshire.   

NFSCo chairman Michael Seals said savings from the new partnership would be passed back to members and cited a fall in membership fee from £28 a year to £18 this December as evidence of the firm's commitment to reducing the cost of disposing of fallen stock. The new rate will be applicable on renewing membership.   

Under the new arrangement, NFSCo will continue to be chaired by Michael Seals and managed by general manager, Jason King, with the office and staff managed by Joanne Sowter, of Ian Potter Associates.   

Ian Potter Associates will recruit and manage the staff to run the scheme. Mr Potter will be involved, although not on a day-to-day basis and will continue to run his quota and entitlement trading business. "The new arrangement will reduce staffing levels, improve productivity, provide a better service to farmers and collectors and deliver significant cost savings. It is a logical move for NFSCo to team up with a firm who understand livestock farmers," Mr Seals said.   

Mr Potter said NFSCo was a `very good fit with our existing business'. "We will bring the same standards of service we have established on quota, to dealing with fallen stock," he said.   

The new arrangements will not affect the way farmers deal with fallen stock, The telephone, fax number, email address and website for NFSCo will stay the same. Recruiting for the new positions has started. "We are aiming for a seamless transfer at the beginning of April 2008," said Mr Seals. This switch follows recommendations made in an independent review of NFSCo by consultant Bob Bansback.   

The cheques go out, but not in England   
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MOST farmers in Scotland and Wales received their Single Farm Payments this week but English farmers are being made to wait.   

The Welsh Assembly paid out more than £141million to 76 per cent of Welsh farmers on Monday - the first day that payment was possible.   

Welsh Assembly Rural Affairs Minister Elin Jones said officials were working hard to issue full payments to as many of the remaining farmers as possible before Christmas.   

Scotland is not far behind. More than 65 per cent of eligible claims were paid in full on Monday. The Scottish Government expects to pay around 90 per cent of eligible claims by the end of December, amounting to over £330m to over 18,000 producers.   

Northern Ireland is also aiming for a fast start. Agriculture Minister Michelle Gildernew said 70 per cent of farmers would receive a full payment by December 14, with nearly 80 per cent paid by Christmas and 83 per cent by New Year.   

The payments will come as a huge relief to farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland whose incomes were hit by this year's various crises.   

But for farmers in England, there is no indication of when money will arrive. The Rural Payments Agency's target is to make 75 per cent of full payments by the end of March 2008 and 90 per cent by end of May.   

Even if these goals were achieved, over 25,000 farmers would still be waiting for their money in April.   

An RPA spokesman said `at this stage' it had no intention of making partial payments, as this would `undermine our efforts to meet these targets'. It is making no predictions about when payments will start. "As we said this time last year, we are not committing to a particular start date but we are committed to meeting our targets. The agency, with Defra's full support, is working towards making more full payments to more farmers earlier than last year," the spokesman said.   

The Single Payment window is open from December 1 to June 30.   

COUNTRY VIEW: Never lose sight of where your pigs are ultimately going   
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In the second part of our smallholder feature on rearing pigs for meat, CLEMMIE GLEESON discusses things to consider from the arrival of your first pigs through to organising slaughter and butchering, and the delights of home-produced pork.   

Rearing pigs   

For most smallholders the arrival of your first weaners is a momentous occasion and usually the start of a life-long passion for pigs, but in all the excitement do not forget your paperwork.   

This was covered two weeks ago but, to summarise, you will need to take a movement form with you when you collect your pigs. The breeder will need to fill in some information as will you, and you have the responsibility to return the relevant page to the trading standards department of your county council.   

If the pigs arrive at their new home late in the day you may decide to put them straight into the ark and put a barrier (a bale or two maybe) across the doorway to keep them in until morning. Otherwise in their unfamiliar surroundings the youngsters may not know where to put themselves to bed and end up spending the night outside.   

From the start it is important to keep in mind what the plan for the pigs is, ie taking them to slaughter. Not just in terms of not becoming too sentimental about them, but also to prepare them for another journey in the trailer.   

Training them to follow a bucket is very simple and some pig keepers practice loading them onto the trailer as they get bigger. Some pigs will load very happily without too much persuasion, but others can be very suspicious of stepping outside the familiarity of their pen.   

If you want to avoid potential problems it is best to be prepared. It will make it less stressful for both you and the pigs. Developing a good relationship with the pigs is also, of course, helpful if they should have any medical problems or anything else requiring attention from you or a vet.   

Some smallholders name their pigs but many believe that given the pigs' final destiny it is generally better not to do so as it makes parting with them more difficult, particularly if there are children in the family. Having said that, children are often more matter of fact about rearing animals for meat than adults. However, this does not mean that you should not enjoy paying them some attention and fuss - pigs love to have their backs scratched and to be hosed down in the warmer months.   

When it comes to feeding traditional breeds of pig, the key is to avoid over-feeding. Traditional breeds are prone to get very fat if they are overfed (some more than others) so it is best to take advice from wherever you buy your weaners as they will no doubt be experienced in their particular breed or breeds.   

It is worth finding out in advance what the weaners are being fed before you collect them so you can arrange to have a bag or two ready at home and continue feeding them what they are familiar with. The breeder may even be able to sell you a bag or two. Some believe that a typical finisher pellet is too high in protein for a traditional breed and therefore choose to feed a sow pellet, which has a lower protein content.   

Your pigs will enjoy waste vegetables and fruit from your holding (and their meat will benefit too) or from a local greengrocer if you can make friends with yours. Remember that it is illegal to feed any waste food from your kitchen.   

It is difficult to know when your pigs are ready for slaughter if you have no previous experience, but general rule of thumb is that for pork traditional breeds are ready at around six months of age. Again, take advice from the breeder as they will know the best age for their particular breed. Most people wait too long with their first lot, maybe because they are dreading the pigs going, or because they think that more time equals more meat, but during those extra couple of months the pigs are likely to lay down more fat.   

As butchery is generally charged per kg you will see that it is better to send them sooner next time.   

Contact your local abattoir(s) well in advance. Some big operations may not take private kills of just a couple of pigs and others may have restrictions on it. It is helpful to know in advance what the policy is for the abattoir you would like to use and which day of the week they take pigs. Also find out whether you need to book and, if so, how far in advance so that you can be as organised as possible.   

In most cases they will deliver the pigs to a butcher of your choice within their usual rounds if they don't offer butchery service themselves. If your closest abattoir is several miles away it may be worth finding out if they deliver to your local butcher as it will mean less travelling for you and fewer food miles. Charges for slaughter and butchery vary, but as a guide expect to pay around £15 per pig for slaughter and around 65p per kg for cutting. Sausages will cost more - around 85p per kg.   

Talk to your butcher if you have particular requirements of how you want the carcases to be butchered. They are generally more than happy to talk you through the options and do it how you want. They will usually supply the pork already frozen (specify if you want to collect it fresh) with each package of joints or chops labelled. If you want half or quarter pigs kept separate then make sure you request it. Butchery is a skilled job, but it helps to have a basic understanding of the different cuts when you discuss your needs with the butcher.   

When the time comes to take the pigs to the abattoir allow plenty of time for loading them onto the trailer - particularly if you have not been able to practice loading them.   

You will need to ear tag or slap mark your pigs with your herd number. Ear tags and the appropriate implement to apply them are less of a financial outlay so may make sense if you only have a very small number of pigs.   

It is probably best to apply the tags when the pigs are eating and are distracted. Aim to apply the ear tag in a single confident action following the manufacturer's instructions.   

The pigs may shake their heads immediately afterwards or they may not even notice what you have done. Do double check that the tags are still attached before you set off to the abattoir, as the pigs will not be accepted without them.   

Allow plenty of time to get to the abattoir for your appointed time (if you have one) and remember to take any directions you need, plus your movement form. You will need to complete part of the form ready for the abattoir to fill in their section. Abattoirs are generally designed for large lorries to deliver livestock so turning space is not usually a problem, but if you are not confident reversing your trailer then you should invest some time in practising as you will need to back up to the unloading area.   

There will be someone to help you unload the pigs and once they are off they will lead them up the race to the holding pen for you (using boards behind them).   

Saying `goodbye' to your first pigs is difficult for many smallholders. Most people agree that pigs are very appealing creatures and it is easy to become very fond of them, but it is important to remember your reasons for having them in the first place and that your pigs have had a good life with you on your holding.   

Collecting your meat from the butchers is a celebration of that, and you should really enjoy finding ways to use all the cuts and joints you bring home. Do not underestimate how much meat you will get back and therefore how much freezer space you will need. You may need to invest in a chest freezer if you do not have one (or enough space in one).   

Previously unpopular cuts such as belly have enjoyed something of a renaissance in recent years and recipe ideas are endless, particularly if you have access to the internet.   

Take the opportunity of asking your butcher his thoughts on the carcases. He will no doubt say they are `very fat' compared to the lean commercial pigs he is used to dealing with, but his advice may affect how you rear you next pigs. You may decide to trim the pork chops (if the butcher has not done so already) but many people swear by a bit of extra fat which bastes the meat during cooking and really adds to the taste.   

Further information...   

Rural Payments Agency (for holding number) 0845 603 7777.   

Defra Livestock Identification Helpline 0845 050 9876.   

Contact details for your local Animal Health Office can be found at   www.defra.gov.uk/animalhealth/about-us/   contact-us/animal-health- offices.htm.   

Contact details for manufacturers of slap-markers and ear-tags   www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/id-move/pigs/slapmark  _ makers.htm.   

For information about selling meat contact your local Environmental Health Office.   

To a commercial pig farmer loading and unloading pigs is a straight forward task, but a first time pig-keeper could practice loading their pigs in preparation for the trip to the abattoir.   

SPS payments for Wales and Scotland - England to wait   
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THE vast majority farmers in Scotland and Wales will receive their Single Payments on Monday, December 3, the first day that payment is possible.   

Farmers in England, however, face another period of uncertainty over the timing of their payments, with a quarter of them unlikely to receive a penny by April.   

The 2007 scheme payment window opens tomorrow. Ministers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland this week issued statements outlining payment plans.   

Welsh Assembly Rural Affairs Minister Elin Jones said 75 per cent of Welsh farmers would receive their payments in full, totalling £141million, on Monday.   

She said Welsh Assembly Government officials were working hard to issue full payments to as many of the remaining farmers as possible before Christmas.   

Scottish Rural Affairs Minister Richard Lochhead said more than 65 per cent of eligible claims in Scotland would be paid in full on Monday.   

The Scottish Government expects to pay around 90 per cent of claims by the end of December, amounting to over £330m to over 18,000 producers.   

Northern Ireland Agriculture Minister Michelle Gildernew said 70 per cent of farmers would receive a full payment by December 14, with nearly 80 per cent paid by Christmas and 83 per cent by New Year.   

In each case, this year will mark an improvement on last year's performance. Defra and the Rural PAyments Agency said the agency was also `working towards making more full payments to more farmers earlier than last year'.   

But the RPA is making no predictions about when payments will start. Its target is to make 75 per cent in value of full payments by end of March 2008, the same proportion of payments in four months that Wales will make in one day. It hopes to make 90 per cent of payments by end of May.   

Even if these goals were achieved, over 25,000 farmers in England would still be waiting for their money in April.   

An agency spokesman said `at this stage' it had no intention of making partial payments, as this would undermine its efforts to reach those targets.   

National Farmers' Union SPS spokesman Richard Wordsworth said the union, the Tenant Farmers' Association and Country Land and Business Association, which had lobbied jointly for part payments, were `disappointed' their request had been rejected.   

He said partial payments had helped relieve serious cash-flow problems in the past two years and without them some farmers `at the end of the tail' faced a very long wait to be paid.   

Most other EU countries have now got to grips with the scheme as it enters its third payment run. Yet the RPA is still struggling to cope with the legacy of the disastrous 2005 scheme. Some farmers are still waiting for 2005 scheme payments and the RPA is still paying interest on 2005 payments that arrived after the June 30 deadline.   

It is also yet to fully communicate to claimants the corrections that have been made to 2005 and 2006 payments, said Mr Wordsworth.   

By Alistair Driver   

RPA a modern Tower of Babel   
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- Farmers underpaid on their single farm payments can expect to receive the necessary top-up payments as their cases come to light, according to the Rural Payments Agency (News, 2 November).   

I had penalties and deductions on my 2005 SFP of £5250 and, after ringing the RPA line manager, she allocated me a case officer who sorted the problem out in 24 hours and accepted that I had been wrongly penalised. Six months later I am still waiting for my money.   

So much for dealing with farmers "as their cases come to light". We are dealing with a modern Tower of Babel.   

Richard Hancock   

Sudcott Park, Week St Mary, Devon   

Suspend levies until prices rise   
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- It is time the leaders of our industry put some hard facts before this government.   

Farmers Weekly recently carried an article about the Competition Commission finding abuse of suppliers as part its grocery sector investigation (News, 2 November). Does it not seem a little odd that red meat producers are having to fund promotion by law when the retail price of lamb has not followed the catastrophic collapse to the producer   

Levies should be suspended until the farm price of lamb reaches 250p/kg. The way to sell lamb is to reduce the retail price not provide supermarkets with free advertising.   

In the same issue of FW there were incomprehensible statements from the DEFRA secretary about a disease levy and several pages later an advertisement from the Rural Payments Agency saying that from January 2009 there will be no compensation for Older Cattle Disposal Scheme.   

Any regulation on disease levy should be very strict, it should be voluntary and each farm should have a risk assessment. The consequential losses from two foot-and-mouth years and BSE for 11 years, would not be compensated for those who have not had the disease.   

David Bolam   

Cross Lanes Farm, Garriston, North Yorkshire   

Defra consults on proposed merger of PSD and HSE   
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DEFRA has published a consultation on proposals to merge the Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD) with the Health and Safety Executive (HSE).   

PSD controls and monitors the use of pesticides in the UK.   

The proposals follow recommendations made by the 2005 Hampton Review, which aimed to reduce the administrative burden of regulation on businesses.   

The Hampton Review recommended 31 national regulatory bodies, of which PSD was one, be consolidated into seven thematic regulators.   

These included HSE, the Environment Agency, the Rural Payments Agency, Natural England and the Food Standards Agency.   

Of the thematic regulators identified in the report, Defra considered the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), to be the most appropriate strategic fit for PSD.   

Hampton also recommended consolidation of the Plant Variety Rights Office and Seeds Division and the Plant Health and Seeds Inspectorate.   

While it was recognised by the review that there might be potential benefits associated with the creation of a Regulatory Science Agency (RSA) from these organisations, together with the Plant Health Division and the Central Science Laboratory, ministers concluded the RSA was not an option for PSD's future.   

Defra believes merging PSD with HSE would take advantage of regulatory science and technical policy synergies between the two organisations.   

The proposals would allow PSD to retain its distinct identity within a single UK chemical regulator for pesticides, biocides, chemicals and detergents. Strategic policy responsibility for pesticides would remain with Defra.   

More details of the consultation can be found at   www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/psd-future/index.htm  .   

The consultation closes on January 14, 2008.   

Beet still in the ground   
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Mark Ireland farms with his father and brother at Grange Farm, North Rauceby, Lincolnshire. Sugar beet and barley are the core crops on the 1004ha (2481 acre) heathland unit   

Z If ever I needed to know why we still have two businesses with outstanding 2005 SPS payments, the recent Growers' Initiative run by the Rural Payments Agency highlighted it for me.   

It beggars belief that a government agency can induce confusion into asimple application andshow such an alarming lack of knowledge on the issue it is promoting.   

Whether there is a belief that the British Sugar application will be successful and "trump" the initiative is no excuse, and once again the RPA should be ashamed at its performance and customer relations.   

As for this year's crop we have lifted little so far, initially down to our own decision to try to increase yield, but latterly because Newark factory has only been working at a little over 50% capacity for three weeks.   

I know breakdowns cannot be avoided but this one has been particularly severe, not only to British Sugar but to those trying to support a sector looking increasingly fragile as time moves on.   

I wonder whether we have seen the best prices for 2008 harvest come and go already With the very accommodating autumn there seems to be a thirst to continue establishing wheat.   

Rightly or wrongly we have switched away from wheat and further increased our area of winter barley. I think this will be less prone to a possible downward drift in prices and on average costs us £50/ha less in variable costs.   

The 5 November is the signal for local people to find a field and let off their armoury of fireworks leaving us with waste to dispose of. Is it cardboard, paper or hazardousI asked myself before the house wheelie-bin came to the rescue.   

mark.ireland@farming.co.uk   

COUNTRY VIEW: Preparation will make job easier once unit is running   
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In the first of our two-part smallholder feature on the joys of rearing pigs for meat CLEMMIE GLEESON discusses what is needed before your first porkers arrive.   

Rearing pigs   

Keeping pigs is often the next step for someone new to smallholding once they have got their confidence with chickens and other poultry.   

Although rearing pigs for meat is really quite simple, there are lots of things to consider and organise before taking the plunge and buying your first porkers.   

Firstly, they will need a safe and secure pen and shelter. The ideal in terms of fencing is wooden posts and wire sheep netting accompanied by a strand or two of electrified wire on the inside to discourage the occupants from rooting under the fence.   

Some smallholders keep their pigs in with just electric fencing - this generally isn't recommended for weaners at the start (particularly if the area beyond the pig pen is not secure) but could be an option if you wanted a second pen once they are a bit bigger and have proven to be respectful of the electric wire.   

The general advice for housing is that whatever you choose should be strong, solid and weatherproof so that it will withstand whatever your pigs, or the British climate, throw at it. Pigs love to scratch and after a few months of good living on your holding will be big, and strong, enough to demolish anything that is not up to the job.   

Some smallholders try to construct their own pig house with bales of straw, stakes and some sort of roofing material on top - but while this may work with small weaners, larger pigs are likely to make light work of such a structure.   

Ideally it is best to start with something that will suit them all the way through to finishing weight. This could still be home-made if you possess basic carpentry skills and sufficient time and patience, or an alternative is to buy a ready-made ark or pig hut.   

Second-hand arks are often very much in demand but you may be lucky enough to find one from someone going out of pigs. Another option is to use a garden shed and give it some strong re-enforcements but this would obviously only be suitable for a couple of pigs.   

Alternatively, many companies offer custom-made arks for the smallholder. They usually have a selection with different shapes and sizes depending on your needs and preferences and vary widely in price. Some are more portable than others with skids or handles for lifting by hand or tractor while others are not really designed to be moved around and can be incredibly heavy.   

What you choose will depend on your circumstances, but if you do go for something that is not easy to manoeuvre, do remember to put it in place before the fencing goes up.   

Little other equipment is required to keep pigs, although, obviously, a suitably sized water container is essential. Remember that once the pigs are big and strong they can be very `playful' and plastic buckets will not last long. A low, galvanised trough is ideal, and once filled with water should be heavy enough to prevent the occupants from turning it over.   

You can use something similar for feed, but the black rubber `skips', often used for horses, are cheaper, virtually indestructible and ideal for a couple of pigs. Some small-scale pig-keepers choose instead to scatter the feed in the pen so that the pigs take longer to feed. They will enjoy rooting out every last pellet so do not worry about anything going to waste.   

Other equipment you will need includes a supply of ear tags (marked with your herd number) and the appropriate pliers for applying the tags, or a `slapmarker'. This will be covered in part two next week.   

You will, of course, also need access to a livestock or horse trailer for collecting your weaners and for their final journey.   

For anyone not used to the paperwork and legal requirements of keeping livestock this aspect can be very daunting. Do not be put off - the legal side of things can seem complicated at first but is simple enough to grasp, especially when you only have a few pigs and movements to and from your holding are few.   

If you do not already have a holding number, you need this before you get your first pigs. To get a holding number, telephone the Rural Payments Agency. They will take your details, give you your holding number over the phone and then send you confirmation in writing.   

Pig movements usually take place under a `General Licence', which sets out the conditions for movement. You can get a copy from the Defra website or from your local Animal Health Office. When you collect your pigs (and whenever you move them off your holding in the future) they must be accompanied by a movement form (available from your Animal Health Office).   

The movement form is simple enough to fill in - the breeder (or whoever you buy the weaners from) needs to complete the section for the `departing address'. Whoever is transporting the pigs then completes section B and once they arrive at your holding you need to complete the final section.   

The white copy should then be sent to your local Trading Standards office within three days of the movement; you keep the pink copy (and blue if you were the transporter) for at least six months while the yellow copy should be left with the destination address.   

Another legal requirement you must bear in mind is that when pigs move onto your holding they trigger a 20-day standstill on any pigs already at the holding, and a six-day standstill for any cattle, sheep or goats.   

All movements should also be summarised in a movement book which records dates of movements, slapmark or ear tag number of the pig, number of pigs, the holding number from which they were moved and the holding number where they were moved to. You should update this record within 36 hours of the movement and record the maximum number of pigs present on the holding once a year. This record needs to be kept for six years after you stop keeping pigs and should be made available to the local authorities should they request it.   

Once your first pigs are on your holding you must register them with your local Animal Health Office and they will give you a herd number (usually one or two letters followed by four numbers).   

The piglets should be ear tagged or marked with a temporary paintmark with the herd number on which they were born when you move them to your holding. When they go to slaughter you will need to tag them again or double slap-mark them with your herd number - this will be covered in part two (next week).   

Once your `shopping list' is fulfilled and you understand the legal requirements, you are ready to get your first pigs. What breed you choose will be largely determined by availability and personal preference, but it is useful to do some reading up and/or ask other local pig-keepers for their thoughts too. Most smallholders favour a traditional British breed which are ideally suited to an outdoor life. They are slower growing than their modern counterparts and will produce more fat, but the variety of colours and being part of preserving a rare breed often appeals to the smallholder. These breeds are also more readily available to buy in small numbers.   

There are eight breeds on the Rare Breeds Survival Trust `watch list'. The British Lop and Middle White which are considered `endangered'; Large Black, Tamworth, Welsh and Berkshire which are classed as `vulnerable'; British Saddleback (`at risk') and Gloucester Old Spots (`minority').   

The usual age to buy young pigs to rear for meat is eight to 10 weeks old. For a pure breed weaner expect to pay in the region of £30 to £40 although this may vary regionally. Offspring of show pigs are also likely to be more expensive.   

Finding weaners can be a challenge. Keep an eye out in the classified section of  Farmers Guardian but another useful approach can be to make contact with other pig keepers by joining a local smallholders group. Weaners and breeding stock are often advertised on such groups' websites, through their newsletters or magazines or simply by word of mouth amongst members.   

Another source is the breed societies who may offer advertising to their members on their websites or through newsletters (see the RBST website   www.rbst.org.uk   for links to breed societies or look them up with an online search engine).   

Another way to make contacts with breeders is through local and county shows. Some exhibitors advertise stock for sale via boards on their pens at shows, or will give a telephone number for future enquiries, or put you in touch with someone else who can help.   

Breeders are usually more than happy to advise you and answer any questions as most are very passionate about pigs.   

It will not be long before you share that passion.   

Further Information...   

Rural Payments Agency (for holding number) 0845 603 7777.   

Defra Livestock Identification Helpline 0845 050 9876.   

Contact details for you local Animal Health Office can be found at   www.defra.gov.uk/animalhealth/about-us/contact-us/animal-health  - offices.htm.   

Contact details for manufacturers of slap-markers and ear-tags   www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/id-move/pigs/slapmark  _ makers.htm.   

For information about selling meat contact your local Environmental Health Office.   

TRADITIONAL BREEDS   

Gloucester Old Spots   

A large breed, white in colour with at least one distinct black spot. The oldest spotted pedigree breed in the world, the GOS is placid and easily managed according to the breed society. It is an ideal outdoor breed and makes excellent pork and bacon.   

Tamworth   

The only native pig breed that is red in colour, the Tamworth is suited to both pork and bacon production. It is an active breed ideal for rearing outside and is resistant to sunburn.   

Large Black   

A docile lop-eared breed - Britain's only all-black breed - whose skin pigmentation helps to resist sunburn. An efficient converter of food to meat. The Large Black originates from the Old English Hog of the 16th and 17th centuries and until the late 1880s there were two types within the breed - one found in East Anglia and the other in Devon. They amalgamated after the formation of the breed society in 1889.   

Saddleback   

Formed in the 1960s by the amalgamation of the Essex and Wessex breeds, the Saddleback is a large lop-eared breed with a white band across the saddle and around the legs and shoulders. It may also have white hind feet and tail tip and white on the snout. It is a hardy pig that thrives in an outdoor system, with a large proportion of black skin it is resistant to sunburn. According to the British Saddleback Breeder's Club its meat is `robustly excellent, succulent, flavoursome and with crackling to die for'.   

Berkshire   

Originating from the Thames Valley the Berkshire pig is primarily black in colour, but the carcase dresses out completely white. It is a medium- small pig and is early finishing and produces ration of lean meat to fat. The meat is noted for its texture and flavour. Again, a hardy pig well-suited to rearing outside.   

Payment fiasco set to continue
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Producers face another gruelling year dealing with the Rural Payments Agency, an exclusive on-line poll carried out by Farmers Weekly suggests.

With the window for 2007 Single Farm Payments due to open on 1 December, some 94% of respondents to an FWi poll said they had not received a statement from the agency detailing their definitive entitlement for 2006.

The agency is understood to be preparing to dispatch definitive statements confirming the exact amount of money to which individual farmers were entitled under the 2006 Single Payment Scheme. They will be sent out over the coming weeks.

As many as 24,000 farmers believe they have received an incorrect single farm payment, according to the NFU. In addition, some 6500 farmers who transferred entitlements before April 2006 are still waiting for a definitive statement.

NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth said: "Some amounts are wrong, but others might not be. Not everyone is going to like what they see - they might end up owing the agency money because their entitlement has been recalculated."

Entitlements were being recalculated in the shadow of the 2007 payment window. Unless 2005 and 2006 entitlements were accurate, the 2007 entitlement would also be incorrect, said Mr Wordsworth.

"Farmers are receiving money - which is helpful. But they need the confidence that the agency is working to the correct figures."

An agency spokesman said farmers who believed they had received an incorrect statement should follow advice outlined on the agency's website at www.rpa.gov.uk.

in brief...   
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DEFRA spends £1bn on consultants   

- DEFRA has spent £1.1bn on management consultants in the past five years, according to a written answer to a parliamentary question tabled by the Conservatives.   

Departmental spending on consultants more than doubled from £140m in 2002/03 to £290m in 2006/07.   

Spending on information technology specialists and communications experts spiralled from £45m in 2002/03 to almost £163m last year following the fiasco at the Rural Payments Agency.   

CAP reform hits farm machinery policies   

Farming Sunday will be broadcast this Sunday (4 November) at noon on Horse and Country TV, Sky Channel 280.   

Johnathan Tipples, vice chairman of Assured Food Standards, is interviewed on the role of farm assurance.   

The programme also considers how new pea and bean varieties can help improve rotations and how the impact of reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy is affecting machinery choice.   

- Catch the programme again on FWi from Monday (5 November)   

FUW slams RSPCA bias   

- Farmers' Union of Wales president Gareth Vaughan has accused the Charity Commission of impotence and failing in its duties to the general public in relation to the RSPCA's ongoing badger campaign.   

Mr Vaughan has written to the attorney-general and the chair of the Charity Commission regarding the issue, accusing the Commission of having "consistently, and over a prolonged period, utterly failed in its duty to the general public to provide the best possible regulation of charities to increase public confidence and trust in them".   

Correction   

- The area of land potentially affected by the Discovering Lost Ways project is 44,000 ha (108,722 acres), not as reported in the article on page 6 of the 19 October issue. Farmers Weekly would like to apologise for any confusion this may have caused.   

SFP overpayments to farmers will be recovered 'sensitively'   

By Johann Tasker   
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Farmers whose Single Farm Payment was more than it should have been will be asked to repay the money within weeks, the Rural Payments Agency has warned.   

Although an exact date has yet to be announced, the start of the process of collecting overpayments was imminent, said an agency spokeswoman. But the agency would not be pursuing repayment if the overpaid amount was less than £70, she added.   

European Commission regulations required that overpayments of public funds of more than E100 (£70) must be reclaimed, said the spokeswoman. The agency would therefore not be seeking any repayments below that level.   

"In light of any possible inconvenience an overpayment may have caused customers, the RPA will handle all overpayments in a sensitive and flexible way, with a range of options being made available."   

Asked whether farmers would be able to repay money in instalments, the spokeswoman declined to comment. Each farm would be dealt with on a sympathetic case-by-case basis to find the most appropriate repayment option.   

Farmers who had been underpaid could expect to receive the necessary top-up payments as their cases come to light, the spokeswoman added. Claimants are advised to contact the agency if they feel they are entitled to more money.   

"Where appropriate, interest will be paid separately. Customers will then receive a remittance notification and where possible, an updated payment statement advising them of their payment."   

As of 24 October, there were 352 claims where processing has not yet been completed for 2006. Agency officials were urgently seeking to resolve any outstanding issues, said the spokeswoman.   

Meanwhile, the agency is working to validate and process as many 2007 claims as quickly as possible with the aim of making full payments where possible once the new payment window, which opens on 1 December, is reached.   

But one in four farmers can expect a wait of at least four months before receiving their money. This is because agency's target is to make only 75% of all payments by 31 March 2008 and the payment window runs to 30 June.   

fwnews@rbi.co.uk   

Farmers overpaid by more than £70 will soon be asked to pay it back.   

RPA delivers bulk of FMD Hill Farm Allowance payments   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has paid the bulk of the £8.5m of payments to English hill farmers as part of the foot-and-mouth disease package of measures announced by the Secretary of State in early October.   

Payments are being made to all 9,300 individuals who are eligible for payments under the Hill Farm Allowance Scheme for 2007 - equivalent to 32 per cent of their individual HFA 2007 payment.   

To date, £7.4million has been paid and the RPA is aiming to complete all payments, including those to farmers whose HFA 2007 payment has not yet been finalised, by the end of December.   

All eligible claimants of HFA 2007 will receive their foot-and-mouth Hill Farm payment automatically and any individual who has not received any HFA 2007 payment yet will receive the foot-and-mouth payment at the same time.   

Red tape is just a joke   

492 words

Publication date: 26 October 2007

Source: Farmers Weekly

(c) Copyright 2007.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.   

Red tape is just a joke   

This hoax letter to DEFRA has been doing the rounds on the internet for a few months. Regular computer users may have already seen it, but if you haven't, we hope it raises a smile. Thanks to Julia Feakes for sending it in.   

Dear Secretary of State   

My friend, who is in farming at the moment, recently received a cheque for £3000 from the Rural Payments Agency for not rearing pigs. I would now like to join the "not rearing pigs" business. In your opinion, what is the best kind of farm not to rear pigs on, and which is the best breed of pigs not to rear   

I want to be sure I approach this endeavour in keeping with all government policies, as dictated by the EU under the Common Agricultural Policy. I would prefer not to rear bacon pigs, but if this is not the type you want not rearing, I will just as gladly not rear porkers. Are there any advantages in not rearing rare breeds such as Saddlebacks or Gloucester Old Spots, or are there too many people already not rearing these   

As I see it, the hardest part of this programme will be keeping an accurate record of how many pigs I haven't reared. Are there any government or local authority courses on this My friend is very satisfied with this business. He has been rearing pigs for 40 years or so, and the best he ever made on them was £1422 in 1968, that is until this year, when he received a cheque for not rearing any.   

If I get £3000 for not rearing 50 pigs, will I get £6000 for not rearing 100 I plan to operate on a small scale at first, holding myself down to about 4000 pigs not raised, which will mean about £240,000 for the first year. As I become more expert in not rearing pigs, I plan to be more ambitious, perhaps increasing to, say, 40,000 pigs not reared in my second year, for which I should expect about £2.4m from your department. Incidentally, I wonder if I would be eligible to receive tradable carbon credits for all these pigs not producing harmful and polluting methane gases   

Another point. These pigs that I plan not to rear will not eat 2000t of cereals. I understand that you also pay farmers for not growing crops. Will I qualify for payments for not growing cereals to not feed the pigs I don't rear I am also considering the "not milking cows" business, so please send any information you have on that, too.   

In view of the above you will realise that I will be totally unemployed, and will, therefore, qualify for unemployment benefits. I shall, of course, be voting for your party at the next general election.   

New DEFRA initiative is slammed as a non-starter   
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</a>British Sugar and the NFU are united in anger over DEFRA</a>'</a>s plans to launch a "grower initiative"</a> to remove quota.</a></a></a>Philip Clarke </a>reports</a>   

What is the grower initiative   

The grower initiative is effectively an "outgoers' scheme" intended to remove up to 10% of the country's sugar production. Growers will receive an offer from the Rural Payments Agency at the end of October to surrender their tonnage, on a "first come, first served" basis.   

What will it pay   

NFU sugar board chairman John Hoyles reckons it could be worth about £27-£28/t of beet relinquished. For growers who bought tonnage last year for £2-£3/t, the opportunity to give it up at 10 times that amount looks like a no-brainer.   

why is the grower initiative a waste of time   

The EU regulation makes it clear that, if the processor in any member state gives up more than the tonnage offered by growers, then the grower initiative is declared null and void. To encourage processors to do just that, the EU Commission is waiving the restructuring levy on sugar quota relinquished, up to 13.5%. British Sugar has indicated it intends to surrender 13.5% of its quota.   

Why is DEFRA bothering with the grower initiative, then   

DEFRA claims it is obliged to run the initiative by EU law, and says it is a necessary insurance, in case the British Sugar application fails to win approval. British Sugar and the NFU say this is "farcical". Their view is that there is no legal requirement to run a grower initiative.   

Is British Sugar's application to surrender 13.5% likely to fail   

British Sugar agriculture and operations director Karl Carter says he has been in detailed discussions with DEFRA for weeks to make sure the restructuring plan dots all the i's and crosses all the t's. There has been no indication that DEFRA has any problems with it.   

How will the scheme operate   

British Sugar and the NFU have agreed that cuts will be applied evenly across all contracts. Mr Carter says these have already been factored in to 2008 contracts, so growers won't notice the difference.   

Will growers be compensated for the 13.5% cut   

Yes, the same level of compensation will be available to growers from the British Sugar cuts as they would get under the grower initiative (about £28/t). But there is a fundamental difference of opinion as to who will be eligible.   

The NFU's legal advice is that growers only need to have delivered a beet crop in 2007 and to have signed a 2008 contract to qualify for compensation.   

But British Sugar says compensation will only be available if the grower delivers beet in 2008 to validate the contract.   

Both agree that DEFRA needs to clarify this point urgently, as it has a big bearing on growers' planting decisions.   

Is there anything available for former York and Allscott growers   

Both the NFU and British Sugar urged DEFRA to find flexibility to divert some of the EU restructuring money to York and Allscott growers, who lost their contracts last year. This was rejected in Brussels last week.   

Farming support sparks response   
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Farmers' verdict on DEFRA's support package for the livestock industry is that it is too little, too late. Here are some extracts from our online discussion forums   

I am in the south east (Kent) and I just think we are being totally ignored here. All my non-farming friends don't realise we can't move out of the area. They think everything is back to normal. I feel like one tiny voice crying out for help. Surely there is something we can do to make people realise the situation we are stuck in"   

Heather   

- "The minister's statement made no mention of those of us locked down in the south east by foot-and-mouth and/or bluetongue restrictions with local markets unable to open for trade. Although I did note we might be able to use more nitrogen (if we can afford to purchase it) and the Rural Payments Agency will be more lenient towards us with regards to breaches..."   

Stockslave   

- "The minister's support package includes £2m for promotion of pork, beef and lamb. That'll keep the chief executives of the meat levy boards in their salaries until April 2008. I can think of far better organisations or individual people who could have really made a difference with that amount or even half or a third of £2m."   

Darling   

- "One cannot disagree with Scotland's welfare scheme in essence, however there remains the question as to why, rather than incineration, the lambs could not be used to provide some form of food for people. Given the weight and condition of the lambs, at the very least we ought to be able to process the legs and shoulders into some kind of burger or sausage."   

Peter Wells   

- "Hill farmers and farmers in the control zone, as far as I can see, will be getting compensation as it were but for those farmers living further away from the control zones which will have been affected don't seem to be getting any kind of compensation. I just don't think it's fair that only the farmers in the control zones will be getting compensation."   

Farmer chic   

FGBusiness: Exchange rate favours SPS   
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SINGLE Payment Scheme claimants can expect an increase of 2.82 per cent in payment compared with last year.   

This is because of a more favourable exchange rate which the Rural Payments Agency has announced as £0.69680 to the euro.   

That rate is the last one set by the European Central Bank in September - the nearest working day to September 30. As September 30 this year falls on a Sunday, the pound/euro exchange rate of September 28 has been used.   

The exchange rate set for 2006 payments was £0.67770.   

Farming unions have raised the importance, in the light of current animal health issues, of timely payments with respective governments.   

Hopes: Increase in students reflects industry's optimism   
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College Farm Focus participant Askham Bryan has a new principal, who believes farming has a strong medium-term future. Kevin Kendall reports   

Liz Philip is the new principal of Askham Bryan College, succeeding Prof Gareth Rees, who has retired due to ill health after five years in the post.   

A farmer's daughter from Doncaster who trained in agricultural business studies, Mrs Philip has over 20 years' experience in the education sector. She arrives at Askham Bryan with high hopes - despite the latest foot-and-mouth outbreak.   

"There is growing confidence in the agricultural industry and the rapidly growing biofuel market will keep farm commodity prices high over the next decade.   

"Even without this, drought and low stocks will keep prices high. They are likely to rise by 20-50% by 2016," she predicts.   

That optimism is reflected in student numbers, Askham Bryan seeing the largest intake of agricultural students for 10 years this autumn.   

"There is also a growing understanding that the countryside is for everybody and land managers are taking the opportunities this offers," Mrs Philip continues.   

"The countryside is not just about farming, but for extended uses in leisure and pleasure, which the rural community must grasp.   

"The farming industry has also moved from back door potato, egg and milk sales to businesses using initiative and innovation to identify opportunities and turn them into commercial enterprises.   

"The public are increasingly recognising the value and quality of British Food and are prepared to pay for it."   

Young people entering the industry need to be aware of the strategic direction of the UK government and the effect of EU policies and big international players such as China and Brazil, says Mrs Philip, who maintains a private interest in farming with a small flock of Mule/Texel cross ewes where she lives at Huggate on the Yorkshire Wolds.   

Meanwhile, the college, since taking over the University of Leeds Farm, now farms about 400ha (1000 acres) including a substantial dairy herd, beef, sheep, maize, cereals and roots.   

"We need to demonstrate to our young people that there is a good future in agriculture and the rural industries and the college has a role in providing the science, technology, business and practical skills to prepare people for work in agriculture, equestrian, horticulture, land and countryside management, or wherever the opportunities lie."   

farm manager's jottings duncan branch   

- The summer has been frenetic for myself and the farm staff. The single occurrence causing the most anxiety has been foot-and-mouth. In August I imposed full biosecurity measures on the farm, only to be threatened with prosecution by the local council for putting tape across the footpaths. Naturally I removed the obstructions.   

Now we have another outbreak and a new movement ban. Let's hope it can be resolved quickly.   

Harvest is all done and we were fortunate in hardly having to dry anything. Patience is of the essence, but on the best weekend of the summer, with both combines broken down, that was tested.   

The oilseed rape yielded far better than expected, averaging 4.5t/ha (1.8 t/acre). One field of Astrid did 6.42t/ha (2.6 t/acre), which is an exceptional result for the year.   

Winter wheat was variable, depending on field and variety, but on the whole, considering the summer, I am pleased with yields.   

Bullish grain prices will have a serious effect on the livestock industry, with our dairy concentrate price jumping £30/t this week. This will no doubt continue, until grain prices settle.   

The increase in milk price, which may offset the feed cost, has not yet materialised. The projected milk price seems to have already made an impact on the price of replacement heifers, which are up £200-500 per animal on the year, if you can find them.   

I was buying replacement mule gimmers at the Skipton Auction Mart last week - before the latest F&M outbreak. I saw the same vendors and stood with the same buyers, with a similar quality of good mule lambs achieving the exact same prices as 25 years ago. How long can hill farmers survive on these prices when one considers how all the business and living costs have escalated in that period of time The latest F&M restrictions just add to their problems.   

I have run our beef numbers down through the summer, by not replacing when animals have gone to slaughter. We have diminished forage stocks and I would rather put this through the dairy than feed the beef cattle.   

Once the maize silage is cut I will review the beef policy. The maize has now fully cob-formed and is looking much healthier than in the earlier summer. I anticipate it being 15% lower yielding than the past two years and anticipate harvesting during the second week of October, which will probably coincide with potato harvesting.   

The excellent autumn weather has allowed us to do all the straw baling and stacking, successful third-cut silaging and preparing most of the cereal and oilseed rape land for drilling.   

We have ploughed some of the first year wheat ground, but have largely used contractors with a 450hp Quad-trac pulling a Simba Solo one-pass implement.   

Last week the Environment Agency officials were here looking at our soil management and were pleased with this type of operation. Indeed, next week we have two courses running for EA and Rural Payments Agency employees studying soil management.   

The oilseed rape has all been drilled and rolled and also the late planted stubble turnips, which were direct-drilled into wheat stubbles. As I write this, we await the delivery of winter wheat seed and expect to be drilling within the next couple of days.   

fresh start academy   

- Yorkshire Fresh Start Academy (York Group) launched   

- Giving young people skills in running a farm business   

- Peter Garbutt co-ordinator (pgarbutt@andersonsnorthern.co.uk)   

- Training programme over 15 months   

- Monthly meetings start 7pm, Tuesday, 25 September at Askham Bryan College   

FGBusiness: OCDS cattle must be booked in by end of September   
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A further warning has been issued over the need to plan OCDS disposals to avoid losing compensation and that animals to go in the current year, must be booked by the end of this month.   

The English Beef and Lamb Executive (Eblex) is this week reminding both dairy and beef herd owners that pre-August 1996 cattle must be booked in for the final 16 months of the scheme.   

"The introduction of mandatory OCDS booking from this September means only animals pre-booked into daily slaughtering slots with licensed scheme abattoirs will be allowed to enter the scheme and be eligible for compensation. Strictly limited local capacities and an early booking deadline for the peak winter period make careful advanced planning essential," said Eblex policy adviser Mark Topliff, although he assured that there is the capacity to cope, provided the flow of cattle is carefully controlled and appropriately channelled. "Disposal options are likely to become especially limited towards the end of this year, ahead of the further 10 per cent decline in compensation rates from the coming January, and also late in 2008 before the scheme finally comes to an end.   

"Recognising this, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has set a deadline of September 30, 2007 for booking of animals to be slaughtered between October 1 to December 31, 2007.   

What is more, the EU Commission is adamant that OCDS will close at the end of 2008, after which, previously eligible cattle will become valueless and have to be disposed of as fallen stock.   

Cross compliance suspension on waterlogged soils ended   
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THE suspension of the waterlogged soils requirement under Cross Compliance (GAEC 3) - originally put in place following the wet July weather - has ended.   

However, where waterlogging remains farmers may apply for an individual exemption, to last until September 30, by calling the Rural Payments Agency on 08456 037777 or emailing csc@rpa.gsi.gov.uk. The RPA said it would aim to respond within one working day.   

Farmers will need to observe the conditions attached to any exemption, and exemptions will not be granted for ploughing or other preparation activities.   

Further information on the circumstances under which exemptions will be granted, can be found on the RPA website at:   www.rpa.gov.uk/rpa/index.nsf/0/668BFAF63760AC6A802573520053E452  . * Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker has criticised the response of the Regional Development Agencies (RDA) to the flood crisis on farms.   

The task of helping the farmers in Gloucestershire and Worcestershire had fallen to two RDAs - West Midlands and South West - and even though they were very close, they had offered very different policies.   

Lord Rooker said this was `unacceptable' and had threatened to divide neighbour against neighbour.   

"I will contact them to see if they can work in a comradely and friendly fashion. They need to be as farm friendly as possible - they are not at the moment," he said.   

In particular he criticised the move to make help, such as interest free loans, conditional on farmers using consultants put forward by the RDA.   

"These farmers do not really need consultants. They know what they want to do," he said.   

FGBusiness: New fears over OCDS scheme   
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FRESH concerns have emerged over the ability of the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme (OCDS) to cope with numbers before it closes at the end of next year.   

The suspension of the scheme from August 3-16 due to foot-and-mouth, came at a time when volumes of cattle to be entered into the scheme were starting to build, and just as the Rural Payments Agency was launching its booking-in system.   

In light of the pressures on rendering capacity, the Scottish NFU has asked Defra to look at two options - assisting abattoirs with additional storage capacity to hold slaughtered cattle until renderers are able to take them or extending the scheme into 2009.   

The union says members who want to get cattle processed through the scheme before the end of 2007, when the compensation rate drops, must be booked in with their abattoir by the end of September, but also need to give a note of the animals' ear tag numbers.   

SPS 2005 a `master-class in bad decision-making'   

121 words

Publication date: 7 September 2007

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 2

(c) 2007 CMP Information Ltd.   

DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has come in for yet more stinging criticism from MPs for their handling of the 2005 Single Payment Scheme.   

The Commons Public Accounts Committee accused the Government and the agency of `failing to adhere the basic principles of project implementation' in their haste to have scheme ready on time.   

In yet another highly critical reports into the fiasco the MPs described the handling of the scheme as a `master-class in bad decision making'.   

According to the committee, the Government sought to implement the most complex reform model - known as the dynamic hybrid - in the shortest possible time.   

* For more details visit   www.farmersguardian.com  .   

Catalogue of DEFRA disasters   
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- I find myself in New Zealand as an ex-UK farmer avidly reading Farmers Weekly at least two months late. It has been surreal reading about stories of drought at drilling, knowing that more recently the country has been dangerously washed out.   

DEFRA-bashing has always been my favourite subject and its reputation is not limited by the coastal borders of Britain. It has crossed many seas and lands to amuse the Kiwi farmers down under.   

I have just read Sarah Easton's excellent letter of 1 June, about difficulties in dealing with the Rural Payments Agency, and feel I could add one of my own which reads:   

- Decided to emigrate in January 2006   

- Sold house and farm in March 2007   

- Set up FBT on land until December 2007 to clear drilled crops   

- Set up SB9 form to authorise a land agent to deal with all Single Payment Scheme issues in my absence   

- Left UK in May 2007   

- Agent emailed me in August 2007 to say that DEFRA refused to send him any correspondence on SPS matters despite correct and present SB9 form.   

- Rang DEFRA and discovered that there is no link between SB9 form received and subsequent correspondence directly with the agent.   

In short, I discovered that the SB9 form does not actually work and I have to sort it out upside down, twelve hours wrong, six months forward and 12,000 miles away. I am not in the least bitsurprised.   

Perhaps FW should establish a DEFRA disaster column. I am sure it would make most amusing reading.   

Andrew Luddington   

63 Hartley Avenue, Christchurch, NZ   

Sacked RPA boss in receipt of £250,000 compensation   
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The civil servant who oversaw the single farm payment fiasco has received more than £250,000 since being suspended over the failure to pay farmers on time.   

Johnston McNeill, the former boss of the Rural Payments Agency who was sacked last December, told a House of Commons committee he had since received over £60,000 in compensation from the Civil Service Appeals Board.   

He also received £81,000 during the eight months he spent on full pay after being suspended in March 2006 before receiving half a year's salary of £56,000, a lump sum of £42,000 and pension worth £12,800 a year when he was dismissed.   

Mr McNeill told the Commons Public Accounts Committee: "I've had no disciplinary hearing, I've had no correspondence about what exactly it is I have done wrong and I've had no opportunity to appeal."   

Defra issues paper on Commons Registers   
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DEFRA has unveiled plans to update the Commons Registers, following complaints by farmers who face losing parts of their Single Payments because the register is 40 years out of date.   

Earlier this year, Defra and the Rural Payments Agency told farmers who graze common land that their eligibility for entitlements would be based on the 1965 local council Commons Registers.   

However, many farmers who graze on common land are not on the register due to mistakes and, in some cases, tenants are legally unable to register as they do not own the land. Some face losing parts of their entitlement altogether, while others face long delays.   

Defra has responded to complaints from farmers and MPs, led by Liberal Democrat MP, Tim Farron, chair of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Hill Farming, by setting in motion plans to update the registers.   

Defra issued a consultation paper on Tuesday (July 3), outlining proposed changes in England that will provide the `first opportunity for 40 years to correct mistaken registrations made in the 1960s'.   

The proposed changes will come into force in England in pilot areas in 2008-09, and nationally in regional stages from 2010 to 2012.   

The consultation, which runs until September 28, will consider ways to speed the process up. It considers the possibility of early implementation of provisions to deregister wrongly registered common land.   

It also contains proposals for updating the registers during an initial transitional period; for councils to move to electronic registers; and to establish a national panel of inspectors to deal with complex or controversial cases.   

Defra said changes would particularly effect local authorities, estate managers, upland farmers and rural practice solicitors.   

Copies of the consultation paper are available at   www.defra.gov.uk   or from 08459 556000, quoting PB12595.   

RPA reminds farmers about cross-compliance exemptions   
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THE Rural Payments Agency is reminding farmers of the exemptions that exist within cross-compliance rules that could help them during this spate of wet weather.   

The RPA said it recognised that some scheme claimants may want to salvage crops or take action that may conflict with meeting their cross compliance obligations.   

In particular, this applies to Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) 3 - Waterlogged Soil.   

The GAEC 3 standard requires that you must not normally carry out any mechanical field operations on an area of waterlogged soil. There are a number of exemptions from this rule, these are as follows:   

The area of waterlogged soil subject to mechanical operations is within 20 metres of a gateway or other access point and access is required to an area of land that is not waterlogged.   

The area is an established track to land that is not waterlogged.   

Mechanical operations are necessary to improve the drainage of the land or to incorporate gypsum into it following salt water intrusion.   

Mechanical operations are necessary for the safety of humans or animal welfare.   

It is essential to harvest a fruit or a crop of vegetables (excluding all varieties of potato, sugar beet, mangel, swede, turnip and fodder beet) to meet contractual deadlines, or where the quality of the produce would deteriorate if not harvested or lifted.   

Farmers may use any of the above exemptions without the need to apply to RPA.   

Claimants are reminded of the need to undertake remedial action on their soils if they have had to undertake emergency action.   

It will also be necessary to complete and update the Soil Protection Review (SPR) under the GAEC 1 Soil Management and Protection standard.   

As part of the SPR, claimants are expected to identify and acknowledge any soil issues and problems on their farm and record positive measures they currently take or will take to minimise them.   

Farmers are reminded that full details of the GAEC 3 standard, the Soil Protection Review and exemptions and derogations under cross compliance are the cross compliance handbooks.   

A cross compliance advice helpline is open from 9am to 5pm Monday to Friday on 0845 345 1302. Help is also at hand on the website   www.crosscompliance.org.uk  .   

By Alistair Driver   

RPA still poor, admits Benn   
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DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn has conceded the Rural Payments Agency is not yet performing as the government would like, despite delivering a full or partial payment to 98.2% of claimants by 30 June.   

In a statement to the House of Commons on Monday (2 July), Mr Benn reported that the RPA had succeeded in paying out 98% of the total fund for 2006 to 107,088 (98.2%) of claimants. About 2900 claimants had received a partial payment and were awaiting a balancing sum, he said. Work had also to be completed on a further 2000 claims, mainly small ones and those affected by probate.   

The minister also confirmed that those who receive a payment after 30 June would receive interest on the sum on the same basis as in 2005: The London Interbank Offer Rate (LIBOR) plus 1% on late payments over £50.   

"I am able to report that the agency has succeeded in both making the majority of payments earlier than last year, so boosting farmers' cash-flow, and meeting its formal target of making 96.14% of payments by 30 June. I am grateful to RPA staff who have worked long and hard to make this happen," Mr Benn said.   

But he added the RPA's performance still needed to improve. "There need to be further improvements in the RPA's performance, however, before it can be said that it is again providing an acceptable level of service."   

SFP targets don't go far enough, say farm leaders   
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Farm leaders say government targets for the delivery of 2007 single farm payments in England and Wales do not go far enough, and they will continue to push for December payments.   

Junior DEFRA minister Lord Rooker has asked the Rural Payments Agency to pay out 75% of the 2007 single farm payment fund by 31 March 2008 and90% by 31 May.   

But he added that this target was based on the assumption that no partial payments will be made, although this would be reconsidered in the autumn and "the target may be adjusted if necessary".   

Julie Robinson, NFU chief legal adviser, said: "The NFU is standing by its call for the government to make - as a minimum - part payments of 80% of claim value in December this year. That is not inconsistent with the minimum target set by Lord Rooker."   

George Dunn, chief executive of the Tenant Farmers Association, agreed that payments must start as early as possible in the payment window.   

Paying 75% of SPS money by value by 31 March would be a major step forward, he said, but it would require a significant ramping up of effort on the RPA's part.   

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist for the Country Land and Business Association, said the footnote which said that the targets could be adjusted meant that farmers could not rely on the dates. "This isn't a target we can bank," he said.   

Target met after delaying disputed claims   
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FOOD and Farming Minister Lord Rooker has hailed the achievement of the Rural Payments Agency in reaching its June 30 deadline target for 2006 SPS payments.   

The RPA announced last week it had managed to pay out £1.46 billion of the estimated total Single Payment Fund of £1.52bn, thereby surpassing the target of paying 96.14 per cent by the end of this month.   

By this Wednesday, the figure paid out had inched up to £1.475bn, 97 per cent of the total pot. About 2,500 claimants had not received anything.   

Nonetheless meeting its EU deadline comes as a huge boost to Defra and the RPA, which earlier this year had feared it could miss the target and incur further heavy fines from the EU.   

Lord Rooker said meeting the deadline `lifted a burden' off future finance arrangements.   

"I am not saying we have solved all the problems. But we have met our legal requirements of paying 96.14 per cent by June 30 so from that point of view I am very pleased with the RPA staff," he said. "We have improved the cash flow of farmers by getting the money out earlier this year. There is no doubt there has been an improvement on the first year but there is still more to do."   

Speaking from the Derbyshire Show on Sunday, he said it was telling that not a single farmer at the event had even raised the issue of Single Payments with him.   

However, he acknowledged the success in meeting the target had come at a cost. In order to speed up payments to reach it in the last few weeks, the RPA chose to shelve corrections to 20,000 disputed 2006 claims until after June 30.   

"There is still some way to go. We have still got to deal with the 2005 legacy and correcting those errors. We have started on 2007, which means we are dealing with three years at present," he said.   

Minister's modest 2007 RPA goals not ambitious enough   
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THE Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has been set a target of making 75 per cent of 2007 Single Payments by value by the end of March 2008 and 90 per cent by the end of May.   

The target, set by Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker, was immediately criticised by farming organisations as being too unambitious.   

The target is based on the assumption that partial payments will not be made, although Ministers will consider the issue in autumn 2007 and may adjust it in light of this.   

Responding to Tuesday's announcement, NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson said: "The NFU is standing by its call for the Government to make - as a minimum - part payments of 80 per cent of claim value in December this year. That is not inconsistent with the minimum target set by Lord Rooker.   

"While not minimising the scale of the recovery operation needed to put things right, surely the RPA can do better than 75 per cent by the end of March for 2007 claims," she said.   

Tenant Farmers' Association chief executive George Dunn said achieving a March 31 target would be a `major step forward and will require a significant ramping up of effort on the RPA's part'.   

A measure of its likely success would be whether or not it managed to complete its postponed review of 20,000 disputed SPS 2005 claims by the end of the autumn as predicted, he said.   

"However, as March 31 is four months after the opening of the payment window, when farmers elsewhere in the UK and in the wider EU will be paid, the TFA would urge the RPA to aim at starting full payments as early as possible in the payment window.   

"But if there is even a chink of concern expressed about its ability to make the targets, our view is that as soon as that emerges partial payments early in the payment window must be put in place."   

The EU regulatory target of paying 96.15 per cent of total fund value by June 30 2008 is unchanged.   

Announcing the RPA's Business Plan and Performance Targets for 2007/8, Lord Rooker also called for new measures to improve data quality and set targets for the RPA's other schemes.   

Other RPA targets include: To process and pay SPS claims within 2 per cent materiality threshold and put in place other arrangements to improve data quality: Process and pay at least 85 per cent of valid claims, by volume, for all non-SPS schemes within Ministerial guidelines: Record 98 per cent of notifications of births, deaths and movements of cattle on the Cattle Tracing System within 14 days of their receipt: Demonstrate a continually improving trend in customer satisfaction compared with the results of the February 2007 survey, and to provide training and development to enhance leadership skills to all RPA's senior staff.   

By Alistair Driver   

in brief...   
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RPA meets its target   

- The Rural Payments Agency has managed to meet its EU deadline of paying 96.14% of payments by 30 June. As FW went to press on Wednesday (20 June) the RPA had paid out a total of £1.465bn to a total of 106,032 customers. This equates to 96.4% of the total fund.   

Discover the Full Monty   

- Want to know whether those brave farmers really did do the Full Monty Either read an account of the night on p72 or find out yourself by watching our exclusive video on   www.fwi.co.uk/monty  

Visitor numbers up   

- The number of people thought to have visited a farm on Open Farm Sunday (10 June) has reached 150,000. Caroline Drummond, LEAF chief executive, said the organisation was still counting returns from the 400 farmers who took part in the event, but the figures were much higher than the original estimate of 50,000.   

JD and MF - TV special   

- This Sunday's Farming Sunday TV programme is devoted to a John Deere combine and Massey Ferguson tractor special. The first airing is at noon (24 June) on Sky Channel 181, but the programme can be seen again on Wednesday at the same time or from Monday each week by visiting   www.fwi.co.uk  .   

RPA meets its EU Single Payment target, avoiding fines   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has passed its June 30 EU Single Payment target and has thus avoided any further EU fines.   

In the week to Wednesday, June 20, the Agency paid out another £32 million, taking the running total to £1.465 billion, 96.4 per cent of the total fund of £1.5bn. The target was to reach £1.46bn, 96.14 per cent of the total sum, by the end of this month.   

An RPA spokesman said 106,032 claimants had been paid out, representing 97.3 per cent of the total of 109,000 claimants. Work is continuing to settle the remaining 3,000-odd claims as soon as possible, some of which are the more difficult ones to pay.   

ARABLE: 80pc reduction in PCN with solanum   
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CONTROLLING potato cyst nematode with the help of a trap crop is now becoming a reality, according to Paul Coleman, technical director,  Greenvale AP.

The biological controlling trap crop, solanum sisymbriffolium (DeCyst) was grown over 70 hectares last year, with provisional results from CSL (Central Science Laboratory) indicating an 80 per cent reduction in PCN.   

Stimulating the PCN to hatch, the trap crop helps destroy it before the life cycle is completed.   

"Solanum does not produce tubers and it is approved for use on set- aside land by the RPA (Rural Payments Agency)," said Mr Coleman.   

Best drilled into a fine seedbed between mid May and the end of June using a cereal or precision drill, the crop does need good weed control.   

"The natural seed can either be drilled via a precision drill at four kilograms per hectare to give 40 to 50 plants per square metre, or the seed can be bulked up to go through a standard cereal drill at 20kg per hectare, with seed costing £100/acre."   

Plants look like thistles and grow up to 4ft to 5ft tall before being destroyed by chopping and ploughing in October or November, contributing 12tonnes/hectare of green manure to fields. "The crop does not have to go in immediately in front of potatoes, it can be used anywhere in the rotation to reduce PCN on all soils, including peat or sands where fumigation is not effective."   

This year will see around 250 to 300 hectares of the trap crop in the ground on around 30 farms across the UK.   

"Most growers using the crop are targeting it at their worst fields as a management tool to reduce PCN levels.   

"Although nematicides are still needed in most cases, the trap crop does provide an alternative to Telone (dichloropropene), which may lose its Annex 1 listing in 18 months time," added Mr Coleman.   

On course to hit target   
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THE Rural Payments Agency finally appears to be on course to reach its June 30 EU Single Payment target.   

In the week to Wednesday, June 13, the agency paid out another £43million, mainly in top-up payments, taking the running total to £1.433billion, 94.2 per cent of the total fund of £1.52bn. That left it with just £28m to go to reach its target of £1.46bn, 96.14 per cent of the total pot, by the end of this month and avoid further EU fines.   

While the agency warns it still has a number of the more difficult claims to pay, this seems well within its reach.   

Recent progress has come at a cost, however. In order to clear payments in recent weeks, the agency has shelved reviews of about 20,000 disputed claims until after the deadline, meaning previous errors will remain in the system.   

There are still 3,500 claimants yet to receive anything, many of whom have claims of under E1,000, while a similar number are awaiting top- ups.   

MP attacks RPA's commons `nonsense'   
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MEMBERS of Parliament are being urged to express their concern over a decision by Defra and the Rural Payments Agency that could deny hundreds of farmers their commonland Single Payment entitlements.   

The agency is using the Commons Registration Act 1965 as the principle point of reference for entitlements on commonland. However, many farmers who graze on commonland are not on the register, with some tenants, for example, legally unable to register as they do not own the land.   

According to Liberal Democrat MP for Westmorland and Lonsdale, Tim Farron, this is denying some farmers payment for `correct amount of land' they graze and is causing `extensive delays' for others.   

Mr Farron, chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Hill Farming has expressed his concern through a parliamentary Early Day Motion, which other MPs are being encouraged to sign.   

It condemns Defra for failing to consult farmers on the change and calls for `immediate action' to address the problem.   

"It is nonsense to think that a register which is 40 years out of date could ever be an adequate guide to current land usage. "If the RPA had consulted farmers they would have discovered that the register has never been considered to be completely reliable," he said.   

Mr Farron also reported this week that Lord Rooker has, at least, given an assurance that the farming industry will be fully consulted on a replacement to the Hill Farm Allowance scheme   

In a letter to Mr Farron, the Food and Farming Minister said: `I agree completely that we cannot develop an uplands scheme without the full involvement of the farming industry. My intention remains to involve them in scheme development from an early stage, working alongside Defra and Natural England'.   

Mr Farron had written to Lord Rooker expressing his concern that, based on recent experience, a failure to engage properly with farmers could lead to further `catastrophic failures' of policy.   

"I am pleased to hear that Lord Rooker has committed to full consultation with the industry on this issue. Hopefully the replacement to the Hill Farm Allowance, due in 2010 will be fit for purpose," he said.   

RPA mapping project raises fears of new SPS chaos   
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THE Rural Payments Agency is embarking on a major re-mapping exercise, sparking fears of further Single Payment chaos from 2008.   

The agency is updating its mapping system to bring it into line with changes made to the Ordnance Survey's mapping systems.   

Currently the `foundation' of the Rural Land Register (RLR), on which all land must be mapped to qualify for SPS, is provided by an OS Mastermap from 2001.   

However, the Ordnance Survey is now working on an updated 2006 Mastermap, following an exercise to correct the accuracy of features on its maps.   

To reflect this, the agency has decided the OS Mastermap should be updated in the Rural Land Register accordingly.   

A pilot project is already underway, details of which will be presented to stakeholders later this month, although the mapping changes are not due to be made until 2008 and 2009.   

The agency says this is an `important step to achieve accuracy that will remove agency's dependency on receiving updates from farmers'.   

However, concern has been expressed by the Tenant Farmers' Association that the change could spell more trouble for the Single Payment.   

Early estimates are that about 4 per cent of the land on the Rural Land Register could require `manual intervention' which would mean changes being made to about 88,000 fields, farming stakeholders were told during a SPS stakeholder meeting.   

TFA chief executive George Dunn fears that could play havoc with claims and wants the agency to put the project on hold, at least until it has stabilised the SPS.   

"We are saying to the RPA that it needs to walk before it can run. It does not have a good record when it comes to projects of this sort and I do not see what is to be gained from a major re-mapping exercise now," he said.   

"Can it really be sure that it will not result in more delays in 2008 and 2009.   

"We have been promised all along that the RPA was approaching a `steady state' for SPS in 2008 but I believe this could take it the other way, towards an increasingly unstable system."   

Agency officials said while the options for achieving the upgrade were now being considered it would not impact before SPS 2009.   

They said there was `no risk' of SPS 2008 being disrupted, although they made no promises for 2009 and beyond.   

They did stress, however, that one of the objectives was to `minimise the impact on customers and on the processing of SPS claims' and promised to keep stakeholders fully informed and to take account of their views.   

Explaining the reasons for the upgrade, they said the majority of software used by farmers and their advisers was aligned to the 2006 Mastermap.   

Mr Dunn also expressed concern that Ministers wanted the agency to undertake a `major revamp' of the 2008 SPS application form.   

He said industry stakeholders had made it clear they were opposed to such a move and had asked for as few changes to be made as possible in order to avoid confusion, at least until the SPS was in a stable state.   

An RPA spokesman said it understood stakeholders' views in putting together a draft 2008 form and, while it was aiming to make it as `customer-friendly' as possible, it planned only minor changes on the 2007 version.   

By Alistair Driver   

- Many people are looking back over the Blair years and commenting on how they...   
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- Many people are looking back over the Blair years and commenting on how they have affected their lives. For me the Blair era has meant the earth has moved. Not as the result of some scurrilous sexual activity, but due to the Rural Payments Agency's Rural Land Register.   

I once farmed a traditional Devon farm with hills and slopes running from 32m above sea level to 121m. Now my farm is flat.   

The stream that used to meander through the valley has ground to a halt, unable to flow, as there is no longer a gradient to help it on its way. Devon banks and hedges that have stood in the same place for generations have also mysteriously moved, with the result that Star Barton Field has grown to 10 acres but Jasper's Splat, the field next door, has shrunk.   

I have written, phoned, emailed and faxed the RPA asking for an explanation, only to discover when the next set of maps arrives (20 or more to date) that some fields, hedges and banks have returned to their original positions and others have changed. Even the trees in the woods have been uprooted and now stand proudly in my arable fields.   

Many years ago adventurous sailors thought they had discovered the world was round and there was no danger of falling into some dark abyss never to be seen again. That is now bunkum. Contour lines are out, flat earth is in.   

Shortly on British farms we'll see men in white coats from DEFRA chasing the lunatics that were once called farmers, demanding forms are filled in, but with no clue as to how to feed the nation.   

A Goodridge   

The Mount, 22 Stockton Hill, Dawlish, Devon   

appeal victory   
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- A Cornish dairy farmer has won an appeal against the Rural Payments Agency for unlawfully withholding his National Reserve entitlements.   

David Oliver, who milks 450 dairy cows near Lanhydrock, omitted to tick the National Reserve box in his 2005 single payment application. However, he soon realised the mistake, and, within the time limit required, hand-delivered the amendment to the RPA office in Exeter.   

But later that year the RPA revealed that it was not allowing Mr Oliver to claim his National Reserve entitlement, effectively denying him tens of thousands of pounds. "When I heard the RPA had changed their mind, I felt they were just trying to save money at my expense and I was determined to fight my corner," said Mr Oliver.   

An internal appeal upheld the RPA's decision, but last month a second, independent appeal overruled that verdict. Mr Oliver is now waiting to hear how much he has been awarded, and whether he will be able to reclaim his expenses.   

"It has taken me three years of fighting for what is my rightful entitlement and I am simply relieved that a just decision has finally been made," he said.   

Mark Neason, a partner at Carver Knowles, which took the case to appeal on Mr Oliver's behalf, said the RPA's behaviour had resulted in a terrible waste of taxpayer's money.   

"It is outrageous that the RPA treated Mr Oliver in this heavy-handed manner," he said.   

Don't forget - 9 june SP5 deadline   
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- The Rural Payments Agency is reminding farmers that the final deadline for the submission - albeit with penalties - of 2007 single farm payment forms is midnight on 9 June. Any SP5 forms received after 9 June will be rejected. The RPA has said that drop-in-centres will be open on 9 June between 8.30am and 5pm. Application forms can also be deposited at drop-in-centres after 5pm, but before midnight, using the post-boxes provided.   

Careful planning so as not to miss out on approaching OCDS deadline   
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THINK twice before bulling pre-August '96 suckler cows again, and plan the disposal of all your old cows carefully to ensure you can still catch the OCDS before it expires on December 31 next year.   

That is the advice of the National Beef Association's Duff Burrell, based on simple mathematics that show current OCDS throughput at just over 2,000 head a week, but an estimated 400,000 estimated pre-August '96 born cows still alive on farms.   

Mr Burrell believes there could be an impossible log jam over the peak culling season this autumn unless as many cattle as possible are put through the system from June-September or else aimed specifically at the early months of next year.   

"Breeders who put an older cow back in calf this summer should realise that they are narrowing their disposal options down to dangerous levels," suggests Mr Burrell.   

"Everyone with a pre-August 1996 animal still on their farm will be banging on all doors to get them away before the Scheme expires so it would be better to leave these cows barren and put them through this summer instead." * The NBA and other farmers' organisations are soon to begin working with the Rural Payments Agency, BCMS/APHIS and Defra to construct a centrally controlled official booking system that should be introduced before the end of summer.   

The aim is for it to be based on ear tag numbers so it is fully transparent, with no cows being block booked or double booked. It will work on a first come first served basis.   

Defra voices concern over the SPS payment deadline   
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DEFRA was forced to admit this week the Rural Payments Agency still faces an uphill battle to make its June 30 Single Payment deadline, despite a recent upturn in its performance.   

The Department issued a statement refuting a suggestion by farm leaders that they had been told the RPA was on track to meet its target of making just over 96 per cent of payments by that date.   

Senior figures from the NFU, the Country Land and Business Association and the Tenant Farmers Association met Food and Farming Minister Lord Rooker and RPA and Defra officials for an SPS update on Monday.   

Afterwards, the farming organisations issued a joint statement saying they were assured the RPA was `on track to make over 96 per cent of payments by the end of June'.   

However, they said the position on the backlog of mistaken allocations and payments stretching back to 2005 `remained deeply unsatisfactory'.   

In light of the continuing difficulties with the 2006 scheme, they called on the Government to commit to making 2007 scheme payments in December.   

Defra responded by putting out its own statement denying any guarantees on the June 30 deadline had been made.   

"Our recollection of the meeting did not include an assurance that the RPA was on track to make over 96 per cent of payments within the window," it said.   

Defra's response could reflect nervousness within the RPA about its prospects of meeting the deadline and avoiding further EU fines, despite good progress made since a decision to shelve reviews on nearly 20,000 2006 claims. This has freed the RPA to make payments on those uncorrected claims, more than doubling the rate of payment in recent weeks.   

The latest figures show £44 million was paid out in the week up to this Wednesday, taking the total amount distributed to £1.39 billion, 91.2 per cent of the total fund of £1.52bn.   

This leaves another £70m or so to be paid out by June 30.   

The concern, however, is that following the recent rush of payments, the rate could slow again as the more difficult claims at the tail-end of the process are tackled.   

The three organisations also took the opportunity to raise other concerns in the meeting with Lord Rooker, including the Hill Farming Allowance, the treatment of commons, and sugar payments.   

On the commitment to making payments in December, Defra said it was `too early to make such a promise'.   

By Alistair Driver   

- Last year DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency failed to deliver single farm...   
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- Last year DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency failed to deliver single farm payments to England's farmers as promised, which caused significant financial hardship and the government has had to make provision for up to a £305m fine from the European Commission.   

Despite being in the job for over a year, Mr Miliband has not succeeded in improving the delivery of the SFP to England's farmers.   

Farmers are still experiencing delays receiving their money or having their claims validated and the fact is that less money has been paid out this year than at the same time last year.   

It is increasingly clear that David Miliband has still to learn from the mistakes made last year and England's farmers are once again paying the price for incompetence. My colleagues and I in the shadow DEFRA team have tabled an Early Day Motion (EDM 1487), which your readers might wish to encourage their own MPs to sign.   

Bill Wiggin MP   

Shadow Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries, House of Commons   

- Charged with sorting out the 2005 and 2006 Single Payment Scheme arrears for a...   

290 words

Publication date: 1 June 2007

Source: Farmers Weekly

(c) Copyright 2007.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.   

- Charged with sorting out the 2005 and 2006 Single Payment Scheme arrears for a client, I telephoned the Rural Payments Agency and asked to speak to the person named as the caseworker.   

Hannah, who answered the call, helpfully informed me that this person worked the "twilight shift", but offered to e-mail her asking her to call me back that evening. I asked for the caseworker's e-mail address so that I could e-mail in advance and set out my queries enabling her to investigate before calling me back.   

Hannah informed me that specific e-mails are for internal use only and I would have to e-mail the general Customer Service Centre e-mail address.   

Well, we all know that the CSC e-mail service is about as much use as Margaret Beckett so, undeterred, and armed with my vast knowledge gleaned from previous correspondence with the RPA, I cunningly deciphered what the required e-mail address would be.   

I duly sent my e-mail to the caseworker giving a précis of the outstanding matters and monies owed, and asked her to telephone me that evening with some answers.   

This was her response to me by e-mail that evening:   

"Hi Jadeson as i have read ur e-mail to Hannah in regards with above sbi   

I had this e-mail as well so hope I need to take no action at the min or else what u suggest ill do." (sic)   

Can anyone translate Just what goes on in the twilight zone Who the heck is Jadeson   

Sarah Easton   

Wype Doles Farm, Whittlesey   

RPA payouts close to 89%   
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The Rural Payments Agency has managed to pay out £72m in single farm payments over the past seven days.   

Latest figures released on Wednesday (30 May) show that a total of 103,850 customers have received either a full or partial payment. This represents 95.3% of the estimated total claimant population of 109,000.   

The total value of those payments is £1.346bn which is 88.6% of the estimated total fund of £1.52bn.   

An increase in the amount paid in the past week - up from last week's figure of £42m - means the payment position is now slightly better than at this point last year.   

Single farm payments for 2006 £46 million down on last year   

By Isabel Davies   
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The Rural Payments Agency has paid out £46m less in 2006 single farm payments than at this point last year - meaning many farmers are in a worse situation than 12 months ago.   

Although SFPs did start to flow much earlier this year, latest figures from the RPA reveal that the total amount of money paid to producers now stands at £1.274bn. This is 83.8% of the estimated total fund of £1.52bn.   

Yet at the same point in 2006 - when the agency was dealing with 2005 Single Payment Scheme claims - the agency had managed to pay a total of £1.32bn or 87% of the fund.   

Richard Wordsworth, NFU Single Payment Scheme adviser, said he had members "screaming for money".   

"The situation is a mixed bag overall. Many farmers have now been paid in full for SPS 2006, but we have around 20,000 claimants who have received only 50-60% partial payments which is less than they received last year [80% partial payment]. We also have another 8000 farmers with no payments at all."   

Mr Wordsworth said he was encouraged that the RPA had managed to pay out £54m in the past week. The week before it paid £36m, but the weekly figure has been as low as £14m.   

But he added: "While it is encouraging that the figure has gone up, if the RPA is to meet its target of paying 96.14% of the fund by 30 June, it will need to pay £188m in the next five weeks."   

One Midlands farmer who contacted Farmers Weekly this week challenged DEFRA secretary David Miliband's claim that farmers who found themselves in difficult circumstances would have their claims prioritised (News, 18 May).   

"We reached our overdraft limit weeks ago and if we exceed it we'll be charged 25% interest. But it doesn't make any difference to the RPA," he said. "We're a small family farm and we call them every week. But we are just told to wait - they are not prioritising anybody."   

The farmer, who asked to remain anonymous, said he thought that smaller farmers should be paid first because they were the ones most in need of the money. isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk   

More business-like approach needed in `optimistic' industry   
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The progress made by the Belgian Blue breed since it was first imported into the UK 25 years ago has been celebrated at the British Belgian Blue Society's silver anniversary dinner. NEIL RYDER was among the guests at Carlisle.   

THERE was quite a strong feeling of optimism in farming, but much of that optimism was driven by people in the arable sector who were seeing forward prices pretty strong, much of which was based on renewable energy pros-pects, said CLA president, David Fursdon. "The difficulty is that the people in the livestock sector are having to pay the prices for feed that is up at the level the grain farmers are enjoying," he said.   

"When people and Ministers are talking about a resurgent optimism in the farming community, this is a little more difficult to see from the livestock side than from the cereal side."   

Mr Fursdon remained optimistic for the future of the beef industry with the combination of population growth and greater affluence in key markets. This represented greater demand, as people with more money tended to buy beef.   

There were some `plusses and minuses', but overall the future looked good.   

"The future is about profit. If we lose sight of profit, then what are we all doing? Farmers have got to act a bit more like businessmen. We will not get our hands held in the future in the way that we have in the past - we have to accept that.   

"That is, in a way, the real wake-up call that we have as an industry. Are we going to stand on our own two feet and make a profit in the future? We have been used to subsidy. The subsidy has been a mess. The Rural Payments Agency has been a complete shambles, and it has probably taught us how to cope without subsidy," he said. "The Rural Payments Agency keeps saying it wants to work in partnership with us as an industry. It is not a partnership that perhaps one would want, and so we have to stand on our own two feet.   

"How are we going to do that? We have to go back to the market and to the free market. You have got a product that should work pretty well in the free market. You have got a possible solution to the uplands. One of the big issues in farming is how will the uplands survive and I suspect that you have a solution to that," he said.   

"The future of the industry is about being dynamic and forward looking. You have already proved with your genetics and information technology and the rest of it that you are positive and forward-looking."   

Rush of forms beats the Single Payment Scheme deadline   
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DESPITE an unpromising outlook, an overwhelming majority of claimants successfully managed to file their 2007 Single Payment Scheme forms before the May 15 deadline.   

Last week  Farmers Guardian reported that fewer than half of the 115,000 forms sent out by the Rural Payments Agency had actually been submitted.   

But this week an RPA spokesman confirmed that at least 90,000 applications had been received, with more forms submitted by post and at the RPA's drop-in centres still to be counted.   

"It will take a few days before all the forms are counted and recorded," he said.   

Forms submitted after the May 15 deadline can still be submitted but these will incur penalties.   

However, applications sent in after June 7 will be rejected by the RPA altogether.   

In his parliamentary statement Defra Secretary David Miliband said the first stages of processing 2007 forms had begun.   

NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth urged farmers to make sure they had got proof of delivery of their forms as it was their responsibility to get them in to avoid late fines. He also reminded farmers to review their applications now in case there was a problem.   

Payment review of 2005 ditched by RPA in bid to meet June 30 deadline   
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IN A last ditch attempt to meet the June 30 EU payment deadline, the Rural Payments Agency has abandoned its efforts to correct mistakes in 2005 Single Payment claims before making 2006 payments.   

The agency is currently reviewing 22,000 2005 SPS cases where it suspects mistakes had been made. In some cases 2006 payments were being delayed while these corrections were being made, but the fear of missing the payment deadline and incurring heavy fines from Brussels has forced a change of heart.   

The 2005 payment review process will now be put on hold until after the June 30 deadline, with the exception of 2,500 disputed claims close to resolution.   

Full and top-up payments will now be made in the remaining cases that had been held up by the review on the basis of current knowledge of their entitlement.   

By removing this barrier the RPA will speed up the rate of payment and take it closer to the target of paying 96.14 per cent of the money by June 30.   

The concern, however, is that there will now almost certainly be errors on 2006 payments that will have to be corrected at a later date, and that 2007 claims could also be effected.   

In a parliamentary statement on Tuesday, Defra Secretary David Miliband said, even with this change, the RPA still faced a `very challenging' task to meet the deadline.   

For the first time, the amount of money paid out in England this year is down on the equivalent week last year, a reflection mainly of the fact that the RPA made 31,000 partial payments on May 10 last year.   

By Wednesday, £1.23 billion, 80 per cent of the estimated total SPS 2006 fund of £1.54bn, had been paid out, compared with £1.3bn last year.   

Over 8,000 claimants have still not received a penny. The majority of these have claims of under E1,000, while the remaining claims include many complex cases. The RPA needs to pay out around a further £250m over the remaining six weeks to meet its deadline, which is an average of over £40m a week - more than any single week over the past two months.   

In his statement Mr Miliband said: "I have confirmed with the RPA chief executive (Tony Cooper) that, while it remains very challenging, the agency should remain focused on achieving the existing target of making 96.14 per cent of payments by June 30 and continue to prioritise activity in respect of claimants who find themselves in difficult circumstances."   

NFU president Peter Kendall criticised the decision to suspend the review of 2005 payments. "We are very disappointed that the work to deal with corrections of 2005 and 2006 claims has not been completed, and is being held over to be sorted out separately yet again. "This must be dealt with as a matter of urgency. It is not acceptable that 22,000 farmers in England are still waiting for their 2005 claims to be sorted out."   

He said that while the move would speed up payments, it was `compounding the complexity' of the system and meant errors would run through to the 2006 and 2007 schemes.   

An RPA spokesman said the intention was to review all the outstanding cases before 2007 payments were finalised.   

By Alistair Driver   

Cumbria commoners in talks over SPS entitlements process   
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ONGOING problems experienced by Cumbria commoners with their claims for Single Payment on common land have been the subject of talks with the Rural Payments Agency commons team and Defra.   

Fiona Southern, administrator of the Federation of Cumbria Commoner, said one of the key objectives had been to achieve greater transparency over the process of calculating entitlements on commons.   

Much of the discussion revolved around draft letters and guidance notes produced by the RPA, which would be sent to all SPS claimants on common land. These explained the different stages of the calculation process and should help individual farmers' understanding of their allocation.   

In addition, the federation had been keen for the RPA to allow chairmen and secretaries of commons associations to view the audit sheets and split rights calculations for their common or set of commons, she said.   

This would enable associations to understand and explain the many anomalies between adjacent graziers that the SFP process had thrown up. RPA and Defra agreed to do this later in the spring on a request basis.   

In addition, RPA and Defra agreed to hold a further meeting with the federation and other stakeholders to discuss their reliance on the common register as the sole means of proof of entitlement to grazing on a common.   

The federation's position was that European legislation required the agency and Defra to allocate areas on the common in proportion to a farmer's right to use it and this right could equally be granted by way of a tenancy agreement from the common owner where there was surplus grazing on a common. They were hopeful of a positive outcome on this issue.   

A further area of concern had been the legal basis of RPA's calculation of entitlement on split right commons.   

Four days to deadline and half SPS claims not sent off   
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WITH just four days to go before the Single Payment Scheme deadline on May 15, more than half of 2007 claimants have yet to submit their applications.   

The Rural Payments Agency has received just over 50,000 applications out of a possible 115,000 forms sent out. Applications received after the deadline will incur substantial late claim penalties, while those received after June 9 will be rejected.   

Despite the large number of applications still to be returned this is an improvement on last year, when only 7,000 claimants submitted forms.   

An RPA spokesman said they were unable to ascertain how many more forms would come in, but were hoping a significant number would arrive before the first deadline.   

In a bid to accelerate the speed of incoming applications and ease the burden of form-filling, this year the agency has introduced pre- populated forms based on information given in previous years.   

According to the NFU, the pre-populated forms had helped ease the pressure of completing them for the May 15 deadline, despite some containing factual inaccuracies.   

However, Richard Wordsworth, the union's SPS adviser, said there had been instances where members had experienced other difficulties, such as obtaining forms, which unlike previous years, had not been available for download on the RPA website.   

"There's a lot of pressure on people to get their forms in this week. Unfortunately the RPA will only accept original forms provided by them and they are only available if you telephone the RPA or travel to one of their drop-in centres.   

"Although there's a fair bit of frustration among our members that they can't download forms from the RPA website, I don't think it's as bad as last year, when there were large scale problems with forms going missing and so on.   

"But that's no comfort for those who find themselves in a difficult position this year," he said.   

The RPA spokesman said: "We made clear when the forms were issued that some of the pre-populated information may not be correct and we urged customers to check this carefully."   

He said farmers' reaction to the pre-populated forms had been generally positive, and it was expected, in future years, the level of accuracy of the pre-populated information would improve.   

The RPA is keeping its drop-in centres open this weekend, from 8.30am to 3pm, to assist farmers still hoping to submit their forms before May 15.   

* For more details visit   www.rpa  . gov.uk.   

a decade spent not listening - tony's timeline.   
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1997 Within weeks of Labour coming to power, more than 120,000 people rally in Hyde Park against the government's rural policies. Farm incomes plummet by 35% and British farmers protest French-style, blockading imports of Irish beef. 1998 The first Countryside March brings more than 250,000 people to the streets of London in protest at government policy on hunting, the beef-on-the-bone ban, right-to-roam proposals and falling farm incomes.1999 Greenpeace executive director Lord Peter Melchett is arrested along with 27 environmental activists who destroy a field of GM maize in Norfolk.2000 During a crisis summit in Downing Street, Tony Blair pledges more than £200m to help livestock producers. "It will not, I am acutely aware, solve all your problems," he says.2001 Foot-and-mouth disease plunges the countryside into crisis, resulting in the slaughter of an estimated seven million animals.   

 MAFF and its minister Nick Brown are replaced by DEFRA and Margaret Beckett.2002 Almost 500,000 people descend on London for the Liberty and Livelihood march,once again protesting at the government's rural policies. The biggest peacetime protest ever, it brings the streets around Westminster to a halt.2003 Margaret Beckett claims this will be a watershed year for British farming amid forecasts that rural tourism will replace farming as the mainstay of rural England within 20 years.2004 The right to roam is introduced, granting ramblers access to open country and registered common land in parts of England and Wales.2005 Hunting with hounds is finally banned. 2006 A cash crisis engulfs thousands of farmers who are plunged into debt as the Rural Payments Agency fails to make Single Farm Payments on time. 2007 Fears of a foot-and-mouth-style epidemic subside as DEFRA manages to contain Britain's first bird flu outbreak in domestic poultry on a Suffolk turkey farm belonging to Bernard Matthews.   
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STOP PRESS- The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that its Drop-in centres will be open this weekend for farmers who want to drop off their SP5 forms.Opening times vary from office to office but all should be open on Saturday and Sunday between the hours of 8.30am and 3.00pm.FW arable writer on Farming SundayThis Sunday's programme at noon on Sky channel 181 includes FW Farmer Focus writer and Oxfordshire cereal grower David Greasby, who talks about his diversification project. Experts will also discuss summer mastitis and strategies for worming dairy cattle. Farming Sunday is repeated on Wednesday at noon. And you can watch the programme exclusively online on   www.fwi.co.uk   each Monday. Dairy farms go at arate of one a day- More than one dairy farm a day has closed in England during the last four years, according to figures obtained by the Conservative Party.   

 The figures, revealed in answer to a parliamentary question from shadow agriculture minister Jim Paice, show that in just four years, 2125 dairy farms have been forced to close.Readers earn points with FW Academy- Over 160 readers have so far passed last week's Farmers Weekly Academy test on spraying, worth two NRoSO and BASIS points. So why not read this week's Arable Academy on ear diseases on p66, sponsored by  Bayer CropScience, and then log onto   www.fwi.co.uk/academy   to test your understanding? A 100% pass mark is required to claim another two NRoSO and BASIS points. Last week's Academy remains available online for those still wishing to have a go at earning last week's points.CLA calls for EU farm budget boost- The UK government should be looking to increase the EU budget, not decrease it, Allan Buckwell, chief economist for the Country Land and Business Association, was expected to tell the CLA centenary conference yesterday (10 May). "The challenges faced by the food and environmental sectors will increase in the future, not decline, so there is no case for reducing Budget Heading 2, currently dominated by the common agricultural policy, and a very serious case to expand it," he said. - For a full report from the conference see fwi.co.uk and next week's magazine.   

Headlong into food shortages.   
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- What is going on? The Rural Payments Agency fiasco is causing financial hardship for many growers, the organic lobby is claiming that everything that the conventional lobby does is a potential environmental disaster and millions of people are unable to feed themselves in the third world.There are now plans to flood thousands of acres of prime agricultural Fenland and there is also mounting pressure on our land to produce fuel crops.With our increasing population and our decreasing farm acreage, there must eventually be a food supply problem. What are our future generations all going to live on? Fresh air is not nutritious and transporting food from foreign shores is not "green".Perhaps in the future British farmers might get the appreciation they deserve and our parliamentary leaders will realise once again that growers are handy people to have around. They produce good, safe food which helps fill our nation's stomachs. F Watson-ArmstrongGreenhill Farm, Bamburgh, Northumberland   

Sacked RPA boss in receipt of £250,000 compensation   
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The civil servant who oversaw the single farm payment fiasco has received more than £250,000 since being suspended over the failure to pay farmers on time.   

Johnston McNeill, the former boss of the Rural Payments Agency who was sacked last December, told a House of Commons committee he had since received over £60,000 in compensation from the Civil Service Appeals Board.   

He also received £81,000 during the eight months he spent on full pay after being suspended in March 2006 before receiving half a year's salary of £56,000, a lump sum of £42,000 and pension worth £12,800 a year when he was dismissed.   

Mr McNeill told the Commons Public Accounts Committee: "I've had no disciplinary hearing, I've had no correspondence about what exactly it is I have done wrong and I've had no opportunity to appeal."   

Defra issues paper on Commons Registers   
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DEFRA has unveiled plans to update the Commons Registers, following complaints by farmers who face losing parts of their Single Payments because the register is 40 years out of date.   

Earlier this year, Defra and the Rural Payments Agency told farmers who graze common land that their eligibility for entitlements would be based on the 1965 local council Commons Registers.   

However, many farmers who graze on common land are not on the register due to mistakes and, in some cases, tenants are legally unable to register as they do not own the land. Some face losing parts of their entitlement altogether, while others face long delays.   

Defra has responded to complaints from farmers and MPs, led by Liberal Democrat MP, Tim Farron, chair of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Hill Farming, by setting in motion plans to update the registers.   

Defra issued a consultation paper on Tuesday (July 3), outlining proposed changes in England that will provide the `first opportunity for 40 years to correct mistaken registrations made in the 1960s'.   

The proposed changes will come into force in England in pilot areas in 2008-09, and nationally in regional stages from 2010 to 2012.   

The consultation, which runs until September 28, will consider ways to speed the process up. It considers the possibility of early implementation of provisions to deregister wrongly registered common land.   

It also contains proposals for updating the registers during an initial transitional period; for councils to move to electronic registers; and to establish a national panel of inspectors to deal with complex or controversial cases.   

Defra said changes would particularly effect local authorities, estate managers, upland farmers and rural practice solicitors.   

Copies of the consultation paper are available at   www.defra.gov.uk   or from 08459 556000, quoting PB12595.   

RPA reminds farmers about cross-compliance exemptions   
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THE Rural Payments Agency is reminding farmers of the exemptions that exist within cross-compliance rules that could help them during this spate of wet weather.   

The RPA said it recognised that some scheme claimants may want to salvage crops or take action that may conflict with meeting their cross compliance obligations.   

In particular, this applies to Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) 3 - Waterlogged Soil.   

The GAEC 3 standard requires that you must not normally carry out any mechanical field operations on an area of waterlogged soil. There are a number of exemptions from this rule, these are as follows:   

The area of waterlogged soil subject to mechanical operations is within 20 metres of a gateway or other access point and access is required to an area of land that is not waterlogged.   

The area is an established track to land that is not waterlogged.   

Mechanical operations are necessary to improve the drainage of the land or to incorporate gypsum into it following salt water intrusion.   

Mechanical operations are necessary for the safety of humans or animal welfare.   

It is essential to harvest a fruit or a crop of vegetables (excluding all varieties of potato, sugar beet, mangel, swede, turnip and fodder beet) to meet contractual deadlines, or where the quality of the produce would deteriorate if not harvested or lifted.   

Farmers may use any of the above exemptions without the need to apply to RPA.   

Claimants are reminded of the need to undertake remedial action on their soils if they have had to undertake emergency action.   

It will also be necessary to complete and update the Soil Protection Review (SPR) under the GAEC 1 Soil Management and Protection standard.   

As part of the SPR, claimants are expected to identify and acknowledge any soil issues and problems on their farm and record positive measures they currently take or will take to minimise them.   

Farmers are reminded that full details of the GAEC 3 standard, the Soil Protection Review and exemptions and derogations under cross compliance are the cross compliance handbooks.   

A cross compliance advice helpline is open from 9am to 5pm Monday to Friday on 0845 345 1302. Help is also at hand on the website   www.crosscompliance.org.uk  .   

By Alistair Driver   

RPA still poor, admits Benn   
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DEFRA secretary Hilary Benn has conceded the Rural Payments Agency is not yet performing as the government would like, despite delivering a full or partial payment to 98.2% of claimants by 30 June.   

In a statement to the House of Commons on Monday (2 July), Mr Benn reported that the RPA had succeeded in paying out 98% of the total fund for 2006 to 107,088 (98.2%) of claimants. About 2900 claimants had received a partial payment and were awaiting a balancing sum, he said. Work had also to be completed on a further 2000 claims, mainly small ones and those affected by probate.   

The minister also confirmed that those who receive a payment after 30 June would receive interest on the sum on the same basis as in 2005: The London Interbank Offer Rate (LIBOR) plus 1% on late payments over £50.   

"I am able to report that the agency has succeeded in both making the majority of payments earlier than last year, so boosting farmers' cash-flow, and meeting its formal target of making 96.14% of payments by 30 June. I am grateful to RPA staff who have worked long and hard to make this happen," Mr Benn said.   

But he added the RPA's performance still needed to improve. "There need to be further improvements in the RPA's performance, however, before it can be said that it is again providing an acceptable level of service."   

SFP targets don't go far enough, say farm leaders   
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Farm leaders say government targets for the delivery of 2007 single farm payments in England and Wales do not go far enough, and they will continue to push for December payments.   

Junior DEFRA minister Lord Rooker has asked the Rural Payments Agency to pay out 75% of the 2007 single farm payment fund by 31 March 2008 and90% by 31 May.   

But he added that this target was based on the assumption that no partial payments will be made, although this would be reconsidered in the autumn and "the target may be adjusted if necessary".   

Julie Robinson, NFU chief legal adviser, said: "The NFU is standing by its call for the government to make - as a minimum - part payments of 80% of claim value in December this year. That is not inconsistent with the minimum target set by Lord Rooker."   

George Dunn, chief executive of the Tenant Farmers Association, agreed that payments must start as early as possible in the payment window.   

Paying 75% of SPS money by value by 31 March would be a major step forward, he said, but it would require a significant ramping up of effort on the RPA's part.   

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist for the Country Land and Business Association, said the footnote which said that the targets could be adjusted meant that farmers could not rely on the dates. "This isn't a target we can bank," he said.   

Target met after delaying disputed claims   
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FOOD and Farming Minister Lord Rooker has hailed the achievement of the Rural Payments Agency in reaching its June 30 deadline target for 2006 SPS payments.   

The RPA announced last week it had managed to pay out £1.46 billion of the estimated total Single Payment Fund of £1.52bn, thereby surpassing the target of paying 96.14 per cent by the end of this month.   

By this Wednesday, the figure paid out had inched up to £1.475bn, 97 per cent of the total pot. About 2,500 claimants had not received anything.   

Nonetheless meeting its EU deadline comes as a huge boost to Defra and the RPA, which earlier this year had feared it could miss the target and incur further heavy fines from the EU.   

Lord Rooker said meeting the deadline `lifted a burden' off future finance arrangements.   

"I am not saying we have solved all the problems. But we have met our legal requirements of paying 96.14 per cent by June 30 so from that point of view I am very pleased with the RPA staff," he said. "We have improved the cash flow of farmers by getting the money out earlier this year. There is no doubt there has been an improvement on the first year but there is still more to do."   

Speaking from the Derbyshire Show on Sunday, he said it was telling that not a single farmer at the event had even raised the issue of Single Payments with him.   

However, he acknowledged the success in meeting the target had come at a cost. In order to speed up payments to reach it in the last few weeks, the RPA chose to shelve corrections to 20,000 disputed 2006 claims until after June 30.   

"There is still some way to go. We have still got to deal with the 2005 legacy and correcting those errors. We have started on 2007, which means we are dealing with three years at present," he said.   

Minister's modest 2007 RPA goals not ambitious enough   
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THE Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has been set a target of making 75 per cent of 2007 Single Payments by value by the end of March 2008 and 90 per cent by the end of May.   

The target, set by Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker, was immediately criticised by farming organisations as being too unambitious.   

The target is based on the assumption that partial payments will not be made, although Ministers will consider the issue in autumn 2007 and may adjust it in light of this.   

Responding to Tuesday's announcement, NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson said: "The NFU is standing by its call for the Government to make - as a minimum - part payments of 80 per cent of claim value in December this year. That is not inconsistent with the minimum target set by Lord Rooker.   

"While not minimising the scale of the recovery operation needed to put things right, surely the RPA can do better than 75 per cent by the end of March for 2007 claims," she said.   

Tenant Farmers' Association chief executive George Dunn said achieving a March 31 target would be a `major step forward and will require a significant ramping up of effort on the RPA's part'.   

A measure of its likely success would be whether or not it managed to complete its postponed review of 20,000 disputed SPS 2005 claims by the end of the autumn as predicted, he said.   

"However, as March 31 is four months after the opening of the payment window, when farmers elsewhere in the UK and in the wider EU will be paid, the TFA would urge the RPA to aim at starting full payments as early as possible in the payment window.   

"But if there is even a chink of concern expressed about its ability to make the targets, our view is that as soon as that emerges partial payments early in the payment window must be put in place."   

The EU regulatory target of paying 96.15 per cent of total fund value by June 30 2008 is unchanged.   

Announcing the RPA's Business Plan and Performance Targets for 2007/8, Lord Rooker also called for new measures to improve data quality and set targets for the RPA's other schemes.   

Other RPA targets include: To process and pay SPS claims within 2 per cent materiality threshold and put in place other arrangements to improve data quality: Process and pay at least 85 per cent of valid claims, by volume, for all non-SPS schemes within Ministerial guidelines: Record 98 per cent of notifications of births, deaths and movements of cattle on the Cattle Tracing System within 14 days of their receipt: Demonstrate a continually improving trend in customer satisfaction compared with the results of the February 2007 survey, and to provide training and development to enhance leadership skills to all RPA's senior staff.   

By Alistair Driver   
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RPA meets its target   

- The Rural Payments Agency has managed to meet its EU deadline of paying 96.14% of payments by 30 June. As FW went to press on Wednesday (20 June) the RPA had paid out a total of £1.465bn to a total of 106,032 customers. This equates to 96.4% of the total fund.   

Discover the Full Monty   

- Want to know whether those brave farmers really did do the Full Monty Either read an account of the night on p72 or find out yourself by watching our exclusive video on   www.fwi.co.uk/monty  

Visitor numbers up   

- The number of people thought to have visited a farm on Open Farm Sunday (10 June) has reached 150,000. Caroline Drummond, LEAF chief executive, said the organisation was still counting returns from the 400 farmers who took part in the event, but the figures were much higher than the original estimate of 50,000.   

JD and MF - TV special   

- This Sunday's Farming Sunday TV programme is devoted to a John Deere combine and Massey Ferguson tractor special. The first airing is at noon (24 June) on Sky Channel 181, but the programme can be seen again on Wednesday at the same time or from Monday each week by visiting   www.fwi.co.uk  .   

RPA meets its EU Single Payment target, avoiding fines   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has passed its June 30 EU Single Payment target and has thus avoided any further EU fines.   

In the week to Wednesday, June 20, the Agency paid out another £32 million, taking the running total to £1.465 billion, 96.4 per cent of the total fund of £1.5bn. The target was to reach £1.46bn, 96.14 per cent of the total sum, by the end of this month.   

An RPA spokesman said 106,032 claimants had been paid out, representing 97.3 per cent of the total of 109,000 claimants. Work is continuing to settle the remaining 3,000-odd claims as soon as possible, some of which are the more difficult ones to pay.   

ARABLE: 80pc reduction in PCN with solanum   
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CONTROLLING potato cyst nematode with the help of a trap crop is now becoming a reality, according to Paul Coleman, technical director,  Greenvale AP.

The biological controlling trap crop, solanum sisymbriffolium (DeCyst) was grown over 70 hectares last year, with provisional results from CSL (Central Science Laboratory) indicating an 80 per cent reduction in PCN.   

Stimulating the PCN to hatch, the trap crop helps destroy it before the life cycle is completed.   

"Solanum does not produce tubers and it is approved for use on set- aside land by the RPA (Rural Payments Agency)," said Mr Coleman.   

Best drilled into a fine seedbed between mid May and the end of June using a cereal or precision drill, the crop does need good weed control.   

"The natural seed can either be drilled via a precision drill at four kilograms per hectare to give 40 to 50 plants per square metre, or the seed can be bulked up to go through a standard cereal drill at 20kg per hectare, with seed costing £100/acre."   

Plants look like thistles and grow up to 4ft to 5ft tall before being destroyed by chopping and ploughing in October or November, contributing 12tonnes/hectare of green manure to fields. "The crop does not have to go in immediately in front of potatoes, it can be used anywhere in the rotation to reduce PCN on all soils, including peat or sands where fumigation is not effective."   

This year will see around 250 to 300 hectares of the trap crop in the ground on around 30 farms across the UK.   

"Most growers using the crop are targeting it at their worst fields as a management tool to reduce PCN levels.   

"Although nematicides are still needed in most cases, the trap crop does provide an alternative to Telone (dichloropropene), which may lose its Annex 1 listing in 18 months time," added Mr Coleman.   

On course to hit target   
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THE Rural Payments Agency finally appears to be on course to reach its June 30 EU Single Payment target.   

In the week to Wednesday, June 13, the agency paid out another £43million, mainly in top-up payments, taking the running total to £1.433billion, 94.2 per cent of the total fund of £1.52bn. That left it with just £28m to go to reach its target of £1.46bn, 96.14 per cent of the total pot, by the end of this month and avoid further EU fines.   

While the agency warns it still has a number of the more difficult claims to pay, this seems well within its reach.   

Recent progress has come at a cost, however. In order to clear payments in recent weeks, the agency has shelved reviews of about 20,000 disputed claims until after the deadline, meaning previous errors will remain in the system.   

There are still 3,500 claimants yet to receive anything, many of whom have claims of under E1,000, while a similar number are awaiting top- ups.   

MP attacks RPA's commons `nonsense'   
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MEMBERS of Parliament are being urged to express their concern over a decision by Defra and the Rural Payments Agency that could deny hundreds of farmers their commonland Single Payment entitlements.   

The agency is using the Commons Registration Act 1965 as the principle point of reference for entitlements on commonland. However, many farmers who graze on commonland are not on the register, with some tenants, for example, legally unable to register as they do not own the land.   

According to Liberal Democrat MP for Westmorland and Lonsdale, Tim Farron, this is denying some farmers payment for `correct amount of land' they graze and is causing `extensive delays' for others.   

Mr Farron, chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Hill Farming has expressed his concern through a parliamentary Early Day Motion, which other MPs are being encouraged to sign.   

It condemns Defra for failing to consult farmers on the change and calls for `immediate action' to address the problem.   

"It is nonsense to think that a register which is 40 years out of date could ever be an adequate guide to current land usage. "If the RPA had consulted farmers they would have discovered that the register has never been considered to be completely reliable," he said.   

Mr Farron also reported this week that Lord Rooker has, at least, given an assurance that the farming industry will be fully consulted on a replacement to the Hill Farm Allowance scheme   

In a letter to Mr Farron, the Food and Farming Minister said: `I agree completely that we cannot develop an uplands scheme without the full involvement of the farming industry. My intention remains to involve them in scheme development from an early stage, working alongside Defra and Natural England'.   

Mr Farron had written to Lord Rooker expressing his concern that, based on recent experience, a failure to engage properly with farmers could lead to further `catastrophic failures' of policy.   

"I am pleased to hear that Lord Rooker has committed to full consultation with the industry on this issue. Hopefully the replacement to the Hill Farm Allowance, due in 2010 will be fit for purpose," he said.   

RPA mapping project raises fears of new SPS chaos   
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THE Rural Payments Agency is embarking on a major re-mapping exercise, sparking fears of further Single Payment chaos from 2008.   

The agency is updating its mapping system to bring it into line with changes made to the Ordnance Survey's mapping systems.   

Currently the `foundation' of the Rural Land Register (RLR), on which all land must be mapped to qualify for SPS, is provided by an OS Mastermap from 2001.   

However, the Ordnance Survey is now working on an updated 2006 Mastermap, following an exercise to correct the accuracy of features on its maps.   

To reflect this, the agency has decided the OS Mastermap should be updated in the Rural Land Register accordingly.   

A pilot project is already underway, details of which will be presented to stakeholders later this month, although the mapping changes are not due to be made until 2008 and 2009.   

The agency says this is an `important step to achieve accuracy that will remove agency's dependency on receiving updates from farmers'.   

However, concern has been expressed by the Tenant Farmers' Association that the change could spell more trouble for the Single Payment.   

Early estimates are that about 4 per cent of the land on the Rural Land Register could require `manual intervention' which would mean changes being made to about 88,000 fields, farming stakeholders were told during a SPS stakeholder meeting.   

TFA chief executive George Dunn fears that could play havoc with claims and wants the agency to put the project on hold, at least until it has stabilised the SPS.   

"We are saying to the RPA that it needs to walk before it can run. It does not have a good record when it comes to projects of this sort and I do not see what is to be gained from a major re-mapping exercise now," he said.   

"Can it really be sure that it will not result in more delays in 2008 and 2009.   

"We have been promised all along that the RPA was approaching a `steady state' for SPS in 2008 but I believe this could take it the other way, towards an increasingly unstable system."   

Agency officials said while the options for achieving the upgrade were now being considered it would not impact before SPS 2009.   

They said there was `no risk' of SPS 2008 being disrupted, although they made no promises for 2009 and beyond.   

They did stress, however, that one of the objectives was to `minimise the impact on customers and on the processing of SPS claims' and promised to keep stakeholders fully informed and to take account of their views.   

Explaining the reasons for the upgrade, they said the majority of software used by farmers and their advisers was aligned to the 2006 Mastermap.   

Mr Dunn also expressed concern that Ministers wanted the agency to undertake a `major revamp' of the 2008 SPS application form.   

He said industry stakeholders had made it clear they were opposed to such a move and had asked for as few changes to be made as possible in order to avoid confusion, at least until the SPS was in a stable state.   

An RPA spokesman said it understood stakeholders' views in putting together a draft 2008 form and, while it was aiming to make it as `customer-friendly' as possible, it planned only minor changes on the 2007 version.   

By Alistair Driver   

- Many people are looking back over the Blair years and commenting on how they...   
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- Many people are looking back over the Blair years and commenting on how they have affected their lives. For me the Blair era has meant the earth has moved. Not as the result of some scurrilous sexual activity, but due to the Rural Payments Agency's Rural Land Register.   

I once farmed a traditional Devon farm with hills and slopes running from 32m above sea level to 121m. Now my farm is flat.   

The stream that used to meander through the valley has ground to a halt, unable to flow, as there is no longer a gradient to help it on its way. Devon banks and hedges that have stood in the same place for generations have also mysteriously moved, with the result that Star Barton Field has grown to 10 acres but Jasper's Splat, the field next door, has shrunk.   

I have written, phoned, emailed and faxed the RPA asking for an explanation, only to discover when the next set of maps arrives (20 or more to date) that some fields, hedges and banks have returned to their original positions and others have changed. Even the trees in the woods have been uprooted and now stand proudly in my arable fields.   

Many years ago adventurous sailors thought they had discovered the world was round and there was no danger of falling into some dark abyss never to be seen again. That is now bunkum. Contour lines are out, flat earth is in.   

Shortly on British farms we'll see men in white coats from DEFRA chasing the lunatics that were once called farmers, demanding forms are filled in, but with no clue as to how to feed the nation.   

A Goodridge   

The Mount, 22 Stockton Hill, Dawlish, Devon   

appeal victory   
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- A Cornish dairy farmer has won an appeal against the Rural Payments Agency for unlawfully withholding his National Reserve entitlements.   

David Oliver, who milks 450 dairy cows near Lanhydrock, omitted to tick the National Reserve box in his 2005 single payment application. However, he soon realised the mistake, and, within the time limit required, hand-delivered the amendment to the RPA office in Exeter.   

But later that year the RPA revealed that it was not allowing Mr Oliver to claim his National Reserve entitlement, effectively denying him tens of thousands of pounds. "When I heard the RPA had changed their mind, I felt they were just trying to save money at my expense and I was determined to fight my corner," said Mr Oliver.   

An internal appeal upheld the RPA's decision, but last month a second, independent appeal overruled that verdict. Mr Oliver is now waiting to hear how much he has been awarded, and whether he will be able to reclaim his expenses.   

"It has taken me three years of fighting for what is my rightful entitlement and I am simply relieved that a just decision has finally been made," he said.   

Mark Neason, a partner at Carver Knowles, which took the case to appeal on Mr Oliver's behalf, said the RPA's behaviour had resulted in a terrible waste of taxpayer's money.   

"It is outrageous that the RPA treated Mr Oliver in this heavy-handed manner," he said.   

Don't forget - 9 june SP5 deadline   
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- The Rural Payments Agency is reminding farmers that the final deadline for the submission - albeit with penalties - of 2007 single farm payment forms is midnight on 9 June. Any SP5 forms received after 9 June will be rejected. The RPA has said that drop-in-centres will be open on 9 June between 8.30am and 5pm. Application forms can also be deposited at drop-in-centres after 5pm, but before midnight, using the post-boxes provided.   

Careful planning so as not to miss out on approaching OCDS deadline   
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THINK twice before bulling pre-August '96 suckler cows again, and plan the disposal of all your old cows carefully to ensure you can still catch the OCDS before it expires on December 31 next year.   

That is the advice of the National Beef Association's Duff Burrell, based on simple mathematics that show current OCDS throughput at just over 2,000 head a week, but an estimated 400,000 estimated pre-August '96 born cows still alive on farms.   

Mr Burrell believes there could be an impossible log jam over the peak culling season this autumn unless as many cattle as possible are put through the system from June-September or else aimed specifically at the early months of next year.   

"Breeders who put an older cow back in calf this summer should realise that they are narrowing their disposal options down to dangerous levels," suggests Mr Burrell.   

"Everyone with a pre-August 1996 animal still on their farm will be banging on all doors to get them away before the Scheme expires so it would be better to leave these cows barren and put them through this summer instead." * The NBA and other farmers' organisations are soon to begin working with the Rural Payments Agency, BCMS/APHIS and Defra to construct a centrally controlled official booking system that should be introduced before the end of summer.   

The aim is for it to be based on ear tag numbers so it is fully transparent, with no cows being block booked or double booked. It will work on a first come first served basis.   

Defra voices concern over the SPS payment deadline   
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DEFRA was forced to admit this week the Rural Payments Agency still faces an uphill battle to make its June 30 Single Payment deadline, despite a recent upturn in its performance.   

The Department issued a statement refuting a suggestion by farm leaders that they had been told the RPA was on track to meet its target of making just over 96 per cent of payments by that date.   

Senior figures from the NFU, the Country Land and Business Association and the Tenant Farmers Association met Food and Farming Minister Lord Rooker and RPA and Defra officials for an SPS update on Monday.   

Afterwards, the farming organisations issued a joint statement saying they were assured the RPA was `on track to make over 96 per cent of payments by the end of June'.   

However, they said the position on the backlog of mistaken allocations and payments stretching back to 2005 `remained deeply unsatisfactory'.   

In light of the continuing difficulties with the 2006 scheme, they called on the Government to commit to making 2007 scheme payments in December.   

Defra responded by putting out its own statement denying any guarantees on the June 30 deadline had been made.   

"Our recollection of the meeting did not include an assurance that the RPA was on track to make over 96 per cent of payments within the window," it said.   

Defra's response could reflect nervousness within the RPA about its prospects of meeting the deadline and avoiding further EU fines, despite good progress made since a decision to shelve reviews on nearly 20,000 2006 claims. This has freed the RPA to make payments on those uncorrected claims, more than doubling the rate of payment in recent weeks.   

The latest figures show £44 million was paid out in the week up to this Wednesday, taking the total amount distributed to £1.39 billion, 91.2 per cent of the total fund of £1.52bn.   

This leaves another £70m or so to be paid out by June 30.   

The concern, however, is that following the recent rush of payments, the rate could slow again as the more difficult claims at the tail-end of the process are tackled.   

The three organisations also took the opportunity to raise other concerns in the meeting with Lord Rooker, including the Hill Farming Allowance, the treatment of commons, and sugar payments.   

On the commitment to making payments in December, Defra said it was `too early to make such a promise'.   

By Alistair Driver   

- Last year DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency failed to deliver single farm...   
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- Last year DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency failed to deliver single farm payments to England's farmers as promised, which caused significant financial hardship and the government has had to make provision for up to a £305m fine from the European Commission.   

Despite being in the job for over a year, Mr Miliband has not succeeded in improving the delivery of the SFP to England's farmers.   

Farmers are still experiencing delays receiving their money or having their claims validated and the fact is that less money has been paid out this year than at the same time last year.   

It is increasingly clear that David Miliband has still to learn from the mistakes made last year and England's farmers are once again paying the price for incompetence. My colleagues and I in the shadow DEFRA team have tabled an Early Day Motion (EDM 1487), which your readers might wish to encourage their own MPs to sign.   

Bill Wiggin MP   

Shadow Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries, House of Commons   

- Charged with sorting out the 2005 and 2006 Single Payment Scheme arrears for a...   
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- Charged with sorting out the 2005 and 2006 Single Payment Scheme arrears for a client, I telephoned the Rural Payments Agency and asked to speak to the person named as the caseworker.   

Hannah, who answered the call, helpfully informed me that this person worked the "twilight shift", but offered to e-mail her asking her to call me back that evening. I asked for the caseworker's e-mail address so that I could e-mail in advance and set out my queries enabling her to investigate before calling me back.   

Hannah informed me that specific e-mails are for internal use only and I would have to e-mail the general Customer Service Centre e-mail address.   

Well, we all know that the CSC e-mail service is about as much use as Margaret Beckett so, undeterred, and armed with my vast knowledge gleaned from previous correspondence with the RPA, I cunningly deciphered what the required e-mail address would be.   

I duly sent my e-mail to the caseworker giving a précis of the outstanding matters and monies owed, and asked her to telephone me that evening with some answers.   

This was her response to me by e-mail that evening:   

"Hi Jadeson as i have read ur e-mail to Hannah in regards with above sbi   

I had this e-mail as well so hope I need to take no action at the min or else what u suggest ill do." (sic)   

Can anyone translate Just what goes on in the twilight zone Who the heck is Jadeson   

Sarah Easton   

Wype Doles Farm, Whittlesey   

RPA payouts close to 89%   
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The Rural Payments Agency has managed to pay out £72m in single farm payments over the past seven days.   

Latest figures released on Wednesday (30 May) show that a total of 103,850 customers have received either a full or partial payment. This represents 95.3% of the estimated total claimant population of 109,000.   

The total value of those payments is £1.346bn which is 88.6% of the estimated total fund of £1.52bn.   

An increase in the amount paid in the past week - up from last week's figure of £42m - means the payment position is now slightly better than at this point last year.   

Single farm payments for 2006 £46 million down on last year   

By Isabel Davies   
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The Rural Payments Agency has paid out £46m less in 2006 single farm payments than at this point last year - meaning many farmers are in a worse situation than 12 months ago.   

Although SFPs did start to flow much earlier this year, latest figures from the RPA reveal that the total amount of money paid to producers now stands at £1.274bn. This is 83.8% of the estimated total fund of £1.52bn.   

Yet at the same point in 2006 - when the agency was dealing with 2005 Single Payment Scheme claims - the agency had managed to pay a total of £1.32bn or 87% of the fund.   

Richard Wordsworth, NFU Single Payment Scheme adviser, said he had members "screaming for money".   

"The situation is a mixed bag overall. Many farmers have now been paid in full for SPS 2006, but we have around 20,000 claimants who have received only 50-60% partial payments which is less than they received last year [80% partial payment]. We also have another 8000 farmers with no payments at all."   

Mr Wordsworth said he was encouraged that the RPA had managed to pay out £54m in the past week. The week before it paid £36m, but the weekly figure has been as low as £14m.   

But he added: "While it is encouraging that the figure has gone up, if the RPA is to meet its target of paying 96.14% of the fund by 30 June, it will need to pay £188m in the next five weeks."   

One Midlands farmer who contacted Farmers Weekly this week challenged DEFRA secretary David Miliband's claim that farmers who found themselves in difficult circumstances would have their claims prioritised (News, 18 May).   

"We reached our overdraft limit weeks ago and if we exceed it we'll be charged 25% interest. But it doesn't make any difference to the RPA," he said. "We're a small family farm and we call them every week. But we are just told to wait - they are not prioritising anybody."   

The farmer, who asked to remain anonymous, said he thought that smaller farmers should be paid first because they were the ones most in need of the money. isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk   

More business-like approach needed in `optimistic' industry   
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The progress made by the Belgian Blue breed since it was first imported into the UK 25 years ago has been celebrated at the British Belgian Blue Society's silver anniversary dinner. NEIL RYDER was among the guests at Carlisle.   

THERE was quite a strong feeling of optimism in farming, but much of that optimism was driven by people in the arable sector who were seeing forward prices pretty strong, much of which was based on renewable energy pros-pects, said CLA president, David Fursdon. "The difficulty is that the people in the livestock sector are having to pay the prices for feed that is up at the level the grain farmers are enjoying," he said.   

"When people and Ministers are talking about a resurgent optimism in the farming community, this is a little more difficult to see from the livestock side than from the cereal side."   

Mr Fursdon remained optimistic for the future of the beef industry with the combination of population growth and greater affluence in key markets. This represented greater demand, as people with more money tended to buy beef.   

There were some `plusses and minuses', but overall the future looked good.   

"The future is about profit. If we lose sight of profit, then what are we all doing? Farmers have got to act a bit more like businessmen. We will not get our hands held in the future in the way that we have in the past - we have to accept that.   

"That is, in a way, the real wake-up call that we have as an industry. Are we going to stand on our own two feet and make a profit in the future? We have been used to subsidy. The subsidy has been a mess. The Rural Payments Agency has been a complete shambles, and it has probably taught us how to cope without subsidy," he said. "The Rural Payments Agency keeps saying it wants to work in partnership with us as an industry. It is not a partnership that perhaps one would want, and so we have to stand on our own two feet.   

"How are we going to do that? We have to go back to the market and to the free market. You have got a product that should work pretty well in the free market. You have got a possible solution to the uplands. One of the big issues in farming is how will the uplands survive and I suspect that you have a solution to that," he said.   

"The future of the industry is about being dynamic and forward looking. You have already proved with your genetics and information technology and the rest of it that you are positive and forward-looking."   

Rush of forms beats the Single Payment Scheme deadline   
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DESPITE an unpromising outlook, an overwhelming majority of claimants successfully managed to file their 2007 Single Payment Scheme forms before the May 15 deadline.   

Last week  Farmers Guardian reported that fewer than half of the 115,000 forms sent out by the Rural Payments Agency had actually been submitted.   

But this week an RPA spokesman confirmed that at least 90,000 applications had been received, with more forms submitted by post and at the RPA's drop-in centres still to be counted.   

"It will take a few days before all the forms are counted and recorded," he said.   

Forms submitted after the May 15 deadline can still be submitted but these will incur penalties.   

However, applications sent in after June 7 will be rejected by the RPA altogether.   

In his parliamentary statement Defra Secretary David Miliband said the first stages of processing 2007 forms had begun.   

NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth urged farmers to make sure they had got proof of delivery of their forms as it was their responsibility to get them in to avoid late fines. He also reminded farmers to review their applications now in case there was a problem.   

Payment review of 2005 ditched by RPA in bid to meet June 30 deadline   
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IN A last ditch attempt to meet the June 30 EU payment deadline, the Rural Payments Agency has abandoned its efforts to correct mistakes in 2005 Single Payment claims before making 2006 payments.   

The agency is currently reviewing 22,000 2005 SPS cases where it suspects mistakes had been made. In some cases 2006 payments were being delayed while these corrections were being made, but the fear of missing the payment deadline and incurring heavy fines from Brussels has forced a change of heart.   

The 2005 payment review process will now be put on hold until after the June 30 deadline, with the exception of 2,500 disputed claims close to resolution.   

Full and top-up payments will now be made in the remaining cases that had been held up by the review on the basis of current knowledge of their entitlement.   

By removing this barrier the RPA will speed up the rate of payment and take it closer to the target of paying 96.14 per cent of the money by June 30.   

The concern, however, is that there will now almost certainly be errors on 2006 payments that will have to be corrected at a later date, and that 2007 claims could also be effected.   

In a parliamentary statement on Tuesday, Defra Secretary David Miliband said, even with this change, the RPA still faced a `very challenging' task to meet the deadline.   

For the first time, the amount of money paid out in England this year is down on the equivalent week last year, a reflection mainly of the fact that the RPA made 31,000 partial payments on May 10 last year.   

By Wednesday, £1.23 billion, 80 per cent of the estimated total SPS 2006 fund of £1.54bn, had been paid out, compared with £1.3bn last year.   

Over 8,000 claimants have still not received a penny. The majority of these have claims of under E1,000, while the remaining claims include many complex cases. The RPA needs to pay out around a further £250m over the remaining six weeks to meet its deadline, which is an average of over £40m a week - more than any single week over the past two months.   

In his statement Mr Miliband said: "I have confirmed with the RPA chief executive (Tony Cooper) that, while it remains very challenging, the agency should remain focused on achieving the existing target of making 96.14 per cent of payments by June 30 and continue to prioritise activity in respect of claimants who find themselves in difficult circumstances."   

NFU president Peter Kendall criticised the decision to suspend the review of 2005 payments. "We are very disappointed that the work to deal with corrections of 2005 and 2006 claims has not been completed, and is being held over to be sorted out separately yet again. "This must be dealt with as a matter of urgency. It is not acceptable that 22,000 farmers in England are still waiting for their 2005 claims to be sorted out."   

He said that while the move would speed up payments, it was `compounding the complexity' of the system and meant errors would run through to the 2006 and 2007 schemes.   

An RPA spokesman said the intention was to review all the outstanding cases before 2007 payments were finalised.   

By Alistair Driver   
Cumbria commoners in talks over SPS entitlements process   
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ONGOING problems experienced by Cumbria commoners with their claims for Single Payment on common land have been the subject of talks with the Rural Payments Agency commons team and Defra.   

Fiona Southern, administrator of the Federation of Cumbria Commoner, said one of the key objectives had been to achieve greater transparency over the process of calculating entitlements on commons.   

Much of the discussion revolved around draft letters and guidance notes produced by the RPA, which would be sent to all SPS claimants on common land. These explained the different stages of the calculation process and should help individual farmers' understanding of their allocation.   

In addition, the federation had been keen for the RPA to allow chairmen and secretaries of commons associations to view the audit sheets and split rights calculations for their common or set of commons, she said.   

This would enable associations to understand and explain the many anomalies between adjacent graziers that the SFP process had thrown up. RPA and Defra agreed to do this later in the spring on a request basis.   

In addition, RPA and Defra agreed to hold a further meeting with the federation and other stakeholders to discuss their reliance on the common register as the sole means of proof of entitlement to grazing on a common.   

The federation's position was that European legislation required the agency and Defra to allocate areas on the common in proportion to a farmer's right to use it and this right could equally be granted by way of a tenancy agreement from the common owner where there was surplus grazing on a common. They were hopeful of a positive outcome on this issue.   

A further area of concern had been the legal basis of RPA's calculation of entitlement on split right commons.   

Four days to deadline and half SPS claims not sent off   
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WITH just four days to go before the Single Payment Scheme deadline on May 15, more than half of 2007 claimants have yet to submit their applications.   

The Rural Payments Agency has received just over 50,000 applications out of a possible 115,000 forms sent out. Applications received after the deadline will incur substantial late claim penalties, while those received after June 9 will be rejected.   

Despite the large number of applications still to be returned this is an improvement on last year, when only 7,000 claimants submitted forms.   

An RPA spokesman said they were unable to ascertain how many more forms would come in, but were hoping a significant number would arrive before the first deadline.   

In a bid to accelerate the speed of incoming applications and ease the burden of form-filling, this year the agency has introduced pre- populated forms based on information given in previous years.   

According to the NFU, the pre-populated forms had helped ease the pressure of completing them for the May 15 deadline, despite some containing factual inaccuracies.   

However, Richard Wordsworth, the union's SPS adviser, said there had been instances where members had experienced other difficulties, such as obtaining forms, which unlike previous years, had not been available for download on the RPA website.   

"There's a lot of pressure on people to get their forms in this week. Unfortunately the RPA will only accept original forms provided by them and they are only available if you telephone the RPA or travel to one of their drop-in centres.   

"Although there's a fair bit of frustration among our members that they can't download forms from the RPA website, I don't think it's as bad as last year, when there were large scale problems with forms going missing and so on.   

"But that's no comfort for those who find themselves in a difficult position this year," he said.   

The RPA spokesman said: "We made clear when the forms were issued that some of the pre-populated information may not be correct and we urged customers to check this carefully."   

He said farmers' reaction to the pre-populated forms had been generally positive, and it was expected, in future years, the level of accuracy of the pre-populated information would improve.   

The RPA is keeping its drop-in centres open this weekend, from 8.30am to 3pm, to assist farmers still hoping to submit their forms before May 15.   

* For more details visit   www.rpa  . gov.uk.   
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1997 Within weeks of Labour coming to power, more than 120,000 people rally in Hyde Park against the government's rural policies. Farm incomes plummet by 35% and British farmers protest French-style, blockading imports of Irish beef. 1998 The first Countryside March brings more than 250,000 people to the streets of London in protest at government policy on hunting, the beef-on-the-bone ban, right-to-roam proposals and falling farm incomes.1999 Greenpeace executive director Lord Peter Melchett is arrested along with 27 environmental activists who destroy a field of GM maize in Norfolk.2000 During a crisis summit in Downing Street, Tony Blair pledges more than £200m to help livestock producers. "It will not, I am acutely aware, solve all your problems," he says.2001 Foot-and-mouth disease plunges the countryside into crisis, resulting in the slaughter of an estimated seven million animals.   

 MAFF and its minister Nick Brown are replaced by DEFRA and Margaret Beckett.2002 Almost 500,000 people descend on London for the Liberty and Livelihood march,once again protesting at the government's rural policies. The biggest peacetime protest ever, it brings the streets around Westminster to a halt.2003 Margaret Beckett claims this will be a watershed year for British farming amid forecasts that rural tourism will replace farming as the mainstay of rural England within 20 years.2004 The right to roam is introduced, granting ramblers access to open country and registered common land in parts of England and Wales.2005 Hunting with hounds is finally banned. 2006 A cash crisis engulfs thousands of farmers who are plunged into debt as the Rural Payments Agency fails to make Single Farm Payments on time. 2007 Fears of a foot-and-mouth-style epidemic subside as DEFRA manages to contain Britain's first bird flu outbreak in domestic poultry on a Suffolk turkey farm belonging to Bernard Matthews.   
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STOP PRESS- The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that its Drop-in centres will be open this weekend for farmers who want to drop off their SP5 forms.Opening times vary from office to office but all should be open on Saturday and Sunday between the hours of 8.30am and 3.00pm.FW arable writer on Farming SundayThis Sunday's programme at noon on Sky channel 181 includes FW Farmer Focus writer and Oxfordshire cereal grower David Greasby, who talks about his diversification project. Experts will also discuss summer mastitis and strategies for worming dairy cattle. Farming Sunday is repeated on Wednesday at noon. And you can watch the programme exclusively online on   www.fwi.co.uk   each Monday. Dairy farms go at arate of one a day- More than one dairy farm a day has closed in England during the last four years, according to figures obtained by the Conservative Party.   

 The figures, revealed in answer to a parliamentary question from shadow agriculture minister Jim Paice, show that in just four years, 2125 dairy farms have been forced to close.Readers earn points with FW Academy- Over 160 readers have so far passed last week's Farmers Weekly Academy test on spraying, worth two NRoSO and BASIS points. So why not read this week's Arable Academy on ear diseases on p66, sponsored by  Bayer CropScience, and then log onto   www.fwi.co.uk/academy   to test your understanding? A 100% pass mark is required to claim another two NRoSO and BASIS points. Last week's Academy remains available online for those still wishing to have a go at earning last week's points.CLA calls for EU farm budget boost- The UK government should be looking to increase the EU budget, not decrease it, Allan Buckwell, chief economist for the Country Land and Business Association, was expected to tell the CLA centenary conference yesterday (10 May). "The challenges faced by the food and environmental sectors will increase in the future, not decline, so there is no case for reducing Budget Heading 2, currently dominated by the common agricultural policy, and a very serious case to expand it," he said. - For a full report from the conference see fwi.co.uk and next week's magazine.   
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- What is going on? The Rural Payments Agency fiasco is causing financial hardship for many growers, the organic lobby is claiming that everything that the conventional lobby does is a potential environmental disaster and millions of people are unable to feed themselves in the third world.There are now plans to flood thousands of acres of prime agricultural Fenland and there is also mounting pressure on our land to produce fuel crops.With our increasing population and our decreasing farm acreage, there must eventually be a food supply problem. What are our future generations all going to live on? Fresh air is not nutritious and transporting food from foreign shores is not "green".Perhaps in the future British farmers might get the appreciation they deserve and our parliamentary leaders will realise once again that growers are handy people to have around. They produce good, safe food which helps fill our nation's stomachs. F Watson-ArmstrongGreenhill Farm, Bamburgh, Northumberland   

Farmers confused and terrified as 2007 SFP deadline loomssfp top tipGo to the web for answers to SFP questionstwo forms - one deadline.   
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Thousands of farmers still do not have an accurate picture of their single farm payment entitlements, leaving many "terrified" about how to fill in their 2007 forms.The 15 May deadline for SP5 applications is just 10 days away and farmers are expected to tackle the paperwork over the Bank Holiday weekend.Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist for the Country Land and Business Association, said thousands of producers were still battling with problems from 2005. "Cash-flow problems are nowhere near as bad as they were last year, but confusion reigns," he said."Thousands of people have no idea if their position is right. There are people still to agree maps and others who haven't even had an entitlements statement yet.   

 They are terrified about how they should fill in this year's form."NFU president Peter Kendall said he had warned ministers that things did not seem to be getting better at the RPA.Producers facing particular difficulties included those who have been involved in transfers - many of whom found themselves in entitlement "chains" of up to 40 businesses, which the RPA needs to unravel, he said."We still have heaps of unanswered queries about 2005 payments and the complexity of dealing with three scheme years (2005, 2006 and 2007) is huge," he said. "This issue is of enormous concern to us - we've got to shut down at least one of the scheme years."Mr Kendall said he was also concerned that the RPA was only managing to deliver about £20m a week in 2006 payments.About £378m is still outstanding for the 2006 scheme year and there are about 10,000 claimants who have received no money at all."We're getting very near to the point where 2006 payments could start to fall behind what was paid out at this time last year," he said.An RPA spokesman said: "We are not making predictions about payment rates up to the 30 June deadline. Ministers and the RPA have said consistently that the target is challenging, but we are working hard to achieve it."Dedicated teams were working to review the 2005 unresolved cases as quickly as possible, the spokesman added. "RPA's strategy for dealing with unresolved cases is under constant review." isabel.davies@rbi.co.ukThousands have a busy weekend ahead tackling the dreaded SFP forms.- Up to 10% of field parcels have been missed off some pre-populated forms. - If in doubt, put an explanation in your covering letter.For more tips visit   www.fwi.co.uk-   The Rural Payments Agency has offered to pay staff triple time if they work the next four weekends, according to the Public and Commercial Services Union. But the union is urging members to adhere to a two-week national ban on overtime from 2-15 May.- Have you got a question about filling in single farm payment forms? The RPA has - and As on its website. And Farmers Weekly's experts are on hand at   www.fwi.co.uk/forums"I   have fulfilled my set-aside obligation by using the code SA1 for fields in the normal way. However, I like to have insurance set-aside in addition, which I understand has to be put on the form as OT2. My question is that it is unlikely that your set-aside obligation will be exact field sizes and in this situation do you have to divide the field into SA1 and OT2 and supply a sketch map?"Peatman"You are correct in saying that additional 'insurance' set-aside should be coded as OT2, and rightly point out that in most cases allocating set-aside results in a split-field. To record this on the form you will need to divide the fields into Part A and Part B, and provide a sketch map. The RPA will not automatically regard the OT2 area as extra set-aside so it would be worth stating in a covering letter that OT2 land will be managed in accordance with both set-aside and GAEC 12 management rules." Andrew Atkinson,  Strutt & Parker"I have received two different receipts for my 2007 SP5 form. Which is the one that is accepted as the lodgement date for my form?"Various"You will receive two receipts if you deliver your form to one of the RPA Drop-in centres - one from the Drop-in centre and the second receipt will be sent out once the form has been received at the RPA office in Newcastle where the forms are scanned. The date on the receipt from the Drop-in centre will be counted as the lodgement date."RPA website (  www.rpa.gov.uk)The   Environment Agency has received 40,000 waste exemption forms - but this still means tens of thousands need to be returned by the 15 May deadline. The RPA said that by the end of April it had received 32,000 SP5 forms.   
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2007 SPS   

Nearly three-quarters of potential 2007 Single Payment claimants had still not submitted their application forms with just a fortnight to go before the deadline. By April 30, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) had received 31,669 applications back out of the 115,000 sent out.   

This is a substantial improvement on last year, however, when by the same date just 7,000 forms had been returned. The deadline is May 15.   

Applications received between then and June 9 will be subject to substantial late claim penalties. Applications received after June 9 will be rejected.   

"It is important that farmers submit their forms as soon as possible, rather than leaving them until the last minute," an RPA spokesman said.   

The RPA has announced that a new `Queue Buster' service is now available to help deal with the high volume of calls to its Customer Service Centre (CSC) ahead of the May 15 deadline.   

If you are held in a queue for the SPS, you can leave your name and telephone number and the system will automatically make a same day call- back when you have reached the front of the queue.   

The service is only available if you have a touch tone phone.   

The CSC number is 0845 603 7777.   

2006 SPS   

Progress on 2006 payments continues to be slow.   

Another £20m was paid out over the past week, taking the running total to £1.162bn, just over 75 per cent of the total fund.   

With about £380m to be paid out, the agency is struggling to meet EU deadline of paying 96.14 per cent of the money by June 30.   

The agency is anticipating that the payment rate will increase in May, which is just as well as it needs to double the rate of the past few week to meet its target.   

A total of 99,246 claimants have now received full or part payments, 91 per cent of the total claimant population of 109,000. 2005 SPS   

The latest run of interest payments is underway to customers who received their full SPS 2005 payment after the June 30 payment window deadline and since the previous interest payments were made.   

The RPA said it would continue to make interest payments along these lines once each final payment is made to customers still awaiting full or partial payment top-ups.   

This includes payments made where `redefinition work' has now been completed.   

EC fines UK £36m on CAP   
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IN what looks to be an appetiser ahead of a substantial main course, the European Commission has announced the UK has been fined £36 million for failing to meet its CAP payment deadlines.   

The fines relate to payment problems at the Rural Payments Agency before the Single Payment Scheme was introduced.   

The Commission said it was recovering E285m from member states for inadequate control of CAP money or for breaking EU rules. The UK's share was E53.7m (£36m) and most of this was a result of serious delays in making beef payments in 2003 and 2004.   

With everything that has happened since, it easy to forget that the RPA was already experiencing serious problems back then.   

In this case, however, the UK was only the second biggest offender - Spain was fined nearly E80m for late payments.   

Defra said the corrections had already been applied. "There will be no further impact on the UK Exchequer in relation to them," it said.   

However, the Commission is yet to determine the penalties for the SPS fiasco, but the Government has set aside £305m for possible fines that could be levied for both late payments and poor accounting controls.   

£572,000 in RPA bonuses from 2004 to 2006   
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EMPLOYEES at the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) received £572,000 in performance-related bonuses between 2004 and 2006, it has emerged.   

Over 1,000 members of staff benefited from the payments, including former chief executive Johnston McNeill, who received `up to £25,000' in 2004/5 on top of his six-figure salary.   

In that year, three more senior RPA executives received bonuses of up to £10,000, while 530 junior and middle-ranking employees received a flat rate bonus of £550. In 2005/6, three people received up to £25,000, three received up to £10,000, and 542 employees received £500 each.   

The figures were revealed following a Freedom of Information request from Conservative MP Rob Wilson, who said he was `shocked and appalled' and that farmers still waiting for the Single Payments would be `disgusted'.   

The RPA said the vast majority of bonuses were unrelated to work on the Single Payment Scheme. All the 2004/5 payments were for pre-SPS work, as were a number of the 2005/6 bonuses, it said.   

Defra `considered new payment system'   
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DEFRA considered scrapping the whole payment system used by the Rural Payments Agency last year to try to resolve the worsening farm payments crisis.   

Speaking in London on Tuesday, Food and Farming Minister Lord Rooker admitted that when Defra Secretary David Miliband first came into office in May 2006, he thought about bringing in a new payment system. "We did consider ripping up the RPA system and starting again," said Lord Rooker.   

Liberal Democrats Rural Affairs Minister Roger Williams said it showed the depth of the crisis created by former Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett. "Her successor David Miliband still has his work cut out, not least resolving disputed 2005 payments and ensuring full 2006 payments are made without delay," he said.   

A Defra spokesman said Ministers had considered all options to get SPS 2005 payments out to farmers. "It became clear the best way to speed up payments was to stick with the current system and work to improve it so that payments were made quicker and confidence rebuilt. "Ministers have consistently made clear that this will not happen overnight but are determined to see this through."   

RPA fears it may miss Single Payment target   

590 words

Publication date: 27 April 2007

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 3

(c) 2007 CMP Information Ltd.   

SENIOR Rural Payments Agency officials fear the agency will miss its June 30 Single Payment target and could land the Government with huge fines from Brussels, minutes from an internal meeting show.   

In February, the RPA's estimate of `potential disallowance' fines from Brussels for the 2006 SPS scheme was 15.8 per cent of the total fund of £1.54 billion, which equates to over £240 million.   

That estimate was based on the expectation that the EU deadline of making 96.14 per cent of payments by June would be missed and of possible problems with the accuracy and method of delivery of payments.   

Making the June 30 deadline was the official target set for the RPA by Defra Secretary David Miliband in November.   

Minutes from a meeting of the RPA's Strategic Advisory Board (SAB) on February 9 reveal the agency was `not confident' of hitting it. The forecast then was just over 95 per cent and that assumed the RPA would increase productivity by 25 per cent by Easter.   

Despite the presence of the document and its gloomy predictions on the Defra website, the RPA said this week it was still not making `formal predictions' about the SPS target and possible disallowance fines.   

An RPA spokesman said the SAB, made up of leading Defra and RPA officials, was `essentially an internal discussion reflecting management views' and would not be drawn on its predictions. "We have consistently said the target is challenging and we are doing our best to achieve it," he said.   

If it is to meet the June 30 EU deadline, the agency will have to double the current rate it is paying the money out.   

By Wednesday it had paid out £1.142bn of the £1.54bn English SPS fund. This left it with over a quarter of the money to pay out and about £340m to distribute over the next nine weeks to meet the June 30 deadline, an average of about £37m a week.   

Over the past few weeks, it has been averaging about £17m a week. By mid-March, it had paid out £965m, 63 per cent of the total, as a successful partial payment run, ensuring that over 80 per cent of claimants had received at least half their money.   

But progress has slowed significantly since then as the process of validating and topping up some of the more difficult claims has ground on.   

The agency is, however, expecting a surge of payments in early May as these cases work through the system and new software is introduced.   

But there will be no repeat of last year when the agency very nearly made the June 30 deadline thanks to a rushed eleventh-hour part payments run. While limiting late payment fines, this will probably result in even bigger disallowance fines due the level of inaccuracy in the payments.   

The RPA spokesman said, for the 2006 SPS, the agency was striving to get the balance between meeting the deadline and ensuring the payments were accurate and the systems were sound to minimise possible fines.   

He said the estimate of disallowance for 2006 was changing all the time. "The 15.8 per cent prediction was based on figures available on February 9 and reflected what could happen if we were not careful and didn't do anything about some of the problems we faced. "It will alter and hopefully reduce down to zero as we get nearer to the target," he said.   

By Alistair Driver   

RPA sends out bills for overpayments.   
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The Rural Payments Agency will bill farmers for money it has overpaid, according to its chief executive Tony Cooper."Our priority has been to continue to make payments. But we are obliged to recover overpayments."Similarly, Mr Cooper is renewing the RPA's requests to help the organisation get payments out to farmers - by ensuring forms are completed correctly and returned well before the deadline on 15 May."It's difficult to ask for further understanding from the farming community. But farmers can help us by making sure forms are correct, signed, and getting them back to us as soon as possible."- To read more about the RPA's troubleshooting chief executive, the changes he has made since taking over last May, and what he has to say to farmers about future payments, turn to Business, p26.   

Passionate about sustainability.   
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Appearances can be deceptive. If you didn't know better, you might assume that Emma Hockridge lived in an arty part of London, had a degree in media studies, was a zero-tolerance vegetarian and bought all her food from the local branch of Tesco Metro. All in all, about as divorced from farming as it's possible to be.But you'd be wrong on almost all counts. She does live in London, but that's where the job is. Most of her food comes from farmers' markets, she's done courses in geography and horticulture and she does eat meat. Oh, and her family have a 260ha (650-acre) beef, sheep and arable farm near Crediton in Devon.At college she studied geography, followed by a one-year stint with HSBC bank. Then there was a four-month voluntary job training farmers in the Peruvian rainforest (yes, really) and an MA in sustainable land use that involved everything from doing pea trials with Unilever to growing veg for a box scheme in Wales, plus a stint at the Elm Farm organic research centre.   

 As if that weren't varied enough, she even had a six-month spell at the Rural Payments Agency working in the milk quota department.For the past three years, though, she has settled down to a job that she is plainly passionate about as a Sustain project manager. Sustain lobbies government on behalf of more than 100 organisations that range from the NFU, through the WI and Family Farm Association and out to single-interest groups like the Butterfly Conservation Group and the UK E Coli Support Group.Its aim is a clear one, promoting good quality, affordable, sustainable local food that has not travelled halfway round the globe and which helps maintain - economically, socially and health-wise - local communities. So supermarkets are not exactly her favourite organisations."They're not all bad - we work with them on some things," she concedes, but she is doubtful about the benefits they bring to communities."A New Economics Foundation study showed that £10 spent on a vegetable box brought £25 of trade to the local community. But £10 spent at the supermarket brings just £14 to the local community, partly because most of the profit goes back to a central headquarters."small farm championShe's a great champion of the small-to-medium sized family farm, too, partly because she believes they are the best way of ensuring that profits circulate within the local community, but also because she sees them as the ideal vehicle for protecting the countryside. But she would also like to see farmers having more links with the public and being more in tune with food trends.If all that sounds a shade romantic, she is quick to point out that Sustain is pretty hard-headed about its local food role. In particular it works to ensure that schools, care homes and hospitals use food that's simple, not highly processed and which links consumers to the land.food hubTo that end it is pushing for a food hub that can supply London with food grown in the surrounding counties. Sustain also ran the Hospital Food Project in 2004, which aimed to boost the proportion of local and organic food being consumed by four London hospitals from 1-2% to 10%. The scheme was extended last year to 20 hospitals, five schools and five care homes in south-east England, so you can see that things are moving. As well as running other practical projects, Sustain is also campaigning hard to improve the quality of school food and pushing for compulsory cooking lessons and a ban on junk food advertising. Such campaigns may not have been able to muster the massive publicity machine of Jamie Oliver, but Emma reckons the lobbying for government policy changes is paying off. It's certainly a target well worth striving for.Emma Hockridge is a champion of smaller family farms   

Emma Hockridge (27)Education? Degree in geography, MA in sustainable land useCareer? HSBC bank? Unilever/Elm Farm/RPA? Now project manager at SustainAmbitions? To promote good-quality, affordable local food ? To get farmers to have more links with the public? To ensure schools, hospitals and care homes boost the amount of local food they use.   www.sustainweb.org  ? To see previous Faces of the Future go to   www.fwi.co.uk/facesDON'T   HIDE YOUR LIGHT UNDER A BUSHELIf you think you'd make a good Face of the Future - or you know someone else who fits the bill - get in touch. You need to be under 35, making good headway in farming or a related industry and have definite views about the future of the sector. Ring 020 8652 4901 or email david.cousins@rbi.co.uk ? Massey Ferguson is also sponsoring the 2007 Farmers Weekly Young Farmer of the Year award. To enter, go to   www.farmersweeklyawards.co.uk  

The will is there to right the RPA's wrongs.   
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What are three words guaranteed to infuriate farmers? How about Rural Payments Agency?No-one in farming will need reminding of how big a shambles the administration of the Single Payment System has proved. At a cost of something like £20m in interest and finance charges, it will be hard to forget.At least now the House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Select Committee has publicly identified where the blame should lie: Squarely at the door of Mrs Beckett and her two senior civil servants, Sir Brian Bender and Andy Lebrecht. But they were all promoted, while then RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill became the scapegoat.However, we are assured that things are getting better.   

 New RPA chief executive Tony Cooper has been in his job - surely the most unwanted in Whitehall - for almost a year and, as he tells FW this week, has worked hard to change the direction of the RPA.Among his hardest tasks has been to keep tired and frustrated staff motivated and focused on their customers - farmers - despite all the media opprobrium the RPA has attracted. This will come as scant consolation to farmers, whose morale has hardly been boosted by growing overdrafts and interest charges. But it does suggest the will exists to make the RPA deliver, both in its staff and its leader. And where there's a willMr Cooper admits that it will not be until 2008 that all the cylinders are firing and "normal service" is in place. But things have moved forward and, while the 2007 claim year will not be without its problems, it should be easier than 2006. In a commercial organisation that still wouldn't be good enough. But at least now payments are starting to be made. Mr Cooper acknowledges it is difficult to ask for more understanding from farmers. But there can be no doubt that those who get their forms in, signed and completed accurately, and well before the 15 May deadline, will help the embattled RPA in its mammoth task - and help the industry as a whole. Perhaps, finally, the RPA's performance is coming up to scratch. At least it's better late, than never. Turn to Business, p24, to read how Mr Cooper is working to right the mistakes of the past.Ian Ashbridge Deputy business editor- Interview p24   

Satellite maps hit hill SFPs.   
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Sloping land is particularly at risk of losing a considerable area when measured digitally.North-west farmers are losing hundreds of pounds-worth of single farm payments as the Rural Payments Agency continues to make alterations to claimants' field sizes, according to the NFU in Cumbria.It has so incensed an NFU group secretary that he has written over 70 letters to the RPA on behalf of aggrieved farmers.   

 He has not received a single reply and says that, of 300-plus claims made by his office, at least 25% end up requiring letters to the RPA about disputed field sizes.Derek Lomax, NFU group secretary at Kendal, said he had a long list of members who had been informed by the RPA that some of their field sizes were incorrect and that they were being amended downwards."There is nothing anyone can do about this except involve extra expense and use a surveyor to re-measure the field, even though the areas that are being submitted on the SFP forms are identical to the figures given on the Ordnance Survey map - figures that were accepted under the IACS system," said Mr Lomax.He said he could not persuade any NFU members to come forward and be identified because they feared their complaints would attract further unfair scrutiny by the RPA."Fields are now being measured by digital, satellite mapping systems which show a smaller area than the methods used by the Ordnance Survey. Land that slopes is particularly at risk from losing a considerable area when measured digitally," Mr Lomax said.Although the area differences may be small, they can make a significant difference to payments. One farmer's query being dealt with by the Kendal office concerned a field area cut from 27.42ha to 26ha."Historical entitlements are also at risk when field areas are changed in this way. The RPA is hiding behind the Data Protection Act and refuses to enter into dialogue," he added.A spokesman for the RPA said: "The RPA is using and validating against Ordnance Survey plan view data for the Single Payment Scheme, as was the case for the IACS area schemes. The RPA has always allowed farmers to make their own arrangement, at their own cost, to have land professionally measured if they consider that the plan area of their land has been underestimated. This is explained in detail in the RPA guidance booklet (RLE1) and on the RPA website (  www.rpa.gov.uk  ). "Should a farmer have a query with their land boundary they should either contact the RPA Rural Land Register helpline or write to the RPA." jh@jerenyhuntassociates.com   

Taking positive strides towards a better service.   
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Next month, Tony Cooper can chalk up his first year in what had to be one of the least popular Civil Service jobs - chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency. He took over from Johnston McNeil, on whom the fall of the axe had been swift and sudden, but who is now widely seen as a scapegoat for ministerial incompetence. Mr Cooper was under no illusions as to what he was taking on. "The service we've provided to farmers has been far too hit-and-miss," he says."The external view is: Why is it all taking so long? Well, our people know I'm in a big hurry - and I am - to sort things out and make improvements."Nevertheless, he avoids commenting on the notoriously complicated, hybrid payment system former DEFRA minister Margaret Beckett adopted for England, except to say: "I've inherited what I've inherited.   

 I'm working with the [payment system] I've got and that's what I've got to do."Similarly, he is reluctant to be drawn on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Select Committee's recent censure of Mrs Beckett and senior civil servants. But it's hard not to imagine RPA staff can't have found some solace in the MPs' findings. "There have been various scrutinies - they're all historical. What I'm concerned with is how this organisation moves forward."David Hunter's report [The Hunter Review into the future of the RPA] is now complete. It gives us some certainty - we know the RPA will continue. It has taken away a cloud hanging over the future of this organisation and set out what our core business is - delivering payments to farmers."Keeping up morale in an atmosphere of bitter criticism from farmers and the wider media has been a priority, says Mr Cooper. "Our staff see the negative press coverage and they do take a knock. It's very frustrating for them because they are doing many good things."Organisations of the size and profile of the RPA are not suited to sudden, radical change. It's like the old saying about the giant supertanker at sea - because of its size, it takes so long to turn around that it can seem as though nothing's happening. So where did Mr Cooper start?taking stockInevitably, there was a period of taking stock. It was never going to be a quick fix. And Mr Cooper is keen to point out that, while the Single Payment Scheme is the major problem he must solve, it is not the only one the RPA must deliver on. "The RPA is overshadowed by the SPS, but it does lots of other work as well and this all has to be maintained and must deliver. But the key focus has been on the SPS."When I arrived, the 2006 claim forms had already gone out. Some of the information we held was pretty poor. From the legacy of 2005 we identified a level of incorrect information. Hence the need to reprocess some claims and considerably rework some cases. But for the individual farmer, it's no consolation to know that x number of cases have to be redone."One of the most important decisions Mr Cooper made was to change the working culture from a "routine, factory-like, processing" of claims to "case-working", where individual claims are adopted by a case officer and seen through to delivery. "This is a large organisation that does complex work. It requires a higher level of knowledge and expertise, so we have invested in training and development of our people."One frequent criticism of the RPA has been that staff lacked specialist agricultural knowledge and this frustrated farmers trying to find out what was happening to their claims. "Some more complicated cases require a team effort rather than one individual. So we have some experts - floorwalkers - who can be called on by caseworkers for assistance. And our contact centre can put enquiries through to individual caseworkers."But while this will all be welcome news to farmers, Mr Cooper stresses that it is a work-in-progress. The RPA's computer system was not designed for this way of working, and so has to be significantly adapted to cope."2007 is still going to be a difficult year. But by the 2008 scheme year I would expect the SPS to be working in a much more stable state."It needs to be, if Mr Cooper is to meet David Miliband's target of 96% of payments delivered by 30 June. "It's a challenging target. But our caseworkers are completely set on this, wholly committed. "Last year we put in place the means of getting out 80% partial payments. This year we set to make 50% partial payments and they have gone out. So we're in better shape."I can't say if partial payments will be required for the 2007 claims. We need to progress with our work to validate claims. There's no reason to assume we can't make full payments in 2008, but we have to take stock nearer the time."momentumIn the meantime, Mr Cooper is determined that the RPA keeps up the momentum it now has. "I've been honest with our staff, I've opened up access to me, I visit all our sites regularly - at least one a week - and talk to people." One of the key changes Mr Cooper made was to improve accountability, appointing people to be responsible for the RPA's various offices at Carlisle, Northallerton, Newcastle and elsewhere.But as well as clearing the backlog and validating claims for this year's payments, the RPA must doggedly continue to check and counter-check claim details."It takes time because the caseworker wants to make sure the claim is right. They need to check it thoroughly because they don't want to have to spend more time revisiting it later."We are now focused on our customers - farmers. There are a number of cases that have been dealt with badly. I feel embarrassed by that sort of service. To the individual farmers affected I can only apologise. Going forward, there will be improvements. This year has been better than last and by 2008 there will be a normal service."At least that gives farmers something to look forward to. But what of the future for Mr Cooper, whose trouble-shooting appointment was never supposed to be permanent? "I'm definitely here until June 2008. But it could be longer - anything's possible."Yet he certainly doesn't give the impression he is keen to move on. "I like fixing things. I like to get stuck in. There's a lot more to be done, and I'm determined to see this through."ian.ashbridge@rbi.co.uk   

Meet the man attempting to restore Rural Payments Agency credibility   
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Can the Rural Payments Agency ever become a credible organisation capable of delivering its core functions? One man that thinks so is Tony Cooper, who is approaching his first year in charge of the agency. But he admits it is going to be a long, slow process. He tells ALISTAIR DRIVER why.   

TONY Cooper likes a challenge. Which is just as well because he was presented with the mother of all challenges last May when he became the third chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency in as many months.   

Taking the helm after the abrupt demise of Johnston McNeill in March and the short interim reign of Mark Addison his challenge was to turn an ailing organisation that had become a laughing stock, and lurching from one embarrassing crisis to another, into a credible body able to deliver its core functions.   

"It is like turning around a supertanker," Mr Cooper admitted when we met at the RPA's Reading headquarters.   

Progress has been made over the past year but it is slow. The 2006 Single Payment Scheme has been an improvement on 2005. Full payments began in January and part-payments in mid-February, as promised, with most farmers receiving at least half their money by early March, whereas many had not received a penny by May last year.   

Yet the agency is still struggling to meet the target set by Defra Secretary David Miliband of paying 96.14 per cent of the money by June 30, the EU legal limit.   

With over £400million still to pay out and a rate of payment currently around £17m a week, allied to the fact it is the more tricky cases that are still be dealt with, it is going to be touch and go. There will be no repeat of the rushed 11th-hour part-payments made last year because of the risk of disallowance fines.   

Mr Cooper describes the task of meeting this year's deadline as `challenging'.   

The 2007 scheme, he said, would be a further improvement in 2006, although still `difficult'. He admitted that the scheme was still `quite hit or miss', with some people receiving better service than others, and was unable to predict when 2007 payments would arrive.   

It would not be until the 2008 scheme year that the system could be described as `stable', he predicted.   

"By stable I would expect to be able to describe with a much greater degree of confidence when payments will be made and to provide a much better service to the farmer," he said.   

To put the RPA's plight into context it is worth remembering that in the rest of the UK and most of Europe, SPS 2005 is a distant memory and, for most, 2006 is comfortably wrapped up, leaving the focus on 2007 and beyond.   

Yet the RPA is juggling three or four balls at once. It is still mopping up the errors on 2005 payments - at the latest count 23,500 claims where queries existed were being looked at - while scrabbling to make the 2006 payment deadline, starting to process 2007 forms and looking ahead to 2008.   

This reflects the sheer scale of the mess the agency got into over delivering the new system in the two years building up to the catastrophic collapse of the £1.5billion scheme last spring.   

It was this mess that faced Mr Cooper, who arrived with experience of leading two major public sector IT change programmes, nearly a year ago. He immediately made some structural alterations, changing the management team and ensuring greater accountability at all levels of the organisation.   

"But after four months of taking stock I realised it was not going to be a quick fix because I am still correcting the legacy of 2005," he said.   

That legacy is in the `level of incorrectness' on 2005 claims that is having knock-on effects for the 2006 and 2007 schemes which is manifested in, for example, mistakes on pre-populated forms this year.   

Just to make life even more difficult the agency is in the process of fundamentally altering the way it delivers Single Payments.   

One of Mr Cooper's first major decisions was to instigate a shift to a system of `case working', where an individual or small group is responsible for each claim, replacing the original `task-based' system, where claims were shunted from one person to another, a process that caused `lots of confusion', according to Mr Cooper.   

He believes the change will eventually go a long way to improving the service but admits it is a huge transition, requiring major changes to the IT system and a `much higher degree of skill and experience' among staff.   

Currently, case workers are working in groups with a various levels of experience in each, so the inexperienced can learn on the job, with expert `floor walkers' that processors can call on for advice.   

Some farmers are already noticing the benefits of direct contact with case workers but Mr Cooper said the system would not be fully implemented until 2008.   

"By training people, bringing them up-to-speed with the scheme and giving them the right tools we will be able to provide that better service. We are fundamentally changing the way we operate but it does not happen quickly," he said.   

Mr Cooper said the IT system, at the root of many of the problems, was in better shape than last year. "We have ironed out a number of problems and the system is now stable, although it's got further to go."   

As befits the loyal civil servant he is, he refuses to blame Defra for the mess he has inherited. MPs on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee recently called for Ministers and Defra civil servants to held to account for their role in the fiasco.   

It was Defra, for example, that handed over the complex dynamic hybrid system that proved difficult to implement, ignoring repeated warnings from the RPA in the process.   

So did the agency, which had taken most of the flak so far, feel somewhat vindicated by the report? The response was a lesson in diplomacy. "We have had various reports on what has happened but they are historical. I am working with I've got. I can't change what's happened in the past but I can change what happens going forward," Mr Cooper said.   

He was happier to discuss the recent Hunter review of the agency, which effectively gave it the green light to continue with its core functions.   

"It gave us certainty about what we're about and took away a bit of the cloud hanging over the organisation," Mr Cooper said.   

He said morale within the organisation was `amazingly good' considering the media bashing it took last year, which peaked when allegations of sex and drugs in its Newcastle office made news around the world. "The press coverage has been negative and our staff see that and take a knock. They are frustrated because they are doing some good things but they remain positive because they like helping the farming community."   

Mr Cooper, despite holding the title of interim chief executive, is due to stay in the post until mid-2008, although he does not rule out a longer stay. He is clearly relishing the challenge of turning round the proverbial super tanker.   

"I see a number of cases that have been dealt with badly and I feel embarrassed by that. It is not the service we should be providing. For the individual farmer affected I can only really apologise for that. "Going forward there will be improvement. We will no doubt have hiccups. But this year has been better than last, the next will better again and in 2008 we will see normal service. In the meantime we are doing a lot to make things work better.   

Is he daunted by the task? Apparently not. "I actually quite like a problem. I like fixing things and I like to get stuck in. It's something I get a buzz out of. I'm determined to see this through," he said.   

Get SPS forms in well ahead of deadline, says RPA chief   
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RURAL Payments Agency chief executive Tony Cooper has issued a personal plea for farmers to get their 2007 SPS forms in well ahead of the May 15 deadline.   

With the agency dealing simultaneously with 2005 SPS corrections, 2006 payments and 2007 applications, it is keen to get on with processing 2007 payments as early as possible. Mr Cooper said it was in farmers' interests to get forms in early.   

By the end of last week, over 11,000 forms had been returned, of which about 350 had to be sent back because of mistakes.   

Most 2007 application forms have been pre-populated with key information from last year. However, because of problems in the two previous scheme years, some are not pre-populated, while others have gone out with the wrong information, Mr Cooper said.   

"They won't be 100 per cent correct. Some people have blank forms. It's difficult to ask for further understanding from the farming community, but they can help us by making sure the forms are correct and getting them back as quickly as possible.   

"The sooner we get the forms, the sooner we can start to process claims and speed up the cycle of payments."   

Meanwhile, the RPA has paid out another £18 million over the past week, in line with the rate over recent weeks. It has now paid £1.125 billion, 73 per cent of the estimated total SPS 2006 fund of £1.54bn.   

Full or part payments have been paid to 98,395 customers, just over 90 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 109,000.   

Mr Cooper admitted the RPA faced a `challenging' task to meet its target of paying 96.14 per cent by June 30.   

* For a full Tony Cooper interview see page 10.   

The SPS - getting it right   
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You cannot put it off for much longer. The deadline is approaching and the time has come to put a few hours aside and fill in that 2007 SPS application. It is vital there are no mistakes, otherwise it will be returned. To help avoid this ALISTAIR DRIVER asked the Rural Payments Agency for advice on avoiding the pitfalls.   

Filling in the form - key information   

Timetable * April 30: Final date on which 10-month period during which you can have land at your disposal can begin.   

* May 15: The deadline for returning the 2007 SPS applications. Any forms submitted between then and June 9 will be subject to late penalties.   

* May 31: The deadline for making amendments in writing to previously submitted applications without incurring penalties.   

* June 9: The final deadline (subject to late claim penalties). Applications or written amendments made after midnight on June 9 will be rejected.   

2007 SP5 application forms   

More than 120,000 SP5 application forms have been sent out to farmers in England.   

By April 5, the RPA had received 11,433 forms, of which 349 forms had been returned because of errors on the form.   

The major difference this year is that the forms are `pre-populated' with detailed information submitted in the previous application.   

Another change this year is that continuation sheets have been added for sections C and E. As a rule these contain an extra line for every five pre-populated data fields.   

The RPA will be sending out barcodes for farmers to attach to additional documentation. However you should not wait for these barcodes. If they have not arrived instead write your SBI number clearly on each additional sheet.   

The RPA will not accept template forms created by other parties. Original forms must be used.   

Use the reply envelope provided, ensuring you have affixed sufficient postage.   

There are also drop-in centres where forms can be delivered in Workington, Carlisle, Newcastle, Northallerton, Reading, Exeter, Bristol, Crewe, Newmarket, Nottingham and Worcester.   

For queries, the Customer Service Centre number is 0845 603 7777. Open 8 am to 6pm Monday to Friday and 9am to 1pm Saturday.   

The email address is: csc@rpa.gsi.gov.uk   

Top Tips   

Do not leave it until the last minute.   

* Read the guidance very carefully before you start. Use the handbook. * Use original forms supplied by the RPA, not copies or templates generated elsewhere.   

* Sign the form.   

* Use blue or black ink.   

* The green pre-printed data is your personalised data. It should be checked carefully. If it is correct do not rewrite the text as this could delay processing your claim.   

* If you need to correct the pre-printed data or add new information, write clearly in blue or black ink within the boxes provided. * If you make a mistake cross out the incorrect text, write the text next to the box and initial and date the correction.   

* If you need to delete a line of pre-printed data mark the delete line box `X' - please do not put a line across the data or across blank pages.   

* Complete field data sheets in hectares.   

* Include a sketch map if you are splitting a field into two or more parts and one is set-aside, protein crops, nuts or energy crops.   

Common mistakes   

The RPA has identified the most common errors made on applications forms.   

* Not completing the land use code for the current scheme year. * Not signing and dating the form.   

* Column C10 not containing an entry (either pre-printed or handwritten) even when the farmer has wanted to activate (claim payment) on that land parcel.   

* Failing to check the pre-populated data entries, especially if you had a previously notified dual claim or been involved in entitlements transfer.   

Making corrections * The green pre-printed data is your personalised data. It should be checked carefully. If it is correct do not rewrite the text as this could delay processing your claim.   

* If you need to correct the pre-printed data or add new information, write clearly in blue or black ink within the boxes provided. * If you make a mistake cross out the incorrect text, write the text next to the box and initial and date the correction.   

* If you need to delete a line of pre-printed data mark the Delete line box `X' - please do not put a line across the data or across blank pages.   

Hill farmers are slowly being paid   
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THE Rural Payments Agency is now making full payments of the Hill Farm Allowance (HFA). However, the majority of HFA claimants have still not received a penny.   

The RPA recently made 70 per cent partial payments to about 4,000 hill farmers. With the HFA compliance inspection programme for England now complete, claimants that received this partial payment will now receive the 30 per cent balance.   

A total of £6.76 million has now been paid to 4,576 hill farmers but this represents less than a quarter of the total HFA pot of £27m, with around 5,500 hill farmers still to receive anything.   

The problem is that HFA can only be paid once Single Payment claims have been fully validated. The remaining HFA claimants will receive full payments of HFA when all administrative checks have been completed, provided their SPS claim is also fully validated, the RPA said.   

Meanwhile, the latest figures show that progress on 2006 Single Payments continues to be slow. By Wednesday (April 11), £1,107m, has been paid out, representing nearly 72 per cent of the estimated total fund of £1.54 billion. That equates to a further £34m over the past fortnight, the same amount that was paid over the previous fortnight.   

The RPA needs to pay over 96 per cent of the money by June 30 to avoid EU fines.   

The figures showed that a total of 97,779 claimants had received either a full or partial payment, nearly 90 per cent of the estimated total claimant population of 109,000.   

Farmers and landowners are the target in new campaign   
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THE Land Registry is urging farmers and landowners to register their land as part of a campaign to establish a complete record of land ownership in Britain.   

More than half of all land and buildings in rural England and Wales remain unregistered. The Government wants to encourage landowners to come forward voluntarily to fill the gap, rather than have to introduce legislation compelling them to do so.   

Under current rules, land that has been sold or mortgaged has to be registered. But in many cases where land has stayed in families for generations it has remained unrecorded.   

In the Fenlands, for example, 24,000ha, 43 per cent, of land is unregistered. This is one of the highest figures in the country and is attributed to the fact that much farmland has remained in the same families for many years.   

As an incentive to come forward, the registry is currently offering a 25 per cent discount on the registration fee. According to a spokeswoman this cost can be anything between £35 and £500. "We know that farmers and landowners lead busy lives but we are keen that they have a proper guarantee of their land ownership," said Chris Conaty, register development manager for Cambridgeshire.   

The registry insists that it is in landowners' best interests to register land. It gives them the security of having the title to their land guaranteed by the state and can make buying and selling land easier.   

It allows landowners to manage their assets more effectively, to consolidate complex legal information or historic data about their land and to protect their land against encroachment, it says.   

The registry is stressing that the process it is engaged in is not the same as registration via the Rural Payments Agency linked to claiming Single Payments.   

"Land Registry offers an entirely different service providing guaranteed ownership of title," it said.   

However, some landowners are concerned about the loss of privacy that goes with registering land, a process that puts key financial details into the public arena. The registry has managed to increase registration in recent years, thanks partly to new registration laws   

The latest proposals, for example, make registration compulsory where new trustees of land or property have been appointed.   

It is estimated, however, that up to four million land titles remain unregistered. Given the scale of the task ahead, Government and the Land Registry are discussing whether blanket legislation might be necessary in the future to force all landowners to register trusts.   

There are obvious difficulties with this and, in the short-term at least, the registry is seeking to achieve its goals by extending the current mix of voluntary and compulsory registration.   

By Alistair Driver   

Defra must admit to its own failures   
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The MP behind the damning report on Mrs Beckett and her cohorts' handling of Single Payments explains why Defra needs to finish its clearout and what the future holds for subsidies. TOM LEVITT reports.   

JUDGEMENT day finally arrived for Defra last week in the shape of a damning report on its shambolic handling of Single Payments.   

Perhaps the most symbolic verdict of how badly it failed is that only one of the six individuals implicated by the fiasco is still working in the department.   

Some may look upon that as retribution for the unnecessary hardship farmers were and continue to be put under.   

But the MP who headed up the inquiry into the Rural Payments Agency says Defra has still to face up to its full culpability for the chain of events that led to the collapse of the payments system.   

Michael Jack, chairman of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs committee (Efra), says Defra appears to avoid responsibility at every opportunity.   

"A culture where Ministers and senior officials can preside over failure of this magnitude and not be held personally accountable creates a serious risk of further failures in public service delivery. "If accountability is to mean anything then the position of others must now be seriously considered," he says,   

Far from this being a case of Opposition MPs taking an opportunity to put the boot into the incumbent party, Labour members actually outnumber Conservatives on the committee.   

As early as December 2005 MPs were already growing tired of the dismissive attitude of Mrs Beckett and co towards escalating concerns about the Rural Payments Agency. An interim report in January 2006 spoke of a `an unacceptable degree of complacency' amongst Government.   

Farming Minister Lord Bach responded angrily and said the MPs' criticism was `utter nonsense'. Two months later Defra was forced to admit its payments system was failing.   

Instead of resignations, there was an attempt to deflect blame by sacking the RPA's chief executive Johnston McNeill. The Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Efra) final report, published last week, said it was Mrs Beckett who should have been demoted.   

In a highly unusual step, the report also named two high-ranking civil servants, the former permanent secretary Sir Brian Bender, and the director general for sustainable farming, food and fisheries Andy Lebrecht. He said at least one of them should have been sacked too.   

Ironically, all but one of those implicated in the Single Payment System fiasco has left Defra. The last remaining, Mr Lebrecht, is rumoured to be leaving soon.   

Such a turnaround has not given Efra Committee chairman Michael Jack any satisfaction. He criticises the key decision makers for refusing to take responsibility for their mistakes and the unnecessary hardship it caused many farmers. Only Farming Minister Lord Bach was actually replaced.   

However, Mr Jack says his report has at the very least made sure that they will be marked by events.   

"We clearly showed who is accountable for this mess. It is on the record now."   

He has no regrets about naming civil servants - usually the unknown persons behind Government decisions - mindful of the fact that Mr Lebrecht will suffer more than most as the sole survivor in the department. "Andy is still in Defra and dealing on a daily basis with the rural community and this will focus people's minds on his role in the matter," added Mr Jack.   

Despite the extended focus on the issue of subsidy payments farmers receive, Mr Jack believes the farming sector has actually come out of the fiasco quite well.   

"The farming community has remained remarkably stoic. They have tried to get on with life without their SPS and do what they could to get money. They didn't whinge or moan.   

"I think that, despite the pressure, they conducted themselves well. What is more damaging is the reliability of Defra," he says.   

Defra's formal response to the report, expected within 40 days, will now have to explain why it has not taken the action MPs are retrospectively demanding, namely demoting Mrs Beckett and sacking culpable senior civil servants.   

"They will work hard to try and justify it all as well-meaning and deflect criticism from the individuals," says Mr Jack, who at the least does not expect to see mistakes repeated. "I hope the report will constitute a lesson learnt and avoid it happening again."   

Perhaps not. Despite the RPA's difficulties, Mr Jack thinks Defra's enthusiasm for further reform of subsidy payments is far from diminished.   

One of the main factors behind the RPA's difficulties in 2005 was the complicated system adopted by England as it took on decoupled payments post 2003 CAP reform.   

But Defra is still very keen to push ahead and agree a new payment system as early as next year, as was made clear in the joint Treasury and Defra CAP vision document published in December 2005.   

UK farmers can rest easy for now though, as Mr Jack believes, the RPA is unlikely to have to handle any new system any time soon. He says Defra is `ploughing a lone furrow' in European terms. "I don't see much evidence of us pursuing this reform agenda. When we visited the Agricultural Ministries in France and Germany it was made pretty clear to us that there was going to be no change until 2013."   

Efra chairman Michael Jack says farmers were `stoic'.   

Civil servant Andy Lebrecht is still in Defra.   

The six - Where are they now?   

Margaret Beckett - Promoted to Foreign Secretary in May 2006.   

Johnston McNeill - Sacked in March 2006.   

Sir Brian Bender - Promoted to permanent secretary at the Department of Trade and Industry.   

Andy Lebrecht - Promoted to director general for sustainable farming, food and fisheries.   

Lord Whitty - Replaced as Farming Minister in May 2005.   

Lord Bach - Replaced by Lord Rooker in May 2006.   

At last, Westminster cottons on.   
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Farmers often feel that their voice isn't heard in Westminster - so last week's Environment, Food and Rural Affairs select committee report into the single farm payment crisis made refreshing reading, writes Deputy news editor Isabel Davies.It confirmed what farmers have known for some time - that Margaret Beckett messed up at DEFRA and as such should not have been promoted to foreign secretary.Let's just hope she makes a better job of smoothing relations with Iran, than she did of sorting out the Rural Payments Agency.- News, last week's issue and   www.fwi.co.uk  

Hill Farm payments begin   
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THE Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has started to make Hill Farm Allowance (HFA) payments, with about 4,000 claimants in England - around 40 per cent of the total - scheduled to receive partial payments by early April.   

The total value of the first round of HFA payments is approximately £6.5 million. Hill farmers will receive 70 per cent of the full value of their claims initially, with the remaining 30 per cent paid once the cross compliance inspection programme for England has been completed.   

EU rules do not allow the RPA to pay more than 70 per cent of claims until the inspections are complete.   

Remaining claimants will receive partial or full payments of HFA when all administrative checks have been completed, provided their SPS claim is also fully validated.   

The HFA 2008 scheme booklet will be sent out over the Easter period, and will also shortly be available on the RPA website (  www.rpa.gov.uk  ). HFA 2008 is claimed on the SPS2007 claim form, which needs to be returned by May 15, 2007.   

FGBusiness: TRQs are available next month   
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MILK producers affected by herd movement restrictions will have a month to send in completed temporary reallocation of milk quota application forms.   

The Rural Payments Agency says the `Temporary Reallocation of Milk Quota' (TRQ) forms will be available from April 1 and must be received back by April 30.   

The TR- is based on the principle that movement restrictions will prohibit the sale of newly calved heifers, so a producer may have little option but to add these heifers to the dairy herd. The retention of surplus stock may lead to producers exceeding their milk quota.   

Eligible producers whose milk deliveries have exceeded their quota can, therefore, apply for a reallocation of milk quota to partly offset the difference.   

Application forms (MQ/16) and additional details can be obtained from the Milk Quotas Helpline - RPA Exeter on 01392 266466 or online at   www.rpa.gov.uk   under the link `Milk Quotas' - `Forms'.   

Defra must work more closely with RPA, says report   
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DEFRA Ministers need to work more closely with the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) to avoid a repeat of last year's SPS debacle, according to a Government review published this week.   

It said the agency should not take on any additional work until after 2009 and instead concentrate on making payments to farmers on time.   

The disastrous handling of the Single Payment Scheme by Defra and the RPA last year, and the sacking of its then chief executive Johnston McNeill, forced the Government to order a `fit for purpose' review of the Agency in March 2006.   

A separate report by the National Audit Office last October criticised former Defra Secretary of State Margaret Beckett, and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach, for failing to heed warnings that the agency was likely to run into trouble over making farm payments.   

It followed the revelation that Mrs Beckett only met Mr McNeill twice during his time in charge of the RPA. The second time was to remove him from his position.   

The latest review by the civil servant David Hunter backs up that criticism and calls on Defra to make sure the agency is `empowered to advise Ministers directly on the risks to delivery arising from policy variables and timetable pressures'.   

Industry groups said it was time Defra Ministers took on greater responsibility for the RPA and delivery of SPS payments to farmers. "There appears to be an attitude in Defra that it should be dealing with blue-sky thinking issues like climate change when it can't even get things working closer to home," said TFA chief executive George Dunn.   

NFU director of policy Martin Haworth said a `closer relationship has to be forged between Defra and its implementation arm, the RPA'. "The NFU will hold Defra to account on this and is looking for real signs of improvement," he said.   

However, CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell questioned why it had taken so long to report something so obvious.   

"Why has it taken 12 months to decide that they are going to give it some stability? What was the point? And what on earth were they doing before?" he said.   

The current Food and Farming Minister Lord Rooker said Defra would take on the review's conclusions.   

"I am acutely aware of both the difficulties which the problems in the implementation of the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) has caused for farmers and the scale of the challenge that RPA faces to get back on track.   

"The priority for the next two years must be getting the SPS right and with that in mind, it would be the wrong moment to attempt radical change in the agency's structure or responsibilities," said Lord Rooker.   

By Tom Levitt   

RPA should aim to provide more advice, report finds.   

426 words

Publication date: 23 March 2007

Source: Farmers Weekly

(c) Copyright 2007.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.   

The Rural Payments Agency has been told to streamline its inspection regime and offer advice to farmers about meeting the rules of the Single Payment Scheme, rather than just operating as an enforcement agency. A report, commissioned by former DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett, has pointed out that inspections average 20 hours for land eligibility purposes and 40 hours for cross-compliance. "Land eligibility inspections essentially confirm the use, size and field boundaries of land parcels in a farmer's SPS claim. It is hard to see that this really requires an average of some 20 hours of inspectorial time per claim visited," said the report, written by senior civil servant David Hunter.   

 "Cross-compliance is self-evidently a more complicated matter but an average of 40 hours per inspection seems in the face of it equally hard to justify." The report said that SPS inspections only involved a small fraction of farmers - but were seen by the industry as "overly punctilious" and "positively threatening". It suggested that there should be a shift away from pure enforcement towards giving advice to farmers. The Hunter Review was commissioned in March 2006 to look at the agency's current and possible future functions in the wake of the SPS crisis. The headline recommendation was that it would be risky to make any radical changes at the RPA until the delivery of the SPS has been stabilised. But David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, claimed this verdict was deeply disappointing. "It has taken 12 months to say things that we knew already." Martin Haworth, NFU director of policy, said: "The DEFRA review brings no major surprises. It reads like a mid-term report that a pupil has written about himself. "Not had an easy time so far, but basically heading in the right direction - must try a little bit harder." isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk WHAT ELSE DOES THE REPORT TELL US? - The direct cost of administering the Single Payment Scheme in 2005 equates to an average of £750/claim or 5.5p per ? of subsidy paid out. Add in development costs and these figures would be about 50% higher. - More mapping problems could be on the way - the Rural Land Register is currently mapped on a 2001 Ordnance Survey map but there is a plan to move it to the 2006 version. To read the full report visit   www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/delivery/executive/rpaob/  

Paice raps PR cost   
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SHADOW Agriculture Minister Jim Paice has described the Rural Payments Agency's efforts to assemble a new public relations department at a cost of £243,000 a year as `outrageous'.   

"Rather than spending vast sums spinning failure, the RPA should be directing resources at making payments to farmers and correcting the 25,000 cases that are currently under review," he said.   

The agency has now reached the £1 billion mark for 2006 SPS payments in England, although it still has to pay out one-third money owed. By Wednesday afternoon 94,732 claimants had received a full or partial payment, 86.9 per cent of the total and £1,034 million, 67.2 per cent of the total fund of £1.54bn, had been paid out, with £48m paid out over the past week. These figures include a further 1,123 partial payments (including euro payments).   

Set-aside restrictions - Farmers with insurance set-aside - land allocated over...   
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Set-aside restrictions - Farmers with insurance set-aside - land allocated over and above minimum requirement - could fall foul of management restrictions on that land this year, warns rural consultant Fisher German. It can no longer be managed as set-aside, as the Rural Payments Agency will assume such land is managed under Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition 12, says partner Richard Sanders. It cannot be topped between 1 March and 31 July to avoid disturbing ground-nesting birds. To keep land tidy it may be best to plant a crop or manage it as bare fallow (to control weeds such as blackgrass) or grass, advises Mr Sanders.   

Communications jobs at RPA   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has not exactly covered itself in glory as far as its communication skills are concerned in recent years.   

Some might say it has been downright awful. You might have even been on the receiving end yourself and thought you could do better. Well, if you have, now is your chance.   

Under the enticing strapline `Poised for a New Beginning', the RPA is currently advertising for no fewer than six posts in its communications department - ranging from head of communications at a handy £54,236 per annum (more if exceptional) to an online and publications editor at £33,353 pa. They are also looking for a head of communications (external), a head of communications (internal), a communications manager (internal) and a media and PR manager. Total annual wage bill: £242,503.   

The agency, which is also recruiting for a whole raft of IT posts, tells potential applicants the agency is `striving for fundamental and far-reaching transformation'. But it warns: "As you'd expect, our every move attracts intense scrutiny from the media, industry and Government. Which is precisely the sort of challenge you relish."   

Or maybe not.   

`Under fire' over Hill Farm Allowance   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has come under fire in the House of Commons over administrative errors that have hit hundreds of upland farmers.   

Tim Farron, MP for Westmorland and Lonsdale in Cumbria, is to table a Parliamentary Motion criticising the RPA for its `appalling' failure to provide the necessary paperwork for 2007 Hill Farm Allowance declarations.   

Around 560 farmers were affected. Although the RPA had extended the original deadline for applications from January 19 to March 2, any farmers now submitting applications will be subject to a 1 per cent per working day late application penalty fee.   

Mr Farron, who chairs a parliamentary all-party group on hill farming, said this added `insult to injury for farmers already seriously inconvenienced'.   

He said: "Although not surprising, news of another mess at the RPA is a real blow for the many farmers in my constituency. I will be tabling an Early Day Motion urging the Government to do more to support farmers who suffer because of such poor administration.   

"It is appalling that farmers, who have already suffered a lot in recent years, are being forced to bear the brunt yet again."   

Up to £5m not reclaimed by the RPA from Single Payment fiasco   
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UP to £5 million worth of Single Payments distributed in error last June is still sitting in farmers' bank accounts, it has emerged.   

Included in this are a number of significant overpayments, at least one of which is a six-figure sum.   

The problem relates back to last summer, when the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) tried to speed up the payment process by processing some claims manually.   

This resulted in around 700 claimants receiving two part-payments, one manually processed and the other via the computer system that was continuing to operate.   

The error was identified in August, and soon after the RPA wrote to all claimants its records showed had been paid twice to outline `further actions to reclaim the overpayment'.   

But seven months on, hardly any, possibly none, of the money has been recovered.   

RPA officials have spoken directly to those who received the biggest overpayments, but the agency is still working on systems to calculate the precise amounts owed and mechanisms to recover the money.   

Some of the farmers have expressed surprise at the lack of action to recover the money, but the agency insists it is confident all the money will be recovered, based partly on its previous experience of debt recovery.   

However, it is unable to specify timetable or say why the process is taking so long.   

Methods used to recover the money will vary. Some farmers will simply be invoiced, while in other instances money will be offset against future Single Payments and Environmental Stewardship payments.   

Ultimately, the RPA will have to resort to legal action if recovery is difficult.   

The relevant EU Directive states that interest earned from when farmers were informed they had been overpaid should be repaid, but the RPA has indicated it will be flexible on this issue, as it made the original error.   

Even if farmers have not contacted the RPA, the agency says it has records of all 700 cases, although it admits there may have been other overpayments not picked up by the system.   

Further to this, it has emerged that around 33,000 2005 SPS payments - nearly 30 per cent of the total - have had to be reviewed. More than 8,000 have been resolved, but new queries are being brought to light all the time by the RPA's ECR71 process and currently 24,500 are under review.   

Around 11,000 relate the discrepancies of under E100 (£68) and of the rest, about two-thirds are possible overpayments and one-third underpayments.   

All of this spells trouble for the Government, which has put aside £305m to cover possible EU fines because of late payments and a lack of accounting controls over SPS money.   

NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson said the fact that the £5m had still not been recovered was further reflection of the ongoing chaos within the RPA.   

Tenant Farmers' Association chief executive George Dunn said the association was advising affected members to inform the RPA if they knew they had been overpaid and to put the money in a separate account.   

By Alistair Driver   

Website clarifies chemical use for cross-compliance.   
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The Pesticides Safety Directorate has published guidance on its website (  www.pesticides.gov.uk  ) to clarify issues that have emerged during cross-compliance inspections of pesticide spray records (News, 2 March 2007). While PSD said the checklist for Statutory Management Requirement 9, which it assisted the Rural Payments Agency in preparing, had been kept as simple as possible, it acknowledged there had been concern within the industry about the interpretation of labels. It said the safe use of pesticides remained a combination of a product's Conditions of Approval for use and the general guidance in the Code of Practice for Using Plant Protection Products (Green Code). It also clarified the whole product label - other than company advisory information - had a statutory basis since it all formed part of the approval.   

 "Some parts cannot be varied in any circumstances, for example, maximum dose rates and the use of protective clothing (PPE)." Others could be varied in the light of advice given in the Green Code, particularly water volumes and tank mixtures, it noted. "The essential point is that by following product labels and relevant parts of the code when using a pesticide no offence will be committed." A further nine commonly raised issues are dealt with in a Q&A document on the website. These deal with topics such as when products can be used at lower water volumes, whether growers can use reduced doses, split the maximum total dose, and tank mixing. Keith Dawson, SAC's principal crop consultant, welcomed the clarification notes issued by PSD, but suggested it still left areas open for further discussion. "The confusion in this area has also highlighted the need for clear communication earlier." mike.abram@rbi.co.uk   

questions and answersFarmers Weekly also asked PSD and the RPA the following questions not covered in the PSD guidance: - How is the issue of growers buying product from buying groups, and getting the same active but with a different product name from the one intended (which might have a different label) being addressed? RPA will be checking that farmers are using approved products. So provided all products used by a farmer (irrespective of his original intentions with respect to products) have been approved and the farmer follows the instructions on the pesticide product's label (supplemented by guidance in the statutory code of practice on using plant protection products) they should encounter no problems. (PSD) - Has anyone had SFP deducted for non-compliance on SMR 9? Details from the results of inspections in 2006 are being drawn together and will be published on the RPA website shortly. However, emerging findings indicate that issues with appropriate certificates of competence to spray are an area of concern (RPA). - Can inspections be of historical records? How far back can inspections go? RPA inspectors have the scope to check records dating back to the introduction of SMR 9 on 1 January 2006 (RPA). - Are RPA inspectors BASIS qualified? RPA inspectors have been trained specifically to undertake SMR 9 inspections and the training course has been accredited by BASIS and NRoSO (RPA). - What general advice would you give agronomists/growers? The regulations require the sprayer operator applies the approved product in accordance with the conditions and requirements of approval, and those on the label, and within the principles of good plant protection practice and, whenever possible, integrated control. The operator is also expected to know whether or not the product approval has been revoked - by reference to PSD or its website of necessary (RPA).   

RPA better? Not that I can tell.   
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- I have received a letter today from Sarah Atter, partial payments manager for the Rural Payments Agency. She is writing to inform me that, because our 2006 Single Payment Scheme claim is below £677.70, we are not eligible for a partial payment. The reason their computer is telling them that our claim is below this threshold is because we are still waiting for someone to update our claim and pay us the outstanding amount for 2005. The computer thinks we have been paid for 2005, so we do not show up on the statistics for outstanding claims. I have been writing to the RPA since May 2004 to try to sort out a Private Contract Clause. In October 2006, they eventually agreed to our transfer request. However, they were sorry to tell me they will not be in a position to start adjusting entitlements for some time yet. They cannot adjust our 2006 entitlements statement until our 2005 claim has been updated.   

 I am really pleased for all of the farmers who have received a full or partial payment for 2006, but do I think the RPA have improved their service? - absolutely not. Chris Latham Castle Fields Farm, Harvington, Evesham, Worcestershire   

in brief...   
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Fertiliser firm warns of soil nitrogen shortage - Flowering oilseed rape fields such as this one, near Fakenham in Norfolk, could soon be running out of nitrogen, fertiliser manufacturer Terra has warned. The mild conditions have brought the crop into flower but the first wet winter for three years has left soil short of N. - Visit our Food For Thought blog for our view on weather and oilseed rape in flower -   www.fwi.co.uk/foodforthought   Farm Sunday training - The first of 16 half-day training workshops for farmers planning to open their farms to the public as part of 10 June's Farm Sunday event takes place at Worrall House Farm, Ormskirk, Lancashire on Wednesday 14 March. - Phone 024 7641 3911 or see   www.farmsunday.org   for details. RPA pays 91,000+ - The Rural Payments Agency has paid 91,466 farmers a full or partial single farm payment for 2006, according to latest figures.   

 A spokesman said that a total of £986m had been paid out to producers in England which equated to 64% of the total payment fund. Meanwhile, the RPA has begun to despatch 2007 SPS application forms to growers. Farmers who have not received a form by 12 April are asked to call the RPA Customer Service Centre (CSC). - Thousands still unsure about 2005 payments, p12 Farming Sunday on Sky This Sunday's programme at noon on Sky channel 181 includes a biofuels special with comment from the National Non-Food Crops Centre and British Biofuels on the opportunities for UK farmers. Veterinary experts discuss options for pneumonia control. Farming Sunday is repeated on Wednesday at noon. And you can watch the programmes exclusively online, on FWi each Monday.   

Thousands still unsure about 2005 payments.   
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single farm paymentFarmers still struggling to resolve their 2005 single farm payment claims have said they are sceptical about whether things are improving at the Rural Payments Agency. The RPA has managed to pay out close to £1bn in 2006 SFPs, but significant numbers of producers are fuming that problems with 2005's claims are taking months to be resolved (see below). According to the agency's own figures, there are 87 Single Payment Scheme claimants who have not received any payment, and another 92 farm businesses waiting for a balance payment. However, there are another 24,500 cases which the agency says it still needs to review. It estimates that two-thirds of these are likely to be instances where overpayments have been made to farmers and money needs to be clawed back, while one-third will be underpayments. Of the 24,500, it is understood that 11,000 involve possible errors worth in excess of E100 (£68), while 8000 are likely to be for a sum of money under that amount.   

 In a statement at the end of last month, DEFRA secretary David Miliband said that a dedicated team was working to complete this work as soon as possible. But the RPA is unwilling to put a time estimate on how long it will take to get through the claims. isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk   

farmers with 2005 problemsI am still waiting to be paid £18,000 of my 2005 SFP claim. The RPA computer has made a hash of the farm woodland premium on my farm. Any fields that had farm woodland premium next to them have been taken away. This has meant that the RPA says that I have over-claimed and is not paying for those fields, and triggered penalties. The start of this saga was in August when I got a top-up payment of £700 which was £18,000 less than I was expecting with no explanation. "Needless to say, as of 2 March this year I have had no payments for 2006 SFP and soon I will need to fill in my 2007 forms." Angus Neish Wiltshire"I am still having problems with my 2005 SPS. My original entitlement statement (unvalidated ) corresponded exactly with my 2005 claim, which I thought was great - everything going along fine. I then had a partial payment which was fine again. But then I had my 2005 top-up payment and they had suddenly missed off over 30ha from the claim and had not paid any protein supplement. "I have continually been in contact with them since September and appear to be getting nowhere slowly. They accept that a mistake has been made but don't seem to be able to rectify it." Michael Simpson Worcestershire"I'm still trying to sort out my 2005 claim. Mapping has been nightmare - I have had fields under the river, in the wrong county, the wrong shape, the wrong size and I have also been accused of over-claiming. Bent fields come back straight and other people's maps are accepted as correct so my fields are altered to fit. "I have phoned (and been passed from pillar to post) asked for a visit, complained by e-mail (no reply) been to see my MP stressing the fact that it is not just me but all my neighbours (if my maps are wrong so must be their's) and still have no explanation, or apology." Paul Hirst East Yorkshire   

Press the RPA on common land issue   
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THE Rural Payments Agency should continue to be pressed for transparency in its calculations of single farm payments on common land, said the new chairman of the Federation of Cumbria Commoners.   

Elizabeth Moore, who farms at Uldale, and who succeeded Carl Walters as chairman, said after the annual meeting at Threlkeld, Keswick, there were a lot of issues facing commoners that needed to be resolved over the coming year.   

She said they also needed to raise awareness of the potential imminent abandonment of centuries of traditional farming practices on some of Cumbria's commons as the Lake District ESA comes to an end and commons fail to qualify for new agri-environment schemes.   

"Alongside this there is the ongoing consultation over the implementation of the Commons Act, which will have a significant impact on our members."   

Graham Bathe, Natural England's Access and Common Land project manager, argued for the need for commons to be treated as `a discreet national resource' and for wider recognition of the significance of the environmental, social, recreational and cultural resource they provided.   

Hill Farm Allowance declarations extension due to missing paperwork   
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THE Rural Payments Agency has admitted that 560 upland farmers did not originally receive the relevant paperwork to submit their Hill Farm Allowance (HFA) declarations for 2007.   

In addition, claims had not been received from a further 800 who applied last year and had expressed an interest in claiming again this year.   

An RPA spokesman said the agency had written again to those who had not received the paperwork to give them every opportunity to submit the forms, for which the extended deadline expires today (March 2).   

The original deadline of January 19 had been extended to allow hill farmers who had not received or submitted the forms to send them in without incurring late claim penalties.   

However, completed declarations received after today, but before midnight on March 27, will be subject to a 1 per cent per working day late application penalty. Declarations received after March 27 will not be considered and the HFA claim will be rejected.   

Hill farmers who have not received a copy of the explanatory literature, but who would like to claim HFA 2007, should request a copy of the booklet and the declaration form from the RPA Customer Service Centre (CSC) on 0845 603 7777, or download them from the RPA website -   www.rpa.gov.uk  .   

The completed declaration form should be sent to HFA, PO Box 23, Exeter, EX5 1WE.   

Mismanagement cause of deficit.  
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DEFRA has been heavily criticised by the House of Commons' Environment, Food and Rural Affairs select committee for the financial mismanagement that led to a £200m deficit in its annual budget. In the Committee's report: DEFRA's Departmental Report 2006 and DEFRA's budget, it recognised that some factors such as the 2006 avian influenza outbreak were beyond the department's control. But it said that the department itself had to take much of the blame for its precarious financial situation. criticisms Among its criticisms the committee found the department had been "careless" and "over-optimistic" about the amount of money it would receive from the Treasury. On top of this, additional costs, such as the debacle at the Rural Payments Agency and the avian influenza outbreak, were enough to "tip the balance", said the committee.  

 The result was sudden, unplanned, poorly explained and highly disruptive mid-year restrictions on the budgets of agencies, public bodies and voluntary groups reliant on DEFRA funding. This, in turn, led to important environmental programmes and projects being postponed. concerned The committee said it is extremely concerned that funding will continue to be very tight for the department and its agencies over the next few years. It is calling for spending priorities to be published as soon as possible to show how further efficiency savings will be met. Commenting on the Committee's findings, the chairman, Michael Jack MP said: "Our report reveals the shock to DEFRA's financial systems of having to move from the cosy world of an under-spending department to one of tough Treasury rules on departmental financial accountability. "Tough financial times lie ahead for DEFRA - the report confirms that the department will need to be on top of its financial game if it is to meet all its many obligations from paying farmers on time to reducing their greenhouse gas emissions."  

Confusion over label infringements.  
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Urgent clarification is being sought by farmers and advisers over how cross-compliance inspections of spray records are being carried out. Rural Payments Agency inspections could, and have, according to some in the arable advice industry, find infringements of pesticide labels that may lead to single farm payments being withheld. The cross-compliance guide states: "Pesticides should be used in accordance with any requirement or condition specified or required by the approval on the label." But exactly what was legally binding on a label was causing confusion, said Andrew Clark, head of NFU policy services. "We're talking to the Pesticides Safety Directorate because there is a concern RPA inspectors are taking the whole label as legally binding." However, there was wording on labels that was never meant to be legally binding, Bob Mills, Frontier technical manager, said.  

 "It was to do with best practice, to help with efficacy." The situation had been exacerbated by the removal of the statutory box from labels, said Keith Dawson, SAC's principal crops consultant (for more on this see  http://www.tiny.cc/labels ). That was intended to make labels clearer, but appears to have had the opposite effect. "No one wishes to do anything unsafe to the environment, consumers or operators," Mr Mills stressed. "But we need to define what a safety risk is, and what are just stewardship, best practice and efficacy, where agronomists make their own call." Strict observance to stated label restrictions, while an admirable aim, could if misapplied undermine progress made by the industry in helping to minimise the environmental impact, lessen and optimise pesticide use and reduce carbon footprints, Dr Dawson suggested. "For example, water volumes are a credible way to reduce environmental impact and reduce cost of production." But their use could be threatened because relatively obscure statements on some labels mean doses have to be reduced pro rata when using low water volumes (see Arable, p52). "The number that could come unstuck with that will be phenomenal," Association of Independent Crop Consultants agronomist Patrick Stephenson suggested. Reading the new Green Code Pesticide handbook would help growers to understand which pesticides cannot be applied at low water volumes without reducing rate, fellow AICC agronomist Bryce Rham said. "It is all on page 81, but it is a nightmare. Manufacturers should be taking the lead on this. I want them to clarify with PSD what label statements are legally binding, and draw up a list of products affected [by this water volume issue]." At the time of going to press RPA was unable to answer detailed FW questions about cross-compliance inspections of spray records. But it did state: "SMR9 merely re-enforces existing legislation claimants are required to do nothing new." mike.abram@rbi.co.ukGrowers could face SFP cuts if the RPA uses label advice as legally binding.  

? Low water volume spraying ? Multiple applications of same active ingredient ? Tank mix recommendations ? Novel spraying systems ? Supply of similar/identical products from buying group with different product name to recommendation ? Liability - agronomist or farmer  

RPA `getting on top of the job' on Single Payments  
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MORE than three-quarters of farmers in England have now received all or at least half of their Single Payment.  

Since last week, the Rural Payments Agency has delivered more than 43,000 partial payments, worth £633 million.  

With 41,000 farmers having already received full payments, £919m, 59 per cent of the total fund, has now been paid to 84,000 claimants (77 per cent).  

The part-payment run was expected to take three weeks but is likely be complete by the end of the week, well ahead of schedule.  

When it is complete the process of delivering full payments to claimants who have not yet received anything and of topping up part- payments will begin.  

Of the 25,000 claimants who have not received anything, the vast majority had claims of under E1,000 and therefore were not eligible for part payments.  

Some with claims of over E1,000 have missed out because of specific problems like appeals and over-payment in 2005, said a spokesman for the Rural Payments Agency.  

Top-ups on part-payments will be made once the claims have been fully validated and processed.  

The agency spokesman was unable to give any forecasts about when the remaining £620million would be paid and admitted the target of making 96 per cent of payments by June 30 remained a `challenging one', despite better than expected progress so far.  

Tenant Farmers' Association chairman Reg Haydon, speaking after a SPS stakeholder meeting this week, said after last year's traumas, the RPA finally appeared to be `getting on top of the job' and was meeting its targets.  

"I even got 60 per cent of my payment last week," he said.  

He said 2007 SP5 application forms were due to be sent out next month, ahead of last year, and warned farmers to be extra vigilant in filling them in accurately as stakeholders had been told there was no prospect of any leeway on the May 15 deadline.  

By Alistair Driver  

RPA increases its performance.  
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The Rural Payments Agency has managed to pay out £919m - close to 60% - of its single farm payment fund, it has revealed.In the past week 43,270 farmers in England have received a partial payment worth a total of £633m. This means that a total of 83,967 claimants have now received some or all of their money.Reg Haydon, chairman of the Tenant Farmers Association, said: "It is encouraging to see a big improvement in the performance of the payments division of the RPA compared with last year. The forecasts made by the minister last year appear to be on target."An RPA spokesman said a few more partial payments would be distributed, but efforts would soon be switched back to making full and top-up payments. The RPA estimates its total single farm payment fund is £1.54bn and its customer base at 109,000.  

window on the web- If your partial payment is much lower than you were expecting, you should write a letter explaining why and send it to RPA, PO Box 1058, Newcastle-upon-Tyne NE99 4YQ. Include your SBI number and business name and head the letter "Partial Payment". - You can find answers to other partial payment questions at  www.tiny.cc/rpaanswers 

Interim single payments on their way, says RPA.  
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The Rural Payments Agency has started making partial single farm payments to the tens of thousands of farmers in England waiting for a 2006 payment.As promised by DEFRA secretary David Miliband late last year, the RPA has this week switched from making full payments to interim ones.Over the next three weeks, those farmers with claims worth more than E1000 (£680) will receive a partial payment worth 50-60% of the value of their claim. Those lucky enough to be at the head of the queue should find the money in their bank accounts today (Friday, 16 February).An agency spokesman said 40,818 farmers had already been paid a full payment, but these would be suspended while the partial payment run was carried out.The RPA maintains it may take up to three weeks to complete the process, claiming there is a manual element to it so staff can't just "press a button"."Payments are put through in batches and some get thrown out as they go through the system," said the spokesman.  

 "These then have to be looked at again."Derrick Wilkinson, senor economist for the Country Land and Business Association, said: "The agency is in a better position than last year, but there are still people out there with problems. There could be discrepancies between what people are expecting and what turns up."isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has completed a successful dry run for making partial payments, with 100 customers receiving a total of £1.67 million. As a result, partial payments will now be made to those who have not received full payment. The agency says full payments are being suspended while partial payments are being processed.  

FGBusiness: Farm borrowing dips slightly to £9.375bn  
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THE UK agricultural industry's total borrowing dropped by £18 million in the quarter to December 2006.  

The national figure now stands at £9.375 billion, according to the latest Bank of England figures.  

Bankers say the figures hide a mix of individual situations - borrowing for businesses that are expanding; those that are tiding themselves over because of delayed Single Farm Payments; and those who, unfortunately, could be striving to prop up faltering businesses.  

Tim Porter, agriculture director at Lloyds TSB Business Banking, said prior to the SFP regime it would have been usual to see a reduction in total farm borrowing of £300-400 million during this period due to crop sales and subsidy receipts.  

However, when compared to the previous year-end figure of £9.218 billion, the upward trend in total borrowing had continued, and the latest figure represented an increase of just under 2 per cent year-on- year.  

In addition, UK farmers, at the end of December, had deposits of £4.063bn, an increase of £335m over the September 2006 figure. This compared with £3.552bn at the same time last year, up just over 14 per cent.  

Mr Porter said many farmers were developing new sources of income from their land and building assets.  

"The new investments being made by farmers are strengthening farm asset bases. We are seeing a renewed sense of confidence creeping into the industry as a result of these on-farm investments, coupled with good market prices for land, buildings and commodities."  

He said the recent increase in interest rates was adding further pressure on farm cash flows, with every prospect of a further increase soon.  

As a result, there could be more enquiries about fixing interest rates for longer-term borrowing.  

Euryn Jones, Barclays agricultural policy director, said the figures showed farmers who borrowed money had a broadly neutral period in terms of cash flow over the final quarter of the year, but the underlying trend of increased farm borrowing was continuing.  

He said prospects for farm borrowing during the first quarter of the year would largely depend on the Rural Payments Agency's ability to pay the remaining Single Payments to farmers in England, but it was encouraging that more than 20,000 claimants had received their full payments to date.  

John Barker, senior agricultural manager with HSBC, said the figures showed total lending to agriculture had stabilised during the final quarter of the year.  

He said the acid test would be in the first half of 2007, when a marginal reduction in borrowing was expected as the SFP arrived and farmers continued to benefit from the improved commodity prices. "Such improvements in income should help offset the cost of recent base- rate rises that have increased the cost of borrowing."  

He said the fact that deposits had increased significantly ahead of seasonal trends showed the best farmers were getting better.  

Deadline for declarations  
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HILL Farm Allowance (HFA) claimants are being reminded to return their declarations by next Tuesday (February 13) or miss out on funding.  

According to the latest Rural Payments Agency figures, there are still more than 1,130 farmers throughout the country - the majority of which claimed HFA in 2006 - who have not returned their declarations.  

CLA regional adviser, Jane Harrison, warned this week: "Claims made between now and February 13 will incur a late penalty payment but anything after that date will not be considered at all."  

Further information may be obtained from the RPA's website  www.rpa.gov.uk  or by contacting the Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777.  

More than one third receive Single Payment in England  

254 words

Publication date: 9 February 2007

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 1

(c) 2007 CMP Information Ltd.  

MORE than one third of farmers in England have received their Single Payments in full and thousands more will be paid over the next few days.  

Following the trials and tribulations of last year, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) appears to be a making a better fist of things this time round.  

By Wednesday, 40,597 farmers had been paid in full, 38 per cent of the total number of applicants.  

They had received a total of £285 million, 18 per cent of the overall pot. That has been achieved in just over a fortnight, a rate of around 20,000 a week.  

Full payments on claims that have been validated will continue until mid-February. From that point - the date has not been finalised as the system needs further testing - claimants that have not yet been paid will get part-payments worth at least 50 per cent of the claim.  

That process, applying only to eligible claims above ?1000, will take `a few weeks'. There will be no full payments while the part payment system is operational. Top-up payments will begin once part payments are complete.  

RPA chief executive Tony Cooper said he was `encouraged' by progress so far and that the agency would continue to make payments as quickly as possible.  

He stressed, however, that the target set by Defra Secretary David Miliband of paying 96.14 per cent of funds by the end of June, the EU legal requirement, `remained challenging'.  

Single Payment trials continue  

133 words

Publication date: 26 January 2007

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 6

(c) 2007 CMP Information Ltd.  

A FURTHER select few farmers in England received full Single Payments this week as trials of the new system continued. A Rural Payments Agency spokesman said `things were going well' and, while it was too early to say when full payments would begin in earnest, an announcement would be made soon.  

The spokesman also urged growers who fear their Fruit, Vegetable and Potato allocation could be wrong to write to the RPA. He said the agency was already investigating eight cases from stakeholders where errors had potentially been made, although it had not received any direct calls from applicants.  

The address is: Rural Payments Agency, PO Box 1058, Newcastle-upon-  

Tyne, NE99 4YQ. Growers should quote their SBI number and business name and mark the document `2005 FVP allocations'.  

McNeill `not solely to blame'  
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FORMER Rural Payments Agency chief executive Johnston McNeill has refused to accept sole blame for the 2005 farm payment fiasco after finally giving evidence to MPs investigating the affair.  

As well as admitting he was forced into the job, he blamed Defra Ministers for setting unrealistic targets and said the former Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach had been warned on a daily basis that `we were running into trouble'.  

Speaking in a private session on Monday, Mr McNeill, who had failed to turn up for two previous hearings told MPs from the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee that Lord Bach "was also receiving daily reports, explaining our anticipated performance+ They demonstrated that we were running into trouble, and we were desperately trying to find some way round the difficulties that we were experiencing'.  

Mr McNeill said other Defra officials were also responsible for briefing Ministers about how likely payments were to be made on time. "General reports on progress were produced jointly, from my recollection, in the main by Andy Lebrecht, who was the director general, and myself," he said.  

Mr McNeill then said he had never wanted the job and considered it `very high risk'.  

He said he was approached by recruitment consultants, but refused, and said he was not really interested. They were very persistent, saying he should apply for the job. He pointed out there were other candidates, but they repeated that he should apply.  

Mr McNeill told MPs he was also later persuaded to stay on in the job in 2003 by former top civil servant at Defra, Brian Bender.  

He said he had opposed what he called a `political decision' to promise to start payments in February 2005 and complete 96 per cent of them by March.  

He said the current system was `chunky, clunky and generally not as good a piece of work as it should be', and that he would have preferred to have worked to the EU deadline of June 2005.  

The MPs' final report is expected to be published in mid-February and committee chairman Michael Jack vowed it would `name and shame' those responsible for the RPA's failings.  

By Tom Levitt  

Full payments to begin `within next few weeks'  
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ONE HUNDRED farmers in England received their Single Payments in full this week, as part of a live IT test, which covered a range of different types of claim.  

A further test to monitor the effectiveness of the systems will take place soon, and the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) is aiming to begin making full payments in earnest `within the next few weeks'.  

The delivery of the first payments this week, albeit as part of a small scale test, puts the agency over a month ahead of last year, when the first payments were made on February 20. This is because the first claims were definitively established in early January, compared with mid-February last year.  

The agency says it is also on course to deliver part payments, worth at least 50 per cent, from mid-February to farmers who have not received full payments by then.  

The part payments process should take three weeks, so by early March the vast majority of the 110,000 claimants in England should have received some money.  

NFU policy director Martin Haworth said `all the evidence' pointed to the RPA being on course to meet its targets, but he told the NFU council that some areas of concern remained.  

The biggest is over the 7,700 Fruit, Vegetable and Potato (FVP) allocations. Over Christmas, the RPA announced that, following a review, it was finally able to inform growers of their revised allocations.  

However, according to the NFU, a large number of these are wrong. For example, one farmer found his FVP area had been added up over the three- year qualification period rather than averaged out, so he had been allocated three times too many hectares.  

NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth said the concern was that if too many payments were wrong, the whole lot may have to be recalculated.  

There was also concern over the high number of inaccurate entitlement statements that had been sent out, particularly where entitlements had been transferred by one farmer to another over the past year or so. In that case, the statements were still indicating that the farmer who originally held the entitlements would receive the payment linked to them.  

An RPA spokesman said it had already been made clear that about a third of statements would be `indicative' and advised farmers to contact the agency if there was a problem with their statement.  

He said 2006 payments would be accompanied by remittance advice detailing just the payment amount, followed by a more detailed payment statement and letter about 10 days later.  

By Alistair Driver  

We're on our way.  
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David Richardson was not alone at the Oxford Conference in wondering if David Cameron and David Miliband were Tony Blair clones. Both came over as "regular sorts of guys", flashed the same kind of grins and mimicked the mannerisms of the PM. Whatever Blair has or hasn't done over the past 10 years, he has created a template on which other politicians style themselves.The policies the Leader of the Opposition and theDEFRA secretary put forward weren't very different either. Yes, there was predictable party-political point-scoring over such matters as the inadequacy of the government-controlled Rural Payments Agency and alleged opposition inspired delays in Brussels over agreement on modulation levels. But the substance of what each said was pretty similar.Miliband wanted farming to prosper from its own efforts and, through further reform of the CAP, to see the end of all payments to the industry except those that were "for the public good".  

 Cameron rejected protectionism and challenged farmers to cash in on consumers' growing readiness to buy home-produced food. Both claimed to want farmers to continue to produce British food for British people but, by their tone, clearly placed higher priorities on landscape and environment.Still on home production, Miliband repeated the mantra that "we need a level playing field for competition at home and abroad" and then, in the same paragraph called for "the end of restraints on trade". To my mind, the second statement contradicted the first. Cameron, on the other hand, declared that a Conservative government would "take a leaf out of the book of other EU members who have stood up more effectively for their local producers". Although later in his speech he affirmed "we are committed to free trade agreements". Opposition politicians try to please but avoid leaving hostages to fortune. Both keynote speakers implied that increasing commodity prices around the world, caused by supply shortages, allied with farmers' own innovation, would provide the industry with all the income it would need. Climate change would add opportunities and farming had the capability to be part of the solution to it rather than adding significantly to the problem. Each was equally determined to surf the modest tide of optimism they and their speech writers had detected among farmers in recent weeks. It took two sensible women to stop some of the more enthusiastic members of the audience being carried away by euphoria. Mary Coughlan, the well-balanced and well-informed Irish minister of agriculture, spoke of the continuing need to ensure EU farmers enjoyed a degree of stability in both policies and prices. There was, she said, a social need to try to maintain family farmers on the land. And she was appalled that some politicians had changed their minds after decisions had been reached. She was referring to the fact, which EU agriculture commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel repeated later, that the CAP had already been reformed in 2003 that the measures agreed then had still not been implemented fully across the community and that it was inappropriate even to think of reforming it again. The commissioner confirmed her intention to review progress in 2008 and to make any necessary minor adjustments. But she did not plan further wholesale reform until at least 2012 and possibly 2020. She was obviously frustrated that some UK politicians thought differently.As Francis Mordaunt of consultants Andersons and the Rev Gordon Gatward, of the Rural Stress Unit at the National Agriculture Centre, suggested, there was, perhaps a surfeit of unjustified optimism among Oxford's dreaming spires. Nevertheless, the greatest potential for optimism was the stimulus the conference provided for further debate on the merits of home-produced food in comparison with imports. The media are running with the story and it is up to the farming industry to nudge it forward with positive contributions and quality supplies. Optimism might then turn into reality.  

Miliband's words were hypocritical.  
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- I find DEFRA secretary David Miliband's comments in Farmers Weekly (News, 29 December) hypocritical and insulting.He says "what makes me angry is injustice" and yet he voted for the hunting ban with clearly little understanding of the farming and rural community.This law, as he knows quite well, is totally unjust and without logic. It is a political act by Tony Blair and the Labour party to score points. It is unenforceable and totally ridiculous to waste taxpayers' money getting the police and courts chasing law abiding country people, instead of real criminals and murderers.What Mr Miliband should be doing is sorting out the Rural Payments Agency's and DEFRA's administration and making sure farmers get paid on time. How would he like it if his fat minster's salary didn't get paid on time?As an auctioneer and farmer's son, injustice makes me angry because it affects my clients and my quiet enjoyment of the countryside.William GrantFox Grant, Lower Woodford, Salisbury, Wiltshire  

The Rural Payments Agency has suggested it may be in a position to start making...  
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The Rural Payments Agency has suggested it may be in a position to start making some single farm payments in England before mid-February - although it is not clear to how many producers.The agency announced on Wednesday (10 January) the value of the flat-rate element of payments made under the 2006 Single Payment Scheme (see table opposite).It also revealed that farmers would receive in the next two weeks either a definitive or an "indicative" entitlements statement depending on whether there are any outstanding issues with their claim. Farmers who are likely to get only an indicative statement include those who have transferred entitlements, people who have applied for separate sugar support and those with outstanding 2005 entitlement processing issues.An agency statement said: "For farmers who activated their entitlements in 2006, and whose claim has been fully validated, full SPS payments will be made as soon as possible.  

 "Where validation has not been completed, partial payments for eligible claims valued above £1000 (£677) will commence in mid-February." The partial payment will vary from farm to farm, but ministers have said it will be at least 50%.NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth said it was encouraging that the RPA was in a position to announce the flat-rate values as it took until 16 February to do so in 2006.But he warned producers to check their statements carefully and stressed that there were significant numbers of farmers still waiting for their 2005 claims to be resolved.isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Type and rationale of buyers has changed? Land values have risen noticeably in...  
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Type and rationale of buyers has changed? Land values have risen noticeably in the past two years in the Welsh Marches area of Powys, bordering into Shropshire, after near dormancy for almost 20 years. But the number of farms coming on to the market remains relatively small and this is contributing to the upward trend. As rural agents involved in the sale of land and farms within the region, we have seen a noticeable shift in both the type and the rationale of buyers. Previously, the purchase of farming units was almost exclusively the domain of the established farming family. Today, fiscal reasons have brought investors, lifestyle buyers and those with an eye on capital taxes, to the marketplace. Far from being frightened by CAP reform and the complexities of entitlement regulations, they perceive the Rural Payments Agency as a potentially lucrative challenge.  

 Significantly, we have heard more informed opinion on Agricultural Property Relief from such buyers than we ever did in the past from the farming community. The facts are indisputable, profits from conventional production are falling, some may even say almost non-existent, but this has not had a negative effect on land values. In fact, in several recent sales, the income received from conventional production has paled in comparison with income from subsidies, management agreements and regulated environmental schemes. In a recent sale where the farming unit was under 100 acres with a modest farmhouse, prospective buyers were drawn almost equally between those who wanted to farm conventionally and those who merely desired a rural location in which to develop a lifestyle. There was balanced interest from local and distant buyers, although on this occasion local interest won the day and a sale was agreed for significantly more than the guide price of £590,000. Last year, Maes-y-garaig at Llanfair Caereinion came on to the market with Messrs Morris Marshall & Poole. This 170-acre farm sold for more than the £1m guide price. The farmhouse was subject to an agricultural occupancy restriction, a further 90-acres were bought by a farmer from outside the area, and the accommodation land was bought locally. Smaller farms have been the order of the day for agent McCartneys, too. Recently a bungalow with 107 acres with Grade 4 and 5 land at Llanwrthwl, Llandrindod Wells, was sold in five separate lots achieving more than £500,000. This averaged the land at about £5500/acre.Cloggie, at Llangunllo, near Knighton, was a farmhouse with 54-acres of grassland sold by auction for £480,000 to a Herefordshire businessman. A spokesman for McCartneys said the firm had never known a time with so many prospective buyers, most of whom were connected to farming.Farmhouses and redundant barns in good locations will continue to be sought after and there still appear to be sufficient buyers with funds to compete strongly and hence ensure continued growth. Statistically, Powys and the Welsh Borders region is holding its own very comfortably as far as prices are concerned. So, all in all, the prospects look good for the region, certainly in the short to medium term.Paul Dalton can be contacted on 01691 655 334 or by email atpauldalton@balfours.co.uk  

Cornish confusion after HFA mix-up  
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THERE was confusion in Cornwall this week after a mix-up with some farmers' Hill Farm Allowance declarations.  

Farmers Guardian has been made aware that around half a dozen farmers in North Cornwall had received letters with the wrong name and SBI (Single Business Identifier) numbers.  

It is thought that others could have received letters with no name, and possibly thrown them away.  

The Rural Payments Agency believes the problem is `isolated' but is investigating the situation.  

However, it has raised further questions about the Agency, just days after its chief executive, Tony Cooper, claimed it was `in better shape'.  

NFU spokesperson for the uplands, Will Cockbain, said he was aware of a `small, isolated problem'. But he admitted it was an `extremely unfortunate' situation and the least farmers could have hoped for was the correct declaration letters, especially given the tight deadlines.  

The RPA announced the structure of the HFA for 2007 on December 18, with farmers having until January 19 to return their declaration letters.  

Completed declarations received after that date, but before midnight on February 13, will be penalised at one per cent per working day. After that date HFA claim will be rejected.  

The RPA has said that all 12,500 packs have now been sent - although according to some sources, packs have been sent to farmers who reside in areas where HFA is not paid.  

"If you haven't yet received your form and want to apply for entitlements, then you can access the letter from our website or by calling us," said a spokesperson.  

The advice on receiving a form addressed to the wrong person, is `to cross out the incorrect information and write the correct name and SBI number'.  

The RPA said farmers should not be alarmed if their name and SBI numbers were wrong because the problem existed only in the mailing delivery service, outsourced by Defra, and not in the data the RPA held.  

"As far as we are concerned the core data we have for individuals is correct so this will not affect their claim, entitlement or payment," the spokesman added.  

However, the agent who highlighted the discrepancies said the confusion had again brought the RPA's competence into question.  

Most Scots have Single Payment  
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MORE than 90 per cent of Scottish farmers received their Single Payments before the end of 2006.  

In late November last year, Scottish rural development minister Ross Finnie pledged that 70 per cent of payments would be made by the year end.  

But figures released by the Scottish Executive show that the government exceeded its own expectations, paying out £344 million - or 91 per cent of claims - before the end of December.  

Mr Finnie said he was very pleased with the improved payment performance compared with the previous year's figure of 59 per cent: "This new figure will allow thousands of farmers and crofters to plan for a profitable future," he said.  

NFU Scotland communications director James Withers said that such a high percentage of payments being made was a "timely Christmas boost" for the industry, but that the remaining 9 per cent of payments should now be the Executive's main priority. Mr Finnie said payments would be made by the end of March `at the very latest'.  

The speed with which the Scottish Executive made its payments, throws the efforts of Defra and the Rural Payments Agency starkly into relief. Defra secretary David Miliband's promise is that 50 per cent of part payments will be made in February, but he has warned that 2007 will be at least as difficult as last year.  

Although the Scottish payments are far fewer than those made to farmers in England and Wales, there is no doubt why the Scottish rate of payments is so much higher, says James Withers: "Aside from the fact the Scottish Executive is better organised, we have a simpler system. The historic system has made it a lot easier than the hybrid system adopted by Defra."  

Hill farmers must return HFA letters on time, urges NFU  
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THE NFU has set up two meetings to urge Cumbrian and Lancastrian farmers to return their HFA declaration letters in time for the January 19 deadline.  

Hill farmers wishing to claim the HFA were asked to tell the Rural Payments Agency in their Single Payment applications last year.  

If the RPA confirmed their allowance was to continue, the farmers were sent a declaration letter for HFA 2007. Hill farmers must fill out and return this letter to the RPA before January 19.  

NFU spokesperson for the uplands Will Cockbain will chair the meetings. The first will be held in the Cumbria Rural Enterprise Agency building, Redhills at 7.30pm on January 9. The second will be held in the Whoop Hall, Burrow with Burrow, near Kirkby Lonsdale at 7.30 the next night.  

Mr Cockbain said the HFA would remain in its current format for the next three years, so the meeting will examine exactly what is going to happen during that period. "The urgency in which farmers have to send off their declaration letters will also be stressed," he said.  

Late applications will be subject to a 1 per cent penalty for every working day past the deadline. Applications received after February 13 will be rejected completely.  

RPA in `better shape' and on the right track says its chief  
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THE Rural Payments Agency begins 2007 in `better shape' to deliver Single Payments than it was last year, its chief executive has told farmers.  

But in his New Year message, Tony Cooper admitted there was still a long way to go and predicted only `gradual improvements at best over 2007, moving to a stable position for 2008'.  

"I have to be honest with you: We are on the right track but there is no quick fix to put everything right overnight. We have a challenging year ahead," he said.  

He added the RPA was still `working hard to put right many of the difficulties of the previous year', outlining the improvements. "In the last few months I have strengthened my management team, been actively involved in corporate governance changes of the organisation, appointed site heads to our offices across the country and been developing the systems we need for better management information and Whole Case Working to simplify how claims are dealt with," he said.  

As a result he said the RPA was `in better shape when it comes to starting full SPS payments earlier'. Where those are not possible, partial payments will be made from mid-February.  

"You can rest assured that all of us at RPA will continue doing everything in our power to get money to you and improve your experience of dealing with us."  

FGBusiness: NFU calls for on-farm culling in isolated areas  
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BECAUSE of the impending closure of Madron Meat Company's ODCS slaughtering operation in Cornwall (FG, Dec 22), the NFU is questioning the system on welfare, environmental and economic grounds and campaigning for on-farm culling in isolated areas - perhaps under the Fallen Stock Scheme.  

According to senior members of the NFU, there had always been an `unwritten Plan B' to this effect, as the number of pre-1996 cattle decreased and there were fewer abattoirs to take them.  

Culling on-farm under veterinary supervision would be considered an option. However, it was not envisaged `Plan B' would be necessary until the third year of the Scheme in 2008.  

Given the closure of Madron, which now leaves fewer than 10 abattoirs contracted to the OCDS in the country, the NFU wants isolated areas to have the on-farm option as soon as possible.  

"We want that option brought in sooner rather than later," explained Cornwall NFU's chairman-elect Martin Howlett.  

Mr Howlett highlighted that there were still half a million `older cattle' in the system - most of which are in the suckler herd. "We have 30 sucklers," he explained, "nine of which are pre-1996. I suspect it's a similar situation for most suckler herds."  

Defra said there was `more than enough capacity' to cover the expected demand under the OCDS within the region. However, they admitted they are planning a review of the scheme's slaughtering arrangement and capacity in the New Year.  

The Madron Meat Company was only one of around eight abattoirs designated to take pre-1996 cattle.  

Managing director, Terry Hawkes, said the company's contract with the Rural Payments Agency to kill older cattle will not be renewed in January and the business will `close in its entirety'.  

Mr Hawkes said the decision had not been made lightly, but was necessary in light of a struggling livestock industry and the tough times the business has had to go through in terms of regulation.  

He said there had been a continual bombardment of bureaucracy coming from Europe and filtered down through the various UK Government agencies.  

"In the last decade the Food Standards Agency, the Meat Hygiene Service and the Environment Agency have done nothing but persecute this industry," he added.  

Growers to learn FVP allocations in New Year  
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GROWERS will finally discover the size of their Fruit, Vegetable and Potato (FVP) allocations early in the New Year.  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has completed its review of FVPs established on 2005 claims. It will send out letters in the first week of 2007 informing growers of their allocations, many of which will have been adjusted.  

The review means all valid claims made on 2003 cropping should receive an allocation based on that area. Those claiming for increased or new 2004 cropping will receive a scaled-back allocation and there will be no allocations based on 2005 production.  

This is because the 241,000 hectares ceiling for authorisations was reached part way through the allocation based on 2004 production.  

Adjustments have been made for other reasons including incorrect data being entered on forms, and errors found in some processed data on applicants' records.  

NFU horticulture board chairman Richard Hirst said the final picture was largely as expected. "We had always trusted that 2003 cropping would get a full allocation. I'm pleased that at least part of the additional 2004 cropping is covered, too."  

He expressed relief the RPA has finally sorted out the allocations but anger it had taken a whole year after the legal deadline for establishing SPS entitlements to get this far.  

He said the letters would to be too late for many growers who had already had to firm-up 2007 cropping plans.  

FVPs restrictions could be removed altogether under reforms of the EU fruit and vegetable regime, due to be finalised in the first half of 2007.  

Following a consultation, the NFU has backed the removal of FVP restrictions.  

The RPA is urging applicants who find discrepancies in their letters to make contact immediately.  

Sugar  

Sugar producers have until January 26, 2007 to apply for money under hardship provisions or National Reserve.  

Additional sugar support worth £52m in England will be incorporated into the 2006 SPS.  

The extra money will be added entirely to entitlements held by growers and will be based on their contracted tonnage for quota sugar for the 2005-6 marketing year.  

Growers may be eligible for National Reserve or hardship provisions where their contracted tonnage has been adversely affected by business changes or exceptional circumstances.  

If sugar beet growers have not received a letter inviting applications by January 5 they should access the letter from the RPA website  www.rpa.gov.uk  or contact the RPA customer service centre on 0845 603 7777.  

Penalties  

The RPA has also revealed that 19,673 businesses were penalised, a total of more than £15m under the 2005 SPS. The bulk of the deductions, over £11m spread between 4,279 applicants, resulted from claims being made on invalid areas of land. A total of £555,000 was deducted as a result of cross-compliance breaches.  

By Alistair Driver  

RPA's budget slashed to curb the overspend  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has had its budget for 2007/8 cut by £21 million.  

The 9 per cent reduction, which takes its allocation to £225m, reflects a desire to get the agency's spending back on track following massive overspend over the past two years.  

Significant extra resources have had to be pumped into the Agency as a result of the Single Payment crisis and this has impacted on other parts of Defra's budget.  

Defra stresses, however, that the 2007/8 figure is a provisional allocation that remains subject to review.  

The department confirmed all its agency's budgets for 2007/8 just before Christmas, with overall spending up on current levels.  

Defra had been forced to make significant cuts to its 2006/7 budget due to a combination of Treasury pressure, a change in Departmental spending rules and spending on areas like SPS and avian flu.  

Some of the agencies that were hit have got some of the money back in 2007/8. The State Veterinary Service, for example, has been awarded an extra £1m, taking its budget £106m, after £3m was taken out of its 2006/7 budget.  

The Environment Agency will also receive more money, after it had nearly £24m slashed from its current budget.  

It will receive £661m, including £436m for flood management activities, mainly for building and maintaining defences and work on flood forecasting and warning. This more than restores 2006/7 cuts that saw the allocation for flooding slashed to £413m.  

Defra Secretary David Miliband said the allocations were `setting the direction of travel for Defra to pursue until 2010'.  

Tories hit back in row over rural funding delay  
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THE Conservatives have attacked Defra Secretary David Miliband over accusations they are to blame for the delay in the start of the England Rural Development Programme (ERDP).  

Speaking in the House of Commons, Mr Miliband said the delay in the release of funding for the 2007-13 ERDP was a `direct result' of Conservative Front Bench support for blocking measures in the European Parliament.  

He was referring to the overwhelming vote by MEPs to reject the proposal to allow member states to levy modulation rates of up to 20 per cent.  

He said the delay `hits hard pressed communities around the country' and called on Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice to `consider his own record'.  

Only once Mr Paice `unblocks the system' will the Government will be able to submit its ERDP to Brussels, said Mr Miliband.  

Afterwards Mr Paice described the Secretary of State's claims as `preposterous'. He argued that opposition to the modulation proposal was to be found across Europe.  

"While it is flattering he thinks we have so much influence, we are hardly responsible for the opposition of 559 MEPs and the Agriculture Committee of the European Parliament to the voluntary modulation proposal," he said. "The reason for the delay is the near universal unpopularity of a proposal that was the brainchild of the Prime Minister.  

"It was only necessary because Tony Blair managed to reduce rural development funding last December."  

He said voluntary modulation - rejected by 10 to 1 in the European Parliament - would `destroy the competitiveness of British farming'.  

The UK is likely to be the only member state that needs to levy 20 per cent modulation, a move that would slash thousands of pounds from Single Payments.  

With the England Rural Development Programme unlikely to be approved until autumn 2007, Mr Miliband has announced contingency plans, including the issuing of provisional Environmental Stewardship agreements.  

Mr Miliband also told MPs that the Rural Payments Agency was on track to begin making Single Payments in mid-February, with partial payments being issued where full payments could be made.  

He said several improvements had been made to the system and that agency chief executive Tony Cooper was `getting a grip of the organisation'.  

"Above all he is determined to make sure that we do not make promises that we cannot deliver. I believe that our promises will be delivered," he said.  

Cowmen comment: Doing my bit for the winky wonky bird  
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This month John Trunch exposes some stark injustices in the RPA and goes on to call for a concerted effort from farmers to achieve some much needed clout. Could an international milk strike even be possible?  

I would like to start by thanking Pippa Woods, chairman of the Family Farmers' Association, for her kind letter last month. Pippa has been a stalwart fighter for justice in farming and has written to me particularly about my comments on the blundering progress of TB eradication. With a vet in the family and contacts in Defra all talking about the PCR test, I had assumed that it was accepted as proven; that it was a reliable test to use. This is not the case. No-one I can find in Defra will stick their neck out and advocate its use although it is being used by the NHS. Perhaps someone could fill us in on this one.  

Reading through the literature Pippa sent me, I was intrigued by her account of the `International Seminar' held in Brittany and the suggestion from it of an international milk strike. She has also picked up on the suggestion by EU agriculture commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel that the Single Farm Payment should be capped at E300,000 per farm.  

I return to my comments on the SFP payment record. Am I really naive? The report that Johnston McNeil, the guy who was in charge (and shunted out) of the Rural Payments Agency was to get a £40,000 handout and an annual pension of £12,000 really woke me up early the other morning when reported by the Beeb. Think this Christmas of those still waiting for this year's money and remember that it has cost the farmers of England an extra £23m in interest this year. Think of those already gone bust and those whose family Christmas will be overshadowed by financial problems and then try to be sympathetic with Mr McNeil, who is alleged to be suffering from stress and unable to attend the parliamentary inquiry into the fiasco.  

Perhaps, as it is a long time to the next election, I can afford to be political. Margaret Beckett presided over the biggest cock-up that the rural community has ever experienced. It was her scheme, endorsed by Mr Blair, which was launched on the English farmer with inadequate preparation, poor software and a flawed methodology. And now we are being asked to pay for her mistakes. Not only has the trauma destroyed budgets and wrecked farm planning, but now we face massive cutbacks in front line services in rural areas which are already running on budgets cut to the bone. With the shadow of avian flu lurking in the background and the ever present threat of foot-and-mouth, it is sheer lunacy to cut another £5.5m from the funding of the State Veterinary Service. This is just part of the massive clawback needed to retrieve the £200m overspend and the £1.5m expected fine from the EU for late payment. I will be very surprised if things improve next year when it looks as though the EU will be fining the UK again.  

This woman, Mrs Beckett, is now our foreign secretary and her puppet master, Mr Blair, still sits in No 10. Can any countryman in his right mind ever vote Labour again?  

Meanwhile the agencies best able to defend our interests are being rapidly whittled away. A big problem caused by this attack on our industry is that it diverts attention from other cutbacks elsewhere which do not directly affect us.  

Do you remember the small orchestra called the Bournemouth Sinfonietta? This admirable outfit played in small venues and worked in village schools, particularly in the south-west. It collapsed when Devon County cut off its funding share and small communities lost their only chance to hear a first class orchestra live, and the schools lost what was the only opportunity for most children to come into contact with a real orchestra in their early lives. Shame on Devon maybe, but did you know that some labour areas are supported by central government to the tune of nearly £100 per head more than that paid in some rural areas?  

Back in the eighties I was mad enough to cut a water meadow for hay in early November. It was a light cut which dried out well for baling and which I fed to calves and youngstock. The beginning of this November gave us some very similar weather and I was amused to see a neighbour, who had laughed at my November hay making, busily making silage. Several people around us have been doing the same and I am sure that they will not be disappointed.  

Meanwhile I have shot myself in the foot again. Desperate to get all the hedges cut before winter and not to disturb the following nesting cycle of the Defra-sensitive, lesser spotted Peruvian winky-wonky bird, I have nagged the contractor to start. He came in during the wet spell at the end of October and made ruts which look like miniature dried up Libyan waddies. They set like concrete before anyone could get near them. Perhaps we had better get out there and start painting them green so that they cannot be seen from the Defra satellite!  

Looking ahead and looking back at the same time, the automatic milking machine at the Dairy Event certainly made me think that if I were younger, this is the way I would go.  

I am even beginning to think that automation gives one more time for stock management. In my time I have milked in all types of set-ups and certainly I felt that once over the 100 mark in a conventional parlour, milking moved from pleasure, if not to drudgery, then to a mechanical `cluster on cluster off' thoughtless routine. The automation bug has certainly got me but that sort of decision will have to be made by the boys.  

The move to vertical integration with a co-op taking over part of Dairy Crest cheese bodes well for the future. The New Year must see a concerted effort to regain our clout in the market. Will a Europe-wide strike ever happen?  

Breathing space for hills as HFA is continued.  
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Hill Farm Allowances are being extended for another three years, although farmers in the English disadvantaged areas (DAs) will cease to get the payment altogether from 2008.Announcing the changes on Tuesday (12 December), junior DEFRA minister Jeff Rooker said the three-year roll-over would bring stability to farmers in the severely disadvantaged areas (SDAs).While he could not be specific about how much they would receive for 2007-2009 - that is still held up in Brussels - he was optimistic that current spending of about £24m in the English SDAs would be maintained. "We don't have a plan to massively change the levels," he said.The minister added that the decision to remove HFAs from the DAs would have limited impact on the 1800 farmers who operate exclusively in those areas.According to DEFRA figures, these farmers typically receive less than £1000 each in HFA payments.  

 But they stand to gain an average £4000 in additional single farm payment as the DAs are included in the English lowland region.A DEFRA spokeswoman also pointed to the fact that farmers in the DAs operate on better quality land, with more options on how to manage it.Money saved by excluding DA farmers from HFAs - about £3.2m in total - will go into the overall rural development pot and will not be redistributed to SDA farmers specifically.DEFRA also announced that HFAs will cease altogether in 2010, to be replaced by a new Upland Entry Level Stewardship scheme (UELS).Although full details would have to be thrashed out with stakeholders, this would operate as a "bolt on" to the standard ELS, in much the same way as the organic scheme. Things like stocking rates, landscaping and water quality would all be considered.Lord Rooker said the new UELS would ensure better targeting of taxpayers' money towards the delivery of public goods. Upland farmers had very few alternative sources of income, yet the landscape they managed was extremely valuable."This is the land the townies know best, because they don't want to visit the arable prairies," he said. "If we did anything that damaged the uplands, as well as having the farmers after us, we'd have the townies after us too."Lord Rooker explained that the new scheme would require new computer software to be developed to effect payment. But he gave an assurance that it would be fully tested before being launched in 2010. Responsibility for payment would also switch to Natural England rather than the Rural Payments Agency.philip.clarke@rbi.co.ukUpland farmers will continue to benefit from Hill Farm Allowances for another three years, before a new Upland Entry Level Stewardship scheme takes over.  
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Johnston McNeill leaves RPA - at last- The former head of the Rural Payments Agency has finally had his contract with DEFRA terminated - eight months after he was removed from office.It emerged this week that Johnston McNeill's contract ended on 1 December. But he leaves with a one-off payment of £42,000, plus six months' pay in lieu, worth £57,000. Mr McNeill will also be entitled to a £12,000/yr pension.Moving up at FW- Farmers Weekly is delighted to announce a double promotion within the title's Business team. Andrew Shirley has been appointed Business editor and Ian Ashbridge has been appointed Deputy business editor. Andrew retains responsibility for land and properties. Tell us your hopes for the farming future- What are your hopes and fears for the coming year? Are you positive about the potential for biofuels or is your biggest concern the timing of single farm payments?  

 Farmers Weekly wants to hear ordinary farmers' thoughts on the things that they think will be dominating the agricultural headlines in 2007. - Contributions of up to 150 words should be sent to isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk by 19 December.Rural ribaldry- Christmas lunch wouldn't be the same without the corny jokes in the crackers - but wouldn't it be wonderful to find a funny one every now and then? Wouldn't it be great, too, if your cracker contained a farming or rural-related joke occasionally? Well, we're going to publish some country jokes in Farmers Weekly - so if you've got a good one, why not share it with us. You might see it printed - and get a name check - in the Christmas issue of FarmLife. - Email your jokes to fwfarmlife@rbi.co.uk or post them on fwi.co.uk/forums  

Three-year HFA rollover  
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THE Hill Farm Allowance (HFA) will continue in England for a further three years, bringing some much needed stability to upland farming.  

In 2010 it will be integrated into the Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) scheme, a move intended to ensure hill funding delivers clear environmental benefits.  

This is the decision the industry was hoping for. Ministers had earlier signalled their intention to introduce an interim `incentive payment' scheme in 2008 open only to hill farmers in existing agri-environment schemes, effectively the HFA as a top-up. It would probably have been followed by a permanent `Uplands ELS' scheme in around 2012.  

Announcing the decision on Tuesday, Food and Farming Minister Lord Rooker said moving directly to UELS would avoid costs to both industry and Government associated with the transitional scheme. Uppermost in his mind would have been the ability of the Rural Payments Agency to cope with yet another new scheme in 2008.  

He also revealed that some of the 10,400 farmers who currently share the £27 million HFA pot would soon no longer be eligible for the scheme. Land in Disadvantaged Areas (DA) will not qualify from 2008, meaning 1,800 farmers will be totally excluded while others will lose some of their payment.  

Defra says the impact of this will be relatively small, however, as average payments in DAs are just £933, compared with about £3,000 in the rest of the HFA area.  

The money saved, approximately £4million, will be incorporated into the Environmental Stewardship scheme, so only some of it will be returning to the hills.  

Lord Rooker refused to give any commitments on future hill funding. But he said the intention was to maintain it at current levels for the land that still qualifies, which will now be about £23m, for the remaining duration of the HFA and for its successor.  

The details of UELS will be worked out between Defra, Natural England, which will run it, and stakeholders. Lord Rooker said he was keen in particular for the scheme to encourage farmers to address the problems of both over-grazing and under-grazing in the hills.  

The scheme will be easily accessible for most upland farmers and payments will be higher than under ELS, reflecting the higher cost of farming in these areas.  

Lord Rooker said the new uplands agri-environment scheme would `enable us to recognise the key role of upland farmers in delivering many of our environmental and landscape objectives'.  

It also meant funding would be better targeted towards public goods, he said.  

The NFU, which had been lobbying for this outcome, said the decision recognised the important role hill farmers played in managing the uplands.  

"The three-year roll over gives farmers some certainty for the immediate future and allows time to develop the UELS scheme options," said NFU president Peter Kendall.  

Country Land and Business Association president David Fursdon said it was vital Defra used the three years it now has to develop a menu of options under UELS that were workable in the uplands.  

The current ELS has proved unattainable for many farmers in the hills, he said.  

National Beef Association chief executive Robert Forster said it was a `pragmatic' decision that removed some of the uncertainty for upland cattle farmers facing the loss of big chunks of their Single Payments in the coming years.  

He was disappointed there was no increase in funding for the hills, however.  

FGBUSINESS NEWS IN BRIEF: Struggle to dispose of aged cattle  
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FARMERS across Wales say they are finding it impossible to dispose of cattle aged over 10 years old due to a slaughtering backlog at abattoirs.  

The Farmers Union of Wales says it has already alerted the Reading- based Rural Payments Agency, which administers the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme. FUW president, Gareth Vaughan said the delay was particularly unfortunate given the tight supplies of fodder available in Wales, and it could result in many farmers receiving a reduced payment for OCDS animals as payment rates would be cut in the New Year. "We have asked the RPA whether the capacity in Wales can be increased or maintain the 2006 payment for those who have registered their intention to dispose of animals."  

FUW requests postponement.  
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The Farmers Union of Wales has written to the Rural Payments Agency asking it to postpone a planned drop in the compensation rates paid to farmers for cows slaughtered under the Older Cow Disposal Scheme. The FUW claims there is insufficient slaughterhouse capacity in Wales to cope with the number of older animals coming forward and, since this is not the fault of the industry, has asked the RPA to continue paying the full rate until extra capacity has been installed or the backlog cleared.Although a voluntary scheme, farmers who submit older cattle are entitled to E360 a head (£243) until the end of the year. It then falls to E324 a head (£219) until 31 December 2007 before falling again for the final year of the scheme to E292 a head (£197) for 2008.FUW president Gareth Vaughan said it had received a number of complaints from members.A spokesman for the RPA was unable to comment.  

Single Payments start this week - except in England  
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SINGLE Payments were due to start arriving in bank accounts across the UK today (December 1) - except, of course, in England.  

Three-quarters of farmers in Wales were expected to receive their money on the opening day of the payment window.  

Speaking at this week's Royal Welsh Winter Fair, Welsh Assembly Countryside Minister, Carwyn Jones, said his Department expected to match last year's achievement and that 12,500 Welsh farmers would receive their money dead on time.  

"Furthermore, while last year over £110 million was paid early in the payment window, this year £134 million will be paid on December 1. "That means that 75 per cent of Welsh farmers will receive their full SFP at the earliest opportunity," he added.  

"My officials are also working hard to issue full payments to as many of the remaining 25 per cent as possible before Christmas. "But we can only make payments on fully validated claims. So if there are any farmers who have still not responded to queries over their claim I would urge them to do so as quickly as possible so they too can receive their 2006 payment before Christmas.  

In Scotland, the Executive expects to pay 70 per cent of eligible claims in December, amounting to around £290 million to over 14,000 producers. Payments should be in producers' bank accounts from December 1 onwards, the Executive said.  

Rural Development Minister Ross Finnie said: "Our published target last year was to pay at least 50 per cent of eligible claims by December 21. We managed to pay 59 per cent.  

"I expect, however, to have paid 70 per cent of eligible claims by December 21 this year."  

In Northern Ireland Agriculture Minister, David Cairns, has said at least 40 per cent of farmers would receive a full payment by December 2006. He predicted that up to three-quarters of the £140m total would be paid by the end of December 2006 and up to 80 per cent by January 31, 2007.  

Payments have already begun in some member states thanks to a derogation from Brussels. Among those taking advantage were Ireland, which paid out £500m in October, and France, which paid £2.74billion in the same month. Elsewhere in Europe payments were generally on course to begin on time.  

In England 50 per cent part payments are due to begin in mid-February. The Rural Payments Agency has been set a target of making 96 per cent of payments by June 30, 2007, the end of the payment window.  

When some of the richest people in the country receive the biggest single farm...  
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When some of the richest people in the country receive the biggest single farm payments, it's easy to understand why so many farmers are in favour of capping.According to our latest FWi poll, about 70% believe a ceiling should be imposed. The idea that the Duke of Westminster receives almost £450,000 in taxpayer support - and the Queen £550,000 - smacks of unfairness.But, interestingly, a parallel debate on an FWi forum found almost no support for capping. "I wonder if everyone voting for capping is assuming that the cap will apply at a level just above what they are getting themselves," suggested one reader.Quite possibly.  

 Certainly there are many valid reasons why capping would not be in UK farmers' best interests.The most frequently quoted is that the average farm size in the UK is significantly larger than anywhere else in Europe, so a cap would hit us the hardest.That argument loses its impact when one realises the EU is talking about a cap of E300,000 (£204,000), which would hit only a handful of businesses. But then any farmer above this threshold would quickly divide his holding into smaller units, rendering the cap useless anyway.Then there is the argument that single farm payments are a reward for delivering public goods. The chances are a larger estate may be doing more than a small family farm in terms of environmental benefits. It will almost certainly be employing more people.There is an alternative. The Family Farmers Association has suggested "tapering", with progressive cuts as the subsidy cheque gets bigger.But this, too, has problems. The first is that it would add another layer of complexity. The Rural Payments Agency already struggles to cope with DEFRA's "dynamic hybrid" model of payments. How it would cope with a "tapered dynamic hybrid" makes one shudder.The other issue is where the money saved would go. At best, it might be diverted to rural development. More likely, it would be lost to the sector altogether. There is no chance it would be used to raise the value of small farmers' entitlements.At face value capping has certain attractions. In practice it would achieve little.Philip Clarke Europe editor- News p6 - fwi.co.uk/polls - fwi.co.uk/forums  

Wait goes on for 2005 SFP cash? While most farmers are worrying about the likely...  
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Wait goes on for 2005 SFP cash? While most farmers are worrying about the likely payment dates of their 2006 single farm payments, spare a thought for the remaining few who have not yet received a penny from the Rural Payments Agency for their 2005 claim.If you believe the RPA statements, there are 49 claimants left in the "Priority 1" category - the unlucky souls, like me, who have not yet been paid.I am not one of the 36 cases that involve probate, or one of the 13 remaining that involve liquidation, partnership disputes or divorce.I wonder if there are any others who, like me, consider their claim simple and straightforward yet, due to the continuing imcompetence of the RPA, simply have to wait until they get their act together.Only today, I had yet another field inspection to verify my claim - on land that has been inspected in 1998, 2001, 2002, 2005, and now 2006. I wonder what else the RPA will find to further delay the payment.  

 I am not yet even thinking about my 2006 claim.I am in the process of selling my farm and the thought of farming with drought in Australia looks far more appealing than continuing involvement with the RPA.Peter BarkerNether Brownhill Farm, Collieston, Aberdeenshire  

Set-aside made complicated? Has anyone read the Set Aside Handbook 2007 Update...  
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Set-aside made complicated? Has anyone read the Set Aside Handbook 2007 Update from the Rural Payments Agency and DEFRA?I am a reasonably intelligent person, but I have to admit I no longer have any idea what set-aside is, how to calculate it, what to do with it or how to treat any extra set-aside we have as a safety margin.Can someone please explain all this in layman's terms? I don't want an explanation from: Anyone at the RPA or DEFRA who has had any part in making something so simple so complicated any land agent who charges £400 an hour for his advice or an estate manager who only knows if he farms clay or chalk land by using satellite readings.Jeff RabbittsMaidencourt Farm, Great Shefford, Berkshire  

Land transfer forms shelved by RPA  
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GROWERS renting land for next year's fruit, vegetable and potato crops will not have to fill out land transfer forms.  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has agreed to relax the rules on filling out RLE1 forms for those transferring land only between farmers - providing they are not swapping SPS entitlements. This followed a meeting with the NFU on Thursday.  

NFU horticulture chairman Richard Hirst described the requirement that has been scrapped as an `unnecessary piece of bureaucracy'. "This is good news for those in the process of sorting out land swaps for next year."  

He said the RPA had also agreed to investigate reports from some applicants who had problems getting hold of RLE1 forms. NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth said pressure was now being brought to ensure that the findings of the RPA's review of Fruit, Vegetable and Potatoes (FVP) applications were released at the earliest opportunity.  

Mr Wordsworth said: "The RPA has told us that this review will be complete by the end of the month. This is one of the final fundamental building blocks of the SPS, with huge implications for growers looking to plan production, re-arrange entitlements, and land transfers. The RPA is now in no doubt about the urgency of putting growers in the picture about their entitlements at the earliest opportunity," he said.  

RPA issues apology for 2005 SPS fiasco  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has apologised for the 2005 SPS fiasco and promised to restore a respectable level of service as `soon as practicable'.  

However, its Operating Business Plan, published this week gives little grounds for optimism that farmers will see any great improvements in delivery of the 2006 scheme. The RPA says it is aiming to achieve `stability' in 2007 and `improvement' in 2008. Successful delivery of the 2006 scheme will be `very challenging'.  

The report sheds more light on the chaos of the 2005 scheme, admitting that staff had `no way of knowing how a claim was progressing' under the system in place. His has now been changed so claims will be managed by one member or team, which it says should be an improvement.  

Among the performance targets it has been set are:  

To have paid 96.14 per cent of the 2006 SPS money by June 30, 2007, the EU legal requirement, although there is no mention of beginning payments in February.  

Process and pay claims with a higher degree of accuracy than last time.  

Provide decisions by January 15 on 95 per cent of representations relating to the 2005 scheme submitted by September 30.  

Measure customer satisfaction on a rolling quarterly basis and act on the findings.  

Adding insult to injury.  
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ichard Bacon, Conservative MP for the South Norfolk constituency where I live, was guest speaker the AGM of the county's Young Farmers recently. Among other matters, he is reported to have alleged that the incompetence of the Rural Payments Agency is even worse than farmers had feared. According to him, some 116,000 English farmers submitted claims for Single Farm Payments last year. The RPA, he claimed, employs 4000 people to process the claims.That works out at just 29 claims per employee. As Richard Bacon said, you could have stacked 29 forms on each of their desks and asked them to deal with only one per day and, even with weekends off, the whole job should have been done in less than six weeks. I don't suppose the task was quite as simple as those statistics imply but they do put into perspective the enormity of the cock-up over which DEFRA has presided. What have all those employees been doing over the months we've been waiting?  

 And how, given the massive over-manning that is apparent, can it take another two years to sort out 3000 cases dating back to last year where no payments at all have yet been made, together with several thousand more still to receive their final 20%?Meanwhile, David Miliband has promised that 50% of the 2006 claims will be paid by February 2007. Why not sooner? Why not all that is owed? After all, with so few claims to process per RPA employee, it ought to be possible if they started now to deal with every one of them by hand (forget computers) before Christmas.To add insult to injury, we learn that, while many farmers faced ruin and some were forced out of business because of this gross mis-management, Johnston McNeill, the architect of the IT system, was suspended on full pay and has declined to speak to two Parliamentary Committees. DEFRA employees, meanwhile, received handsome bonuses "for achieving targets". Might those targets have been to pay a minimum number of SFPs and drag out the procedure as long as possible? How else can it be interpreted?Moreover, some farmers in this area are convinced the situation is deliberate and has been engineered by Gordon Brown, who grudges every penny paid to our industry. I have no knowledge of such allegations and dissociate myself from them. But the accusers point out that circumstantial evidence is leaking out in dribs and drabs.A couple of months ago, for instance, it was announced that bird flu, the SFP computer problems and associated EU fines had massively increased DEFRA expenditure and made it necessary to cut annual budgets by £200m. Research funding was to be reduced, sea defences neglected in the face of rising sea levels, and qualification for conservation projects like the Higher Level Scheme, which only weeks before was identified as a flagship of DEFRA policy, was made almost impossible.The latest revelation came a few days ago in a written answer to Baroness Hazel Byford, the Conservative spokesman on agriculture in the House of Lords. It was that far from having a £200m deficit, DEFRA has now discovered it has accumulated a £747m underspend since it was formed under Margaret Beckett. Does anyone at Smith Square know what is going on? Would you trust DEFRA or its civil servants to run a whelk stall? A spokesman is said to have blamed the discrepancy on difficulties in calculating the true cost of foot-and-mouth disease - which took place all of five years ago. And they accuse farmers of being arithmetically illiterate.Time was when I believed Britain had the best, most efficient and least corrupt civil service in the world. Today, whether it is DEFRA, the NHS, immigration policy, or almost any government department you choose, the stories are all similar they are ruled by political correctness and characterised by administrative incompetence. What went wrong?  

Complaints about the Rural Payments Agency are growing, with producers pointing...  
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Complaints about the Rural Payments Agency are growing, with producers pointing out that more than £10m worth of 2005 single farm payments is still outstanding.Farmers Weekly has been contacted by numerous producers who say they have reached the end of their tether with the RPA.Writing on Farmers Weekly Interactive's forums, a farmer calling himself Romper Stomper, said: "Apparently I am a priority claimant - the RPA admitted they made an error in my form in July over the phone. But they will never write a letter or send an e-mail. It is like mashing your head against a brick wall."Another contributor called Skint added: "We have made numerous phone calls to RPA to ask where payment is and no one can give us any info. Surely their computer system can tell us?"An RPA spokesman said specialist teams were working to clear all 2005 business, but it was difficult to say when they would all be completed.  

 Asked about rumours that the RPA is going to contact all claimants still waiting for some money, he said the issue had been discussed, but no decision taken yet.Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist for the Country Land and Business, said it was pathetic that the process was dragging on so long, but he feared it was going to drag on into spring. Single Farm Payments (embargoed til Friday)NFU Scotland has welcomed a commitment from the Scottish Executive to pay £290m in farm support payments before the end of 2006. The Executive's aim is for 70% of farmers (over 14,000) to have received their full Single Farm Payment before the end of the year and 90% before the end of January 2006. The official payment window runs from 1 December 2006 to 30 June 2007.The picture is less rosy south of the border. The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) is still beset with problems and likely to make only an advance payment to English farmers, not before February or March 2007. The Scottish Executive reported a reduction in the cost of processing claims, from 2.5-3p in the pound to just 1p this year. And 330 farmers have opted to receive payments in euros, up from 114 last year.NFUS President John Kinnaird said: "Farmers in Scotland have been reading about the ongoing problems with the Rural Payments Agency, so have been anxious to hear of the situation in Scotland. Thankfully, the Scottish Executive's SFP systems appear to be in a much better state than those of the RPA."Mr Kinnaird pointed out the RPA problems had Scottish implications, and cross-border farms faced "horrendous delays" in receiving payments in 2006. "Unlike other recipients, they won't be issued with their payment in one cheque, otherwise SEERAD would have to wait until the RPA got its act together. Instead, the Executive will pay out on the land in Scotland, with the balance to come once the RPA clears payment on the English land. This is not ideal, but is better than a complete delay." Three-quarters of farmers in Northern Ireland should have received their single farm payments, worth about £140m, by the end of December, the department of agriculture confirmed this week.Announcing the timetable, agriculture mininster David Cairns indicated that 40% of the money would go out in the first week, with 65% paid by 15 December and 75% by the end of the month. "EU rules allow payments to be made only where eligibility has been established, meaning that not all claims can be made immediately," said a statement.But the Ulster Farmers' Union is concerned that some payments may not be made until next March, due to hold-ups in cross-compliance inspections. "This is another example of bureaucracy hindering delivery to farmers and we will be presenting proposals to prevent this becoming a major issue this year," said UFU president Kenneth Starkey.  

SFP move in Scotland and NI leaves England trailing.  
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Scotland and Northern Ireland are about to begin making 2006 single farm payments - a development that will further inflame the situation in England, where £10m of 2005 payments is yet to reach farmers.In England, complaints against the Rural Payments Agency are growing. Farmers Weekly has been contacted by producers who say they have reached the end of their tether with the RPA.Writing on FWi's forums, a farmer calling himself Romper Stomper said: "Apparently, I am a priority claimant - the RPA admitted they made an error in my form in July over the phone. But they will never write a letter or send an email. It is like mashing your head against a brick wall."Another contributor, called Skint, added: "We have made numerous phone calls to RPA to ask where payment is and no one can give us any info. Surely their computer system can tell us?"An RPA spokesman said specialist teams were working to clear all 2005 business, but it was difficult to say when it would all be completed.  

 Asked about rumours that the RPA is going to contact all claimants still waiting for some money, he said this had been discussed, but no decision taken yet.Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist for the Country Land and Business Association, said it was pathetic that the process was dragging on so long, but he feared it would carry on into spring. That contrasts sharply with the situation in Scotland, where NFU Scotland has welcomed a commitment from the Scottish Executive to pay £290m in farm support payments before the end of 2006. The executive's aim is for 70% of farmers (more than 14,000 producers) to have received their full payment before the end of the year and 90% before the end of January 2007. The official payment window runs from 1 December 2006 to 30 June 2007.In Northern Ireland, three-quarters of farmers should have received their SFP - worth about £140m - by the end of December, the department of agriculture confirmed this week.Agriculture minister David Cairns said 40% of the money would go out in the first week, with 65% paid by 15 December and 75% by the end of the month. But the Ulster Farmers' Union is concerned some payments may not be made until next March because of hold-ups in cross-compliance inspections. Wales is expected to announce its payment timetable next week.fwnews@rbi.co.ukUlster Farmers' Union president Kenneth Sharkey is calling for faster cross-compliance inspections  
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From: George Paton MRICS FAAV, WebbPaton Rural and Commercial Valuers, The Dairy, Hook, Wootton Bassett, Wiltshire SN4 8EF.  

Regarding the NAO Report on the RPA's handling of the Single Payment Scheme. Having been very critical in the past of the Rural Payments Agency's handling of the delivery of the Single Payment Scheme to farmers, I am astonished by the fact that 27,266 of the claimants farmed less than 25.70 acres, and 18,573 farmed less than 12.85 acres.  

Surely these units are not being run by farmers and are nothing but extended gardens or pony paddocks belonging to the wealthy.  

Why is the EU/RPA paying subsidies to these units? They are not farms. They slowed the payment scheme system down. Added to this, because their payment is less than E5000 they received a refund on modulation, which was still charged to real farmers.  

Subsidising those who are wealthy enough to own paddocks adjoining their houses is surely not what the EU intended when they reformed the CAP!  

The Single Payment - your questions answered  
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David Miliband's announcement last week on the 2006 Single Payment Scheme was condemned as `too little, too late' by the industry. But it did at least set out a clear timetable. ALISTAIR DRIVER outlines what we now know about the 2006 scheme in England and the outstanding issues from 2005.  

SPS 2006  

- When will 2006 payments begin?  

Payments will begin in mid-February, 2007.  

- Will anyone be getting full payments?  

Where claims have been through the validation process and there are no snags, some full payments will be made. Where full payments cannot be made - and this will be the majority of cases - farmers will receive part payments.  

- How much will the part payment be?  

Part payments will be `not less than 50 per cent of the claim value'. It could be more, however, depending on the progress of the validation process and whether issues such as common land, inspection findings and cross border processing have been dealt with.  

- Will all claimants qualify for part payments?  

No. Claims below E1000 (£637) will not qualify. This will remove one of the blockages from the 2005 system when the tens of thousands of low `pony paddock' claims slowed the process up.  

- How long will the process take?  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) estimate it will take three weeks to make all eligible part payments, that is early to mid-March.  

The part payments will be on unvalidated claims and the timing of top- up payments will depend on when individual claims are validated.  

This could drag on. Defra Secretary David Miliband has set the RPA a target of paying 96.14 per cent of valid payments by June 30, the EU legal target. Even this will be `challenging', he admitted.  

- Why are part payments only 50 per cent and why are they not coming earlier?  

The 50 per cent figure is the maximum allowed by the EU, Ministers say. Member states were allowed to pay 80 per cent last year only because extra flexibility was allowed in the first year of the scheme.  

They are not being made earlier because the RPA is simply not ready in terms of the validation process, for example.  

Defra is extremely concerned about incurring more EU fines for late payments or `disallowance' for poor control of the money, which is why it will not proceed until it is confident the system can deliver.  

- What has changed this year?  

On the positive side, each claim is now being dealt with by one RPA office only and within the office, hopefully, by one individual or a small team dealing with a list of claims.  

This is seen as improvement on the 2005 `task-based system' when claims could be passed between various offices.  

Those with cross border claims will continue to be dealt with by the same team that dealt with them in 2005.  

On the down side, the troubles with the 2005 scheme have impacted on 2006. There are still IT issues plaguing the system - queries relating to whether land is on the RLR for 2006 do not give confidence. Communicating with the RPA remains difficult.  

The 2006 scheme has also been complicated by, for example, the addition of sugar compensation to the SPS and adjustments to Dairy Premium element.  

- What is the situation with FVPs?  

The RPA has yet to confirm that it has completed a review of all 7,700 claimants who asked for FVP authorisations in an attempt to finalise the calculation.  

This needs to be resolved quickly to avoid 2007 being as uncertain for growers as 2005 and 2006.  

- Is there anything I can do to speed my claim up?  

The RPA still has a lot of work to do before part or full payments are made, so it is vital to reply to calls and letters from the agency to assist processing of your claim.  

- What is happening in the rest of the UK and EU?  

The Welsh Assembly is on target to commence full payments on validated clams at the start of the payment window, December 1, 2006, although there appear to be a number of unvalidated claims in the system.  

SEERAD in Scotland is also aiming to start payments in the first week of December and pay the bulk by the end of the month, again subject to validation.  

An announcement about timings in Northern Ireland is due next week.  

Elsewhere in the EU, `SPS will go according to plan with no great issues', the NFU's Brussels-based BAB office reports.  

Ireland paid out £500m in advance payments to 113,000 farmers at a rate of 50 per cent in October. Full payments will be made in December.  

France paid an advance of £2.74billion in October and will also pay the balance in December.  

SPS 2005  

- What is the latest position on SPS payments?  

At the start of November, £1.516bn had been paid out, 99.2 per cent of the total pot of £1.528 billion. 110,244 claimants had received full payments and a further 4,756 were awaiting top-ups on part payments, meaning 98.5 per cent of claimants had received something. That leaves about £12m to be paid out. Just 50 of the claimants still awaiting any payment have claims of more than ?1000.  

They are all difficult cases, involving issues such as probate or business liquidation. Dedicated teams are dealing with these claims.  

- Hill Farm Allowance payments?  

Five per cent of applicants are still awaiting HFA payments, although this hides the fact that part payments have been made and there have been wrong payments. A dedicated team is `exploring all avenues to make these payments as soon as possible'.  

- What is happening about underpayments and over payments?  

Some 762 farmers had been overpaid by £5 million in June and the RPA should have written to these claimants asking for repayment. The agency has also acknowledged there are over 19,000 wrong claims in the system, some over payments, but most under payments.  

A number of those who have received an underpayment have now received letters acknowledging the error is the RPA's mistake and some have subsequently received a correction payment. The process is slow as the claim has to be reprocessed to generate correct entitlement and payment statements and update records for 2006.  

- Has the interest been paid on late 2005 payments yet?  

Interest payments commenced in early October if full payments had been made by that time. The RPA will continue to make interest payments once final payments are made to farmers still awaiting full or partial payment top-ups.  

- What about modulation refunds?  

All claimants are entitled to a refund of 3 per cent of the E5,000 of their claim - for claims of over E5,000 (£3,410), the payment will be £96.65. The RPA is now sending out the refunds and, as with interest payments, they will be made only when claims are fully validated.  

- Are the SPS problems resulting in cuts to other parts of Defra's budget?  

Ministers deny it has had a big impact. Mr Miliband said overspend on the 2005 SPS was responsible for £25million of the £200million Defra is cutting from its 2006/7 budget. The National Audit Office report on the SPS said the Department had set aside £131million as a contingency for future EU fines for mishandling the scheme.  

Under new rules, such fines would come out of Defra's budget, not central Government coffers. However, Ministers insist this is not related to its current £200million deficit.  

* Sources: Defra, NFU SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth.  

Contracted tonnage to decide beet payment  
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SUGAR beet growers will shortly be receiving a letter from the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) outlining the contracted tonnage for 2005/06 on which their additional sugar support payments will be based.  

Anyone believing the amount in their letter is incorrect should provide documentary evidence to the agency immediately.  

Sugar growers are to benefit from a £500 million payout of Additional Sugar Support over the next seven years. The payments, which are part of the EC's reform of the sugar regime, will be made to producers who held a contracted tonnage for sugar for the 2005/06 marketing year.  

British Sugar has supplied the RPA with a list of producers and the agency is currently checking the eligibility of those on the list. To be eligible for the money beet producers must have held entitlements on May 15, 2006; have submitted a valid 2006 SPS claim; and held a valid sugar contract with British Sugar in the 2005/2006 marketing year.  

Eligible entitlements will be non-SDA and non-SAS including normal and English National Reserve. Those who fit these criteria will shortly receive a letter informing them of the tonnage they were contracted to produce by British Sugar in the 2005/6 marketing year.  

If the sugar tonnage amount is incorrect growers should provide documentary evidence to the sugar reform team whose contact details will be in the letter, and to also request that British Sugar advise the RPA of the correct data.  

Payments will be made to eligible producers following payment of their 2006 SPS claim. Details of how the compensation payment will be calculated will be published when finalised.  

Payments cannot be made to producers who do not fit the criteria for eligibility. However, if a producer believes he is eligible for compensation and has not received a letter of notification by November 22 he should contact the Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777 with his SBI number to hand.  

McNeill unlikely to meet MPs  
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FORMER Rural Payments Agency chief executive Johnston McNeill is unlikely to ever appear before MPs to answer questions on the Single Payment fiasco after he pulled out of a second scheduled hearing this week.  

Citing `stress' and providing a sick note from his doctor, Mr McNeill made it clear he will not be giving evidence next week to MPs from the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee.  

MPs could now ask for written evidence.  

Committee chairman Michael Jack admitted the committee may have to `face the inevitable' and publish their final report without questioning the man heavily blamed by former Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach for the failure to make farm payments on time.  

"It is very disappointing but it doesn't diminish our report," said Mr Jack, who acknowledged the central role of the former chief executive's advice to Ministers during the mounting problems at the agency. "What we would like to ask Mr McNeill is why against a background of mounting internal and external information that everything was going wrong did he maintain to everyone that everything was alright?"  

Mr McNeill also failed to attend a Public Accounts Committee hearing on the Rural Payment Agency's failings on October 30. At the hearing, Defra civil servants confirmed they had still not resolved his employment and he had been paid more than £70,000 since being removed from office.  

Forward tactic set us back.  
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e had just enjoyed an excellent English breakfast. Everyone admitted they seldom allowed themselves a fry-up. But occasional self indulgence is appropriate. The gathering was made up of accountants, lawyers, land agents, bankers and consultants with a scattering of farmers to ensure the discussion that followed stayed grounded. Topics ranged from the scandalous and continuing inadequacy of the Rural Payments Agency to potentially serious tax and business rating problems associated with diversification. Some lawyers thought the definition of farming as distinct from other activities had yet to be established fully and a few more test cases were inevitable before it was sorted.But the subject that grabbed me most was the price and profitability of grain. The point was made that prices had been higher recently than a few moths ago.  

 Drought in Australia, lower yields across much of Europe, smaller carry-over stocks in the USA and increased demand from Asia had all combined to raise values to levels not seen for 10 years.This had resulted in a wave of optimism across arable areas. Some grain growers had convinced themselves the improvement in returns would continue and reach, if not exceed, the levels of the early 1990s. The fact that costs of fuel, fertiliser, labour and compliance with regulation had all soared had apparently been ignored by many as had the planned reduction of Single Farm Payments - when we eventually get them.On the other hand very low prices had forced efficiencies that might not otherwise have occurred. And the top 25% of farmers had reduced production costs in the face of higher input prices and were in a good position to benefit from increased world prices. But the volatility of the market is still incredibly difficult to read and manage, I volunteered. We, for instance, sold quite a lot of wheat forward last March for collection this month. The advice we received from our merchant and the HGCA was that we might not see £70/t ex-farm again this year, so "you'd better make some sales at that level while you can".A couple of weeks ago we sold wheat off the same heap forward for March collection at £100/t ex-farm. And there have been a few more deals between those dates and prices. My breakfast companions said, as one: "You did the right thing. You locked into deals last March that looked right at the time and that is good risk management." Well, it doesn't look too good from where I'm sitting, having missed out on a potential £30/t on a significant proportion of our crop.I am not saying I blame our merchant or the HGCA. They presumably advised according to the information available at the time. And we could have sold options that would have given us at least a bit more income as prices rose while guaranteeing a slightly lower price if they had fallen. We could also have joined a pool, but that would also have diluted any gain made from today's enhanced values.The fact is, whatever accountants or bankers say, having been caught like this too many times I will be less inclined to sell forward in future in case better prices are available later. Moreover, it could be argued that all forward selling does is put a floor in the market and inform merchants of the lowest price we are prepared to take.And do merchants show their appreciation by adding bonuses to such deals? No they do not. They still try to reduce what they pay by alleging high moistures or low hectolitre weights or whatever.All of which will sound very politically incorrect and not at all what the professionals advocate. But, in my experience, forward selling loses money more often than it increases profits. And in a volatile market like that in which we now have to trade I am not sure how to make it better.  

Where's reality on TV?  
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he highly efficient and dedicated senior team at the Rural Payments Agency seems to be about to fail to deliver once again. If that happens, it will again cause untold grief to farm businesses across the country as they wait for their vital cash to arrive. Indeed, I am almost beginning to wonder if the reason for the delay is some bizarre experiment in human resilience. Is it a test to make us eke out dwindling cash reserves over many months without support payments to prove that we can survive in a subsidy-free industry? It is well known that the heir apparent to the New Labour throne is not the biggest fan of farm support. Then again, those in charge of administering the payments system are no doubt busy in all-important stakeholder meetings gaining approval for how to tie their next shoelace. It is, in effect, a total cock-up by those at the top who seem to have little or no idea what is going on.  

 In addition to the Invoice for Milk campaign, perhaps we should have an Invoice for Interest campaign so that everyone could join in.On a brighter note, one good thing has happened lately. That is the new series by Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall on Channel 4. The River Cottage Treatment takes a group of consumers and looks at their food and how it is produced in a bid to change their ways and help them to take more responsibility for what they buy and eat. Not an overly revolutionary concept for a TV programme, you might think. Usually we see programmes about food from a wonderfully idealistic perspective either telling us what a great saintly job all the farmers are doing or the more common and salacious viewpoint: That they spend their time poisoning us all and being nasty to their animals. The first programme about chicken showed the intensive broiler system and a bird roaming freely in the back yard. One of the participants, a mum from London, strongly defended the fact that she could buy cheap chicken to feed her family. She showed no feelings at all for the bird even though it may have had a rougher time in a shed than its free-range cousin. The host of the programme was initially taken aback with her point of view, especially the financial one, and couldn't understand why she would not spend a bit more on something that had had a happier, more sustainable life. But he did accept that, for many, feeding a family is done on a budget. In the end, the woman felt so strongly for the bird from the yard that was killed in front of her that they buried its head in the garden. (I'm unsure how legal this is). The show doesn't hold back. It shows how animals become meat instead of tiptoeing around the subject saying: Here is one we killed earlier but we spared you the blood and death scene due to the fact that we deemed you too stupid a viewer to make up your own mind. The vast array of food programmes has undoubtedly broadened people's tastes and provided an insight into how food is grown. Some may regard them as twee and unrealistic. But they underpin basic knowledge of food - something that has been overlooked by both consumers and producers for many years. The next challenge is to convince the programme makers to serialise some real farming so more of the public see the real work and dedication that goes on to produce the nation's food. The biggest task would be to make scenes of paperwork seem as appealing as those of actual farming - something cookery programmes understandably seem to miss.  

McNeill cancels second appearance before MPs.  
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Johnston McNeill, the former head of the Rural Payments Agency, has cancelled a second appearance before a parliamentary select committee to talk about the single farm payment debacle.The environment, food and rural affairs select committee had hoped that Mr McNeill would give evidence to it about payment delays on Monday (20 November).However, the committee announced this week that the session had been cancelled because Mr McNeill was unable to attend. Earlier this month Mr McNeill cancelled an appearance before the Public Accounts committee, citing stress as the reason.Committee chairman Michael Jack said the news was disappointing, as throughout the inquiry Mr McNeill's role had been central to events.But he said the committee would try to find other ways to talk to Mr McNeill if possible.  

 "We will explore all the options available to us, if it turns out he can't come and report to us on the record," he said.Mr Jack added that even if it was not possible to talk to Mr McNeill directly, enough evidence had been gathered to publish a "heavyweight" report in the New Year. "Although we would like to put some questions to Mr McNeill, we have plenty of stuff on the record about what happened. We've got sufficient information to put our finger on the main elements that caused the downfall of the system and at some point we've got to draw our elongated inquiry to a conclusion."isabel.davies@rbi.co.ukJohnston McNeill has cancelled two appearances before MPs.  

RPA's waiting list statistics raise concerns over single farm payments.  
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Farmers and consultants are questioning the statistics being released by the Rural Payments Agency showing how many people are waiting for their 2005 single farm payment.Midlands farmer Paul Branson said he checked the RPA's website ( www.rpa.gov.uk ) on 8 November and an update said there were 4549 claimants yet to receive a payment. But when he checked again on 10 November the same update had been changed to say there were 1506 claimants waiting for a payment."It looks as if they have changed the figure," he said. "I am also horrified at the fact so few people are in the priority one category. Surely everyone who is still waiting for some 2005 money should be a priority? This money is now almost 12 months late."Consultant Andrew Gagie of Bagshaws also said he feared the statistics were misleading.  

 He had two clients who were yet to be paid, but they didn't seem to fall into the priority one category, which the RPA claims is now down to just 49."I don't think they are in that category, as we received acknowledgement in July that they would be paid but we have heard nothing since. If you are in category one, you are meant to get contacted weekly by RPA managers, but that hasn't happened."A spokesman for the RPA said there had been a typographical error in the update of 8 November which had now been corrected. The statistics were as accurate as they could be, he added, although the figures did change as claims percolated through the system.  

Event aims to show the very best of British livestock  
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By George Greaves - National Primestock Show and Sale chairman  

THE 2006 National Primestock Show and Sale marks another milestone in the event's history with the reintroduction of live pig classes after an absence of almost 20 years.  

Their return is thanks to the support of the British Pig Association and the keen pig breeding members of the Primestock committee.  

It marks a small but important step towards reuniting farming's three core species allowing visitors to see the very best of British livestock ahead of what we hope will be a busy and prosperous period for meat sales through to the New Year.  

Since our show in 2005 the beef industry has welcomed the return of the export trade. This has helped to bring back a more reasonable return on our finished cattle - at the start of October market prices were 35p per kg up on the year - and in return this improvement has kept the lamb trade more stable.  

It seems more apparent than ever that quality pays - the export of only the best cattle to Italy, for instance, is proving the point. Eblex is playing a leading role in promoting ways of producing better quality in both our cattle and sheep businesses. This will in turn improve our margins which we all need to survive.  

The Single Payment Scheme has been a major talking point, especially when the Rural Payments Agency was so badly managed in advancing our entitlements. There has been less in the press since these came through and now we already look forward to our next payment.  

Anticipation is a great thing and entries suggest we will again see the usual strong entry of live cattle and sheep, as well as busy pig classes. This will be complimented by an increase in entries in the Primestock Show's dedicated carcase hall and produce competitions.  

I believe the quality will outshine any other primestock show in the British Isles. It never fails to amaze everyone involved how quality improves year-on-year without fail, due largely to better selection of herd sires on the beef side and dedication from all stockmen involved.  

George Greaves, chairman of the 2006 National Primestock Show and Sale and a beef and sheep farmer from Amerton, Stafford.  

Complex system to blame for chaos - Rooker  
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FOOD and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker has admitted that the complex system put in place by his predecessors was largely to blame for the Single Payment chaos.  

He said the Rural Payments Agency was on a `hiding to nothing' given the nature of the dynamic hybrid scheme presented to it by former Defra Ministers Margaret Beckett and Lord Whitty.  

He said he was `disappointed' at the continuing difficulties in delivering payments but said he did not blame agency staff. "The system they had, the tools they were given were not up to scratch," he said.  

"The scheme that was agreed with the extra 40,000 customers - some of which were not farmers but horse owners - with no de minimis payment and land to be mapped we never knew about meant they were on a hiding to nothing," he said.  

He said Defra was keen to introduce a minimum payment to prevent low claimants blocking up the system in future.  

He denied claims that problems with the Single Payment were largely behind the cuts in Defra's 2006/7 budget.  

SPS overspend only accounted for £25million of the £200million deficit and money set aside for possible EU fines for the 2005 scheme was not linked to this year's budget, he said.  

Payments promise `too little, too late'  
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By Alistair Driver  

SINGLE Payments will not start in England until mid-February and even then the vast majority of farmers will receive only a 50 per cent part payment.  

While an improvement on last year when most farmers did not receive anything until May, the position outlined by Defra Secretary David Miliband, on Tuesday, was condemned as `too little, too late' by industry leaders.  

Mr Miliband has set the Rural Payments Agency a target of paying 96 per cent of the money by June 30. But even achieving this, which is the EU legal target and only fractionally more than was paid by June 30 this year, will be `challenging', he admitted.  

Full payments will be made in February where claims have been validated. But in the majority of cases farmers will receive part payments of `not less than 50 per cent'.  

The RPA estimates the part payment process, which will apply only to claims of over E1,000, will take about three weeks to complete. As was the case this year, top-up payments will be made when claims have been validated.  

He said the initial validation process had gone `relatively smoothly' but problems with the 2005 scheme had impacted on the 2006 timetable.  

The agency could not guarantee full payments within the payment window, which is why he had opted for part payments despite the problems they bring.  

Farmers will be disappointed at the timing and level of the part payment. But Farming and Food Minister Jeff Rooker said, while he was desperate to make some payments by Christmas, the agency was not in a position to do so.  

"We are just not ready. It isn't possible because of the work to be done on validation and there are issues with IT. If we had tried to do it before Christmas we would have screwed it up, believe you me," he said.  

But he said RPA chief executive Tony Cooper was `absolutely confident that they would be ready by mid-February'.  

Ministers have tried to balance the need to get payments out as quickly as possible with the need to minimise the risk of fines.  

Lord Rooker said 50 per cent part payment was the maximum level permitted by EU regulations this year. Brussels only allowed 80 per cent part payments last year because it was the first year of the scheme and it had been agreed that greater flexibility would be allowed.  

"The 80 per cent option is not available to us this year, which is why we are proceeding with a degree of caution. But to get 50 per cent out in February, 10 weeks earlier than 80 per cent this year, will make a tremendous difference to the cash-flow of farmers," he said.  

In a joint statement, the NFU, Country Land and Business Association and the Tenant Farmers' Association said it was `too little, too late' and that the rural economy was `continuing to pay the price for Government incompetence'.  

`This confirms our worse fears about the ability of the RPA to deliver 2006 Single Payments'.  

Poaching kept to a minimum.  
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- Continuing mild weather leading into early November has meant we have been able to extract full value from our autumn grass and this season, for once, ground has stayed dry enough to allow us to get away with having the cattle grazing out with a minimum of poaching.We have been subjected to a number of standard inspections of late, complete with the accompanying administrative gymnastics. Verifying the correct area for area-based payments is obviously an important consideration and, of course, we don't want any non-compliance issues on our part to make this whole process any more trying than it already is.We mere mortals can hardly dispute the evidence of the all-seeing satellite, so beloved of the Rural Payments Agency. This 21st century Telstar is a remarkable piece of kit. At any rate it can certainly be described as the highest authority on the matter.  

 But I can't help thinking, when you look at the world in which we live, it might be more usefully employed somewhere else, North Korea, for example.On the other hand if it is related to the satellite which spotted such overwhelming evidence of Mr Hussein's non-compliances in Iraq, only for a protracted field visit later on to find no such evidence, then we might be better off sticking to what we know.And one thing we do now know is what has been holding up some of our single farm payment processing. It seems we were 0.46 of a sheep amiss. It is eligible, but only if it stands on the common grazing land on one side of the open road over Pendle Hill and not the other, where the other 0.54 of itself and every other sheep we have can graze happily. How it is supposed to do this is not clear.  

Miliband keeps his word but it's too little too late.  
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DEFRA secretary David Miliband has announced a partial payment plan for England's farmers' 2006 single farm payment claims, but farm organisations have described it as "too little, too late".The minister made the announcement in an oral statement to the House of Commons on Tuesday (7 November).The Rural Payments Agency had reported that it is not in a position to guarantee full payment to producers before the EU payment window closes on 30 June, 2007, said Mr Miliband.  

 But producers will get a partial single farm payment from mid-February 2007, if the RPA has failed to make a full payment before that date.It is anticipated that the partial payment run will take three weeks to complete and will be worth a minimum of 50% of the value of the claim, he added.Although the farming industry had been calling for a partial payment to be paid, the amount and timing has left leaders very disappointed.A joint statement from the NFU, Country Land and Business Association and Tenant Farmers Association said the rural economy continued to pay the price for government incompetence."We do recognise ministers' determination not to make promises they cannot keep, but we sincerely hope this really is the worst case scenario and in practice more than 50% will be paid earlier than the end of February."Peter Kendall, NFU president, said farmers could not understand why countries like France and Germany could get payments out on time, but not England."We do look a bit like a banana republic," he said. Junior DEFRA minister Lord Rooker told Farmers Weekly that England was given a concession to make an 80% part payment in 2005, but it would not have got such a high figure past Brussels for 2006."A 50% payment in February is 10 weeks earlier than 80% in May, if you compare the situation with 2005," he added. "It is a lot better than last year."But the minister hinted that, in the end, the government might exceed expectations and beat the target it has set itself. The "50% in February" target was based on conservative forecasts, he said. isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk- Editorial, p3  

McNeill must answer MPs' questions on Single Payment fiasco  
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THE former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency could face censure if he fails to turn up for questioning by MPs on November 20.  

Johnston McNeill failed to attend a Public Accounts Committee hearing on the Single Payments fiasco on Monday, blaming `stress' for his absence. Chairman Edward Leigh said he would report Mr McNeill to the Commons authorities if he did not attend the Efra sub-committee session later this month.  

Defra Permanent Secretary Helen Ghosh, Director General for Sustainable Farming Andy LeBrecht and RPA interim chief executive Tony Cooper faced the committee's questions.  

At the start of a stormy session, Mr Leigh contrasted Mr McNeill's stress with that of three farmers who had taken their own lives as a result of financial ruin.  

Mrs Ghosh admitted Mr McNeill was still on full pay, but said Defra was `close to a deal'. Committee member Richard Bacon calculated the amount Mr McNeill had been paid in the 220 days since his suspension. "You've paid him £71,523 for doing essentially nothing," he said.  

Mrs Ghosh said Mr McNeill's departure from office had been delayed owing to poor health and contractual difficulties. It emerged Mr McNeill would be leaving the company with a £42,000 lump sum and an annual pension of £12,000. Mrs Ghosh said this was calculated on `minimum contractual terms' and the money included no enhancement to his entitlement.  

Mr Bacon said the Department's handling of Mr McNeill had been inadequate. "You've left him hanging on the end of a branch," he said.  

It also emerged that David Hunter, one of the architects of the `dynamic hybrid' payment system, is now one of the civil servants charged with reviewing the staff structure of the RPA. Mrs Ghosh denied this was a conflict of interest. "This is no inside job. David Hunter is making sure the functions, structure and future plans are appropriate. He is not looking at SPS."  

Much of the session was dedicated to the findings of the National Audit Office. Mrs Ghosh was forced to admit processing costs for some cases were more than the payment costs; that overpayments were as high as £6.5m; and she claimed not to know that farmers whose Single Payments remain unpaid would be paying tax on money they had not yet received. Mrs Ghosh agreed when Labour MP Siddi- Khan asked whether the RPA was `unfit for purpose' from 2004 to 2006.  

The decision not to make interim payments was made after consultation with farmers, she said. "In January we looked at a business case for making partial payments, but concluded that it then looked likely we would make payments in February."  

The future was going to be difficult, said Mrs Ghosh. There was a steep hill to be climbed, but they had learned a lot of lessons. "We are strongly committed to improving our customer service," she said.  

Ministers were fiercely critical of the RPA. Conservative MP Greg Clarke said the Single Payment Scheme was `the worst value-for-money project in the history of Whitehall'. Labour MP Don Touhig said the failure to make interim payments was down to `arrogance', and added that `deffra' meant `wake up' in Welsh. "Isn't that what you ought to do?" he asked.  

Mr Leigh asked RPA chief executive Tony Cooper five times when payments would be completed. Mr Cooper eventually said payments would be finished within two months, but disputed claims could take longer to resolve.  

By Dan Stewart  

in brief...  
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Tipples on TVFarming Sunday - the TV show devoted to farming and agribusinesses - will air on Sky Digital channel 181 on Sunday (5 November) at noon.This week's programme profiles Kent cereals grower Jonathan Tipples, who gives his views on farm assurance, while EBLEX spokesmen discuss the future of the UK livestock industry.- If you miss it, why not visit  www.fwi.co.uk  on Monday where the programme will be available for freeBird flu checks widenedDEFRA secretary David Miliband has announced plans to add more than 300 nature reserves, parks and reservoirs to the list of sites where wild birds are tested for avian flu as part of the government's surveillance programme going in to the winter.The news comes as scientists in Hong Kong and the USA confirmed the presence of a new strain of the deadly H5N1 virus.  

 The strain, called the Fujian-like virus, has been displacing other strains of H5N1 sparking fears that it has developed a resistance to vaccines.McNeill misses date- Johnston McNeill, the former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, failed to appear at a recent parliamentary enquiry into the single farm payment debacle citing "stress". His absence was criticised by shadow agriculture spokesman Jim Paice who said: "It's about time Mr McNeill faced the music. He might be feeling stressed, but so are thousands of farmers who have been failed by the RPA." This week the RPA published its annual report and accounts for 2005/06, in which it apologises for its failure to deliver SFPs by the end of March.BS to meet new growers- British Sugar is holding a meeting aimed exclusively at the approximately 100 "virgin" sugar beet growers, who recently purchased quota. First-time growers should ring the BS helpline on 0870 240 2314 to reserve their place at the Broom's Barn meeting on 15 November.  

Tenants play key role in political talks on land use  
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Staff and elected officials of the Tenant Farmers' Association basked in a veritable welter of congratulations as members celebrated the organisation's silver jubilee at its annual conference in London this week. But, amid all the back patting, many serious issues were aired which could make a serious impact on tenants who occupy around one- third of Britain's rural area. Vic Robertson reports.  

TENANT farmers were key stakeholders in political discussions on land use at the highest level, said Lord Rooker. Tenancy remained the main means of getting into the farming industry, unless someone had a spare £2-£3 million.  

Britain needed farming to be profitable and to provide as much food as possible, regardless of opposition to new technology, such as polytunnels, which could help broaden the seasonality of production. These were good for the environment through their contribution to reducing food miles.  

Townies tended still to regard the countryside as `natural', but this ignored the reality that most of it was man made.  

"If we don't look after the countryside we will lose it," he warned, with a reference to the erosion of some parts in the wake of the foot- and-mouth outbreak in 2001.  

Farming made a major contribution to the environment and the economy in terms of both food production and tourism.  

The countryside supported about 25 per cent of the population, albeit in small and split communities. But politicians ignored these at their peril, he said.  

This meant the Government had to become more flexible with regard to diversification on the farm, which ensured continued profitability.  

Defra was currently engaged in talks with the Department for Communities and Local Government to ensure a more liberal interpretation of planning policy guidelines.  

Changing primary, or even secondary legislation, in this area could take up to 10 years, he said. But we have not got 10 years. He wanted changes in the next 12 months so planners were part of the solution not part of the problem.  

Inevitably he was drawn onto the issue of RPA failings. He said he fully understood the problems created, not just in farming circles, but in the supply sector created by the shortcomings over the past year or so. But he sought to defend the competence of Johnston McNeill, former Rural Payments Agency chief executive, in dealing with these.  

Many of the problems had been created by `policy changes' at a political level, to which Mr McNeill had not been a party.  

He pledged major efforts would be made to speed up payments for 2006 and beyond, but he was unwilling to lay out a timetable for these, admitting he `didn't have the confidence in the system' to give these.  

Meurig Raymond, NFU deputy president, asked for assurances that any future changes in the CAP would result in a `more even playing field' for EU competitors.  

`We need a full debate in light of RPA failures'  
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THE Liberal Democrat Shadow Leader of the House of Commons has demanded a full Government debate about the RPA in the light of the National Audit Office's report on the agency's failures.  

David Heath, the Lib Dem MP for Somerton and Frome in the west of England believes the agency deserves further scrutiny. "The more information that comes out about the failures of the Rural Payments Agency, the more appalled I am," he said. "The RPA is probably the worst payment organisation in Europe."  

While Mr Heath believes there is cross-party support for a debate, he concedes it is unlikely to happen. "It's almost impossible to get a debate on agriculture in the House. It has been airbrushed out of Government business."  

He also expressed amazement about the subsequent fortunes of former RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill and former environment secretary Margaret Beckett.  

"To learn that the chief executive responsible for this fiasco is still on full pay over six months after his sacking, and that the Secretary of State then responsible has since been promoted, beggars belief."  

Mr Heath is to meet with Lord Rooker next week to discuss problems raised by his farming constituents.  

Vet budget cuts of £6m `dangerous'  
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VETS have warned that cuts of £6 million to Defra's veterinary budget revealed this week are `dangerous' and will potentially lower the country's defences against diseases like avian flu and foot-and-mouth.  

Defra revealed more details on exactly where its £200m budget cuts will be targeted. The State Veterinary Service's (SVS) budget for 2006/7 is being reduced by £3m, while £2.4m is being slashed from the Veterinary Laboratories Agency's budget - cuts of 3 per cent in both cases.  

A written parliamentary answer from Rural Affairs Minister Barry Gardiner on Tuesday also revealed cuts of £283,000 (7 per cent) for the Veterinary Medicines Directorate, £839,000 (7 per cent) for the Pesticides Safety Directorate and £403,000 (8 per cent) for Food From Britain.  

It also confirmed previously known cuts of £24m for the Environment Agency's budget and £13m for Natural England.  

Ironically, the one body to see its budget increased was the Rural Payments Agency, whose overspend on the SPS was partly responsible for the general belt-tightening. Its reward is a £23m (11 per cent) budget increase.  

Most of the reaction to the figures centred around the veterinary cuts, however. There is considerable alarm in particular over the impact on the SVS, which plays a role in monitoring disease like avian flu and foot-and-mouth.  

David Catlow, president of the British Veterinary Association, said the SVS budget was already tight. Squeezing more money out of it and the VLA was `certain to detract from the surveillance and the animal disease and welfare programmes work they do', he said. "It is entirely inappropriate and even dangerous, particularly if surveillance is one of the areas that is cut," he said. "As foot-and-mouth showed, we have got to spot disease on the first farm not the 50th and we have to have the resources to deal with disease when it comes.  

"At the highest levels in Europe it is being said that the biggest threat to food security is animal disease. That means we need good surveillance so this seems crazy - look how much foot-and-mouth cost this country," he said.  

Defra's ability to deliver the Animal Health and Welfare Strategy could be compromised, he said.  

John Gallagher, a former senior MAFF vet, described the cuts as `very disappointing'. "This surely is folly, especially when you consider the problems that foot-and-mouth caused. The SVS needs to be strengthened, not undermined with financial cuts," he said.  

A Defra spokesman insisted the SVS cuts would not affect its `frontline' disease control work, including surveillance. He said the money would be saved by deferring the introduction of a new IT system.  

Chris Huhne, the Liberal Democrat Shadow Defra Secretary whose question prompted Mr Gardiner's response, was unconvinced. He said any cuts to research and testing of animals were a `false economy' as it would make the UK more vulnerable to disease.  

He highlighted apparent inconsistencies in the reasons given by Defra for the £200m. Initially they were blamed on the `unavoidable' extra costs of the SPS and avian flu.  

However, Farming and Food Minister Lord Rooker said this week that the SPS overspend was responsible for `considerably less than a quarter' of the cuts. The `biggest single chunk', he said, was down to a change in Treasury accounting rules.  

The NFU and CLA both stressed that any cuts in Defra's veterinary budget must not affect its disease control policies.  

By Alistair Driver  

? Having been very critical in the past of the Rural Payments Agency's handling...  
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? Having been very critical in the past of the Rural Payments Agency's handling of the delivery of the Single Payment Scheme to farmers, I am astonished by the fact that 27,266 of the claimants farmed less than 25.70 acres, and 18,573 farmed less than 12.85 acres.Surely these units are not being run by farmers and are nothing but extended gardens or pony paddocks belonging to the wealthy.Why is the EU paying subsidies to these units? They are not farms. They slowed the payment scheme system down. Added to this, due to their payment being less than s5000 (£3400) they received a refund on modulation, which was still charged to real farmers.Subsidising those who are wealthy enough to own paddocks adjoining their houses is surely not what the EU intended when it reformed the common agricultural policy.George PatonWebbPaton Rural and Commercial Valuers, The Dairy, Hook, Wiltshire  

Talking pointLetters SIMON HARTLook out forStrong views from our Farmer Focus...  
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Talking pointLetters SIMON HARTLook out forStrong views from our Farmer Focus writers p44& 52Have your sayWrite to: Farmers Weekly, Quadrant House, The Quadrant, Sutton, Surrey SM2 5AS Telephone: 020 8652 4911 Fax: 020 8652 4005Email: farmers.weekly@rbi.co.ukEdited by Philip Clarke 020 8652 4921Letter of the weekPaddock owners subsidised!R? The real value of a post office cannot be measured simply by turnover the benefit to the community extends beyond the doorstep of the post office into the fabric of the communityPaying twice for DEFRA blunders? I read your article on the effects of DEFRA's overspend on the Rural Payments Agency in this week's Farmers Weekly with interest (News, 20 October). It coincides with my own Higher Level Stewardship application to the Rural Development Service.I had been assessed as having 15 points, which would have been just above the threshold for HLS payments.  

 My case officer was keen to promote my project, but was told not to commit because of budgetary constraints.Recent meetings have taken place and the threshold has now been lifted to 24 points, which means that anyone not already in an SSSI (Site of Special Scientific Interest) will have no hope of getting any HLS payments in this round. The reason given is lack of funds.It appears that farmers are having to pay twice for DEFRA's system changes. The department is getting no extra funding, so the additional costs of the botched Single Payment Scheme are to be covered by money that was originally in their budget for environmental payments.Mike Dodsonmichael.dodson@btopenworld.com34FarmersWeekly ? 27 october 2006 3527 october 2006 ? FarmersWeekly  

Officials 'over-optimistic' on RPA - ex-ministers.  
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Former DEFRA ministers Lord Bach and Lord Whitty have told MPs that they were given misleading information by senior civil servants over progress in implementing the Single Payment Scheme. Giving evidence to the environment, food and rural affairs select committee on Monday (23 October), Lord Whitty said there had been some "over-optimistic upward reporting", especially with regard to problems over the digital mapping of land.But the former minister stressed that he did think he had been deliberately misled.  

 "In all walks of life, people tell their boss what they want to hear," he said.Lord Bach told the committee that he had held regular meetings with officials from DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency and the general view was that, although there were risks, the RPA was on target to start full payments in February 2006 and complete the bulk of payments by the end of March.He said he did not think that former RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill, who was removed from office, should be crucified as the advice given was the responsibility of the whole top management team.Lord Bach said: "On 9 March we were given advice that the bulk of payments would be made in the first few days of April. Five days later, we were told that there was no chance at all of such a thing happening."Frankly, I don't think that was satisfactory from senior civil servants, whose job it is to tell ministers the truth." Asked to what extent he, or former DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett, was responsible for the crisis, Lord Bach said that he was sure there was more he could have done. But he added: "I don't think either of us are to blame for this having gone wrong."  

tories campaign for partial payment? The Conservatives have launched a campaign - Make Them Pay By Christmas Day - calling on the government to give all English farmers at least 80% of their single farm payment by 25 December. Shadow DEFRA secretary Peter Ainsworth said: "The failure of last year's Single Payment Scheme has been a complete disaster for English farmers. The Make Them Pay By Christmas Day campaign aims to force the government to make these payments and relieve some of the stress." www.tory.org.uk 

This time, can the RPA be ready?  
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Stress, anxiety, increased borrowing and deferred payments to suppliers: Just some of the challenges many farmers have faced this year thanks to the Rural Payments Agency's mis-management of the single payment system.This week, the National Audit Office confirmed finally what many have long known: The RPA was wildly optimistic in its predictions of how easy it would be to introduce a complex "hybrid" system of support and failed to introduce robust monitoring and contingency plans should problems occur.It was a failure that cost farmers between ?18.5m and ?22.5m in interest charges and arrangement fees on loans, plus untold worry and personal trauma. Moreover, the problems are likely to continue into the 2006 payment year and possibly beyond that. Come on RPA, learn from past mistakes and get it sorted now.  

 After all, Germany, which also uses the hybrid system, managed to pay all of its farmers by the June deadline.A key aim for the RPA should be to develop a contingency system to remedy the threat of any late payments now before they play havoc with farmers' lives again. It's the only way to ensure this year's expensive and traumatic fiasco is not repeated next year.Paul Spackman Arable reporterNews p6  

The Rural Payments Agency's handling of the Single Payment Scheme has been...  
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The Rural Payments Agency's handling of the Single Payment Scheme has been criticised in a National Audit Office report, which points out that the debacle has cost farmers up to ?22.5 million in additional borrowing and interest payments.The report, published on Wednesday (18 October), highlighted how the RPA severely underestimated the complexity and work required, and how the total cost to industry and taxpayer could be close to ?400m (see table opposite).Edward Leigh MP, chairman of Parliament's public accounts committee (PAC), said the RPA's handling of the SPS had been "dismal" and a textbook example of what not to do.  

 "The Rural Payments Agency made a pig's ear out of paying this new ?1.5bn EU subsidy to farmers, bringing distress to many."Introducing a complicated new system within such a tight timetable was always going to be difficult, but it almost seems as though the agency went out of its way to make things harder."Over-optimistic targets, failure to test computer systems fully, underestimating the amount of work involved and not having adequate systems to track the progress of individual claims all contributed to the problems, the report found.In response, the NFU called on government to learn from mistakes highlighted by the NAO and urged ministers to implement partial payments for 2006."If ministers take the same 'wait and see' approach this year in the vain hope of being able to make full payments sometime in the spring, we will end up in the same mess again," said NFU president Peter Kendall. "Ministers need to learn the lessons, bite the bullet and press the part payment button."Tenant Farmers Association chief executive George Dunn supported the NFU's calls for partial payments and said that the problems with the current system were down to policy failure within DEFRArather than any individual. "The government did go for a very complicated system and chose to deliver it in a very short period of time. I don't think the RPA had much support from DEFRA, so it's not simply a failure of management."[Interim RPA chief executive] Tony Cooper is still telling us there will be problems for a long while to come, so isn't it time we scrapped the existing system and invested in a new one that will provide us with what we want?"DEFRA and the RPA welcomed the report and acknowledged the problems faced by farmers. But both warned a solution would not be found overnight."We are doing our utmost to improve the situation, but it is only fair to warn the industry that the 2006 scheme year is going to be a challenging one," said Tony Cooper. "We are striving to make payments as quickly as possible and apologise to those farmers still awaiting money."paul.spackman@rbi.co.uk  

The true cost of flawed science? At last the NFU has put its foot down about...  
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The true cost of flawed science? At last the NFU has put its foot down about further discussions with the government on imposing a compulsory disease levy on farmers until they agree to tackle the long-running problem of a cull of bovine TB-infected badgers, (News, 13 October).Why should farmers be expected to pay for the government's incompetence and past mistakes, such as foot-and-mouth disease in 2001? The list of disastrous episodes grows longer, with farmers continuing to suffer the financial loss caused by the chaos of the Rural Payments Agency for the next two years. The government and DEFRA have "gold-plated" EU regulations and created huge burdens of extra bureaucracy and red tape. Now that they have overstretched themselves, the Treasury has cut their budget.Farmers might not resent the costs of the National Scrapie Plan and Nitrate Vulnerable Zones if they had been based on anything other than flawed science.  

 They are now expected to pay for pre-movement cattle testing because of years of delay by the government to do anything about bTB in badgers. They should all study and learn from the recent report by Dr Paul Kitching, head of Pirbright until June 2001 and one of the world's leading veterinary experts. A summary of this report appeared in The Times on 11 October entitled "Carnage from a computer". The report found that, of the 10m animals slaughtered, more than one-third were perfectly healthy. Out of the 10,000 or so farms where sheep were culled, only 1300 were infected. Dr Kitching talks of a "culling policy driven by invalidated predictive models" and "models not fed the right input".The scientific team of modellers had no veterinary knowledge whatsoever.Suzanne Greenhill12 Parkside Avenue, Cockermouth, Cumbria  
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A Northumbrian far-mer with both severely disadvantaged ground and lowland, whose Hill Farm Allowance claim had been disallowed by the Rural Payments Agency on the grounds of stocking rate, has had the decision overturned on appeal.  

The decision marks a precedent for other HFA applicants who, like the farmer concerned, might have lowland incapable of carrying the required 1.8 livestock units per hectare, say chartered surveyors George F. White.  

The firm, together with the Tenants Farmers Association, lodged the appeal on behalf of Michael Davy of Warton Farm, Thropton.  

He had been told by the agency that he would not receive any of his HFA claim, which was in the region of £7,000.  

The reason was that he had land in the lowland area as well as the severely disadvantaged area and the RPA assumed all his lowland was stocked at 1.8 livestock units/hectare.  

The scheme rules state a minimum stocking density of 0.15 up to a maximum of 1.6 lsu/ha across the whole of a holding.  

On paper, when multiplying his lowland forage area by 1.8 lsu/ha it meant Mr Davy's stocking density in the severely disadvantaged area actually fell well below the minimum. This resulted in them rejecting his claim.  

But in fact, throughout the whole of the period, Mr Davy did have a stocking density between the two required parameters. "In practical terms it is quite clear that it is not possible to stock marginal areas of Northumberland that fall within the lowland area at a rate of 1.8 livestock units per hectare.  

"Ironically, if they were stocked at 1.8 livestock units per hectare, they would more than likely fall foul of scheme rules in terms of overgrazing," said Tom Oates of George F. White.  

Mr Oates involved George Dunn of the Tenant Farmers' Association, as Mr Davy is a tenant of the National Trust and a TFA member.  

Mr Dunn had fought a case similar to this with the old Extensification Payment Scheme. The appeal was successful and Mr Davy will now receive his full HFA payment.  

Mr Dunn said: "Last week's outcome shows the benefits of a national organisation like the TFA working with local agents and has produced an excellent result for all Hill farmers in England."  

But many HFA applicants might not be not be aware of this result and new ruling, he said, and advised contacting the TFA or George F. White.  

By Howard Walsh  
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BARRY ALSTON takes a look at some of the problems of being a cross border farmer - not least the on-going shambles of getting hold of English Single Farm Payment entitlements.  

HAVING to deal with one set of bureaucrats can be difficult enough - but imagine having to cope with two, with each working to different rules and regulations.  

To say the least, it can be frustrating - something that farmers along the Wales-England border between Shropshire and Powys have become only too aware of since the start of agriculture's devolved administration.  

They know only too well that anything at all governed by legislatory red tape is going to be a complicated affair.  

Cattle movements, bovine TB, environmental controls and, without a doubt, administration of the new Single Farm Payment come top of the list.  

Claiming SFP entitlements from both the Welsh Assembly and Defra for a farm with land in Wales and in England is a bureaucratic nightmare, according to Basil Probert.  

His beef and sheep farm - Lower Hill, at Sarn, near Newtown - consists of a number of owned and rented blocks of land in Powys and Shropshire, all within five miles of the homestead.  

One block is situated in the Clun Environmentally Sensitive Area in England and the farm is also crossed by the Kerry Ridgeway Trail, an old drover's route from Wales.  

"Dealing with Defra and the Assembly at the same time is a mess - nobody knows what is happening. We have 270 acres of Welsh land and 140 of English," says 50-year-old Mr Probert, who keeps 70 Limousin and Belgian Blue cross suckler cows and 1,000 Welsh Mule ewes put mainly to Texel and Charollais tups, together with 250 flock replacements.  

The land runs from 900ft at the farmhouse to more than 1,200ft. "It is a nightmare all the way round and does not look like getting better. Although at last we have now had our SFP from the Rural Payments Agency in England, numerous other cross-border farmers around me have not had theirs.  

"Everyone's entitlement is different, but lots of my neighbours have not been paid. It is a serious mess.  

"Another anomaly is that the Government is paying just 1 per cent interest above base rate on its late payments.  

"What farmer has such a bank manger? The whole situation is a joke and it means you cannot really plan for the future," said Mr Probert.  

Two of his neighbours who are still waiting for their English SFP entitlements are Keith Watkin, of Wheatsheaf Farm, Sarn, and George Jones, Brynmawr, Sarn.  

They had their Welsh payments more or less in line with every other farmer in Wales, but Mr Watkin - a beef, sheep and dairy farmer - says he is getting nowhere with his 70-acre entitlement from England, worth around 20 per cent of his overall dues.  

Mr Jones also had his Welsh entitlement months ago but, despite making persistent enquiries, feels he is nowhere near getting the payment on his 56 English acres than he was almost 12 months ago.  

It appeared the administrators were unable to work out just what his English entitlements were - yet he had had no difficulty whatsoever in coming to a figure.  

Having to deal with telephone answering machines also made matters worse.  

Both Mr Watkin and Mr Jones say they are well past being angry and frustrated.  

With only weeks to go before the opening of the payment window for the next round of SFP payments, it was looking as though they would be missing out on vital income yet again - while input costs were continually on the increase.  

The late payment of English entitlements is, however, not the only problem cross border farmers say they are having to endure. "At the moment we only have one holding number, so I am stuck with the six-day standstill which shuts all my land down, although we are in two different countries and have six different blocks of land," says Mr Probert, who hosted a Farmers Union of Wales farm walk at the weekend. "If there are good prices in the market, a neighbour in England with animals in an adjacent field to mine can move his animals straight away, but I have to wait six days.  

"Although we are running stock in two countries, I still cannot get two holding numbers."  

Mr Probert says the farm, where he lives with his wife Karen and three children, is also situated in a "bad area" for bovine TB. "We were shut down in January this year until we were clear in June and we are one of the lucky ones around here."  

He wants to see a more positive attitude from both Westminster and Cardiff to rid the disease from the countryside once and for all, with unified action on both sides of the border to tackle both wildlife and livestock side by side.  

The different approaches to testing and unequal charging for cattle pre- movement controls, while failing to deal with the badger situation.  

Mr Probert also says the ever-increasing number of walkers and bikers using the Kerry Ridgeway Trail had its problems, too. At busy times he had to employ a part-time worker to help deal with the influx.  
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- RPA chief executive tells NFU council  

FARMERS in England face another two years of Single Payments chaos, the head of the Rural Payments Agency has admitted.  

RPA chief executive Tony Cooper told a stunned NFU council on Tuesday it would take `another 18-24 months' to sort out the agency's problems.  

The agency was targeting 2008 to deliver an acceptable level of service.  

He said 2006 would be another `hard grind' and gave no indication of when payments would be made or whether part payments were likely.  

Mr Cooper predicted `some improvement' in 2007 but admitted the timing of payments would remain unpredictable.  

"For 2007 we hope to have a stable and sustainable service but what it won't do is demonstrate a significant improvement for people who have applied for the SPS. My own view is that the target we should go for is 2008."  

He was refreshingly honest about the situation in his first public appearance since taking up the post in May but failed to deliver any confidence that things would get better.  

What council members desperately wanted was some indication of when 2006 payments were likely to be made.  

One after the other they pleaded with him to give a commitment to make part payments early in the payment window but all he would say was that a system was being developed in case it was needed.  

He stressed that it would need to be tested before it could be used and gave no indication of when it would be ready.  

Neither did he indicate whether he would be advising Defra Secretary David Miliband to go down the part payment route.  

Mr Miliband will make an announcement on part payments in November and says he will be guided by Mr Cooper in his decision.  

The decision is complicated by the threat of heavy fines from the European Commission if part payments lead to inaccurate distribution of money, as happened with the 2005 part payments. More than 26,000 wrong 2005 claims are being reviewed.  

On the positive side, there are fewer mapping issues to deal with this time. However, the long tail from the 2005 scheme has slowed the 2006 scheme down, he said.  

There are still about 7,000 claimants awaiting the 20 per cent top-up payment, while 75 people with claims of over E1,000 are yet to receive a penny.  

The problems in England are exacerbated by the fact that a number of member states, including the Republic of Ireland, will start making part payments this month.  

Mr Cooper's words only added to the sense of frustration among farmers. NFU president Peter Kendall said it was `incredibly worrying' that it would take another two years to sort the problems out. "What we have heard today confirms our worst fears. Yet again, the farming industry is being made to pay the price for a diabolical political decision delivered in an unrealistic timescale," he said.  

He called for the Government to authorise part payments early in the payment window if, as is likely, full payments could not be made.  

NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson said it now appeared that payments of any type, part or full, were unlikely to be seen until 2007.  

Council members, who provided graphic examples of the problems caused by the 2005 SPS crisis, expressed their frustration. This was best summed up by Bedfordshire delegate Charles Porter.  

"I am known as a mild-mannered man but I've been sitting here getting angrier and angrier and more and more disillusioned,'' he said. "I had hoped to leave this council meeting with at least slight confidence in the RPA and yourself but I'm afraid I have less confidence than I had at the start.  

"How the hell can I now go home to my members and give them any form of confidence in you or RPA?"  

By Alistair Driver  

Campaign for part payments as problems `likely until 2007'  
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THE Conservatives are about to launch a campaign to persuade the Government to make part payments in England in December.  

Shadow Defra Secretary Peter Ainsworth said it was clear that the problems with the Rural Payments Agency had not been sorted out. As a result `potentially very serious difficulties' with Single Payments were likely to continue until 2007, he told an NFU fringe meeting. "We are shortly to launch a campaign to try and press the Government as hard as we possibly can to make the vast majority of payments by Christmas. We will try to make it happen," he said.  

He said the SPS fiasco had undermined farmers' confidence in Government and the way targets were managed in Whitehall and had also obscured the true significance of the switch to decoupled subsidy payments. "It has been unhelpful to farmers in trying to rise to the challenge and become more market-oriented. If you are worried about cash flow, it is very difficult to implement the kind of innovations that are needed," he said.  
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154 words

Publication date: 6 October 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 10

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

`ADMINISTRATIVE shambles' is a phrase the Conservatives have used to describe the Rural Payments Agency on more than one occasion.  

But this week the boot was on the other foot as thousands of delegates queued for hours in the wind and rain for accreditation passes that should have been sent out before the conference. MPs, their wives and special advisers were not immune for the chaos - Zac Goldsmith was forced to miss a key fringe meeting on the Sunday, while even William Hague was reportedly refused entry to one meeting for not having a pass.  

"If they can't organise this, how are they going to run the country," mused one rain-soaked delegate, who had queued for three hours only to find their pass was not there.  

The Conservatives blamed the extra police checks required this year. And it was not just them - there were similar problems for Labour in Manchester.  

RPA pays out 1 per cent interest  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has begun making interest payments to around 2,500 farmers on delayed Single Farm Payments, received after June 30.  

The Agency agreed in June to pay interest at 1 per cent over the base from July 1, a figure described as "derisory" by business analysts at the time.  

So you want to... PROCESS YOUR OWN MILK?  

olivia cooper  
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The days of a local milk round are long gone - or are they? As more dairy farmers seek to add value to their product, some are returning to processing and selling their own milk direct to the consumer. Olivia Cooper investigates.  

To many dairy farmers, on-farm processing evokes images of industrial-scale cheese making and expensive facilities. But it doesn't have to be like that. There is a new breed of farmer-processor delivering milk direct to the consumer. And with almost 830 direct sellers in the UK, there is an increasing wealth of experience to draw on.  

Do I need to do some research?  

Of course. Look at the competition in your area, and don't try to win business by undercutting other farm processors' prices, says Susi Batstone. She and her husband, Chris, moved into on-farm processing in 2002 and now run courses on it.  

"Ask potential customers if they'll buy off you, but don't believe everything they say." If you are looking to supply a high-value market further afield, you must ensure that your product quality is excellent.  

The best form of marketing is to offer people a free tasting, she points out. "And keep doing it. If you have excess stock take it to potential new customers and give it to them for free."  

If you are selling through retailers, make sure you have a recognisable brand and get leaflets, stickers, posters or cards to display at the point of sale or till.  

Do I need to be registered?  

All food businesses need to be registered with their local authority and inspected and licensed by the Environmental Health department. The latter will advise you on building layout, equipment and training requirements and in addition will issue you with a food mark to be displayed on all your packaging.  

Trading standards must also approve labels and anyone selling through a retailer may need to register a barcode.  

Who else should I talk to?  

At least one person must have a basic food hygiene certificate, and you will need to draw up Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points (HACCP) procedures for the processing facility. Larger-scale operations may need to apply for planning permission, and if you buy in and process other farmers' milk you may have to pay business rates.  

What equipment do I need?  

Small operations require very little investment. With second-hand machinery you can get up and running for about £10,000. But plan your dairy layout first, allow for expansion and consider the working environment. For example, housing any compressors in the dairy makes it a very hot place to work and means harder work for the chillers.  

You will need washable walls, ceilings, floors and surfaces, a basin for hand washing and a changing area for staff. Protective clothing is also a must, as are buckets and washing-down facilities. The buildings will need a good electricity supply, as well as a generator back up, water, and a cold storage area.  

For the actual processing you will need a pasteuriser (£12,000-£14,000 new or £5000 second-hand) and a separator to make full-fat, skimmed and semi-skimmed milk (£3500). And while a bottler is not essential for very small operations, a manual bottling machine costs about £3000 and will manage up to 1500 litres a day.  

For larger-scale facilities, a rotary bottler and capper will cost about £26,000 including installation, and a bottle debagger and labeller will set you back between £15,000 and £20,000.  

A cold store can be bought second hand from specialist refrigeration firms for about £3500. Plastic 1-litre bottles or pots cost 8-10p each from wholesalers, including lid and label.  

What if I don't want to process it myself?  

Local processors may be able to contract process your milk, leaving you to concentrate on the marketing. The downsides are higher transport costs and less flexibility in milk balancing - but it avoids the capital outlay and extra work of doing it all yourself.  

Are there any restrictions on milk fat contents?  

Whole milk must be at least 3.6% fat, semi-skimmed should be between 1.6% and 1.8% fat and skimmed below 0.1%. You can buy a butterfat meter to measure these levels (£3000 new or £1500 second-hand).  

Semi-skimmed milk is usually made by adding skimmed milk to whole milk until the required fat content is reached. You will have to balance your butterfat, both through your cattle ration and finding alternative uses for the surplus cream.  

"The biggest seller is semi-skimmed, at about 60% of sales," says Mrs Batstone. "Then about 35% is whole milk and 5% is skimmed." The excess cream can either be sold to a local processor for about 50p/kg, sold to a nearby dairy, or made into cream, clotted cream, butter, yogurt or cheese on farm.  

Will I need to buy my own vans?  

If you plan to distribute your milk, you can either rent chiller vans, buy them outright or on hire-purchase. Short-term hire costs about £100 a day.  

Hire-purchase vehicles cost about £100 a week over a three-year period, plus running and maintenance costs. You will also need to buy milk crates (£2.30 each).  

Draw up accurate delivery schedules and stick to them, says Mrs Batstone. "Everyone wants milk at 7.30 on a Monday morning, but you just can't do it.  

"Liaise with your customers, don't let them bully your van drivers and definitely don't give out the drivers' mobile numbers."  

Do I need to change my milk quota?  

You must buy at least one litre of direct sales quota, and then you can freely transfer your wholesale quota to direct sales to balance your requirement each year.  

Also, speak to your milk buyer to ensure that they are happy to take a reduced (and variable) volume of milk each week. You need to keep records of every litre of milk processed and sold for quota purposes.  

If you expand the business to the point that you need to buy milk in, then you have to apply to the Rural Payments Agency for approval as a milk purchaser.  

What sort of returns can I expect?  

You can expect to sell organic milk for about 72p/litre, although wholesale prices for retail will be about 60-65p/litre. Organic single cream sells direct at about £3.25/litre, double cream at almost £5/litre and clotted cream at about £5.75/litre. Organic prices are about 30% higher than conventional. By year three you can expect to be making a margin of between 10p and 16p/litre for either conventional or organic produce.  

Can I get a grant?  

Existing DEFRA processing and marketing grant schemes have ended and new ones won't be in place until 2007. But there may be local schemes offering funding for marketing or capital investment, so contact your local Business Link or regional development agency.  

RPA finally pays SFP interest - but not much.  
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Interest payments have started going out to those farmers who received a full or top-up single farm payment after the 30 June deadline.  

The Rural Payments Agency announced on Wednesday (4 October) that a total of 2559 customers are to receive £386,201 in interest payments. However, another 13,144 customers, who also received payments after 30 June, have fallen below the £50 eligibility threshold.  

Commenting on the announcement, Allan Buckwell, chief economist for the Country Land and Business Association, said: "£380,000 for the industry, although scattered among  

a number of farmers, is better than nothing. We're glad they [the RPA] have got around to paying interest, but the saddest thing is that it was necessary in the first place."  

Interest has been based on the London Interbank Offered Rate (LIBOR) plus 1%, which means that the interest gained on £1000 works out at just 15-16p a day.  

An RPA spokesman said that, while over 99% of money has now been paid, about 7300 people are still waiting to receive top-up payments (as at 27 September).  

One of these is Lincolnshire-based Farmers Weekly Farmer Focus writer Mark Ireland, who has only received 35% of his payment (see Arable, p60) and has gone nearly two years with little support coming through.  

"It is a very difficult situation for the RPA to resolve, but it's a considerable sum of money that we could well do with," he said.  

"It has certainly made me sharpen my pencil in terms of trying to get good deals, and delayed terms of payment."  

Shropshire beef and sheep farmers John and June Davies are also still waiting for about 60% of their claim and have had to alter parts of the business to cope with the impact on cashflow.  

"We had to sell stores in the spring, rather than selling fat and we've also had to rejig the borrowings and look for a lower rate of interest," Mrs Davies told  

Farmers Weekly.  

paul.spackman@rbi.co.uk  

In unity there's strength.  

hugh broom  
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Instead of duplicating what they do, groups representing farming should consolidate to become a more dominant player on the national stage  

onsolidation has been a constant theme over recent decades in the rural arena. We have all seen many farm businesses disappear and the land absorbed into bigger units. This has also been the case in the supply industry, with the number of grain merchants, input suppliers and processing companies becoming fewer and fewer to keep ahead in an ever competitive world.  

In the world of farming unions there has been little overall consolidation, unlike the commercial side of farming. The fall in the number of farm businesses has seen union memberships in decline for many years. This, in addition to the creation of smaller specialist organisations, has over the years diminished the clout the big rural groups once had. At times it would seem that the unions are not always hard enough about telling their members the truth for fear of losing their subscription, an understandable concern with so many pressures to cut costs in business. That said, the unions have adapted in new ways. They do a good job in representing us, but I believe they could do it a whole lot better.  

When you look at the numbers represented by the main farm unions in Scotland, England and Wales, there are just over 80,000 members represented by three main groups. Although split geographically, they are in effect doing the same thing. In addition to this there are also organisations like the CLA which will, together with the NFU, each send teams to the same meetings effectively duplicating what they do. That aside these two organisations have different skill sets in many different areas. Working in conjunction they complement each other well. The two came together effectively in pushing the government over the Rural Payments Agency catastrophe earlier this year. It could have been what finally pushed ministers into the stick-wielding action that finally got some cash out to farms.  

If, for example, you brought the CLA together with the main farming unions in England, Scotland and Wales it could create a combined membership of just over 120,000 members. If you include Northern Ireland, that would add a further 12,000 to that total.  

Compare that with the other national trade organisations: The CBI has 200,000 members across the whole of UK Plc. The chambers of commerce have 100,000 members combined. So, a new super union representing a whole diverse range of rural issues would be a very significant player on the national stage.  

As well as the obvious benefit of cost savings, the consolidation would help to strengthen lobbying power with government and other organisations.  

While these ideas may dent some egos, the tenants may even have to sit round the same meeting table as the landlords, the move would allow the industry to be far better represented both nationally and internationally.  

Farming and rural business needs to be thinking far more strategically and collectively about how we are represented. We should stop running off and forming yet more small splinter groups. These tend to satisfy the egos and opinions of those involved and give out false comfort in local meeting rooms. To the public and decision-makers in the real world they mean little and seem to deliver little long-term gain across the industry as a whole.  

Society has started to turn to farming to resolve some of its problems such as fuel and food security. It will undoubtedly turn to us even more in the coming years. If we appear to be fragmented as an industry those fault lines will ultimately be exploited. Our industry now needs to be as unified as it can be so we can do our utmost to shape our own future and not have it done for us by others.  

`Next year will be another challenging year' says Miliband  
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DAVID Miliband has admitted the Government is facing a major dilemma over whether to push ahead with part payments again in 2006.  

Speaking at the NFU fringe meeting at Labour Party Conference in Manchester on Sunday, the Defra Secretary acknowledged this would be another `challenging year' as far as the Single Payment Scheme was concerned. This reflects concern within Government and industry that the Rural Payments Agency will again struggle to make full payments anything like on time.  

However, the Government is concerned that going ahead with part payments could expose the UK to serious penalties from the European Commission.  

Mr Miliband, said the Government would make an announcement in October or early November. He made it clear the decision would not be straightforward, even if the RPA was struggling.  

"The best solution would be to pay on time in the payment window. But I'll take a view when the RPA chief executive Tony Cooper reports back about whether part payments are necessary," Mr Miliband said. "Obviously, part payments incur the risk of engagement with the EU of a particular kind and that has to be taken into account. I can't give you a commitment."  

Making payments that have not been definitively established would open the UK up to the threat of further disallowance penalties.  

These kick-in when Brussels deems insufficient controls have been put in place to ensure EU money is distributed accurately. The UK already faces the threat of multi-million pound fines as a result of the 2005 part payment process.  

"Part payments are not a panacea," Mr Miliband said. They come with consequences. Last time we did them because not doing it was worse than doing it. So I am open-minded about it."  

Mr Miliband said his number one priority was to get the RPA working properly. He promised that, whatever the decision, there would be no repeat of the misinformation that clouded the 2005 scheme. "I cannot be a trusted, effective responsible partner of yours if I cannot pay European payments effectively. Next year will be another challenging year.  

"We have got to be open and honest about the difficulties and above all deliver more than we promise rather than less."  

NFU president Peter Kendall urged Mr Miliband to ensure `expectations are managed properly'. "What I am nervous about is farmers thinking this money is coming in the middle of December and then it does not." "The EU has given permission for some countries to start paying out in mid-October because of the drought, so if we are to have a level playing field it is essential these payments are made as soon as possible. We cannot afford a repeat of last year's debacle."  

He said it was also important for farmers that Defra was not fined by the European Commission as this could affect future funding.  

Jim Birkett, chairman of Lancashire, summed up the feeling of farmers in the room when he told Mr Miliband: "It's hard to realise just how important this is to farmers.  

"The poor uptake of ELS can be directly attributed to Defra's performance in SFP. Farmers have no confidence in Defra to come forward with effective schemes. Part payments are essential to re-establish farmer's confidence."  

Mr Miliband responded by apologising yet again for the fiasco. "I am really sorry about what has happened. People say it's difficult to say sorry but it's not. It's a cheap thing to do but it doesn't pay any bills."  

By Alistair Driver  

Payments `a step in the right direction'  
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DEFRA'S announcement that additional income payments from the 2007 Single Payment Scheme would be paid exclusively to sugar beet growers was a `big step in the right direction', growers said this week.  

However, they remained cautious until the Government had confirmed the small print of the compensation package.  

Defra also announced the reference year for compensation would be based on contracted tonnage in 2005/2006, which has also been welcomed by the industry.  

The announcement comes after a consultation, launched at the NFU national conference in February, asked for opinions on two options for distributing the additional income payments amongst beet growers and other SPS claimants.  

Food and Farming Minister Jeff Rooker said the consultation had raised a number of complex but important issues and they had been keen to balance the interests of sugar producers and all other SPS claimants and for the scheme to be managed successfully by the Rural Payments Agency alongside its existing challenges.  

The NFU's Lee Abbey said compensation for price cuts was given to the owner of sugar quota - the Government - which had the choice of how to distribute it.  

"We expected them to integrate it into the single farm payment but negotiated options to split it into main and additional income support and that at least the additional support should go only to sugar beet growers.  

"We expected this to be the case for the whole four-year period but because of the problems with the RPA earlier this year Defra said that, for at least the first year, compensation would go exclusively to sugar beet growers."  

Defra Secretary David Miliband announced in June that all the £52m allocated for 2006 would be paid to beet growers alone.  

From 2007 to 2009 the rest of the compensation would be integrated into the single farm payment but, because Defra chose `option two' from the consultation document, the additional part would go to sugar beet growers only. From 2009 there would be no exclusivity for sugar beet growers although the compensation would continue until 2012.  

NFU sugar board chairman John Hoyles welcomed Defra's decision to accept the union's arguments and take option two. He also welcomed clarification on the reference year.  

"However, there are concerns the announcement makes no reference to the deficit area premium, worth E10m per year. This was widely heralded by Defra as a tangible UK win for our beet sugar industry. We would expect this to be paid entirely to those sugar growers in the reference year."  

Sugar board vice-chairman William Martin said it was good news but how good was still not clear. "We are trying to find all the details from Defra so we can get some figures to growers, but it is a big step in the right direction."  

Around 80 per cent of the sugar beet quota from Allscott and York growers has now been traded.  

As the scheme closes on October 6, owners of the remaining 20 per cent have just one week to sell or lease their quota, in order to comply for the £8 per tonne compensation from British Sugar. BS spokesman Paul Bee said around 800,000 tonnes had been traded, with trade brisk through agents.  

RPA admits 99 claimants still waiting for payment.  
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The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that 99 farmers in England are yet to receive a penny of their single farm payment for 2005 and 7300 claimants are awaiting their top-up payments.  

In total, payments are yet to be made to 3560 individuals, although most of these are pony paddock claimants.  

The RPA said on Wednesday (27 September) that it had made full or partial payments totalling £1.498bn to 112,914 customers. This means that 98.86% of the total amount due has now been paid to 96.94% of claimants.  

An RPA spokesman said the agency was focusing its efforts on making the remaining payments as soon as possible. Many had been delayed due to questions over probate, liquidation, divorce or partnership disputes.  

The spokesman also confirmed that the agency had this week started making modulation rebates of £96.75 to producers, as has the Scottish Executive. Farmers in Wales and Northern Ireland have already received this money.  

Under EU rules 3% modulation is automatically deducted from all EU direct payments made to farmers. Member states are then required to refund this money to  

farmers in respect of the first <E045>5000 of any subsidy payout under the Single Payment Scheme, energy crops and protein crops scheme.  

<E051> For more on SPS issues see p10 and 20.  

'stupid system'  

<E051> A Lincolnshire-based company which handles single farm payment applications for more than 300 farmers says it intends to make a claim through the Parliamentary Ombudsman for £250,000 of compensation.  

Duncan Clark of broker DCFM said problems with the RPA in delivering the SPS had cost his firm thousands of pounds.  

"The systems they have set up are so stupid they can't cope with anything," he told Farmers Weekly. "We've lost an enormous amount of money because we can't get answers from the RPA. This is mismanagement on a massive scale."  

November decision for 2006 SFP advances.  
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English farmers won't find out until November whether they will get an advance on their 2006 single farm payments.  

Addressing an NFU fringe meeting at the Labour Party conference in Manchester this week, DEFRA secretary David Miliband said he was still awaiting a report from the Rural Payments Agency before he could make a decision.  

His preferred option would be to pay all the SFP in one go, during the normal payment window (December to June). A decision would be made "in the first two weeks of November" on whether this was possible.  

NFU president Peter Kendall stressed the need to manage farmers' expectations, and pointed out that some member states would be issuing up to 50% of their SFPs even earlier, following last week's EU decision to allow the monies to go out from 16 October due to the summer drought.  

Mr Miliband once again apologised for the problems farmers had faced this year, saying it had damaged their trust in both the RPA and DEFRA. "I cannot be a partner of yours if I cannot pay your money on time," he said. But he added that 2006/07 would "also be a challenging year".  

The DEFRA secretary reiterated government's willingness to reward farmers for the provision of public goods. Agriculture had a huge contribution to make, he said.  

By developing local sourcing, it could help reduce the carbon emissions involved with modern food distribution. In this respect, he applauded the Farmers Weekly Food Miles campaign.  

Cross-border confusion.  
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Farming unions are urging the Welsh Assembly to establish a protocol with the Rural Payments Agency for dealing with cross-border single farm payment claims.  

They will use the next stakeholders meeting with assembly officials to highlight the plight of dozens of members who have not received any or only part of the money claimed.  

"There have been a lot of problems that have left some members with horrendous financial difficulties," said Mary James, deputy director of NFU Cymru.  

"A very significant number have not received their full 2005 claim payments and we do not want a repeat of this mess next year."  

Richard Wordsworth, the NFU's single payment scheme adviser handling cross-border cases, said it was impossible to estimate the number of farmers involved in all four home countries.  

"What has happened in Wales is also true of land links between England and Scotland, Northern Ireland and Scotland, or England, or Wales. The issues are so complex it is likely some farmers will not be paid by the time the next payment opens in December."  

Arwyn Owen, policy director of the Farmers Union of Wales, claimed dealing with cross-border problems was taking up a huge amount of time at both headquarters and county level.  

"We are pressing for written confirmation that there are enough resources to ensure that 2006 payments are made as soon as the payment window opens," said Mr Owen.  
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* SALES COMMENT: August's production figures, as expected, have failed to have an impact on the price of clean and used milk quota since they were released by the Rural Payments Agency last Friday. There have been a steady amount of enquiries from purchasers this week although, as was the case last week, many optimistic vendors are turning down market value offers until after the EDFE at Stoneleigh next week. A 4.04 per cent butterfat clean has traded at 1.75ppl.  

* Leasing comment: There has been no change in the lease market recently, with little interest from lessees. There are very few lessors bothering to market their milk quota on the leasing register as most feel that unless they have a significant amount available to lease out, it just is not worth their while doing the paperwork. A 3.93 per cent butterfat has traded at 0.15ppl.  
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THE parliamentary watchdog has indicated that farmers who complained to it over the maladministration of the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) may be in line for some form of redress.  

The Parliamentary Ombudsman received complaints earlier this year over SPS-related issues, but little has been heard since.  

However, one farmer who inquired about his complaint, has been told the delay was due to ongoing `high level discussions' between the watchdog and the Rural Payments Agency.  

In a letter to the farmer, the Ombudsman wrote: `The object of these discussions is to determine the principles of redress that will apply to the maladministration of the Single Payment Scheme. Once these principles have been agreed, we will be able to determine the appropriate resolution for each individual case'.  

NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson, said the wording was `significant' as it implied the RPA was admitting some responsibility for the fiasco, at least in discussions with the Ombudsman. "However, it would be wrong to get carried away. While redress might mean compensation for income lost as a result of maladministration, it could also take the form of an apology or even simply an acknowledgement that standards of service were not what they should have been.  

"You also have to bear in mind that even if the Ombudsman recommends redress, the Government is not bound to act on it, as happened with pension schemes compensation recently."  

Ms Robinson was worried about the time the investigation process was taking. Farmers who sent in complaints early this year were `at the end of their tether' and would be disappointed to find that individual investigations had not even started, she said.  

She urged farmers with specific complaints to consider contacting the Ombudsman, which she said could sometimes be a more effective route than going through the courts.  

It is unclear how many SPS complaints there have been. The NFU has assisted with about 20 individual complaints and given guidance to other members. Most of these submissions relate to mapping problems, while other issues include FVP allocations, the establishment of entitlements and letters sent out by the RPA in February wrongly informing farmers about payments.  

An RPA spokesman confirmed the agency was due to meet the Ombudsman next month.  

* To make a complaint to the Ombudsman, contact your MP. Complaint forms are available from  www.ombudsman.org.uk .  
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* SALES COMMENT: August's production figures, as expected, have failed to have an impact on the price of clean and used milk quota since they were released by the Rural Payments Agency last Friday. There have been a steady amount of enquiries from purchasers this week although, as was the case last week, many optimistic vendors are turning down market value offers until after the EDFE at Stoneleigh next week. A 4.04% butterfat clean has traded at 1.75ppl.  

* Leasing comment: There has been no change in the lease market recently with little interest from lessees. There are very few lessors bothering to market their milk quota on the leasing register as most feel that unless they have a significant amount available to lease out, it just isnt worth their while doing the paperwork. A 3.93% butterfat has traded at 0.15ppl.  

Part payments help avert huge fines for SPS `fiasco'  
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THE Government is still facing multi-million pound fines from Brussels over its mishandling of the Single Payment Scheme, despite almost meeting the June 30 payment deadline.  

It will avoid big fines over late payment thanks to the decision to introduce part payments in the spring, which helped it get close to the legal 96 per cent target by the end of June.  

However, the use of part payments has, in turn, made it much more unlikely that Defra will escape the effects of a second Brussels financial control - disallowance.  

Disallowance kicks in when EU auditors propose `financial corrections' to address accounting errors or non-compliance with scheme rules by a member state. It takes the form of the Commission holding back funds owed to member countries when its accountants have discovered `control weaknesses which pose a risk to the Community budget' in a particular scheme.  

This could include overpayment to claimants or evidence that member states have carried out insufficient checks on claims.  

The fines can be significant, ranging from a flat rate of two per cent up to 25 per cent, or even, in exceptional cases, 100 per cent of the money owed for a scheme. Given that the SPS budget for England was £1.5 billion, the scope for big fines is clear.  

Defra insiders are known to be concerned about this prospect, even though the process can take years given the detailed accounting procedures involved and sheer scale of the SPS.  

Last week, the Rural Payments Agency admitted that nearly a quarter of SPS payments in England, about 27,000, may have to be adjusted upwards or downwards. This was the inevitable result of making part payments to thousands of claimants before payments were definitively established, a position Ministers were forced into by slow payment progress in the spring.  

This is exactly the sort of `control weakness' that can trigger disallowance fines once EU auditors have scoured the books.  

EU Agriculture Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel's spokesman confirmed that Defra was vulnerable to disallowance procedures. "As with all agriculture spending, we will do the usual audit and control accounting and if, for any reason, money has not been spent in line with the rules, we will recover it."  

NFU head of Parliamentary Affairs Barney Holbeche said there was potential for disallowance of `many millions of euros, possible scores of millions', although he stressed it was too early to speculate with any certainty.  

"The signs are that the Government will be in serious trouble with Brussels over the way it has handled SPS. There is a strong expectation that the Commission auditors will find that that the UK fouled it up good and proper, and disallowance will be the result."  

He said it was vital that British agriculture did not suffer as result. The NFU would be lobbying Chancellor Gordon Brown to ensure the penalties were not taken entirely out of Defra's budget. "Farmers should not be penalised for a situation entirely of the Government's making," he said.  

A Defra spokesman said it was too early to say whether the UK would face penalties linked to the 2005 SPS scheme.  

The threat of disallowance was one of the reasons Defra was so reluctant to opt for part payments for the 2005 scheme. It is also a factor in the decision on 2006 scheme part payments, expected next month.  

By Alistair Driver  

SFP patience with RPA wearing thin.  
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Farmers still waiting to be paid their single farm payment are questioning why it is taking so long for the Rural Payments Agency to deal with their cases.  

The RPA said this week that just 134 commercial producers are waiting for 100% of their payment, although another 7954 people are waiting for a top-up payment.  

But the farmers who are waiting say they cannot understand the length of time it is taking to get through the backlog.  

"Even if the cases are tricky, why is everything taking so long?," one producer told Farmers Weekly. "The figures just aren't dropping fast enough."  

Oxfordshire producer Richard Strainge of Springhill Farm, High Cogges, Witney (News, 14 July) said he had received a payment on 27 July from an emergency fund. But he said queries about his claim had yet to be resolved and he still does not have an entitlement statement.  

"The thing that bugs me the most is that I can't do anything to change the situation. They won't let me go to the office and sort it out. But I feel if we could just sit down together, with all the paperwork, we could solve all this in half an hour."  

An RPA spokesman said each of the category one claimants had been assigned an individual case manager and work was ongoing to clear up issues connected with things like liquidation, probate or divorce. "The bulk of the outstanding cases - 118 - is complex cases and these are not easy to resolve."  
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in brief...  

Production at a low  

<E051> Milk production in the UK has fallen to its lowest level since deregulation, according to estimates from the Rural Payments Agency.  

Farmers delivered just 1.103bn litres to processors during August. According to the Charles Holt/Farmers Weekly profile, butterfat-adjusted deliveries for the month stood at 1.119bn litres, 54.2m litres below quota.  

Milk deliveries from April to August were 5.9bn litres, 69m litres lower than the previous year.  

Building rates to rise  

<E051> Farmers and business tenants occupying converted farm buildings could face an increase in their business rates unless they switch to a new government relief scheme.  

The Agricultural Business Rate Relief Scheme has been replaced with the Small Business Rate Relief Scheme, which allows businesses with a rateable value of less than £5000 to receive a 50% subsidy.  

Farmers and tenants should apply to their local authority to join the scheme. More information at  www.mybusinessrates.gov.uk  .  

Cereal prices settle  

<E051> Wheat prices have finally levelled after tight global supplies and poor yields across Europe had pushed prices up.  

Milling premiums have settled at about £9-10/t over feed for Solstice, £11-13/t for Malacca and £15-18/t for Hereward.  

September ex-farm feed wheat prices have reached £79/t, while October prices are £80.50/t and November prices are £81.50/t.  

Grainfarmers' Simon Ingle said the market needed to find a level where buyers would come back in.  

The NFU council supported a resolution from the south west region urging that...  
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The NFU council supported a resolution from the south west region urging that "no further discussions should be undertaken with the government regarding any form of disease levy" until it deals with the TB/badger issue.  

A number of delegates were concerned that, if the NFU refused to negotiate on a disease levy, DEFRA would just do what it wanted to do anyway.  

But NFU president Peter Kendall insisted the resolution did not prevent the union from engaging in the comprehensive spending review and developing a framework for cost sharing, with a proper level of shared responsibility.  

Farmers will be expected to make a greater financial contribution towards meeting the cost of things like animal disease management, BSE controls and livestock tracing, as government looks to save money.  

Addressing the NFU council this week, head of food and farming Kevin Pearce explained that  

DEFRA already needed to find £200m to meet the exceptional costs of avian flu and the Rural Payments Agency debacle. And as part of the comprehensive spending review for 2008-2011, it was looking to trim its spending by at least £90m.  

It would therefore be looking increasingly for "cost sharing" with farmers, especially in the area of animal health and welfare, which is the biggest single item on the DEFRA budget.  

There was also pressure coming from Brussels for more cost sharing. Many member states already took this approach and the EU Commission wants to harmonise these contributions to ensure all farmers pay the same.  

"The train has already left the station [on cost sharing]," Mr Pearce told the council. "It's going to happen." It was therefore essential that the farming industry turned it to its advantage by forging stronger relationships with DEFRA.  

The "stakeholder" approach of the past - under which DEFRA consulted with industry then did what it wanted - should be replaced by genuine partnership, with shared responsibility. "If we have to pay, we have to have a say," Mr Pearce insisted.  

Areas for attention would include the Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control regulations, the national scrapie plan and the Agricultural Wages Board.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said the costs that the industry would have to meet would be far outweighed by the reductions in the regulatory burden that would ensue.  

But other delegates were more sceptical. Dorset county chairwoman Helen Box said it was impossible to trust DEFRA, especially since it had not even responded to the industry's seven point plan for tackling TB submitted two months ago.  

And Hertfordshire council representative Richard Percy complained that there just was not the money available from agricultural markets to recoup any of the costs soon to be placed on the industry.  

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk  

disease levy talks suspended  

NFU warns there is no escape from cost sharing  

Horror at two more years of poor service from RPA.  
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Sorting out the Rural Payments Agency will take up to two more years, during which time farmers will face further disruption in the operation of the Single Payment Scheme.  

Addressing the NFU's council this week, RPA chief executive Tony Cooper warned delegates that they would not see significant improvements until the 2008 scheme year. "There are no quick fixes," he said. "The problems the RPA faces are going to be with us for another 18-24 months."  

Mr Cooper explained that during his first five months in office he had made a number of changes, including replacing most of the directors and moving from a "task-based" to a "whole case" approach to processing claims. Despite this, 2006 would still be "a hard grind" and, while 2007 would be more stable, there were still IT systems that had to be developed and tested.  

Mr Cooper was unable to give any commitment as to when 2006 payments would start to roll. "Getting good metrics of what might be do-able is very difficult," he said.  

The news that there was no end in sight to the RPA's problems prompted an angry response from NFU council delegates.  

Lincolnshire county chairman Mark Ireland said he was "horrified" to hear it would be another two years before there was a properly functioning RPA. He was still waiting for most of his 2005 single farm payment and complained that RPA staff always treated him like it was his fault.  

Cumbria county chairman Trevor Wilson told Mr Cooper it was essential to get at least a partial payment out to farmers in December - especially since some member states would be paying 50% as early as next week. "I've heard enough apologies," he said. "Apologies don't pay the bills."  

But Mr Cooper was unable to respond with a start date. "We're working on a computer system to provide partial payments should these be needed. That system is in development, but will have to be tested."  

Several delegates were puzzled and angered as to why, if partial payments had been made for 2005 SFPs, they could not be issued again at the touch of a button. But Mr Cooper said the system for 2006 was different and there was an ongoing need for staff training.  

Most resources had now been targeted at 2006 payments, he added, though a specialist team had been established to deal with outstanding 2005 claims, which he hoped would be resolved soon.  

NFU legal adviser Julie Robinson said she did not expect to see any 2006 payments going out to English growers until January.  

Bedfordshire and Huntingdonshire county chairman Charles Porter said that, having listened to Mr Cooper, his confidence in the RPA had dropped even lower than at the start of the presentation.  

<E051> NFU Council report, p10  

philip.clarke@rbi.co.uk  

TONY COOPER SAID...  

I have to apologise and know my staff would like to apologise too. <E051> There is lots of room for improvement  

in the way we treat our customers. <E051> I recognise that what has happened is completely unacceptable. <E051> I intend to see the job through. <E051> You should tell your members how it is. There are no quick fixes, no silver bullet.  

payment progress  

75 commercial farmers yet to receive any payment  

3013 pony paddock claimants yet to be paid  

6361 farmers waiting for a top-up payment  

Source: RPA (11 October)  
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MPs to quiz McNeill  

<E051> The former head of the Rural Payments Agency has been ordered to appear before a committee of MPs to give his account of the events which led up to the single farm payment crisis.  

Johnston McNeill, who was removed from office by then-DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett in March, will appear before the environment, food and rural affairs select committee on 20 November.  

Farming TV show starts  

<E051> The first episode of Farming Sunday - a programme devoted to farming and agribusiness - will air on Sky Digital channel 181 on Sunday (15 October) at 12 noon.  

The first show profiles cereal farmer Rad Thomas from Leicestershire; Dr Chris Brown of Asda, who outlines how he sees farmers and retailers working together in the future; and includes advice on blackgrass control.  

And don't despair if you haven't got access to Sky. You can visit fwi.co.uk every Monday where that week's programme will be available as a free download.  

'Good news' on harvest  

<E051> The NFU has released its estimate of the UK harvest and it claims that the figures are good news for the whole of Britain, not just British farmers.  

According to NFU estimates for 2006 the UK wheat yield is expected to be up by 3.8% with production at 15.1m tonnes, up 1.7% on last year. However, UK spring barley production is down by 10.2% to 2.7m tonnes and winter barley is down by 7.5% to 2.3m tonnes. Winter oilseed rape production is estimated at 1.6m tonnes, despite lower plantings.  

Sibley's dairy award  

<E051> Top vet Dick Sibley won this year's coveted Dairy Industry Award, presented at last week's Dairy Industry Dinner at the Royal Bath & West Showground.  

The award was presented by Dairy Crest chairman Simon Oliver in recognition of Mr Sibley's contribution to the dairy industry.  

September sees milk output fail to reach quota.  
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Milk production fell short of quota again during September, though output is showing signs of returning nearer to normal compared with the first half of the milk year.  

According to estimates from the Rural Payments Agency, dairy farmers delivered 1060m litres of milk to processors last month. Adjusted for butterfat, the volume was 1076m litres, 23m litres below the Charles Holt/Farmers Weekly profile.  

While this leaves production about 333m litres short of profile so far this year, September's output is much closer to the month's quota profile than in previous months.  

Charles Holt of the Farm Consultancy Group said warm and wet weather in September had led to improved grazing and better milk output.  

However, there were "reasonable prospects" for continued improvements over the coming months, he  

said. "I think deliveries could be  

reasonably strong again this month. We won't reach quota, but compared with earlier it's much better.  

"There are also reasonable prospects for dairy farmers this autumn. With cows grazing outside for longer, farmers are saving some costs on feed, silage, straw and bedding."  

`Glaring errors' charge in aid figures  
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THE man who claims to be responsible for forcing the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) to publish farm subsidy details has accused the agency of making `glaring errors' in this year's figures.  

Jack Thurston, co-founder of the website farmsubsidy.org, said nine major foreign recipients have been left off the list of the top 200 subsidy recipients in 2004/05, published last week. These include two recipients of export subsidy, Hoogwegt International (£2.6m) and F. Uhrenholt Dairy (£1.7m), which would have made the top 20.  

He said the foreign recipient figures, which were published in the overseas list, show how large foreign companies can claim huge export subsidies simply by having operations in the UK.  

He put the omission down to `RPA incompetence' rather than a cover up.  

The top 200 list also omitted payments made in the West Midlands, he said.  

He also accused the RPA of refusing to release detailed geographical information and information about the schemes under which payments were made.  

Mr Thurston, a former MAFF special adviser, said: "As a result of the UK Government's policy of partial transparency, the public is left guessing as to the reasons for and justifications of farm subsidy payments worth £2 billion a year.  

"This veil of secrecy makes a mockery of the idea of a `social contract' between farmers and society based on the provision of environmental and other public goods."  

Farmsubsidy.org has lodged an appeal with the Information Commissioner against Defra/RPA's policy of partial transparency. The aim is to make them follow the examples of transparency in CAP payments shown by countries like Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands.  

An RPA spokesman said the agency would look into the claims made by Mr Thurston. If omissions had been made they would be amended.  

About-turn by RPA over cross compliance regulations  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has made a turnaround over its cross compliance regulations for landowners who provide land for grazing - a move that has been welcomed by the Country Land and Business Association.  

It has amended its Cross Compliance Handbook so that landowners are now not required to keep herd registers for graziers' cattle where Cattle Tracing System (CTS) links are in place.  

The RPA says the move has made the responsibilities of landowners and graziers on cattle identification and registration much simpler.  

However, the landowners will still be liable for all other cross compliance standards on their holding, including the land being grazed.  

President of the CLA, David Fursdon, said they first raised the issue with the RPA in January 2006, at the start of the cross compliance year and grazing season, and it had taken persistent lobbying to ensure it was confirmed by both Defra and the RPA.  

And FG columnist and Cumbria CLA county president Jim Webster added his voice to the debate in July when he said: "Suddenly, and for the first time, Defra and the RPA have imposed a new requirement on people that has never previously existed."  

Mr Fursdon said he was delighted that the CLA's members now had no need to keep on-farm records for animals for which they were not required to become the registered keeper on the CTS, due to a valid CTS link. "The update is a major breakthrough from what was written in the 2006 Cross Compliance Handbook and supplement, which was of serious concern for a large number of our members and was an additional risk to farm payments."  

The RPA says landowners and graziers who are unsure of their obligations with regard to cattle identification and registration should contact the BCMS helpline on 0845 050 1234.  

By David Boderke  

SFP shambles goes on at RPA.  
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At least 26,700 of last year's Single Payment Scheme entitlement allocations need to be double-checked because of possible errors, the Rural Payments Agency has revealed.  

The admission has alarmed the NFU and other stakeholders who are worried about the length of time the process will take and the knock-on effects for the processing of 2006 claims.  

An agency spokesman said the checks were a form of "housekeeping" and needed to be done where farmers had challenged their payment, or if routine checks had shown there needed to be an adjustment.  

"We will be looking back at some of the transactions we have made so we can re-examine them. Around 19,000 SPS claims, together with 7700 claims with horticultural authorisations, are being reviewed."  

Julie Robinson, chief legal adviser for the NFU, said it was important that errors were corrected. But she added: "The news that claims will have to be reviewed from start to finish is extremely disappointing. Many farmers have a validated statement which was supposed to follow comprehensive and detailed checks of each part of their application."  

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist for the County Land and Business Association, said the impact of the checks on  

2006 processing would depend on the magnitude of the errors involved. But he added: "The amount needed is astonishing, especially as a lot of the 2005 payment delays were because the RPA was making sure entitlements were correct before sending them out."  

Both the NFU and CLA said that the news made it vital that ministers now agreed to pay partial payments for the 2006 scheme year.  

Although the RPA claims that 96% of claimants have now received a 2005 SFP, there are still about 220 commercial farmers who are yet to see a penny and another 10,000 waiting for a top-up SFP payment.  

The agency reckons to have paid out a total of £1.484bn in SFPs, but this means that another £31m is still outstanding. The RPA also needs to pay out about £9m in Hill Farm Allowance payments to over 2000 producers.  

Reginald Hall who farms at Bustard Nest Farm, Cranswick, East Yorkshire, said he was one of the farmers waiting for 100% of his SFP payment. "We are waiting for over £24,000 because of a mistake we made on one of our crop codes. It is starting to feel like we have been forgotten."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Public health work threatened by DEFRA lab cuts.  

News  

272 words

Publication date: 8 September 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 6

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

Key areas of research and expertise affecting public health and the environment are at risk due to the huge funding cuts facing DEFRA agencies and laboratories, a report published this week reveals.  

Trade union Prospect, which represents 3400 scientists and specialists in DEFRA - including those working for bodies such as the Veterinary Laboratories Agency and Pesticides Safety Directive - is calling for secured government funding to safeguard the future of British science.  

Following the announcement of a £200m-300m cut in the DEFRA budget (News, 4 August) financial pressure is now being applied to research bodies within the DEFRA family.  

The cuts are attributed to an overspend on computer software within the Rural Payments Agency and the financial stress generated by avian flu earlier this year.  

Phil Watson, investigational officer at VLA Penrith, said that the proposed cuts would jeopardise regional VLA laboratories and could mean closures.  

"We used to have 26 regional labs across the UK. We are now down to 15 and running at absolute minimum. The closure of any more regional labs limits our ability to respond to disease outbreaks - such as avian flu - even further," he said.  

Mr Watson added that with the way world trade operated there was no way of predicting what disease may break next or indeed where, but stressed that securing funding for departments within the DEFRA family was key in combating future disease outbreaks.  

At the Trade Union Congress later this month, Prospect will launch a motion calling on the government to commit strategic financial support to protect the DEFRA scientists.  

Tampering with something that's well-known and well-liked is always a risky...  

David Cousins  
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Tampering with something that's well-known and well-liked is always a risky business. When Coca-Cola fiddled with the recipe of its famous tooth-challenging drink, a million customers demanded they change it back again.  

Likewise, when Bovril announced that it was removing the beef from its iconic hot drink and savoury spread, the tabloids frothed at the mouth and the British way of life, just for a moment, seemed to teeter.  

While we're far too modest to place Farmers Weekly in such glamorous company, many of the same perils and responsibilities of altering a well-known institution apply.  

So why did we change such a successful magazine a year ago? The main answer is that we wanted to meet the changing information needs of farming businesses. Making a profit in 21st century farming, after all, involves a lot more than crop and livestock know-how. But we wanted to update the tone of the magazine, too, to make it more constructive and positive.  

We carried out more reader research than ever before in the magazine's 72-year history to find out what you liked and didn't like. Then we used those findings to add new content, brighten up the layout and fine-tune the running order of the journal. Our aim was to keep it just as authoritative but make it more challenging, practical, positive and forward-looking than in the past.  

Did we succeed? Well, a year on we carried out another batch of reader research to find out what you thought. In almost all cases you liked the changes and felt the magazine was more useful and easier to read - though some of you still don't like the new position of Farmlife.  

The magazine industry was impressed by the changes too, so much so that the Periodical Publishers Association - the body that represents the magazine industry from New Scientist to the New Musical Express - awarded FW the coveted prize for 2006 Business Magazine of the Year.  

So what were the main changes you wanted to see on FW and what have we done to accommodate them over the past year? Here's a quick tour:  

1 Be more constructive  

You wanted us to be a journalistic pit-bull terrier to snap at the heels of lackadaisical government departments, growl menacingly at monopolistic buyers and generally articulate the concerns of farmers everywhere. We're happy to continue in that role. But you wanted us to be more constructive too - not just to identify areas where things aren't working but to look at the options, suggest solutions and then lobby government and business to help get the best outcome. What with TB, low milk prices, relationships with supermarkets, poor returns for hill farmers, there's plenty to keep us busy.  

2 Be more practical  

The breadth of technical, business and legal knowledge required to farm these days is so much greater that in the past, and you told us that you needed us to help out by being more practical.  

You said you wanted us to highlight new technical advances, new business opportunities, new regulations and new legal, assurance, insurance and employment requirements cascading down from on high. You wanted to know how they affected you, what you could do about them and where to find out more information.  

We're working hard to make articles throughout the magazine more practical by providing factboxes that summarise what's involved, plus contact details and case studies of other farmers who have already been down that road. We've also started The Academy, a new learning and self-testing series.  

3 Be more positive  

You also said you wanted us to be more positive about the state of farming and the prospects for the industry. Not to gloss over its problems - and lord knows there are enough of those - but to focus more specifically on what needs be done to solve them. That was a conclusion we were coming to anyway: That farming's tendency to wallow in its problems is frequently counter-productive. It makes farmers feel fed up, deters youngsters from entering the industry and inclines governments to treat us as a basket case.  

4Improve the look  

FW has often been likened by readers to Christmas pudding - full of undoubtedly tasty ingredients but so solid that you could only cope with a tiny slice of it without getting indigestion. It's a fair comment, which is why we have made the pictures bigger and better quality, the words more concise and the layout brighter. Your comments from the reader survey? Yes, it's a much more appealing place to be.  

5Help the public understand farming  

One of the things that came out of the original reader research 15 months ago was that you were frustrated by much of the public's ignorance of farming. You thought, moreover, that FW was in an ideal position to help address that. We responded with the Food Miles campaign, which has done a lot to help urban consumers, politicians and retailers understand the relationship between farming and food.  

The scale of that reach has been extraordinary. More than 18m people heard about the campaign, it was featured in one national and 20 regional papers and was broadcast on four national and more than 40 local TV and radio stations. An Early Day Motion in parliament backing the campaign got support from 200 MPs. Plus over 120,000 cars now have the FW food miles campaign stickers on their windows.  

What did it achieve? A vast amount of publicity for the whole concept of the need to cut food miles, plus pressure on supermarkets, processors, government and local authorities to source more food from the UK.  

6 Put people in power on the spot  

Imagine you were at a party and spotted David Miliband (or the late, unlamented Margaret Beckett, or the head of the Rural Payments Agency, or the chairman of Arla or whoever) sitting alone in the corner of the room without an easy escape route. Imagine the robust questions you could direct at them. That's what you wanted us to do on your behalf, which is why we started the In the Hot Seat series. We've already cornered many of the great and good and we have lots of others in our sights.  

7Highlight younger people  

Being a farmer is a bit like being the Pope - you go on being in charge until you're taken away in a wooden box. Which is great in terms of the experience and knowledge that farmers amassed over the decades. But you had noticed a lack of younger faces in the pages of Farmers Weekly and wanted us to show that there were farmers in their 20s and 30s who were making good headway in a tough sector and could see a bright future in farming. We responded with a rota of younger farmers like High Broom, Matthew Naylor, Adam Bedford and Heidi Colthup providing comment alongside industry stalwarts like David Richardson. Plus the Faces of the Future series, which concentrates on people under 35.  

8Tell us about the food buyers  

It says something about the production-oriented mentality of farming over the decades that FW never wrote much about food in the past. But now farmers and food manufacturers are like two people who have suddenly found themselves dancing with each other yet don't quite know the right moves. You wanted us to tell you what retailers and processors want, what consumers want, what the trends are and what contracts are available. We responded with the weekly Food Chain page, which does exactly that.  

9Be more regional  

FW's readers are spread across the UK, so we try to give coverage from all areas within the constraints of a limited number of pages. Our team of regional correspondents has always been an essential part of this and we've just recruited a new Scotland correspondent. We know that you would like more coverage of your region, so we started a weekly Spotlight On... page that highlights local issues.  

10Liven up the website  

If anything, FWi has changed even more than the magazine itself. For a start, there's a new look and new easier-to-navigate format. Then there's FW Marketplace, a new online classified section. And we've embraced the new technologies of podcasts (radio-style broadcasts) and video-casts (same thing but with pictures) with enthusiasm. Plus we're about to appoint a new online editor to ensure FWi continues to be farming's best website.  

What about the future?  

We're keeping our eyes fixed on the FW strapline - working for your farming future. So we'll make sure the technical and business info is relevant and muddy-boots practical and the tone of the magazine positive and constructive. We'll keep up our drive to attract younger readers too and we'll continue to highlight farming's successes with initiatives like the Farmers Weekly Awards. If we fail to meet these high ideals, let us know.  

It's been a year of huge change for Farmers Weekly.  

David Cousins looks at what we've achieved one year on  

from the launch of the revitalised FW  

ONE YEAR ON...  

Green schemes getting harder to sign up for.  
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Farmers and land agents claim their desires to "go green" by embracing agri-environmental schemes are being thwarted by raised hurdles and suspected budget cuts.  

In Scotland, even the winner of a prestigious environmental award has been barred from the country's Rural Stewardship Scheme. And south of the border, specialists say joining the Higher Level Stewardship scheme has recently become much harder.  

"Not long ago we were told that the HLS entry criteria were on the floor and it was a case of 'roll up, roll up'," said David Bolton of Norfolk land agent Cheffins. "As a result, a great deal of effort went into making applications. But now I'm being told by our consultants in touch with Rural Development Service advisers that the criteria have shot up.  

"The more this sort of thing happens the more it brings these schemes into disrepute."  

Having worked closely with farmers to develop comprehensive, high quality HLS applications, the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group is also finding it increasingly hard to gain acceptance.  

"FWAG recognises that, as some regions near their budget limit, the threshold may increase," said director Michael Woodhouse. "But what has been difficult to fathom is that only a few months ago some regions actually dropped the threshold to seek increased numbers of applicants, only to find this being reversed down the line."  

He said cuts in agreement options could only be viewed as "a cost-cutting exercise". An overspend by DEFRA linked to problems at the Rural Payments Agency, preparations for avian flu and other computer problems are widely blamed.  

North of the border, raised thresholds for Scotland's Rural Stewardship Scheme highlight the need for an environmental support overhaul, says NFU Scotland.  

With only 22% of this year's RSS applicants successful and entry thresholds up 19%, NFUS president John Kinnaird describes the figures as "shocking". "At a threshold of 62.5 points, the RSS is this year out of reach for many people."  

Among them is Aberdeenshire farmer Michael Johnston, a Farmcare/FWAG Silver Lapwing award winner in 2005.  

"This is the second time we have been turned down for a Rural Stewardship Scheme, despite spending hundreds of pounds on the very best possible advice," he said.  

"The whole system is a complete failure. There are some 27,000 farms in Scotland. Of these, 2361 applied and only 524 were successful. How can the government seriously claim to have an agri-environmental policy when this is the result?"  

Farmers Weekly Farmer Focus writer John Jeffrey, who farms near Kelso in the Borders, is equally disillusioned, having been turned down for the RSS again. "This is a competitive scheme. But by raising the bar from 52.5 points last year and 42 the previous year, they have effectively put everyone off trying to be environmentally friendly.  

"It costs nearly £1000 to prepare your tender, and only 3.5% of competitive bids in our area were accepted. How can this scheme be fair? I will not waste my time if the scheme is rolled out again next year."  

andrew.blake@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> DEFRA denies that the HLS budget has suffered as a result of the recent demand for it to trim its spending by £200m in six months.  

"DEFRA and the RDS remain committed to delivery of environmental stewardship, both in terms of the wider Entry Level strand, open to all farmers, and to the Higher Level strand targeted at delivering high-value environmental benefits," said a spokesman.  

Recently announced Treasury objectives to make departmental savings had no impact on scheme budgets, she added. However the size of the budget for the next programme 2007-2013 remained under discussion within the EU.  

In Scotland, a SEERAD spokesman insisted that the RSS budget had not been cut, but all available funding for agri-environment schemes in the 2000-2006 Scottish Rural Development Programme had been committed.  

Land Management Contracts were planned as part of the 2007-2013 Scottish Rural Development Programme, he noted. "We await final confirmation on funding."  

Farmers and land agents claim their desires to "go green" by embracing agri-environmental schemes are being thwarted by raised hurdles and suspected budget cuts.  

In Scotland, even the winner of a prestigious environmental award has been barred from the country's Rural Stewardship Scheme. And south of the border, specialists say joining the Higher Level Stewardship scheme has recently become much harder.  

"Not long ago we were told that the HLS entry criteria were on the floor and it was a case of 'roll up, roll up'," said David Bolton of Norfolk land agent Cheffins. "As a result, a great deal of effort went into making applications. But now I'm being told by our consultants in touch with Rural Development Service advisers that the criteria have shot up.  

"The more this sort of thing happens the more it brings these schemes into disrepute."  

Having worked closely with farmers to develop comprehensive, high quality HLS applications, the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group is also finding it increasingly hard to gain acceptance.  

"FWAG recognises that, as some regions near their budget limit, the threshold may increase," said director Michael Woodhouse. "But what has been difficult to fathom is that only a few months ago some regions actually dropped the threshold to seek increased numbers of applicants, only to find this being reversed down the line."  

He said cuts in agreement options could only be viewed as "a cost-cutting exercise". An overspend by DEFRA linked to problems at the Rural Payments Agency, preparations for avian flu and other computer problems are widely blamed.  

North of the border, raised thresholds for Scotland's Rural Stewardship Scheme highlight the need for an environmental support overhaul, says NFU Scotland.  

With only 22% of this year's RSS applicants successful and entry thresholds up 19%, NFUS president John Kinnaird describes the figures as "shocking". "At a threshold of 62.5 points, the RSS is this year out of reach for many people."  

Among them is Aberdeenshire farmer Michael Johnston, a Farmcare/FWAG Silver Lapwing award winner in 2005.  

"This is the second time we have been turned down for a Rural Stewardship Scheme, despite spending hundreds of pounds on the very best possible advice," he said.  

"The whole system is a complete failure. There are some 27,000 farms in Scotland. Of these, 2361 applied and only 524 were successful. How can the government seriously claim to have an agri-environmental policy when this is the result?"  

Farmers Weekly Farmer Focus writer John Jeffrey, who farms near Kelso in the Borders, is equally disillusioned, having been turned down for the RSS again. "This is a competitive scheme. But by raising the bar from 52.5 points last year and 42 the previous year, they have effectively put everyone off trying to be environmentally friendly.  

"It costs nearly £1000 to prepare your tender, and only 3.5% of competitive bids in our area were accepted. How can this scheme be fair? I will not waste my time if the scheme is rolled out again next year."  

andrew.blake@rbi.co.uk  
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Quota brokers are warning that farmers who have traded their set-aside entitlements, which are not then being claimed against, could be falling foul of EU legislation.  

As a result, they risk losing three years' worth of single farm payments.  

A number of agents have been offering to take set-aside entitlements from farmers, which are then registered to their own holdings, but not claimed against.  

The farmers taking part have been paying up to £150/ha to the brokers to free themselves of set-aside, on the grounds that they can make a bigger margin by farming the land. Fruit and vegetable growers and dairy farmers have been particularly attracted to the opportunity.  

But Lincolnshire agent Duncan Clarke of DCFM claims that, while these deals may be within the letter of the law, they are outside the spirit of CAP reform, which says set-aside must be used to reduce production.  

He warns that, after three years, the unclaimed set-aside will return to the national reserve and at this point the artificiality of the deal will be revealed, prompting an investigation by the EU Commission. This could result in the deals being unwound and farmers having to repay their SFPs.  

"There's no such thing as a free lunch," says Mr Clarke. "I'd advise anyone not to get involved with any trade in which the purchaser doesn't warrant that he will claim the set-aside in the following year."  

Quota broker Tony Carver of Carver Knowles agreed that farmers getting involved in these deals were taking a risk. "We saw this with the old SLOM2 milk quota when the EU sniffed out that certain deals were artificial and the whole lot had to be unravelled, leaving many costly and difficult cases to be dealt with.  

"We've learned from Brussels that anything that does not follow the thrust of EU policy gets flattened."  

But broker Charles Holt, who is involved in the transfer of set-aside entitlement, is convinced the arrangements are watertight. "I've had an e-mail from the Rural Payments Agency, who know what's going on and they're happy with the transfers," he told Farmers Weekly.  

"My agreements have been drawn up by a reputable firm of agricultural solicitors, and they're happy. Also, we're taking set-aside via about six other brokers who know the set-aside is not being activated.  

"Also, nobody is being harmed by it. Farmers are getting rid of their set-aside, we're getting money for taking it and the government is saving because it does not have to pay anything."  

Mr Holt said so far he had overseen about 25 deals, mainly for small amounts of set-aside.  

But William Neville, partner with law firm Burges Salmon, urged caution. "A system which renders the set-aside policy of the CAP completely ineffective strikes me as being questionable," he told Farmers Weekly. "It could end up with each member state's set-aside being stacked on 1ha of land."  

fwnews@rbi.co.uk  
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The Rural Payments Agency has published figures detailing the amount of money it paid out in CAP support to farmers and businesses in 2004/05.  

In total £1.87bn was allocated, with Tate & Lyle being the biggest beneficiary. In the year to 15 October, 2005, Britain's only sugar cane refiner received £109m spread across two claims. Consequently it occupies first and third place in the rankings.  

Another 28 businesses received sums in excess of £1m, worth a total £267m.  

The figures relate to the Integrated Administration and Control System (IACS) and other farm-based payments, including structural funds payments made by the RPA for England. They also cover all other CAP subsidy payments, such as export refunds, production aid, intervention purchasing and other non-IACS schemes, for the whole of the UK.  

The data show:  

<E051> A total of £1.4bn was paid out in 90,732 transactions to farmers during the course of the 2004/05;  

<E051> 27,521 regional non-farm CAP payments were made totalling £431m;  

<E051> A list of the top 200 payments to farmers and the top 200 payments to traders.  

Similar information on the 2005 SPS payments to farmers and growers in England is due to be published on the RPA website in due course.  

<E051> The information is published in a series of files on the RPA website -  www.rpa.gov.uk  - in the "news releases" folder.  

Details of subsidy payments revealed  
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SUBSIDY payments received by individual UK farm businesses in the last year of the old CAP regime were due to be published this week.  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) website will list the amount received in the 2004/5 CAP year alongside the business name of the recipient. To make the recipients easier to identify, the listings will be regionally grouped.  

Separate lists will be published identifying the top 200 farmers and the top 200 traders who received the biggest payments.  

The way the UK's £1.7 billion subsidy pot is distributed was published for the first time last March to coincide with the introduction of the Freedom of Information Act.  

Top of the list for 2003/4 was sugar giant Tate & Lyle, which received £127 million in export subsidy. The biggest payout to a farm company was the £2.6m that went to the Co-op's Farmcare.  

The 2004/5 figures were due to be published earlier this year but were delayed due to the Single Payments crisis.  

* The RPA is still on working on the system that will allow interest to be paid to farmers who receive payments after the June 30 EU deadline. It had hoped to have made an announcement on this by now.  

Still more than 5,000 awaiting Single Payment  
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A TOTAL of 5,203 Single Payment claimants have still not received a any money from the Rural Payments Agency.  

Of these, 238 are in the `Priority One' category, with claims of over 1,000 euros, of which 69 are considered `complex cases' because they involve issues such as probate and litigation.  

Progress has been slow over the past fortnight, with just £13 million paid out to about 700 claimants.  

In all, 111,271 claimants have now received full or part payments, 95.5 per cent of the total and £1.47billion has been paid out, 97.1 per cent of the total fund of £1.515billion.  

An RPA spokesman admitted that the tail end of the payment process is proving to be `slower than we would have liked'.  

Rules relaxed to relieve pressure on fodder supplies  
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SET-ASIDE land can be used for grazing livestock before the end of August following a relaxation of the rules that will ease the pressure on fodder supplies caused by the heat wave.  

Normally set-aside cannot be grazed between January 15 and August 31. But on Friday, the Rural Payments Agency and the devolved administrations announced that the EU had now granted the request for a derogation across the UK.  

"This derogation allows farmers to graze set-aside land with their own animals or harvest hay or silage for their own use," the RPA said.  

The change has been made `in light of the abnormally dry weather conditions which have had a serious effect on fodder supplies throughout the country', the agency added.  

Last month, the authorities agreed to relax the rules on set-aside cutting, extending the cutting season until August 31 because of the extra fire risk.  

But a parallel request by the farming unions to allow livestock grazing on set-aside land was put on hold while officials sought permission from Brussels.  

NFU livestock board chairman Thomas Binns said: "This makes sense given the shortage of grazing in parts of the country. This is positive news for livestock farmers and should go some way in alleviating the shortage of forage."  

Louis Fell of consultants George F. White described the announcement as `excellent news' but said it had come too late for some farmers. "Farmers can now use every postage stamp of grass that they might have. However, it is such a shame we didn't know about this two or three weeks ago as many farmers have only just topped their set-aside," he said.  

* Farmers in England wishing to make use of this derogation should telephone, e-mail or write to the RPA Customer Service Centre providing the reference numbers for the fields they wish to graze or harvest. Exceptionally in these circumstances, farmers may consider that the derogation has been granted unless RPA makes contact to confirm otherwise.  

The RPA is asking farmers to quote `Set-aside exemption' in the title of the email or in the reference of the letter.  

Emails should be sent to: csc@rpa.gsi.gov.uk  

Letters should be sent to: Customer Service Centre, Rural Payments Agency, PO Box 1058, Newcastle Upon Tyne, NE99 4YQ.  

By Alistair Driver  

Thumbs-up for set-aside grazing.  
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Farmers have been granted permission to graze livestock on set-aside land to ease the shortage of animal fodder caused by the recent heatwave.  

Set-aside land must not normally be used for agricultural production, including grazing, from 15 January to 31 August each year.  

But the EU has granted the UK's request for the rules to be relaxed in light of the abnormally dry weather conditions.  

The derogation allows farmers to graze set-aside land with their own animals or harvest hay or silage for their own use.  

It follows pressure from farm leaders who had already persuaded the Rural Payments Agency to extend the set-aside cutting season until 31 August.  

NFU livestock board chairman Thomas Binns said the latest derogation would go some way in alleviating forage shortages.  

fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

New entrants to be paid 'shortly'.  

andrew watts  
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New entrants who are yet to receive their National Reserve allocation should receive payment "very shortly" once the Rural Payments Agency has introduced the necessary computer program.  

The development of a software patch will allow the RPA to rectify the situation with outstanding National Reserve and Hill Farm Allowance claims. But only those whose claims are not subject to issues of probate, liquidation or a dual claim can expect to receive the cash.  

One distressed new entrant who has yet to receive his National Reserve award contacted Farmers Weekly. "The continued delay had inflicted undue strain on my health, my finances and my family," said the caller, who preferred to remain anonymous.  

So far he has received just £3300 - albeit about 80% - of his regional element, but he is yet to receive any of his National Reserve award of about £20,000, meaning in total he has received about 14% of his total entitlement. "It is beginning to look desperate. With no or little credit history, I'm fast running out of options on which to get by."  

Country Land and Business Association senior economist Derek Wilkinson said it was a familiar story. "We know of a number of people in similar circumstances. We've been told that the computer patch is being trialled at the Northallerton office and should be rolled out in 'days not weeks'."  

CLA concern  

But he admitted that the CLA was concerned that the problem might not be permanently resolved. "We need to know whether this is a permanent problem. Our concern is that this might not be restricted to 2005 applications."  

NFU Single Payment Scheme adviser Richard Wordsworth agreed. "I have a list of nearly 50 members that are desperately waiting for the RPA to resolve its computer issues before payment can be made.  

"From our perspective these share top priority with those who have yet to receive anything or have only received a tiny amount of their claim," said Mr Wordsworth.  

A spokesman for the RPA said there were 9779 successful applicants for the National Reserve, but could not confirm how many were yet to receive payment.  

"While we hope the patch will resolve these claims very shortly, those with claims over <E045>1000 (£682) and yet to receive anything continue to be our immediate priority," said the spokesman.  

andrew.watts@rbi.co.uk  
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THE crowds piled in for last week's National Sheep Association- organised Sheep 2006 - staged at Worcestershire's Three Counties Showground.  

A new initiative to tackle the scourge of sheep scab and some encouraging news of a 15.9 per cent rise in UK exports of sheep meat in the first five months of the year to top 32,000 tonnes - both reported in last week's Farmers Guardian - were the main highlights of the industry's biennial event.  

A three-hour tour of the exhibits by Princess Anne and a `fact-finding' visit by Lord Rooker, the Minister of State for Sustainable Farming and Food - who although full of positive thinking openly admitted to having no cash to follow them through - added to the activities.  

So, too, did an official opening address by NSA president, Lord Plumb, which included a reference to what he described as the `debacle and appalling shambles' of the Rural Payments Agency over the Single Farm Payment.  

The event also saw a 2,500 gns bid for a sheepdog and some fiercely contested skill-testing competitions.  

BARRY ALSTON reports from Malvern.  

A NEW competition aimed at testing the shepherding skills of the next generation of sheep farmers saw 17 youngsters from across the UK vying for the title of Young Shepherd of the Year.  

Coming out top and taking home £1,000 after demonstrating his competence in the pentathlon of activities, ranging from sorting finished lambs, handling, dosing, shearing and ATB handling, was Tony Willox, 22, from Rothienorman, near Inverurie, Scotland, and a former student at Aberdeenshire's Craibstone College.  

Second place overall went to 23-year-old Matthew Vaughan, of Cathedine, Bwlch, near Brecon, Powys, with Jimmy Hughes, 22, of Penybont, Llandrindod Wells, third while Will Sedgley, aged 26 from Garsdale, Sedberg, and Mark Blakeney, aged 23 from Mere, Wiltshire, were tied for fourth place,  

Next in line and taking the title of best under-21 competitor was 19- year-old Ben Pritchard, from Longtown, Herefordshire.  

RPA sackings - but not `naked' civil servants  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has sacked four members of staff over allegations of misbehaviour at its Newcastle office.  

But none has been dismissed over the claims of lurid and bizarre behaviour widely reported in the media in recent months.  

One was dismissed for stealing a laptop and two for health and safety breaches involving hot plates in the kitchens out of hours. Another was dismissed for circulating disparaging comments about farmers made in emails by an RPA employee.  

But following an investigation, the agency said it found no evidence of the specific allegations or incidents raised by a whistle blower that were blown up into a media storm.  

Staff were not, the agency said, caught on CCTV leaping naked from filing cabinets - this incident was, in fact, a handful of fully clothed staff taking `prank photographs' of each other for a colleague's leaving present. Five employees were given verbal and written warnings for this `inappropriate behaviour'.  

Neither was there any evidence of staff having sex or taking drugs in the toilets, of brawling in reception, or of break dancing competitions, although one employee `demonstrated moves' to his colleagues. There was no swearing in the Newcastle office and surfing the internet during the nightshift did not happen, the inquiry found.  

However, the inquiry confirmed four incidents of vomit being found in cups in cupboards, plus incidents involving other unpleasant substances, but those responsible were not identified and therefore no action had been taken.  

The agency said management procedures and vigilance have been tightened and all staff have been briefed about appropriate behaviour at work.  

RPA claws back £20m overpaid to farmers  
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THE farce of 2005 Single Payment Scheme reached new heights this week as the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) began setting in motion plans to reclaim millions of pounds it has overpaid to farmers.  

The agency admitted last Thursday it has overpaid 1,300 farmers by £20 million since June, as it has sought new ways to deliver payments as quickly as possible.  

Over the previous few days, the agency sent out what were meant to be top-up payments in the form cheques to 515 farmers worth a total of £15 million.  

Subsequent routine checks revealed that, rather than the 20 per cent top-up, the farmers had, in fact, been sent the full payment.  

As soon as the error was identified, the cheques were cancelled so they did not register in farmers' accounts. The RPA has been contacting farmers directly to advise them of the error and the correct amounts were being sent via BACS payment this week.  

The RPA said a small number of people had begun spending the money unaware of any problem, although most had been aware of the error and had not tried to deposit the cheque.  

In addition, 762 claimants were also overpaid by £5 million in June. This is far more complicated as the money entered farmers' accounts and the RPA is now having to ask farmers for the money back.  

It is writing to these farmers to `outline further actions to reclaim the overpayment', although a spokesman said it was still working on the precise mechanism for doing so.  

The RPA said a significant number of farmers had already realised the error and contacted it but others had remained blissfully unaware.  

Once the RPA formally requests the money, farmers will have 28 days to pay. Farmers will not have to pay back interest they have earned on this money until the RPA sends a repayment demand but after that interest will accrue at the base rate plus 1 per cent.  

The agency has written to apologise to all farmers concerned. In a statement, RPA interim chief executive Tony Cooper said: "I am very aware the service provided by RPA is well below acceptable levels. "While I'm pleased the checking procedures identified the issues, I wish to apologise to all customers who have been affected this year and the further inconvenience caused by these overpayments. "The agency will continue to make remaining payments as quickly as possible and I would like to thank all customers for their understanding and tolerance."  

By Alistair Driver  

RPA staff disciplined, but no evidence of 'romp'.  

Isabel Davies  
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An internal investigation into allegations of staff misbehaviour at the Newcastle office of the Rural Payments Agency has resulted in four members of staff being dismissed and five others disciplined.  

But the investigation found no evidence of many of the lurid and inappropriate acts first reported in June (News, 16 June, right).  

The investigation revealed that claims that staff had leapt naked from filing cabinets was in fact a handful of staff taking some prank photographs of each other for a colleague's leaving present.  

The RPA described this as the kind of activity seen in a student rag week and said those concerned had been disciplined.  

However, the investigation identified a number of other behavioural issues that, although isolated, were cause for concern.  

"There were four incidents of vomit found in cups - although no individuals were identified as responsible for this, checks have been stepped up around tea points," said the report.  

"Staff were dismissed for health and safety breaches involving hot plates in the kitchens after hours, the theft of a laptop and the circulation, outside of RPA, of comments about customers."  

RPA chief executive Tony Cooper said he was satisfied that the correct actions have been taken to deal with the misbehaviour of the small number of individuals involved.  

"While the investigation made clear many of the initial reports were overblown, there have been incidents of misbehaviour that are simply unacceptable in this organisation."  

Errr... Can we have our money back? asks embarrassed RPA.  

Isabel Davies  
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By Isabel Davies  

The Rural Payments Agency has managed to embarrass itself once again - this time by overpaying millions of pounds in single farm payment.  

The overpayments, to a total of about 1300 producers, were identified during routine checks by agency staff, although many farmers had also contacted the RPA to alert them to the problem.  

The checks revealed that at the start of last week, 515 customers were incorrectly sent payable orders worth £14.9m. Another 762 claimants were also overpaid by £5m in June.  

The farmers in question were sent payments equating to 80% or 100% of their claim, even though they had previously received a partial payment.  

In a statement, the agency said the error with the 515 customers was identified after payments had been dispatched and the cheques were revoked immediately.  

Customers were being contacted directly to advise them of the error and most should have now received the correct payment.  

The RPA is writing to the 762 customers who have already banked their June payment to outline how it will reclaim the money, which the agency says it is obliged to do under EU regulations.  

Producers in this position will have to pay the RPA interest for the period between the date claimants are notified that they must repay and the date the sum is actually repaid.  

RPA interim chief executive Tony Cooper said: "While I am pleased the checking procedures identified the issues I wish to apologise to all customers who have been affected this year and the further inconvenience caused by these overpayments."  

One of the farmers affected, Elizabeth Rowland who farms with her husband Michael near Marlborough, Wiltshire, said she was shocked by events.  

"I am amazed at their continued incompetence," said Mrs Rowland. "I thought this sort of thing wasn't meant to happen now that David Miliband is in charge, but it obviously hasn't made any difference."  

Julie Robinson, NFU chief legal adviser, said the incident had been embarrassing for the agency.  

But Ms Robinson added that the NFU was also getting reports of people who felt they had been underpaid. Farmers in this situation should take a careful look at their 2005 application form to see if they had failed to tick a box or had used a wrong code, she said. "More and more errors on the application form are coming to light."  

<E051> Opinion, p3  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

PARTIAL PAYMENTS  

<E051> The RPA paid out another £293,000 in partial payments to 50 farmers this week.  

First delayed RPA payments, now overpayments are bedevilling farmers.  

Rules on set-aside are relaxed over fire fears  
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RULES governing set-aside in England have been relaxed to reduce the risk of fires in this summer's exceptionally hot weather.  

The Rural Payments Agency said farmers can delay cutting set-aside land up to August 31 where a fire risk exists.  

This is a departure from the general rules, which state that green cover must be cut between July 15 and August 15 or destroyed between July 15 and August 31.  

The agency said it made the change `in view of the abnormal weather conditions and related fire risk arising from cutting'.  

Farmers wishing to make use of this derogation should telephone, e-mail or write to the RPA Customer Service Centre to explain the nature of the fire risk and provide field reference numbers.  

Possible reasons cited could include flinty soils or proximity to hedges or standing crops.  

In a reflection of the urgency of the situation, the agency is fast- tracking the approval process. Unusually, farmers who request a derogation may consider that it has been granted unless the RPA makes contact to confirm otherwise.  

The decision follows a request by the National Farmers' Union for a relaxation of set-aside rules. The union also asked for grazing to be allowed on set-aside because of concerns that the lack of rainfall is beginning to seriously affect the availability of grazing land.  

This remains in the balance, however. The RPA said it could only be permitted with EU approval but promised that an `urgent case is being submitted to the European Commission'.  

NFU combinable crops chairman Arthur Hill welcomed the decision to extend the cutting period.  

"It will give time for much-needed rainfall to green-up vegetation and reduce the risk of fire caused by sparks from mowers," he said.  

He said the NFU was still hoping for a general derogation on grazing livestock on set-aside fields.  

* RPA contact details: Tel. 0845 603 7777; e-mail: csc@rpa. gsi.gov.uk.  

By Alistair Driver  

Single Payments made now stand at over 96 per cent of the total  
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THE RPA has made a further 104 partial payments to priority one customers, those with outstanding claims worth over E1,000 or £682.  

These payments were worth a total of nearly £1.3 million. As of July 31, 110,579 claimants had received full or partial payments - about 95 per cent of the total. In all £1.458 billion has now been paid out, just over 96 per cent of the total pot.  

Of the 5,895 claimants who have still not received a penny, 251 are priority one customers.  

Of these, 114 are defined as `difficult to resolve' because of problems such as probate and liquidation. An RPA spokesman said the agency was still developing the system that will pay interest on money owed after the June 30 legal deadline. He could not give any indication of when the payments would be made.  

* The annual report from the Rural Payments Agency, which was due out last month, has been delayed until later in the year.  

Last year the report was published on July 19, but an RPA spokesman said this week: "The decision to delay publishing the annual report and accounts has been taken in light of the National Audit Office value for money study into the Single Payment Scheme administered by RPA."  

Only 250 still wait for SFP, says agency.  
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The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that the number of commercial farmers still waiting for a single farm payment now stands at 250, with a further 13,000 waiting for their 20% balance payment.  

A spokesman told Farmers Weekly on Wednesday (2 August) that the agency had managed to pay 110,579 claimants either a full or partial payment.  

The total amount of money paid out is £1.458bn.  

"There are about 5895 claimants who have had no payment and of that number about 250 are priority one claimants with claims worth more than <E072>1000," he said.  

"We are working through them as quickly as we can and partial payments continue to be paid."  

The agency has announced that last week it paid out £977,000 to 64 priority one customers and on Monday it authorised another £292,000 to another 40 farmers.  

Set-aside rules relaxed as fire risk burgeons.  
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Set-aside rules have been relaxed enabling farmers to delay cutting until 31 August where a fire risk exists, the Rural Payments Agency has confirmed.  

Green cover on set-aside land must normally be cut between 15 July and 15 August or destroyed between 15 July and 31 August. But the RPA decided that farmers can delay cutting in view of the heatwave.  

Farmers wishing to make use of this derogation should telephone, e-mail or write to an RPA Customer Service Centre with field reference numbers and an explanation of the fire risk - such as flinty soils, proximity to hedges or nearby standing crops. The RPA said farmers may consider that the derogation has been granted unless they are told otherwise.  

A request has also been put in to allow grazing on set-aside land. But this can only be permitted with EU approval and an urgent case is being submitted to the European Commission.  

The news was welcomed by the NFU, which had raised concerns that sparks from cutting machinery could set vast swathes of tinder-dry countryside ablaze.  

Combinable crops board chairman Arthur Hill said: "The extension to the cutting period until the end of August will give time for much-needed rainfall to green-up vegetation and reduce the risk of fire caused by sparks from mowers.  

"This is an example of the close co-operation being developed with DEFRA on these combinable crops issues."  

The NFU is arguing that a general derogation so that farmers could graze livestock on set-aside fields would ease feed shortages if grass elsewhere had dried up.  

<E051> For the latest farming news visit  www.fwi.co.uk 

Sugar - The politics  

205 words

Publication date: 28 July 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 2

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

THE plight of sugar beet growers in the West Midlands and Yorkshire has gained increasing recognition with the factory closures reaching the political agenda.  

Yorkshire MP Anne McIntosh raised the issue in the Commons last week and got an agreement for a meeting with Tony Blair, hopefully in September, to discuss the situation.  

She has also secured an adjournment debate on sugar beet for October.  

Hugh Bayley, Labour MP for the city of York, has tabled an Early Day Motion on British Sugar to explore alternatives to closing the York factory and to secure adequate compensation for growers and employees if closure is unavoidable.  

It also calls on British Sugar to offer North of England growers contracts to supply sugar beet to the Newark factory; and on the Government to improve the administration of the Rural Payments Agency to ensure that farmers receive prompt payment of the money due to them whether they cease growing beet or continue to grow the crop.  

As Farmers Guardian went to press on Wednesday 24 MPs had signed the motion.  

Meanwhile, Wrekin MP Mark Pritchard, joined by other Shropshire MPs, has chaired a meeting of local growers and the NFU to discuss the Allscott factory closure.  

in brief...  

no job ticket found  
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RPA still keeps farmers waiting for payment  

<E051> A farmer from Leicestershire says it is unacceptable that the Rural Payments Agency made a mistake on his single farm payment in March, but four months on it has still not been rectified.  

Paul Branson of Middle Farm, Barrow, said he was pleased when he received a payment on 28 March, until he realised that it was only about half of what he was expecting.  

"It looked like someone had managed to wipe out 45% of my entitlement with the stroke of a key," he said. "I banked it, but straightaway wrote a letter detailing my historic receipts and pointing out the error. A month later they wrote back to me agreeing that the rest of the payment would come to me, but I am still waiting."  

Mr Branson said the payment delay meant that he had been left with an overdraft. Fortunately he had been selling lambs and hay straight from the field.  

"The RPA has already agreed in principle that my figures are right, but can't tell me when I will see the rest of my money. It could be tomorrow or it could be next year."  

Maize maze raises agriculture awareness  

<E051> The Newton maize maze, which covers six acres and is based on the instantly recognisable John Deere logo, is the brainchild of the Fisher family of Newton House Farm, Newton, Bingham, Notts. The maze is just part of a broad package of material that intends to help improve the public's knowledge and understanding of modern agricultural practices. Those wishing to visit should contact Tom Fisher on 07968 145 848.  

`Derisory' interest rate say lobbyists  
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THE Forum of Private Business has branded the interest being paid by Defra on the money owed to farmers through the Single Farm Payment as `derisory' and it does notcomply with the Government's own legislation on late payments.  

Defra is proposing to pay a rate of one per cent over the base on money owed to farmers from June 30.  

But the FPB's late payment adviser Paul Gregory said it did not even come close to covering the payment in full.  

"The Government has stalled long enough over paying farmers and this offer is insulting and fails to meet the costs that have been incurred by them," said Mr Gregory.  

The FPB is a non-profit-seeking organisation who lobby on behalf of small and medium-sized enterprises and Mr Gregory continued: "The Government should not only meet the interest on money owed to farmers that has accrued since the end of June, but also the months before that.  

"Given that English farmers have had to wait seven months longer than their Scottish or Welsh counterparts before receiving payment, they should receive interest for those months at the Statutory Right to Interest Rate (SRI), which is 8 per cent above base, and not the Government's one per cent above base rate," Mr Gregory added. "Those rates are in the UK Late Payment Legislation which the Government committed to honour and are designed to cover the costs of overdrafts and the liabilities that farmers might have to their suppliers. Does the government actually understand it's own legislation?" he asked.  

"If the figure of around £1.9 billion owed to farmers is accurate, then that could mean they are missing out on up to £138 million. By the Government's current reckoning at one per cent above base they would pay £60 million in back payments."  

Mr Gregory believes Defra's excessive administration, which has delayed payments in England, is still a problem for farmers and businesses that work for them.  

"There are still examples of complete failures in administration by the Rural Payments Agency coming to light, when is the Government going to finally resolve this issue? A speedy resolution and a more realistic appraisal of the interest owed to farmers is required," he said.  

By Clemmie Perowne  

SPS crisis has had a negative impact on farmers and families  
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THE Government is facing renewed calls to agree now to make partial payments in 2006, after fresh evidence of the stress caused by the 2005 Single Payment delays.  

The number of distressed farmers calling the Farm Crisis Network rose by over 50 per cent in the first five months of 2006, compared with 2005.  

A survey published by the charity revealed that the main reasons for calling the helpline in both 2005 and 2006 were finance and problems relating to Defra, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) and the British Cattle Movement Service (BCMS). Often, the same caller cited both.  

FCN said it was noticeable, however, that the incidence of financial problems rose from just over 30 per cent of cases in 2005 to 45 per cent in 2006. Similarly, the incidence of problems relating to Defra, RPA and BCMS rocketed from just over 35 per cent in 2005, many linked to the application process, to just over 50 per cent in 2006.  

The other major problems, including depression, health and family problems, were largely unchanged in 2006.  

FCN said its national helpline is busier now than it has been since the 2001 FMD epidemic. More than 250 cases involving over 700 people are receiving help every month.  

It said the SPS crisis was having a `significant effect on FCN's workload and, by deduction, a negative impact on farming people and families in the UK'.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Rooker has said that a decision over 2006 partial payments would not be made until October. But Shadow Agriculture Minister, Jim Paice, said the figures unveiled by FCN reiterated the need for action now.  

He said: "The financial uncertainty the farming industry has suffered as a result of delays in single farm payments has clearly had a serious effect on levels of anxiety and stress among farmers. "The Government must make arrangements now for partial payments to be made by December 1. Farmers cannot afford another year of financial uncertainty, stress and worry."  

Bach and Whitty to give evidence  
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FORMER Defra Ministers Lord Bach and Lord Whitty will appear before MPs investigating failings at the Rural Payments Agency - but not until October.  

Lord Whitty, architect of the shambolic Single Payment system in England, initially appeared reluctant to give evidence to MPs from the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs committee But MPs said this week that both he and his successor as Food and Farming Minister, Lord Bach, who was sacked in May, would answer questions from the committee on October 23.  

Miliband calls for partnership to promote 'one planet farming'.  

jonathan riley  
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DEFRA secretary David Miliband has called for farmers to work in partnership with the government to reshape the future of UK agriculture.  

Mr Miliband chose the Royal Show, Stoneleigh, Warwickshire, to make his first major speech on agriculture and to unveil his positive approach to tackling the industry's difficulties.  

He first apologised for the Rural Payments Agency debacle, but said he wanted to look further forward. "I want to focus on how, together, we can help farming regain its rightful place as a British success story."  

Mr Miliband coined the phrase "one planet farming" to describe his vision. "One planet farming should minimise the impact on the environment of food production and consumption and maximise its contribution to renewal of the natural environment."  

He praised hill farmers for their role in shaping the upland landscape, which he said was internationally recognised and highly valued as part of our national heritage.  

But those hoping for an announcement on the badgers and bovine tuberculosis consultation, which closed on 10 March, were disappointed. "Any decision on culling must be based on a sound scientific and practical base. While the science shows badgers do spread bovine TB, this is not the only way it is spread.  

"There is strong evidence of a significant downward trend in incidence of bovine TB since the beginning of this year, consistent across all regions. This has to be investigated fully before any announcement can be made," said Mr Miliband.  

Industry leaders welcomed Mr Miliband's positive approach with a sense of relief that the frosty rhetoric of his predecessor Margaret Beckett had come to an end. But, while all hoped for a positive future, concerns surfaced as the minister's speech was digested.  

David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association said: "Mr Miliband referred to a 'clear framework', but this is the highly negative Vision for the CAP his predecessor published in December last year. It will be very difficult to deliver his goals on the basis of this vision."  

NFU president Peter Kendall said: "The industry needs a supply chain where people are rewarded for social responsibility and for retailers to accept there are additional costs in the UK, in particular for welfare issues.  

"If we cut investment and continue to regulate we simply increase production costs here and will end up exporting our production base. Globally we will achieve nothing towards tackling climate change - the UK will simply lose its competitive edge," warned Mr Kendall.  

jonathan.riley@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> For more on David Miliband's vision for UK farming, see his article on p12. Full Royal Show coverage starts on p14  

DEFRA to miss SFP deadline - but only just.  

jonathan riley  
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The government has admitted that it is likely to have missed the deadline for paying 96.14% of all single farm payment claims by the end of 30 June.  

In a written statement on Wednesday (5 July), DEFRA secretary David Miliband said that the Rural Payments Agency estimated it had paid out £1.438bn by midnight on 30 June, which was approximately 94.9% of England's total payment pot.  

The minister pointed out that the EU Commission will actually look across the UK as a whole, to see if sufficient payments have been made to avoid triggering penalties. This means the final percentage will be higher.  

But Mr Miliband concluded: "The indications are that the UK is likely to have paid between 95% and 96% of payments by 30 June. If this is confirmed, we will, as previously indicated, have further discussions with the commission about the application of [fines]."  

Latest figures, from the RPA suggest that there are still around 8500 claimants in England who are yet to receive any payment.  

Although these farmers should receive interest on their money, the Forum of Private Business this week described the interest rate being offered by the government as "insulting".  

Paul Gregory, the FPB's late payment adviser, said: "Given that English farmers have had to wait seven months longer than their Scottish counterparts before receiving payment, they should receive interest at the Statutory Right to Invest rate (SRI), 8% above base, and not the government's 1% above base."  

Miliband gives details of late-SFP interest rates - 1% above base.  

Isabel Davies  
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A promise by the government that farmers will receive interest on their single farm payment if it is paid after 30 June, has received a lukewarm reception from farm leaders in England.  

DEFRA secretary David Miliband made the announcement last Thursday (22 June), revealing that interest will calculated from 1 July and paid at the London Interbank Offered Rate (LIBOR) plus 1%.  

"Further details will be given on the timing of these payments once the Rural Payments Agency has assessed how they can be integrated most effectively into the existing payment schedule," he said.  

Peter Kendall, NFU president, said the announcement went some way towards recognising the costs of late payments.  

"However, interest at 1% over base bears no relation to the true costs of delayed payments to the farming industry," he said.  

A hardship survey carried out by the union in April found farmers were paying 1.5% to 4% over the base rate to extend their borrowings.  

They were also selling crops and stock early to raise cashflow, or borrowing money from family members.  

Country Land and Business Association president David Fursdon said the latest announcement was too little, too late.  

"The question we're left with is whether anyone is actually going to benefit from this because the interest rate is low. Given that most farmers have now received a partial payment, few will benefit from this especially if full claims are paid within the next few months."  

Farmers in Scotland and Northern Ireland will also receive any interest on money outstanding at 30 June. The Welsh Assembly was unable to offer confirmation as FW went to press.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

'RPA bit off more than it could chew' - Addison.  
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The man drafted in by the government to sort out the single farm payment fiasco has told MPs that DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency bit off more than "could be successfully chewed".  

Mark Addison, who has now retired from the civil service, told the environment, food and rural affairs select committee on Wednesday (28 June) that the agency had struggled because it was asked to deliver three key programmes simultaneously.  

It had tried to restructure the RPA at the same time as making system changes to accommodate CAP reform and implementing the Rural Land Register, he said.  

"While impossible to estimate the risk that a project of this size might incur, it should have been obvious that more was being bitten off than could be successfully chewed."  

Mr Addison went onto to say that problems with the validation process were so complex that parts of the agency's software would need rewriting and it could be as long as two years before the system was properly fixed.  

The RPA will find out at the end of today (30 June) whether it has met the EU deadline of making 96.14% of all single farm payment claims by 30 June.  

As Farmers Weekly went to press, the agency was reporting that it had paid out 94.3% of the total fund and claimed more money was likely to go out, in the form of partial payments, before the end of the week.  

An RPA spokesman said by the close of play on Tuesday, 27 June. 105,586 customers had been paid a total of £1.415 billion. But he also admitted that there were still about 1500 commercial farmers waiting for either a full of partial single farm payment. In addition about 16,800 individuals were waiting for a top-up payment.  

DEFRA has confirmed that farmers who are still owed money after 30 June, will receive interest (see p8), but it is not yet clear what penalties the RPA will face if it does miss the deadline.  

'Inaccurate, misleading' payment site raises producers' concerns.  

Jon Riley  

395 words

Publication date: 23 June 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 10

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

A website displaying individual farm support payments has come under fire from farmers who are concerned that some of the figures are inaccurate and potentially misleading.  

The site  www.farmsubsidy.org  was highlighted in Farmers Weekly's Talking point feature (Opinion, 16 June) by Charlie Flindt. Since then farmers have been logging on to check the details against their own paperwork.  

"When I saw the figure for my holding, which was totalled for two years and presented in euros, I nearly fell over," one grower told Farmers Weekly.  

"It is broken down later, but if people take a snapshot it looks like I am paid much more than I actually get. That was misleading and will only fuel the public's belief that we are paid big sums."  

Another reader insisted his payment figures were inaccurate.  

"Whichever way you look at my figure on the website, it is wrong. It shows that I'm paid over £130,000 for a single year. The reality is I got £69,000," said John Fox from Shropshire. "I'm not ashamed of the subsidy cheque I get. But I am annoyed that the information is not even close."  

Farmers Weekly contacted the website to put farmers' concerns to the people behind it. Website co-founder Jack Thurston said: "We are very concerned to hear that farmers are complaining about the accuracy of the figures. We use the Rural Payments Agency data, which are published under the Freedom of Information Act, so the only way they can be wrong is if the original data have been calculated wrongly."  

Mr Thurston urged farmers to complain to the RPA via e-mail and send a copy to the website address. "If farmers can point us to errors, then we want to hear from them. If the government is putting out incorrect data, then we, too, want to know because that really would be outrageous. We will challenge the RPA, but we need your readers to help us do so.  

"Our drive in publishing this information is simply transparency," he added. "The website should be a useful tool for farmers. The release of equivalent data in France helped small-scale farmers draw attention to the small amount of support they received," said Mr Thurston.  

jonathan.riley@rbi.co.uk  

Marriage can be onerous contract  
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Marriage can be onerous contract  

<E051> Your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June) highlights a threat to farm finance every bit as great as drought, imports and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Marriage can be an onerous contract. At least in business a breach of contract can be redressed through the courts and compensation claimed against the culpable party. In a marriage a spouse can be guilty as hell and walk off with 50% of an asset to which they had contributed little or nothing.  

All the young men and women on family farms should consider this very carefully, especially if they have not previously co-habited. Divorce ramifications have to be discussed before marriage.  

If this subject cannot be broached while misty-eyed over a candle-lit dinner, you will have no chance 10 years down the line when shouting is the only means of communication. Marriages can and do go wrong. I should know, it happened to me.  

Name and address supplied  

Divorce hits farm women harder  

<E051> I refer to your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June).  

Much advice is given to male farmers involved in divorce cases, but none to women farmers. The latter are in desperate need.  

Under matrimonial law, it is practice to ensure that male farmers, not female, retain farms.  

Hence the unfair decision in the White v White case whereby both partnership farms were "awarded" to Mr White - rather than one to each partner - because it was deemed "unreasonable" for Mrs White (now Miss Greenslade) to continue her lifelong business career in farming.  

The economic enterprise of women farmers is severely curtailed on divorce, through lack of collateral and compensation. Your fair-minded readers will be pleased to know that this sexist practice is strongly condemned by the European Parliament and due to be challenged in the European courts.  

Patricia Ann Mallaby  

Women's Land Reform Group, 34 Mansfield Road, Balerno, Edinburgh  

Diesel spillage cost thousands  

<E051> I write in support of Tom Allen-Stevens and his experience following his diesel spillage (News, 9 June). We had exactly the same problem two years ago.  

In our instance, we found the environment agency to be completely unhelpful. The first call, at about 8pm, was to notify them and they were straight out. But, as we had dammed the stream, they said that was fine and returned the next morning.  

The first thing they did was to put me under oath. They then said that I would need to remove the fuel from the stream, but would not recommend anyone to do it, as it could be taken as favouritism.  

The second bombshell came when the NFU Mutual told us that, as the fuel had been contained on our own holding, we were not insured. Our prompt action saved them about £100,000-£200,000, as the stream feeds a well-known beauty spot two miles away.  

The NFU Mutual did agree an ex gratia payment of about £1000 after we complained and advised we would be moving to another insurer. This we have since done, though I would think the same applies with any insurance company.  

Drew Smith  

aws@home-farm-withcall.freeserve.co.uk  

Proposed cattle ID changes a worry  

<E051> DEFRA's consultation paper on proposed changes in the cattle identification regulations contains some worrying statements.  

It says: "recently the monthly average of late applications (for cattle passports) has dropped to around 850." In this case passports are refused. There is an appeals procedure, though only about 65% are successful. What happens to the other 35%?  

DEFRA's proposal is that farmers may obtain DNA tests "to confirm the dam/calf relationship." If a vet certifies the result, the calf can then be registered. The point is, who cares about the exact date of birth or the parentage anyway?  

Yes, we need to have cattle identified, and to keep records of where they are. But the exact date of birth was necessary for subsidy purposes - now there are no cattle subsidies.  

Also, the parentage was important when it was thought that BSE was hereditary. As far as I know this has never been proven.  

Wouldn't it be lovely to return to the old system of registering a batch of calves at leisure, every two or three months?  

Pippa Woods  

The Family Farmers' Association, Osborne Newton, Kingsbridge, Devon  

No money and feeling isolated  

<E051> We are, unfortunately, among the 3000 farmers who have not received anything from the RPA for 2005.  

Furthermore, we did not receive any forms for our 2006 claim until we made several phone calls, and then they were sent to us blank and with no guidance notes.  

Having borrowed guidance notes from a neighbour, we filled in the 2006 claim as best we could.  

Being a bit nervous we also sent a covering letter with it asking if we could have written confirmation that they had received it.  

Over the next three weeks we received no less than six identical letters confirming receipt of the SP5. What on earth is going on?  

We have made several calls to the RPA, talking to a different person each time. They have purported to get our file up on their screen and told us they cannot see any reason why we have not been paid.  

We feel extremely isolated now because everyone we know has had their entitlements statement, if not their money.  

Cynthia Just  

cynthiajust@yahoo.co.uk  

Can't make RPA more ridiculous  

<E051> The annoying thing about parodying the Rural Payments Agency is that they constantly keep moving the goalposts. I have decided to finally admit defeat: I am no longer capable of making them seem more ridiculous than they actually are.  

In the past month I have had three letters relating to my 2005 SPS application. I responded to them all by return. This week I received three more letters telling me that, because I hadn't responded, I am not able to establish entitlements on any of the four fields concerned.  

There is an outside possibility that all three of my letters could have been lost in the post. But recent reports about RPA staff taking drugs, brawling, getting sexy in the toilets and nudely leaping from one filing cabinet to another, provide a far more plausible explanation.  

Perhaps my unopened envelopes are sitting under a heap of clothes by one of the filing cabinets.  

Matthew Naylor  

Sycamore Farm, Spalding, Lincs  

Marriage can be onerous contract  

<E051> Your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June) highlights a threat to farm finance every bit as great as drought, imports and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Marriage can be an onerous contract. At least in business a breach of contract can be redressed through the courts and compensation claimed against the culpable party. In a marriage a spouse can be guilty as hell and walk off with 50% of an asset to which they had contributed little or nothing.  

All the young men and women on family farms should consider this very carefully, especially if they have not previously co-habited. Divorce ramifications have to be discussed before marriage.  

If this subject cannot be broached while misty-eyed over a candle-lit dinner, you will have no chance 10 years down the line when shouting is the only means of communication. Marriages can and do go wrong. I should know, it happened to me.  

Name and address supplied  
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Beef breakaway Scots target 2000.  
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The fledgling Scottish Beef Cattle Association has set its sights on a membership of 2000 "serious beef producers" and has attracting young blood into the beef industry as a top priority.  

The association, formed after a protracted period of tension between the Scottish Beef Council and the National Beef Association, held its debut meeting in Perth, where a committee of 32 members was appointed, covering eight regions of Scotland.  

Such a large committee was needed to avoid the situation which had blighted "other organisations" where grassroots views were ignored by a "little coterie of people in the centre", said Pat Lambert, previously chairman of the Scottish Beef Council. The SBCA already has a membership of about 120 and aims to have 400 by the end of its first year.  

Devolution was identified as a key factor in the emergence of the new body. "Devolution has now been seen to be working and people are getting their viewpoints across. Not everyone is in favour of devolution, but you only need to look at DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency's single farm payment situation to see devolution is working," said Mr Lambert. He added that the secret to successful lobbying was not "ranting and raving" from the outside, but getting round a table to get your point across face to face.  

<E051> The Scottish Executive has confirmed to NFU Scotland that it will change the way penalties are applied when cattle are found to have missing ear tags at inspection.  

To date, farmers have faced hefty fines under cross-compliance rules if cattle were found with two  

missing tags.  

The Scottish Executive will now provide a 28-day window from the date of an inspection to allow producers to rectify tagging faults discovered during an inspection.  

Scottish Beef Cattle Association office holders had their first meeting in Perth last week. The team consists of (back, from left) Pat Lambert, Peter Alexander, Keith Redpath and Charlie Russell. Front: Chairman Jim Kennedy (left) and president John Cameron.  

OPINION: Whatever next?  
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Listening to the radio report on the scandalous behaviour at a Rural Payments Agency centre, it's hard to know whether to laugh or cry.  

Of course, it's not funny - these people are responsible for getting out payments that are desperately needed by farming businesses. How many times have we been told that the RPA was working flat out and doing its best to sort the mess out? And then this.  

That it is childish and repulsive behaviour - vomiting in cups to be found festering by cleaners?! - is not in doubt. But there is a far more serious side to the matter.  

What the claims of sex and high jinks at the RPA office underline is the poor quality of staff employed. Staff that consider leaping off filing cabinets naked fitting behaviour for the office are hardly likely to rate highly on the intelligence quotient - and listening to tales of some of the frustrating rounds of phone calls to the RPA some farmers have endured, that is putting it mildly.  

All of which suggests the contempt the Government has for the work of the RPA and the people it is supposed to serve. But that it hardly news.  

Of course, clandestine sex and other inappropriate activities during work time (though this time it was break dancing competitions rather than croquet) appears to be the norm in Government departments. When high ranking ministers can (and do) get away with abuse of position in every way possible, it is hardly surprising more junior employees feel free to take liberties.  

Sacking RPA staff is hardly the long term answer - either for those at the very top or those well down the ladder from them. Nothing short of a fundamental change of attitude from this Government is needed.  

Or perhaps just a change of Government.  

Useful meeting with NAO  
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NORTH West farmers and NFU officials met a representative of the National Audit Office at the union's regional office in Skelmersdale on Monday to discuss the problems of the Single Farm Payment.  

NFU North West Regional Management Board chairman and Bampton farmer, Peter Allen said after the meeting: "The NFU wanted to make sure farmers don't take any of the flak for this shambles and that the finger of blame is pointed in the direction that it ought to be. I felt it very important to stress that the Rural Payments Agency should not take all the wrap for this."  

The NAO representative said: "This has been extremely useful and has put some flesh on the bones of what we've been deriving from various Government documents and media reports."  

Thousands drop out of SFP chaos.  

isable davies  
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Thousands of landowners have abandoned the Single Payment Scheme for 2006, following a year of chaos at the Rural Payments Agency and payment delays.  

The RPA has confirmed that it had received 105,000 SP5 forms by 2 June, 2006, compared with a total of 120,000 in 2005.  

An agency spokesman pointed out that everyone had to submit an SP5 in 2005 because it was "ground zero" in terms of establishing entitlements. But in 2006 applicants only had to complete a form if claiming a payment.  

"The people who have dropped out are likely to be those with very low claims," he said. "Many people - particularly pony paddock claimants - may not wish to activate entitlements this year."  

But there are signs that some commercial farmers are also turning away from the scheme. Farmers Weekly has spoken to a West Sussex dairy farmer who has sold his entitlements - worth £14,000 a year - because he wants to farm without interference.  

"I don't want the form-filling and I don't want a load of officials telling me how to farm," he said. "I feel I have got my freedom back and I can run my farm properly."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said if 12% fewer people had applied in 2006 it should cut processing times.  

"If you take 15,000 claims out the system then it may help move validation on by six weeks." But he added: "My concern is where the money goes that is attached to those entitlements? Ultimately, it will be locked out until it goes into the national reserve."  

Meanwhile, the 3500 farmers who are still waiting for a 2005 payment are getting increasingly frustrated about their situation.  

Gloria Beckett of Aldham Hall Farm, Aldham, near Colchester said her family's claim had been delayed because she had failed to tick a box indicating that they needed FVP authorisations for 8ha (19 acres) of potatoes.  

"I've held my hands up to the mistake and asked if the RPA can pay on the rest of the claim. But so far we have received no money. I just can't understand why it is all taking so long." Mrs Beckett said the problem was made worse by the fact that she couldn't ever talk to anyone at the RPA who knew her situation.  

FINAL REMINDER  

The final deadline for SP5 applications to be submitted is today (9 June).  

The 1p payments  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has revealed that 26 claimants have received payments of just 1p. A spokesman said they would be looking at introducing a minimum payment level for 2006. But the cost of implementing such a system for 2005 would have been more expensive than the cost of administering the payments.  

NFU slams RPA inaction.  

Isabel Davies  
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The NFU has said it is "unacceptable" that the Rural Payments Agency is refusing to contact those farmers who are yet to receive any single farm payment.  

Julie Robinson, chief legal adviser, said farm leaders had asked the RPA last week to consider setting up some means of personal contact so the 3300 farmers affected can find out what is preventing their claim from being paid.  

But she said so far this was not happening. "The whole situation is appalling and is causing farmers considerable stress," she said. "Why can't the RPA just pick up the phone and tell farmers why they  

haven't at least got partial payment?"  

An RPA spokesman said farmers who were yet to receive any payment were the agency's top priority. But he claimed contacting every producer would slow things down.  

Processing of claims has slowed anyway in the past week because the RPA has closed down its computer system for another "upgrade". The system has been down from 26 May and will restart on 5 June.  

Latest figures show that by the end of Tuesday, 30 May, 95,674 farmers had been paid either a full or partial payment. The total amount of money that has been paid out is £1.32bn.  

Letters.  
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RPA mapping mix-up is astounding  

<E051> I had a bad week last week.  

First I was informed by the Rural Payments Agency that I had been chosen, along with 4999 of my fellow farmers, not to receive any interim single farm payment. The letter outlined a number of reasons, none of which applied to me.  

Next, after two-and-a-half years of patiently trying to agree a set of maps for my farm, I finally triumphed. The nice man in the RPA said he could let me have some A4 copies and they duly arrived mid-week.  

They were not my maps, but I was able to identify that they were my neighbour's. What was of serious concern was that five of my fields were on his maps.  

Thirdly, having applied to join the Entry Level Stewardship scheme in October 2005, I rang the appropriate section in Nottingham to try and access the money. Having given the nice man my holding number and informed him that my maps were now agreed, he busied himself to find the data.  

It soon emerged that he had 15 fewer fields under my holding number on his system than I had agreed with the mapping section.  

So by the end of the week I knew officially I was not to get an interim SFP, my neighbour was the proud owner of five of my fields, 15 of my fields had disappeared altogether and my chances of joining the ELS had receded yet again.  

I was comforted that this incompetence extends beyond DEFRA when I reached for the official forms to pay my PAYE and national insurance. I found I had been issued with two sets for my one business.  

If we ran our businesses like this we would have gone bust long ago, leaving both DEFRA and the Revenue & Customs with nothing to do.  

Michael J Scott  

Austhorpe Farm, Sleaford, Lincolnshire  

That's no way to  

run a business  

<E051> In April we were due to pay the final instalment of a hire purchase agreement with a leading tractor manufacturer.  

Due to a cross-compliance inspection by the Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland - passed satisfactorily - we were informed that our SFP would be cleared after all other recipients.  

Concerned that further delays would ensue, I duly wrote to the tractor manufacturer's finance department advising that a delay in our final payment would ensue, but that it would be made by end of June. What did I get in return?  

First, an invoice for £35 + VAT for an "arrears letter fee". Second, an invoice for £50 + VAT for an "arrears administration fee". And thirdly, a letter demanding a further £100 + VAT for the deferral.  

The manner in which this has been treated shows a degree of arrogance beyond belief. If I were to run this business in that way, I would run out of customers very rapidly.  

David Chambers  

Tullynaskeagh Farm, Downpatrick, Northern Ireland.  

Food campaign is good for farming  

<E051> Congratulations on your very valid "Local Food is Miles Better" campaign.  

I believe this is something we can really hit the socio-environmentalists with - those Islington residents who will have a go at me for driving a 4x4, while tucking in to a plate of organic celery imported from South Africa.  

Farmers must strike back, and it is a deep shame the NFU cannot come up with a decent bit of PR instead of leaving it to your excellent magazine. Buying food locally is perhaps the most important factor in getting farming back on its feet again.  

Michael Johnson  

Alswick Hall Farms, Buntingford, Herts  

Don't bow to Badger Trust  

<E051> I found a recent report in the Western Morning News "No need for badger cull as TB cases fall" most intriguing.  

After years of New Labour giving in to pressure from the Badger Trust, forgive me if I am now rather cynical.  

Miraculously, it seems, "provisional figures show that the number of cattle slaughtered as a result of bovine TB fell by 29% in the first three months of this year". Now isn't that amazing? I wonder which of the trillions of Sir Humphreys thought that one up.  

It seems to me that public pressure has now grown so much that killing any more cattle while leaving the diseased badgers untouched will just not be accepted any longer. That leaves the government with a problem.  

Either they have to defy the Badger Trust and cull all diseased badgers, or they have to find a way of discovering that they were mistaken all along, and the cattle never really had TB anyway.  

This brings to mind the case of Shelagh Kremer's calf, Fern, who, having been tested positive for TB and forcibly killed, on post-mortem was subsequently found not to have TB, but only to have "encountered the disease" from which he had recovered.  

I wonder how many more cattle which have been culled as reactors did not have TB either.  

One thing I do know, and that is that this is the scandal of the century and reveals the foolishness of any government which bows to the attentions of organisations like the Badger Trust.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

The countryside is fighting back  

<E051> What a splendid column by David Richardson (Opinion, 19 May). The way supermarkets operate, like some sort of corporate mafia, has to be called to account.  

But David is only scratching the surface of a problem that is only now beginning to be addressed. I'm talking about the erosion of the countryside, its lifestyle and the people who live and work in it.  

The closure of village schools, pubs and shops. Inappropriate housing built in rural areas. Greedy millionaire landlords charging exorbitant rents for country properties.  

The reasons for the decline are many, the growth both in power and number of supermarkets being a major contributory factor. But the fight back has begun and columns like David's can only help, as will your "Local food is miles better" campaign.  

I am involved in a small way with a group which is trying to persuade local councils with large rural areas to adopt a definitive rural policy within the county.  

I think it was Kipling who said: "There is no greater sin than when good men do nothing", and now we are. Beware, the countryside is fighting back.  

Eryl Jones  

Moretonwood, Shropshire  

Biomass is non-starter in our area  

<E051> Further to your report on biomass (Arable, 19 May), you might think that, farming as we do in the south-east of England, turning out a bit of combined heat and power could be an ideal opportunity.  

We're located next to a live government installation with a semi-derelict district heating system. They are a major energy consumer and the national grid distribution network is right alongside.  

We even have some heavy clay to sustain miscanthus, or similar, so it looked like a winner to me. Forget it!  

Planners? That number of trucks, even for half a mile - out of the question. Government department? Not even interested.  

Biomass has no future until our energy supply problems are much greater.  

Never forget that there is a lot of real waste out there which can be converted into power, where the cost of fuel is less than zero. How can we compete with that?  

Robert Benford  

Down Farm, Odiham, Hampshire  

No real taste in modern milk  

<E051> I wrote to Farmers Weekly some time ago on the subject of standardised milk delivered to my door, which I did not like.  

My local dairy is now run by Dairy Farmers of Britain. I don't know who you are, but I now get proper milk with cream on top. It is wonderful, as is the cream delivered at the end of this week - quite different from what is sold in supermarkets.  

Surely milk should be marketed differently. It is not just the white stuff you slosh on to your morning cereal. The general public needs educating on the taste, use and value of milk. Perhaps we should have tutored tastings, as we do with wine.  

Barbara Mumford  

Rectory Farm, West Torrington, Lincs  

Biofuel targets make it to the House of Lords.  

Isabel Davies  
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Junior DEFRA minister Lord Rooker will be quizzed by peers next week about the government's targets for biofuels use.  

The House of Lords European Union Committee on Environment and Agriculture will question Lord Rooker on 7 June as part of its inquiry into the biofuels market, which follows publication of the European Commission's EU Strategy for Biofuels.  

The committee aims to write a report by the summer which summarises the UK's progress in meeting its biofuel targets.  

The report will also evaluate the factors affecting the development of national biofuel markets, assess which member states have been most successful in meeting their targets and examine how they have achieved them.  

As part of the inquiry, three members of the committee visited Green Spirit fuels' planned ethanol development at Henstridge, Somerset, on 18 May. The group was led by committee chairman Lord Renton, who was accompanied by Lord Sewell and Lady Miller.  

Construction of the £80m plant will begin this summer and it is due to be fully operational by January 2008. Green Spirit plans to source all its grain requirements from Wessex Grain.  

The company is currently offering wheat contracts for 3-5 year terms to producers within a 45-mile radius of the plant. Growers that sign-up can claim an environmental payment from the Rural Payments Agency equivalent to about £4/t.  

Once operational, the plant will produce about 100,000t of ethanol a year from about 330,000t of wheat with brewers' grains and food grade quality CO2 being produced as valuable by-products.  

Payments now stand at 78 per cent  
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SEVENTY-EIGHT per cent of Single Payment applicants have now received their money, with 88 per cent of the £1.5 billion fund having been paid out, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has claimed.  

An RPA spokesman said work was `progressing at a pace'. "We have now paid out to more than 1,700 of the priority claimants that, as of a fortnight ago, had not received any money, which is good news.  

He said another run of completed validations for 3,000 payments, the bulk of which were top-up payments, had been completed and would be paid out in the next few days.  

As of this Tuesday, some 90,000 applications for the 2006 scheme had been received, he said. As penalties would be applied to applications received after May 31, `the clock is ticking', he warned. He said the RPA was concerned, however, that around a quarter of applications received to date were missing basic requirements such as signatures or key boxes not filled in.  

"In many cases it will require customer services to phone the applicant and ask them to resubmit the forms."  

Accenture and RPA deny cover-up after `slip of the tongue'  
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ACCENTURE and the Rural Payments Agency moved quickly to quash speculation that problems with the Single Payment Scheme were hushed up for a year, after a `slip of the tongue' during the EFRA evidence session.  

During Monday's grilling by MPs Accenture managing director (UK and Ireland) Sean Shine appeared to drop the RPA in it.  

He said it became clear as early as February 2004 that it would be `impossible' to begin making payments in December, the beginning of the payment window.  

"It was declared by the RPA in the first quarter of 2004 that our target date was to ensure that payments were capable of being made in February 2006," Mr Shine said. But Defra and the RPA did not publicly admit the target had slipped to February until January 2005.  

Mr Shine's comments seemed plausible as it was in May 2004 that Accenture agreed a revised contract with the RPA that took into account the decision in early 2004 to opt for a complex dynamic hybrid model in England.  

This, Accenture officials said, changed the `delivery time frame' of their IT system, RITA.  

However, when contacted by Farmers Guardian, an RPA spokesman insisted Mr Shine had got his dates wrong. He must have meant to say early 2005, when the time frame was made public, not 2004, said the spokesman, adding the RPA `was not working to a specific timescale' in 2004.  

The following day an Accenture spokeswoman backed this line, agreeing it was a `slip of the tongue'. "We did say 2004, but we meant 2005," she said.  

`Ministers to blame for failure not the system' claims company  
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THE Single Payment Scheme failed because Ministers introduced the wrong system, not as a result of IT failure, the company that delivered the scheme's computer system claimed this week.  

In fact, Accenture managing director (Atlantic and Europe) Peter Holmes said he was `proud' of what the IT firm had achieved.  

The alleged failing of Accenture's £54 million IT system has been widely cited as a major cause of the SPS crisis. Last week, Defra's senior civil servant Helen Ghosh said it had simply `gummed up' when the Rural Payments Agency began making payments in February.  

Accenture officials hit back in evidence to the Environment Food and Rural Affairs Committee on Monday.  

They refused to admit any responsibility for the failure of the system to deliver. Instead, they claimed the decision to introduce the complex dynamic hybrid system pushed development of the IT system back and then overwhelmed it as 11 times more land was mapped than had been envisaged.  

Accenture won a tender process in 2003 to build and maintain the new claim processing system known as RITA. Mr Holmes told MPs the company was not trying to distance itself from the crisis. "We have delivered against the contract that was agreed and we are proud of what we delivered. RITA is functioning as designed and has been in operation and fully stable since October 2005."  

He insisted the company's reputation had not been damaged and added that RITA is only one part of the overall set of systems and projects in place at the RPA to deliver the scheme.  

The Accenture officials proceeded to pin the blame on the unexpected decision by Defra Ministers Margaret Beckett and Lord Whitty in early 2004 to opt for the dynamic hybrid system, which increased the number of claimants by 50 per cent, to 120,000 and massively increased the amount of land covered by the scheme  

The major mapping problems that had underpinned the SPS crisis were due to an `unexpectedly increased the load on RITA', itself a `direct result' of the choice of CAP system, and not the IT system, Mr Holmes claimed.  

When the system went live, the problem was that even tiny discrepancies between what was digitally recorded on the RLR and what appeared on SPS forms were having to be resolved before payment could be made. This was a major factor in slowing the process.  

MPs investigating the crisis were at times frustrated by Accenture's refusal to accept any of the blame. They queried the failure to test the system adequately before it went live and the lack of communication between Accenture and Defra and RPA officials over the potential problems.  

Agency denies sending out incorrect envelopes  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has denied its latest administrative error - sending out incorrectly addressed envelopes for farmers to return SPS forms in - will affect the application process.  

The NFU raised concerns after some of its members were sent return envelopes with the wrong postcode and, it understood, the wrong PO Box number.  

One NFU member who posted their application last week via special delivery was surprised when confirmation of delivery showed it had been sent to a company called Intelligent Security Solutions (ISS), in Newcastle, not the RPA.  

After looking into the problem NFU concluded this had happened because the PO Box number was wrong, as was the last letter of the postcode, errors apparently repeated on envelopes.  

The NFU raised the matter with the RPA, seeking assurances that the processing of applications would not suffer. In particular it wanted to know what would happen if some forms do not get to the RPA until after June 9 or not at all.  

However, the agency described the claims as `a storm in a teacup'. An RPA spokesman admitted some old envelopes with an old postcode had been sent out by mistake. But he said the PO Box number on the envelopes - PO Box 1058 - was correct.  

He said the `apparent' misdirected delivery to ISS was a one-off, adding that the RPA had not been able to establish in discussions with Royal Mail whether the letter was indeed delivered there in the first place.  

He insisted the error would not prevent the envelopes reaching their correct destination.  

"There is no problem. The letters are arriving without delay and there is no evidence of envelopes getting lost."  

£1.3 billion paid to 91,000 farmers as deadline looms  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has now paid out £1.3 billion of Single Payments to farmers in England, 87 per cent of the total owed.  

More than 91,000 applicants, about three-quarters of the total, have been paid at least a potion of their claim.  

Having delivered part payments worth about 80 per cent of the total last week, the agency began topping them up this week. This helped push the number of full payments up to 67,000, 56 per cent of the total. Another 24,000 claimants are awaiting top up payments.  

Approximately 28,000 applicants have not received a penny, although the RPA is unclear about exactly how many people remain to be paid.  

Most of those waiting to be paid are those with small claims worth less than 1,000 euros. There are, however, about 5,000 people with more substantial claims who have not been paid because of problems with their applications. These applications were being prioritised alongside top-up payments.  

The RPA is not commenting on progress with validation but the NFU said last week figures seen by stakeholders show that over 70,150 claims had been fully validated.  

That suggested validations were running at 3,000 to 3,500 per week, making it `highly unlikely' that full payment of all claims would be made ahead of the June 30 deadline.  

By Alistair Driver  

RPA issues reminder to get all SPS applications in by May 31  
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THE Rural Payments Agency is reminding farmers in England that they must get their 2006 SPS applications in by May 31 to avoid penalties.  

About 50,000 farmers have taken advantage of Defra's decision to waive penalties for applications sent between May 15 and May 31. By the original May 15 deadline, the agency had received 67,000 applications out of about 120,000 it expects to receive.  

This week the RPA published the following advice to those farmers who have still not sent applications:  

Valid 2006 SPS application forms received by RPA by midnight on May 31 will avoid late claim penalties of 1 per cent per working day.  

Applications received after June 9, 2006 will be rejected completely.  

Post your application in good time in the envelope provided (we suggest you obtain and keep proof of delivery of your application).  

If this is difficult you can hand the form in at one of the RPA centres listed where you will be given a receipt.  

Check before sending, that you have: * Completed ALL relevant parts of your form; * Signed your application form; * Initialled and dated any amendments you have made; * Completed columns C7, C8, C10, E2 and E3 (most common errors); * Attached any supporting documents; and * Made and kept a copy of your application in case RPA need to contact you with any queries.  

Blank application forms and packs of continuation sheets are available from the RPA sites listed and can be downloaded from  www.rpa.gov.uk .  

RPA Centres  

Newcastle, Reading, Carlisle, Northallerton, Workington and Exeter RPA centres and Bristol, Worcester, Newmarket sites are open 8.30am - 5.00pm (including weekends and Bank Holiday Monday until May 31).  

The RPA Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777 is open from 8am to 6pm Monday to Friday and weekends and Bank Holiday Monday, May 29 from 9.00am to 5.00pm.  

SPS partial payments should have been earlier  
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Defra official admits to MPs...  

DEFRA'S top civil servant has admitted that SPS part-payments should have been made in January. But assurances from the Rural Payments Agency and pressure from stakeholders, such as the NFU, to stick with full payments convinced them to reject the option.  

Giving evidence to MPs investigating the fiasco over late payments, Defra permanent secretary Helen Ghosh said: "If I have a regret now it's to say we should have made a decision to go for partial payments in January.  

"Stakeholders were asking for a full payment, preferring a full later rather than a partial payment earlier," she said.  

Responding to accusations from MPs that the whole payment process had been an `unmitigated disaster', she said Defra could not have foreseen the failure at the agency.  

"Only five days before telling us that they would not make the bulk of payments by the end of March, Johnston McNeill (RPA chief executive) had informed Margaret Beckett that everything was okay. "We would have expected the RPA to foresee the problem and that was why Mr McNeill had to be removed," she said.  

But she admitted that Defra made a mistake in not checking more thoroughly the IT system that failed during the process of making payments to farmers in March.  

"We were focused on validation rather than checking. There was no suggestion that once the validation process had been got through there would be a problem with putting payments through," she said.  

Mrs Ghosh said the IT process, which translated validation into payments, had been tested but, "it had not been tested in anger, with large-scale volumes."  

Responding to her admission that she regretted not going for part- payments in January, the NFU said they had no way of knowing at that time that there was going to be a, `major disaster' at the RPA. "We were in the same position as them listening to Mr McNeill's assurances," said an NFU spokesman.  

"We had our doubts but we knew that if we were to ask for a part payment this would hold up the whole of the 2006 payments so, on balance, we felt we had to go for full payments.  

"I don't think what happened suggests that approach was wrong because it wasn't until early March when they ran the payment system that it collapsed. It is very easy to be sure after the event but given what we knew at the time it was the right decision.''  

By Tom Levitt  

Your chance to be heard on CAP reform.  

jane king  
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There are two subjects we can guarantee farmers will have strong opinions on - CAP reform and this government's attitude to farming policy.  

Which is why, this week, we are giving you a unique opportunity to influence government thinking in a way that has never been possible before.  

For the first time, the select committee on environment, food and rural affairs (EFRA) is going outside Westminster to hear views from ordinary farmers and rural people in the form of an open evidence session.  

The venue will be the Royal Show, Stoneleigh on Tuesday, 4 July and EFRA has asked Farmers Weekly to get involved in encouraging questions and submissions from readers. A selection will be put live to the MPs in a formal session in front of an audience at the show and there's a chance to talk informally to the MPs afterwards. It's a public hearing and one of enormous significance in that the committee is working beyond the main farming organisations and is trying to reach out to grassroots producers.  

Farmers Weekly has also been invited to produce a dossier of further questions and evidence from those readers whose submissions do not get heard at the open session. All this feedback will be presented to the select committee in time to influence their final recommendations on CAP going forward.  

The Royal Show hearing is part of EFRA's inquiry into what the government should do about CAP in 10-15 years' time. If you've got a vision for agriculture or opinions on government commitment to UK food production; EU inequalities; environmental risks; competitiveness; prices; and the impact on the rural economy, then let's hear them.  

You may be forgiven for thinking that EFRA is a rather anonymous parliamentary body with no real teeth and pretty far removed from the realities of your farm business. But any group responsible for scrutinising DEFRA and overseeing the work of organisations like the Rural Payments Agency, Meat and Livestock Commission and Environment Agency must have some clout. It also has cross-party representation from 14 MPs who come from significant rural constituencies and say they care about the future of British agriculture.  

So we should embrace this invitation and use it well to get key points across.  

Our industry frequently and justifiably complains that politicians aren't listening. This time they are - turn to page 14 and find out how you can get involved.  

Jane King Editor  

Don't keep mum on local food  

Mums are great, writes FW Group projects manager Debbie Beaton. Simon Croft's mother certainly is. After overhearing me ranting to my bored children about the lack of British vegetables in a local store, she explained that her son had recently set up a fresh food business in nearby Washington, Sussex.  

His sole objective is to source and sell locally produced fresh vegetables, fruit and ultimately cheese and meat. I couldn't believe my luck.  

Plans for FW's new nationwide campaign Local Food is Miles Better had been agreed only a week earlier. A key part is celebrating the achievement of Food Miles Heroes - people who help to minimise the distance food travels between farm gate and plate and, in the process benefit the environment and the rural economy. Simon Croft and his partner James Meldrum are certainly two deserving heroes.  

<E051> Find out more about them and how you can help to spread the low food miles message on p28  

<E051> Register with our campaign and sign up to petition the supermarkets at  www.fwi.co.uk 
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The Rural Payments Agency has updated its advice on how farmers should code "insurance" set-aside when filling in their SP5 form.  

The agency has added to the Frequently Asked Questions section on its website in response to queries raised by Farmers Weekly, consultants and the NFU.  

The guidance makes it clear that, in general, the RPA wants to see any land area which exceeds the obligatory set-aside requirement split off and coded OT2.  

But it has acknowledged that some farmers have already completed their SP5 application form and included small parcels of additional set-aside land as SA1, or if the farmer has an industrial contract as NF1, without having identified the additional area as a split parcel.  

"For 2006 only, we will automatically take any additional land that has been coded and managed as set-aside over and above that required to activate an applicant's set-aside entitlements and use that land to activate normal entitlements held by the applicant."  

<E051> Farmers can find the RPA's full guidance at  www.rpa.gov.uk 

SFP system not tested fully, admit top DEFRA civil servants.  
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Not until the point when  

DEFRA intended to start paying farmers their single farm payment did the Rural Payments Agency realise that the computer system designed to perform the task would not work, senior civil servants have admitted.  

Giving evidence to the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (EFRA) committee on 15 May, Helen Ghosh and Brian Bender, current and previous permanent secretaries respectively, said that they had both received assurances the system would be operational on time.  

However, Ms Ghosh admitted that the key parts of the system had not been tested "in anger". In effect, she said, the system simply "gummed up" when the RPA attempted to roll out payments to farmers.  

Members of the EFRA committee were simply astonished that DEFRA, the RPA and a team of external inspectors failed to ensure that the computer system would deliver on time.  

On hearing that the contract's running costs had more than doubled from £18m to £37m with other costs taking the final sum close to the budgeted £54m, David Taylor (Lab, North West Leicestershire), a former public sector IT manager, described  

DEFRA as a "dream customer" for companies such as Accenture, which provided the system.  

He said the decision to outsource large-scale IT projects to the private sector meant there were often few individuals left in government to monitor progress.  

But Ms Ghosh rejected such criticisms. In her retort she said costs would be even higher had DEFRA not negotiated a fixed-price contract. "In that sense, the contract we have is saving a significant amount of money and the taxpayer is receiving a good deal," she said.  

Ms Ghosh made further attempts to distance herself and DEFRA from the blame, saying that the problems with the computer system were "not foreseeable by us". Instead, she suggested, the blame lay with the RPA. But under close questioning from the committee the permanent secretary was forced to admit that  

DEFRA had failed to focus on some of the critical elements.  

Under advice from Accenture, the external advisers and the RPA resources were focused on resolving difficulties surrounding the validation process. Other issues such as mapping and ensuring the system was compatible with the payment process were overlooked.  

NFU parliamentary adviser Barney Holbeche likened the session to a public inquest following a disaster. "It's a bit like a corporate manslaughter case after a disaster, plenty of victims, but nobody's at fault," said Mr Holbeche.  

andrew.watts@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> Farmers' chance to influence EFRA on CAP reform. See p14.  
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The Rural Payments Agency has admitted that some of the pre-printed envelopes it supplied to farmers, to return their SP5 forms, have the wrong postcode.  

But the agency said it believed that anyone using these envelopes would not experience problems with the accuracy or speed of delivery.  

The NFU alerted the RPA to the issue after one of its members claimed that his application form had been delivered to a company called Intelligent Security Solutions in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, rather than the RPA.  

An RPA spokesman admitted that the final digit of the postcode on some pre-printed envelopes was an old one. But he denied that the application form in question had been delivered to the wrong place.  

"The idea that the postcode is wrong and that envelopes are going to the wrong place is a myth," he said. "All envelopes are coming to the RPA without any difficulty.  

"The stock of envelopes with the incorrect final digit is being destroyed, but we can assure customers that anyone using one of those envelopes will not experience problems with the accuracy or speed of delivery. Because we use a PO Box address, Royal Mail uses PO Box 1058 together with the NE99 part of the postcode to deliver directly to us. The final section of the postcode is not used."  

By 15 May, 2006, about 71,000 out of 120,000 applicants had returned a completed SP5 to the RPA.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

From incompetence unity.  
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an any good come of the mess surrounding late single farm payments? Not immediately it can't. Indeed, I have heard tragic stories, whose full impacts have yet to be disclosed. But I think I detect one positive possibility. It's faint and distant, like a blue spot in an otherwise cloudy sky. But maybe, just maybe it will grow into something significant that we will look back on and say - if it hadn't been for DEFRA's unbelievable ineptitude over SFPs we might not have done it.  

I'm referring to the fact that the unfortunate episode has united the NFU, the CLA and the TFA in pressurising the Rural Payments Agency to deal with the crisis and get payments made; to the regular meetings between officers and officials of all three bodies; to the identical weekly press releases issued by each party.  

And I ask myself -- could this lead to the organisations working together on other matters? Might the people involved realise there is more to unite them than to divide them? Is this the conception of a Confederation of British Agriculture, under that or another name, that some have envisaged for several years?  

I'm speculating, of course. I'm not privy to the level of intimacy or otherwise that may have occurred during these troubled times. But I do know there is a body of opinion among the great and the good of British agriculture that is becoming increasingly impatient at lack of progress towards such a body.  

It's not so much that they want yet another representational organisation -- more that they want representation to be more effective than it is at present. They can envisage how this might be achieved by a skilled communicator who speaks for all. And by centralising some services and avoiding duplication they believe it could also be done for less money than is currently being spent by the three organisations.  

That is not to say they should be absorbed into a new confederation and disappear. Each will still have its specialist interests and in some cases these will contradict the views of another group member. But the uniting factor that should supersede such considerations is the good of agriculture. In a civilised society it should be possible to disagree on details while agreeing on broad principles. It happens all the time in international diplomacy so why not in UK agriculture?  

For when it comes to PR and image our current structures are not good enough. Farmers are perceived as whingeing subsidy takers, unwilling to undertake the challenges accepted by other sectors of society. What is seldom understood is the real risk a significant run down of domestic food production will cause to the people of this country.  

In the elevated spheres of international finance that are a mystery to most of us, speculators are setting up funds to invest in soft commodities (grains, pulses, etc) that some pundits are predicting will be as scarce as hens' teeth before long. One was quoted in a newspaper the other day saying "the world's farmers will soon be the new oil sheiks".  

I wish I had his confidence and I remain to be convinced he was not exaggerating, if only slightly. But what if he was right? Should we not at least find effective ways to communicate such risks to our customers who might in turn persuade governments to modify their headlong race towards disastrous globalisation? Wouldn't showing public concern about the dangers to food security help build a better image than simply demanding our SFP, however justified that may be?  

A really effective communicator could turn round public opinion. And that's what ultimately controls policies. I was with a bunch of influential people the other day who are so fed up with the failure of our current representatives to grasp such an opportunity that they were ready to withdraw support if the leaders failed to act soon.  

`This fiasco will be a significant blot on her record' - NFU  
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Margaret Beckett's final message to farmers before leaving Defra was: "No farm business could ever have said with any confidence that it would have received its payment before the end of the payment window, which is June." TOM LEVITT sought a selection of responses. "I find it scandalous and demeaning to farmers in the UK. Having sat and listened to the assurances given by her Ministers to the select committee, the fact that she can turn round now and say that we should have realised all along is disgraceful.  

"It just shows the contempt that she and the Government have for farming."  

Daniel Kawczynski, Conservative MP for Shrewsbury North "If she had said at the beginning that farmers should not expect payments before the end of June that would have been bad but at least they could have planned for it. For her to say this now is unbelievable.  

"Other Government Departments are called to public account when they make mistakes, yet we still cannot see the end of this mess."  

Douglas Chalmers, Director CLA North "All the advice we had before was that the RPA was working hard to get 96 per cent of payments out before the end of March. If we cannot believe our politicians when they give clear and unambiguous promises then when should we believe them? "Let's hope the next secretary of state is more engaged because this just shows how unengaged she is with the farming community."  

George Dunn, TFA "Beckett's excuses are pitiful. By arguing that no farming business could have ever been sure that it would have received its subsidy payment before June, she is letting Defra, the Rural Payments Agency and herself off the hook. What happened to targets? What happened to the payment window opening in November last year and the assurances that subsidies would be paid out by March? "MPs were told time and time again that progress was being made, that the end of March was when we could expect the majority of payments to be made. How can farmers be expected to financially plan ahead and organise their cash flows if the government take this hands-off approach?"  

Roger Williams, Liberal Democrat Spokesman for Rural Affairs "She was in a tight corner and spinning like fury but she cannot escape responsibility for what has been done by the RPA in her name. "Her blame was not keeping a tighter control but accepting the assurances given to her by the agency. This fiasco will be a significant blot on her record."  

NFU "Defra has missed every single deadline they have set for themselves and she's trying to dig herself out of a very big hole. She sacked the RPA chief instead of accepting her own responsibility."  

Countryside Alliance  

Time to capitalise on the novelty and be brutally honest about farming  
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A friend of mine is fond of a quote from Janet Daley, columnist and leader writer: "What matters in politics is not what happens, but what you can make people believe has happened."  

What matters is what your PR people, spin doctors, call them what you will, can convince people really happened, and events in the `real' world fade from memory.  

In some cases it really depends on whether anyone tries to counter the politicians' line.  

Hence, at the launch of the sustainable strategy for the food industry on April 26, Margaret Beckett, Secretary of State for Defra, said: "Farmers should never have expected their Single Payments to be made before the end of June. No farm business could ever have said with confidence that it would receive its payment before the end of the payment window, which is the end of June."  

Yet a Defra press release for July 14, 2005, states: "The Government's clearly stated goal of making SPS payments in February. The majority of these will then be paid within a matter of weeks, and 96 per cent by the end of March in accordance with the RPA's 2005-08 business plan."  

Doubtless someone in the right place at the right time could really embarrass the Secretary of State by pointing out that she has apparently written off her own department's press releases as a source of information. But she might well get away with rewriting history.  

Another place where we have potential for a big PR battle is calf exports. At the baseline level we will have the antis who are against exports for moral reasons of their own. They will use various methods to stop exports, ranging from lobbying, the recycling of elderly video footage portraying a situation that existed somewhere in Europe 20 years ago, through to terrorism. But there are other parties who will join in.  

Beef exports are not good news for the supermarkets. Their captive suppliers are no longer quite so captive. Farmgate beef prices will go up and the supermarkets will have to take a cut in margins or put the price up. It will be interesting to see what spin they put on this.  

Similarly there are other vested interests. For dairy farmers, calf exports will be very useful. For the slaughterhouses they are not good news, as every bull calf exported is a bull calf that will not be slaughtered in the UK, and trapped between the world market and the supermarkets the slaughterhouses are not in a comfortable position.  

I look forward to seeing what sort of stance they will take on the issue.  

Then there is the Single Farm Payment. One or two people have commented to me that the Rural Payments Agency, desperate for a scapegoat, could try and throw the blame on to farmers, for not filling the forms in soon enough or clearly enough.  

I confess I'm not sure that I can see this one sitting well with the public, given that the vast majority of the population loathe form filling and Government forms can be notoriously complex to fill it.  

Finally, in the longer term, there is the whole issue of SFP. We will undoubtedly see the Treasury lobby for an end to it, on the grounds that it is money paid out for farmers to do nothing.  

Various of the environmental non-government organisations also seem to have their eyes on it, feeling that they could spend it better (in their terms) than a lot of peasantry.  

Here someone is going to have to try and get across the line that the Single Payment has nothing to do with food production. It is money paid to farmers for various land management tasks.  

If we can get that line accepted we have some hope. Especially when one thing that pretty well all the electorate accept is that if you are asked to do more work, then you can expect more pay.  

Following that line of thinking, as more cross-compliance conditions are added to the Single Payment, the level of pay should increase, not diminish. Indeed, as modulation kicks in, a good PR outfit would point out that as the pay is decreasing then obviously we will be expected to do less work.  

As an industry agriculture has never been too good at putting out its own black propaganda, and has been `spun' against vigorously by pretty well every Government and lobby group in the last couple of decades.  

The one advantage that gives us is that unlike the rest of them, we haven't been caught lying. Given the basically honourable people we have at the top of our various industry organisations, it strikes me that we ought to capitalise on this novelty and remain brutally honest.  

Honesty in politics - it's so devious it might even catch on. * Jim Webster farms beef and sheep on 150 acres at Barrow-in-Furness and is president of Cumbria CLA.  
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THE Rural Payments Agency will welcome its third chief executive in just two months next week.  

Current interim chief executive Mark Addison, who only took up the post following the sacking of Johnston McNeill in March, will leave the RPA at the end of May to retire from the Civil Service.  

His successor, Tony Cooper, will join on Monday, May 15, new Defra Secretary David Miliband announced this week.  

Mr Cooper, who joins the RPA with 15 years of experience within the public sector, will also carry the title of interim chief executive.  

A permanent appointment will not be made until the fundamental Hunter review of the RPA is completed in the autumn.  

Mr Cooper has previously worked in the Department of Work and Pensions and the National Health Service and has a proven track record of successful programmes of IT and business change in the public sector, said Mr Miliband.  

He was recruited on the basis that he had the skills and experience needed by the agency at this stage of its recovery programme.  

In his short spell at the RPA, Mr Addison is credited with implementing changes to speed full payments, overseeing the new part payment system and communicating openly and honestly with the industry.  

Industry stakeholder organisations have expressed disappointment at Mr Addison's early departure, fearing it could it destabilise the fragile, and wrote in vain to Lord Bach asking him to reverse the decision.  

Mr Miliband said Mr Addison accepted the post at short notice and had made a `real impression' over the last couple of months. "However, his was always intended to be a short term appointment and he will leave the RPA at the end of the month."  

Formal request for Defra to deliver part payment in Dec for 2006 SPS  
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FARMING representatives have asked Defra to deliver part payments in December for the 2006 Single Payment Scheme in England.  

The NFU, Country Land and Business Association and the Tenant Farmers Association made a formal request at last week's meeting with Rural Payments Agency and Defra officials.  

CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell said it was clear the problems that had blighted the 2005 scheme would not be resolved in time to prevent the same chaos for 2006. In particular, there was no end to the IT- based difficulties with mapping land on the Rural Land Register, he said.  

He said new Defra Secretary David Miliband's comments were telling when he spoke in his statement of moving to a `more stable position in 2007' after the `undoubted challenges' in delivering the 2006 scheme.  

Prof Buckwell said: "It is clearly going to be the same story in 2006 so we want them to act now on part payments so we can avoid a repeat of the agony of the past six months."  

NFU president Peter Kendall said he was already encouraging Defra's new Ministerial team to implement a part payment model for 2006. "We are determined farmers should not be in the same position this time next year."  

However, Defra and the RPA are reluctant to agree to the request, even though they have successfully just put in place a part payments system. It is understood that the 2005 system, very much a last resort, is considered to be something of a risk as payments are being made on unvalidated claims. If they later prove to be inaccurate, the Government could face disallowance penalties from the European Commission.  

An RPA spokesman said the aim currently was to make full payments. The issue of part payments could not be addressed until all the application forms were in and there was a clearer picture of the situation, he said.  

The stakeholder organisations expressed relief at this week's two major SPS announcements, the waiving of late payments penalties until May 31 and the delivery of payments.  

Mr Kendall said many farmers would have been unable to meet the May 15 deadline because they had been provided with `inaccurate or incomplete information by the RPA'. Nonetheless, he urged farmers to try and meet the May 15 deadline `where humanly possible'.  

He praised Defra and the RPA for getting part payments out, a move he said would ease the pressure on many farms.  

The CLA welcomed both announcements. Its president David Fursdon questioned why penalties had only been waived for two weeks. "There are still over 50,000 claims unvalidated, many with unresolved mapping problems, and some farmers still do not have application forms. I would therefore have expected them to waive penalties for the full 25 days grace period allowed in the regulation until June 9," he said.  

While part payments will be a relief for those affected, further delays for the 31,000 excluded `is just rubbing salt in the wound', given that we are already five months behind other countries.  

Miliband's appointment welcomed across whole of farming industry  

459 words

Publication date: 12 May 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 2

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

IT could have been very different. As he tried to fit deposed and forlorn Home Secretary Charles Clarke somewhere into his Government, Tony Blair offered him the post of Defra Secretary. Mr Clarke turned him down.  

So instead of a politician whose star is very much on the wane, farmers got one of the brightest stars in Government to head up Defra at a time when the industry needs some political fireworks.  

David Miliband, often referred to as the `heir to Blair', will lead the Party one day, many predict. Only 40, he has enjoyed a rapid rise in just four years as an MP, and looks set to bring some much-needed dynamism to the post.  

Encouragingly, while his predecessor Margaret Beckett was rarely seen on a farm or at farming events, Mr Miliband has already displayed a willingness to engage with the industry.  

On Wednesday, he visited an arable farm in Hampshire where the farmer had set up a biomass plant. During the visit he met NFU president Peter Kendall, who was impressed at his willingness to learn about the industry, in particular the way it can offer solutions to problems like climate change.  

"He was open and really keen to engage with the industry. He understands that farming matters and I was delighted when he said he believes farming is important for the country as well as the countryside," Mr Kendall said.A firm ally of the Prime Minister, Mr Miliband was head of the Number 10 Policy Unit during Labour's first term. Known as an intellectual with a passion for policy development rare among his New Labour colleagues, he is ambitious and will be keen to make his mark in the post.  

Commenting on his appointment, he said: "I am very excited to be leading a department whose agenda touches everyone's life - from the local environment in urban and rural areas, from the farm to the consumer, to the future of the planet."  

His appointment has been generally welcomed within the industry. CLA president David Fursdon said his greatest challenge would be getting on top of the problems at the Rural Payments Agency, something Mr Miliband has already expressed a desire to do. "We hope Mr Miliband can quickly build a rapport with farmers," he said.  

Tenant Farmers' Association chairman Reg Haydon also expressed a desire to see `greater engagement' with farming issues from the Defra Secretary as he welcomed him to the post.  

Countryside Alliance chairman Kate Hoey, a former Labour Minister herself, described the appointment as a `breath of fresh air' and `an opportunity for Defra to reconnect with rural communities'. "David is a very brilliant politician," she said.  

By Alistair Driver  

Relief: £730m part payments are delivered  
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- and SPS deadline is put back two weeks  

THIRTY-ONE thousand farmers in England should have received partial payments worth a total of £730million by the end of today.  

To the huge relief of an industry brought to its knees by the Single Payment crisis, the Rural Payments Agency successfully tested the part payments system on Friday.  

Following an initial run of 1,000 payments, another 30,000 were processed and sent out in the first half of this week. All were expected to have reached farmers' bank accounts by the end of the week.  

The part payments are worth about 80 per cent of the full value of claims. The remainder will be paid out once claims have been validated, a process set to drag on until autumn.  

If all has gone according to plan, 85 per cent of the £1.5 billion owed to farmers in England will now have been paid.  

However, 31,000 people, the majority small claimants, have been excluded from the system and are still awaiting payment.  

Nonetheless, the development is a major boost to new Defra Secretary David Miliband, who has replaced Margaret Beckett in Tony Blair's Ministerial reshuffle.  

It was one of two pieces of good news on the Single Payment crisis he was able to deliver in his first parliamentary statement in the role on Tuesday. He also confirmed that farmers have been given two weeks' grace in submitting 2006 SPS applications.  

Technically the deadline remains next Monday, May 15, and farmers are still being urged to get forms in by then. But late claim penalties will not be applied for forms submitted up to May 31.  

Lord Bach, speaking at the Easy Sheep Event in Leicestershire, his last event as Food and Farming Minister, said the move was in recognition of the `real problems' this year with the distribution of forms.  

Until part payments began on Friday 58,000 people had received full payments worth £552m. That left 62,000 to be paid, half of whom have been sent part payments.  

Of the 31,000 excluded from the system, 26,000 have been left out because their claims are worth less than E1,000 (£682) and not considered a priority. These will typically be `pony paddock' claimants with no historic claims.  

But there are a further 5,000 applicants with substantial claims who have been excluded for a variety of reasons, in some cases simply because their claims have been validated and they are near to receiving full payment.  

Others categories include claims requested to be paid in euros, those affected by a change to the business and claims being adjusted. This could be, for example, because of dual claims on a piece of land resulting in one claimant losing the payment, or down to deductions from cross-compliance failures.  

Mr Miliband promised that making full payments to this group of 5,000 farmers would be given the `highest priority' by the agency. Increased priority would also be given to making outstanding payments under the Hill Farm Allowance scheme in recognition of the importance of those payments.  

He apologised to farmers and acknowledged that part payments were far from the end of the story. "I am acutely conscious of the difficulties endured so far, and the magnitude of the challenge that still lies ahead to complete delivery of the 2005 SPS scheme year,'' he said. "The fact that previous estimates of payment timetables were missed, and the problems this has caused for farmers up and down the country, are a matter of deep regret."  

By Alistair Driver  

Relief as SPS part-payments start.  
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The farming industry has expressed relief that £734m worth of partial single farm payments will be in farmers' bank accounts by the end of this week.  

New DEFRA secretary David Miliband started his job on a positive note on Tuesday (9 May), with an announcement that interim payments have started to flow.  

Mr Miliband, who replaced Margaret Beckett as part of last week's Cabinet reshuffle (for more, see p9), said the money had been transferred to producers by the Rural Payments Agency, after a successful test-run of its interim payment system.  

"The money should reach farmers over the coming week," he said. "In total, 85% of the £1.5bn worth of expected payments for the 2005 Single Payment Scheme year will have been distributed."  

Striking a more conciliatory tone than his predecessor, Mr Miliband said it was a "matter of deep regret" that farmers had experienced problems because of the SFP delays.  

"I am acutely conscious of the difficulties endured so far, and the magnitude of the challenge that still lies ahead to complete delivery of the 2005 SPS year," he said.  

The RPA said 31,000 claimants were excluded from the partial payments run, 26,000 because their claim was under <E065>1000 (£680) and 5000 because their cases were "complex". But it said that making full payments to the 5000 would be its highest priority. Increased priority would also be given to making outstanding payments under the Hill Farm Allowance scheme.  

David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said the news was a relief, coming after months of uncertainty. But he added: "Although this is positive news for some, it still leaves 30,000 farmers without their money."  

Peter Kendall, NFU president, said he was really pleased that the part-payment run had gone ahead successfully, as it would ease pressure on the industry. "We will now be encouraging the new ministerial team to implement a part-payment model for the 2006 scheme."  

The RPA has suggested that the partial payments are 80% of the amount claimed, although Farmers Weekly has already been contacted by one Leicestershire farmer who has found his payment is only 69% of his claim.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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Quota broker Ian Potter has moved to the next stage over the challenge to EU rules which prevent milk quota being traded between member states. The Rural Payments Agency has refused to accept registration for quota sold from the UK to Italy and, although the Italian authorities have yet to confirm their decision, they too will have to reflect the present interpretation of quota regulations. This will pave the way for a legal challenge in the European court - a process likely to take at least three years. Mr Potter has stressed that the Italians will make the challenge and that the farmers in the UK who "sold" quota to Italy have been paid in full.  

Leaks lead to claims that Ministers misled farmers  
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MINISTERS have been accused of misleading farmers over the Single Payments crisis after news of two significant developments leaked out last week.  

First, it emerged during a European Parliament hearing that the UK has asked for the June 30 EU deadline for making payments to be extended to October 15.  

Soon afterwards, it came to light that acting Rural Payments Agency chief executive Mark Addison is set to leave his post this month, to be replaced by another interim chief executive. Mr Addison has only been in the post since March.  

Defra made the request to the European Commission to push its payment deadline back on April 12, EU Agriculture Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel told MEPs last week. Yet no mention was made of this in a Parliamentary statement by Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett on April 19 or in a Commons debate the following day.  

Neil Parish, the Conservative Agriculture spokesman in Europe and a member of the committee of MEPs who interviewed Mrs Fischer Boel, accused Mrs Beckett of `manoeuvring behind our backs' to secure the extension. His colleague, Robert Sturdy, said the Government had `misled' farmers over the deadline.  

Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice has written to Mrs Beckett demanding to know why she failed to inform Parliament and the farming industry about the deadline request.  

Mr Paice also expressed dismay at reports of Mr Addison possible departure. Coming 24 hours after news of the deadline request, it was `just one more huge cause of concern for very worried and angry farmers', he said. "How much more bad news has to be leaked out rather than being openly disclosed by Mrs Beckett?" he said.  

News of Mr Addison's planned departure was revealed during last Tuesday's weekly Ministerial stakeholder meeting.  

Representatives of the NFU, Country Land and Business Association and Tenant Farmers Association were told he was due to leave by the end of this month. His replacement, who is set to join in mid-May, will also only be temporary as a new permanent chief executive will be appointed after the Hunter review of the RPA reports later this year.  

The farming representatives were asked to keep the revelation secret so RPA staff could be informed first but the news leaked out from other sources.  

The stakeholder organisations have written jointly to Lord Bach asking him to reconsider so Mr Addison remains in the post at least until the part payments system is up and running.  

The CLA said replacing Mr Addison, who is credited with having introduced some positive measures to speed payments up, after just two months would be `destabilising and highly dangerous'.  

CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell said Mrs Beckett had not been clear about the situation when she announced that Mr Addison had replaced Johnston McNeill in March.  

"They claim that they are telling us everything and sharing with us but they are not. All we are concerned about is getting the money to farmers. The rest is blather and we are sick to the back teeth of blather."  

TFA chief executive George Dunn said losing Mr Addison now would be `tragic', given what he has done so far.  

"It is alarming that things are being done without proper disclosure," he said.  

A Defra spokesman refused to confirm Mr Addison was leaving, saying no decision had been made on when he was leaving or his successor. "It is nothing new. It was always going to be a short-term arrangement."  

By Alistair Driver  

Pay details to be available on website this autumn  
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DETAILS of the Single Farm Payments made to farmers this year will be made available on the Rural Payments Agency website from this autumn. "Once everybody has been paid and the payments have been audited the plan is to put the payment details on the RPA website in the same amount of detail as before with the old CAP schemes, which showed the total amount of payments per recipient," said an RPA spokesman. "We don't give the specific address or postal code details of claimants, but the information is broken down into geographical areas, with the region being listed followed by the claimant's name and the total payment amount."  

He added the RPA had an `ongoing commitment to make the information available to the public' through the Freedom of Information Act 2000, which gave everyone a legal right to be provided, on request, with any recorded information that the RPA held, subject to certain exemptions.  

The Welsh Assembly has also announced that 2005 subsidy payments in Wales will be disclosed by individual business name on the Assembly's website.  

The information is provisional at this stage, as a small number of farmers have yet to receive their complete payment or their claim is still subject to validation checks.  

According to the Assembly, Welsh farmers were advised in 2005 that payment information resulting from their Single Payment Application may be disclosed publicly and had signed their 2005 SPS application to this effect.  

In Scotland there is already a website up and running through the Scottish Executive website, listing all farmers who have already received their payments, which now amounts to roughly 95 per cent of Scottish claimants.  

I thought it would be straightforward. The farm hasn't changed since last year,...  

Isabel Davis  
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I thought it would be straightforward. The farm hasn't changed since last year, after all, and my job means that I have the pleasure (some might say, dubious pleasure) of talking to the Rural Payments Agency almost every day.  

But filling in my dad's SP5 form last weekend made me realise that I'm a long way from understanding the way the agency thinks. Either that, or I'd underestimated its talent for making things as complicated as possible.  

We - that's the crack team of dad and myself - were quietly optimistic when we sat down at the dining room table on Sunday morning. He'd already done the groundwork by digging out a copy of last year's form, the latest guidance notes, a calculator each and a plentiful supply of black pens. We'd even managed to lay our hands on another form-filling essential - chocolate. A big box of Celebrations, to be precise.  

But our optimism and good humour only lasted about 10 minutes. Even though the RPA had decided to treat us to a pre-populated 2006 form, it soon became clear that it wasn't as helpful as we had hoped.  

The fields were listed in a completely different order to 2005, so took us ages to check over. We were particularly perplexed to find one split field - admittedly of five different parcels - spread over four different field data sheets. Had the RPA thrown that one in to add a bit of excitement?  

The next challenge was the crop codes, which seem to get more confusing as the year's go by, even though the RPA claims they have been "simplified".  

Bearing in mind that the biggest crop type for many farmers is cereals, why can't the RPA make it obvious that the code is "OT1", rather than making you work out that they must fall into the "other" category?  

Just as infuriating is the code for fruit, vegetable and potato crops, which turns out to be "FV1", rather than the more obvious "FVP". Who comes up with a code, to represent another code?  

After a frustrating battle with Section E (which was not pre-populated and, therefore, a complete mystery), we finally finished the form at 2pm on Monday.  

In total we spent about 14 hours on it, which is time well spent in terms of the money we will get back, but I can't help feeling it is about 10 hours longer than it would have taken if the guidance booklets had been a little clearer.  

We've still got a few outstanding queries; and then we will have the nervous wait to have our application approved. Maybe the Celebrations should have been saved until the money arrives in the bank...  

With crops establishing well, James Bowditch hopes recent investment will help...  

IAN ASHBRIDGE  
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With crops establishing well, James Bowditch hopes recent investment will help cut input costs and let him make better use of his time. Ian Ashbridge reports  

James Bowditch has finally taken delivery of his 24m Bateman self-propelled sprayer and hopes the hefty £26,000 investment will allow big savings in fertiliser bills and ease some of the demands on his time.  

"In the end, the one I bought was the first one I looked at," he says. "But Bateman has been over it since I first saw it and it's a different machine.  

"I can now go off spraying when conditions are right without having to juggle available tractors around with all the other farm tasks."  

Liquid fertiliser was bought forward at £155/t, saving a little over bagged. But the real benefit from the new sprayer will be in helping cash flows. "With the liquid fertiliser, I buy it in as I need it," he says. "That way I don't have a lot of 600kg bags - a lot of money - sitting in the shed until it's used."  

Rather than sell the old, mounted sprayer, Mr Bowditch has secured game crop management contracts on two big local shoots, and the old machine will still find work taking out docks and thistles on some of the farms' steeply rolling land.  

"We've used a lot more sulphur on the cutting leys and the corn to reduce our nitrogen use - a saving of 20 units per acre," he says. This will shave about £10/ha (£4/acre) in variable costs and up to £1000 of N on the cutting leys.  

Changing up to 24m tramlines to accommodate the new sprayer has meant some other operations have had to be adjusted. "For instance, spinning fertiliser over 24m on our land is quite an art form," he says. "Still conditions are a must and the liquid needs some rain to stop scorching."  

Part of the rationale behind changing sprayers, and part of Mr Bowditch's strategy for the farms, is to reduce all bought-in nitrogen and make better use of existing soil nitrogen. "It's about reducing the numbers of lorries coming in."  

And that means cropping to retain soil fertility. "We'll double-crop over winter with fodder rape or turnips to get some of that nutrition into the ground, and hopefully get some good, cheap spring barley for the bulls.  

"A lot of the leys will get attention this year, and be sprayed off and direct-drilled with stubble turnips. That way the cattle can stay out as long as possible."  

Using fewer inputs reminds Mr Bowditch of how his great grandfather would have farmed. "But today, if it means doing less to make more out of it, then that's what we've got to do. At the end of the day, we're trying to grow enough home-grown cereals and protein crops to produce milk and beef as efficiently as we can."  

Only one of the farms' single payment cheques has arrived so far, and it's the smallest of the three. "That seems to be the trend," he says. "Locally, about 40% of people seem to have got their money, but it's all the smaller payments - mostly those under £30,000.  

"I've asked the question all over the country, but I can't find a farmer who can afford to take their SFP cheque and keep it aside from their business, as we were all told we should."  

Mr Bowditch has decided his best course of action is to tackle next year's SFP paperwork head-on. "On Tuesday I sat down and got through all our 2006-2007 claim forms in one day, as it seemed better to do it in one hit."  

And this year's paperwork has done nothing to inspire confidence in the Rural Payments Agency. "On the pre-populated forms, the fields are in a completely different order to last year. You're constantly flipping between sheets - even split fields are on different ones."  

News of interim payments is welcome. "But when will the balance be paid? This is one of the toughest times of year for cash flow on a mixed farm, when you've got to pay all the bills incurred in the spring," says Mr Bowditch.  

"I hope the day will come when farming isn't reliant on subsidy. But at the moment, I haven't met a farmer who doesn't need it."  

A young farmer who has spent nine years building up his arable farm in Devon may...  

Olivia cooper  
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A young farmer who has spent nine years building up his arable farm in Devon may have to sell up because of a massive shortfall in his single farm payment.  

Ed Johns, who is 36 years old, started farming in his own right in 1993, building up a 12ha (30-acre) smallholding. He later sold the land and bought the 32ha (80-acre) Woodrow Farm, Brampford Speke, Devon, in 1998. But having decided to go to Sparsholt College to do an HND in farm management, followed by a degree in agriculture at Reading University, he let out the land on an FBT tenancy.  

"None of us knew that 2000-2002 would be the reference period at the time. I took the land back in hand in 2002, but I have ended up with no historic payment," he says.  

Mr Johns applied for national reserve entitlements as a new entrant, but found, on his wedding day in February, that his application had been rejected. "It just doesn't seem fair. The government is meant to be supporting new entrants."  

Having received £7800 in IACS payments in 2003, Mr Johns had been expecting about £6000 for the 2005 single payment. Instead, he has received just £570. "I know the farm is small, but I have put a lot into making sure that it is viable. Without the single farm payment over the coming few years I just can't afford to keep farming."  

After contact with Farmers Weekly, the Rural Payments Agency said it had decided to review Mr Johns' case and claimed he had a very good chance of success.  

olivia.cooper@rbi.co.uk  

Single Payment: Senior Defra staff ignored RPA warnings  
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A BREAKDOWN in communication between Defra and the Rural Payments Agency lies at the heart of the current Single Payment Scheme chaos, NFU and TFA officials have told MPs.  

Giving evidence to MPs investigating the RPA, the NFU said senior Defra staff had failed to sufficiently monitor the agency.  

The TFA, highlighting Defra Secretary of State Margaret Beckett's `bloody livid' statement in February 2005 after she learnt that the RPA would not start SPS payments until at least February 2006, also accused Defra of trying to cover up its own failings by blaming the agency.  

TFA officials said: "Defra has been keen to point the finger of blame at the RPA for the major shortcomings in the processing of SPS applications. While the TFA is no apologist for the RPA, it is clear to us that the RPA's warnings about the workload involved in delivering the dynamic hybrid system were ignored by Defra."  

Mrs Beckett and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach's repeated reassurances that payments would be made on time indicated a breakdown in communication between Defra and the RPA, the NFU told MPs.  

Mrs Beckett confirmed as late as March 10 that senior RPA staff were still insisting that 51 per cent of payments would be made by the end of that month.  

In addition, the Secretary of State said the then RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill was still insisting on March 14, that 96 per cent of payments would be made ahead of June 30, 2006. She also said it was not until March 14 that Defra Ministers were informed that only £60m had been paid out.  

"We find it very surprising that senior Defra staff were not aware until then that payment progress had been so dismal," said NFU officials. "If they did not know the true position, we either have to infer that they had simply not asked for the information from their RPA colleagues, or that they had asked but were misinformed by them. "This raises serious questions about communication between the RPA and Defra and whether there are structural deficiencies in the current arrangements and relationships,"  

The NFU told MPs that Mrs Beckett's decision last week to go for part- payments should have been made in September 2005: "It [the SPS] was clearly undeliverable and RPA senior management must have known that or, even worse, been unwilling to see it."  

By Tom Levitt  

Single Payment: Beckett defends her decisions and Lord Bach  
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MARGARET Beckett has defended her decision to introduce the complex dynamic hybrid system in England in the face of further calls for Ministers' heads to roll over the payments crisis.  

The system put in place by Mrs Beckett and former Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty has been held up as one of the key causes of the current crisis.  

While payments were made relatively easily in places like Scotland and Wales where an historic model was used, the sheer complexity of the English model has overwhelmed the Rural Payments Agency.  

The Defra Secretary was asked in the Commons if she and her team would take responsibility for the decision. "Will she now consider her position accordingly?" Liberal Democrat Shadow Defra Secretary Chris Huhne asked.  

"No," was Mrs Beckett's response. She said payments in Scotland and Wales had not been completely problem free.  

Yes, she did take full responsibility for the decision. But in the long- term the dynamic hybrid system `will be seen as having been clearly in the interests of the English farming community', she claimed.  

She said there was `growing unrest' in farming communities where historic payments were in place. Payment figures based on what farmers earned in 2000 to 2002 are `already substantially out of date and that will increase as the years go by', she said.  

Mrs Beckett risked further alienating farmers when she claimed payments were `not late', as the payment window does not close until June 30. Defra anticipates paying all farmers partial or full payments within that timeframe, she said.  

Mrs Beckett was also forced to defend Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach over his role in the crisis, after Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister James Paice again said he should go.  

"I have every confidence in Lord Bach. Had it not been for his assiduous work and continued pressure, we may not even now have had such a clear picture of the scale of difficulties," she said.  

She said she understood the `genuine distress, concern and, in many quarters, anger at these difficulties'.  

"However, that does not justify looking for a scapegoat in the form of an assiduous and hardworking Minister," she said.  

By Alistair Driver  

Single Payment: RPA workers `exploited' while consultants get £2,000  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has been accused of exploiting its workers by its staff's trade union.  

Furthermore, in evidence to MPs investigating the RPA, the Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) said it had warned former chief executive Johnston McNeill about a lack of resources at the agency as early as February 2005.  

The union said as soon as applications for the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) started to come in, it could see problems with staff numbers and work overload at the customer service centre. Mr McNeill was said to have dismissed the concerns.  

Cost-cutting measures in the delivery of the SPS meant that staff were working under the threat of redundancy. The union told MPs that as problems with the SPS continued, the agency became more reliant on temporary workers.  

"We have seen the influx of well over 1,500 casual, fixed-term and agency workers in the RPA," said PCS officer John Coote. "The RPA continues to exploit these workers today. The RPA has some 900 staff temporarily promoted into higher grades, including entire management chains. This has meant that during times of crisis inexperienced managers found themselves in authority."  

The union revealed that the RPA was being `flooded' with consultants costing as much as £2,000 per day.  

It said the new IT system brought in at the start of the SPS had been meant to cut the costs of running the scheme. "It has actually failed both farmers and the staff," said PCS officer Norina O'Hare.  

MPs from the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee (EFRA) are taking evidence from the RPA, farming unions, Defra and other interested parties in their investigation of the RPA. The company behind the RPA's IT system, Accenture, have been given permission to delay their appearance before the committee until a later date.  

Single Payment: Blank SPS forms available via web and drop-in centres  

351 words

Publication date: 28 April 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 5

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

With SP interim payments now agreed, attention is now very much on minimising chaos for the 2006 application process. Meanwhile, Ministers are facing more questions over their handling of the crisis.  

ALISTAIR DRIVER and TOM LEVITT report.  

THE Rural Payments Agency has made blank 2006 application forms and continuation sheets available on its website, a move it always said would be the `last resort'.  

The forms will be available on the internet and also from the RPA's drop in centres from today. The agency was forced to take these steps after concerns were raised by industry representatives over the number of applicants who have not received pre-populated application forms. In many cases the forms contain insufficient space to make full applications but farmers have been unable to obtain continuation field sheets from the RPA. The RPA was due to send the last of the pre- populated forms to affected applicants today. But the concern was that many farmers will not receive them, or at least in time to get applications in for the May 15 deadline.  

In response, the NFU actually drafted its own computer generated field sheet for its members to use, which it claimed was compatible with the RPA's requirements.  

However, the RPA was unhappy with this as it said the NFU's forms would slow the process down: "It would still have to be inputted manually rather than scanned."  

The agency said its blank forms were `not as ideal' as the pre- populated forms as these had individual barcodes relating directly to the customer, which speeded the process up. However, they are better than the NFU's unofficial version which are without barcodes and have boxes that do not align correctly, which prevents scanning.  

In light of the agency's concerns, the NFU agreed to hold back on releasing its forms, at least until the benefits of the RPA's move had been assessed.  

For details of your local RPA drop-in centre call the RPA Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777.  

RPA staff blow whistle on £2000-a-day consultants.  

Mike Abram  
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The union representing staff at the Rural Payments Agency has told MPs that parts of the organisation have been "flooded with consultants", some costing as much as £2000 a day.  

The Public & Commercial Services Union provided damning evidence about the state of the RPA when they appeared before the environment, food and rural affairs select committee on Monday (24 April).  

PCS officials said it was not unusual for a contractor or consultant to occupy a civil servant post and some of the consultants had been there for well over five years.  

At the other end of the scale, they said there were significant numbers of low-paid agency workers, who were paid the minimum wage to work unsociable hours.  

Glenn Ford, PCS DEFRA group vice-president, told the committee that staff were concerned as early as February 2005 that the government's payments targets would not be met.  

"When we raised the issue, we got assurances that everything was fine. We were told that our members weren't seeing the whole picture," he said.  

An RPA spokesman added that "it was not the case" that RPA staff had known that payments targets would not be met.  

The agency did employ 142 consultants, but only one of these was on the £2000-a-day rate and the others were on "considerably less". Temporary staff were used by the RPA to give it flexibility.  

RPA gives in over blank forms and data sheets.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has bowed to industry pressure and agreed that blank SP5 application forms and field data sheets can be collected from RPA drop-in centres or downloaded from its website from today (Friday, 28 April).  

The agency was forced to make the announcement after the NFU threatened to publish its own bespoke version of a field data sheet.  

An RPA spokesman said the agency would still prefer farmers to use a pre-populated form, because they have an individual barcode.  

The agency was automatically sending out pre-populated forms to those farmers who had originally received blank ones in error, he said. If they were still without one by the end of the month, producers should get in touch with the Customer Service Centre or fill in a blank form.  

The RPA's blank forms were not "ideal", said the spokesman. But they were preferable to unofficial versions, such as the NFU's, because these would not be compatible with the RPA's scanner, which would slow down processing.  

Kate Russell of consultants WebbPaton in Wiltshire said farmers tackling a pre-populated form should be aware that the fields were not printed in the same order as in 2005.  

"There appears to be no logic to the order they have been printed in, so when cross-checking against last year's forms, you are all over the place," she said.  

David Winnard of Laurence Gould's West Sussex office said section E was also tripping up people without pre-populated information.  

"Claimants should enter the information from their entitlements statement if this appears to be correct. They should also ensure that the boxes in column E6 (activation of the entitlements) are completed."  

Mr Winnard warned that the ID numbers on the entitlements statement had seven digits while those on the SP5 form have eight. But the RPA has said it can process an application with either of the numbers.  

The deadline for applications remains 15 May, 2006.  

Mystery of the missing hill allowance millions.  

Jeremy Hunt  

397 words

Publication date: 28 April 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 6

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

Hill and upland farmers face a wall of secrecy over the delay in this year's payment of the Hill Farming Allowance, which appears to have become locked into the Single Payment Scheme fiasco.  

It now looks likely that some payments will not be made until June or even later - and yet no official explanation has been given to hill farmers facing desperate cash flow problems.  

The HFA payment, which was expected from late March onwards, has been made to some farmers and, of those contacted by Farmers Weekly, all had also received their SPS cheque.  

Although there is no official explanation, it is believed that invalidated SPS claims relating to farms where an HFA payment is due to be made, are acting as a block on the payment.  

Despite the problems within the Rural Payments Agency, it is understood that the RPA has made a request to the minister, Lord Bach, this week asking that all SPS claims containing an HFA element should be prioritised.  

Cumbria farmer Will Cockbain, national NFU hill farming spokesman, said he was deeply concerned about the delay in the HFA payment.  

"Hill farming is going through an incredibly difficult time. Many farmers have had feed and fertiliser bills delayed in the hope that by now they would have had the cash to pay them.  

"But the delays in the SPS and now the HFA means there's still no cash in the bank. The late spring and the lack of grass has put hill farms under further pressure as extra feed has had to be purchased for stock."  

It is understood that the RPA expected to pay another third of the outstanding HFA cheques before June and the rest sometime after - although exactly when has not been confirmed.  

Although, Mr Cockbain believes that if there is partial payment of 80% of SPS claims it should trigger 100% of HFA payments.  

Dartmoor hill farmer Layland Branfield reckoned almost £3m was outstanding in HFA payments to 150 farmers on the moor.  

"I haven't had my SPS or HFA cheques. We've had a very late spring and that's put a lot of hill farmers under tremendous pressure through having to buy-in extra feed when they have no money to pay for it."  

jh@jeremyhuntassociates.com  

Tell them they're all for the chop  

Mike Stones  
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Tell them they're all for the chop  

<E051> The French government has backed down on its proposed youth employment scheme under pressure from the unions and street protests.  

In view of the continuing Rural Payments Agency chaos, perhaps British agriculture should note this and organise a drive-through of tumbrels down Whitehall to concentrate the minds of our leaders.  

Bruce Wilkinson  

Netherdyke, Glapthorn, Peterborough  

Make DEFRA pay interest charge  

<E051> Support payments to many farmers are arriving late, by anything up to five months, even at this stage. Most farmers are having to borrow from their banks and will be paying interest at 1.5-2% over bank rate.  

So why not require DEFRA to pay interest at 2% over bank rate on all farm payments from 1 January, 2006, to the date of payment? There must be a legal case for an interest charge of this nature because the hardship caused to the industry is of DEFRA's own making.  

If there is any way in which we can bring an action against DEFRA for compensation, let me know.  

K Hugh Jefferson.  

E J Farms, Hall End Farm, Kynaston, Ledbury, Hereford and Worcester  

Stress worse than foot-and-mouth  

<E051> Farmers are being sent next year's support payment forms with a letter saying that they are pre-populated when they are not. The form is not big enough to enter all their fields. When farmers ring to request extra field data sheets, they are told it will be three weeks. Given that the deadline is 15 May and I haven't received my forms yet, what chance do I have to get them in on time?  

I am finding the whole process more stressful than the foot-and-mouth crisis. I have been as high as the House of Lords to try to find answers as to why I have not been paid, but to no avail. One of the Lords said in Hansard that this government does not care about the rural economy, and I tend to agree.  

If I do not get paid in full by the end of June, I will start a group action against the RPA for non-payment. Farmers are absolutely desperate and I don't know how much more of this we can take.  

Andrew Brown  

TWBFARMS@aol.com  

Three steps to force their hand  

<E051> I read with rising anger about the failure to make the single farm payment we were promised by February. After all this nonsense and incompetence, farmers can take the following courses of action:  

<E051> Campaign to stop payment of MPs' salaries for the same period as the SFP is delayed. Most MPs cannot live for more than a month without their monthly salary.  

<E051> Start legal action against the government for breach of contract. The grounds could be that it promised to make the SFP by February and has not done so. As a consequence, the petitioning farmers have lost income, and also have had to pay interest to the bank on their overdrafts, which would not have been payable had the SFP been paid as promised. The government should pay that interest, not the farmer. And farmers have had to deal with putting off their creditors, all through no fault of their own.  

If someone is prepared to stand up and be counted and take the government to court, I am sure it will be surprising how quickly the government may pay up.  

<E051> Start a campaign to remove those MPs in farming communities from their seats at the next election. It is amazing how an MP will react if he or she is likely to lose the seat at the next election.  

Robert Johnson.  

wpgdlandrace@onetel.com  

Beckett's disdain for community  

<E051> On Saturday, 25 March, Lady Day, Lady Beckett (as she should be known after the next government reshuffle) decided to join John Humphrys on the Today radio programme, as a follow-up to her yah-boo letter to David Cameron over political party funding.  

Ministers with large departments are entitled to take time off for a bit of political knockabout - but surely not when their own departments are in crisis. Mrs Beckett obviously doesn't feel that the single farm payment fiasco is a crisis. If she cannot keep her eye on the ball and treat the matter with urgency, then surely her officials will act in the same way.  

Rather than touring the radio studios and writing letters to score party political points, she should be sitting at her desk at DEFRA demanding urgency until the payments are made. I'm afraid that her relaxed attitude is a sign of her disdain for the farming community.  

Malcolm Read  

Broadmead Farm, West Grimstead, Salisbury, Wiltshire  

Total failure to meet obligations  

<E051> The overdue single farm payment continues to cause all sectors of the industry grave problems.  

There has been an unprecedented failure of government departments to meet secretary of state Margaret Beckett's own obligations to her promised payment date.  

Meanwhile, farmers continue to increase their bank borrowings, agri-trade businesses extend credit payment dates for another month, and rural businesses take another hit. In some cases farm businesses have not received a subsidy payment in more than 15 months. By the time it does finally arrive, will the business still exist?  

The WFU requests the secretary of state to ensure the Rural Payment Agency pays due interest on the monies outstanding as from 1 March, 2006, and bank charges incurred on extending loans.  

Where farms have been unable to make full application into the ELS and OELS schemes due to the inability of DEFRA to furnish correct maps, we further ask the government to permit dating of such application to the normal expected entry-level date. And the first payment of all such schemes should be made no later that 1 September, 2006.  

Sue Archer  

Women's Farming Union national secretary  

wfusecretary@btconnect.com  

BNP only party to back family farms  

<E051> Brian Hewlett wrote what many farmers are thinking in his letter "We're not all the president's men!" (10 March).  

There is nothing unusual in the fact that David Handley polled 70% of the votes in the Farmers Weekly Interactive poll and then received just two votes from the 80 NFU council members in the election for president. Democracy is a joke.  

Mr Handley has certainly highlighted the role of politicians and supermarkets, but I do not think the latter are entirely to blame for the low ex-farm commodity prices.  

Over-production is the main reason. With large RPA payments, farmers have been keen to take on more land, claiming to spread labour and machinery expenditure and to achieve low production costs per tonne. Witness the large number of genuine agricultural contractors who have been selling up in the past year or two. These businesses and smaller family farms are the ones that have suffered the most under ICAS and SFP calamities.  

Large-scale farmers have been, and will remain, in the pockets of the Conservative Party. The only political party standing up and fighting for family farms is the British National Party.  

R T Goddard  

Thetford, Norfolk  

An odd argument for wind power  

<E051> One of the strangest arguments put forward by proponents of wind-driven electrical energy in the UK is the claimed significant saving in carbon emissions.  

How can this be, when wind generators, for a guaranteed continuance of supply, require 100% back-up by fossil-fuelled power stations? Their vacuous argument is put into even more perspective when the industrialisation of China and India is added to the equation.  

Imagine what that will do for global CO2 emissions, bearing in mind that the UK contributes to less than 2% of global carbon emissions? Perhaps these people should be asking what role China played at the Kyoto conference?  

Dave Haskell  

Golygfa Frenni Fawr, Newchapel Road, Boncath, Pembrokeshire  

Objections force ministers to rethink tallow ban  
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DEFRA is understood to be reconsidering a ban on burning tallow, due to come in force from April 24.  

Government departments in Scotland and Wales are rumoured to have been opposed to the regulations and, along with industry bodies, have been pushing for Defra to postpone the ban at the very least until the results of an EU study into the use of tallow have been completed later this year.  

Up until this week, Defra had been refusing to hold off the ban despite admitting this week that it would reconsider the ban if the EU study reclassifies tallow as a fuel rather than a waste product.  

Processors and renderers have already admitted that farmers will face extra costs if Defra rejects calls to delay the ban on burning tallow.  

Renderers have been told by the Rural Payments Agency that anyone who continues to burn tallow from Monday will lose their Government contracts for fallen stock.  

Switching to fossil fuels is expected to cost the industry upwards of £40 million and farmers will inevitably bear the brunt of the extra costs.  

National Fallen Stock Company chairman Michael Seals said some renderers disposing of fallen stock had already put their prices up. "This is a very expensive piece of regulation for the industry. The Government expects costs to be met by the consumer but invariably costs at the retail end do not go up," said Mr Stocks.  

NFU Cymru said the ban would see renderers' charges go up by £50 per tonne to £120-£135 per tonne as they moved from tallow to fuel oil for heating.  

Meat processors ABP said the decision was an `outrage' that would cost the industry £10 per animal.  

A spokesman said: "We would remind Mrs Beckett that this is 3.3p per kg which is not being faced by the Irish, French or our other European competitors. And at a time when we are expected to re-open the export market."  

Three ABP plants previously burning tallow have been forced to switch to oil at a cost of more than £200,000.  

"At a time when we are all been urged to be more competitive this decision is a kick in the teeth," said the spokesman.  

The NFU said it was never the intention of the regulations to stop the re-use of tallow in rendering plants or to push the rendering industry back to using fossil fuels.  

"Tallow use is carbon neutral and fewer emissions are released than with the use of fossil fuels," said NFU waste spokeswoman Diane Mitchell.  

By Tom Levitt  

RPA assures farmers about 2006 penalties  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has assured farmers they will not be penalised for errors on 2006 application forms that are a result of its actions.  

With the May 15 deadline just over three weeks away, there is growing concern over the application process, which has been hit by the problems over 2005 payments.  

Delays in validating 2005 payments mean many farmers do not have the necessary information to make accurate claims for the 2006 year.  

The RPA had promised that 2006 forms would come `pre-populated' with the relevant information but this has not happened in many cases, creating added difficulties in making applications.  

In a letter to stakeholder organisations this week, the RPA said: "We recognise that delays caused by processing of 2005 SPS claims may lead to inaccurate SPS claims being filed in 2006.  

"To the extent that any such inaccuracies are a direct result of our actions, we will ensure that any affected 2006 SPS claims will not be prejudiced."  

The RPA said it was investigating why a number of producers had 2006 applications with field data and entitlements missing. It will be writing to all claimants who have been affected to apologise about the missing data, and to advise them that they can either: complete the form manually. The RPA will be sending out continuation field data sheets, or, they can choose to wait for a pre-populated form, although this could take up to 2 weeks to be sent to them.  

The RPA is reminding farmers that SP5 forms must be received by May 15 to avoid possible late penalties that increase by 1 per cent each day after the deadline. Forms that arrive after June 9 can be rejected.  

Defra and RPA officials are in talks with the European Commission about the possibility of pushing back the date from when the penalties apply. This would give relief in particular to applicants whose 2005 claims are not validated.  

The industry is hoping for an announcement soon but on Wednesday the RPA was saying there had been no movement on this.  

NFU president Peter Kendall, whose own 2006 application is affected by the problems, said the RPA's pledge that farmers will not be penalised for errors caused by it was `the very least it can do'.  

He is pressing for more formal guarantees regarding penalties. But he insisted that, unless they hear otherwise, farmers must aim to get forms in by May 15. If the information is incorrect it will be put right at a later date without affecting the claim, if the RPA is true to its word, he said.  

* Some farmers have contacted Farmers Guardian to say they have not received their 2006 forms. The RPA is advising them contact the Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777 to request a form.  

By Alistair Driver  

Beckett gives green light to part payments  
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Money to be made available within `weeks'  

DEFRA Secretary Margaret Beckett has authorised a system of partial Single Payments that will be deployed `as soon as operationally possible'.  

No timescale has been announced but the aim is to begin making part payments of around 80 per cent of the total value of claims within `weeks'. The Rural Payments Agency is still developing a part payment system and it will not be deployed until the agency is confident it is robust and will get payments out quickly.  

Part payments will be made on claims that are still unvalidated, while full payments will continue in parallel on claims that have been validated.  

The Government has been resisting calls for interim payments since last January and Wednesday's announcement of what has always been seen as a `last resort' appears to reflect just how far behind schedule the RPA has fallen.  

Defra is hoping part payments will ensure all farmers in England receive at least some of their payment by the June 30 EU deadline.  

In a Parliamentary statement on Wednesday, Mrs Beckett said: "The acting (RPA) chief executive [Mark Addison] has now told me he does not feel confident that he can say with complete assurance that the RPA will be able to make all of the full payments by the end of June. "Given that advice, I have authorised that work on a system to make substantial partial payments to the remaining claimants should now be given priority and I further decided that the system should be deployed as soon as it is operationally possible to do so.  

"The RPA will in the meantime continue to make full payments when claims have been fully validated, with historic claimants having priority."  

The announcement has been warmly welcomed by industry leaders, although it is accepted that there will be knock-on effects. It means farmers who receive part payments will have to wait longer for full payments as payments will not be topped up until validation is complete. With extra resources going into 2005 partial payments, there it will also affect 2006 payments.  

In a briefing to RPA staff, Mr Addison said: "Making partial payments is now our number one priority."  

However, he admitted that committing to partial payments was not a step the RPA had taken lightly. "I appreciate that we have not given the recent changes much chance to make an impact, but when we looked at the distance we have to travel, the rate of improvement we would need to demonstrate over the next few weeks was just too great," he said. "Ministers and the RPA team recognise there are risks associated with this decision and that there will be an effect on 2006 processing, and we are seeking to minimise this."  

In a joint statement the NFU, Tenant Farmers Association, and the Country land and Business Association said they were `pleased' at the announcement.  

"We are encouraged that the Government has listened to the industry's concerns and has responded positively to their requests. The key issue will now be how quickly SPS money reaches claimants," they said.  

Louis Fell, of consultants George F. White, said the decision would help ease the huge financial strain many farmers, which is also affecting supply industries as farmers cut down or stop buying inputs.  

The Liberal Democrats said the announcement was a humiliating climb down for Mrs Beckett, who is under pressure to resign over the fiasco. "The fact that they now admit that they could have made interim payments all along is even more embarrassing for the Government," said St Ives MP Andrew George, who as agriculture spokesman called for interim payments in January 2005.  

By Tuesday, April 18, 47,033 claims representing 39 per cent of applicants had been paid £363.23 million, 23 per cent of the total. There was hardly any progress over the previous week as the RPA system was switched off for a week over Easter to be upgraded for the 2006 scheme. It is now fully operational.  

Mrs Beckett said the figures represented `useful progress' and showed measures put in place by Mr Addison over the past month `have begun to bear fruit'.  

By Alistair Driver  

Livestock sector to appeal against tallow fuel ban.  

Isabel Davies  
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The livestock industry is appealing against a decision to stop renderers using tallow as a fuel because they fear it will hit farmgate beef prices and push up fallen stock collection costs by 15-30%.  

Renderers have been told by the Rural Payments Agency that their contracts for the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme will be withdrawn if they continue to use tallow as a fuel in their plants after 24 April.  

The RPA says the Waste Incineration Directive, introduced on 28 December, 2005, classifies tallow as a waste rather than a product - despite tallow being used as fuel in many plants for some years.  

The UK Rendering Association said renderers had reluctantly decided they had no choice but to cease using tallow as a fuel even though it will lead to added costs of £30-50m/yr for the industry.  

In a letter sent to DEFRA it pointed out that these were costs renderers will have to pass back to the meat and livestock businesses they serve even though "there are serious doubts as to their ability to meet them".  

It also said that there would be enormous environmental consequences because tallow is a carbon neutral renewable biofuel. UKRA has estimated that if all tallow used as a fuel in 2005 had been replaced by fossil fuels it would mean 0.75m tonnes of CO2 emissions.  

A spokesman said: "The UKRA has invested heavily in legal advice over almost three years, in a bid to find a way through with DEFRA. We will continue to fight, but have no choice but to comply.  

"This has put us in a corner. Other member states have found a way round this, for example, the Irish determined that in this case WID regulations did not apply."  

<E051> For details of what the tallow ban will mean see Business p25.  

Plea for flexibility over SFP claims.  

Isabel Davies  

501 words

Publication date: 21 April 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 6

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

Farm leaders and consultants have said they are becoming increasingly anxious about 2006 single farm payment applications and said the government must give producers more flexibility.  

The industry is concerned because the application deadline of 15 May is fast approaching, yet they understand about 20,000 claimants are still to receive their SP5 form.  

They have also pointed out that many producers have been sent forms without pre-populated information and the Rural Payments Agency has said it could take two weeks to send out a replacement pre-populated form.  

Other farmers are confused about how to fill in their forms because they still have unvalidated entitlements.  

The RPA has stated that it will not penalise farmers if they  

make a mistake on their 2006 single farm payment application form because of incorrect information supplied to them by the agency.  

In a letter to industry stakeholders, acting chief executive of the RPA, Mark Addison, said: "We recognise that delays caused in the processing of 2005 Single Payment Scheme claims may lead to inaccurate SPS claims being filed in 2006.  

"To the extent that any such inaccuracies are a direct result of our actions, we will ensure that any affected 2006 SPS claims will not be prejudiced."  

The agency has also published guidance notes to help producers fill in this year's SP5, but at the moment these are only available on its website.  

The notes cover some Frequently Asked Questions put by farmers and the agency has also put forward a sample of the 2006 application form with annotated guidance on how to complete specific boxes.  

The questions covered in the FA- document include what farmers should do if they think they have errors in their entitlement statements.  

It suggests producers who think they have the correct number of entitlements, but feel the value of them is wrong, should complete the SP5 using the information pre-populated on it, but also write to the Customer Service Centre explaining their concerns.  

For farmers with other errors, it says: "If you think that you have not been allocated the correct number and/or type of entitlements, it is essential that you complete the field data sheet(s) for your holding, entering sufficient area in column C10 of the field data sheet(s) to activate the maximum number of each type of entitlements that you expect to be finally allocated and wish to claim payment on for 2006. Please attach a letter to your SP5 form, explaining what you have done and why. We will then investigate your allocation and make any adjustments, if necessary.  

"In these circumstances there will be no penalty for entering more land into column C10 than you need to activate your entitlements for payment (provided that this figure does not exceed the total area for the land parcel)."  

For more answers from the RPA go to  www.rpa.gov.uk 

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

No penalty explanation.  
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Farmers are angry that they are having penalties applied to  

their 2005 single farm payments, but they are being given little explanation as to why they are being fined.  

A consultant from Oxfordshire has contacted Farmers Weekly to say that one of her clients has had a penalty of about £10,000, but the Rural Payments Agency has not given an explanation.  

"He did receive a cheque, but for less than he was expecting and the penalty notice arrived a week later," she said.  

"There is no reason for him to be penalised, so we have written to the Customer Service Centre and are awaiting a reply."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said it was another RPA communications problem.  

The payment statement carried details of any cuts, but it was difficult to decipher what the penalty referred to, he said.  

An example of what a farmer might find on the payment statement was "Penalty on irregularity for base SPS crop group (irregularity between 3% and 20% for the crop group)", which meant little to a farmer without a covering letter, he said.  

Let's have more 'can do' attitude  

Mike Stones  
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Let's have more 'can do' attitude  

<E051> Innovation, drive and enthusiasm in agriculture and horticulture are alive in the south east of England. An alliance of 12 organisations, The Farming and Rural Issues Group - representing agriculture, horticulture, forestry and allied industries - has over recent years sought to present a consistent lobby for all things rural within the new regional policy agenda. All too often we in the land-based sector are overlooked or taken for granted.  

FRIG has been instrumental in delivering one of the principle strands of the south east region, part of the Sustainable Food and Farming strategy that Sir Don Curry still chairs. The South East of England Development Agency (SEEDA) has funded this component providing for a whole series of rural sector champions.  

The champions are farmers with visionary ideas willing and able to spread best practice. The funding enables them to take paid time away from their businesses to develop, research and expand their ideas.  

Early in April we heard their interim reports on subjects as diverse as milk in schools, apple and pear supply chains, welfare friendly veal production, on farm alternative energy sources and the provenance of hardy ornamental nursery stock. The presentations shared common themes of originality, collaboration, local provenance, reconnecting with the consumer (especially children) and a general "can do" attitude.  

Conference chairman and farmer Poul Christiansen, now second in command at Natural England and SEEDA board member, summed things up by saying the day was a cause to celebrate the best of our industry.  

We may be beleaguered, but if the first thoughts of every farmer are "who can I work with and how can I add value to my product", then many of us do have a future.  

J C Whitby  

johnwhitby@btinternet.com  

RPA's reply 13 months too late  

<E051> Recently I received a letter dated 3 April, 2006, from the Rural Payments Agency, in reply to a letter I was asked to write to the agency dated 2 March 2005. It took 13 months to reply, instead of its standard 14 working days.  

So what hope for my Single Farm Payment, April 2007? What a shower, led by an incompetent minister. High time for a total clean out. If I am late with my tax return, then it is an automatic £100 fine. What is sauce for the goose is also sauce for the gander.  

Michael Allfrey  

Wild Goose Hill, Storridge, Malvern, Worcestershire  

Little sympathy from my bank  

<E051> With reference to the article "SFP rescue could take until July" (News, 24 March), I sincerely hope Lord Bach had more success with his meeting of bank officials than I did recently.  

I spoke to my manager at  

Barclays Bank to inform him that due to the delayed payments of SFP I would not be able to make  

this month's bank charges of about £300. Therefore, I would go over my current limit. My manager then asked what my forward plan was, as he was  

unable to help. I replied that I hoped my SFP would arrive soon.  

Then I was strongly advised to contact Tesco "who are doing good cheap deals on personal loans at the moment". I telephoned its loan department and explained about SFP, but they had no idea what I was talking about and said Tesco  

could not help me.  

If was left wondering if the banks are getting Club Card points  

instead of commission, as "every little bit helps"!  

Name and address supplied  

I'd rather have a better calf price  

<E051> I have just read Oliver Walston's Talking Point (31 March). Not that many years ago he was making a fortune from the old subsidy system. So good in fact he made a television programme about it. What has he done with all the money? Too many holiday homes abroad, perhaps?  

I would rather have a decent price for the suckled calves I produce and not have to deal with the likes of DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency ever again.  

SFP and ELS are just another way of subsidising supermarkets and the milk processors to ensure large profits for their shareholders and more than generous donations to political parties, on the back of our hard work.  

There is no other business in the country that is being so undermined by a never-ending supply of inept and incompetent government ministers.  

Most other businesses can also raise the price of their produce in line with increasing costs.  

I am sure if Mrs Beckett was employed as managing director of any kind of business she would have been sacked months ago.  

Carol Barnard  

Larkrise Farm, Compton Martin, Nr Bristol  

Walston's choice of words no help  

<E051> Paper means money (Talking Point, 31 March). Was Oliver Walston referring to his income from being a controversial commentator on our industry, or on our reluctance to fill in shedloads of paperwork to obtain cash to which we are legally entitled?  

At a time when most farmers are looking not only for financial but in some cases moral support, his choice of words were not helpful.  

Unfortunately, using phrases such as "getting a shedload of cash from the taxpayer" only helps to alienate us from our customers and damage a relationship which many farmers have successfully improved over recent years.  

Also someone who has been fortunate enough to have farmed a large arable acreage over the past 40 years should not be "teetering on the edge," despite the lack of the single farm payment; imagine what it's like for a tenant or someone who had to buy their farm.  

Those who can possibly influence our political masters gain nothing by antagonising the people they are trying to help.  

You can call me a whinger if you like Mr Walston, but please don't generalise as the majority of our farmers are world class.  

R Foxwell  

Chippenham, Wilts  

TB compensation is deeply unfair  

<E051> I have been looking at the  

DEFRA TB compensation table for this month and wonder how the figures were calculated. They do not reflect the prices at recent sales.  

The grossly unfair nature of the new system in England means a pedigree dairy breeder with a 12-year-old Shorthorn cow milking on three-quarters, lame and not in calf will be compensated the same amount - £952 - as a breeder with a VG-89 second half Holstein cow, fit for the show season. Is this fair or desirable?  

We are advised by DEFRA that the system had to be reviewed, in the interests of the taxpayer. Some farmers pay tax I am told, but their interests have been ignored. State theft has been legalised and while we accept certain changes to the valuer system were needed, to reduce every value down to average or below is wrong.  

At the recent Ridgefield sale cow prices ranged from 300gns to 20,000gns and at a commercial herd sale in Sussex this week, values for cows were from 200 to 1200gns. This is the nature of dairy cattle sales and averages can be misleading. Surely compulsory purchase by the state must be paid for at market value, as is the case with land or buildings?  

This firm urges all concerned, the NFU, the press and farmers to push for a rethink on this unfair system. Or we will preside over the disappearance of the pedigree breeders' art in certain parts of the country.  

Tom Brooksbank  

Auctioneers Norton & Brooksbank, Trull, Tetbury, Gloucestershire  

Adverts should be aimed at young  

<E051> While browsing through my wife's Heat magazine, I came across, among coverage of Jordan's latest enlargement, an advertisement for New Zealand lamb. Not just a picture of the usual joint that we are all used to seeing, but an innovative idea of downloading a recipe and step-by-step ingredient and preparation instructions on a free video. You could watch it on the iPod video being given away.  

I'm not saying I don't like the Beefy and Lamby adverts, but perhaps we should look to make our products cool to the younger population. How many people under 30 who don't like cricket have heard of Allan Lamb? But my wife knows who Freddie Flintoff is.  

Richard Lambert  

Braidley Manor, Leyburn, North Yorks  

Lord Bach praises agency front-line staff  
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FOOD and Farming Minister Lord Bach visited Rural Payments Agency staff in Reading on Tuesday to personally thank the front-line people responsible for implementing new measures to speed up Single Payment Scheme payments. He also met acting chief executive Mark Addison and his senior management team.  

Lord Bach said: "I am very aware of the way RPA staff have been working flat out to make payments to farmers and have been working overtime for months now to maximise the availability of the computer systems vital for the SPS implementation.  

"It is a complex process and introducing these big CAP reform changes has been challenging for everyone. RPA staff have shown tremendous dedication and commitment throughout this period and continue to do so. "It is important they know that in these demanding times they continue to have the full support and gratitude of Ministers and the farming industry."  

OPINION: Will she? Won't she?  
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The NFU's calls for Margaret Beckett to resign if the June 30 payment deadline is not met - now a racing certainty - raise three important questions.  

Is the NFU right to call for her to go?  

Should she resign?  

Will she resign?  

The NFU leadership was in a difficult position. They have to negotiate with Ministers almost on a regular basis over issues ranging from TB and badgers, to modulation and Nitrate Vulnerable Zones.  

In a passionate debate at an NFU Council meeting, some suggested that calling for Ministerial heads will not get the money farmers need but will make future negotiations on a range of issues a whole lot tougher. And she won't go anyway.  

However, the counter argument that won the day was that it was the overwhelming will of the grassroots membership. Farmers are angry - many are desperate - they blame the Government and they want their feelings known. So in the end the ruling body - guided by Peter Kendall in what one delegate described as the first true test of his leadership - did its duty in endorsing the will of its members.  

Should she go? The Single Payment crisis started the day Mrs Beckett gave the green light to a mind-numbingly complex Single Payment system in England despite repeated warnings of the consequences. She then echoed repeated Rural Payments Agency assurances that payments would be completed by the end of March, reflecting an astonishing lack of scrutiny by her department over what the agency was up to.  

This is a crisis in which Government incompetence has created a situation that is having profound and deeply distressing consequences for thousands of families connected to farming. Worse, there are still no answers as to how the crisis will be resolved.  

So, if the buck really does stop at the top then, yes, she should go.  

Mrs Beckett has also recently attracted unwanted attention over her housing expense claims and use of the `Queen's Flight' at a cost of over £100,000 to the taxpayer.  

But will she go? Probably not. It takes a more than the farming community to unseat a Minister as respected within her party as the Derby South MP, a former deputy party leader.  

So unless big public sums of money are lost after June 30, rousing the media and Opposition MPs, she is probably safe. But, as they say, `if you don't ask, you don't get'.  

* Commercial contact * letters  

NFU to demand Beckett's head  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE NFU will demand Margaret Beckett's resignation if, as now seems certain, the Government fails to meet the June 30 EU deadline for completing Single Payments.  

The call has been backed by the Tenant Farmers' Association and Opposition MPs.  

Progress in making payments continues to be slow, a situation not helped by the fact that Rural Payments Agency computers dealing with applications are now closed for a week for maintenance to prepare for the 2006 scheme. No applications will be processed between Tuesday, April 11, and Tuesday April 18, although only two working days will be lost due to the Easter break.  

By Tuesday evening 46,389 claims representing 38 per cent of applicants had been paid a total of £357.76 million - about 23 per cent of the £1.6 billion owed. But little progress has been made on validating payments and NFU president Peter Kendall said payments would not be completed until November under current progress.  

The Government faces paying out millions of pounds if the June 30 deadline is breached and with this uppermost in its mind, the RPA is now seriously considering making part payments. RPA acting chief executive Mark Addison told an NFU council meeting on Tuesday that he `cannot be as confident as we would like that we can complete the process of making full payments by the end of June'. He admitted that `large sums of public money are at stake'.  

"As a result we are preparing, if we need it, some kind of partial payment system," he said.  

This brand new system will take weeks to develop, however. The decision to make part payments will be based on how successful moves to speed up the process have been and whether the RPA can be confident the partial payment system can work.  

Industry leaders insist they want the RPA to push for partial payments as soon as possible rather than leave it until the last minute as a `last resort' just before the June 30 deadline.  

The NFU's call for Mrs Beckett's resignation if the deadline was not met, and a parallel request for a public inquiry into the `disaster', followed a debate among council at which the growing financial and emotional cost of the crisis was repeatedly stressed.  

Mr Kendall said afterwards the debate reflected the `anger and frustration, verging in some cases on desperation' that farmers had been expressing. Explaining why the NFU had taken what for it was an unusual step, and a risky one given the amount of negotiating it did with Ministers, he said: "Council felt that it was Margaret Beckett's decision to opt for the hugely complex model of single payment that applies in England and it was Mrs Beckett that accepted the assurances of her officials at the RPA that they would be made on time. So it is she who has the responsibility for sorting out this appalling mess."  

TFA chief executive George Dunn said he agreed that Mrs Beckett should `consider her position' if the June 30 deadline was not met.  

Liberal Democrat Shadow Defra Secretary Chris Huhne said `the blame must be laid fairly and squarely with Ministers' and that `the buck must stop with Mrs Beckett'.  

A Defra spokesman said: "Defra Ministers have repeatedly said they regret that farmers are still awaiting payment and understand their frustration. However, this gesture will not progress payments to farmers." * The RPA is set to advise Ministers by the end of this week on what can be done to ease the situation for farmers who cannot make accurate 2006 claims because 2005 payments have not been validated. * See page 10 for SP update.  

RPA looks at interim payments - but there's still no guarantee.  

Isabel Davies  
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The acting chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, has claimed that the agency is not in a position to be able to pay interim single farm payments immediately.  

Speaking at a tense NFU Council meeting on Tuesday (11 April), Mr Addison confirmed that the agency was designing a partial payments option that it "may" deploy.  

But despite admitting that he was not as confident as he would like to be that all farmers will receive their full single farm payments by the end of June, Mr Addison said full payments remained the preferred option.  

This was because the mechanisms to make partial payments were not yet in place and would take weeks rather than days to establish. He also wanted to see if changes introduced to the processing system (News, 24 March) would speed things up significantly .  

"We are not yet in a position of having given these changes that we've introduced a chance to come through to show their worth," said Mr Addison.  

"Nor are we in a position to say we can press the button on a partial payments option and be confident that it can work. Both those tests need to be satisfied before I can advise the secretary of state that it would be a sensible thing to do."  

Pressed about why farmers could not be paid an interim payment manually, Mr Addison claimed that it was not the answer.  

Getting cheques written and posted out was not the difficult bit, he said. The issue was more about ensuring that systems were in place to make sure the right cheque went to the right place and also about minimising the knock-on effects for 2006.  

Proper controls had to be in place because the agency was dealing with hundreds of millions of pounds of public money, he said.  

"There is an EU regulation that describes how you can make partial payments. If we ignore that completely and we lift the controls, then we get hit for a very substantial sum called disallowance. That is a factor we have to take seriously."  

Mr Addison's comments met with an angry response from delegates, who pointed out that farmers were facing huge cash-flow problems, bills were lying unpaid and the whole of the rural economy was suffering.  

But the message reinforces claims that the government wants to delay making part payments until June, to see how many full payments it can make first. The main farming organisations, however, have said they will keep pressing for partial payments as soon as possible.  

By the end of 11 April the RPA had managed to pay just 46,389 farmers a total of £358m. But payments are likely to slow further over the next reporting period because the RPA's database will be shutdown for maintenance work over the Easter weekend.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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Our countryside is in crisis - a crisis caused not by one dead Whooper swan found floating in Cellardyke harbour, Fife but by bungling ministers and bureaucrats.  

Despite acres of newspaper print and hours of broadcast media coverage devoted to avian flu, the real threat to human life, in England at least, lies elsewhere: In the ill-conceived and mis-managed system of support payments presided over by the Rural Payments Agency.  

Each week seems to add a new, depressing chapter: A history of bureaucratic incompetence which is reaping a bitter harvest of human misery.  

The statistics are a powerful indictment of how this government has abandoned farmers. Abandoned them to the consequences of a temperamental computer system and over-worked bureaucrats tasked with implementing a flawed payment system.  

By 11 April, the RPA had paid just 46,389 farmers, fewer than 40% of the total. Only 22% of total support payments, £358m, had been delivered to farmers two weeks after the deadline by which full payment had been promised and banked on.  

Neither is RPA chief Mr Addison confident that all farmers will receive their full payment by the EU deadline of 30 June.  

The results are as heart-rending as they are predictable. Mounting debts are driving some farmers to despair and beyond. During the first three months of this year, calls to the Farm Crisis Network were nearly 50% up on the same period last year.  

Enough is enough. The RPA must find a legal way to put money in farmers' pockets as soon as possible. That means translating Mr Addison's commitment to plan for the possibility of interim payments into a firm promise to deliver. He claims a key problem is defining a system that meets EU rules. But his prime responsibility should be not abiding by the letter of EU law but working within its spirit to alleviate human suffering.  

Talk of ministerial sackings is a distraction. Later, ministers should be held to account for introducing an over-complicated system in England - rules that were avoided in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. But, for now, every effort should be focused on helping bring farmers back from the brink of ruin.  

It is their plight that is the real crisis threatening our countryside.  

Mike Stones Deputy editor  

<E051> News p6, 7 & 10  

Get the benefit you're due  

Times are tough for many farming families, especially those waiting for single farm payments, writes Farmlife editor Tim Relf.  

Any extra cash can make all the difference at a time like this - so it's worth remembering there is a host of state benefits rural people can claim.  

Whether it's for Working Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit or Pension Credit, it's surprising how many farming families are eligible. And we're talking hundreds, if not thousands, of pounds a year that a lot of people can claim.  

It's not a sign of failure or an admission of inadequacy to ask about such money. Quite the opposite, in fact. It makes perfectly good sense. It's well worth looking into - you've got absolutely nothing to lose and everything to gain.  

<E051> News p14; Farmlife p92  

Late payments put lives at risk, NFU warns.  
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Farmers' lives are being put at risk by the ongoing single farm payments delays, the acting head of the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, was warned during NFU Council.  

Cornwall NFU county chairman Peter Clarke, who also works for the Farm Crisis Network, said he had never witnessed such anxiety and depression among farmers.  

"We are heading for an implosion in the rural community and enough is enough. Every day that goes by another farmer is consigned to the undertakers," he said.  

Mr Clarke had been told of three farming suicides in the West Country in the past week, and although they might not be directly attributable to the SFP delays, they were likely to be related to money concerns. "I represent a large group of farmers who are in a desperate situation," he said.  

Cumbria county chairman Trevor Wilson reinforced the point by telling Mr Addison that there must be some kind of way to get money to farmers.  

"We don't want farmers' deaths on our hands over this - and it is that important right at this moment," he said. "I have members ringing me up and you cannot believe the situation that they are in. You have farmers' lives in your hands."  

The warnings came as farming helplines said they were growing increasingly concerned about the welfare of farmers, many of whom are in a desperate and depressed state.  

Farm Crisis Network and Rural Support Information Network have both reported an increase in the number of people calling their helplines. FCN said calls in the first three months of 2006 were 46% higher than the number of calls in the same period in 2005.  

Concerns over missing data on 2006 SFP forms.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers and consultants are concerned that the 2006 Single Farm Payment application forms are being sent out without any pre-populated information on them and with insufficient Field Data Sheets.  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said the union had been led to believe that most of the 2006 forms would be pre-populated with information submitted to the Rural Payments Agency last year.  

But he said he was taking calls from members stating that, apart from their names and addresses, the forms were blank - even though the covering letter stated that they were populated.  

"To make matters worse there are not enough blank Field Data Sheets or spaces to enter all of the data from scratch; some have got just two sheets to cover 100-plus fields," he said. "Members have called the Customer Service Centre and they have been told that it will take a week to get the spare sheets out to them."  

Mr Wordsworth said the union was also concerned that some farmers would not have enough time to fill in their 2006 forms because some were not due to arrive until 20 April.  

ENTITLEMENTS  

The other unresolved issue was how farmers who still have unvalidated entitlements were meant to complete the forms. "Some of our members are quite rightly asking what information is supposed to be used to complete this year's application with," he said.  

Consultant John Howard who completes 60 SP5 forms for farmer clients, said just six had received their packs by 12 April and they appeared to include mistakes.  

"The first form I attempted had a huge error. The client had bought a large number of extra acres. But they simply do not appear on the pre-populated forms," said Mr Howard.  

"All the helpline could suggest was that they printed out another set of forms in the hope that the computer would miraculously find the information and put it on," he said.  

The other option, he was told, was to start from scratch with the bought-in fields.  

"That means checking, measuring and plotting split fields. That adds up to a day's work for this farm - and that is just one out of the 60 forms to be completed."  

An RPA spokesman said the agency would shortly publish some guidance for the 2006 scheme year on its website. He said farmers who had insufficient Field Data Sheets should contact the CSC.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

A catalogue of errors...  
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Farmers are discovering some ludicrous errors in the paperwork they have received from the Rural Payments Agency.  

The NFU has reported that one member with 10ha (25 acres) was somewhat surprised to receive a cheque from the RPA for over £14,000 more than he expected.  

The union has also found a Hertfordshire farmer who was allocated moorland entitlements, despite the fact the county is not a Severely Disadvantaged Area.  

Farmers Weekly has also been contacted by a producer who found a vast acreage of wood slap-bang in the middle of the map of his farm.  

"The thing is that wood was ripped up in the 16th century to build Henry VIII's navy," said the farmer. "Perhaps he built the b**** mapping satellites as well."  

But there are signs that the problem is not a new phenomenon. Another farmer said he had started to wonder where his 2005 application form had got to, so he rang the helpline.  

"The lady told me there had been some confusion because I had two addresses, one for the farmhouse and one for the farmed area. In their wisdom they opted for the land because some days later I found my forms sitting on top of a gatepost."  

Extension granted for entitlement transfer deadline  
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LORD Bach has granted an 11th hour extension to the deadline for transferring entitlements.  

The Minister announced at the end of last week that the minimum notification period for farmers to inform the RPA of entitlement transfers was being reduced temporarily from six weeks to three weeks.  

This means April 23, rather than April 2, is now the latest date on which a farmer can notify RPA of a transfer in order for it to be effective by May 15, the 2006 application deadline. Farmers must hold the entitlements by that date in order to claim payment on them for 2006.  

There is also a change to the latest date by which a farmer can notify the RPA of a transfer of land parcels being used to activate entitlements for payment in the 2006 scheme year. However, that deadline, previously March 19, can only be extended to Sunday, April 9.  

The deadline can only be extended that far because the last date on which a 10-month period for having the relevant land parcels at the farmer's disposal can start is April 30. That makes April 9 the latest date on which RPA can receive notification of a transfer in time for it to take effect by April 30.  

Defra stressed that the deadline extension was only temporary. If the RPA received notification after April 23, the six-week minimum notification period would apply.  

It also attempted to clarify the situation regarding the transfer of unvalidated entitlements.  

Farmers could transfer them but until the RPA had completed all checks in relation to the application and validated the entitlements there was a risk it might be obliged to recover the entitlements or reduce their value. This could happen, for example, if the agency discovered a problem relating to the original allocation of the entitlements or their use prior to the transfer.  

The RPA said it was aware that in many situations it was `imperative' for entitlements to be transferred if they were to be claimed in 2006. It had therefore taken action to ensure that can be done in a way that did not further delay 2005 payments.  

The Welsh Assembly has announced a similar extension to the transfer deadline so cross-border farmers with land in England are not disadvantaged.  

The NFU criticised the timing of the announcement. It said: "It is unclear why Defra has waited until one working day before the transfer deadline before announcing an extension. It is simply bad government to extend at this late date." * Farmers should post their completed RLE1 forms to the RPA by the new closing date to: The Customer Service Centre, Rural Payments Agency, PO Box 1058, Newcastle Upon Tyne NE99 4YQ.  

As a last resort, completed forms may be delivered by hand to a nominated RPA site up until midnight on 23 April.  

By Alistair Driver  

Row looms over part payment demands  
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By Alistair Driver  

A ROW is looming between Government and industry over the issue of part payments to farmers, after it became apparent the Single Payment crisis could drag on until the autumn.  

Farming organisations this week demanded immediate part payments based on historic claims when it emerged just how desperate the situation was.  

Despite the changes that have been implemented to speed up the process, only 2,000 claims were validated this week. With the Rural Payments Agency currently prioritising the least complicated claims, leaving the difficult ones until last, there is little confidence this rate will increase.  

"There are still 62,000 claims still awaiting validation. If the current rate is maintained it will be another 30 weeks before validation is complete. That is well into the autumn," said NFU president Peter Kendall.  

By Tuesday evening, 35,944 applicants had been paid, just 30 per cent of the total. A total of £277million has been paid out, just 17 per cent of the £1.6billion owed. About £70m was paid out over the previous seven days.  

The RPA is warning, however, that the payment rate could decrease once it works through the backlog of validated payments and has to wait for the validation process to grind through.  

Even if it maintained the rate of £70m a week, the RPA would fall £500m short of completion on June 30, the EU payment deadline, lumping the Treasury with a massive bill.  

Representatives from the NFU, Country Land and Business Association and Tenant Farmers' Association said they were `deeply depressed' at the lack of progress. Their response was to demand part payments based on a high percentage of historic claims immediately.  

Mr Kendall said the RPA had confirmed it was preparing plans in relation to part payments, but could give no indication that it could be done quickly.  

The three farming organisations believe the agency wants to delay making part payments until it has paid most of the validated claims to avoid `double handling' of claims.  

The farming organisations told the RPA that technical concerns over interim payments could be overcome by a manual system. If farmers receive 80 per cent of their historic payment, they would be prepared to wait for the balance.  

The organisations were also disappointed there were still no answers on requests for the May 15 application deadline for the 2006 scheme to be put back or at least for penalties for late applications to be waived. In addition, Defra appears to be ruling out requests to compensate farmers for interest paid on late payments and to relieve the tax bur den on bills for 2005 payments that have not arrived.  

Work out your payments with the RPA calculator.  

Sam Fortescue  
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The Rural Payments Agency has at last given farmers the means to check their entitlement statements.  

After much lobbying, the agency has released detailed figures which show how much money has been deducted from historical entitlement values to finance the national reserve and hardship and take into account the new flat-rate area payment. It should allow farmers to make sure they are being paid the right amount.  

Once they have worked out the average amount of money they were receiving under the various support schemes before decoupling (using the reference amount calculator supplied by the RPA), it is a question of fairly simple multiplication.  

Taking the reference amount and any hardship grants approved by the RPA, the total should be multiplied by 0.8578711 to allow for deductions. If a national reserve top-up was also awarded, that has to be multiplied by 0.988.  

These two figures combined give the historical support after modulation. So, to work out the amount per hectare the total is divided by the number of ordinary and national reserve entitlements (but not set-aside entitlements, which have no historical value).  

However, this does not include any payment penalties or modulation, which weighs in at 5% for the 2005 payment, so farmers will have to deduct that from the final figure. By the time their payment statements arrive, the support cheque will have been whittled down to around 80% of its pre-reform value.  

For example a 500ha (1235-acre) lowland arable unit with 50 suckler cows on a further 30ha (74 acres) would calculate the value of its entitlements as follows: 500 x arable area payment of <E045>371.07 + 50 x suckler premium of <E045>238.19 = <E045>197,444.  

To allow for scale-backs, multiply by 0.8578711: That gives the historical part of the SFP - <E045>169,382 or <E045>319.59/ha. To get the final value of the entitlement, add the flat rate regional payment of <E045>28.20/ha (lowland in this case) and convert into sterling by multiplying the total in euros by 0.68195.  

If the number produced by following this method does not match that on your entitlement statement, the RPA may have made a mistake. For queries, and to get hold of the calculator and more detailed instructions, call the RPA on 0845 603 7777 or click onto  www.rpa.gov.uk .  

To work out the amount that will actually be paid another 5% must be deducted to cover modulation. For this example, that produces <E045>330.40/ha.  

sam.fortescue@rbi.co.uk  
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A Rural Payments Agency employee has described the computer system being used to process single farm payments as "horrendous" and claimed that staff are doing their best to sort out the chaos.  

A RPA staff member has contacted Farmers Weekly's website (fwi.co.uk) anonymously to report that he/she has been working seven-day weeks since the beginning of February.  

"Please recognise that SFP was a scheme brought in against the wishes of the 'ground troops' such as myself, and we have been made to carry the can while management comes up with supposed fixes to the horrendous system they stupidly rushed through in the first place," the employee said.  

"I hate the system. I hate the scheme. But, in the end, I am an RPA employee and we are supposed to be public servants.  

"I know we are not doing a very good job of it at the moment, but it is really not the wish of the processors (most of whom earn between £5 and £7 an hour, so are not really highly paid) to put farmers out of business. We are not withholding payment from you on purpose."  

The staff member, who posted on the Talking Point forum, described themselves as a permanent employee working their usual five days a week in their own department, plus evening and weekend shifts on SFP.  

"Since the beginning of February I have been working for a full seven days a week with no holidays or breaks or anything. So nearly 60 days on the trot.  

"We minions are just trying to do our best with the awful tools we've been given to get your rightful money to you. So please, please, please understand that we are all in this mess because of management and the empty promises that have been made.  

"I wish all farmers in the UK every good wish and I hope that none of us is ever put in this situation again."  

Speaking in the House of Lords last week, junior  

DEFRA minister Lord Bach claimed the RPA was satisfied with the performance of its IT system, which was working for 15 hours a day during the week and eight hours a day at weekends. But he acknowledged that the new chief executive of the RPA, Mark Addison, had identified "considerable problems" in resolving mapping issues.  

An RPA spokesman declined to respond to the comments.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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The NFU is calling on farmers from the east midlands to attend a rally on single farm payment issues on Tuesday (11 April).  

The meeting will be held at Melton Mowbray cattle market, where shadow agriculture spokesman, Jim Paice MP, local MP Alan Duncan (Con, Rutland and Melton) and regional combinable crops board chairman Rad Thomas will present their views. Each will speak briefly about the issues facing farmers and associated allied industries resulting from the payment delays.  

Jack Ward, NFU east midlands director, explained the purpose of the rally: "Feelings are running high in the region and we felt that a demonstration of farmers' anger and frustration would show the government just how badly its failure to deliver the payment on time is hitting the industry."  

He added: "In the east midlands alone, we estimate that interest payments on overdrafts, loans and mortgages would be in excess of £3m more than this time last year. Cash flows are stretched to breaking point."  

The rally is just one measure promoted by the NFU to raise awareness of the issue among MPs and others who can influence government policy, while at the same time satisfying members' demands to intensify pressure on the government.  

Tory leader David Cameron spoke on the BBC's Farming Today programme last Friday (31 March). Mr Cameron said it was "extremely difficult to defend" junior DEFRA minister, Lord Bach's, position given the mess at the Rural Payments Agency.  

Later in the day he visited a midlands farm where he heard first hand of the difficulties facing the region's farmers from the delays at the RPA.  

Mr Cameron also received an 80-member response document detailing problems encountered with mapping, national reserve applications and entry level scheme applications. Presented by Lincoln and Gainsborough branch chairman, Steven Riding, who farms at Blyton, near Gainsborough, and NFU east midlands senior policy adviser, Simon Fisher, the dossier was originally presented to Lord Bach.  

andrew.watts@rbi.co.uk  
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The Country Land and Business Association has said it cannot understand why it has taken the Rural Payments Agency weeks to release guidance notes on entitlement statements.  

Since February, the industry has been pushing the agency for more explanation of how the figures on entitlements statements have been calculated.  

But it was not until Monday (3 April) that the RPA managed to publish an entitlement calculator on its website. The calculator helps to explain how farmers can get from their historic reference amount to the figures on their statements. (For more details see Business p22)  

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist with the CLA, said it was inexplicable why the information had not been made available weeks ago. "Getting information out of the RPA is like pulling teeth. They seem to regard any information as a state secret."  

Farcical, but it's no joke.  

Hugh Broom  
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Once the mess of SFS payments is resolved, would it be too much too ask for any apology or some sort of assurance for the future?  

rganising the proverbial drunken evening in a brewery is something that I fear our friends at the Rural Payments Agency may find challenging judging by the current debacle over the single farm payment. Just the idea of RPA officials being able fill the drinking vessels correctly could prove difficult, let alone managing to serve them on time.  

I can picture the bar operatives stood in front of a huge vat of beer, out of which sticks a big tap, with the word "BEER" written above. The operatives are running around doing their best, while a smug faced manager looks on trying to portray an impression of being in control. In reality, he hasn't got the slightest idea what's going on and most end up with a glass of water.  

The catastrophic cock up of the SPS payments is, as well all know, a massive blow to the cash-flows of many businesses across the country. What is more worrying it that stories of government department incompetence seem to be increasingly common. In the old days yes, you heard moans about the ministry of this or the ministry of that, but things seemed to happen albeit at the speed of the Whitehall Snail. Now if you talk to a teacher, a doctor or indeed, as we all know, a farmer, they will regale you with chapters about monumentally rubbish decisions, indecisiveness and general uselessness that seems to abound from our once vaguely effective ministries.  

It seems that in the rural world people coming on to our farms representing the ministry generally understand what we do. Yes they may irritate with their pages of check sheets but that is their job - to tick the boxes or not. These are handed out by those above with a distinct lack of practical understanding sat behind the over supply of Whitehall desks. Teams and teams of people tasked with formulating policy seem to have little or no idea about what happens on the ground.  

If you ask any teacher, he or she will tell you that Ofsted inspectors know what they are talking about because they are usually ex-teachers. Ask about anyone from upon high and they will laugh and tell you they haven't got a clue. Ask any doctor or nurse; he or she will tell you the same thing, we are working like mad while those upon high tinker pointlessly and make our lives ever more difficult and complicated.  

Another annoying trait that seems to add to the confusion upon high is that the ministry person you might meet on farm who knows what he or she is talking about has little chance of being promoted up the ranks where their practical knowledge may be useful. Those who are already up there seem so protective of their desk in "La La Land" that all the good ones end up going elsewhere, leaving gaps on the ground where they are needed and those left in charge just seem to get worse.  

The current fashion of having non-elected persons of noble repute in charge of certain areas of policy is a clever one as they are more dispensable than MPs. And with the current system of dispensing honours, positions are easy to fill with yet another fall guy with absolutely no electoral accountability.  

If and when this total farce is resolved it would be nice to think that those in charge might respond at some point with a sincere apology and some sort of assurance for the future.  

Instead, they will no doubt be given an honour in gracious thanks from a grateful nation for getting us all through this tricky spell for rural communities - where alas the reality is that votes seem to matter little.  

extension to trading deadline.  
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<E051> The Rural Payments Agency has extended the deadline for entitlements trading in England until 23 April, after lobbying from farmers and farming groups.  

The decision, taken as Farmers Weekly went to press last week, will give the industry another three weeks to ink transfers, benefiting those who had missed the narrow window between getting their entitlement statements and the deadline.  

But brokers say the extension comes too late to be of any use, because most farmers scrambled to meet the original 2 April deadline. "If this had been announced six weeks ago, along with the changes at the RPA, things could have been very different and a lot easier for the industry," said Strutt & Parker's Jonathan Armitage.  

Jonathan Smith at Bruton Knowles said he had had very few enquiries since 2 April and described the extension as an anticlimax. "It has only really helped where mistakes were made on forms, or where farmers had not yet had their entitlements established."  

Growers of fruit, vegetables or potatoes looking to put authorised entitlements on newly rented land stood to get the most out of the stay of execution, he added.  

Beckett to blame for the shambles  

Mike Stones  
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Beckett to blame for the shambles  

The scandal over the non-appearance of the single farm payment for the vast majority of farmers can be laid fairly and squarely at the feet of the secretary of state Margaret Beckett.  

She instigated the shambles by concocting a formula so perverse in format it beggars belief. Yet Mrs Beckett will still not accept responsibility, pointing to the Rural Payments Agency as the main culprits in this farce - worthy of Brian Rix.  

I was under the impression that the buck stops at the top. She should stop fidgeting and fudging and resign forthwith, never mind sacking people who have the job of rolling out this dog's dinner.  

The farmers of England are rapidly becoming the laughing stock of Europe, hamstrung as we are by an incompetent politician and a hapless RPA.  

Frank Chislett  

NFU West Riding  

frankchislett@hotmail.com  

Administration too widespread  

I wonder if the following facts would explain why the single farm payment has become such a shambles.  

For 20 years I have been a simple arable farmer with 600 acres and no livestock. There has been little change in activity other than the planting of a considerable number of trees in the 1980s and 1990s.  

I now have four different reference numbers for my single holding, an SBI number, an IACS number, a vendor number and, of course, a holding number.  

In the past year I have had dealings and correspondence with DEFRA offices in Worcester, Bristol, Exeter, Reading, Newcastle, Leicester and London.  

Last week, I attempted to make contact with someone who could provide me with, at least, an estimate of when I might receive my SFP. After numerous automated answers I did manage to speak to a human being who admitted that he had no idea. He was based in Northallerton, North Yorks.  

With such a diverse administration, is it any wonder that I have yet to receive even my validated entitlement letter? The minister should resign, and hopefully not to a position in the House of Lords.  

Michael Parry  

Mjp.roundhill@virgin.net  

Compensation for discrimination  

I would like to think the Rural Payments Agency, in embarrassment for the way it has discriminated against English farmers during the first experimental year of the single farm payment, would by way of apology and recompense lower the intended rate of UK modulation for the 2006 scheme year.  

This will in no way make up for the extra interest charges incurred since December. In my own case it has already cost £1500 and I'm still counting. But it would, for once, be a positive signal in an otherwise desperate situation.  

Roy Vigus  

Herts NFU county chairman, Burrs Green Farm, Tonwell, Nr Ware, Herts  

Tax goalposts  

for SFP shifted  

It is time the tax treatment of the single farm payment was fundamentally reviewed because of the deplorable fiasco caused by Margaret Beckett's DEFRA.  

Originally, HM Revenue and Customs had apparently agreed to the SFP being taxed in the year relating to the 10-month occupancy rule, with payments being received by February 2006. Fair enough.  

But as 90% of farmers have had a written notification from the government that their SPS claims are not validated, the goalposts for tax have shifted substantially.  

If a farmer at his accounts year end has a written notice of non-validation from the government regarding the SFP, there is no reason why we should be taxed on it in that year.  

We face the ludicrous situation of paying tax to one government department on a non-validated non-payment not received from another government department. This is on top of continued bank interest.  

I doubt if any banks would accept a non-validation statement as security for an increased overdraft, as it is a worthless piece of paper. So why should we be taxed on it?  

If next year we receive two payments in one tax year we can average back. Meanwhile a tax rebate of 30% (22% tax plus 8% Class 4 NIC for self employment) on top of the SFP would be small recompense for the government's massive cock-up.  

This should be pursued at the highest level by industry leaders from the NFU, CLA and Tennant Farmers Association.  

Martin R Casswell  

Springthorpe Grange, Gainsborough, Lincs  

DEFRA seems to despise farming  

I don't know how many of your readers open the DEFRA publication for farmers and growers called Farming Link that arrives by post. I think they would find it most instructive. The headline states:  

"Full payments on track for farmers." Obviously, that's wrong. Inside we have articles and letters to the Editor.  

There are only two letters here, one of which is from a farmer and the other comes from a journalist suggesting that farmers are out of touch with the market-place, their customers, business and the public.  

He goes on to highlight the subsidised nature of agriculture. Does one detect the invisible hand of Mrs Beckett or Lord Bach? Both seem to despise their department spending taxpayers' money on feckless farming.  

All one really asks of DEFRA is to perform properly in administering the EU requirements to which we signed up, not print pious letters in opposition to farming.  

Until politicians take us out of Europe or change the rules, they should continue in their duties and instruct their departments not to have an opinion on the rights or wrongs of the CAP and do what Brussels tells them.  

John Reading  

Moors Farm, East Knoyle, Salisbury, Wilts  

Fastrac is legal  

at over 20mph  

We have read the letter (24 March) from George McNeil regarding trailers towed behind the JCB Fastrac and would like to correct some of the inaccurate statements made. JCB can assure operators that the Fastrac is legal at speeds over 20mph with the correct implements and trailers attached.  

The Road Vehicles (Construction & Use) Regulations 1986 states "every motor vehicle and every trailer shall be equipped with suitable and sufficient springs between each wheel and the frame of the vehicle". Without full "wheel-to-frame suspension" no vehicle can be driven legally at more than 20mph. Tractors with front suspension alone, and/or cab suspension do not comply, as there are no springs between the rear wheels and the frame.  

The JCB Fastrac's suspension fully complies, and as long as the trailer also has suspension (and adequate braking, lights, etc), the combination can travel legally up to 40mph. A sprung drawbar is recommended to improve comfort, but is not a legal requirement as with any tractor.  

Furthermore, in the case of the JCB Fastrac's full suspension, any imposed axle loadings are, in fact, suspended. Static and dynamic loads applied to the pick-up hitch or three-point linkage are transferred by the geometry of the multi-link suspension to the frame. Any Fastrac operator will recognise this by the way the tractor lowers on its suspension temporarily, before the rear self-levelling activates when a heavy implement or trailer is lifted.  

Edward Heath  

Agricultural product manager,  

JCB Landpower, Rocester, Staffs  

ACCS needs real, relevant farmers  

I have just had my annual ACCS inspection and one of the first questions was: Do you have an agricultural qualification?  

This is way out of the remit of ACCS inspectors and totally irrelevant. It is about time we had some real farmers on the organising committee instead of people who think they are farmers.  

Mark Cheyney  

markcheyney@fwi.co.uk  

Burn-and-bury ban starts just five weeks from now.  

Johann Tasker  
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A ban on burning or burying on-farm waste without meeting strict conditions will finally come into effect next month, the government has confirmed.  

Long-awaited agricultural waste regulations to be implemented on 15 May are expected to have a significant impact on the way farmers manage their business, according to industry experts.  

The regulations will bring waste disposal rules for agriculture into line with other industries. Farmers will no longer be able to use a farm tip without a licence. Strict rules will govern the burning of synthetic waste products, such as plastics.  

Most farmers who want to continue using their farm tips are likely to find it too costly to obtain a licence under the Landfill Regulations, said Brian Sanders, a farm waste expert and former ADAS environmental consultant.  

"This is a rigorous and expensive process and the likelihood is that the vast majority of farm tips will not be able to meet the requirements of the legislation and will have to be closed down."  

Ideally, farm tips should be shut and grassed over, said Mr Sanders. "That way, if you do get an inspection from the Environment Agency, there can be absolutely no doubt about whether or not you are continuing to use it."  

Instead of burying or burning, farmers have a number of options. They can take waste to a licensed site for recycling or disposal off-farm, or get an authorised contractor to take waste away. Farmers who fail to comply will face a hefty fine.  

The NFU said it was "insensitive" of the government to implement the regulations on 15 May because it coincided with the Rural Payments Agency deadline for Single Payment Scheme applications.  

"Farmers take their environmental responsibilities seriously," said NFU waste spokesman Robert Caudwell. "We recognise that practices like burning plastics on farm are not sustainable."  

But many farmers would be concentrating on getting their forms in during the weeks up to the implementation date, he added. "The challenge now is to make sure farmers know and understand when the regulations take effect and what this means."  

fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

A therapeutic whinge.  

Charlie Flindt  
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Traditional agricultural whingeing is definitely not moaning - and there's nothing quite as beneficial as a good whinge over a good pint  

think the time has come for stick up for whingeing. I'm sick and tired of people going on about what terrible whingers farmers are. You could say that I'm whingeing about them whingeing about us whingeing. But let's be clear about what exactly whingeing is. It is not the same as moaning. Whingeing is the act of expressing dissatisfaction at something about which one can do nothing. That's why farmers are such good whingers.  

We whinge about things like the weather (we can't change it) and the price of corn (we can't change that, either).  

It's not the same as moaning. Moaning is what you see on the local television news: Talking heads ranting and raving about the state of the roads or service from the local council. It's actually possible to do something about these, with a couple of phone calls or letters - and enough determination.  

That's why whingeing is so important to the farming community: It's a pressure release mechanism. A run of inclement weather can be utterly soul- destroying, but get down the Jolly Flowerpots and have a blooming good whinge, and you are guaranteed to feel better.  

The SPS saga is about as soul-destroying an event as any of us can remember. Just how crucial that cheque is varies from farm to farm, but, having downsized since the reference years, to us it represents about 40% of our income. And unlike some long-established landowners, we've got rent bills and parental loans to pay off, not to mention a motley selection of dealers and merchants who have supplied everything from fertiliser nozzles to red diesel. There is nothing more humiliating than ringing them up again: "You remember I said I'd have some cash in February..."  

The mistake with the SPS is to think that we can do anything about it. It is widely believed by everyone from the NFU and the Tennant Farmers Association down to the smallest-scale farmer that we can do something about it. Angry letters are being sent, action is being threatened (although I can't imagine what on earth this action could be), ministers are being hauled up in front of assorted parliamentary committees - when they've got time between daily meetings with farming industry representatives.  

A rumour went round that a phone call to the Rural Payments Agency pointing out that I had a validated statement would move things on, so I tried it. And guess what: Like everything else, it had absolutely no effect at all.  

In which case, it's time to switch from moaning about the SPS (very stressful) to traditional whingeing. All you need to do is accept the following view of the whole sorry business.  

The government, keeping to its anti-rural agenda, never had any intention of paying on time. It is absolutely thrilled with the RPA and its inability to pay out £3bn to the farming community. In public, RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill may have been sacked. But behind closed ministerial doors, I suspect he was sent on his way with a slap on the back, doubles all round and possibly a huge cheque paid from the £360,000 interest that the government is raking in every day from the SPS money.  

All this hand-wringing and apologies and promises of more action is an utter sham. I sometimes wonder how Beckett and Bach (sounds like a 1960s song-writing team) keep straight faces. The single payment scheme has been an unqualified success from the government's point of view. Thousands of civil servants kept in work, loads of back-scratching IT contracts handed out, and an enormous cheque still sitting in the Treasury. Result, as young people say.  

That's my view. It may be wrong, but it sure makes everything slightly easier to cope with. If it rains, it rains. If the SPS cheque doesn't come this morning, it doesn't come this morning. Nothing I can do about it. And if the pressure builds, adjourn to the Jolly Flowerpots for a damn good whinge. You never know, the sun might come out tomorrow.  

NEWS IN BRIEF: Quota forms  
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The Rural Payments Agency has reminded milk producers that applications forms (MQ/16) for the Temporary Reallocation of Milk Quota will be available from April 1. The deadline for completed forms for the 2005/2006 milk quota year is April 30. All postal applications must be received at RPA in Exeter by April 28.  

OPINION: There is help out there  
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Unbelievably, almost two weeks after Johnston McNeill was sacked as head of the Rural Payments Agency, we are still no nearer to knowing when farmers can expect their full Single Payments.  

Understandably many organisations have now gone back to the original plan B - calling for interim payments. But is this the right option for the industry?  

Interim payments, we are warned, will inevitably have a knock-on effect on payment dates for the 2006 scheme. In addition, it is still not known how soon such payments could be made.  

If we were being cynical, we might even wonder if adding an extra stage to the process would only serve to create further chaos - after all, they couldn't do it right first time round. Concerns are such, the NFU recommended against interim payments in February.  

However, it is becoming abundantly clear that something must be done now.  

Farmers Guardian staff have been taking calls all week from desperate farmers who are at their wits' end - people who simply need cash as soon as possible to stand a chance of staying in business.  

It is depressing beyond belief to have to compare the current level of crisis in the countryside with the days of foot-and-mouth disease, but the level of desperation we are now hearing in the voices of some of our readers can only be described as reminiscent of those days. That is one reason why this week we have run our guide to the rural support (financial and emotional) that is available - see pages 6 and 7.  

While FG continues to do its best to put pressure on the Government and the RPA, we recognise many now need more immediate help. The charities all have slightly differing remits but their one collective message is simple: There is help available, please do not be too proud to ask for it.  

All the time more animals are being born and missing getting passports, the situation isn't going away and both the industry and Defra are struggling to get to grips with it.  

NEWS IN BRIEF: TSE to Carlisle  
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The Rural Payments Agency is transferring the administration of its Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (TSE) surveillance work from Reading to Carlisle from April 3. The RPA Carlisle office can be contacted at Eden Bridge House, Lowther Street, Carlisle, CA3 8DX, tel 01228 640515, 01228 640373 or 01228 640238, or fax 01228 640365. Invoices should continue to be sent to RPA, PO Box 69, Reading, RG1 3YD.  

New pleas for interim payments  
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By Alistair Driver  

MINISTERS are being asked to consider making interim payments to ease the cashflow crisis gripping the English farming industry.  

However, the likelihood is not high because of concerns partial payments would further delay the timing of full payments and the 2006 scheme.  

The request by the three leading farming organisations in England and opposition MPs reflects growing anger and despair over the lack of progress on Single Payments this week.  

The 92,000 farmers still awaiting payment have been given no further indication of when the money will arrive.  

For many in the farming and supply sectors the situation is already beyond crisis point. There are reports of panic selling in the grain and livestock sectors, which is creating instability in the markets, as the pile of unpaid bills grows and levels of debt rise.  

Organisations offering support for distressed farmers are reporting large increases in calls.  

The latest figures show that £206million has now been paid out - 13 per cent of the total - to 27,860 claimants (23 per cent). A total of £119m was paid out this week, more than the previous four weeks put together as some of the measures introduced by acting Rural Payments Agency (RPA) chief executive Mark Addison, took effect.  

But at a meeting with the NFU, Country Landowners Association (CLA) and Tenant Farmers' Association (TFA) on Wednesday, Mr Addison admitted this improved rate would not be sustained. The increase reflects steps taken to catch up on the backlog of validated payments.  

He was, however, unable to give any update on the number of payments still awaiting validation, indicating little progress had been made on the 80,000 claims this affects.  

He and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach also refused to give any indication of payment timetables or any guarantees of when the process might be complete.  

After the meeting the three organisations put out a joint statement expressing `deep concern' at this lack of information and questioned whether the mapping process will ever work properly. They insisted there must be a `fully worked up' contingency plan to pay 80 per cent partial payments if their worst fears are confirmed.  

Earlier in the week, Conservative and Liberal Democrat MPs demanded that interim payments were made in a debate in which the Conservatives demanded Lord Bach's resignation.  

Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett said Ministers were looking at the issue of interim payments but were aware that they could further delay the timing of full payments.  

A Defra spokesman said there were `many difficulties' with making part payments. It is understood a new system would have to be put in place for interim payments as previous contingency plans became redundant once payments started.  

Ministers are now seriously concerned about missing the June 30 EU payment window. After that date, the Treasury would have to pay a proportion of any outstanding money, which would increase over time to 100 per cent in October.  

Some industry figures believe Defra will be forced to look at interim payments seriously if they could help it get more money out before this date.  

Defra officials are seeking help from Brussels to reduce the impact of the crisis on farmers. As Farmers Guardian went to press they were hoping for agreement that the April 2 deadline for transferring entitlements could be extended.  

They are also applying for measures to ease the impact on the 2006 scheme applicants. While an extension of the May 15 application deadline is unlikely, officials are hoping for the flexibility to ensure people forced to apply late, or with inaccurate information, because of late 2005 payments will not be penalised.  

Lord Bach and Mr Addison were also able to announce some new steps to speed the payment process up, in addition to those made last week. These include: * Increasing the tolerance on validation limits so that if applicants are two hectares or 3 per cent out, whichever is the lower, claims will be validated.  

* Allowing mapping queries to be resolved on information the RPA already has.  

* Farmers to be able to contact RPA staff directly to deal with specific claims rather than through the call centre.  

* Teams of staff to focus on individual claims rather than `tasks' spread over many claims.  

* Joining up people doing the mapping with those doing processing on same site.  

* Appointing a senior manager to take responsibility for 2006 claims at each site.  

<E051> The Rural Payments Agency is in the process of sending out revised fruit,...  

Isabel Davies  
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<E051> The Rural Payments Agency is in the process of sending out revised fruit, vegetable and potato (FVP) authorisation statements.  

<E051> Priority is being given to processing the applications of the 80,000 farmers who have a significant historic element to their claims.  

<E051> Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach has met representatives from the major banks to ask them to be "mindful" of the difficulties farmers are facing because of the delays.  

Sorting out the mess.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Farmers Weekly's and FWi's new Direct Talk initiative goes from strength to strength. Andrew Shirley highlights the issues you raised on SFP entitlements, our latest hot topic  

On 3 March, with single farm payments supposedly around the corner, we featured a guide to all aspects of the new payment, from trading entitlements to claiming in euros. That was just before the true scale of the late-payment fiasco was revealed.  

Bruce Wilkinson summed up the mood with a posting on the Direct Talk SFP entitlement forum on our website fwi.co.uk, which has attracted hundreds of comments and counting. "Why blame the monkey? Sack the organ-grinders who imposed such a complicated system that their own department couldn't cope. Away with Ma Beckett and Lord Bach!"  

Many more of you echoed his comments, expressing bewilderment and anger that DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency could have got the issue of payments so badly wrong.  

Even though the government is still unable to provide a definitive answer as to when everybody will receive their SFP cheques, Direct Talk, with the help of our panel of industry experts, was able to answer many of your SFP queries, even if not all of the answers made pleasant reading.  

For example, John Ford, with some uncanny foresight, was worried about the tax treatment of his "My tax year ends 31 March 2006. If I receive my SFP in April or later, which year will it be taxed in?"  

Unfortunately, according to our tax expert Mike Harrison, of accountant Saffery Champness, a late payment wouldn't affect which year it was taxed in. "The SFP is not taxed by reference to the date of receipt. In your circumstances all of the 2005 SFP will be taxed in your accounts year to 31 March 2006 as you will have completed the 10-month period by then."  

To Lincs farmer Martin Casswell this was unacceptable. "We are facing the ludicrous situation of paying tax to one government department on a non-validated non-payment not received from another government department."  

Mr Harrison said many farmers would already have paid tax on some of the payment as part of the 31 Jan cheque to the Revenue. "I only hope to God they have sorted the mess out by 31 July when the next payment is due; I just can't imagine the situation if they haven't."  

There was also plenty of lively debate on the forum about how farmers were planning to spend their SFP cheques - when they eventually arrived. In common with the results of our exclusive survey with farm business consultant Andersons, many of you said you needed the money just to survive. Others weren't prepared to prop up unprofitable businesses (see box).  

Many other topics, including highly complex entitlement trading problems, were also tackled by our experts, providing you with the answers you needed to plan your businesses.  

One thing is for certain, the introduction of the SFP has been handled poorly by DEFRA right from the start - your postings on Direct Talk prove that. But nobody has done more than Farmers Weekly to help sort out some of the mess.  

4Dismay over lack of timetable to deliver English single payments.  

Isabel Davies  

505 words

Publication date: 31 March 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 1

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

Farming leaders have said they are dismayed at the government's lack of progress in sorting out the single farm payment crisis - and angry that producers haven't got a new delivery timetable.  

Representatives of the NFU, Tenant Farmers Association and Country Land and Business Association met junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach and the acting chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, for an update on Wednesday (29 March).  

But they left the meeting very disappointed because they were given no timetable for the delivery of payments to farmers and no guarantees that the process will be completed in a reasonable timescale.  

They also felt that not enough consideration was being given to the possibility of interim payments, which they have warned they will want if things don't improve.  

"Although there were sure signs of improvements we remain deeply concerned at the lack of significant progress and the continued absence of quality information or any timetable," said a joint statement.  

The government has taken some steps, such as removing four authorisation checks, which do seem to have speeded up payments. By the end of Tuesday (28 March) some 27,862 claimants (23%) had been paid - an increase of 13,380 in a seven-day period.  

The RPA is also trialling a new system which allows claims to be dealt with by one staff member, rather than on a task-based basis. To make it easier for farmers, staff will also be able to give out their direct line telephone numbers.  

Other changes include increasing tolerance levels during validation, so discrepancies of less than 2ha or 3% of the total area claimed do not hold up processing. Where mapping correspondence is still outstanding, ministers have also said the RPA should make payments on the basis of information they already have.  

But the NFU, TFA and CLA are unhappy about a lack of figures showing how many people still have unvalidated entitlements. They are also insisting that a contingency plan to pay 80% partial payments needs to be worked up.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said: "The unacceptable delays in making payments are bad enough, but the fact that the RPA are able to offer no worthwhile assurances as to when farmers are likely to receive their payments is making the situation infinitely worse."  

The situation was a disaster, added George Dunn, TFA chief executive. "They do seem to have unlocked a jam in getting from validated entitlements to payment. But they have done virtually nothing to address the main problem - those people stuck in the validation process."  

Derrick Wilkinson, CLA senior economist, said it was clear there were still major problems with validation, in particular to do with mapping. "I worry there is going to be a group of people who won't see any money until June or July."  

<E051> For more on SFP issues see p18, 19, 24 & 26.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Farming Link jumps the gun  
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Farming Link jumps the gun  

<E051> Recently I received a copy of Farming Link from DEFRA which states on the front page that full single farm payments will be received by the end of March and a statement by Johnston McNeill, who has just been sacked.  

This is tantamount to rubbing salt into an open wound for most farmers, who have yet to get a penny. They may as well have thrown this journal straight in the bin and saved the postage.  

Farming Link appears to be a complete waste of resources that DEFRA could be using in a much more constructive way.  

I am dismayed - but not at all surprised - by the lack of a response to my concerns about the above from Lord Bach.  

The leaders of the RPA and  

DEFRA seem to have little understanding of the severity of the problem they have caused by delaying the SFP. If this money is not forthcoming within the next week or two, the number of farmers going bankrupt will balloon out of all proportion.  

One farmer in my next door village has already had to go into voluntary liquidation, and I would suggest he is the first of many.  

Lord Bach and Margaret Beckett should thank their lucky stars that they are not politicians in France. By now they would have been burnt at the stake by French farmers.  

The similarities between Marie Antoinette and Mrs Beckett are plain to see, but it is our livestock that needs to eat cake, and we are unable to pay for it.  

I hope that she suffers the same fate as the French Queen and Lord Bach as that of Robespierre.  

Andrew Brown  

TBWFARMS@aol.com  

Buck passed downwards  

<E051> DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett should resign. The disgraceful attempt to shift the blame for DEFRA's inability to pay out single farm payments clearly demonstrates a minister failing to take responsibility for the actions of her department.  

Farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland received the bulk of their payments before Christmas but English farmers are still waiting.  

The end-of-March deadline that Mrs Beckett has now admitted will be missed was not legally binding. The deadline in June will be and there must be serious questions now about Rural Payment Agency's competence to deliver by June.  

Struggling English farmers will be the worst hit by this bureaucratic incompetence, and why? Because Mrs Beckett, against EU advice, introduced a complicated computer system that does not work.  

The priority must be to get these payments out as soon as possible.  

The Rural Payments Agency undoubtedly needs the fundamental review Mrs Beckett has announced, but her handling of yet another DEFRA cock-up demands that she is not the person to direct such an initiative.  

Robert Sturdy  

Conservative MEP for the Eastern Region  

ellee.seymour@btopenworld.com  

System wasn't bust, so why fix it?  

<E051> The single payment system goes from worse to even worse.  

Without any need to change the previous IACS system to achieve what they needed to in terms of converting subsidy payments to area payments, the Rural Payments Agency has got a marvellous new system that doesn't work in the slightest.  

It leaves farmers, agents and the whole industry frustrated and unable to get even the simplest answers on any points regarding entitlements or form filling.  

How does it plan to send out the 2006 single payment forms when it has nowhere near finished last year's?  

Having heard that the man at the top lost his position, I trust that the inventors of this brilliant new system also carry some of the responsibility.  

We are all left to wonder where we go from here to see any daylight at the end of the tunnel of this complete and unnecessary and, no doubt, very expensive mess.  

Peter Huntley  

Wheddon Cross, Somerset  

Back on track? It was never rolling  

<E051> The disastrous mishandling by the Rural Payments Agency grows worse by the day. On 17 March the Daily Telegraph reported that on the previous day Margaret Beckett, in a written statement to the House of Commons, announced that the head of the RPA, Johnston McNeill had been sacked.  

He has been replaced by Mark Addison, a former acting permanent secretary of her department, until a successor is found. Mr Addison was to report back to Mrs Beckett on the necessary steps to get back on track.  

The RPA was never on track. It is as though the English farmers' train is standing at the station but the railway track is not ready. Until it is, rolling this enormously complicated and expensive debacle forward will be at a snail's pace, particularly if, like most government computer systems, it is not up to the job.  

Mrs Beckett announced a "fundamental review" and said "farmers would be as disappointed as I am." This suffocating hypocrisy of her "disappointment" is beyond belief.  

She has endured none of the frustration and anger of farmers and landowners over the past 16-17 months while waiting for their payments. After all, the delay was caused by her and her incompetent ministers, bureaucrats and agencies.  

Nor is she, with her salary and watertight pension, paid for by taxpayers, under the extremely worrying threat of losing her business and her home.  

Calls for Mrs Beckett's resignation have come from Peter Kendall, NFU president; David Fursden, CLA president; Bill Wiggin, MP and Tory agriculture spokesman; and Chris Huhne, Lib Dem MP and environment spokesman.  

DEFRA ministers are fortunate this is not France, where farmers receive a quarter of all EU farm subsidy money. They would have brought the whole country to a standstill long before now.  

Suzanne Greenhill  

12 Parkside Avenue, Cockermouth, Cumbria  

We need action, not propaganda  

<E051> As I write this on 20 March, most farmers are looking forward to the Royal Mail delivery, waiting for the Rural Payments Agency to provide the support payments to which they are entitled under EU rules.  

It's very exciting. I received an envelope with a DEFRA stamp on it. I expected a payment and opened it to find only the Farming Link magazine with the headline Full payment on track for farmers.  

That was the same day when Johnston McNeill was fired and when the media informed us that the RPA was not on track at all. What an insult to the farming community to publish such propaganda.  

Also Farming Link informs us that the RPA website will tell farmers how the total payments are progressing until they are completed. I looked for it on the website and could not find that update.  

Then more news about the 2006 application form, which has not yet been received, warning me that any late submission will attract a penalty. What penalty will RPA get for late payments ?  

DEFRA also informed us last year that the entry level scheme should and could be filled in electronically on a computer, and then we were told that the DEFRA system was not working.  

The enormous failure of RPA during the past year should be admitted instead of giving us propaganda headlines.  

Johan Balslev  

Lower Penhallow Farm, Ruanhighlanes, Truro, Cornwall  

The cross-compliance challenge  
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What's new this year - and where farmers have been falling down so far  

Cross-compliance is a challenge farmers have had to cope with for the past 16 months. ALISTAIR DRIVER and ALISON LEA outline what is new in 2006 and where farmers have been falling down so far.  

What is cross-compliance?  

Cross-compliance is the set of rules farmers have to abide by to receive their full Single Payment. There are two main elements:  

Statutory Management Requirements (SMR) - These are 19 EU Directives and Regulations, which cover environment, public, animal and plant health, food safety and animal welfare. They are being introduced in stages over three years. They apply across the EU.  

Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) - States have been given the flexibility to define the detailed GAEC measures within a framework that focuses on the protection of soil, habitats and landscape features. They have been interpreted differently in the UK regions. For example, England is the only region where 2m field margins are required.  

Cross-compliance handbooks give full details of SMRs and GAECs.  

What is new in 2006 - SMRs?  

Seven new SMRs came into place in 2006, taking the total to 15.  

They are:  

SMR 9 Restrictions on the use of plant protection products.  

SMR 10 Restrictions on the use of substances having hormonal or thyrostatic action and beta-agonists in farm animals.  

SMR 11 Food and Feed Law.*  

SMR 12 Prevention and control of Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (TSEs).  

SMR 13 Control of foot-and-mouth disease.  

SMR 14 Control of certain animal diseases.  

SMR 15 Control of bluetongue.  

* Further guidance on the Food and Feed Law is due to be sent out soon.  

The following applied from 2005:  

SMR 1 Wild birds.  

SMR 2 Groundwater.  

SMR 3 Sewage sludge.  

SMR 4 Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (NVZs).  

SMR 5 Habitats.  

SMR 6 Animal identification and registration.*  

SMRs 7&8 Cattle identification.  

SMR 8a Animal identification and registration - sheep and goats.* * Changes have been made to SMRs 6 and 8a covering animal identification in 2006. National Farmers' Union SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth is advising farmers to look out for future possible changes to SMRs 3,4,5,8a 12 and 13.  

A further three directives will apply from 2007.  

What is new in 2006 - GAECs?  

In England there are 17 GAECs. The single biggest change for 2006 is that farmers will be required to prepare a Soil Protection Review by September. Revised Guidance on soil management has been issued.  

Among other changes and clarifications farmers should note in the 2006 booklet are: * Changes to GAEC 3 on waterlogged soil, where some crops have been excluded from the harvesting exception.  

* Changes to GAEC 12 on the management of eligible land that is not in agricultural production. One-year fallows are now permitted for the control of weeds.  

* Also under GAEC 12, provision is now made for the storage of manure for a specified period in certain circumstances.  

* Clarification under GAEC 2 on post-harvest management of land under where a rough surface is left after fumigant use.  

* Clarification on GAEC 9, specifically covers on natural and semi- natural grassland only.  

* Clarification on GAEC 14, permitting banking up and maintenance of Cornish hedges.  

Information is included in the booklet on how to obtain an exemption to a GAEC rule. Mr Wordsworth says there could be future possible changes to GAEC5 (Environmental Impact Assessment) and GAEC 10 (Heather and Grass Burning).  

"The key point is that farmers need to read the 2006 cross-compliance handbook and the revised Guidance on Soil Management and the Soil Protection Review in their entirety, not only as a refresher, but to pick up any changes," he said.  

How is cross-compliance policed?  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has overall responsibility for inspections. It works in partnership with the various specialist enforcement bodies, such as the Environment Agency (EA), which carry out some of the specialist inspections alongside it.  

Some farms are chosen randomly, while others are chosen on the basis of risk.  

Cross-compliance breaches can also be reported to the Rural Payments Agency during routine inspections by other Government agencies, such as the Environment Agency and the British Cattle Movement Service.  

The public can report suspected breaches to the RPA. It was thought, for example, that ramblers might report access breaches but there have been no instances of this so far, according to CLA's SPS adviser Ben Underwood.  

How many farms will be inspected each year?  

The RPA aims to inspect 1 per cent of farms in England each year - 1,204 farms in the first scheme year. The first set of inspections did not start until September 2005 and, as a result, were not due to be completed on the ground until mid-April.  

The latest figures show there have been 850 completed inspections by RPA and 762 by the EA. Many of these will have been combined inspections involving the same producer. There will be a brand new set of inspections for 2006.  

What are the penalties for breaches?  

The severity of the penalty will be linked to the seriousness of the breach. In cases of intentional non-compliance, payments will generally be reduced by 20 per cent but this can be reduced to 15 per cent or increased up to 100 per cent, depending on the circumstances.  

Intentional non-compliance could result in exclusion from the scheme the following year.  

If farmers are deemed to have negligently failed to comply with a requirement, payments will generally be reduced by 3 per cent for each non-compliance. This can be reduced to 1 per cent or increased to 5 per cent depending on the seriousness of the breach. In some cases, farmers will simply be warned.  

Where a breach of the same requirement or standard is repeated within three years, the reduction will be increased by a multiplier of three, up to a maximum of 15 per cent. Further breaches are then deemed intentional and the 20 per cent deduction applies.  

The 2006 English cross-compliance booklet includes a `payment reduction matrix'.  

Where have the most breaches occurred so far?  

By far the biggest area in which farmers are falling foul of cross- compliance in England is cattle identification. More than 1,000 farmers have been penalised so far.  

So far preliminary findings from only 287 fully completed inspections out of the 1204 standard inspections are available. They show that 97 farmers, more than one-third, breached one or more of the standards.  

Of these, 17 received just a warning letter and 68 were given a 1 per cent fine. The rest had two or more 1 per cent fines or single fines of 3 per cent or more.  

There were 85 breaches of SMR 7 and 8 relating to cattle identification.  

On top of this there were another 1,566 infringements discovered during cattle identification inspections, up to the end of January.  

These were reported to the RPA and 1,459 have been assessed for a penalty. Nearly 300 received warning letters, more than 1,000 lost 1 per cent of their payment and all but one of the remainder suffered a 3 per cent reduction.  

Mr Underwood said the majority of breaches resulted from a failure to report movements and deaths to the Cattle Tracing System and incorrect and missing entries in the Cattle Herd Register.  

What other infringements have there been?  

From the 1,204 standard inspections, there have been four breaches relating to the groundwater and 13 linked to NVZs.  

There are also 19 reports of non-compliance, which came to light during routine EA inspections, said Mr Underwood. Of the 10 that have been assessed there were two breaches of the Groundwater Regulations and 10 of NVZ rules.  

Mr Greenwood said this was partly down to a problem in the way the NVZ regulations were being interpreted by the EA.  

"Under the NVZ Action Programme farmers are told `not to exceed crop requirement' for fertiliser. The EA are taking recommendations in the RB209 as gospel and penalising farmers where they do not have records to justify levels of application," said Mr Underwood.  
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DEFRA Secretary Margaret Beckett said the situation was `unacceptable' after Rural Payments Agency chief executive Johnston McNeill was sacked last week.  

By all accounts Ministers had been led to believe the agency was on course to make `the bulk' of payments by the end of March.  

His confession that it was going fall well short of even that target led to his rapid removal.  

However, some people within the industry believe ultimate responsibility for the crisis should lie with Ministers themselves.  

They have repeatedly echoed the assurances given by the RPA that successive deadlines will be met. They also appear to have been powerless to have changed things as the agency lurched from one crisis to another.  

In addition, Ministers were responsible for setting the RPA an almost impossible task by opting for the complex hybrid three-tier payment system in England, according the Tenant Farmers' Association.  

TFA chief executive George Dunn said he has told Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach that `Defra is culpable for the mess we are in'. "Ministers may have had their scalp in removing Johnston McNeill but they should not believe this will be sufficient to placate the angry farming community.  

"If we do not have a clear statement from Ministers on the way ahead, then the Defra Ministers must take personal responsibility," said Mr Dunn.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said the agency was in a `state of disarray' and accused it of `incompetence'.  

"The NFU has continuously alerted the RPA and the Government to the problems but we have always been assured payments will be made. "It is ridiculous that admissions of fault can only be made at the last minute," he said  

The recent joint NFU/CLA calling for answers to the crisis may have precipitated Mr McNeill's demise.  

Mr Kendall pointed out that in January the NFU Council passed a vote of no confidence in the RPA. However, some council members had wanted the statement to also include Defra Ministers. They included former livestock chairman Richard Haddock.  

He described Lord Bach's announcement at the end of January as a public relations scam. "Farmers are very, very angry. Johnston McNeill has been made a scapegoat. The Minister misled Parliament and should be sacked," he said.  

Bill Wiggin, the Conservative agriculture spokesman, said farmers had been completely let down and that `if Mrs Beckett had principles she would resign over this'.  

SINGLE PAYMENT CATASTROPHE: What went wrong?  
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FARMERS still awaiting payment will want to know what has gone wrong. Why are payments delayed and why were farmers so badly misled?  

A Rural Payments Agency spokesman said there has been no one root cause of the slow payment rate. It was `certainly not down to IT failure', as has been suggested.  

"The IT has done what it was meant to do," he said.  

He indicated that it was simply the `sheer scale of the task' that had taken the agency by surprise and that blind hope, rather than clear reasoning, was behind its repeated over-confident predictions.  

The process had been slow all along but the RPA expected it to be `ramped up' once entitlements started being definitively established and payments begun in mid-February, he said.  

"But the speed did not pick up. The process was still painfully slow," he admitted.  

Things only got harder. The situation is now complicated by the fact that a number of processes are going on simultaneously.  

Two-thirds of claims - 80,000 - are still being validated. At the same time the processes of authorising payment on entitlements that have been validated and actually making the payments are taking place.  

The NFU said there were a range of issues slowing the processes:  

Validation - More and more individual `tasks' are being generated as the claims go through, says the NFU. Many of the additional tasks are area-related linked to mapping issues. Letters are being received highlighting area discrepancies of as little as 0.01hectare, but even this halts the process.  

Authorisation - As part of the RPA's monitoring duties, five random claims from each 100-claim batch sent for authorisation are checked again.  

Further issues have been thrown up in some of those randomly selected claims, which has meant a lot of the batches being put on hold while claims are double checked.  

FVP allocations - These are still up in the air. The first `run' threw up processing problems and the exercise has had to be redone.  
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FARMERS in England could be waiting until well into the summer for their Single Payments, it is feared, after revelations the situation is far worse than previously admitted.  

Defra is refusing to give any predictions on payment timetables in response to the escalating crisis that has led to the sacking of Rural Payments Agency chief executive Johnston McNeill.  

But the man put in temporary charge, Mark Addison, has expressed fears in a private meeting that the June 30 EU payment deadline might now be in jeopardy, even if the process is speeded up.  

The UK will be fined by the European Commission if it fails to complete payments by then.  

Mr McNeill's fate was sealed when he admitted in a meeting with Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett last Tuesday that the agency was not going to make the target of `the bulk' of payments by the end of March.  

It will fall a long way short. By Tuesday, 14,475 people had been paid. With 10 days to go, that equates to just 12 per cent of 120,000 applicants. In money terms, £103million had been paid out of the total £1.6billion owed, less than 5 per cent.  

In a Commons statement, Mrs Beckett described it as `unacceptable'. She said Ministers had throughout been advised that the RPA was on target to meet its deadline.  

She revealed that a `fundamental review' of the RPA would begin in April and aim to make recommendations by the end of the year.  

Mr Addison's first task was to recommend short-term measures to speed up the payment process, which he presented to Mrs Beckett on Tuesday. It is understood his recommendations include: * Increasing the tolerance of validation checks.  

* Prioritising validation for applicants with historic claims. * Dispensing four out of the six checks on the authorisation process. * Concentrating mapping activity at the most efficient RPA site, Reading.  

* Holding weekly Ministerial meetings.  

Further recommendations will follow, including possible moves to speed up fruit, vegetable and potato crop applications. There are no plans, however, to authorise interim payments.  

NFU, Tenant Farmers' Association and Country Land and Business Association officials were informed of the plans at a meeting with Mr Addison and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach, on Wednesday.  

In a joint statement they said they were very alarmed at the `totally unsatisfactory situation' and emphasised the extreme urgency of getting payments out to their members.  

They were particularly upset at the refusal of Lord Bach to give further commitments or deadlines. TFA chief executive George Dunn said Mr Addison had appeared genuinely concerned about the June 30 deadline. "He said he was well aware of the importance of the June 30 deadline but at this stage could not give any commitment to when payments will be completed," said Mr Dunn.  

The industry now faces a cashflow crisis. NFU president Peter Kendall said: "This situation is pushing farmers to the edge. This has become a cashflow crisis across the whole of the agricultural industry affecting suppliers as well as farmers. The level of anger among farmers across the country is reaching breaking point."  

By Alistair Driver  
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Farm debt has broken the £10bn-mark for the first time as the crisis-rocked Rural Payments Agency continues to fail to deliver single farm payments.  

Estimates suggest that the debt is increasing by £13m a month in interest payments alone as almost 90% of farmers wait for SFPs to arrive.  

Just 14,475 (12.1%) of claimants had received their payments as Farmers Weekly went to press on Wednesday, 22 March.  

About £103m had been paid out by Wednesday morning representing only 6.5% of the £1.6bn total. The Country Land and Business Association's Allan Buckwell calculated that at the present rate, by mid May there would be more than 46,500 farmers still to receive SFPs and a large number could remain unpaid beyond 1 June and perhaps into July.  

If DEFRA does not get payments made by July, Brussels may withhold funds (disallowance) and the UK Treasury will have to dig deeper into its coffers to pay farmers.  

According to one industry insider a situation where the British taxpayer was forced to pay a bigger slice of the farm support bill could prove a media disaster for the Labour government.  

What do you earn - lots of dough or just a crust?  
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Want to know where the real money is in farming? Gilly Johnson digs into the pay packets of farming and ancillary businesses  

Pig Farmer  

<E051> The pig industry is split between big businesses and the smaller operators. Niche market opportunities are growing.  

Pros and cons:  

There's never a shortage of bacon sarnies, but hours can be long. Worries that the distinctive pig aroma might upset your love life have been dispelled somewhat by TV coverage, which almost makes the job look sexy. No EU support, but prices have been more stable in recent years. There's competition from abroad, where regulations are less stringent.  

Paypacket:  

As a pigman, £18,000-26,000 a year depending on hours worked, experience and responsibility. Running your own business, perhaps £100,000-plus for a large, efficient unit.  

Land Agent  

<E051> The traditional career for farmers' surplus sons. These days they let women in too. As the cliché has it, they are easy to spot in the 4x4 with a clean Barbour and brogues, yellow cords, a plummy accent and a golden Labrador called Lucy. Nowadays more involved with property interests rather than rent reviews, but don't let them hear you muttering "glorified estate agent". Most will have RICS chartered surveyor qualifications.  

Pros and cons:  

Access to the country lifestyle, but without the mud. It's not a desk job and a company car is usual. Often included in the shoot invitation list. There's still a certain social cachet attached to land agency. But it's not an easy life; farming clients may find the land agency bills hard to swallow, and so people skills and diplomacy are required.  

Paypacket:  

There's more money in commercial surveying rather than land agency but, that said, salaries of £15,000-20,000 for new blood, rising to £20,000-40,000 after qualification, are pretty healthy.  

Arable Farmer  

<E051> Wheat, rape, beans - today it takes about 400ha (1000 acres) of a heavy land rotation to support one family without supplementary income.  

Pros and cons:  

There's the farmhouse, the rural situation, the shooting, the lifestyle, and that big machinery in the shed. Many costs can go through the business. The paperwork's never-ending and hours are long at harvest and at peak spraying times, particularly if it's a one-man-band business, but there's always the winter lull (and maybe a bit of skiing) to look forward to.  

Paypacket:  

On owned land with no rent to pay, the business should support private drawings of about £100/ha (£40/acre) - which tots up to £40,000 for that benchmark arable business. Management skill level could add or subtract £50/ha (£20/acre).  

Grain Trader  

<E051> Buying grain from farmers is traditionally a macho male preserve - thrusting rugby-playing mavericks preferred, with the ability to wheel and deal. Much to farmers' chagrin, traders will make a healthy margin irrespective of whether grain prices are high or low. Specific qualifications not essential; you need a numerate brain, a competitive streak and the ability to get on with awkward farmers without losing your cool.  

Pros and cons:  

Long hours at harvest, much of it office- and phone-bound. Stress rate is high, but surviving, successful traders say it's a lively, exciting job with plenty of buzz and socialising. Perks include company car, health plans and perhaps some travel abroad. Smaller grain merchants are vanishing, so opportunities are fewer.  

Paypacket:  

Healthy. Including bonuses, junior traders (under 30) perhaps £25,000; senior traders £40,000-50,000 rising to £70,000 a year.  

Farm Secretary  

<E051> Now called rural business administrators, which better reflects the wider skills required, from SFP paperwork through to VAT and accounts, employer legislation and field records. Confidentiality and diplomacy required. Not necessarily a women-only career, but male RBAs are the exception.  

Pros and cons:  

Often self-employed, travelling between farms, so there's the freedom for flexible working and variety. Regular hours. Some perks - but likely to be a brace of pheasants rather than a house these days. Farm offices can be the scruffiest, coldest and most uncomfortable around - and there'll be scant opportunity for socialising around the photocopier because it's likely there'll be no one else about.  

Paypacket:  

Starting at £15,000, an experienced self-employed RBA might earn £25,000-30,000 a year.  

Farm Worker  

<E051> Tractor driving, stock feeding, machinery maintenance. Typically in his mid-50s; it's not a job that is attracting youngsters.  

Pros and cons:  

It's an outside life, but can be physically hard, with very long hours working on your own. Most employers would not consider workers unable to put in long overtime during peak periods. Comfortable tractor cabs have made a big difference. The supply of tied houses is drying up as the cottages are done up and sold off or rented out. Better health and safety precautions have improved working conditions. Prospects for newcomers are reasonable because there'll be a shortage of young, fit workers as older staff retire.  

Paypacket:  

Based on the AWB hourly rate. Most workers are paid a premium over craftsman's rate to bring in typically £22,000-23,000 including overtime or £16,000-17,000 without.  

Farmer's Wife  

<E051> OK, this is sexist - there are many farming businesses run by women. But being realistic, farmers' wives do contribute a huge amount to agriculture, often unpaid.  

Pros and cons:  

Would anyone argue that farmers' wives work the longest hours in agriculture? Huge workload, often in isolation, with inside and outside responsibilities, usually unrewarded financially. There's scant social kudos these days. The wife may end up doing farm paperwork, and perhaps work at another job outside agriculture to boost the family income. But those who enjoy the farming lifestyle wouldn't do anything else.  

Paypacket:  

Could any farming business afford to pay any farmer's wife even the minimum wage for the hours worked? May be given a nominal salary of the £4000-5000 allowed before tax becomes payable.  

Agricultural Student  

<E051> Becoming more of a rarity. Agricultural colleges and universities are switching tack, offering food, horse, rural management and environment-based courses instead.  

Pros and cons:  

What's better than spending three years with a bunch of like-minded people, drinking cheap beer, playing rugby and putting the world to rights? And that's just the women... Good news for some is that more women are applying for agricultural courses than before, but it's still not a 50/50 split. Finding casual summer jobs should be fairly easy given the labour shortfall.  

Paypacket:  

Student loan of £10,000 over three years doesn't go very far towards paying off the bar bill. Casual summer work essential.  

Farm Rep  

<E051> Time was when one rep or another would come down the farm drive every day. Not so now; companies find it too expensive. Farm reps do still sell fertiliser, seed and agchems, but this tends to be an offshoot of agronomy, business and environmental advice.  

Pros and cons:  

In favour are the ability to organise your own day, a company car or mileage allowance, telephone, a lot of outside work and variety. Set against these benefits is having to persuade cash-strapped farmers that they really need to spend the money  

Paypacket:  

Salary may be commission-based. On the bottom rung, perhaps £13,000-14,000 a year with car; with excellent sales skills and experience, could rise as far as £40,000.  

Hill Farmer  

<E051> Without off-farm income (B&B, tourism), it's a problem. But costs are low, which allows hill farmers to endure when other sectors are struggling. It's seen as romantic, alternative lifestyle and there've been plenty of potential tenants for vacant National Trust fell farms with tourism opportunities.  

Pros and cons:  

Though winter conditions are harsh and isolated, the hours long and financial rewards minimal, the working environment may be in the most beautiful regions of the country. Good physical fitness is essential. A big hurdle today is the amount of paperwork and bureaucracy required to ensure SFP support. A questionmark hangs over the future sustainability of hill farming without adequate support.  

Paypacket:  

A family farming business running 1000 sheep on the hills may struggle to bring in £10,000 without other income, but costs are low.  

Agronomist  

<E051> Growing crops is a complicated business, particularly when it comes to agchems. Many arable farmers rely on BASIS- and FACTS-trained specialists to walk their fields for them.  

Pros and cons:  

Only for the fit - there's a lot of walking involved. It's an outdoor life, seasonal but in the right way. While the clients are busy harvesting in the summer, agronomists get to go on holiday. Technical, up-to-date knowledge is a must. Few young entrants, so agronomists are an ageing bunch. In future, environmental and legislative advice may take over from the arable nitty-gritty.  

Paypacket:  

Fees are usually charged per acre - for mainstream arable about £5/acre, more for specialist crops such as sugar beet and potatoes. One fit agronomist could expect to cover 10,000 acres a year with a full field-walking service, generating £50,000 before expenses. Agronomy athletes may claim they do 15,000 acres a year. Strategic advice is charged at a lower rate but could cover a greater area.  

DEFRA Employee  

<E051> Make that red tape earn you a living! Some 8500 people work for DEFRA at 170 locations round the country. It's not just farming, there's all sorts involved - fisheries, pollution, climate change, food science, etc. The Rural Payments Agency (3500 employees) is attached to DEFRA; its team of inspectors check up on support claims.  

Pros and cons:  

It's a reasonably safe existence, even though DEFRA is under pressure to reduce its workforce. There's the pension, regular hours, travel expenses, flexible working, foreign travel - and you'd rarely have to get mud on those government-issue wellies. Fast-track employees will travel swiftly up the Civil Service pay scales, and can switch departments if farming becomes too much of an ordeal. DEFRA staff should have a thick skin to combat a possible hostile reception on farm.  

Paypacket:  

Bottom grades start at £17,000-19,000; upward progression is steady. Head of division might earn £55,000-65,000 a year. Become a director of the Rural Payments Agency and your salary could go up to £225,000-230,000.  

Supermarket Buyer  

<E051> Producers may consider them the devil incarnate - unsympathetic and ruthless - but someone has to do the job. Buyers are in a powerful position. They tend to focus on particular food sectors and may do a stint in one then be moved on to another - but then suppliers complain that they are not allowed to build up a relationship with the buyer.  

Pros and cons:  

High-pressure job, dealing with suppliers and having to meet targets on quality and quantity. Lots of farm visits, lots of free food. It's a useful opportunity for agricultural graduates and there are the usual big-company benefits and prospects for career progression.  

Paypacket:  

The supermarkets aren't saying. We'd guess £23,000-25,000 for a new graduate, rising to £40,000-50,000 with experience?  

Poultry Farmer  

<E051> Traditionally an occupation with entrepreneurial appeal, and no farming experience necessary. Can start small and build up. Free-range and organic markets for eggs and meat are expanding the opportunities for small businesses.  

Pros and cons:  

No subsidy. More regulations and inspections, but that's the same for any food business. Can be a tie, but the workload and hours are not onerous. Threats from foxes, and diseases such as bird flu and salmonella, but long-term prospects are fair.  

Paypacket:  

All depends how big the unit is, and whether conventional, free-range or organic, eggs or meat. Earnings are "reasonable" but don't expect to get rich. A medium-sized business could bring in £12,000-20,000 in annual drawings for a family and involve four hours a day in labour.  

Farm Manager  

<E051> Historically where second sons of farmers ended up - keen to farm but without the capital. Today this is a demanding position with increasing responsibility as the workforce contracts and farms merge. As well as the fieldwork and staff to manage, there's all the paperwork and budgets.  

Pros and cons:  

You're your own boss as long as you keep the owner sweet. Outdoor, varied farming lifestyle and usually a vehicle, phone and house provided. But this might mean living over the shop and can be a lonely life. Hours are long and anti-social; when everyone else is enjoying summer barbecues, the farm manager is working flat out. Opportunities are shrinking as farms merge.  

Paypacket:  

Starting salary: perhaps £25,000 rising to £40,000 for big businesses.  

SFP rescue could take until July.  
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DEFRA's newly appointed troubleshooter at the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, has set out his plan to get payments out to England's farmers amid speculation that some claims won't be resolved until July.  

Mr Addison was brought in as acting chief executive for the RPA to replace Johnston McNeill who was ousted last week (see opposite). Mr Addison immediately began crisis talks with key officials and carried out a review of the situation at the RPA over the weekend. He was said, by one industry insider, to have been surprised by the scale of the task.  

His findings were submitted to DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett late on Tuesday (21 March) and industry leaders were called to London to hear how Mr Addison planned to deal with RPA debacle.  

Although DEFRA was keeping tight-lipped about the Wednesday meeting, believed to be on  

the table was a six-point plan:  

<E051> Re-focusing of resources. Specific personnel skilled in the Single Payment Scheme would be drafted in to tackle the claim backlog. The move signals Mr Addison's awareness that earlier attempts to boost staff numbers, brought in workers with little knowledge of the SPS which at times added to the confusion over claims.  

<E051> Removal of four checks at the authorisation stage of claims. Currently there are six checks made after the validation process has been completed and before the payment is made. Only two checks will now be made before the payment is released.  

<E051> Priority given to claimants with a significant historic element to their payment. The aim of this would be to move the so-called "pony paddock claimants" to the back of the queue.  

<E051> Mapping effort centralised to Reading to enable a quicker response to mapping enquiries.  

<E051> Decisions will be reviewed at weekly meetings with the TFA, NFU and CLA to gauge the impact of the changes as they are made and to allow a quicker response if needed.  

<E051> Changes will be made at the RPA to streamline the command chain and improve the speed at which decisions can be made and processed.  

In addition to these points, Farmers Weekly has learned that junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach is expected to hold a key meeting with senior bank officials next week. It is thought he will call for a more lenient approach to be taken towards farmers who are struggling financially.  

Notably absent from the plan is any commitment to extend the deadline for entitlement transfers. The existing deadline is 2 April which allows for a six-week notification period before 15 May. Farm leaders had called for a reduction in the six-week period to enable transferees to claim payment on entitlements before the 15 May deadline for applications.  

Also missing appears to be any commitment to make an interim payment to farmers and any new deadline by which the RPA expects payments to be made, prompting speculation that some payments will not arrive on farms before July.  

jonathan.riley@rbi.co.uk  
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The chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, Johnston McNeill, has been forced out of his job because of the RPA's failure to get single farm payments out on time.  

DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett announced Mr McNeill's departure from his £150,000-a-year post in a parliamentary statement issued last Thursday (16 March).  

Mrs Beckett said Mr McNeill had been removed following his admission that the agency will not manage to get the bulk of payments out to farmers by the end of March.  

"Ministers have throughout been advised that, following the validation of claims, the RPA expected to make the bulk of payments by the end of the month," she said.  

"Late on Tuesday afternoon the chief executive informed me that their latest reassessment of the position was that this would no longer be possible. This is an unacceptable situation.  

"I have concluded that urgent action is needed to strengthen the leadership of the agency. With my approval, the permanent secretary of my department, Helen Ghosh, has appointed Mark Addison as acting chief executive in place of Johnston McNeill."  

The move drew immediate criticism from political opposition. Conservative MP and shadow minister for agriculture Jim Paice said he considered the first priority to get the money out to farmers before establishing who is to blame.  

"It's an issue of priorities. The first priority should be to get the money to farmers that they so desperately need. This should be in full, if that is not possible then as partial payments, but they must receive something and soon. Then, when this debacle is resolved, we can look to see who is accountable for this mess."  

fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

new man no stranger to crisis.  
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<E051> Mark Addison, the new man in the hot seat at the Rural Payments Agency, is known within civil service circles as a "big-hitter" and "master of crisis management".  

Mr Addison will replace Johnston McNeill on a temporary basis as acting chief executive of the RPA.  

Previous positions have included, in 2005, a stint as acting permanent secretary - DEFRA's most senior civil servant post. Since 2001 Mr Addison's main title has been DEFRA director general for service delivery.  

Digging deeper into his career statistics, his roles in the past decade have included a number of powerful positions - chief executive at the Crown Prosecution Service, director of the Better Regulation Unit at the Cabinet Office and director of the Health and Safety Executive.  

His broad range of public sector experience covers designing organisational reform, improving performance, building delivery partnerships with IT suppliers and crisis management.  

Take a long look at pedigree trading  
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Take a long look at pedigree trading  

<E051> In the financial world, smart operators are now being prosecuted for milking gullible and simple-minded investors.  

In farming, shouldn't breeders of livestock who induce buyers to part with mega-bucks to buy a bull or ram, be subjected to equivalent scrutiny? Even though an element of reciprocal trading occurs between buyers and sellers, the need for a thorough appraisal of pedigree trading practice is not diminished.  

Auctioneers and top pedigree breeders are equally culpable in the con-trick that like begets like. The most basic appreciation of genetics proves that it does nothing of the sort.  

Meanwhile, gullible investors are persuaded/cajoled to part with hard-earned cash on the assumption that buying high-priced individual animals will generate a proportionate return via their offspring.  

This assumption is naïve and the sooner it is exposed the better.  

Whether it requires financial intervention from outside the cosy collaboration of the UK pedigree fraternity, is a moot point.  

The viability and prosperity of many commercial livestock breeders could hinge on the answer.  

Harry Hope  

Harry.Hope@tesco.net  

Are adjusted weights legal?  

<E051> I have received an impression that, while livestock marts correctly weigh each animal presented for sale, some marts routinely subtract 2kg from the measured weight of each lamb and, presumably, other amounts from other animals' weights.  

This adjusted weight is the one given to the buyers, against which they bid. I have heard that the purpose of this alleged practice is to make the mart's average prices appear better than they otherwise would.  

A trading standards officer has stated that this practice, if it occurred, would be illegal, and that Trading Standards would prosecute the felons.  

Readers' comments, please, for and against. I should like to get to the bottom of this, and to see any illegal practice stopped.  

G Smith  

oldmilton.farm@virgin.net  

The Arthur Scargill of agriculture  

<E051> Is David Handley an Arthur Scargill for our times? Brian Hewlett says (Letters, 10 March) says that NFU council's failure to elect Mr Handley as president was "A bad day for British agriculture".  

I beg to differ. Recently, I heard a radio programme about the miners' strike. Being on the BBC, it was heavily pro-miner, yet not once did I hear any economic argument for keeping the pits open. Their sole justification was: "We work hard, we're the salt of the earth, and the world owes us a living." Remind you of anyone we know?  

I don't claim to know what the answer is to farming's troubles. Mr Handley, however, is what the answer isn't. Let us also give Peter Kendall some credit for being the first insider to challenge a sitting president.  

Mr Hewlett urges NFU members to withdraw their membership. The NFU has to lobby government for the red diesel concession each year. Perhaps he would like to run his tractors on white diesel.  

The NFU is far from perfect, but it's our best hope. Our enemies who lobby against us must be rubbing their hands at such infighting. Mr Hewlett's comments and others like them are not helpful.  

Graham Reeves  

Park Lane Farm, Shirley, Ashbourne, Derbyshire  

gwreeves@tiscali.co.uk  

F&M slaughter policy was right  

<E051> I have just read Lawrence Woodward's attack on the policy advocated by the government's chief scientific adviser, Prof Sir David King, during the 2001 foot-and-mouth epidemic (Talking Point, 10 March).  

Much to the disgust of Mr Lawrence, Sir David was a strong supporter of the slaughter policy, and against the use of vaccination to control the epidemic.  

I think we should all thank our lucky stars that it was Sir David who was advising the government, and not Mr Woodward.  

Jim Dewhirst,  

Yorkwold Pigpro Ltd, Field House, Scarborough Road, Driffield, East Yorks  

Environment Agency silence  

<E051> On 12 October last year an Environment Agency inspector favoured us with a visit as part of its remit to police Nitrate Vulnerable Zones.  

We gathered together a mountain of paperwork, and on the due day put aside time for the inspection.  

The inspector, who was reasonable and helpful, took away the records he needed to ascertain whether we were farming within the rules.  

Up to today's date, nothing has been heard from the agency. That's despite two emails, one before and one after Christmas.  

On contacting the NFU, which spoke to the Environment Agency on my behalf, the message came back that we are compliant. It's the most offensive term one could possibly imagine. The inspector had been too busy to write the letter or to return the papers.  

Bearing in mind the powers held by agencies over all of us, it ill behoves them to treat us, who pay their wages, in such a cavalier fashion.  

What would have been the result if I had waited five months before replying to a letter from the EA, DEFRA or, for that matter, the Rural Payments Agency?  

Wilfrid Dimsdale  

Meesden Bury, Meesden, Buntingford, Herts  

We'd get SFP faster by hand  

<E051> English farmers are suffering great delay in the adminstration of their 2005 EU single farm payments by the Rural payments agency.  

The total pot available for sharing out was made known before the end of 2004 by EU regulation and claims had to be made by mid-March 2005.  

If, say, only one quarter (800) of the RPA staff had been totally dedicated to this single most important task of the Agency the 120,000 claims could have been finalised by Christmas (as previously) by each dedicated staff member processing five claims per week.  

The latest position is that if half of all monies due are paid by the end of this month farmers will be surprised. Those unfortunate enough to be further delayed will suffer potentially critical cash flow problems compounding the already parlous state of the industry.  

Computerisation hardly seems to have improved the competence of delivery in this case.  

S Leeder  

Dunmow, Essex.  

One law for RPA, one law for us  

<E051> As a relatively new farmer I am possibly eligible for the Single Farm Payment National Reserve Scheme. I applied last October.  

Three telephone calls in the past three weeks elicited the response that the results were being processed as soon possible. Only the third call revealed that my application had been received and "logged on".  

If applications are logged on the agency could surely keep us informed of progress and then, like most organisations, set themselves completion deadlines.  

When the boot is on the other foot, the farmer is given deadlines (seven days for a response to the Rural Land Register letter) or a penalty (interest running immediately on their inadvertent overpayment of an organic subsidy).  

If RPA personnel got no response to their enquires about salaries and employment problems there would a question of employment rights and even a strike.  

Why should we be treated so differently?  

M C Mowat  

Westcott Farm, Brompton Ralph, Somerset  

Slow tow only  

for the Fastrac  

<E051> I would like to point out to other JCB Fastrac owners and users that the tractor is illegal when towing unbalanced trailers at speeds over 20mph.  

My reasons for this are that the pick-up hitch is attached direct to the rear axle and the weight from the trailer drawbar increases the axle and tyre load without suspension, which is only all right up to 20mph. Even if the trailer has a sprung drawbar, it does not make the outfit legal over 20mph.  

Other high-speed tractors - Unimog, Trantor, Ontop and Multidrive - all have pickup hitches that transfer weight through the suspension.  

The Fastrac is legal only if the trailer is balanced or a turntable wagon is used at highspeed.  

I am most concerned as in an accident the tractor would not be covered by insurance.  

George McNeil  

Park Cottage, Stowe, Buckingham, Bucks  

Bio-energy the Hawaii bi-0 way  

<E051> The government's stance on the need for food security seems clear, but I was interested to read that the President of the European Commission, Manuel Barroso, is urging European leaders to back measures to improve energy security.  

What better method than for the government to support and more actively lead the way in pushing renewable energy sources forward?  

Hawaii has started this by dictating that at least 85% of gasoline sold in the state has to contain 10% ethanol by April and the process has already started.  

Part of the stated reason is to reduce the state's dependence on outside oil and support its beleaguered farmers by providing another use for their crops.  

If a US state can take such action, why shouldn't we?  

Will Organ  

Larkmoor@talk21.com  

Don't believe the Badger Trust spin  

<E051> The recent claims by the Badger Trust that 25,000 people were against the culling of badgers in the government's consultation is rubbish.  

I hardly think that only 25,000 out of 60m people can constitute what was described as a "huge public backlash". The truth is that it was a minority response.  

The report continues to inform us that the response on the badger survey was "four times that seen during the debate on hunting with dogs." That shows claims by the anti-hunting brigade that everybody agreed with them were untrue.  

Not long ago, the Badger Trust accused the Western Morning News of "selective" and "irresponsible" reporting on the subject of badgers and bovine TB. They are choice accusations compared with their latest piece of spin.  

Badgers are suffering and the health of cattle and people is being put at risk. Most people have had enough of minority groups like the Badger Trust getting their own way at the expense of the majority.  

The buck now stops with dithering junior DEFRA minister Mr Bradshaw. He must now fulfill his duty and get on with his job before it is too late and we lose all our badgers. No one is going to thank him for that.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

tess@ventonvean.freeserve.co.uk  

Self-sufficient farms the answer  

<E051> David Richardson has stirred up a hornets' nest (Opinion, 3 March).  

Anyone wishing to see Britain fail to exercise an important role in the world (such as in the EU and the World Trade Organisation) would first seek to ensure that food self-sufficiency here is reduced to strategically suicidal levels.  

In addition, he would hope to see total dependence on foreign energy resources, clapped-out and bankrupt railways and still no sign of any effective national water grid with another drought looming.  

To attack British civil rights and liberties, as we sleep-walk into a surveillance society, that person would engage in lunatic military adventures abroad. Such actions would lack any democratic legitimacy, and ensure provocative retaliatory attacks on the capital.  

Then, the attack on civil liberties could be attributed to the contrived and threadbare charade of security from terrorism.  

That seems a fair description of the current situation.  

The battle for the British dinner-plate, raging now way above the mindless consumerism of urban society, is a battle for the control of Britain.  

Farmers, having sold their SFP entitlements and trying in vain to earn a profit from commercial farming in a hostile arena, will rapidly rediscover the attractions of a high level of on-farm self-sufficiency in food, water, fuel, electricity and privacy.  

David and colleagues should pursue their theme further.  

Stuart Pattison  

Calstock, Cornwall.  

No smoke  

without fire  

<E051> Further to an item this week on Radio 4's Today programme, it is interesting to note that, as a farmer, I am no longer able to dispose of sheep carcasses by burning.  

But the Open Air Funeral Pyre Movement successfully used a dead sheep as a stand-in human body.  

I trust that DEFRA will be following up this news item with the diligence it applies to us farmers for any minor infringement of the rules it has invented.  

Richard Sweet  

Cricklade, Wiltshire  

Doubts that SP will be paid on time  
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INDUSTRY confidence in the Rural Payments Agency's ability to make the bulk of Single Payments by the end of this month has hit a new low.  

The agency admitted to an urgent re-assessment of the situation on Wednesday, after it was revealed that only 6.2 per cent of English farmers had received payments.  

A spokesman said there would be a thorough analysis of the position and an announcement was due later this week.  

Earlier this month Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach promised that more than 50 per cent of farmers would receive payment before the end of March.  

But this week NFU president Peter Kendall said: "On what grounds can we have confidence this target will be met, given the results so far?"  

By Tuesday £53 million had been paid out to the 120,367 SP applicants, but Mr Kendall described it as a `paltry amount' of the total due. "They have now only two weeks left to get the bulk paid, which is what was promised by Defra."  

As Farmers Guardian went to press the NFU and CLA were awaiting a response from agency chief executive, Johnston McNeill, to a joint letter raising serious concerns about its performance.  

One group particularly interested in the outcome were fruit, vegetable and potato growers, many of whom have received un-validated statements, without a clear explanation.  

The RPA informed stakeholders that these allocations were still being completed and would not be available until early next week.  

NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson said: "One of the deadlines for submitting some entitlement transfer forms is this Sunday, but the specialised growers who need to be doing that don't know what final entitlements they have got, which is absurd," she said.  

NFU horticulture board chairman Richard Hirst said growers were completely in the dark whether they were going to receive all the authorisations applied for.  

Those who wished to transfer authorised entitlements before they were fully validated were being advised they could do so, but at their own risk. "In effect that means complete uncertainty, the authorisation figure may change and a grower may end up having authorisations `clawed back' following full validation," he said.  

The RPA also told stakeholders it would not be insisting on the RLE1 form being completed for land transfers. However, the processing of the 2006 application would be speeded up if farmers had completed the forms.  

Julie Robinson, said: "Up to now the RPA had insisted that the RLE 1 form should be used not only to transfer entitlements but also to notify them of changes in the land being farmed.  

"We are very pleased they have seen sense on this issue, which was causing a lot of anxiety among farmers and threatening to bring the system to a standstill."  

The Tenant Farmers' Association said the situation at the RPA had gone `from bad to worse' in the past few weeks, while there was `much justifiable anger' among farmers.  

The TFA has called for the complete validation of all 2005 claims to be achieved by Friday, March 24.  

A survey conducted by Farming On-line questioning English farmers about entitlement statements, indicated that just 13 per cent of the 1,937 respondents had received validated statements, while 87 per cent had un- validated statements.  

Farming On-Line director, Peter Griffith, said: "The main reasons for the un-validated forms are with mapping errors, including missing hectares from farms, or with FVP entitlements, which are adding confusion to the system."  

He said with payments made so far averaging around £8,000 per farmer there was a real indication the first validated statements and payments had been going to smaller producers.  

By Joanna Baker  

SFP in brief...  

Isabel Davies  
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Farms will go bust, warns West Devon  

<E051> West Devon Borough Council has written to DEFRA to warn that farmers will go out of business if single farm payments are delayed any longer.  

"We need to send a clear signal to DEFRA that we are behind our farming communities and their welfare is being seriously neglected at the moment," said council strategies and resources committee chairman Dick Eberlie.  

Crown Estate will  

back its tenants  

<E051> The Crown Estate has told the major banks that it will be sympathetic if any of its tenants are suffering cashflow difficulties because of SFP delays.  

"If any of our tenants are experiencing genuine cashflow difficulties, please ensure that they are in direct contact with their local managing agent.  

"We will take a sympathetic view of each case and ensure that we action appropriate interim arrangements for those who require assistance."  

NFU livestock board pushes interim cash  

<E051> The NFU's livestock board is pushing for interim single farm payments to be paid to help livestock farmers.  

Board chairman Richard Haddock said farmers should get 80-90% of their total payment to help ease cashflow problems.  

"Some of these farmers aren't going to be in business unless they get some money now," said Mr Haddock.  

No form needed if  

no maps wanted  

<E051> The Rural Payments Agency has agreed that if a farmer is adding or deleting a land parcel that already appears on the Rural Land Register, they can do this by amending their 2006 SPS application and are not required to complete an RLE1 form.  

"However, if the customer who is adding the parcel wishes to be sent a new RLR map of their holding, they should complete an RLE1."  

RPA set to miss deadline.  

Isabel Davies  
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Confidence in the Rural Payments Agency has plummeted to a new low, with farm organisations concerned that the agency will struggle to pay even half of farmers their single farm payment by the end of March.  

The Prime Minister did his best to back the agency during parliamentary question time this week in the face of tough questioning from shadow agriculture minister Jim Paice.  

But, despite the PM's insistence that the RPA is working hard, Farmers Weekly understands that between 20 February and 14 March, it had only managed to pay 7539 farmers, which equates to just 6.2% of the 120,000 applicants in 2005.  

This means that if it is to achieve its target of paying "the bulk" (ie a minimum of 50%) of farmers by the end of March, then it has another 50,000+ farmers to pay in just two and a half weeks.  

An agency spokesman refused to comment on payment progress as FW went to press on Wednesday (15 March).  

"The RPA is currently undertaking an urgent reassessment and a thorough analysis of the position on payments. An announcement will be made later this week [w/e Friday, 17 March]," he said.  

But Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist with the Country Land and Business Association, said the RPA had so far paid out £53m, which was way short of the £300m that DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett told NFU conference on 27 February that the RPA was "in the process" of authorising for payment.  

"Reading between the lines I think they are probably looking to get 50-60% of payments out by the end of March and somewhere north of 90% by the end of April," he said.  

"But they have got to get through a lot of payments to do that and the arithmetic is against them. Are they really going to get another 40-50,000 payments out in the next two weeks?"  

Julie Robinson, chief legal adviser for the NFU, agreed that the pledge to pay the bulk of payments by the end of March seemed a tall order.  

"They say they are looking like getting 66% fully validated and paid by the end of March. But what gives us the confidence to believe that?"  

Mrs Robinson added that the union was also concerned that many growers of fruit, vegetable and potato crops still did not know what their authorisation position was.  

The NFU has said that of all the categories of claimant, FVP growers need to know their situation most because so many need to transfer entitlements.  

The CLA, NFU and Tenant Farmers Association are all pushing for the transfer notification period for entitlement trading to be reduced from six to  

four weeks.  

Details of the RPA's announcement, when it comes, will be covered on our website fwi.co.uk/forums  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Fears over unvalidated entitlement statements sent out to farmers  
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TWO-THIRDS of the entitlement statements sent to farmers since February 14 are unvalidated.  

The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that just 39,000 of the 117,000 entitlement statements it has issued are fully validated, while 78,000 are not.  

Without validated entitlements farmers will not receive their Single Farm Payment. In addition, any transfer of entitlements would be at risk because the number and/or the value of the entitlements allocated could reduce or increase as a consequence of this validation.  

In order to start making payments before the end of February 2006, the agency decided to establish the number and value of entitlements for all farmers before it had fully completed all the required validation checks on claims.  

It warned farmers with unvalidated statements there was a risk it may have to recover these entitlements or adjust their value.  

An agency spokesman said that to have waited until all claims were fully validated before sending out entitlement statements would have made it impossible for people to trade their entitlements before the April 2 deadline.  

However, some farmers have now expressed difficulties in getting their entitlements validated. In a joint open letter, both the CLA and the NFU have called on the agency to urgently clarify the situation.  

NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock said: "I think they have got a very big problem and I think the announcement that they were validating payments on February 14 and making the deadline was a public relations scam and the Minister misled Parliament."  

So far 3,042 farmers - 2.54 per cent of the claimant population - have received their Single Farm Payment.  

Farming leaders demand answers on late SFP cash.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers and their representatives are demanding urgent answers from the Rural Payments Agency which admitted this week (Wed, 8 March) that just 3042 out of 120,000 producers had received their single farm payment.  

The NFU and Country Land and Business Association have sent a joint open letter to RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill accusing the agency of providing poor quality information (see p8 for more) and failing to fulfil its promises.  

The letter, which warns that farmers are angry and frustrated, explains that the two organisations have serious concerns about the performance of the RPA.  

It also expresses concern that a senior RPA official has indicated during the last two stakeholder meetings that he regards 30 Jun as the real deadline for payments, not the end of March.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said: "The SPS was meant to herald a simplification in the support regime. The industry is keen to move forward, but we cannot if the RPA continues to stretch deadlines and leave questions unanswered."  

David Fursdon, CLA president, added: "The situation is depressing. We are happy to work in partnership, but the RPA has to treat us as partners."  

An RPA spokesman confirmed that the letter had been received by Mr McNeill and he would respond to it. On the issue of payments, the spokesman admitted progress has been slow this week as the system has thrown up a number of claim batches which required investigation.  

"Those issues have now been resolved and we are picking up pace again on payments.  

"There will be periodic peaks and troughs in the payment cycle as we progress, which in isolation do not give an accurate picture of overall progress. Our next significant milestone is the end of March, by which time we aim to have met our target of making the bulk of payments and we continue working towards that."  

Speaking at the Royal Association of British Dairy Farmers annual conference on Tuesday (7 March), junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach called for farmers to show patience.  

Payments to "well over 50%" of qualifying claimants would be made by the end of March and all would be out by the EU deadline of 30 June, he claimed.  

<E051> To read the NFU/CLA letter in full and for the latest payment situation see fwi.co.uk  

Trade or not? Three weeks to decide.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Only three weeks remain before the 2006 deadline for trading single farm payment entitlements. Sam Fortescue and Andrew Shirley offer a two-page just-in-time guide  

Not everyone will want to buy or sell these new passports to the single farm payment - it depends on cash flow and whether the farm has expanded or contracted since the all-important reference years 2000-02.  

There may also be business advantages to trading (see panel, below), but it is worth remembering that without an entitlement, an area of land cannot earn any support this year.  

Dairy farmers lumbered with set-aside liabilities for the first time, for example, might be tempted to pay somebody else to take on those entitlements so they can utilise all of their grass for milk production. But before doing so it would be wise to work out if the extra income will be enough to make up for the lost SFP payments.  

And nobody knows what will follow the current scheme. Farmers who have sold their entitlements this time may lose out if son-of-SFP is based upon the number of entitlements held at 2012 or earlier if the pace of CAP  

reform quickens.  

But whatever farmers decide to do, the transfer itself takes up to six weeks for the Rural Payments Agency to process. This means all requests must be in by midnight on 2 April, or they may be too late for this year's SFP claim, which closes on 15 May. So there is little time left to make trading decisions.  

Farmers anger over SFP letters.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers have slammed the Rural Payments Agency for sending out unvalidated entitlement statements, which many feel are confusing, others regard as useless and consultants are warning may contain errors.  

Farmers Weekly has been contacted by farmers who are angry about and puzzled by their statements. Of the 117,000 entitlement statements that have been sent out by the RPA in the past two weeks, it has emerged that two-thirds (78,000) are unvalidated.  

"Why have they sent unvalidated statements out as they tell us absolutely nothing?" said one farmer from north-east England. "The RPA tells you to check the figures, but I can't see how they have got to them."  

Another producer, writing on FW's website ( www.fwi.co.uk ), added: "My statement is not validated so I haven't a clue if it is right. I can't imagine why it has not been validated because my situation is very straightforward with no complications. The cynic in me thinks that there is no validation problem at all and that posting was just a desk-clearing exercise to tick a target box."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said farmers were angry because they had not been given enough specific information to work out how the figures had been arrived at. Others were worried because they had identified discrepancies between the established areas on their SP5 application forms and the number of entitlements on their statement.  

Mr Wordsworth said the NFU continued to push for more guidance, but so far it was not forthcoming. However, it was important that farmers did try to get to the bottom of the figures, he stressed.  

"Farmers should read the information sent by the RPA and if this does not answer their questions they should write to the RPA for a calculation of how their values have been arrived at. This is a one-off opportunity to get things right."  

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist with the Country Land and Business Association, agreed it was unsatisfactory that the RPA had not adequately explained to farmers the way the calculations worked. "They should have included a breakdown of how they have done the calculations on the statement," he said.  

A spokesman from the RPA told "The information we have provided customers with up to this point enables them to navigate their way around the statement, verify the accuracy of the number and type of entitlements on their statement, and to transfer entitlements.  

"We are currently considering the most appropriate way in which we can provide further information on the entitlements calculation, to help those farmers who wish to check value figures on their entitlements in more detail."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

English SFP is a mess - but here's some help.  

Andrew Shirley  
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If the government is trying to wean agriculture off support payments sooner rather than later, the botched introduction of the single farm payment could inadvertently do the trick.  

Even now, with the deadline for trading SFP entitlements only weeks away, the confusion continues. Most English farmers have not received their SFP cheques and there are still thousands who do not know how much they will eventually receive. For those who have been told, the Rural Payments Agency's calculations are at best, unclear, at worst, plain wrong.  

It's probably too late to expect the RPA to sort out the mess, but farmers do need answers quickly. That's why today we've produced a Direct Talk guide to SFP entitlements to help you through the maze of outstanding issues. And we've also got a team of experts lined up to answer your questions online.  

Included in the guide are the results of an exclusive survey, which expose how unrealistic the cosy concept of decoupling support from production in the short term really is. While DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett may want farmers to use SFP cheques to reduce their reliance on traditional farming income, the reality is somewhat harsher.  

At least two-thirds of those questioned said they would have to use some of the cash to pay off short-term borrowing just to maintain their existing businesses.  

It's not an ideal situation - one that farmers will need to try to resolve - but government, supermarkets and food processors must realise that the introduction of the SFP is not a windfall panacea that will remove all of farming's problems in a stroke. And it is certainly not an excuse - already used crassly by some - to justify lower farm-gate prices.  

For some, the hassle of claiming the SFP may not seem worth the bother, but used wisely it will help provide opportunities - opportunities that may mean relying on the RPA could become a thing of the past.  

Andrew Shirley Deputy business editor  

<E051> For the latest on SFP see News, p7-8 and Direct Talk, p35-40  

<E051> To access our SFP experts log on to fwi.co.uk/forums  

Great news for a great industry  

"The most positive news for the British beef industry in a decade" was how the NFU welcomed this week's decision to end the Date-Based Export Scheme. It was not exaggerating, writes Europe editor Philip Clarke.  

For 10 years, top-quality British beef has been banned or severely restricted from access to former markets, despite huge strides in overcoming the scourge of BSE.  

But now the end is in sight. Normal exporting of both beef and live cattle should resume in a matter of weeks.  

The result is a massive reward for the lobbying efforts of farming and meat industry bodies. DEFRA has also played a major part, submitting documentary evidence in a timely manner, launching a UK consultation ahead of the change in EU law, and applying maximum political pressure to secure this week's vote.  

Rebuilding markets will take time. But there is good demand out there and beef producers should soon see the benefit of higher Continental prices. Positive news indeed!  

Roots and fruits bring their own particular worries.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Farmers growing fruit, vegetables or potatoes (FVPs) have even more to worry about in terms of entitlement trading, says Edward Blundy of East Anglian consultant Brown & Co.  

That is because only "authorised" entitlements can be used to claim SFP on land used to grow FVPs. But the Rural Payments Agency has said the number of authorised entitlements growers will receive will be based on the area under FVP crops during 2003, meaning anybody who has expanded production since then may have too few entitlements, unless they have made a successful national reserve application.  

People who have stopped growing FVPs, however, can still use their authorised entitlements to grow normal combinable crops.  

"Growers with too few authorisations will have to decide whether to grow and not claim SFP on the extra area or try and buy in enough to make up the difference," says Mr Blundy.  

"The problem at the moment is that we have plenty of people looking to buy authorised entitlements, but because most people don't know how many they are going to receive yet we don't have enough sellers.  

"March is already proving to be a rather busy month. Ensuring entitlements end up back in the right hands following their establishment last year is proving to be a bit of a nightmare."  

To make matters worse, FVP growers often rent many different blocks of land and a separate RLE1 form has to be filled in for each different land provider and sent back to the RPA by the 2 April deadline, says Mr Blundy "I have one client who rents from 19 different people, and he is by no means unique.  

"The important message is that time is of the essence. Life is significantly clearer with an entitlement statement, so growers should deal with any outstanding queries quickly and request their RLE1 forms today."  

OCDS payments are to get `back on track' next week  
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OUTSTANDING administrative work connected with the OTMS has delayed the first payments under the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme.  

However, the Rural Payments Agency said this week that payments to collection centres would begin on March 6 and the RPA would then be `back on track' on its original commitment to pay out within one month.  

But the spokesperson reminded farmers that the collection centres, after receiving payment from the agency, then had a two week maximum limit in which to get the payments out to consignors of the cattle. * The OCDS began on January 23 after the OTMS finished and first payments should have been made by the RPA no later than one month after that.  

Payments start to arrive  
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SOME 2,400 farmers in England had received Single Payments by the end of February, according to official Rural Payments Agency figures.  

The payments began on February 20 and more than 117,000 farmers should have received letters informing them of their entitlements by the end of this week.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach said the fact that payments had begun in February, as promised, despite an extremely tight timetable, `put paid to any suggestion that we were complacent'.  

But he has confirmed the agency would not achieve the other part of the goal - completing 96 per cent by the end of March. He could not put a figure on how many farmers would get the money by that date and said only that it would be `more than 50 per cent but less than 96 per cent'.  

Minister admits slow start to SPS payments.  

Isabel Davies  
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Fewer than 2500 farmers in England had been paid their single farm payment by the end of February, it has emerged.  

The Rural Payments Agency told Farmers Weekly on Wednesday (1 March) that since 20 February it had paid out a total of £19m to 2400 customers.  

"The pace of payments will ramp up now," said a spokesman. "And we are still on target to pay the bulk of payments by the end of March."  

Speaking on Tuesday (28 February), junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach admitted that the numbers of producers who had been paid so far were "small beer".  

But he said he was pleased that the government had kept to its promise that payments would start in February.  

"We do recognise there is a long way to go and I accept there has been a degree of understandable frustration from the farming community. But we now need to just get on and pay this money - that is my priority.  

"We said over a year ago that we would begin payment in February this year and we have begun payments in February this year. We also still believe that the bulk of payments will be paid in March this year."  

Asked what he meant by the bulk of payments, Lord Bach said: "I mean more than 50% - but I hope much more than 50%. It won't be the 96%...but a good deal more than half is what I would like to see."  

Farmers Weekly has been inundated with calls this week from farmers who are unhappy because they have not yet received their payment.  

One North Yorks producer, who asked to remain unnamed, said he was "disgusted and disappointed" that he was yet to see anything.  

"It has been a hard year and I have had to sell all my crops forward to ease cash-flow. The merchants have realised this and have taken advantage. It has been a bit of a nightmare really." isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Losing our share in Brussels.  

David Richardson  
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Is the attitude of our politicians in Brussels jeopardising the amount of aid and contracts awarded to UK agriculture?  

ay I offer a word of advice? If you are trying to maintain your full entitlement to single farm payments take meticulous care as you plant this year's crops that what you have undertaken to do is accurately completed, for instance that you leave the correct width of buffer strip.  

As has already been reported in Farmers Weekly, the Rural Payments Agency is checking a proportion of claimant's farms and if it finds a discrepancy it will impose stiff penalties. You stand to lose a sizeable proportion of entitlement if you have got it wrong. And don't expect inspectors to average the width of a strip if it varies across a field. They won't allow it on instructions from DEFRA lawyers.  

Is this another case of gold plating? I couldn't possibly comment. All I know is that when the EU published its rules on cross compliance it took up 12 lines of print. By the time this had been anglicised by our DEFRA masters it had expanded to three books. The sad fact is that we need that cash to stay afloat and in any case have no choice but to work with the English version whether or not it is more punitive than those imposed on other member states.  

I was reminded of this when a friend told me of conversations he had had with the owner of the Austrian hotel in which he had stayed during a recent skiing holiday. In case some non-farming readers conclude we are unnecessarily crying wolf again, I should make it clear that my friend sold his farm last year and is now a builder. But he still thinks like a farmer.  

"Why is your government so keen to destroy farming across the EU?" the hotelier had asked him. My friend invited him to explain the basis of his question. Like many in his position the hotelier had, for years, kept a few cows and pigs under the hotel. The milk was used in the kitchens and a few pigs, fed on scraps left by the guests, were slaughtered each week to contribute to the hotel's menus.  

There used to be a slaughterhouse in the village where the meat was butchered. Then, an EU regulation decreed it was no longer legal. It was closed and the pigs have since had to be carted 80km to a bigger abattoir in the valley where vets can inspect the carcasses and so on. The pigs suffer stress on the journey and this affects meat quality; the costs were higher; the end result less satisfactory.  

"One of my best mates is MEP for this region," he told my friend, "and he tells me most of these regulations are written by British civil servants seconded to Brussels by your government." He was at a loss to know why the British government was so hostile to farming.  

My friend, the builder and ex-farmer asked me if I knew if the Austrian's allegations were true. I replied I was not familiar enough with Brussels bureaucracy to know. But when I met another old friend, who is a retired British MEP, the other day I decided to ask him.  

I wouldn't be surprised, he told me. There are certainly plenty of Brits in legislative departments. I can tell you for certain, however, that civil servants from other member states have made sure we did not get our fair share of aid or contracts.  

He went on to tell me how he had overheard countless conversations between administrators in which questions like why they should award this or that aid or whatever to Britain? They (the Brits) are so negative towards everything we try to do, they said. "Let's give it to someone else." The way our politicians behaved in Brussels made such attitudes inevitable.  

That sort of prejudice has probably cost Britain billions, he said, and some of it should by rights have come to British farmers.  

Land sales are set for a boost after SFP cash.  

Andrew shirley  
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<E051> There is no doubt that after the lack of farms on the market last year, 2006 will prove to be very different. Change is very definitely afoot.  

As I sit and write this article, Lord Bach has announced that full single farm payments "would be completed in March". With our experience of the Rural Payments Agency that probably means April but a huge relief to the whole of the agricultural community and - not before time - a much needed injection of cash. This will help boost a strong 2006 land market.  

In north Wilts, our year started off well with the sale of 118-acre Windmill Farm in Cricklade, which was agreed well over the guide price of £895,000. The added attraction of a solid income from a small set of light industrial units highlighted the interest and need for holdings to have a diversified income.  

Undoubtedly, the headline of "Farmer buys Farm" has become a rare event since the majority of purchasers are non-farming/lifestyle buyers with deep pockets, seeking either to invest in a rural home or to diversify using the farm as more of an "estate", eg letting some of the land, planting trees/coppices and improving the buildings probably for a non-agricultural use.  

Woolley & Wallis is about to launch a 70-acre former dairy farm near Melksham in the west of the county, which will not remain within agriculture. The likelihood is that it will appeal to those with an equestrian point of view or those wishing to speculate and use the buildings for some commercial purposes.  

Either way, Wilts farmers can be reassured - and grateful - that there are still strong non-agricultural funds available to support high land prices.  

I am surprised at the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors' recent report of land values slipping back. There seems to be no sign of that happening in north and west Wilts and demand is as strong as ever.  

We have recently agreed the sale of 60 acres of permanent pasture and a single steel barn at figures between £5000 and £6000/acre. One of our other Wilts offices has achieved strong sales with the sale of 67 acres of good quality chalk arable land for a figure approaching £4000/acre. In addition, a sale of 36 acres of heavier permanent pasture achieved about £4375/acre.  

There are going to be more commercial farms on the market and some are already quietly available but not being paraded openly. In particular, there are a number of 200-400-acre dairy farmers who are having a very serious think about how to manage their future, with milk at 17p/litre for the foreseeable future.  

The temporary comfort is that there are still substantial funds available from the farming sector for a good commercial arable/livestock farm because there is little or no choice. The SFP will drip through, and after the banks have had their share, it will persuade more farmers to sell. The prospect of more SFP and environmental paperwork is more than most can bear.  

There could hardly be a better time to come to the market due to lack of supply, good demand, availability of funds and lastly, but by no means least, before the Chancellor of the Exchequer changes the rules on inheritance tax relief.  

STEPHEN RASH, arable and beef farmer, Wortham, Suffolk  
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STEPHEN RASH, arable and beef farmer, Wortham, Suffolk  

"I think the union should make sure that the Rural Payments Agency implements the cross-compliance inspections with the soft touch that was promised. Making the levy bodies more accountable is also a priority."  

HAZEL AKEHURST, farmer's daughter, Hailsham, East Sussex  

"They should be encouraging farmers to stop wallowing and asking the EU or Tesco to give them more money. The industry needs to realise that it has enormous potential. Supermarkets have cottoned-on to the fact that consumers do want local food."  

DALE HALL, branch chairman, Holsworthy and Stratton, Devon  

"TB is the top priority. My farm is in one of the worst hotspots and TB is doing more damage than foot-and-mouth ever did. The NFU is already putting on the pressure - it is government that has to act."  

NICK WELLS, sugar board vice-chairman  

"Communication is the most important thing. So much work goes on within the NFU. We must make sure that more of it gets out to members. Even more important, we must communicate with non-members what the NFU does for them."  

TOM CUMMINS, dairy farmer, Whitby, North Yorks  

"I want to see greater action on the dairy Vision document. We have to get more money from the liquid milk chain."  

STUART BELL, national YFC chairman, East Yorks  

"The union needs to concentrate on getting more involvement from younger people. If the industry is to go forward then young people need to be supported in the industry."  

TREVOR PASSMORE, Church Farm, Coombs, West Sussex  

"The main priority should be making sure that they get the payments out and they should also be looking for ways to get rid of some of the paperwork that we are struggling with."  

Can you do without it?  

Rodney Cordingley  

752 words

Publication date: 3 March 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 1

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

Before you complete your single payment application form for 2006, there's a heap of Directives to wade through. Is there an alternative?  

as agriculture become nationalised? Have you become an employee of the state or are you still an independent farmer?  

As farmers receive quantification of levels of single payment for 2005, it is a question worth asking in preparation for the single payment scheme 2006. The scheme is fraught with rules and regulations with which you are expected to comply, without knowing how the inspectors will apply and interpret the details and how light the touch will be that we have been promised.  

The reporting form for the cross-compliance officers is available to see on the Rural Payments Agency Website with its 25-point checklist. There is even a box for the officer to give reasons if he has had to provide more than 48 hours' notice. The only conclusion to be reached is that the industry has been quietly nationalised during the past 12 months, without a murmur from the NFU, FFA or any other industry body.  

And the reason why there is no opposition? Because the industry is in such poor financial state it can't survive without a level of subsidy, now wrapped into the single payment. The difficulty is that the scheme obliges you to farm in the way that DEFRA wants you to farm, and means you have lost an element of independent thought control on what will be best for your farm and its circumstances. How many farmers would voluntarily leave a 2m margin around their fields.  

So unless you can afford to say no to your single payment for 2006, and keep the inspectors off your farm, my advice is to start reading now. Your 2006 form, to be completed by May, asks you to sign to say you have read and will comply with the Wild Birds Directive, the Groundwater Directive, the Sewage Sludge Directive, the Nitrates Directive and the Habitats Directive.  

These are contained in Article 4 and Annex III of Council Regulation 1782/2003 for those who didn't read them fully before signing their Single Payment Application in 2005.  

When you have finished these make sure you move on to the Animal Identification and Registration Directive, the Ear tags Registers and Passports Regulation and the Cattle Identification Regulation.  

And - new for 2006 - make sure you understand the Plant Protection Products Directive 1991, Food Safety Regulation 2002 and five other directives and regulations relating to livestock ending with the Control and Eradication of Blue Tongue Directive 2000.  

Remember more will be added in time as the original draft Council regulation contained 300 possible documents. So, when you eventually find out what level your single payment will actually pay for 2005, ask yourself whether it is all really worth it for 2006? And when you have had an inspection from a cross-compliance officer making sure you are farming to "state controlled" standards and ideas, ask the question again.  

If you decide you can't manage without it, as I expect you will, then now is the time to stand up and say enough is enough to increased regulation and bureaucracy. That can start with soil management plans. What started as a basic and practical guide to soil management in 2005 is now requiring a detailed Soil Protection Review in 2006 and the promise of enforcement action from 2007. Once again the few who can't manage their soils are forcing the majority, who know that crop yields and good grass production only came with careful soil management, to complete a plethora of paperwork to say what they already know.  

It can continue with the Entry Level Scheme. While many farms can fit the criteria without altering their management, the low level of uptake shows that the majority are reluctant to make significant management changes and lose a level of independence for the figure of £12 an acre.  

As Mr Blair's negotiations with the EU ministers in December have resulted in increased modulation and lower levels of single payment in years to come, keep asking yourself: What price do you pay for your own independence? Let the Entry Level Scheme be a warning to DEFRA and the There is a price at which you will take state aid and cross comply and a price at which you will choose not to enter into the scheme.  

Regulation roll out  
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New regulations in farming are, regrettably, inevitable and with so many other pressures on your time it is all too easy to overlook something and end up on the back foot. That is why Farmers Guardian is running a six-week special to inform you about new regulation coming into force in 2006. We start this week with a summary, reviewing regulations that have recently been introduced, and looking at the year ahead. ALISON LEA reports.  

AGRICULTURAL WASTE  

Spring 2006 - The new agricultural waste regulations will introduce an immediate ban on the use of farm tips, on burying waste on-farm and will place restrictions on the burning of waste.  

A 12-month transitional period following the introduction of the regulations will allow farmers and growers time to register any `exemptions' with the Environment Agency. Exemptions allow a range of activities, including the burning of hedge trimmings, the use of tyres on silage clamps and the landspreading of waste milk among others, to continue.  

The use of the drum incinerator to burn clean pesticide containers will be banned a year following the implementation of the regulations.  

CROSS COMPLIANCE  

From January 1 - Farmers must comply with an additional 7 new Statutory Management Requirements, and also comply with revised GAEC conditions.  

Note: New Date: GAEC 15 (Hedgerows) - March 1 is the deadline for hedgerow cutting and trimming & GAEC 12 (Fallow no set-aside land) - March 1 Green cover on this land established by this date.  

Spring 2006 - Updated regulations regarding sewage slurry are expected to come into force.  

Note: Read Cross Compliance Handbook page 12 for key dates for management operations to comply with cross compliance regulations.  

September 1 - Deadline for completion of Soil Protection Review (publication PB11160). Implementation from January 1, 2007.  

CATTLE ID AND TRACING REGULATIONS  

There will be a consultation document on the consolidation of the Cattle ID and tracing regulations later this year. This was announced by Defra parliamentary secretary Ben Bradshaw, and is combined with an independent review of the animal movement regulations later in the year. This will obviously affect the regulation from a UK Statutory instrument point of view.  

OLDER CATTLE DISPOSAL SCHEME  

January 23 - The Older Cattle Disposal Scheme came into effect. The scheme comes under EU following amendments issued to Commission Regulation No 716/96 (as amended) in November 2005. This authorises the Rural Payments agency to purchase any bovine animal born before August 1, 1996 subject to certain conditions. The OCDS Scheme will be funded by the EU and UK Government.  

Producers must ensure that animals are IDd correctly and fit for the human food chain.  

NITRATE VULNERABLE ZONES  

Summer 2006 - Nitrates Action Programme based on tightening of regulations in NVZs is likely to start. Consultation on new rules is expected early in 2006. These are likely to include the following: * Reduction in maximum organic nitrogen application limits on agricultural land.  

* Restrictions on steeply sloping fields.  

* Closed periods for all land.  

* Minimum storage requirements for slurry and poultry manure. * NVZ status to apply to all land.  

SUGAR BEET REFORM  

January to May - Implementing of new regulations to be provided by EU Council.  

March 2 - Announcement of temporary quota cut for 2006 (expected to be 10-15 per cent).  

Spring 2006 - Announcement of basis of compensation method expected.  

July - New regime formally starts, including price reduction to £23.17/t in the first year, and to £17.95 by 2009.  

FOOD HYGIENE  

January 1, 2006 - The Food Hygiene package of measures commonly referred to as H1, 2 and 3 were implemented in the New Year.  

The European Directive, for the first time, makes primary producers responsible for food safety in the same way as processors, retailers and food service outlets. With this responsibility has come various requirements for good practice, and hygiene about the farm. The regulations make requirements for ID, general farm hygiene and record keeping.  

One of the major aspects of this regulation is that livestock producers play their part in the protection of public health by ensuring only healthy and clean animals are submitted for slaughter. Therefore, there are no casualty slaughter arrangements and animals must be disposed of via the fallen stock scheme.  

Enforcement arrangements still being developed by the FSA but these regulations form basis of one SMR for 2006 cross compliance.  

WATER  

CATCHMENT SENSITIVE FARMING (NOT TECHNICALLY A 'REGULATION')  

Two-year Defra programme designed to reduce diffuse pollution. Catchment Sensitive Farming Officers (in 2006) will be contacting farmers in selected water catchments to provide one-to-one advice and organise training events.  

MACHINERY  

May 2006 - Mandatory fitting of new digital tachographs to new vehicles. It will be illegal to use a new or hired vehicle if the driver doesn't have a `smart card' to store the tacho information. Smart cards available from DVLA (£38 each), which also provides training.  

MYCOTOXIN LIMITS  

July 2006. Introduction of legislation for maximum permitted levels of deoxynivalenol (DON - also known as vomitoxin) and zearalenone mycotoxins in cereals. The European Commission has set maximum limits for fusarium mycotoxins in unprocessed cereals and cereal foodstuffs intended for human consumption.  

INTEGRATED POLLUTION PREVENTIONAND CONTROL (IPPC)  

November 2006 - January 2007 Opening of the application window for IPPC applications from the pig and poultry sector. IPPC applies to poultry units with places for more than 40,000 poultry or pig units with places for more than 750 sows, or more than 2000 finisher pigs (over 30kg).  

New or enlarged farms above the threshold already need a permit before stocking. Existing farms that need a permit must apply between November 1, 2006 and January 31, 2007.  

Producers will need to complete an application form and comply with the Standard Farming Installation Rules.  

GANGMASTERS (EXCLUSIONS)REGULATIONS 2006  

April 6 - These regulations exclude certain circumstances, defined by the Gangmasters (licensing) Act 2004, as acting as a gangmaster, from the requirement to be licensed.  

AGRICULTURAL WAGES ORDER  

October - The annual Order (which has the force of law) sets minimum wage rates and other minimum terms and conditions of employment which employers must follow if they are employing workers in Agriculture or Horticulture in England and Wales.  

SINGLE PAYMENT SCHEME (Not technically a 'regulation' as farmers are not obliged to register for the SPS. However, most are signed up, so the timetable below is critically important).  

March 31 - Receipt of 2005 payments (according to RPA, the bulk of claimants will be paid by this date).  

April 2 - Deadline for RLE1 farmers to notify Defra of any transfers of entitlement. (RLE1 is needed for this). Transfer with land deadline is March 19.  

April 30 - Deadline for farmers renting land for 2006 to be in occupation - the latest date to comply with the 10 month rule.  

Note: In these cases, as it takes 6 weeks for RPA to process, notification of these transfers must be done by March 19.  

May 15 - Closing date for annual SPS applications. This is also the deadline for conclusion of contracts for non-food crops grown on set aside land and also energy crop contracts.  

Note: SPS will provide farmers with the option to receive the SFP payment in Euros. Between now and May, you should consider which currency is most appropriate for your business.  

June 30 - The 2005 SPS Payment window ends.  

TRANSFER OF UNDERTAKINGS (PROTECTION OF EMPLOYMENT) REGULATIONS 2006  

April 6 - New TUPE regulations should come into force, with five key areas of change.  

TB  

February 1 - Tabular valuations came into force. Animals compulsorily slaughtered due to TB, Brucellosis and Enzootic Bovine Luekosis (EBL) and on March 1 for Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) will now not be valued by an individual valuer, but instead valued by whichever of Defra's 47 categories the animal is classified under.  

ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP  

February - First Higher Level Stewardship agreements started (delayed from original intended start date of November 2005)  

Monthly deadlines - ELS applications are now accepted each month rather than quarterly. Start dates are within three months of receipt of a valid application.  

SHEEP AND GOATS (RECORDS,IDENTIFICATION AND MOVEMENT)(ENGLAND) ORDER 2005  

November 20, 2005 - This came into effect with regard to sheep movement within and outside a holding with a 5-mile radius being put in place. * Thanks to the NFU for helping to compile this article.  

Area payments bring relief to hills - but no end to dispute  
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Farmers in England finally have some clarity. ALISTAIR DRIVER reports on what the publication of the Regional Average Payment and National Reserve details will mean for subsidy payments over the next eight years.  

THE outlook is a little brighter for cattle farmers in the English hills this week.  

Two years ago when the system for Single Payments in England was finally agreed after bitter industry arguing, upland cattle breeders appeared to be the big losers.  

Supporters of the three-tier system, led by the NFU, had won the argument, guaranteeing that area payments in the lowland region would be higher than those in the hills.  

Defra's initial estimates suggested that by 2012 lowland area rates could be double those in most of the uplands and 10 times those in the sparse Moorland area.  

The National Beef Association (NBA)-led alliance calling for two payment areas - the Moorland area and the rest - feared the result was a disaster for farming and the environment. Massively reduced subsidy payments would be the final straw for hundreds of farmers whose families had looked after the hills over hundreds of years of grazing.  

The reality has turned out to be somewhat different. Last week, when the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) finally revealed the Regional Average Payments (RAP) for the three English regions, the contrast was nowhere near as stark as expected. The 2012 lowland payment of about £200/hectare (before all deductions, including National Reserve) is just below Defra's 2004 estimate of £210-230/ha but roughly in line with more recent industry estimates.  

Moorland payments of £23/ha are roughly in line with 2004 predictions. But the big surprise is the SDA non-Moorland figure of about £167/ha (before deductions). Defra's 2004 estimate was just £110-£130/ha.  

The outcome is better than hoped for by farmers in the SDA zone. Initially, of course, area payments will be relatively insignificant, as historic payments make up the bulk of the cheques. But by 2012, most farmers in the hills are looking at £30-£50/ha more in subsidy than they were expecting. The gap between their payments and those going to identical lowland claimants will be nearer £30/ha than £100/ha.  

National Beef Association chief executive Robert Forster said the regional rates provided some relief for struggling hill farmers: "We are pleased. This means more farmers in the uplands will be in a position to continue breeding. But it is clear that area payments in all three zones will still be lower than what many beef farmers have been receiving.  

"It does not remove the need for beef farmers to increase income and reduce costs to make up the difference between their modest SP and previous heavy coupled subsidy payments."  

CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell said the lowland payments were roughly in line with what the CLA had been telling its members. "But when I saw that hill farmers were going to get about £30/ha more than expected I thought: `Thank God for that - they certainly need it'," he said.  

So what happened? In short, more land was claimed on than had been expected in the lowlands and less than anticipated in the hills, at least the non-Moorland SDA zone.  

In the lowlands, Defra had underestimated the amount of previously unsupported `white land' that would be claimed on, diluting payments to all lowland farmers.  

About 130,000 people claimed Single Payments in England, compared with 70,000 who claimed under the old system.  

Many of the new claimants were horse owners, for example, who realised their pasture could earn them an income as long as it was kept in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition. It appears that more smallholdings that had not previously claimed subsidy applied than had been thought. Other new claimants included growers of previously unsupported crops, such as potatoes, fruit and vegetables. In contrast, there was very little `white land' in the uplands, where there is little scope for equestrian activities or growing vegetables.  

At the same time it appears that the acreage of land already farmed in the SDA zone turned out to be less than expected, with more than expected farmed in the Moorland zone.  

Another factor was that a number of heavily subsidised farmers won appeals to have their land moved out of the Moorland region into the non-Moorland SDA zone. This brought more historic subsidies into the SDA pot, according to NFU policy director Martin Haworth. Those in the Moorland zone were less fortunate and there will be some disappointed farmers who face very big subsidy cuts.  

Both protagonists in the dispute that threatened to tear the industry apart two years ago claimed the figures vindicated their stance. Mr Forster said they showed fears that subsidies from heavily stocked lowland farms would be redistributed to the stocked upland farms were unjustified.  

But Mr Haworth said the outcome had proved the NFU was right to protect lowland payments. It had helped turn a flawed system that could have led to huge inequalities into one that was `generally fair', he said. The two-tier system would have benefited NBA members in the hills but at a cost to farmers in the lowlands, he said.  

Area payments in the English regions                        2005      2012Lowland           -£19.10/ha   £191/haSDA               -£16.10/ha   £161/haMoorland          - £2.30/ha    £23/ha  

* These figures DO take into account the 4.2 per cent National Reserve deduction but DO NOT take into account other deductions. * The area payment figures are based on the National Ceiling (the total allocated to each region based on historic subsidy) MINUS the National Reserve (4.2 per cent) DIVIDED by the number of hectares claimed on. * In 2005, area payments account for just 10 per cent of the value of entitlements in England, with the remaining 90 per cent based on historic receipts.  

* The flat rate element will increase to 15 per cent in 2006, 30 per cent in 2007, 45 per cent in 2008, 60 per cent in 2009, 75 per cent in 2010, 90 per cent in 2011 and 100 per cent in 2012.  

RPA pays first full SFPs in England.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has revealed that it has managed to pay the first full single farm payments to farmers in England.  

The agency has been unable to confirm how many farmers or how much money has been paid, but said the first payments went into bank accounts on Monday (20 February) and more were due in on Wednesday (22 February).  

The news is well timed for  

DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett, who next week will appear before 800 farmers at the NFU's annual conference.  

It means that the agency and DEFRA can claim to have delivered on their promise to start making payments in February 2006, although they now need to focus on completing "the bulk" by the end of March.  

A spokesman for the RPA admitted that it was just the start.  

"Our staff are working flat out to get the statements and payments out there and resolve outstanding queries on applications where there are inconsistencies and questions remaining and it has not yet been possible to fully validate a claim."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU Single Payment Scheme adviser, said the union was pleased to see that payments had started.  

But he warned that some producers appeared to be getting their payment statement before they had seen their entitlement statement. "It is happening in the wrong order in some cases, which is a little confusing. But it is welcome to see that some payments have started to be made."  

Adrian Wright, who farms 141ha (350 acres) at East Binnington Farm, near Scarborough, said he had been shocked to get his payment through on Monday.  

"They rang on Sunday and spoke to my mother, as they wanted to confirm the bank details. We were actually told it would come on Wednesday, but it seems to have been deposited in the account on Monday. I was very surprised."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

rpa's advice.  

Isabel Davies  
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<E051> Farmers are asked to check their definitive entitlement statements and payments, using the guidance booklets and their own records.  

<E051> Any queries should be put in writing, using their SBI number on each page and enclosing copies of any supporting evidence, and sent to: Customer Service Centre, Rural Payments Agency,  

PO Box 1058, Newcastle-Upon-Tyne, NE99 4QY.  

<E051> Farmers who have not yet had their statements or payments and who have not been asked to resolve outstanding queries do not need to get in touch.  

<E051> From early March the Customer Service Centre will offer a phone service to deal with SPS enquiries on 0845 603 7777 from 8.30am-5pm Monday to Friday.  

Fill in the form, but don't send it  

Mike Stones  
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Fill in the form, but don't send it  

<E051> I have spent considerable time trying to complete, pointlessly, our Soil Protection Review. After reading the 37 pages of the form and 44 pages of the guidance book, twice, I could find no address of where to send the completed form.  

I phoned the helpline and was told that I had to do nothing with the form; just keep it handy in case we had an inspection by DEFRA or the RPA. This soil protection review is a waste of time and an insult to farmers' intelligence.  

I also object to the proliferation of official numbers that are allocated to a farm business. While I was attempting to complete the SPR I started to list them. They are all relevant to the same farm, business and partners (myself and my son), and include: Farm holding number, single business identifier, VAT number, herd number, intervention board number, National Fallen Stock Company number, farm assurance number, vendor number, trader number, ELS number, IACS number, BSP number, feeding stuffs registration number, personal identifier number (self), personal identifier number (son), bank account number and phone number.  

There are 17 quite separate reference numbers, yet they all refer to the one business. Surely one registered number would suffice?  

I have not taken into account numbers of a more personal nature such as tax reference numbers, national insurance numbers mobile phone numbers, card numbers, and vehicle registration numbers.  

If I have forgotten to include any, please do not bother to inform me. I feel sure that they will rise to the surface of this mire before long.  

J O and R W Sturdy  

Eden Farm, Malton, N Yorks  

Late payment due to documents?  

<E051> On hearing that a school in Sussex was to teach its pupils Mandarin Chinese, a correspondent to the Daily Telegraph recently said he would like to learn Gibberish to understand what politicians were on about.  

What qualifications do we need to "read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest" all the Rural Payment Agency handbooks issued in connection with the Single Farm Payment? My latest count of these documents comes to 17, totalling 649 pages. This is in addition to the 113 page RDS Handbook for Entry Level Stewardship.  

Did this bureaucratic outpouring consume resources which could otherwise have been used to make sure the SFP was paid on time?  

Malcolm Read  

Broadmead Farm, West Grimstead, Salisbury, Wiltshire  

What about  

co-operation?  

<E051> Having read the nine manifestos for the NFU officeholder elections for 2006 to 2008, I am rather perplexed that not one refers to farmer co-operation as a possible solution for driving our industry forward. Although the NFU no longer uses its old slogan of strength through unity, it appears that most candidates believe a statutory code of practice with British supermarkets is the main priority for enabling us to compete on the world market and to take control of our own future.  

Do all NFU members share this view? There are many farmer controlled businesses from around the world that appear to have few problems in filling our supermarkets by placing the requirements of their customers first. Perhaps a little more co-operation and vision at home might be appropriate?  

Simon Banfield  

Dorchester, Dorset  

banfield@admiston.freeserve.co.uk  

<E051> News, p26-29 this week  

Erase 'subsidy' from vocabulary  

<E051> I note with interest recent articles by Chris Carrington (News, 10 February) and Guy Smith (Talking Point, 10 February) about farming's image in the eyes of the media and the public. We farmers know exactly where we stand.  

Our detractors constantly refer to farming subsidies. Both the entry level scheme and the single farm payment are paid on the basis of environmental improvement. They are in no way a subsidy to farmers, but a payment for national environmental gain. In the beginning both these schemes were brought in to satisfy the World Trade Organisation that our farmers were no longer in receipt of production subsidies.  

Due to political spin by politicians of all parties, these payments are referred to as subsidies, while in fact they are environmental payments. Those of us who are subject to cross-compliance know only too well that this is true.  

May I suggest that from now on our leaders and farmers in general refer to these payments as environmental payments. The word subsidy should never be used.  

It is easy for politicians to say they are going to curb subsidies, but where do they stand if they say they are going to curb environmental payments? The word subsidy must be erased from the farmers' vocabulary. We can do without political and media spin and look forward to more British support for an industry which is already in trouble.  

Walter Lane  

Past chairman Staffordshire NFU and past chairman West Midland Regional Board, Home Farm, Sandhills, West Midlands  

Allow members to save the industry  

<E051> Thanks to Guy Smith and 19 other NFU council members for their comments (Letters, 3 February). I am grateful for the work they do on behalf of farmers and do not envy their job; a typical NFU meeting is a group of irate farmers complaining to their county reps about what needs to be done, they then go and berate the president, who in turn, hopefully, passes those sentiments on to DEFRA.  

More successful pressure groups use a different approach; the leadership outlines its vision to supporters and tells them: "If you agree with us, you go and tell DEFRA," which is why at the receiving end the voice of farmers tends to get outnumbered. Most NFU members do not want to be consulted, they want to be empowered to help keep Britain farming.  

It is a shame most of us will get no say in choosing the president, because this year there is a fine selection of candidates, bringing with them their different skills as a diplomat, a communicator and a motivator. It is an even greater pity that one, possibly two, will have no further role in union affairs. I urge council to read the Electoral Reform Society's advice.  

Both reports commissioned by the NFU did try to point out more tactfully than I can that having a ruling council with over 80 members is not sensible and can lead to paralysis. For example, it has been thinking about setting up a forum for years, but nothing ever happens.  

The most common criticism of the NFU is that it has too many chiefs and not enough indians. If it takes 20 council members to write a letter it does suggest a degree of over-manning, and maybe such critics have a point.  

Tom Rigby  

Johnsons Farm, Lowton, Warrington, Lancs  

Real leaders face the challenges  

<E051> Guy Smith is as eloquent as always, but in dismissing environmental concerns as canny fund-raising by the RSPB, he falls into the trap he is warning the NFU away from (Talking Point, 10 February).  

The real leaders in the countryside are those who face up to challenges and work to solve them.  

Understanding the environmental impacts of modern agriculture is not anti-farmer. Those who ignore problems do agriculture a much greater disservice than those who develop and advocate practical solutions that work for both farmers and the environment.  

There are 82 priority species (not all birds) which depend on farmland and now every farmer in England can earn money for protecting the wildlife on their farm in the Entry Level Scheme, developed by conservationists, farmers and the government working together.  

Mr Smith may hope that, if he closes his eyes for long enough, environmental issues will go away, but the public's eyes are wide open. Why not join us, Mr Smith? The view is much better in the vanguard than it is in denial.  

Sue Armstrong Brown  

Head of agriculture policy, RSPB, The Lodge, Sandy, Cambs  

Benchmark for biofuel crops  

<E051> I am writing in response to the letter (13 January) from John Gossop about the issues of good energy balance in the production of biofuels by not wasting the energy in straw.  

The HGCA agrees with Mr Gossop and has demonstrated the value of using energy from straw in the production of bioethanol from wheat. That was through the HGCA funded project Developing Carbon and Greenhouse Gas Assurance for Bioethanol Production in the UK. For details see  www.hgca.com .  

It is expected that to meet  

the requirement of the renewable transport fuel obligation for 5%  

biofuel inclusion, the demand would be met by both UK produced and imported material. As part of the developing biofuels industry, the HGCA is involved in addressing concerns about the environmental credentials of biofuels and the raw materials used in production. The UK assurance schemes, which already exist for crop production for food, can help ensure that UK sourced raw materials for biofuels set a benchmark for standards.  

Mr Gossop suggests that a new and innovative approach to harvesting and processing is needed. The HGCA Research & Development Call for Projects in Industrial Uses is open until today and invites applications from projects addressing these issues. In fact, the new Industrial Uses Working Group is set up to address this and much more. Your views are most welcome.  

Dan Squier  

Chairman, Industrial Uses Working Group, HGCA, Caledonia House, 223 Pentonville Rd, London  

How to stop crime - plant a hedge  

<E051> A few years ago a local bobby stood up at our parish council agm and said: "We are not just a thin blue line, but a thin dotted line." He then spoke about the number of police stations and manpower lost during his 15-year tenure here.  

More recently a well meaning special constable at our agm rose to his feet and told us after a recent spate of burglaries and break-ins that rural crime was falling. He distributed a Gloucestershire crimestoppers leaflet headed Defensive Planting, nature's way to beat the burglar. It contained a plan showing and naming what prickly boundary hedges and shrubs we should plant to protect our properties. There was even a pond strategically placed next to a garden shed intended as a deterrent.  

The last page of this leaflet contained seven advertisements from garden centres with detailed maps of how to find them and spend our money there.  

Then on 3 February our village post office and its master were robbed at gunpoint. I wondered what sort of hedge he should have planted. The saddest indictment of all of this is the number of people who commented that it was only a matter of time.  

In the evening of that awful afternoon I read Tony Martin's sad and thought provoking letter (10 February). Like him, and many others, I despaired at our plight.  

Kerry Johnson  

5 The Folly, Longborough, Moreton in Marsh, Gloucestershire  

EU pays £80/t, BS offers £50/t  

<E051> As I understand things, Brussels will pay British Sugar £500 for every tonne of sugar quota it gives up. At 16% (our contract percentage) this equates to £80/t of beet quota. BS appears to want to offer growers £50/t. What is the NFU, our monopoly negotiators doing about it?  

Richard Amies  

Breck Farm, Weybourne, Holt, Norfolk  

Threats are OK, but nudity is not  

<E051> A few high spirited students run almost naked down the main road in Newport in the dark (News, 10 February) and are spot fined £80 and given community service.  

Several hundred religious extremists march in London with banners encouraging murder and receive nothing. Thank heavens for the consistency of the police.  

John Castley,  

7 West End, Langtoft, Peterborough, Cambs  

No surprise at SFP scheme failings  

<E051> The Independent Commons Committee on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has criticised DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency in a recent press release, for their failure to plan and develop the new single payment scheme adequately.  

I am not surprised that the Commons Committee has been deeply unimpressed with the implementation of the single payment scheme. It is our experience that at almost every stage in this application process we have found either the advice or response inadequate, or that the systems in place simply have not worked.  

For example, we recently received maps for one farm which had been returned to us for the fourth time by the RPA and were still inaccurate, despite much correspondence.  

We at BCM are heavily involved in negotiations with the RPA over issues such as the national reserve awards and private contract clauses. Given the relative lack of progress in this respect, including a significant number of National Reserve Awards being made that appear incorrect, we are surprised at Lord Bach's statement that the payments will be paid in February as suggested. But if this can be achieved it is to be much appreciated.  

This is in no way a criticism of RPA staff, who have worked extremely hard to fulfil the given timescale. It would seem far more sensible to have taken the option to defer the whole single payment scheme for a year, to come into effect from 2006 rather than 2005.  

Andrew Bays  

Director of Bays Curry and McCowan (BCM)  

abays@bcm.co.uk  

Soil N testing is certainly worth it  

<E051> I am writing with regard to the article "Investigation raises doubts over official nitrogen advice"  

(Arable, 10 February).  

It would be unfortunate if farmers were left with the impression that soil mineral N testing is not worthwhile or is misleading.  

Research by Yara over 20 years has identified four key areas where care and experience are required to ensure nitrogen testing is accurate.  

First, soil sampling: At least 18-20 core samples are needed, even from the most apparently uniform field, and these must be bulked to form a sample for the field. Taking this number of cores manually is unrealistic, so some form of mechanical sampling is necessary.  

Second, sub-sampling: Great care and experience are required to ensure the 40g sub-sample for analysis is representative of the field sample, particularly with heavy, cloddy clays. Inaccuracy in sub-sampling could account for the inaccuracies you reported.  

Third, laboratory analysis: The analytical procedure is straightforward and should present no challenge to a laboratory familiar with soil analysis. The laboratory will assume a bulk density for the soil to convert results from mgN/kg soil to kgN/ha. Any difference in the assumed bulk density between different laboratories will affect the results issued.  

Fourth, estimation of N already in the crop: The N already taken up by an autumn-sown crop must be added to soil mineral N to give an estimate of the total N available to the crop. One way to estimate N in the crop is to compare the appearance of the crop with photographs of the same species where the N content has been measured and is known.  

If these four areas for potential inaccuracy are carefully managed, the results will be sufficiently accurate for the farmer to rely on them for use in a recognised fertiliser recommendation system such as Yara's tried and proven N Plan.  

Following a program like N Plan will produce the best results for the least cost, which is surely something most, if not all, farmers are interested in achieving.  

Mark Tucker  

Head of agronomy, Yara UK Ltd, York Rd, York, North Yorkshire  

Still no results on organic milk  

<E051> Peter Melchett has a nerve to call me "inaccurate" (Letters, 3 February) when he is busy rewriting history. After the Soil Association Conference in January 2005 it issued a press notice headed "New research proves organic milk is higher in vitamins and antioxidants than non-organic milk".  

On 11 March I emailed the person named as co-ordinating this research, Prof Leifert of Newcastle University, asking when its results were going to be published. He replied: "We will publish most of the new work on the QualityLowInputFood website ( www.qlif.org ) and the Nafferton Ecological farming Group website around October 2005. The main already published data set on differences between organic and conventional milk and dairy products is from Italy." He did not refer to any work in Wales, Aberdeen, or Denmark.  

In November, having seen nothing, I emailed him again. He was much less forthcoming, saying only that his research would not appear "until we have analysed the data properly". Presumably this is the analysis that Peter Melchett now says "will be reported to the sponsors in April". The sponsors are the European Commission, because this is part of a research project supporting organic systems costing <E045><E031>8m, paid for by taxpayers.  

Prof Leifert is an admitted enthusiast for organic agriculture, as are all the researchers in this area. Clearly, even he is having difficulty getting data to produce the right answer. Until he produces peer-reviewed results, showing statistically significant differences between organic and conventional milk, unbelievers are entitled to view any claims made for organic milk as junk science.  

Geoffrey Hollis  

Hatfield, Herts  

NFU hits out over delay in payment  
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Defra's announcement that Single Farm Payment cheques would be delayed resulted in wholesale condemnation of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) by the NFU, and a reputed no confidence vote by Council members in Lord Bach himself.  

"Every council member was angry and dismayed to hear that farmers' payments are delayed," said Tim Bennett, NFU president. "Many of our members are already up to the limit on what they can borrow from their banks so their backs are against the wall," he added.  

The issue is likely to prove pivotal as to who is elected president of the organisation at its AGM next month. The fury over the payments, or lack of them, plus concerns over TB and his toughness on supermarkets could herald the end for current president Tim Bennett as angry members seek a scapegoat. But throwing him out for the sake of it could be bad news for dairy farmers, say insiders.  

Pressing him for president is David Handley and Peter Kendall. Mr Kendall is known to be favoured and courted by the arable wing of the NFU's membership and livestock farmers within the organisation are concerned that his appointment would be bad for small livestock farms. And it is generally thought that challenger David Handley is unlikely to make much headway with the conservative Council who vote in the new leader.  

Waiting in the wings if the NFU doesn't pull its socks up soon is small farmer `champion' Derek Mead, standing for vice president with current incumbent Meurig Raymond. Kendall has also thrown his hat into that ring. The merest suggestion that the NFU was tilting too far towards the arable men will be met with fury by Mead.  

Standing for vice chairman are Meurig Raymond, Richard Haddock, Michael Seals, Paul Temple and the increasingly ambitious Gwyn Jones, current head of the NFU Dairy Board.  

NEWS IN BRIEF: RPA form  
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The Rural Payments Agency says the old IACS 22 form and IACS 23 guidance booklet are being withdrawn. Farmers wishing to add or delete land parcels or change boundaries on the Rural Land Register should now use the new RLE 1 form, only available on request from the RPA. Details on 0845 603 7777 or website  www.rpa.gov.uk .  

Correct sheep ID vital - or risk food chain exclusion  
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ENGLISH sheep producers who do not conform to the new EU rules for animal identification and movement recording that came into force last July, risk having improperly or unidentified stock excluded from the food chain, as well as losing subsidy payments, warns the English Beef and Lamb Executive (Eblex).  

In addition, they could jeopardise the continuation of the UK's hard- won temporary permission not to follow EU double-tagging requirements until 2008 beyond its current expiry date at the end of April.  

An Eblex spokesman said under those circumstances, it was vital all flocks adhered to the detail of the new national rules for sheep and goat identification.  

For identification and movement purposes, the rules now define a holding as the main site and any land within five miles of its boundary. This distance is measured `as the crow flies' from the nearest edge of the main site.  

Any land partially within the five-mile limit or that touches land partially within that limit is considered to be within the main holding.  

All holdings entirely outside the five-mile limit now require a separate official CPH number from the Rural Payments Agency, even if they are solely managed and controlled by the same keeper.  

Any stock moved to these outside holdings - as well as to another keeper's holding regardless of distance - has to be identified with an uniquely numbered ear tag of the appropriate type (most usually a `UK' holding of birth or `S' non-holding of birth tag). Temporary (paint) marks are no longer acceptable.  

The spokesman said as well as correct tagging, all such external movements, including those to land solely managed and controlled by the same keeper, needed to be accompanied by an official movement document (form AML1) which must be copied to the local authority by the keeper receiving the animals.  

Although an official movement document and report to the local authority is not required for any movements to outlying fields within the main holding but separate from the main site, the rules stipulate they should be recorded in the flock register so the whereabouts of all animals can be established at any time.  

As well as urging producers to adhere to the identification and movement recording rules for their own and the industry's good, Eblex point out that separate flock registers are now required for each calendar year.  

An example of the format and information required is available at  www.defra.gov.uk/  animalh/tracing/sheep/register1205.pdf).  

Hill farmers' boost but SP lowland blow  
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By Alistair Driver  

FARMERS across most of upland England will receive bigger Single Payments than had been anticipated, while their lowland counterparts will be worse off than expected.  

The process of establishing definitive entitlements got underway on Tuesday, enabling the Rural Payments Agency to reveal the flat rate area payments for the three English regions in 2005. When translated from euros, they are approximately:  

Severely Disadvantaged Areas (SDA) - £16/hectare  

Non-SDA (lowland) - £19.10/ha  

Moorland - £2.30/ha  

It has also been revealed that National Reserve deduction from Single Payments will be just over 4 per cent across the UK.  

The figures will receive a mixed reception. For the 2005 scheme, the area element is worth just 10 per cent of the money paid out across England.  

But by 2012, when payments are wholly area-based, subject to exchange rate fluctuations, it means lowland farmers will be receiving about £191/hectare, SDA non-Moorland about £160/hectare and Moorland about £23/hectare.  

Farmers in the SDA band should be delighted with the outcome as the original Defra estimate back in February 2004 was that they would receive between £110-£130/ha.  

Lowland farmers will be disappointed their figure has fallen well below the Defra estimate of £210-230/ha. The Moorland estimate was £20- £40/ha.  

The figures reflect the fact that more claims were made than anticipated in the lowlands and less than predicted in the uplands.  

These figures are before deductions such as National Reserve, modulation and Financial Discipline (cuts made if the overall budget is exceeded) are taken into account. In England in particular, there is a danger of total cuts of around 30 per cent if Defra exercises its right to levy the full 20 per cent to fund Environmental Stewardship.  

The National Reserve figure of just over 4 per cent was more than Defra's original estimate of about 3 per cent, although less severe than some recent predictions.  

Letters informing farmers of their entitlements should start going out on Monday and the RPA says they will all be issued by the end of the month.  

The agency says it is still on course to start payments by the end of February and complete the `bulk' by the end of March.  

However, thousands of forms have still not been validated and the farmers concerned will be allocated `unvalidated' entitlements. Their payments will not be made until their claims have been validated, a process that will continue over the coming weeks.  

An RPA spokesman said about 60,000 claims, nearly half the total in England, were not in a position to be validated as recently as `a week or two ago'. But he said many, for example those involving customer registration, could be resolved quickly.  

Others, such as where there were dual claims on a piece of land, mapping problems or problems with National Reserve applications, would take longer.  

Some industry sources believe as many as 30 per cent of farmers might still be awaiting payments by the end of March. The RPA is still refusing to put a figure on it, although it is clear it will fall well short of an earlier target of completing 96 per cent by March 31.  

Country Land and Business Association chief economist Allan Buckwell predicted there will be a significant proportion of `disappointed' farmers still awaiting their payment in April and possibly beyond.  

Commenting on area payment rates, NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock said: "I am pleased that the livestock farmers in the SDA will be getting more than expected but I am concerned about the lowland and moorland figures. We always said Defra had got its sums wrong about the lowland payments."  

RPA reveals regional SFP rates.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has placed a value on the regional or flat-rate part of producers' single farm payments in England.  

As Farmers Weekly went to press the four devolved regions of the UK were also on the verge of announcing that everyone will have their payments scaled-back by just over 4% to fund the national reserve.  

This means farmers face a total payment scale-back, before any penalties, of between 9-11%, which also takes into account percentage deductions for modulation, which differ according to region.  

An RPA spokesman told Farmers Weekly that the agency, as planned, had begun the process of definitively establishing entitlements on Tuesday (14 February).  

As a consequence, it had been possible to establish the flat-rate payment value for all three English regions - Lowland, Severely Disadvantaged Areas and Moorland.  

"The data that we began generating on Tuesday will form the basis of letters advising farmers of their entitlements which will be dispatched from early next week. All of them will be issued by the end of this month," said the spokesman.  

"RPA remains on track to commence making full Single Payment Scheme payments to farmers and growers in England before the end of February, with the bulk of all payments made by the end of March."  

Allan Buckwell, chief economist for the Country Land and Business Association, warned farmers to check their statements carefully to see if they had been sent unvalidated or "incompleted definitive" entitlements.  

It is thought that as many as half of farmers - up to 60,000 applicants - could be sent statements which refer to unvalidated entitlements. This is because the RPA is yet to complete all of its checks on farmers' application forms. Until entitlements are completely validated it is possible that the number and the value of them could reduce or increase.  

"It seems as if the definite entitlement statements going out will only be definitive for about half of farmers," said Prof Buckwell. "If the entitlements are not validated, farmers should be cautious about trading them."  

Martin Howarth, NFU policy director, said the RPA had so far managed to keep to the timetable it set out two weeks ago.  

"But there are still significant issues ahead. We are still concerned about what is meant when they say they aim to get "the bulk" of payments out by the end of March."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Work together to eradicate TB  

Mike Stones  
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Work together to eradicate TB  

<E051> I can contain myself no longer. I have to find time in my 80-hour week to try to spread some logical light on the TB debate.  

Can we please stop all this them and us, cull or not to cull mentality. Let's stand back and consider the common ground we share. Do we want a healthy badger population? Yes. Do we want a healthy cattle population? Yes. Do we want our children and grandchildren to experience this, too? Yes.  

Let's stop all this spin and selective use of parts of numerous reports and trials. The RSPCA was correct in stating that five out of six badgers tested did not carry TB. It doesn't take much to realise that at least 16.66% of badgers do carry TB. That is far greater than in the cattle population and verging on epidemic proportions. It needs addressing urgently. Blame should not be apportioned to either badgers or cattle for the spread of this disease. It is just an unfortunate fact that this strain of TB affects both species and can be passed between them.  

Some blame modern farming methods, but our cattle have contracted TB from grazing on Dartmoor common land.  

Let's be brave, work together as a team and eradicate TB from both species. Let's swallow that bitter pill that we know will ultimately benefit all three species - badgers, cattle and men. Share our common goals and leave a legacy that our children and grandchildren can be proud of.  

Even with a badger cull it may take several years to achieve this. There will undoubtedly be heartache and sadness along the way, but eventually we will be able to celebrate together and enjoy a TB free countryside.  

Lloyd Mortimore  

Widecombe-in-the Moor, Devon  

No doubt if Union Jack were used  

<E051> I know that the little red tractor was meant to mean 100% British produce, but does it really mean that? Some people don't know what it means. Others say it means that it is packed in Britain.  

If most of us are not sure of what it means, isn't it time to replace it with a Union Jack with the message: 100% British? Then there can be no doubt what it means to everyone who can read English.  

Nicholas Watts  

Vine House Farm, Deeping St Nicholas, Spalding, Lincolnshire  

It's computerised when it suits them  

<E051> After the fiasco of the promised entry level scheme computerised maps, which involved us abandoning our computers and getting coloured pencils, DEFRA has launched another mammoth hand-written exercise.  

The Single Payment Scheme Cross Compliance Soil Protection Review requires the handwritten completion of 32 pages of documentation. Handwriting such a long-winded document for more than a few fields is just not  

practical.  

On phoning the helpline to ask if this was to be produced in a computerised format - perhaps Adobe, Word or Excel - guess the response: "I shouldn't think so."  

But DEFRA is happy to assume that we all have a computer and access to the internet when it suits, Producing a Soil Management Plan for Environmental Stewardship (promised July 2005 and arriving October 2005) is not available in hard copy and can only be downloaded from the DEFRA website.  

We know DEFRA has trouble with technology, but now it seems the alphabet is also a problem. Replacing the more traditional 7th & 8th letters of the alphabet G and H (Good Husbandry) with R and A (Ridiculous Acronyms) is only the start.  

Bizarrely, Section 3 of the  

CCSPR bins A, B and C and starts with sub-section D (to correspond to the section references in the  

Cross Compliance Guidance for Soil Management booklet). But it is followed by Sections E, F, G, H, I, J, L and K in that order. It is just priceless.  

Sarah Easton  

Wype Doles Farm, Whittlesey, Peterborough, Cambridgshire  

NFU elections are fully democratic  

<E051> I write in response to the comments (Talking Point, 30 January and Letters, 3 February) about the election of NFU council members and the apparent perception that the process of selection is undemocratic. Let me assure the sceptics that a full democratic process allows, indeed encourages, a wide selection of council membership.  

My recent election to council as West Riding delegate was the result of a postal ballot of all full farming members of the NFU West Riding region. Each member receives a voting slip and 150-word statement from each candidate seeking office. An independent scrutineer,  

usually a county chair from a  

different geographical region, oversees the count at the regional office and the result is posted soon afterwards.  

Anyone can be nominated subject to the signatures of 20 full farming members and in my case the membership saw fit to vote narrowly in my favour. The fact that I have diverse interests outside agriculture, did no campaigning and yet secured the vote on a single mandate of my unashamed championing of hill farming issues demonstrates democracy in action. Having previously occupied the position of West Riding county chair, my views on this subject are widely known. But if I can gain a seat on the NFU council anyone can.  

The true winner in this process is unquestionably the NFU itself in affording the opportunity to anyone to sit on its ruling body. So don't whinge about it, get involved in it - I did.  

Frank Chislett,  

Upper Brear Farm, Stump Cross, Halifax, West Yorkshire  

No wonder single payment's late  

<E051> I was delighted to receive a letter from the Rural Payments Agency informing me that it had kindly amended my field size to exactly the same size it was originally. No wonder the single farm payment is late if this is the way they are keeping themselves busy.  

Thank heavens they are not running a business. On the bright side, if this is the standard of administration we are dealing with, perhaps we will all receive two single farm payments?  

Grateful Northumbrian farmer  

Name and address supplied  

McCormick sales rise impressive  

<E051> I read with interest your report on tractor registrations by make in 2004 (Machinery, 3 February), but was disappointed that the extent of McCormick's achievement was not recorded.  

In moving up to fourth place in the league table of UK tractor suppliers, McCormick recorded a 17% increase in sales, more than any other make and twice that of the biggest supplier.  

For a company that assembles all its mainstream models in Britain and was in only its fourth trading year at that time, I think that is quite an achievement.  

I am confident that the 2005 figures, when they are published in a year's time, will show that we have made further market share gains and moved further ahead of our nearest competitor.  

In reporting the claimed, but unsubstantiated, market share figures of two manufacturers that do not contribute to the AEA statistics, you overlooked the position of Landini, our associate make in the Argo Group.  

With a range in 2004 focused mainly on livestock farming, Landini had a fairly modest, but still significant market share. This has increased over the past year. Landini recorded its best ever UK sales in 2005.  

With the imminent introduction of more sophisticated higher horsepower models, I am sure Landini will see further market share progress this year, not only in livestock areas, but also in the arable east.  

Moreover, the AEA will have the figures to prove it, as Landini UK has signed up to the statistics programme.  

Jeremy Milnes  

Brand & communications manager, McCormick Tractors International, Wheatley Hall Road, Doncaster, South Yorkshire  

When Beckett stands, walk out  

<E051> When DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett stands up to address the NFU at the agm later this month, every farmer in the audience should stand up and walk out.  

No one in government listens to farmers, so why must we listen to their representatives?  

F R Henley  

Green Farm, Seaton Ross, York, Yorkshire  

Entitlements - check with care.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers in England are being urged to check carefully their entitlement letters from the Rural Payments Agency to see if  

they have validated or provisional entitlements.  

It has emerged that up to 60,000 producers could be allocated unvalidated entitlements because the RPA, which plans to start issuing letters on 14 February, has not managed to finish all of its necessary checks.  

Producers with provisional entitlements will find themselves further down the payment queue, because they cannot be paid until validation has been completed.  

Farm leaders are also warning that farmers will face risks if they are involved in the transfer of any unvalidated entitlements.  

An RPA spokesman said he could not confirm how many people would be affected because the position was fast moving and claims were being cleared all the time.  

He added: "The accuracy of the entitlement calculation will nonetheless be very high at the point of definitive establishment. Most of the outstanding validation tasks only relate to a small part of a farmer's claim and so the risk to the accuracy of the overall calculation associated with most of the outstanding applications is very low."  

But David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said he was concerned that a high proportion of entitlements would not be validated.  

"If the entitlement statements are not validated, then they can be traded, but farmers and land managers must be aware that, if subsequently they are not validated, the RPA has the right to just take them back."  

<E051> For more on entitlements see Business p25.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Payments to start in three weeks - but when will they all be made?  

Isabel Davies  
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Farm leaders have expressed relief at the government announcement that full single farm payments in England will start in late February.  

But they have added that they are very worried that the Rural Payments Agency has admitted that it is unlikely to meet its original target of completing 96% of payments by the end of March.  

Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach announced on Tuesday (31 January) that full payments would start "at the end of February" and "the bulk" would be completed in March.  

"I am very pleased to confirm what we said more than a year ago - that full payments will begin in February. I hope this announcement will provide some reassurance to the farming industry."  

David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said the fact that full, rather than partial, payments would start in February was to be welcomed.  

"However, statements are merely words and our members will not be happy until they receive the money upon which their businesses and livelihoods depend.  

"Also we want to see what constitutes 'the bulk' of payments. We are very concerned about those who fall foul of the system in some way, particularly as it is not their fault. The RPA must pay attention to the needs of the minority, as well as the majority."  

NFU president Tim Bennett said despite the minister's reassurances, the union was concerned about the amount of work the RPA still had to get through.  

The agency had hundreds of thousands of tasks still to complete and queries about national reserve allocations could also slow down progress.  

"The RPA must make sure it gets as close to its original 96% target as possible. We will maintain pressure on it to respect that," he said.  

"If a small percentage of farmers cannot be paid because of unresolved queries about some element of their claim, the RPA must make advance payments based on the part of their claim that has been validated."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> Have payment delays left you feeling depressed? For guidance on coping with stress see p82.  

North Yorkshire property market has a good start.  

Andrew Shirley  
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<E051> It is encouraging to report that the New Year has got off to a firm and positive start in North Yorkshire.  

We placed 144 acres of arable land at Morton Grange Farm, Nunthorpe, Middlesbrough, on the market over the Christmas/New Year period. This was guided at offers in the region of £2000-£3000/acre. A sale has already been negotiated successfully for the whole, within the guide price area, subject to contract.  

We have also just been instructed to place a 42-acre block of arable land adjacent to the A1 Trunk Road just south of Bedale, with a guide price of £2750/acre. This is a prime block of free-working land which will also grow sugar beet and potatoes.  

In general, commercial blocks of land have been selling remarkably well. In 2005 we sold well over 700 acres in various blocks from 15 to 150 acres to average in the region of £3000/acre.  

The market for small blocks of land, particularly if they are within walking distance of a village adjoining a residential property, is very good indeed. The prices for amenity land and pony paddocks can vary anywhere from £5000 to £15,000/acre.  

The market for commercial farms has been good, buoyed by a lack of supply. Undoubtedly the shortage is partially due to the uncertainty created by the delay in the introduction of the single farm payment scheme, particularly when entitlements have still not been definitively established.  

The market for smallholdings and small farms that have a significant residential appeal is still very good indeed.  

We launched Sutton Bank Farm, Sutton Bank, a 29-acre farm near Thirsk, at the beginning of January with a guide price of £600,000. We have had a remarkable level of interest, bearing in mind the time of year, and a sale has just been negotiated to a cash buyer.  

There is no doubt that the lifestyle buyer is creating the running for this type of small farm. This will continue to be the case for the less viable farms because rural North Yorkshire is so well placed in relation to the conurbations of York, Leeds, Teesside and Tyneside, all of which are within one hour's commuting.  

It is pleasing to report that there is a very good demand for rural development properties. Interestingly we have just been instructed to place the former abattoir at West Tanfield, Ripon, on the market. This is going to auction on the 28 February.  

The site has planning permission for two detached residential dwellings and is being guided at offers in the region of £200,000-£250,000. It is sad that yet another small abattoir has had to close, a combination of the aftermath of foot-and-mouth and too much regulation.  

There is no doubt that the commercial farmland market will be considerably assisted when the Rural Payments Agency has notified farmers and landowners of their entitlements. This will enable the whole industry to move forward with more certainty. This should bring a much more even and steady flow of farms and land on to the market.  

It will be interesting to see whether this occurs and what effect it will have on the supply of land and farms in 2006. There are still significant funds available for the right farm in a good location in North Yorkshire.  

Make application for entitlement transfers now.  

Ian Ashbridge  
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Farm advisers have been trying to ease confusion over single payment entitlement transfer deadlines, with farmers still unsure which date to aim for.  

Although farmers transferring single payment entitlements to support 2006 claims, where the recipient is not in occupation of the matching land until the transfer date, apparently need to complete and return the entitlement transfer form (RLE1) to the Rural Payments Agency by 19 March, most will not face this deadline.  

For land to match entitlements and unlock 2006 payments, the farmer must be in occupation for a qualifying 10-month period, which can start no later than 30 April.  

But the RPA requires notification of entitlement transfers six weeks before this, effectively bringing the deadline forward to 19 March.  

Jeremy Moody, of the Central Association of Agricultural Valuers, said the 19 March deadline applied to cases where the transfer of entitlements was simultaneous with the transfer of land.  

"But if the transferee's occupying period can be started ahead of the transfer of entitlements, 19 March is no longer relevant - the deadline goes back to 2 April."  

There were two ways this could be done, Mr Moody said. "In the case of a sale, the parties may exchange and set up a short farm business tenancy to cover the gap until completion.  

In the case of tenants, an initial, short-term lease could later be substituted by the long-term agreement, leasing land and entitlements."  

Claire Kingston of the Laurence Gould Partnership said: "DEFRA intends to begin issuing entitlement statements from 14 February and complete the process within two weeks.  

"This will leave some farmers with a very narrow window in which to transfer entitlements."  

Farmers can request a copy of the RLE1 form from the RPA now. "The most important thing is to apply for this form now - not wait until the definitive entitlements statement is issued."  

Just waiting to listen to you.  

Helen Bagwell  
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With single farm payments in England still not paid, stress and depression levels are rising and calls to farming helplines have shot up. Farm Crisis Network (FCN) deputy national coordinator Helen Bagwell provides some guidance to those affected  

How widespread are stress and depression issues among farming families?  

<E051> Unfortunately these are common. Farming has always involved a degree of stress, but in recent years the pressures have snowballed and many are now suffering severe strain and anxiety, and instances of clinical depression are not uncommon. About one-quarter of the people that FCN visits are showing signs of depression and most are experiencing stress.  

Is the problem getting better or worse?  

<E051> Worse. Certainly the number of people coming to FCN for help and support is increasing significantly.  

What factors are causing this?  

<E051> Often we find those we see are facing a number of problems, so it can be difficult to identify the root cause. Financial pressure is a major issue and can in turn cause additional problems such as overwork, strained family relationships and health problems including depression. Regulation and red tape issues are also a major concern. In FCN we have noticed a sharp rise in these, primarily surrounding the Single Payment Scheme and the Rural Payments Agency. In addition to all these factors, isolation is perhaps the biggest danger as farming becomes an increasingly solitary occupation with less social interaction and sense of community than ever before.  

What are the symptoms?  

<E051> There are many symptoms of stress, and different people experience different ones. These can include physical ones such as nausea, tiredness, sleeping problems, headaches and backache. People may feel anxious, depressed, irritable or aggressive. Behaviour can also be affected - an inability to make decisions, lack of concentration, denial of a problem and sometimes turning to alcohol or other substances.  

Are certain types of people particularly susceptible?  

<E051> Anyone can be affected by stress and everyone has a different capacity to cope with it. These problems are often seen in farming because of the sheer number of different pressures and the isolation. Also, for many, agriculture is more than just a job. It is also a lifestyle; the farm is their home as well as their work and often their identity too. Many families have a strong connection with their farm and farming, built up over generations and with expectations for future generations. These things can all be positive, but when times are hard they can also act as additional pressures.  

What should people do if they're affected?  

<E051> One of the most important things is to talk to someone. That is what FCN is here for. We listen, we understand farming and we may be able to find practical ways to help. In many parts of the UK we can offer a visit to the farm. Samaritans can of course be called at any hour of the day. We would also encourage people to visit their GP if they are suffering from severe stress or depression - this can be a difficult step but really can help.  

What should I do if I know someone who is affected?  

<E051> Encourage them to talk. See if they would consider ringing FCN - or offer to do so on their behalf. It is important they do not feel alone in their situation and that they know someone cares. Encourage them to visit their GP if that is appropriate. If you would value a sympathetic ear yourself, then feel free to ring us too.  

People will think I'm weak if I admit to being stressed or depressed, won't they?  

<E051> Not at all. You would be surprised how many people go through similar experiences. There is a real strength in admitting it and receiving help. Often people feel a sense of failure or guilt in admitting they are not coping with their situation, but don't realise their neighbour is probably going through something similar. As part of the farming community I know we can be a proud bunch - but we also have a caring spirit. In FCN we are here to show that care - and we are helping hundreds of families every month.  

What can happen if the problem is ignored?  

<E051> If problems are ignored they rarely go away and usually they escalate. Invariably the sooner people ask for help the better. For example, if people come to FCN when the bailiffs are on their doorstep there is much less we can do than if they came to us when their debts started to spiral. Similarly, stress can build as people bury themselves in their work and isolate themselves from their family. Severe cases can lead to more serious health problems, alcohol and other substance addiction, relationship breakdowns and tragically sometimes suicide.  

Presumably you've seen a lot of people completely turn their life around after experiencing these problems?  

<E051> Every day we see people whose situation is improving - sometimes very dramatically. We cannot bring forward the Single Payments or eliminate stress, but we can be a friend and "walk with" people through their difficulties to hopefully reach a better outcome. FCN's volunteers do a wonderful and often difficult job, and they really do make a difference to people's lives. A farmer said to me recently: "It's so good to have someone to talk to who understands and doesn't make me feel like a failure. I used to feel I was in a black hole without any hope but now I can see light at the end of the tunnel."  

Delay Peter to pay Paul.  

Charlie Flindt  
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When the money available is somewhat less than that required to pay the bills, someone has to wait for their cash. But who?  

anuary is normally a time of quiet optimism. The days are lengthening, seed drills are getting calibrated, and - crucially - there is an IACS cheque in the bank; all very purposeful and optimistic.  

This year has been slightly different. I have spent the whole month staring at two numbers on a piece of paper. One showed how much money I had available to spend before crashing into the overdraft buffers, and the other how much money I was due to pay out in January. One was quite small, and the other was rather big.  

So what should I do? No matter how many times I juggled the figures, or applied creative New Labour accounting techniques, it was obvious that someone was going to have to do without. So, armed with my list of creditors, I headed for the phone.  

I started with the big one: Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs. They were quite charming and perfectly understanding. They had heard of the plight of farmers, and, yes, plenty of people were applying for late payment schedules. Each case would be looked at individually, with a detailed investigation of my income and expenditure. I should ring my local tax office to arrange a meeting and... Oh dear. Not much chance of "Pop a post-dated cheque in the post" there, then.  

I blame my accountant for me having to send a cheque to the taxman in the first place. So would he mind if I put his bill off for a month? He emailed back very promptly, about a thousand words, but I still can't work out if it was a "Yes" or a "No". There was something about "your case being put before the partners", so I don't hold out much hope there.  

Who's next? January is when I usually make machinery payments, thanks mainly to that IACS cheque. I started with the finance company directly linked to my preferred make of tractor. The dealer said there shouldn't be a problem, and passed me on to the local rep, who made nice but unquotable noises and passed me on to his boss in the midlands. He made even nicer but equally unquotable noises, and said he would pass my number on to their head of press enquiries, or something like it. I have heard nothing.  

The other finance company is linked to a well-known farmers'  

organisation. My contact there was very sympathetic and would pass on my details to the Collection Department. I was so busy imagining shaven-headed men with crowbars tucked inside their long coats that I only half-heard her suggestion of a new credit account that many farmers are taking up at the moment. I've heard nothing from The Department.  

Things looked up when I rang the National Trust - and there's something you don't hear often. A fraught Rob Macklin, head of agriculture, was genuinely in sympathy. Why? "Because we're snowed under with paperwork relating to 30,000 acres in England alone. We know exactly what's going on. Just keep us informed, and pay what rent you  

can. Now go away, I'm very busy." Shame on those who criticise this marvellous organisation.  

Next stop, the Bank of Mum and Dad. Unlike most banks, this one is incredibly flexible, handing out flapjacks and sympathy during financial discussions, and only asking for a hand with 19 Down in the Telegraph crossword as a fee. And unlike my "High Street" bank, it was only too pleased to extend borrowing for a bit. Have another piece of flapjack, Dear.  

And then I remembered the credit account I had heard about earlier and rang them back. "Yes, it would be possible to arrange a sizeable credit account." A terrifying interest rate, no doubt? "No, only 1.99% over base." Hold on; that's less than my overdraft. "But we'd like to see your latest accounts, though." Ah, let's hope the accountant earns his late-arriving money.  

With luck, that will be the back of another financial crisis. Thanks, Rural Payments Agency, for livening up such a dull month. Thanks a whole bunch. Same time next year?  

Waterlogging rules `self-contradictory'  

214 words

Publication date: 3 February 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 3

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

CROSS-COMPLIANCE regulations over farming on waterlogged land are self- contradictory and therefore impossible to comply with, an agricultural lawyer has said.  

Mark Horvath, of Barker Gotelee Solicitors, said the regulations could pose serious problems in a difficult season.  

"Where a seedbed is prepared after harvesting oilseeds, legumes or cereals and before the end of the following February, it must be drilled within 10 days but, as one cannot work on waterlogged land, farmers could face an impossible conflict," he said.  

"The Rural Payments Agency says it will apply the rules sensibly and if farmers just farm sensibly then everything will be okay - but that is not what the new regulations say and in England what is written is the law and we must obey it or we are at risk of the penalties specified therein."  

A spokesman for the RPA said this had been one of the areas addressed at the Single Payment Scheme seminars and that feedback from farmers had been listened to and addressed in the cross-compliance handbook.  

The handbook states that land must be drilled within 10 days of a final seedbed preparation in `normal weather conditions', he said. Therefore, if the land is waterlogged this rule would not apply and common sense should prevail.  

RED LETTER DAY: Feb 14, 2006  
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Entitlements by Valentine's Day and bulk of payments in March, promises Bach  

MOST farmers in England will receive their Single Payments in full by the end of March, Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach said this week.  

Bringing to an end months of uncertainty, he said payments were due to start at the end of this month and the aim was to complete `the bulk' of them in March.  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has told the Minister that there is, after all, no need to resort to interim payments in order to meet the February-March deadline.  

It is on course to definitively establish entitlements on February 14 and farmers will be informed of their individual details within two weeks of that date.  

A total of £1.6 billion will now be paid directly into farmers' and growers' bank accounts or by payable order from the end of this month.  

The chances of full payments starting in February appeared slim in mid-  

January when it emerged that the agency still had 400,000 individual tasks to complete.  

But good progress has been made in the past few weeks and on Tuesday, after receiving assurances from RPA officials, Lord Bach said: "I am very pleased to confirm what we said more than a year ago - that full payments will begin in February.  

"I hope this announcement will provide some reassurance to the farming industry. Staff at the Rural Payments Agency have worked extremely hard to make this possible and I am most grateful to them. "I also want to acknowledge the co-operation and patience of everyone who has made a claim."  

RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said making full payments, rather than part payments, would mean claimants would be able to trade their definitively-established entitlements.  

It would also make the next claim process easier as 2006 forms would be pre-printed with key data already in place.  

The unexpected commitment was welcomed by the industry but concerns remain.  

The biggest is that the goal of completing 96 per cent of payments in March has been replaced a more ambiguous aim of completing the `bulk' of them.  

Defra admitted it was unable to quantify the likely proportion the 120,000 claimants in England whose payments will be delayed into April and beyond.  

The agency said they would be mainly be farmers it had already contacted over outstanding issues like mapping problems, dual claims on land and National Reserve and hardship claims.  

Though `pleased' with the announcement, National Farmers' Union president Tim Bennett said the RPA still faced a major challenge. `Hundreds of thousands of tasks' were still to be completed before the scheme is fully established, he said.  

"The RPA must make sure that it gets as close to its original 96 per cent target as possible. We will maintain pressure on it to respect that," he said.  

"If a small percentage of farmers cannot be paid because of unresolved queries about some element of their claim, the RPA must make advance payments based on the part of their claim that has been validated."  

Country Land and Business Association president David Fursdon also welcomed the statement. "However, statements are merely words. Our members will not be happy until they receive the money upon which their businesses and livelihoods depend.  

"Also, we want to see what constitutes `the bulk'.''  

Tenant Farmers' Association chief executive George Dunn said the announcement was a relief as he had feared interim payments or further delay.  

He praised grass roots RPA staff for working hard to facilitate payments, despite having to use the `universally slammed' dynamic hybrid SPS that Defra introduced despite warnings of the problems it would cause.  

The Conservatives still described the SPS system as a `shambles' and the Liberal Democrats said it was a `disastrous succession of inaccuracies and inefficiencies'.  

Both noted that payments in Scotland and Wales had been successfully made in December when the payment window opened.  

SLURRY & POLLUTION: Penalties for regulation breaches to more common  
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Farmers failing to meet the various rules and regulations under cross- compliance will find that they are more likely to be penalised for this than has been the case in the past, Momenta's John Tearle told the Bootle meeting.  

He said that most of the rules and regulations involved in cross- compliance had been in existence for some time. However in the past breaches of these had generally been dealt with through a relatively complex process through local authorities. This meant that there was often a reluctance to take action except in the most serious cases.  

Under the new system the penalty system had changed passing the responsibility for penalties to Defra and the Rural Payments Agency. These penalties were a percentatge of the single farm payment paid to the farm and could rapidly amount to a great deal of money, he said.  

He added that the penalties applied not just to land with entitlements, but to all the land managed by the offending farmer. The exception was where the breaches were caused by a third party, such as a utility company, working on the land.  

Mr Tearle said that most farmers were already meeting the various requirements under cross-compliance, but it was absolutely essential that full written records were kept if problems were to be avoided.  

TRIDENT NORTHERN SHEEP FAIR  
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Single Payment delay hits English sheep producers - says NSA chief executive Peter Morris  

MANY sheep producers in England are facing real financial difficulties due to delayed payment of the Single Payment by the Rural Payments Agency, said National Sheep Association chief executive Peter Morris, as the Trident Northern Sheep Fair got under way at Skipton, North Yorkshire, on Tuesday.  

"While sheep farmers in Wales and Scotland have had a taste of money under the new regime, their counterparts in England still wait, with increasing impatience, for a signal that payments are on the way. "It is now 15 months since the last SAPS payment and the bills still have to be paid.  

"English farmers and the people who supply them with goods really are finding themselves at a disadvantage compared to the Scots and Welsh who have received a significant advance on their payment. "The crisis is compounded by the fact that the RPA have made it very clear that any push by English producers to be given advance payments will result in resource being taken away from making the full payment and so that would then be further delayed. This is a desperate situation," said Mr Morris.  

Barclays Bank's Martin Redfearn told a questioner: "A good business does not become a bad business simply because of a late cheque. Providing the business is sound there should be no problem in extending an overdraft until a Single Farm Payment cheque arrives. "The bank will also know that payment is secure coming from the UK Government." * The Trident Southern Sheep Fair takes place at Exeter Livestock Centre next Wednesday, February 1. Farmers Guardian are media partners.  

Frustration at Single Payment delay leads to call for resignations  
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THE Single Payments are still expected to begin next month the Rural Payments Agency claimed this week.  

Although the exact numbers of tasks still to be completed were `not available and fluctuated daily', an RPA spokesman said: "We continue to work to achieve our target of commencing payments in February. "As stated in the Environment Food and Rural Affairs select committee hearing the next check point meeting is next week."  

There was also no further update available on whether RPA staff would be taking strike action following a recent ballot. "We have no result from that ballot, although it is expected at the end of this month," said the spokesman  

The NFU should press for the resignation of Margaret Beckett and RPA chief executive Johnston McNeil if the late payment situation was not cleared up quickly, said Lincolnshire NFU delegate Mark Leggott. "The gloves need to be off now, we've had enough of them messing about and toying with our incomes."  

He said the rejection by the NFU Council of an early part-payment of the single farm payment was the right one for many farmers.  

NFU director general, Richard MacDonald and president, Tim Bennett were meeting Defra officials as FG went to press on Wednesday regarding the sugar regime, but the payment delays were also expected to be on the agenda.  

By Joanna Baker  

Bach presented with evidence of mapping `shambles'  
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FOOD and Farming Minister Lord Bach was handed evidence of the anger and frustration the `shambolic' land mapping process is generating among farmers when he visited Leicestershire.  

Prior to the visit last Friday, the East Midlands branch of the NFU surveyed its email database of members about the mapping fiasco. Within 48 hours it had received a `deluge of replies from frustrated and angry farmers, all having huge problems with their maps'.  

The dossier of replies was presented to the Minister with the uncompromising message that the mapping process was a `shambles'.  

Many farmers are finding the maps requested by Rural Land Register and the Rural Payments Agency to be `wrong, or inaccurate or just plain missing'. They have faced months and in some cases, years, of hassle, in trying to get accurate maps of their holdings, according to regional director, Jack Ward.  

The Minister acknowledged that there were problems in the system, and said the RPA was `trying to get it right'.  

`Check for RPA errors in reserve awards'  
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AGRICULTURAL valuers and land agents have detected miscalculations in a significant number of the awards being notified by the Rural Payments Agency under the SP national reserve.  

Consequently farmers are being advised to check their notifications carefully and act immediately if they detect or suspect errors.  

Problems have been seen particularly where the applicant had also made a successful hardship claim or with a private contract clause (PCC) arrangement on buying land after May 15, 2004 (to transfer in the seller's historic reference amount).  

"In both these cases, these benefits should not be deducted from the national reserve award yet the RPA appears to have reduced national reserve awards for many such farmers," said Jeremy Moody, CAAV secretary and adviser.  

By failing to check their awards carefully Mr Moody says farmers risk accepting a lesser award than is due (and so lower payments until 2011) or unexpected restrictions on use or transfer for five years. "There is also some evidence of other miscalculations as may be expected from human error in any exercise of this scale," said Mr Moody. While the RPA is expected to write to farmers it thinks are affected by PCC and hardship miscalculations, it may not contact all involved.  

The 20 per cent increase rule is also being highlighted for close scrutiny where relevant.  

Mr Moody said the RPA letter stated the restrictions would apply where the value was increased by 20 per cent or more.  

"This is not correct and could mean the RPA wrongly restricting some entitlements - the restrictions apply where the uplift is by more than 20 per cent. Any farmer with a national reserve award around this margin should carefully check the calculation and raise any queries with the RPA - they may not tell him until the 2006 application forms are sent out."  

He added a farmer had 14 days to refuse his national reserve award.  

Payments fiasco prompts NFU no-confidence vote  
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A UNANIMOUS vote of no confidence in the Rural Payments Agency's ability to deliver the CAP reform, was agreed by frustrated NFU Council members this week.  

"Every council member was angry and dismayed to hear that farmers' payments are likely to be delayed. Many of our members are already up to the limit on what they can borrow from their banks so their backs are up against the wall," said NFU president, Tim Bennett. "It's not just an issue for farmers, their suppliers are also struggling because bills that should have been settled by now are still outstanding. The whole of the rural economy is under threat," he said.  

In October 2005 the Government assured farmers the revised payments would start in February 2006, but last week Food and Farming minister Lord Bach admitted the RPA still had 400,000 individual tasks to complete before the payments could be calculated, and he refused to guarantee payments would be made on time.  

Giving evidence to the Environment Food and Rural Affairs committee, Lord Bach said much of the delays in payments were down to the fact `the number of farmer customers who claimed on land had gone up from 80,000 to 120,000, which was a 50 per cent increase.  

Although the Government knew there would be an increase in customers he doubted whether they had estimated it would be as much as that. They also did not predict a 1,000 per cent increase in the annual numbers as far as land registration and land registration changes were concerned. "One of the reasons for that was that the land change notifications came not just from new customers, many came from existing customers."  

Tenant Farmers Association chief executive, George Dunn, said: "We've got absolutely no sympathy with Lord Bach or the RPA. We warned them that if they went for a system rewarding occupation in 2005 there would be a massive increase in people claiming land.  

"It was clear they were going to get a surge and it is something they should and could have been able to avoid."  

There were also concerns over the possibility of RPA staff taking strike action, reported in Farmers Guardian last week, but this week a spokesperson for the agency said they would not know until later in January whether or not such action would be taking place.  

At the CLA, chief economist, Allan Buckwell, said: "We lost confidence in the RPA in the autumn as they failed to keep us informed, but we just desperately want them to keep their payment targets now. "Our preference is to stick with the definitive establishment in February and the full payment in March and we would even accept a small delay in that, rather than moving to the contingency plan of a partial payment."  

Elsewhere others reiterated concern over how such an interim payment would work regarding entitlement trading for instance.  

Rural expert, Jonathan Smith, Bruton Knowles added: "If the RPA manages to define everyone's entitlement by February 14 then farmers can expect full payment to begin by the end of February, and the RPA is promising to provide a pre-registration scheme where they will issue partially populated forms for farmers to use to declare they want to trade entitlement. If this is achieved then we are likely to see a period of trade, which could commence from the middle of February. "However, if the RPA doesn't manage to finish processing all applications and chooses to adopt a partial payment system of 60 per cent then we could face a year without entitlement trading because this partial system would only be based on an estimate of a farmers' entitlement not a definitely established entitlement." * See pages 18 and 19 for the FG news analysis on trading entitlements.  

By Joanna Baker  

Small window for transfers.  

Robert Harris  
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Mounting fears that full single farm payment receipts in England may be delayed beyond February could mean that entitlement transfers will not be completed before the 15 May cut-off date.  

And discrepancies on the forms coming back from the Rural Payments Agency would lead to further delays, said broker Jonathan Smith of Bruton Knowles. "If the timescale slips, the window will get smaller and smaller."  

With six weeks needed for the RPA to process transfer forms, the last date on which they can be submitted to make a claim in 2006 is 3 April.  

problems  

The problem is even worse for authorised entitlements, where two sales may be necessary to transfer them back to the landlord, then on to the new tenant.  

"It looks as if that's going to  

be impossible this year, forcing  

the landlord to be the farmer,"  

said Francis Mordaunt of Andersons.  

9 Gordon Brown  

FW reporters  
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9 Gordon Brown  

Chancellor of the Exchequer  

<E051> Holder of the nation's purse strings, the Chancellor's decisions affect all of our lives. Tax relief on farmland is helping to hold up land values, but there has been scant farmer-friendly legislation for owner-occupiers or tenants from "Prudence" Brown's office lately. As one of the more credible ministers in Tony Blair's cabinet he wields immense influence. In his role of Prime Minister designate this can only grow, and his Old-Labour leanings suggest there will be little succour for farmers if he moves in to Number 10.  

10 Patrick Holden  

director of the Soil Association  

<E051> The organic champion has driven the organic movement since the early 1970s, steering it from its image of muck and magic to its position today as a multi-billion pound industry. Always willing to speak about the differences between organic and conventionally produced food, and on his stand against genetic modification, he has identified himself as a favourite with the media. Behind the scenes he has influential friends, among them broadcasters John Humphrys and Jonathan Dimbleby. He is often seen in the company of Prince Charles, with whom he shares his beliefs and sometimes his holidays.  

11= Christine Tacon  

general manager of Farmcare  

<E051> A woman with behind-the-scenes influence, who has won respect - and along the way a CBE - despite her lack of a farming background. As the boss of the Co-op's 30,000ha (74,000-acre) farm business, Mrs Tacon has a reputation for being someone prepared to take tough decisions. She is also a member of the independent group overseeing DEFRA's food and farming strategy and a sometimes critical non-executive director of the Rural Payments Agency. One to watch.  

14 Paul Dacre  

editor of the Daily Mail  

<E051> All newspapers enjoy a good food scare, whether it's salmonella, E Coli, listeria, BSE or pesticides. But the Daily Mail has turned them into an art form, regularly terrifying middle England with the prospect of plague and pestilence stalking the suburbs. Its reach and authority are huge - 2.3 million loyal middle-class readers - and only a foolish government minister gets the wrong side of it. If the Daily Mail says British carrots are dangerously radioactive, you had better believe it.  

15 Jacques Chirac  

French president  

<E051> Most UK farmers no doubt dislike Jacques Chirac for stirring up protest against the £3bn British budget rebate, not to mention making rude and wholly unfair comments about British food and BSE. But you have to admit that he seems prepared to fight the cause of Europe's farmers with a degree of conviction sadly missing on this side of the Channel and this has brought benefits for UK producers.  

Confidence in RPA and DEFRA plummets as new errors emerge.  

Isabel Davies  
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Fundamental errors in farmers' national reserve notification letters have added weight to fears that the single farm payment deadline of late February will not be met by the Rural Payments Agency.  

Farm leaders and advisers have this week expressed serious doubts over whether the RPA will be able to start full payments by the end of February, as suggested by the agency and junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach last week (News, 13 January).  

The NFU's ruling council agreed a vote of no confidence in the RPA and DEFRA at a meeting on Tuesday (17 January). Council members voiced concern at the RPA's admission during a select committee hearing that it still had "400,000 tasks to complete" before payments could start.  

Union president Tim Bennett stressed council members' anger and dismay at the prospect of payments being late. "Many of our members are already up to the limit on what they can borrow from their banks, so their backs are up against the wall."  

The Central Association of Agricultural Valuers is warning farmers that it does look like the RPA has miscalculated a significant number of national reserve awards, which it fears may risk delaying definitive entitlements.  

"We are picking up systemic errors in the way they are doing the calculation," said CAAV secretary Jeremy Moody. "All farmers who receive a national reserve award letter should check through the details and calculations with extreme care and raise any questions immediately with the RPA."  

Mr Moody said problem areas were where the farmer had also made a successful hardship claim or where a private contract clause arrangement had been used. In both these cases, these benefits should not have been deducted from the national reserve award, yet the RPA appeared to have sometimes done this.  

George Paton of WebbPaton said one of his clients had received a letter which appeared to be <E065>103,000 (£70,765) less than expected. "We have done over 60 claims and I would say one in three has come back incorrectly calculated."  

An RPA spokesman declined to comment on the level of errors found in the awards, but said applicants who wished to challenge the figures should write to the RPA Customer Service Centre with evidence supporting their case as soon as possible. The letter should be headed "National Reserve".  

The spokesman added that the RPA announced in January 2005 that the earliest payments were likely to start was in February 2006. "While the schedule is extremely challenging, RPA's plan remains to commence making payments by the end of February."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Doubts over February Single Payment date  

655 words

Publication date: 13 January 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 1

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

FARMERS in England still have no guarantees they will receive their full Single Payment in February and March, or even just a portion of it.  

Continuing problems within the Rural Payments Agency (RPA), including the threat of strike action, mean it cannot yet say for certain whether full payments will start in February.  

The RPA and Defra reviewed the situation on Tuesday and decided to stick, for the time being, to the original plan of making full payment in February, completing 96 per cent by March. The plan is to definitively establish entitlements on February 14 and begin payments towards the end of it.  

But the option of an interim part payment, to be topped up later, remains alive if there is further slippage.  

Speaking in front of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, on Wednesday, RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said they would know by the `end of January' if they would be able to make the full payment in February.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach, who also gave evidence, said an interim payment of about 60 per cent would be made at the end of February if the payment date showed signs of slipping.  

The aim would be to pay the balance before the end of the payment window in June. "There are technical factors that may delay it. I am prepared to give the RPA as long as they need to try to make that February start date,'' he said.  

"If at any time they tell me they can't make the payment I will make that public and make interim payments." "I don't think there is anything I could have done, although others may do, to prevent delay. But I think people will look back and say the three- or four-month delay this year is an acceptable delay."  

The one-month contingency the RPA had built into the system has now been used up and there is no slack left. Some staff have been working seven days a week and up to 15 hours a day but they have still not been able to resolve all the outstanding issues, such as the well-documented mapping problems.  

Another potential problem is looming as staff are currently being balloted over a possible strike. Mr McNeill said there had recently been a one-day strike and based on that turn-out it was unlikely to effect the timing of payments. "But I do not know that for sure."  

During the evidence session, Mr McNeill admitted he would receive a hefty bonus if the RPA met its target. The MPs contrasted this with the estimated £25 million farmers will lose in interest from the delay.  

Lord Bach said he had met with banks. "If the banks had said viable businesses would go under I would have listened to that, but they did not say that," he said.  

The decision about interim payments is complicated by the fact they could have knock-on effects on the timing of the 2006 payments, a process already complicated by the issue of sugar compensation. The SPS application deadline is only four months away.  

Interim payments could also affect the trading of entitlements and the timing of balance payments to farmers in the other UK regions, which received part payments in December 2005.  

NFU president Tim Bennett said it would be a `classic conundrum'. "The best option would be for the complete payments to be made in February and March. The RPA is still saying they can achieve this but I have very little confidence in that, although I would love to be proved wrong,'' he said.  

"If full payments slipped a few weeks, some people would want interim payments money as soon as possible to ease cash flow worries. The problem is this could jeopardise the chances of payments being made in December."  

By Tom Levitt and Alistair Driver  

Replacement dairy stock at a premium.  

Simon Wragg  
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Filling potential is every business' ultimate goal. But for those in the dairy sector the odds can appear to be stacked against even the most determined operator.  

As producers eagerly awaited the release of the latest milk production figures from the Rural Payments Agency this week (see Business for details) auctioneers forewarn of other continuing constraints on production; namely the shortage of replacement stock.  

As weekly markets and collective sales return to normal trading arrangements after the holidays operators suggest youngstock and replacement heifers - particularly fresh-calvers - remain hard to source.  

Aptly named annual "Quota Filler" sales in the south-west (as seen in the Land, Farms & Business section of Marketplace) have been bolstered with the inclusion of herd dispersal stock to try to meet market demand. Traders admit it's a struggle.  

With demand almost certainly outstripping supply nationwide, some producers have found it easier to complete private treaty and direct herd-to-herd sales to shift surplus stock outside of the auction ring.  

Other factors are also limiting supply to regular sale venues. Bovine TB - an on-going subject of divide between producers and politicians - continues to add to the mire.  

The number of cases continues to rise and DEFRA's proposals that could see more rigorous pre-sale testing (within a 60-day window of the sale date) will further exacerbate availability of stock, say traders.  

Although further regulation in this area is unlikely to hinder producers used to selling stock in large batches - mainly the beef farms selling stores, although complete herd dispersals also qualify - dairy producers are still geared to selling stock in small numbers. New rules are likely to add considerably to costs for both handling and testing, warn traders.  

While the economics of supply and demand will factor in to the equation, replacement stock values are unlikely to increase significantly, predict auctioneers. Producers are paying - relative to the ex-farm milk price - strongly for replacement stock and even the arrival of the single payment is unlikely to deepen producers' pockets.  

Anecdotal evidence from sale rings suggests producers are eager to maximise the potential to increase output to meet quota, but the achievement of this goal is unlikely to be at the expense of overloading fragile farm finances.  

We will really miss Easton Lodge  

Mike Stones  
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We will really miss Easton Lodge  

<E051> Few things over the past 50 years have given me more pleasure than to pick up Farmers Weekly on a Friday to read of your experiences as practical farmers.  

In particular, I have followed the fortunes of Easton Lodge with eager anticipation, and so it was with great sadness that I learned of your decision to surrender the tenancy. The reasoning is, of course, understandable, probably even inevitable, but a shock none-the-less.  

I well remember visiting the farm on your very first open day in 1966. Over the intervening 39 years, a hungry and dilapidated holding has been transformed into the successful business it is today. Tight, sound management and liberal doses of pig-muck were without doubt the catalysts.  

My association with Easton Lodge goes back to 1967, when I was a student working for David Powell at Sacrewell, and was part of the beet harvesting team when Al Farmers was first formed. Jeremy Bristoll was manager then and Bill Cooper and Gordon Ashfield drove the tractors.  

Since then it has been a privilege to follow your fortunes and share with you the ups and downs of agriculture. Other readers will join me in wishing John Lambkin and his staff success for the future, and thanking them for sharing the mud on their boots with ours. We shall miss them.  

William Webb  

Kitling House, Stonegate, Gedney, Spalding, Lincs  

Hunting is much more humane  

<E051> John Rolls and other zealots at the RSPCA should stop deluding themselves and, more importantly, the public about the shooting of foxes (Letters, 9 December). They should listen to a former chairman, John Hobhouse, who in a letter to The Times in September drew attention to research showing high levels of wounding in shot foxes.  

Shooting is intrinsically fallible; no amount of well-intentioned and commendable attempts by BASC and other organisations to train shooters can eliminate errors by the beginner, the reckless and the downright unlucky.  

Hunting leaves no wounded survivors and now that the RSPCA with its cronies in the House of Commons have banned hunting and thereby removed the vital search and dispatch function of hunting, wretched animals are left to die a slow death from sepsis, gangrene, starvation and hypothermia.  

Mr Rolls should not delude himself that these wounded animals are dispatched by trained dogs. Most foxes are shot at night by lamping and, in these circumstances, it is extremely difficult to find the carcass of a cleanly killed fox, let alone a wounded one. They don't hang around to be dispatched either by night or day and shooters rarely use scenting hounds for follow-up.  

Shooting will always be needed to cull the majority of an over-successful species such as the fox and the deer, but numbers killed is not the yardstick by which hunting should be judged. Hunting is the natural and most humane method of culling the four quarry species - natural because it does not use alien technology for which the animal has no natural defence. So hunting is uniquely humane.  

The welfare benefits of hunting to the quarry species are as true today as when the RSPCA endorsed them in 1951 in its submission to the Scott Henderson inquiry. Nothing has changed since then, except the politics of the RSPCA.  

Dr L H Thomas  

Smiths Cottage, North Heath, Chievely, Newbury, Wilts  

Mrs Beckett is the one to blame  

<E051> The MPs who propose to grill the Rural Payment Agency's Johnston McNeill will not have too far to look for the root cause of the problem of late payments of the single farm payment - it is one of their esteemed colleagues, DEFRA secretary Mrs Beckett.  

It was she who decided to burden the RPA with this overcomplicated, bureaucratic, inefficient, meddlesome, expensive-to-administer, politically correct and loathesome way of paying farmers what they are legally entitled to receive. Not content with that fiasco, she now intends to put the boot into farmers by introducing 20% modulation, with the full support of our "friends" at the RSPB.  

She conveniently ignores the fact that at present, the pressure on modulated funds is modest because of the slow take-up of entry level scheme caused by map problems at the Rural Land Registry which were the result of policy changes by - guess who - Mrs Beckett.  

If this government is allowed to carry out its "Vision for the CAP" policy, it will be the death of UK farming. But it will be much to the delight of our competitors and John Prescott, who will soon build lots of expensive rabbit hutches and airports on all that spare land. Was that the plan from the start?  

The NFU and others in farming have got to draw a line in the sand, and fast. If we wait much longer, it will be too late.  

Roy Vigus  

County chairman, Hertfordshire NFU  

royvigus@aol.com  

No need to kill the liberated boar  

<E051> All animals go equipped - either to hunt, kill and eat, or to defend themselves. In the first case, this involves sharp teeth and/or tusks and talons, or claws. In the second case, the instinct to flock in large groups and flee at speed, barging anything that may be in the way. When this involves sharp hooves and horns, it can be just as lethal.  

The recent deliberate release of a herd of wild boar from a farm on the fringes of Exmoor (News, 6 January) was a vicious act against the rest of society. The vast majority of people, even in rural Britain, will never have had any experience of animals like these. They have sharp tusks and teeth, can move quickly and be dangerous. Although, like all wild animals, left in peace, they harm no one, an attempt to shoo them out of one's vegetable patch could prove tragic, especially if the garden is enclosed and the boar cannot see an escape route.  

Left in peace, the wild boar will survive well in the wild, which is, after all, where they came from. Although they are not pretty, I see no reason to hunt and kill them because they would do a good deal less harm than the badgers.  

Meanwhile, let us hope that, like the "Tamworth Two", the wild boar of Exmoor will escape their human persecutors.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

EU is where the real power lies  

<E051> BBC's Radio 4 has just conducted a listeners' poll on who runs our country. The candidates included Rupert Murdoch and his media empire, the Prime Minister, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and parliament. But the overwhelming winner was the president of the EU Commission. This proves the saying that you can fool some of the people some of the time, but not all of the people all of the time.  

This response shows that most of us do not believe our politicians when they say the EU is not to become a super-state. Indeed, the facts show that the EU now controls or influences every issue apart from health and education.  

Yet, despite this, our MPs, who have given this power away, are talking about a 22% pay rise, when any sensible observer would expect them to be having a substantial pay cut, in line with their reduced responsibilities. Bear in mind that thanks to them, we now have to pay for MEPs and the EU's Regional Assembly.  

So, my question to MPs is: Do you justify your salary and expenses, while hard-pressed taxpayers' money pours out of the UK into the corrupt EU?  

Michael Pagram  

33 Shorelands Road, Barnstaple, Devon  

Minerals are key to TB infection  

<E051> Clearly, it is minerals that are the key to TB in cattle and badgers, both of which develop TB because of their exposure to an iron-rich food chain and not by cross-infection. The answer is to spread lime in iron-rich areas and feed cattle on iron chelating factoferrin proteins and to work on a vaccine. I will do all I can to protect badgers from these government hit-men.  

Chris Lock  

chriselock@yahoo.com  

Share experiences of this fiasco  

<E051> Having suffered for nine months at the hands of the inept mapping project launched last year, I was pleased to see the opportunity for our elected representatives to raise some questions over the IT programme and the leadership within DEFRA/Rural Payments Agency at the Parliamentary Committee on 11 January.  

The whole fiasco has been such a disgrace I feel that farmers should be encouraged to share their experiences - not only with the MPs involved, but also with others to widen understanding of the depth of our problem. Perhaps Farmers Weekly could open a website for contributions so that we can all help by offering our experiences?  

Charles Mann  

Chairman, Cirencester branch NFU, Glos  

<E051> Farmers who would like to share their experiences are welcome to register their views on Farmers Weekly Interactive (fwi.co.uk/forums) - editor.  

Don't waste the energy in straw  

<E051> The front page of the December issue of Home Grown Cereal Authority's publication Grain Outlook carries an article about measuring the environmental benefits of biodiesel. It points out that green fuels need to deliver genuine environmental benefits.  

The key to getting a good energy balance and also good profitability is to not waste the huge amount of energy in the straw. A new and innovative approach to harvesting and processing is needed and perhaps a feasibility study would be an excellent way for the HGCA to use growers' funds to investigate the potential of this idea.  

Rape produces such a lot of organic matter in the roots, stubble and falling leaf that removing the straw should not cause problems in following crops. In fact it might reduce slug problems.  

The government's commitment to a renewable transport obligation could mean that about 1.5m hectares of land would be needed to provide the 5% blend required by 2010. It is important that most of it comes from the UK and not from imported palm oil or ethanol grown on former rainforest land.  

John Gossop  

Croft Farm, Swinefleet Common, Yorks  

FFA has earned the respect it gets  

<E051> Regarding your article "In the Hot Seat" (News, 23 December) in which David Curry openly criticised Farmers For Action's strike action of 2-4 November. Mr Curry says he doesn't think the organisation represents the majority of farmers. Does he mean dairy or other farmers?  

FFA was set up in 2000 on the back of radical cuts in milk prices during previous years when other well-heeled organisations allowed the marketplace to free-fall.  

Obviously, over the past five years FFA must have gained some respect, with rebel David Handley winning Farmers Weekly's Farm Personality of the Year competition twice and the Dairy Industry Award last October.  

I wish Mr Curry well and hope he is able to gain the same respect from the industry over the next few years.  

A T Hemming  

FFA co-ordinator Warks  

Keithbostock@totaise.co.uk  

Linseed and flax museum planned  

<E051> I am a farmer growing and pressing my own linseed oil for human and animal consumption.  

The crop provides omega three and six essential fatty acids. Muntham Home Farm, Barns Green, is the UK home of omega three and I would like to start a museum of all things related to the use of linseed and flax.  

I already have a kibbling machine that was used for breaking the oilseed cake that came to farms in slabs about a foot wide and three feet long - that was an every-day job for the boy, I'm sure. This cake was fed to horses and cattle with the farmer's own cereal crops for a balanced ration.  

Along with fewer cows, grazing over old pastures containing different herbs and clover helped to bring nearly 5% of omega three to the total fat content of meat and milk that kept us healthy.  

Over the past 50 years, changes in feeding and cows per acre have reduced the omega three content to just 0.8%. This is a dramatic change for a nation that consumes little oily fish compared with the past.  

Flax was used for linen and I would be interested in any memories of the different uses it was put to - also information about any kind of tools or machines that may have been used.  

Photographs depicting any aspects of linseed would also be welcomed. My website has more information ( www.highbarnoils.co.uk ) or you can email me (durwin1984@aol.com) or telephone (01403 730 326).  

Durwin Banks  

High Barn Oils, Muntham Home Farm, Barns Green, Horsham, Surrey  

Protein content may not add up  

<E051> I write in response to the article from Ian Proctor of compounders Hi Peak Feeds (Livestock, 9 December) regarding potentially low-protein blends based on percentage ingredients.  

I would like to point out that buying on a declaration basis is no guarantee of consistency or quality because I understand that legal tolerances allow for a 10% deviation in crude protein content - ie an 18% protein nut can legally be 16.3% protein.  

Also, since the vast majority of compounded products are formulated on a least-cost basis, raw materials included will vary according to their relative value to the manufacturer and not necessarily to the animal.  

In one recent example, I discovered a product in which soya meal inclusion had been halved and rapemeal inclusion virtually doubled in a dairy feed over the space of four weeks. That meant crude protein content remained static at the expense of protein quality and energy levels.  

H Richards  

Nutrition consultant, Newport,  

Shropshire  

Homeopathy has worked for us  

<E051> What a pity Simon Baker's letter "Homeopathy, magic potion or mainstream medicine?" (2 December) brought up all those myths about homeopathy.  

The only thing clear to me was that Simon simply cannot understand how homeopathy works and so chooses to declare it does not!  

I became interested in homeopathy about 18 years ago when I visited a homeopath and was impressed with the results. I then began using homeopathy on my family's 80-head dairy farm. Since my early experiments, we have had no cases of retained placenta in our dairy cows that have needed anything more than one or two doses of a homeopathic remedy, simply administered. Every case of milk scour in calves has responded quickly to remedies and sensible husbandry.  

Every case of pneumonia has responded within 24 hours, with no further complications. We have also successfully treated numerous cases of foot infections, joint ill, post-calving paralysis, mastitis, etc with nothing more than these inexpensive homeopathic remedies that are widely available.  

The success we experienced with homeopathy on our farm led me to train as a professional homeopath and I now help train other farmers around the UK.  

I would urge all farmers who are interested in trying homeopathy for themselves to pay no regard to those who talk about homeopathy as "magic" or "a flight from science or reason".  

There are sound scientific studies into homeopathy and there are several fascinated physicists who are just a hair's breadth away from discovering the secrets of how homeopathy can and does work.  

Jenny Grist  

Hooperton Farm, Crockernwell, Exeter, Devon  

We have to look after our own  

<E051> The manner in which Farmers For Action operates is, in my opinion, the way we should all be going about things. At 22 years of age and growing up in a family that has already had to quit farming, I was still grossly unaware of the trouble that farming is in today.  

It was not until I moved to Suffolk to start work with an ag-chem company that I stumbled upon the truth. A random meeting with a client resulted in me seeing first-hand how dire the current situation is.  

When my old university friends whinged about the World Trade Organisation talks being unfair to Third World nations, I simply waved a copy of Farmers Weekly under their noses and made the transition to buying strictly British produce.  

It is one thing writing an article in FW about how bad things are getting, but who reads FW - those already involved in agriculture and so already in the know.  

The farming community in general is very good at telling each other how they are struggling but it is Joe Public who has the power to improve things.  

Perhaps more of us should come out into the public eye and force people to take notice of the poverty they are inflicting on their own country by supporting rich governments in corrupt Third World nations.  

Zoe King  

zoeshiloh@hotmail.com  

Fireworks getting out of hand  

<E051> Although many people enjoyed the fireworks during the New Year's Eve celebrations, I am sure for just as many it was absolute misery, or rather for their animals. My little dog was sedated on New Year's Eve, but was still reduced to a quivering wreck trying to hide behind the toilet after a neighbour let rip with a barrage of excruciatingly loud fireworks in our small farming village.  

Fireworks are too unrestricted. You can buy them in the supermarket with your weekly shop. The frequency they are let off and the sheer volume of noise is, I believe, getting out of hand.  

If anybody reading this agrees with me, please write for a petition form or go to  www.fireworkspetition.co.uk  for further information.  

J Seymour  

Mitton Fields, Levedale, Stafford, Staffs  

A false sense of security?  

<E051> I read A J C Kennedy's letter (30 December) about the use of farm dogs to boost farm security. Assuming this is referring to the seeing-off of unwanted wild animals in the form of maladjusted homo sapiens, is there potential for falling foul of the Hunting Act if the suggested two or three dogs are used rather than just one?  

R A Jackson  

East Lulworth, Dorset  

Closing abattoirs is causing stress  

<E051> We recently took our barren cows to the ABP abattoir at Nuneaton, just four miles away, only to be informed that the site is closing on 18 January. Barren cows will now have to travel to Kent or Derbyshire, both many miles away. We treat our cows with great respect and when they travel to Nuneaton it is a low-stress journey.  

This government has closed all our local abattoirs. How humane is that for our cows?  

T Smith & Sons  

Bumble Bee Hall, Sharnford, Nr Hinckley, Leicestershire  

Vets' experience going to waste  

<E051> How does the State Veterinary Service prepare for avian influenza and pre-movement TB testing? By dispensing with the services of livestock veterinary inspectors over the age of 65 - a group who have obtained the most agricultural experience and knowledge. For different economic reasons, younger colleagues are unable to obtain this knowledge.  

D Brown  

25 St Johns Place, Mansfield, Notts  

Price of a tractor: Three cows  

<E051> On your front cover of 16 December was the photograph of a David Brown 990. Back in the mid-1960s, my late father bought a new David Brown 990. I can remember him selling three newly calved dairy cows to pay for it. How things have changed in the past 40 years. The last new tractor I bought was a John Deere 6920 - three cows would struggle to pay for that.  

J M Ingleby  

Plompton Hall Farm, Knaresborough,  

North Yorks  

New thinking to save the hills Britain loves.  

David Cousins  
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If farm subsidies really do melt away, like a sad snowman in the April sun, we'll all have a wholly different economic climate in which to run our businesses.  

Many diversified lowland farmers, already heavily reliant on off-farm income, may well get by. So will those who have specialised or are big enough to enjoy economies of scale. But if there's one group for whom an unsupported future is a particularly worrying prospect, it's Britain's hill farmers. With thin soils, short grazing seasons and hostile weather, keeping the business on an even economic keel has always been tricky.  

Sure, there are alternative sources of income. Those in tourist hot-spots have a great chance to offer home-produced food or bed and breakfast. And environment and wildlife subsidies will be increasingly important in bolstering the finances.  

But diversification income and environmental payments alone are only ever going to support a proportion of upland farmers. That means new initiatives need to be explored for the rest. There could well be a case for continued financial support to give hill producers the breathing space to generate new sources of income to sustain the uplands and inspire hope in the next generation.  

Without farming, Britain's uplands would be barren and depopulated. And no-one - least of all the tourists - wants that.  

<E051> Hill farming focus, p26  

A reminder from Mr Putin  

The government is behind the game on biofuels. That was the frank assessment from junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach delivered at last week's Oxford Farming Conference.  

It is not just the potential energy crops have to revitalise UK agriculture. Or their ability to introduce much cleaner, more environmentally friendly forms of power.  

Of growing importance is the strategic need to secure power from our own resources. As world energy prices rise inexorably, the argument for maximising power production at home becomes increasingly persuasive.  

There can be no more chilling reminder of the force of that argument than President Putin's recent decision to cut off gas supplies to the Ukraine.  

Should UK energy supplies be held hostage to world politics? And doesn't the same argument hold true for food?  

<E051> Read David Richardson's opinion, p31.  

Delay costs more than money  

Time is money, as they say, and in relation to England's delayed single farm payments this couldn't be truer. Farm lending is understood to have risen sharply in recent weeks and the cost of this extra credit is running into tens of millions of pounds.  

DEFRA ministers and officials at the Rural Payments Agency should remember this - as they should remember the human costs of the delays. Calls to farming helplines are already on the increase, a clear sign that farmers have reached the end of their tether.  

The payment fiasco is a nightmare of the government's own making, yet it seems to be farmers who are paying the price - both financially and in terms of additional worry and stress.  

David Cousins Features editor  

THIS WEEK Four pages of readers' Letters - turn to p32  

At least a month before England sees its Single Payment cheques.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers in England will not see their single farm payment until the second half of February at the earliest.  

The news has emerged in the same week that a farming helpline reported calls were on the rise because of farmers becoming desperate about SFP delays.  

The Rural Payments Agency claims it is still on target to begin full payments in February, but it is likely to be toward the end of the month.  

"The position on payments remains as it has been for the last year - we are targeting the commencement of payments in February," said a spokesman.  

"Our plan is to definitively establish entitlements in the middle of the month (14 February) and begin payments towards the end of it. There is still a significant amount of processing work to be completed; therefore we remain committed to keeping the industry informed over the next month on progress.  

"We have also developed a contingency plan to make partial [60%] payments, and this option is being kept under constant review."  

The guidance on when payments are likely to start came as RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill appeared before the environment, food and rural affairs select committee to give evidence on the issue. Mr McNeill was joined by junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach, who said that although he expected payments to start in February, he could not give a definite yes or no. "There are technical factors at play which may mean we cannot meet the payments [deadline]."  

The admission that there "is still a significant amount of processing work to be completed" has raised concerns with farm leaders and advisers. Some stakeholders are understood to have been told that just 30% of applications have been fully validated.  

Richard Wordsworth, the NFU's single payment scheme adviser, said: "I think they are up against the wall to get payments out, but we are pushing the agency as an organisation for the RPA to do it as quickly as possible.  

"There are still things in the system that need to be sorted out and we would urge farmers if they do get a call from the RPA to return it as soon as possible. Then the RPA can't blame the industry for any further delays."  

James Morrish, spokesman for the Rural Stress Information Network, said the common theme in recent calls had been the SPS.  

"We have seen an increase in calls recently and a common thread is the payment delays. Farmers feel that they don't have an opportunity to forward-plan and budget."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Hollis' horoscope.  

Geoffrey Hollis  
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Comical organic claims, the rise of Better NFU, salvation for some sheep farmers and very slow progress on bovine TB are in the stars  

have just returned from India, where every hotel has its resident astrologer. At our last stop I asked one such seer: "What do the stars foretell for British farmers in 2006?" Here is his response:  

<E051> Capricorn: The year starts in a truly capricious way with the Soil Association's Annual Conference, replete as ever with comical claims for organic food. At last year's event a researcher from Newcastle University excitedly reported discovering that organic milk was more nutritious than conventional milk. Twelve months later his results have still not been published.  

<E051> Aquarius was a Greek version of Noah, who survived a great flood. Farmers will face a stiff test in the coming months and years, and not all will survive. The ones who do will have worked out their costs accurately, so that they can take informed decisions. With the nights still long, it is not too late to draw up management accounts.  

<E051> In the constellation of Pisces, which comes round in springtime, there are two fishes, one big, the other small. The NFU is a big fish being challenged by the minnow-like Better NFU, created by David Handley and Zac Goldsmith. These chaps have separately generated many daft ideas (remember the food strike?), but the energy of the former and the cash of the latter will cause many ripples.  

<E051> Aries was a friendly ram with a golden fleece, which is a good omen for sheep farmers. The national flock will be cut dramatically this year as hill farmers decouple with a vengeance. Those that quit will have an easier life; those that stay in production will get higher prices. Enjoy!  

<E051> Taurus the bull dislikes change and may be slow to get moving. Last December DEFRA began a consultation on culling badgers to reduce TB in cattle. The result should be announced around May, when this star sign governs affairs. Junior DEFRA minister Ben Bradshaw knows that a significant cull will improve the health of cattle (and badgers), but will play this as long as he can. Expect a lengthy start-up "while farmers are trained to do the job humanely".  

<E051> Gemini is named after the twins, Castor and Pollux, whose fate was to spend one day on Olympus and the next in Hades. This sign rules in May/June, when the Rural Payments Agency will be wrestling with the next round of applications for the single farm payment. Some irate farmers said that the RPA made a real Pollux of this task last year. There will be more of the same this year, but eventually Olympus will be scaled.  

<E051> Cancer, the crab, which comes into view towards the end of June, was unfortunately crushed by Hercules in the second of his legendary labours. Expect England to sail through the first stage of the football World Cup, only to suffer the same fate as Cancer early in stage two.  

<E051> Leo, the lion starts to roar. It becomes clear in mid-summer that the EU Budget Agreement negotiated at the end of the UK Presidency was so tight that the SFP will have to be reduced progressively, starting immediately. There will be an emergency cut this year of at least 5%.  

<E051> Virgo, the debutant, arrives. After much speculation a once great leader, with a fine record, reluctantly hands over the reins to a new and untried replacement. Farewell, Sir Alex Ferguson.  

<E051> Libra, the balance, tips and land prices start to fall. City slickers get the message that the SFP is in long term decline, and the economy is beginning to sag too. Shrewd farmers will have predicted this much earlier.  

<E051> Scorpio has a sting in its tail. Mr Blair's agreement to a cut in the UK's rebate has caused a big hole in public expenditure. The Treasury is miffed at not being consulted, and demands cuts at DEFRA.  

<E051> The year draws towards a close under Sagittarius, the archer. Why not draw a bow at a venture and apply for an environmental scheme? These are funded from the SFP pot, so you get some of your money back.  

2006 will bring problems but also opportunities. Those who are well prepared, and ready to adopt new approaches, will prosper. Happy New Year!  

MPs' committee to grill McNeill over late cash.  

Isabel Davies  

227 words

Publication date: 30 December 2005

Source: Farmer`s Weekly

Page: 1

(c) Copyright 2005.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

The chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency will be summoned before a powerful parliamentary committee early next month to explain why England's single farm payments have been delayed.  

MPs on the influential environment, food and rural affairs select committee have requested that Johnston McNeill attends an oral evidence session at Westminster on 11 January.  

They have indicated that they intend to probe Mr Johnston on whether the agency will be in a position to meet its February/March target for full payments.  

If the agency is not, committee members say they will push on the issues involved in getting an interim payment to farmers.  

The cross-party group of MPs is also planning to quiz junior  

DEFRA minister Lord Bach.  

The decision by MPs to look into the Rural Payment Agency's progress on payments follows preliminary investigations by two of the committee's members.  

Labour MP David Taylor (North West Leicestershire) and Lib Dem MP Roger Williams (Brecon and Radnorshire) have already taken written evidence on payment issues and recently made a visit to the RPA's headquarters.  

One of their key questions has been the extent to which the RPA's IT systems have failed to deliver what is required of them.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Resolution - be more open.  

Hugh Broom  
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Less division and more openness towards the public are what farming organisations need to connect with the public - our ultimate customers  

opefully you have survived the company of the in-laws, other long-lost-only-seen-once-a-year relatives, the joys of excess eating, and the highly original TV documentaries and tabloid articles telling you how, surprisingly, turkeys really do die at Christmas.  

You may have also have enjoyed the genuinely unique pleasure of sheer isolation that is getting up early on Christmas morning to tend to animals - pleasurable only if the weather permits.  

With the New Year to look forward to and all the Christmas inconveniences and pleasures behind us, it is perhaps time for all of us to predictably lay down a few resolutions.  

First, perhaps the Rural Payments Agency will hopefully start to get its cheque book out in February as promised and begin sending out the long-awaited SPS payments. It could also make a resolution to get its cheque books from the same suppliers as their Scottish and Welsh friends so that farmers' payments would arrive a bit sooner.  

I will have a nice cup of tea ready for the compassionate, common-sense, joined-up RPA inspector that I may have the pleasure of experiencing this year, all in the hope of persuading him or her to take a less authoritarian approach to subsidy policing.  

As I write this, it seems that David Cameron, leader of the Conservative Party, has according to one opinion poll edged slightly ahead of Tony Blair, with an apparent air of unity across his party. It would be good to think that he and colleagues on the shadow environment team might resolve to provide some effective opposition.  

It's time the government was called to check and we need inspiring with radical and different ideas on the future of our countryside, rather than the usual ill-thought-out populist rhetoric we have heard in the past.  

Meanwhile I hope that our glorious farming leaders will resolve to take heed of recent political history when it comes to leadership.  

At Lib Dem HQ, as the vultures circle above a defiant Charles Kennedy, a few loyal allies are publicly shooting them down but many seem to be quietly watching from the sidelines. Neither is it all sweetness and light at Number 10 at present.  

The last thing farming groups need is division. It's bad enough that many groups struggle to communicate together for the common good of the industry without some public mudslinging match appearing to further cloud the picture.  

Farming groups must rapidly construct unity at a time when a single focused farming voice needs to be heard more than ever before. Debate on change in both direction and policy is good, but please do it in a unified and rational way.  

We must all resolve to do as much as we can locally at home to tell our communities what we do on our farms. It is a pet gripe of mine I admit, but with a lot of thought and a little effort we could all do so much more to tell people what we are doing on our farms. For those of you who don't do it already, why not start writing a few words for the local parish magazine. It's something I must get on with this week and write a wonderfully educational piece that encourages my dear neighbours not to use the 6m Countryside Stewardship Strips as dog-walking highways.  

I also need to get the back garden sorted, some stone laid and the rest of the house decorated. Making a commitment in print gives my other half the perfect reason to offer special, loving verbal encouragement in the way that only other halves can.  

So I'd better get on with it. Happy New Year!  

Next week, Yorks student Adam Bedford shares his New Year wishes.  

Plenty of prize fools.  

Charlie Flindt  
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If there were prizes handed out to those who make life hard for the farmer, there would be no shortage of candidates  

o much to cram in this year - in my 50th Talking Point - so let's get straight on.  

My landlord features heavily this year. The National Trust wins Unexpected Career Advice of the Year. Its 2000 tenants could be heard choking into our cornflakes when, at the end of October, it announced plans to teach its farmers how to farm. Logically, we tenants should offer to advise the National Trust on being a landlord.  

Which brings me neatly on to Mystery of the Year. I have thought for some time that the Trust's tenants ought to form a sub-branch of the Tenant Farmers' Association. We could compare notes and ease the burden of dealing with such an idiosyncratic landlord. I even discussed it with the Trust itself. But registering a suitable domain name was impossible: All the suitable names had been anonymously taken. How spooky is that?  

The "Are You Quite Sure?" Award goes to Tim Bennett, and his remarkable claim that Farm Assurance Schemes feature in the NFU's list of positive achievements.  

I thought the weather behaved itself quite well in 2005, although perhaps we should have guessed that the autumn monsoon would be here a fraction earlier than normal, catching out those of us with 60 acres of wheat unsown. We have to guess the weather these days, thanks to our chums at the Met Office and their Policy Change of the Year. They have finally abandoned any pretence at forecasting the weather, and spent all the resulting saving on incomprehensible graphics. In an anorak moment, I started printing off their forecasts with a view to comparing them to the actual weather. For the sake of the rainforests - and my temper - I abandoned the project after only a couple of days.  

I'm blaming the Met Office for my Worst Sprayer Operator of the Year moment, on the night of 26 November. The forecast: There might be a touch of frost. What happened? I took a chance on leaving my brand new machine out overnight, it reached minus eight, and my pride and joy suffered three cracked spraylines. And all before the first payment has been made on it. Perhaps the National Trust is right.  

The A Little Knowledge is a Dangerous Thing Award goes to the inspector from a certain agency who visited us last spring. At one point he took a break from ticking boxes on his clipboard and looked out across the next-door field. "You do know," he said solemnly, "that you shouldn't sow up-and-down the slope, don't you?"  

"You do know," I replied cautiously, "that that's the headland you're looking at, don't you? The landwork is across the slope."  

"Oh, yes," said the man from the agency, which could shut my farm down with one tick of a red biro, and which has no doubt contributed as a key "stakeholder" to consultations on Soil Management Plans.  

Last, the Irony Award. Irony is sometimes hard to define, but, thanks to the Rural Payments Agency and Momenta, here is the perfect example. They organised a series of cross-compliance workshops, designed to help clear up the chaos, confusion and uncertainty which surrounds even the most basic of farming jobs. I offered our shoot shed as a venue, stocked up on Hobnobs, polished the urn, and waited.  

Unfortunately, the meeting was moved somewhere else to cope with the vast numbers of panicking farmers. But no one had told me, or many of the farmers who were hoping to come along for agricultural enlightenment. Central Hampshire was full of confused farmers, driving round in circles, trying to find a meeting specifically designed to put an end to farmers being lost and confused. That, Ladies and Gentlemen, is irony. Happy New Year.  

Costs of hauling grain have risen  
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GRAIN haulage costs have risen 31 pence per tonne, an increase of 4.5 per cent on last year, according to the 2005 HGCA Haulage Survey.  

The average cost of a 25 mile journey in the UK has risen from £4.76 per tonne in 2004 to £5.02 per tonne in 2005. The average cost of a 125 mile journey has also increased, from £9.50 per tonne in 2004 to £9.87 per tonne in 2005.  

"Rates have risen for all journey lengths, although more sharply for shorter distances," said HGCA's Dominic Sawkins.  

Average rates for UK journeys above 125 miles have risen by 37 pence per tonne, an increase of 3.9 per cent, while those below 25 miles have risen by 26 pence per tonne, an increase of 5.4 per cent.  

The majority of regions have incurred in-creased haulage rates compared to 2004, with the largest increase occurring in the West Midlands for journeys over 125 miles. The North Western and Eastern regions have experienced equal or reduced rates over the past year, as has Scotland. "This year's better quality crop in the North and Midlands has reduced the need to haul grain long distances from the South," said Dominic Sawkins. "As a result haulage costs for longer journeys have stabilised although the average rates are still showing increases."  

The HGCA Haulage Survey results are used by the Rural Payments Agency to calculate journey costs for grain offered into UK intervention. The results are based on 677 recorded journeys.  

OTM scheme running at near full capacity  
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By Howard Walsh  

OVER Thirty Month Scheme abattoirs are running at more or less full capacity and some people may struggle to get cattle in that are not already booked either direct or via auction marts.  

However, a Rural Payments Agency spokesman said there was some variation in the picture depending upon region. For example there were parts of the south east and south west that were not so tightly booked up as the north. "The further north you go and on into Scotland the tighter the position appears to be," he said.  

Full capacity, as far as the scheme is concerned, is around 20,000 animals per week throughout Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Defra has said the final date for cattle going through the scheme will be January 20, with the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme (OCDS) set to start on January 23.  

According to the Milk Development Council the initial compensation rate under the scheme is set at E360 per head and this is set to reduce at a rate of 10 per cent a year for the three years the scheme is set to run.  

MDC says anyone looking at the open market, rather than trying to get cattle in should note that while market reports suggest a demand for these cattle, those offered so far have been of relatively high quality. Cumulative slaughterings of heifers and cows stand at 649,685 for 2005 which is 10.2 per cent lower than the same period in 2004 when numbers increased towards the end of the year in order to receive the slaughter premium.  

Abattoirs will stop OTMS killing today and will not resume until January 3, the restricting factor being the need to have rendering plants clear over Christmas and the New Year.  

Although there might be capacity at some abattoirs, the RPA was not encouraging long distance travel of live animals but should a very serious backlog materialise, there might be scope for longer distance transport of carcases to rendering plants that could take them.  

While not in any way hinting at an extension to the scheme, the RPA spokesman pointed out on Tuesday that the necessary Statutory Instrument for ending the scheme on January 20 was yet to be laid before Parliament.  

But whether pressure from the industry representatives, anxious to see more progress towards export resumption, could have some influence, was a matter for speculation.  

"But as far as the RPA is concerned we are expecting the last OTMS kill to be on January 20," he confirmed.  

MPs question current RPA staffing numbers  
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STAFFING reductions across Defra could affect the ability of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) to make Single Payments to English farmers, a committee of MPs have said.  

The Environment, Food and Rural affairs select committee (EFRA) has expressed concern whether with its current staffing, the RPA can meet its stated target of 98 per cent of payments being made by the end of March.  

EFRA chairman Michael Jack MP said that they would continue to monitor the impact of staffing changes at RPA. Mr Jack said the committee would be interviewing Farming Minister Lord Bach and RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill about the progress of payments at the beginning of January.  

The EFRA committee has also questioned whether Defra, since replacing MAFF, was now overlooking its traditional customers such as farmers.  

MPs said: "We would remind Defra of its responsibility to ensure all its customers are fully valued and served by the Department."  

Responding to EFRA's criticism, Defra insisted that it still spent a large proportion of time with traditional `old MAFF customers' compared to some others, such as recreational users of the countryside and large environmental organisations such as RSPB and National Trust.  

Looking back through 2005.  

Isabel Davies  
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Low commodity prices, rising costs and a new CAP payment system have made 2005 another challenging year, as Farmers Weekly reports  

January  

The implications of CAP reform were the question on everyone's lips at the start of the year - was it all bad news or were there opportunities? It seemed like the former in England, when producers were told payments would not arrive until February 2006 at the earliest.  

<E051> "The Environment Agency has said it is the worst flooding since 1820." Carlisle farmer Alastair Wannop after storms battered the north west.  

<E051> "During the past two years, dairy producers have experienced cost increases on all essential inputs." Tim Brigstocke, Royal Association of British Dairy Farmers chairman, on the need for milk price increases.  

February  

The issue of food security hit the headlines after trade figures showed a 12% decline over a decade in the UK's self-sufficiency in meat and fresh vegetables.  

DEFRA was then accused of undermining the promotion of British food by over-zealous enforcement of EU state aid rules.  

<E051> "This legislation is based on prejudice and bigotry, rather than any logical attempt to improve animal welfare." Simon Hart, Countryside Alliance chief executive, about the hunt ban.  

<E051> "Some farmers have had to wait up to three weeks for the collection of dead animals, and there are huge variations in charges." Farmers Union of Wales president Gareth Vaughan on problems with the Fallen Stock Scheme.  

March  

DEFRA launched its Entry Level Stewardship Scheme with the bold claim that it marked a new era for farming and the environment. The scheme was warmly welcomed until significant problems with the application process emerged. Scotland also opened its Land Management Contracts scheme.  

<E051> "It is difficult to conclude that this audit has been anything other than a waste of time." NFU Scotland president John Kinnaird after a report concluded that retailers were complying with the Supermarket Code of Practice.  

<E051> "Over £1.7bn of public money is spent on CAP payments, so the public does have a strong interest in knowing where it is spent."  

DEFRA's explanation for publishing details of support payments.  

April  

Farmers found it impossible to get queries about the Single Payment Scheme answered, because the Rural Payments Agency's helpline was so busy. The RPA apologised and promised to increase staff numbers, but farmers still reported great difficulty in getting the answers they needed.  

<E051> "By including the flag the logo now tells people more clearly where their food comes from." David Clarke, Assured Food Standards, on the relaunch of the Red Tractor logo.  

May  

After the General Election, Farmers Weekly delivered to DEFRA a list of the 10 farming issues that producers wanted the government to tackle. The list was based on survey results which showed producers were most concerned about red tape and the power imbalance between buyers and suppliers.  

<E051> "The level of frustration is rising by the day." A consultant describes how farmers were feeling on the approach to the SFP application deadline.  

<E051> "We are dismayed to find this situation, especially after Wales's agri-environment schemes have been flagged as the best in Europe." Peredur Hughes, NFU Cymru president, about proposed cuts to Tir Gofal payments.  

June  

Milk processor Arla provoked anger when it announced that it was slicing 0.35p/litre off its milk price. Farm leaders were furious, warning that it would lead other companies to cut prices. They were right - Wiseman, Milk Link, Dairy Farmers of Britain and Dairy Crest soon followed suit.  

<E051> "The confusing graphics and in particular the lack of wind speed and direction details, will be a big disadvantage for us farmers." A farmer vents his fury after the BBC redesigned its weather maps.  

<E051> "I will stand up for farmers as best as I can, because I think they contribute a great deal to the way we live now." Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach shortly after his appointment.  

July  

Farmers started to wonder whether the introduction of the single farm payment had been a bad dream, because all the press could talk about was the need for CAP reform. EU farm commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel was forced to launch a spirited defence of the policy during her visit to the Royal Show.  

<E051> "The price cuts suggested would cripple beet growing in this country." Nick Wells, NFU sugar board vice-chairman, about the EU's sugar reform proposals.  

August  

Livestock farmers took to the streets to urge consumers to shun Brazilian beef. Protests took place in Scotland and Northern Ireland, after a period where UK prices fell well below the costs of production. Producers pointed out Brazilian beef did not meet the same standards as British beef.  

<E051> "It is with great pride that the beef-producing industry can cast off the shackles of a decade of trade restrictions." Meurig Raymond, NFU vice-president, on the news that the over-30-month scheme would end.  

September  

A survey commissioned for the first issue of the new-look Farmers Weekly revealed two-thirds of young farmers intend to take over the family farm at some point. It also suggested that many of those not planning to stay in the industry would change their minds if there was less red tape.  

<E051> "The science is very uncertain. That makes the case for further research - not further regulations." NFU Scotland's crop committee chairman David Houghton dismisses the need for tighter spray controls after a report on pesticides and bystanders.  

October  

Poultry farmers were urged to step up biosecurity measures as part of efforts to keep the country free of avian flu. Concern was expressed about the disease, because of the fear that it could trigger a human flu pandemic, if the virus mutated into a form capable of human-to-human transmission.  

<E051> "We are astonished that the Biomass Task Force is rejecting the Renewable Heat Obligation model." Mark Hudson, Country Land and Business Association, expresses disappointment with a report on the future of biomass.  

November  

A review of the levy bodies, by economist Rosemary Radcliffe, concluded that statutory levies should remain for at least two years, but the bodies should be reformed to make them more accountable. Farmers have since been asked to contribute to a consultation which closes on 3 February.  

<E051> "We have listened to our members, who have told us that we have got to withhold food." FFA chairman David Handley justifies his three-day food strike.  

<E051> "We have reasonable grounds to investigate certain milk retail price initiatives that may have been in breach of the Competition Act." The Office of Fair Trading explains its milk industry probe.  

December  

DEFRA announced that it would consult on the principle of a badger culling policy in TB hotspots, but added farmers must comply with stricter cattle controls including pre-movement testing in infected areas. The government also confirmed that it would introduce a new compensation scheme.  

<E051> "I hope that the heavy-handedness is a few RPA inspectors being over-zealous." Tim Bennett, NFU president, on cross-compliance inspections.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

British branding needs promotion  

Mike Stones  
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British branding needs promotion  

<E051> Bravo Hugh Broom (Opinion, 2 December). Where is the plan to tell the shopping-trolley-pushing public how great is the food produced by British farmers?  

Is the consumer aware of the benefits? Quality, excellent taste, freshness, traceability: More needs doing in the way of advertising and positive marketing. There are many groups (many government funded) trying to promote their own pitch and an alarming number of stamps, marks, symbols to confuse the consumer.  

Stick with The Red Tractor. If Lord Bach wants to help the industry, that is where government money could have most impact - creating a desire, building consumers' confidence in British food.  

Farmers have bent over backwards to comply with a raft of rules and regulations including farm assurance and cross compliance ,and have improved quality and cut costs. This we are assured will help us to enjoy subsidy free trade in a liberalised global market.  

Some admirable people have managed to add value and fulfil niche markets; they deserve to reap the benefits. But most farmers are essentially producers - we have our hands full caring for our stock, growing crops and generally running the business, not to mention coping with bureaucracy. We simply haven't the time, money or the expertise to become advertisers; we need help with marketing and promotion.  

Retailers and supermarkets build their business success by selling what the consumer wants. If we can cultivate the Want British Quality brand it could make a real difference. The only real influence that it is possible to exert over supermarkets is consumer-led pressure. So let's get our act together and get some serious promotion going.  

Monica Akehurst  

Hockham Farm, Tilley Lane, Boreham Street, Hailsham, East Sussex  

COPA lobbies at EU heart  

<E051> Henry Fell recently called for a European farming organisation (Talking Point, 9 December). It already has one, representing farming unions and their co-operatives from across the whole of the EU. Its profile and working activity certainly needs raising for few UK farmers have heard of it, but COPA-COGECA represents over 71 members including the NFU and lobbies at the heart of Europe, with two members from Romania and Russia that bring an even wider view.  

Having seen at first hand the complexity the EU uniquely creates and the diversity of membership interest, you realise the problems we have will not be solved by creating something new but in working with and improving what is an already effective organisation.  

It is fair to say we do have a different view from the French for example but by working together we understand the different issues we face and can attempt to find common ground. As was succinctly put in the Commission recently, "do not come to us with complaints, offer us suggestions and possible solutions and we will listen". Thereby lies the challenge, understand the problem, command the detail and look forward.  

Unlike our government, the NFU is committed to understanding the problems of the EU and how it affects us. It is arguing strongly with the many Commission sectors that affect us, from the farmers' perspective. UK farmers hold several key positions and we play a full part in COPA-COGECA.  

Most recently this has been vociferous opposition to extending the negotiation mandate for Commissioner Mandelson at the WTO talks in Hong Kong.  

Henry Fell is right to believe that you have a far stronger voice when the farmers of the EU join together speaking of their concern for farming, the environment and rural economy. COPA-COGECA is there, working for farmers at the heart of the European decision-making process and is uniquely aware of their current farming problems.  

Paul Temple  

Paul.m.temple@talk21.com  

Farming Help is ready to listen  

<E051> As farmers in Wales receive the bulk of their single payment, many farmers in England continue to worry about when their payment will arrive and how they will manage their cash-flow in the meantime. The Christmas period can be a stressful time for many in farming with pressures of workload, finance, paperwork, weather and fewer daylight hours frustrating attempts to get everything done.  

Farming Help is a partnership of charities working together to provide confidential support to the farming community. While we can't solve every problem, we want everyone to know this Christmas that we are still here for them and we are ready to listen and help in whatever way we can. The Farming Help number can be called on 02476 412 916 during office hours. Farm Crisis Network can be called any day of the year, including over the Christmas period, on 07002 326 326.  

Thank you for your support  

Helen Bagwell  

Chairman, Farming Help partnership  

www.farminghelp.org.uk 

Assurance more like enslavement  

<E051> Thank goodness for Dick Lindley (Letters, 9 December) who takes the whole assurance bandwagon to task after Tony Pexton's pathetic, one-sided spin (In the Hot Seat, 25 November).  

There is hardly a farmer in the country who doesn't resent not only the bureaucratic charade that is assurance, but also the apologists who promote it. These schemes have done little or nothing to improve food safety but instead have enslaved the industry to penury and turned honest farmers into liars.  

Meanwhile, the supermarkets buy cheap non-assured food from abroad which they adulterate with chemicals, label as healthy and tout to an ill-educated public, who seem to care little. The assurance schemes implicitly shower the supermarkets with undeserved environmental praise that conveniently ignores the rape of virgin rainforest on other continents to grow "cheap" food. This gets carted halfway across the globe often dishonestly labelled as British-produced and by implication, farm assured and so the whole corrupt circle is complete.  

That our industry leaders continue to support these schemes in the face of the current state of UK farming is laughable. Hopefully, their contempt for the farmers they are supposed to represent will one day come back to haunt them.  

Paul Newsome  

paulwn141258@hotmail.co.uk  

RPA unravels the root of stress  

<E051> Most farmers and their consultants are suffering from the curious ways of the Rural Payments Agency. Delays and frustration with its mapping system are common and deferred payment dates for single farm payments are universal.  

Nice to know that the RPA is aware of some of the problems it is causing (News, In the Hot Seat, 9 December). The rack of useful leaflets at our local office has been removed. The only leaflet now available is Surviving Stress and published by Yorkshire Rural Support Network.  

At least it appears that someone there is aware of the stress being caused or possibly appreciates irony.  

B L Bosomworth  

34 High Street, Northallerton, N. Yorks  

Security in chains and shackles  

After reading the various comments on rural crime (Features, 9 December), I would like to let your readers know of two effective solutions for protecting equipment which I have purchased recently.  

First there is a fantastic 16mm diameter chain - The Immobiliser Series III available from  www.almax-security-chains.co.uk/  which cannot be bolt cropped by hand or with a portable hydraulic croppers or cut with a hacksaw. The company also provides a UK-made Squire Stronghold closed shackle paddlock which is virtually indestructible and a Torque Ground Anchor - all at around £200 plus VAT.  

You can connect as many chains together as you want and provided the ground anchor is bolted into concrete, a process which takes about 30 minutes, it cannot be removed. This can be used for protecting quad bikes, steam washers or any portable equipment.  

Second, I can recommend a hooped HHDR1 Heavy Duty Removable barrier from  www.barriersdirect.co.uk . It has a solid internal bar for extra protection against ram raiding and can be placed at an entrance.  

pEquipment like this, used correctly, can give you many peaceful nights.  

Joe Duggan  

Hillside Farm, Roughton, Norfolk  

Dogs are best deterrent  

<E051> In your article on farm security (Features, 9 December) you neglected to mention farm dogs. Not necessarily guard dogs but any dog that greets people entering the yard with loud acclaim is useful. Two or three are probably better than just one.  

A J C Kennedy  

Knockgray, Carsphairn, Castle Douglas  

You decide on EU integration  

<E051> Thank you to the many people who contacted me to register support for the petition Let the People Decide, making clear their views about European integration (Letters, 9 December).  

If you have no internet access, please write to Let the People Decide campaign, 63 Beaver Road, Ashford, Kent, TN23 7SE.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

tess@ventonvean.freeserve.co.uk  

Don't let bats slow down conversion  

<E051> I read with interest the article on traditional farm buildings (Features, 18 November), and wanted to draw attention to the importance of protected species surveys before applying for planning permission to convert. A large proportion of these buildings contain bat roosts, which are protected whether the bats are present or not.  

Local planning authorities are legally obliged to consider the presence of protected species as a material consideration in planning decisions. In practice this will mean requesting a survey of the buildings by a suitably qualified ecologist to establish the presence of bats before they are able to grant planning permission. The government guidance accompanying the new Planning and Policy Statement 9 is unequivocal in its requirement for survey when bats are present or suspected and applications can be refused if this information is not submitted.  

In Aylesbury Vale District all traditional farm building conversions are assessed by a biodiversity officer for the presence of bats and if found or suspected a survey is required before the application can be processed. The presence of bats is extremely unlikely to prevent development but if a survey is not submitted with the application it can cause serious delay because the survey work can be seasonally dependant. If bats or evidence of roosting is found, a DEFRA development licence will be required which aims to ensure that the bat population is not negatively affected by the development.  

If you are considering a barn conversion, in order to avoid annoying delays for both yourself and the planning authority, it is better to commission a survey before you apply for planning permission. This can then be attached to the planning application and will greatly speed up the process.  

Matt Dodds  

Green Spaces Officer (Biodiversity), Aylesbury Vale District Council, Haydon Mill, Aylesbury, Bucks  

Entitlements.  

Sam Fortescue  
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As if crop or livestock marketing were not enough, farmers now have to contend with trading single farm payment entitlements. Sam Fortescue looks at this emerging market  

When CAP reform decoupled support from production it opened the door to a new trade in subsidy. In a new festival of red tape, the so-called entitlements, which allow farmers to claim their CAP money, can be bought, gifted and leased, with or without land.  

Simply put, an entitlement is a capital asset, which gives its owner the right to claim the single farm payment, as long he or she is an active farmer.  

They come in five different varieties, though most are either normal entitlements or set-aside entitlements. There are also authorised ones (for fruit, vegetable and potato growers), special ones and national reserve ones.  

No-one knows exactly how many entitlements they will receive or what their value will be because the paying agencies is still processing the single payment applications on which they are based. Until this is finished - probably in February - it will not be possible to begin trading entitlements.  

The transfer itself will use the RLE1 form, which will take six weeks to approve. For that reason, farmers who want to transfer any entitlements in time to use them to claim the 2006 single farm payment must get their applications in by midnight on 2 April. The Rural Payments Agency admits the transfer window will be narrow this year.  

In the meantime, farmers can ask their solicitors to draw up draft agreements and future contracts so the paperwork is ready before February. Tony Rimmer, a farm consultant with Carver Knowles, has already helped several clients draw up contracts. "The draft transfer form is very similar to the milk quota transfer form."  

PERMANENT TRANSFER  

The vast majority of entitlements can be sold either with or without land. But a maze of restrictions will apply to the trade.  

For instance, where more than 20% of a farmer's entitlements were awarded from the national reserve, none of them can be sold for five years. Similarly, a farmer's special entitlements will only keep their special status if they are all transferred in a block to the buyer.  

No one will be allowed to transfer entitlements without land, unless they have already used at least 80% of them or given the unused ones to the national reserve. And though farmers can own or lease entitlements anywhere in the UK, an individual entitlement can only be used to claim a payment in the region or area (for example, lowland or SDA upland) where it was established.  

Those looking to acquire more entitlements before April may need to boost their set-aside area, says Mr Rimmer. "If someone is going to take on set-aside entitlements he must ensure that he has enough land in set-aside by 15 January."  

But most transfers in the first year are not expected to include land, as farmers who sold naked land over the past three years passed on the entitlements they had been awarded.  

Vendors would have struck a deal with buyers at the time of the sale to sell on the entitlements once the new payment scheme was up and running, says Christopher Monk of Strutt and Parker. "I would say that 75% of trades in the first year will be farmers cleaning up after three years of complicated transactions on land."  

The other main transfer would be by people who wanted to sell up and leave farming altogether, but who had waited until the dust from CAP reform had settled, he adds. In that case, the land would probably be accompanied by its entitlements.  

It is also thought that there could be plenty of the more valuable fruit, vegetable and potato entitlements up for sale in 2006. "There could be more out there than we think," says Mr Rimmer. "A lot of people have gone out of these crops since the reference years, but still put in for authorisations."  

But Francis Mordaunt of farm consultant Andersons says the narrow trading window may not leave enough time for FVP entitlements to find their way to the people who need them. Since much of the sector works on rented land, at least 12 weeks will be necessary for entitlements to be transferred back to the landlord, then on to those who needed them, he says.  

There is also a question mark hanging over vendors who farmed during the reference years and are eligible for entitlements, but have sold up since then. DEFRA is seeking clarification from Brussels, but says it is inclined to allow these sales, even though they are not strictly between farmers.  

But if the European Commission does not agree, the vendor may be obliged to acquire a minimum 0.3ha of farmland for the day of the sale.  

Leasing  

Entitlements can also be let, but only if they are accompanied by land let in a farm business tenancy over exactly the same period. A six-week notice period applies for processing the transfer, and six weeks' notice must also be given if the lease is terminated before term.  

For those who are already tenants on the land and want to attach entitlements, it will be necessary to end the existing lease and start another with the entitlements.  

Philip Wynn, head of agribusiness at Savills, believes the "rent" for the entitlements and the rent for the land would usually be rolled into one. But there are ways around the with-land rule, he says.  

"It is difficult to see how DEFRA or the RPA could prevent the sale of an entitlement with the vendor retaining an option to buy it back, to get around the need to transfer land with entitlement under the lease rules."  

Most commentators agree. Another way around the rule would be to let out the income from the SFP, not the entitlement itself. This could be attractive for banks who could use the income as collateral for lending, similar to a mortgage.  

Quota broker Ian Potter says this crucial loophole would enable outside investors to put money into entitlements. "I've had two serious enquiries from investors outside farming so far. Whether we like it or not, the market for entitlements will be driven by outside money."  

Contract or let - what's best bet?  

Andrew Shirley  
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Bring in a contractor or let land under a farm business tenancy? Andrew Shirley asks land agents which is the best option for those ceasing in-hand farming  

Most consultants believe that contract farming agreements are the most tax-efficient way for landowners to have their land cropped, but they do need to be structured carefully in the light of CAP reform.  

John Pelham of consultant Andersons says: "Farmers should not give up their trading status lightly and only after looking very carefully at their current and future positions in terms of reinvestment and succession, which are frequently the two main issues facing them."  

By maintaining a trading status, which can be lost if land is rented out, farmers retain valuable tax benefits like 100% agricultural property relief, says Mr Pelham, as well as safeguarding their position under the single farm payment.  

entitlements  

"Those who let their land during the reference period for the SFP have left themselves without entitlements and there is no onus on the tenant to give them back at the end of the lease."  

Richard Saunders, of rural property firm Fisher German, says care must be taken when wording agreements to ensure farmers satisfy the criteria for claiming the SFP and obtain an adequate return. "Many existing whole-farm agreements will not work and need to be redrafted.  

"Landowners need to start by asking whether they should farm the land at all. They should structure an agreement that ensures they get a decent reward for the risk involved in investing in a crop." Some form of redress in case the contractor does not satisfy cross-compliance measures should be included, he says.  

It is also important to show that the landowner can be considered to be in occupation of the land for the 10-month period or else the Rural Payments Agency could withhold single farm payment cheques. "It can't just be a case of a rent being agreed and then two cheques simply changing hands," says Mr Saunders.  

Jonathon Jessop, of Yorks consultant Robin Jessop, says he has organised a number of contracting agreements for this very reason. "What we are finding is that landlords who have previously rented land with the tenant claiming any IACS payments are now saying: 'I'll claim the SFP and you pay me a smaller rent.' "But, of course, you can't do that, because you won't be considered in control of the land."  

Not everyone believes contracting arrangements are always the best option and some, like Philip Hutley of Strutt & Parker's Chelmsford  

office, predict a resurgence in farm business tenancies.  

Mr Hutley says uncertainty over the transfer of the allocation and transfer of entitlements has discouraged many farmers from restructuring their businesses, something reflected by the lack of activity in the Central Association of Agricultural Valuers' annual survey of the tenanted market over recent years.  

But now entitlements are on the verge of being freely tradeable, Mr Hutley says this could change. Lower farming profits make trading using contractors less attractive. The farmer's return is diminishing and the contractor's performance related bonus is going down. Many farmers are looking for a more consistent and secure return.  

"Historically, there have been significant tax disadvantages to letting land, but with changes in recent finance Acts and possibly as a result of the decision in the Antrobus case (see "Succession Planning", pp 4&5) the tax argument for trading rather than letting has moved.  

"Land let to a trading business is a business asset for capital gains tax taper relief purposes. If a farmer has been trading for more than two years and then decides to let, the effective tax rate after taper relief is 10%. Before April 2004, unless land was let to a limited company, it would be treated as a non-business asset for capital gains tax purposes.  

roll-over relief  

"Apart from availability of roll-over relief (an overrated relief since the introduction of taper relief) the rules for CGT are now broadly the same whether the farming is in hand or the land is let.  

"The decision in the recent Antrobus case has provided some clarification of the interpretation of the rules relating to agricultural property relief. If this is not appealed successfully, a farmhouse may not qualify for APR if the management decisions are not being made from the farmhouse. This may rule out some lifestyle farm owners.  

"For those where the agricultural property relief on the farmhouse is not an immediate issue, there are compelling reasons to look again at letting land."  

andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

A third of calls to RPA unanswered - LibDems  
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MORE than a third of all telephone calls to the Rural Payments Agency go unanswered, claim the Liberal Democrats.  

New figures obtained by the party show that since the beginning of 2003, over 119 million calls to Government helplines and call centres - or 36.6 per cent of all calls - have been abandoned, were met with an engaged tone or went unrecorded by the system. This are an average 126,270 calls missed a day - or 88 calls a minute.  

The Rural Payments Agency is the fifth worst Government department, with 34.3 per cent of calls going unanswered.  

The LibDems say the real number is likely to be even larger, with many departments unable to provide complete records, discounting calls abandoned before a set period of time, or not recording callers who receive a message advising them to call back.  

Liberal Democrat Shadow Work and Pensions Secretary, David Laws said: "The Government's direct line to the public is failing. "Over 119 million phone calls from the public have been missed since 2003 - a colossal waste of people's time and an enormous frustration. "Over one in three people calling Government helplines are receiving engaged tones or abandoning calls when they should be able to speak to an adviser."  

Get SPS maps in by Monday or lose the money  
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By Alistair Driver  

OVER 5,000 farmers in England are in danger of losing some of their Single Payments unless they can produce maps to support their claims by Monday, December 19.  

The Rural Payments Agency wrote to about 8,000 farmers in early November who had included land parcels on their claim forms that were not recorded on the Rural Land Register (RLR). These parcels could not therefore be considered for payment.  

The letter asked them to send in maps to validate claims within the next seven days but by this week the majority, 5,250, had still not responded. With the agency determined to begin payments in February, time is running out.  

`RPA urgently require SPS applicants to respond to the letter, returning their completed maps or sketch maps by December 19," said an agency statement'.  

`Without such data it is likely that the fields in question will be removed from the farmers' claims and they will not get paid on this portion of their land'.  

The agency is keen to resolve mapping issues as quickly as possible in order to calculate precise payments for all farmers in England.  

Entitlement values in the three English payment regions are established on the basis of the total number of hectares claimed by all farmers in England. This figure needs to be known soon if the February deadline is to be met.  

In many cases the farmers in question are likely to be new claimants of subsidy who had not completed IACS forms before and are unaware of the need to have land registered, said NFU adviser Richard Wordsworth.  

The problem stems from the difficulties the agency has had transferring land data from IACS 22 forms on to the RLR, he said.  

Because it was so far behind in this process in the spring it allowed farmers to submit estimates of land details on their forms in order to get applications in on time. The process of formalising these estimates has dragged on until the llth hour, he said.  

An agency spokesman said they depended on the co-operation of farmers to be able to capture every land parcel used to support 120,000 SPS claims.  

"This is information that farmers did not provide when they applied to the SPS and which we need urgently to process their claims and, hence, to pay them," he said.  

in brief...  

Jonathan Riley  
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Urgent RPA deadline - 19 December  

<E051> The Rural Payments Agency says farmers who have received a letter asking for maps to support their Single Payment Scheme application must reply by Monday, 19 December or the fields will probably be removed from their claims. The agency says it needs the information by that date to be in a position to calculate everyone else's payments. The RPA estimates that 5250 producers are yet to respond to requests for extra Ordnance Survey or sketch maps.  

Missing heifers  

<E051> A family from near Portsmouth is appealing for information about 12 Friesian heifers which were stolen from a field on Soberton Downs around Monday, 5 December. The cattle belonged to the Lillywhite family from Ashlands Farm, Southwick, and were all freeze-branded. The numbers are 255, 258, 260, 271, 272, 273, 283, 287, 290, 23 and 28. Contact 01329 833 709.  

F&M spreads in Brazil  

<E051> Foot-and-mouth disease continues to spread in Brazil, with four new cases reported in the past week. That brings the total to 32 outbreaks in the past two months. Two states have been affected - Mato Grosso de Sul and Parana - and imports to the EU from these areas have been banned. But the Irish Farmers' Association is demanding that the EU emulates countries like the USA, Japan and New Zealand and ban all imports of Brazilian beef.  

Waste company register will grow  

<E051> The Environment Agency is looking to double the number of registered waste companies on its  www.wasterecycling.org.uk  web directory from 500 to 1000 over the next couple of months. The website, which aims to link farmers with firms that can either recycle or dispose of their waste through a postcode search of registered firms, has been set up by the EA ahead of the impending implementation of the waste directive.  

`Heavy-handed' RPA cross-compliance checks upset NFU  
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By Clemmie Perowne  

THE National Farmers' Union has written to Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach seeking reassurance about the application of cross-compliance regulations by Rural Payment Agency inspectors.  

It comes after reports of agency inspectors being `heavy-handed' with their interpretation of the cross-compliance rules during random farm inspections, which the NFU claimed, fell well short of the `light touch' approach Defra had promised.  

Simon Fisher, food and farming adviser for the NFU East Midlands, said he had heard cases of inspectors being on the farm for four or five days.  

"That is so much more than what we were used to - IACS inspections were quite long but not to this extent," he said.  

He had also heard of a Norfolk farmer who had been following the RB209 fertiliser recommendations but in an inspection had been told it was too much for his NVZ and that he may be docked 15 per cent of his Single Farm Payment.  

"He wasn't doing anything wrong - just following recommendations," said Mr Fisher. "We are worried that people will be penalised unfairly when this is a new system just bedding in."  

A spokesman at NFU headquarters said other farmers had been threatened with penalties due to disagreement over two-metre margins along hedgerows and water-courses.  

"The inspectors are saying it has to be two metres at every point but many farmers have marked an average two-metre margin at several points along that boundary - sometimes over and sometimes under. "We think this is unreasonable because boundaries are rarely straight; also when cultivated such detailed compliance is quite difficult to follow."  

NFU president, Tim Bennett, said: "I hope that the heavy-handedness reported by our members is simply a few RPA inspectors being over- zealous during the early stages of the inspection process. "Nevertheless, I thought it was prudent to raise the NFU's concerns with Lord Bach in person and in writing, so that farmers can get a clear idea of what is expected when the inspectors come on to the farm."  

Last week Shadow Agriculture Minister James Paice asked Defra to publish all the guidance and instruction given to RPA inspectors for the enforcement of the rules on cross-compliance.  

He also asked what targets had been set for Rural Payments Agency inspectors checking cross-compliance.  

In a written response Jim Knight, Rural Affairs Minister, said that the agency had a legislative requirement to carry out checks on at least 1 per cent of all farmers submitting aid applications under support schemes under EU law.  

"There is no target set for inspectors finding problems on cross- compliance inspections. They carry out inspections and are asked to report what they observe," he said.  

The RPA is in the process of publishing all its current guidance for cross-compliance inspectors and `penalty reduction matrices' on its website  www.rpa.gov.uk  and the latter will also be published in the Cross-Compliance Handbook for England 2006 edition, due to be circulated to Single Payment Scheme applicants this month, he said.  

The agency website explains that inspections are carried out with the help of the Environment Agency.  

For each SMR/GAEC area which is not compliant the inspector has to report on the details including: the severity of the breach; the extent of the effect of the breach (whether this is limited to a farm or has an `off-farm' effect); whether the breach was due to negligence or was committed intentionally; if the breach was permanent or rectifiable; and if this breach has occurred previously.  

That report will then be used by processing staff to determine whether or not reductions should be applied to payments and if so what percentage should be applied.  

Soil protection form not daunting.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers in England can expect to receive a Soil Protection Review form in the next few days, which they need to complete to meet cross-compliance requirements.  

The form is being sent by the Rural Payments Agency to all Single Payment Scheme applicants. The idea is that the review should be completed by 1 September, 2006, and implemented from 1 January, 2007.  

Simon Draper, an adviser with the DEFRA-funded cross-compliance advice programme, urged farmers not to be put off by the size of the form.  

"Although farmers need to follow a number of steps to complete the review, I suspect it will be a lot more straightforward to complete than some think. Because of the way it is set out, it looks like it is long. But most of it won't apply and it is all tick boxes."  

Mr Draper said the idea of the form is to enable farmers to identify and address soil management problems at a whole farm level. There are three main parts to it - identifying soil issues, deciding on actions to manage and protect soils, and reviewing success.  

"Farmers can start preparing for the SPR by reading the Cross-Compliance Guidance for Soil Management booklet," said Mr Draper.  

"But on a more practical level, they can start to determine the soil types on the farm and identify any soil problems that may exist. They can then work out how to avoid them.  

"For example, good drainage extends the season for field operations and grazing, while if you have to travel on or work wet soils, reducing the load with low ground pressure set-ups, or with tyre pressures at the lowest pressure compatible with load and tyre type, can help."  

Mr Draper stressed that the form is different from the Soil Management Plan required under the Environmental Stewardship Scheme. But farmers who have completed the more detailed SMP should find it easier to complete the review form, he said.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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Concern about the cross-compliance inspections being carried out by the Rural Payments Agency, has prompted the NFU to write to junior minister Lord Bach.  

The union claims its members have had inspections which fall well short of the "light touch" that DEFRA had suggested farmers would see. A common complaint is that inspectors are getting upset if a 2m uncultivated margin dips below the required width at any point. This is even if other parts of the margin are wider than 2m, said a spokesman.  

Tim Bennett, union president, said: "I hope that the heavy-handedness reported by our members is simply a few RPA inspectors being over-zealous during the early stages of the inspection process.  

"Nevertheless, I thought it was prudent to raise the NFU's concerns with Lord Bach in person and in writing."  

<E051> For the RPA chief executive's take on inspections see p14.  
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The Rural Payments Agency has been vilified by many farmers over the past year. But its boss claims it's done as well as it could - all things considered. Isabel Davies asks Johnston McNeill for an explanation  

Johnston McNeill is a man with a message.  

The chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency wants to give farmers in England an update on progress with the Single Payment Scheme. Not surprising, given producers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are receiving interim payments this month.  

As he sits down for his Farmers Weekly interview, it is clear that Mr McNeill can't tell producers what they'd really like to hear - that single farm payments are to start immediately and in full.  

But he tries to offer some words of reassurance. The agency is still on course to commence full payments in February 2006 and to complete 96% by the end of March, he says. In addition, the RPA still has three weeks of contingency time left in its timetable and the option - as a back-up - to make interim payments.  

"I sense a level of frustration within the farming community that we are unable to make payments in December and I can understand that," he says. "All I can say is that we are working very hard to get the payments out in February and we will obviously work then towards improving our performance on the new scheme.  

"I want to assure farmers that we have staff working 15 hours a day, seven days a week and have done for some months. The general view is that we are on target for February and we intend to push on with that."  

Asked to mark the RPA's performance over the past year, Mr McNeill says he would give his staff full marks for their commitment, and the agency as a whole seven or eight out of 10.  

"I suspect from a customer point of view it is less than that, given some of the teething problems we had with the Customer Service Centre and the fact that the best we can manage is a February payment.  

"But given the challenge in terms of new customers, the time it has taken to get more detailed policy consideration of how this scheme operates and the challenge of running a high-risk programme in government, we have certainly worked very hard and done as good a job as many would have thought possible."  

Mr McNeill rejects the suggestion that it was a mistake to introduce the SPS so quickly, particularly when the RPA is making redundancies because of its modernisation programme. Implementing a new scheme was always going to be a major challenge because it is a complex piece of work, he says. But the agency has been subject to a large number of reviews which have concluded that the work has been managed in a thorough way.  

But was he consulted by ministers about the potential difficulties before the decision was taken to proceed with a hybrid SFP system?  

"We were very clear in pointing to the challenge that, certainly implementation in the first year, would bring," he says. "The decision was taken [by ministers] that it was extremely important that this change was brought about as quickly as possible, accepting that the shorter the timetable, the greater the risks."  

On the issue of the Customer Service Centre, Mr McNeill concedes there were problems in the run up to 15 May, but claims the agency has learnt from them.  

It was taken by surprise in terms of the volume of calls - 420,000 in 12 weeks - and also by the level of support farmers wanted, he admits. Producers felt it was a one-to-one service, but the people answering the phones weren't equipped to go into the detail required in many cases.  

"We need to do a piece of work to make it clear what the role of the CSC is. There is a limit to the amount of advice we can give. We are there to assist in understanding the scheme rules, but we can't advise farmers on how to apply them to individual circumstances."  

Another service which has incensed farmers in recent months is the Rural Land Register. A huge backlog in IACS 22 forms has meant some farmers have waited months for digital maps, while others have been sent incorrect ones.  

Again, Mr McNeill does not deny there have been difficulties, but he points out there has been a massive increase in demand for the service this year. In a normal year, the RPA gets about 10,000 IACS 22 requests, but in 2005 it had over 110,000.  

Farm leaders have said that the agency should have known volumes would be high, but Mr McNeill reckons his organisation has done all it can to improve the situation by investing time and money. System developments are ongoing to solve IT glitches and a large part of the work has been contracted out, he says.  

"There are risks that come with that, because it is like cutting out a piece of the RLR and giving it to someone else for them to input data. You then have to get that data back and merge it with the existing RLR. It's working OK, but it was a difficult decision."  

Mr McNeill says the agency should get sufficient information on to the RLR in time for the payments, as fewer than 10,000 IACS 22s are still outstanding. But any farmer who has been asked for additional information needs to respond immediately.  

"Can farmers please get back to us?" he urges. "We need you to assist us, for the benefit of everybody, to get this job finished."  

A frequent complaint from farmers about the RPA is a lack of understanding about the practicalities of modern-day agriculture. Although Mr McNeill is based in central Reading, he is quick to point out that his two uncles, Joe and Dean Kane, who farm in Northern Ireland, keep him fully informed about the pressures facing the industry.  

He claims the agency also has a close working relationship with organisations such as the NFU and the Tenant Farmers' Association and says he has undertaken several farm visits to see what inspections are like first-hand.  

He is aware what producers think about cross-compliance inspections - namely that the RPA is going overboard on them. Mr McNeill, however, says in his experience, inspections are carried out in a fair, even-handed and professional manner.  

Farmers may think the agency is being overly bureaucratic, but the RPA has to do things by the book or the UK will end up incurring disallowance or fines, he claims.  

"There isn't a lot of room for movement within this strict regulatory framework in which we work. If the EU auditors believe we haven't undertaken a proper inspection regime we will suffer disallowance, as we have in the past on a range of issues."  

The EU's audit process also seems to be to blame for the quantity of information farmers are required to give on application forms. Mr McNeill, who has completed an SP5 form himself, says while they appear complex and lengthy, the information is necessary.  

"I have challenged colleagues in terms of whether we really need all of this. But I am assured by our legal advisers we certainly do. I can only offer the comfort that we are planning to fill in as much as possible ourselves in the future.  

"I would like to get to the stage where the form is almost a check process, rather than large amounts of filling in. We also still aspire to move toward internet access which will have inbuilt validation."  

The 2005 payments are yet to hit farmers' bank accounts, but Mr McNeill is clearly thinking ahead. And while it's too early to make any predictions about the timing of the 2006 payments, at least his message on paperwork is welcome. "I think next year it should be an awful lot better."  
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Louis Fell of the Alnwick, Northumberland office of property professionals George F. White looks at the rules as we know them and considers future capital values.  

THE Rural Payments Agency aims to have the majority of Single Payment Scheme Entitlements definitively established some time in the early part of the New Year in order to begin making payments in February/March 2006.  

The entitlements can be traded and transferred between farmers by: * Sale or gift with land * Sale or gift without land (80 per cent of entitlements must have been claimed prior to transfer) * Lease with land * Through inheritance  

To transfer entitlements the RPA has to be notified six weeks prior to the transfer date. For the 2006 scheme year therefore RPA must be notified no later than April 2. At the present time, both the transferor and the transferee must be a farmer at the date of transfer, although industry bodies are currently debating this with the European Commission.  

This potentially has significant impact for new entrants or retiring farmers who will need to ensure that they are in occupation of at least an acre of land prior to the transfer date.  

Once claimants are able to transfer entitlements, there will be a trading market of these entitlements which will develop over time. It is worth pointing out that entitlements can only be transferred within the same region such as Moorland, SDA or non-SDA.  

A true open market value is difficult to assess at present without the reality of trading and the effects of supply and demand.  

However we are seeing an increasing number of instructions which require valuations of entitlements for accounting, probate and inheritance tax planning purposes.  

For leases of entitlements with land, it seems unlikely that a value will be attributable to the entitlement itself and more realistically that this will be combined in the annual rental. The main value will be attributable to sales of entitlements with or without land. Some examples of possible trade are:  

NAKED LAND  

Inevitably there will be some areas of land where neither landlord, tenant or occupier established entitlements. Some outgoing tenants may have to take the entitlements with them and therefore leaving the land effectively `naked'. The landlord/new tenant may wish to purchase entitlements on the open market.  

SET-ASIDE ENTITLEMENTS  

Intensive producers, previously not able to claim AAPS now have set- aside liabilities. This will impose restrictions on cropping and the obligation for set-aside provision must be met prior to payment on any other normal entitlements if the producer still holds set-aside Entitlements.  

It is likely therefore that these farmers will pay for another producer to take on the set-aside entitlements in order to pass on the burden. We anticipate the recipient will demand a financial incentive.  

AUTHORISED ENTITLEMENTS  

Producers of fruit, vegetables and potatoes who have insufficient authorised entitlements may wish to purchase additional entitlements in order to meet their required FVP area.  

Theoretically, valuers will calculate the net present value of the entitlement - the right to receive a sum of money over a certain number of years.  

The table (based on our SPS Calculator) provides an approximate net present value for entitlements with full AAPS historic reference amount and entitlements with Regional only, but with difficult assumptions as to the future level of modulation, exchange rate, financial discipline and any future reform of the CAP.  

                Entitlements         Entitlements                   with full        with regional               AAPS historic                 Area                   reference             Payments                      amount                 onlyNet                365 - 375            180 - 190presentvalue(£/acre)Market             140 - 180              50 - 80value?(£/acre)  

If we compare the trade of entitlements to suckler cow quota and sheep annual premium quota, the trade could equal the equivalent of two years purchase, that is, two years subsidy. For example, if the annual claim is £85 per acre, the market may pay in the region of £140 - £180 per acre for the benefit of that entitlement.  

For entitlements with Regional Area Payments only, the value of that entitlement will obviously increase as the years go by until 2012. In the initial years a keen early buyer with naked land could purchase entitlement at a relatively low value.  

Authorised entitlements should attract a premium over standard entitlements as it will enable the grower to produce a much higher value crop than normal entitlements. There could be 10 - 20 per cent premium over standard entitlements.  

The market trade for entitlements within the SDA and Moorland region will be different. The SDA and Moorland region is a smaller land mass area compared to the lowlands and the supply and demand for entitlements may well be different. The demand could be greater in these regions where there is a smaller number of entitlements, which may reflect in the sale value.  

Many tenanted livestock producers have in the past relied upon the capital value of suckler cow quota and sheep quota to bolster their capital accounts and provide security for bank borrowing. These producers will now be reliant upon the capital value of entitlements in order to replace the loss of the previous quota system. For arable and beef finishing producers, they now have a new capital asset which could be used to secure borrowing and improve the net worth of the business.  

Key factors are therefore: * Market transfers for entitlements will occur hopefully in March 2006. Farmers need to ensure that all the criteria for the transfer mechanism is in place by April 2, 2006 in order to make the claim upon that entitlement by May 15, 2006. Remember the eligibility rules of both transferor and transferee at date of transfer.  

* The value of the entitlements on the open market is likely to be equivalent to two years purchase although the forces of supply and demand will tell the real story. For many farmers and producers, the value of the entitlements will form an important part of their capital base. Be extremely careful about any capital gains tax accruing with the sale of Entitlements, particularly in the early years before Full Business Asset Taper relief is available.  

* There are no set rules and definitive values and we await to see eagerly what producers will pay for entitlements when the market opens. * Further information can be secured by contacting Louis on 01665 603231 or on the George F. White website  www.georgefwhite.co.uk .  
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By David Boderke  

THREE-QUARTERS of farmers in Wales with valid claims will get around two-thirds of their Single Payment entitlements before Christmas - and possibly be the first in Europe to get their money.  

Speaking at the Royal Welsh Winter Fair on Tuesday, Welsh Assembly Countryside Minister, Carwyn Jones, said that payments totalling over £110 million would start going out from Monday.  

"Not only have we secured an 80 per cent interim payment to ensure farmers get paid most of their money before the UK national reserve is finalised, but 75 per cent of farmers will receive that payment on the earliest possible date allowed by the European Commission. This is a tremendous achievement for Wales," he said.  

"We cannot make full payments until National Reserve entitlements have been allocated across the UK. Welsh farmers are likely to receive their balance payments in the spring.  

"My officials are also still working hard to issue interim payments to as many of the remaining 25 per cent of farmers - including Welsh cross border farmers - as possible before Christmas.  

"About a third of the farmers whose applications have not been validated have delayed responding to queries from officials and they cannot be paid until these queries are resolved.  

"I urge them to get in touch urgently with their local divisional office," added Mr Jones.  

Farmers who had not received their payment by January 3 should then also contact their local Divisional Office.  

Scotland is also planning to make an interim payment, while in England there will be no interim payment and farmers will have to wait for the full entitlement.  

Scottish Environment and Rural Development Minister Ross Finnie has previously said farmers in Scotland would be receiving an interim payment of 75 per cent after modulation against the SFP entitlement from the beginning of this month.  

A Defra spokesman said: "The Rural Payments Agency has said it hopes to start paying the entitlements in February.  

"There was a lot of consideration in England about whether to have an interim payment, but the RPA felt it would be better to concentrate on making the full payment as quickly as possible."  
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The Rural Payments Agency `remains committed and on target' to start making Single Payments in England in February. Rural Affairs Minister Jim Knight indicated the agency expected to make full payments then. The Department has the option of making interim payments in February if the timetable slips but does not expect to need it, he said.  

Northern Ireland producers are set to receive 75% of their single farm payments...  
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Northern Ireland producers are set to receive 75% of their single farm payments in December, NI agriculture minister Jeff Rooker has confirmed.  

But the latest information from DEFRA is still that farmers in England will be waiting until at least February 2006 for any money.  

"Interim payments will be made to those farm businesses where validation checks and inspections have been completed," said Lord Rooker. "My department is validating as many claims as possible to maximise the number of farm businesses which will receive a payment."  

Advance SFPs will be based on 75% of the provisional payment, made up from the historic reference amount, and a provisional area amount. It will not include any potential allocation from the National Reserve, but does include a deduction for modulation.  

Meanwhile, junior DEFRA minister Jim Knight has announced that the Rural Payments Agency is still on target to start paying England's producers their full single farm payment in February.  

Mr Knight made the announcement during parliamentary questions on Thursday, 17 November.  

"The EU regulatory window for payments under the 2005 single payment scheme is 1 December, 2005 to 30 June, 2006," he said. "The RPA remains on target to commence payments well within that window in February 2006."  

Mr Knight added that the government had been successful in persuading the European Commission that it should be able to make interim payments if it had to.  

"But as we are on target for February, that is not something on which we have dwelt unduly."  

W ith less than three weeks left before Robert Garner's 1750 free-range Bronze...  

Andrew Shirley  
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W ith less than three weeks left before Robert Garner's 1750 free-range Bronze turkeys begin their journey to the nation's tables, his workload is starting to increase dramatically.  

While the farm's arable business is winding down after completing most of its autumn cultivations and spray programmes, the busiest and most stressful time of the year is just beginning for Robert and his mother Sara, who handles the orders.  

The turkeys, which will be killed at between 25 and 27 weeks, are now at a critical period of the production cycle. "You have got to be ever so careful and really treat them with kid gloves," says Robert.  

"They are very inquisitive, their own worst enemy. They have 360° vision and will literally take flight at anything, and if that happens they will hit walls, fences, feeders."  

Even if a bird doesn't appear physically damaged, the slightest knock to a wing or, more crucially, a breast, will leave bruises that will make it unsaleable under the strict guidelines of the Traditional Farm Fresh Turkey Association, to which Godwick belongs. And with a 10kg bird retailing for over £50, it doesn't take too many rejects to hit profits.  

"I hate this time of the year," confesses Robert. "The next two to three weeks will get busier and busier and the week before Christmas is absolutely manic. Sometimes I just don't sleep because we are working to such strict delivery times."  

At the moment, local butchers and farm shops are Robert's biggest customers, but he aims to increase direct sales of the turkeys, which are grown for significantly longer periods than a typical retail bird because the margins are better.  

To help promote the business, he has hit the marketing trail, investing £1000 in a top-quality brochure and order form that will be on display at local shops and events. It features the farm's new Godwick Farm Fresh Produce logo, as well as promoting its website,  www.godwick.co.uk .  

He has also taken stands at the Norfolk Food Festival at Sandringham and a food fair at Burnham Market. "It's not cheap - I've paid over £450 in entry fees - but my aim is to get the brand out there and to do that, you've got to get out and target potential customers," says Robert.  

"A growing proportion of the public is prepared to pay a premium for a fresh turkey, but you need to work bloody hard to get their business. I've had to learn new skills and become a marketer. It's the way all farmers will probably have to go in the future."  

Although tabloid hysteria about avian flu has proved wide of the mark, alarmist media headlines haven't helped poultry producers and were one of the reasons Robert decided to invest in the brochure, which stresses the natural and free-range characteristics of his turkeys. "I thought the consumer needed reassurance," he says.  

And so far it seems to have worked, with a good response from shoppers at Sandringham last weekend. "The tastings went well and everybody seemed to like the product. We gave out 500-600 brochures and 15 people ordered on the day. There were one or two questions but I was surprised how few people asked about avian flu."  

Successful turkey production can be a profitable business, but Robert isn't keen to reveal his margins, for reasons of confidentiality. "There is a nice return from Christmas turkeys, but it is a very capital-intensive business and there is a hell of a lot of risk and plenty of rules and regulations to follow. From the beginning of 2006, HACCP regulations come into force so we may have to invest in a cold store."  

Since deciding to take the plunge into full-scale production in 2000, Robert and father John have invested more than £50,000 in expanding the business. "It's a huge and ongoing commitment," he says. "The cost is frightening - you have to keep growing just to keep up with the investment."  

One thing is certain, however: the turkeys are now a vital part of Godwick's business. "Without them, the farm wouldn't support two families," says Robert who, reinforcing their importance, has just sold the balance of last harvest's feed wheat for £67.50/t ex-farm.  

"The feed wheat was about where we thought it would be in terms of yield, but these prices are not sustainable," he says. "The trade is saying £70/t is looking likely for next year, but if you take into account the increase in fuel, fertiliser and labour costs, I suspect we will be no better off."  

Robert feels torn between his love of arable farming and the economic reality of the job. "It sometimes feels like we are doing it for the sake of it. I'm not prepared to keep on borrowing if there is nothing in it - it's a futile waste of time."  

But, in common with many other farmers, Robert says it would be hard to bear seeing somebody else farming the land. "I feel trapped between a rock and a hard place.  

"I'm desperate to carry on, so with these prices we will just have to reduce costs even more. The turkeys are taking me away from the arable side of things, so even though I prefer to plough, we might have to consider min till and switch to a second-hand tracked machine pulling an all-in-one cultivator."  

Meanwhile, on the livestock side of the business, a lower-than-average success rate following the AI of his pedigree Suffolk ewes is adding to John Garner's growing conviction that it may not be worth continuing with the breed's sire reference scheme.  

"Normally 70% hold but this time it was only 64%, which means 66 lambs from 44 sheep," he says. "I can't see any reason for it, so I'm mystified and annoyed. What concerns me is that I've spent £1550 AI-ing 69 ewes and to get that sort of return is just not good enough; £35 a ewe is a lot of money."  

However, John thinks he knows why the conception rate of his commercial flock has slipped from last year's 183% to 163%. "Until this year, I've always put four teaser rams in a few weeks before the proper ones to stimulate the maiden ewes, but this year they'd died or been put down."  

One welcome development, though, is that the farm's application forms for the entry and higher level environmental schemes have been submitted at last after the Rural Payments Agency eventually supplied the correct maps.  

John paid a FWAG adviser £2000 to come up with plans for both schemes and, if his applications are accepted, they should generate a combined £25,000. A further £20,000 capital grant to help protect a Roman site as part of HLS should also be on the cards.  

"It was all planned for August, so we've been delayed by about three months," says John. "Hopefully we'll know if we've been successful by February and if it comes off, it will take a bit of pressure off the farming side of things. I know somebody who's been crazy enough not to do it."  

andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  
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FARMERS in Wales and Scotland will be receiving proportions of their Single Farm Payment on December 1 - the day the EU's payment window opens.  

Welsh farmers will be getting 80 per cent and Scottish farmers 75 per cent.  

But Welsh Assembly Countryside Minister Carwyn Jones, who confirmed the decision on Tuesday, has also warned that farmers with outstanding SFP queries - there could be as many as 3,500 - risked a delay to their payment. Only farmers with validated claims would qualify for the interim payment.  

"We are unable to make full payments until National Reserve allocations have been completed across the UK, but we have been determined to ensure farmers in Wales get as much of their entitlement as possible.  

Scottish Environment and Rural Development Minister Ross Finnie said farmers in Scotland would receive an interim payment of 75 per cent after modulation against their Single Farm Payment entitlement from December.  

"The final details are a significant improvement on normal interim payment arrangements set by the Commission," he said. "Once payments start, claims will be paid as they are certified so payments will flow throughout December and beyond."  

He said the only applicants who might not be paid would be those with some problems with the Rural Payments Agency certifying payment.  

RPA guides way through set-aside.  
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Confusion about the set-aside calculation for 2006 and beyond has prompted the Rural Payments Agency to produce new guidance, including worked examples of how set-aside transfers will work.  

The guidance, which will be in a Policy Update booklet going to farmers in the next week, reminds producers that for 2006 the basic requirement is for a farmer to have the same number of hectares in set-aside as they were required to have in 2005.  

This is even the case if the farmer has changed the amount of arable land eligible to be set-aside on his holding.  

For example, a farmer who had 100ha of land eligible to be set-aside in 2005 would have been obliged to set aside 8ha. But even if the farmer has reduced the area of his holding to 50ha of land eligible to be set-aside in 2006, he will still be obliged to set aside 8ha.  

Similarly, if the farmer has increased the size of his holding in 2006, he will still only be obliged to set aside 8ha.  

The note also highlights the fact that the 2006 requirement relates to the number of hectares that the farmer was obliged to set aside in 2005, as distinct from any additional land taken out of production as "insurance".  

Simon Lunniss, spokesman for the RPA, said farmers should calculate the number of hectares they are required to set aside, and if they have any land over this that they aren't cropping it should be identified and managed to meet Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) 12 (land not in agricultural production).  

"The GAEC 12 management rules are slightly different from the set-aside management rules - the main difference being when you can cut the green cover," he said. "But basically the position is if you cut the green cover during the first two weeks of August then you meet both sets of requirements."  

Mr Lunniss said the guidance note had been produced because the agency wanted to make sure that farmers understood the new arrangements.  

It is a concern that is shared by Arthur Hill, chairman of the NFU's cereals board, who said that he feared that farmers hadn't understood the 2006 position because the original statement issued by DEFRA had been confusing.  

"I think it needs properly explaining to farmers."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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LIVESTOCK inspections could be cut by more than 20 per cent thanks to a new palm-held computer being trialled by the Rural Payments Agency.  

Bridget Houlston of the RPA, who has been carrying out trials on farms throughout Yorkshire, said due to the system of cattle-tracing introduced after BSE, inspectors currently have pages of paperwork to check that each animal is present, the registration details given by farmers are correct and that each animal has the correct documentation.  

The new palm-held device means inspectors can simply key in the number of an ear tag and the information is displayed almost instantly.  

She said about some 6,000 inspections were carried out in England each year averaging 10 hours, however, in some cases they could last up to a week.  

She added the gadget, which is due to be introduced next year, should make a significant difference to the timescale.  

Milk price cut on the cards following poor results from Wiseman  
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By Dan Buglass  

IT seems increasingly likely that the ex-farm price of milk is set to fall once more.  

Yesterday's interim results from Robert Wiseman Dairies revealing a 17 per cent fall in the operating profit to £12.5 million confirms there is an increasingly bitter battle for supermarket business between the major dairy companies.  

In his statement to shareholders Wiseman chairman Alan Wiseman does not say directly that there will be a price reduction, but the sub-text is clear. "The outlook for the whole year will be influenced by oil, energy and plastic costs and the extent to which we can make recovery of these costs. Our target is to re-build margins in the period ahead, but higher costs clearly make this more difficult."  

Wiseman has consistently paid farmers a higher price than virtually all other buyers. The company has usually been the first to increase prices to producers and among the last to cut them. This policy is clearly having an impact on profits.  

There are three major players in the market - Arla, Dairy Crest and Wiseman. Supermarkets are the principal outlet for these companies and Wiseman, with 69 per cent of its milk going to the multiples, is ahead of its rivals. Arla sells 60 per cent of its milk to supermarkets while Dairy Crest has a more diverse pattern of sales with 46 per cent sold in multiples, 27 per cent through doorstep deliveries and 27 per cent to middle ground retailers.  

Around 50 per cent of the turnover of all dairy companies is determined by the cost of raw milk. This means that none of the companies can afford to give its rivals a competitive edge by paying over the odds for milk. Wiseman, however, has felt able to do this by virtue of its highly efficient plants and distribution system.  

The danger for farmers is that if Wiseman drops its price then both Arla and Dairy Crest will do the same. First Milk, the farmer-owned business with over 3,000 members, will also come under intense pressure due to the co-operative's pool price system which allows it to pay the same price to all members, regardless of distance from processing facilities.  

The basic problem in the UK is that too much of the milk produced ends up in low value commodity products, which in turn drags down the pool price. However, recent figures from the Rural Payments Agency indicate that the industry is heading for a better balance between supply and demand.  

Older beef cattle  
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Your questions answered  

On Monday the Over-Thirty Month Scheme was replaced with a BSE testing regime and aged cattle entered the food chain for the first time in nearly 10 years. JOANNE PUGH answers some of the questions now facing beef farmers with aged cattle.  

- Can all OTM cattle now enter the food chain?  

A Cattle born before August 1996 still cannot be sold for human consumption and all cattle born since August 1996 must be tested for BSE.  

There are four laboratories in the country carrying out the tests - Runcorn, Teddington, Edinburgh and Belfast - and they can complete 25,000 every day.  

On Monday Lord Bach, Food and Farming Minister, said: "The main public health protection measure - the removal of specified risk material (SRM), which is estimated to remove over 99 per cent of infectivity in cattle - will continue to be rigorously enforced by the Meat Hygiene Service.  

"Only OTM cattle that receive a negative test result for BSE under the new system will be sold for human consumption."  

- Who pays for the BSE test?  

A Each test costs around E40 and is paid for by the EC. However, the abattoir has to cover the cost of buying equipment, taking the sample and sending it to the laboratory. This will be reflected in the price paid for the beast.  

- Are all abattoirs taking OTM cattle?  

A Only abattoirs approved by the MHS can slaughter OTM cattle; it is against the law to slaughter OTM cattle in a non-approved abattoir.  

Defra expected 16 abattoirs to be approved by today, a figure that some in the industry believe is far too low.  

Chris Dodds, executive secretary of the Livestock Auctioneers' Association of England and Wales, said all abattoirs should have been approved before cattle were allowed back into the food chain. "On Monday we started with two abattoirs up and running whereas if we'd have had 52 abattoirs we'd have all felt a bit more confident," he said.  

"It's all been done back to front but we're saddled with that and will have to address it accordingly."  

As Farmers Guardian went to press 12 abattoirs had been approved and one failed. The approved abattoirs and their plant numbers, are:   

1156 - Orkney Meat, Orkney.1528 - Ettrick and Lauderdale, Scottish Borders.1541 - AK Stoddarts, Glasgow.1598 - Highland Meats, Saltcoats.2158 - Kepak, Wakefield.2161 - J.A. Jewitt Meat, Co. Durham.4109 - Anglo-Beef Products (ABP), Shrewsbury.4786 - Pickstock Ashby, Derbyshire.8046 - Jaspers (Treburley), Cornwall.8071 - West Devon Meats, Devon.8101 - East Hill Pride, Devon.8308 - J.V. Richards, Cornwall.  

- Will all abattoirs eventually take OTM cattle?  

A Abattoirs are under no obligation to seek approval to slaughter OTM cattle and many may choose not to.  

The approval process is very long as the abattoir has to meet a number of strict standards endorsed by the Food Standards Agency.  

To gain an idea of the process you can visit  www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/bse/otm/review/guidance - otm.htm.  

- How many OTM cattle have already entered the food chain?  

A ABP at Shrewsbury was one of only two abattoirs licensed in time for Monday.  

On the first day 30 cattle from George Richardson, a farmer from Ilam, in the Peak District, were slaughtered, all of which were cleared by the BSE laboratory test within 12 hours.  

"Even on day one, we have demonstrated that the system of testing for BSE works, and works quickly," said a spokesman for ABP. "This is great news for farmers and the UK beef industry. "We have waited many years for this day, and it should signal a full return of the UK to the world beef industry."  

- Are any OTM cattle being sold through auction markets?  

A The Livestock Auctioneers' Association said some OTM cattle were sold on Monday and that now `quite a lot of markets' are getting entries of aged cattle.  

"The continental type of cow is finding a market and making notably more than the OTMS price whereas the dairy black and white cows are not achieving prices in excess of OTMS," said Chris Dodds, association executive secretary.  

Alistair Sneddon, of Bagshaws, said 39 OTM cattle were presented at Bakewell market on Monday and the `vast majority' were sold. Seven bidders pushed the price to 70p/kg with an average of 54p/kg.  

Under the OTMS cows are currently making 43p/kg and maiden heifers and bullocks 56p/kg.  

"I believe, certainly for the time being, plain cows are better placed on the scheme," said Mr Sneddon.  

He advised farmers to take care when deciding which cattle to present for sale and which to send under the OTMS and to always be present during auction sales in order to `guide the auctioneer accordingly'.  

- What is the best way to get OTM cattle into the food chain?  

A Defra is recommending that cattle keepers contact their local abattoir to find out if they are approved to slaughter OTM cattle or if they are intending to become approved in the future.  

It is also advisable to contact local auction markets to ask what kind of aged cattle are in demand, if any.  

- Will there be a limit to how many OTM cattle can enter the food chain?  

A At this stage it looks like the only limit will be the number of abattoirs approved to handle the cattle. Defra are convinced this number will continue to increase in the near future.  

ABP said they will not be placing a ceiling on the number of OTM cattle they will slaughter and that two more of their plants in England, one in Scotland and two in Northern Ireland are currently awaiting approval.  

- Can cattle still be destroyed through the Over-Thirty Month Scheme?  

A The OTMS will still be in existence until around January 23, although this date is not yet definite.  

However, the Rural Payments Agency said they are currently working at capacity and, in some areas, have had to put a limit on how many cattle farmers can put forward each week.  

They are advising people to plan ahead and book in their cattle in advance.  

Ashley Thom, a farmer from Lockerbie, said he is having a lot of trouble getting rid of 40 pre-1996 cattle he currently has as his local live collection centre has imposed restrictions.  

He said he was only allowed to send five animals this week and none the week before. "I'm absolutely up the creek without a paddle because I've got nowhere to put them," he said.  

- When will the export ban be lifted?  

A The earliest the ban can possibly be lifted is February and Lord Bach said Defra is working hard to get it lifted `as soon as possible'.  

The NFU also said it is working on the issue. "Politics must not get in the way of a fast and total return of British beef to the single market," said Meurig Raymond, NFU vice-president.  

Duff Burrell, chairman of the National Beef Association, said exports are the key to much needed cattle price security for both breeders and finishers.  

"Unrestricted trading with France and other important EU buyers is crucial to ex-farm prices for all post-August 1996 cattle when the OTMS is finally phased out."  

Get maps in - or lose Single Payment - farmers warned  
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By Alistair Driver  

JUST under 8,000 farmers in England have been warned they could lose their Single Payments unless they rapidly provide maps for additional parcels of land on their applications.  

The farmers have been given just seven days to respond to letters from the Rural Payments Agency (RPA), which is desperate to ensure the hold- up does not delay the timing of payments.  

The letter tells farmers the RPA has identified land parcels on their SPS applications that are not currently registered on the Rural Land Register (RLR) nor do they appear on a separate IACS 22 form to have the land digitised.  

Additional information is required in order for parcels to be digitised, which is necessary for the application to be validated.  

Farmers' response to the letter is crucial as far as their own application is concerned and, potentially, as far as the timing of payments is concerned.  

"RPA urgently require SPS applicants to respond to the letter, returning their completed maps or sketch maps. Claims cannot be processed until we have this information. Ultimately, if we do not get it, people will not receive their claims," an RPA spokesman said.  

The 8,000 outstanding claims affect the overall process as entitlement values are established on the basis of the total number of hectares claimed by all farmers in England.  

"Therefore any delays will delay the processing and validation of the remaining applications," said the spokesman. He added the delays with these applications was not affecting the February target date yet as they had been taken into the equation but they would become a problem if the process dragged on towards Christmas.  

The urgency with which the RPA is treating the matter is reflected in the fact that farmers are being told to get their maps in within seven days.  

The letter suggests that a convenient way of doing this is to use a current Ordnance Survey map, which farmers can annotate themselves, using a fine-tipped coloured pen.  

"We are encouraging farmers to reply with the best maps that they have available, ideally they are OS 1:5,000 maps with the field numbers included," the spokesman said.  

He said sketch maps would do as long as they clearly identified features on the ground that could be used to identify the location of the land parcels. Photocopies were fine, but farmers should respect copyright rules.  

The name, address, SBI and CPH number should be included on all correspondence and SBI and CPH number on all maps. Queries should be made via the contact number included on the individual letter.  

RPA's maps request will mean some paying twice.  

Philip Clarke  
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A letter sent out to 8000 farmers asking for Ordnance Survey maps of specified land parcels to be returned within seven days, has been criticised by consultants.  

The Rural Payments Agency has written to farmers claiming that it has identified land parcels on their single farm payment claim forms which do not appear on the Rural Land Register and do not appear to be subject to a separate registration request (IACS 22).  

"To complete the validation of your claim we have to first digitise this land and to do this we need you to provide a map indicating the location of the fields detailed," it says.  

But consultants claim the RPA has already got a record of some of the land parcels involved.  

Guy Banham, farm business consultant with Samuel Rose, said his clients had been asked for details of land which was already on an IACS 22. "This request means that farmers using a consultant have to pay for the same work to be done twice. This is crazy."  

Mark Juniper, consultant at Strutt & Parker's Newbury office, said problems were arising because IACS 22s were being processed on one site and SF5 forms at another.  

"We have had to duplicate information on IACS 22s several times. It is a real mess," he said.  

An RPA spokesman said the agency had tried to take out all parcels for which an IACS 22 was pending. "There may have been the odd duplication, but we've tried to take out all the ones we can."  

Slow response threatens national reserve cash.  

Isabel Davies  
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Thousands of farmers who applied for a national reserve allocation on their single farm payment form have not yet returned an SP5e form, despite the deadline being 4 November.  

The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that although it sent out 17,000 SP5e forms to farmers in England during the first two weeks of October, only 4225 had been returned by 24 October.  

Johnston McNeill, RPA chief executive, said: "We want to ensure that all NR applicants are given the opportunity to present their case in full, including relevant supporting information. However, we need to urgently process applications and farmers can help us make payments as early as possible within the payment window by sending in the necessary information before 4 November."  

The SP5e asks farmers to provide additional evidence to support their NR application. The RPA has said after 4 November it will only assess applications on the evidence it has available.  

"Where there is insufficient evidence to support any individual category applied for, RPA will assume that the application to that category of the NR is not being pursued."  

Keeping it clean.  

Isabel Davies  
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Environment Agency chief executive Barbara Young says her staff are there to work in partnership with farmers to address environmental issues, not catch them out  

Barbara Young is surprisingly candid. She may be a Labour peer working in the heart of government, but she happily volunteers that some of the environmental regulation flowing from Europe is "crap".  

"One of the speeches I do is about how to make a silk purse out of a sow's ear. It is about crap regulation coming from Europe and us having to do a decent job with really bad regulation. It happens all the time. The biggest problem we get is lousy regulation coming from Europe and then government taking too long in implementing it."  

In a world full of spin, it is unusual to find a public figure prepared to be this frank. But the fact that Baroness Young is so forthright should come as no surprise. Since taking up the job of chief executive of the Environment Agency in 2000, she has shown herself to be willing to speak her mind.  

biofuel crops  

Take a meeting at last year's Labour party spring conference, at which she attacked the NFU over its decision to promote biofuel crops as a green crop, claiming that the union was getting "it wrong every bloody time". She suggested too little thought had gone into the NFU's campaign, because monocultures of biofuel crops were not without environmental problems.  

It is an outburst that Baroness Young dismisses with a wry smile, explaining that a raging headache left her feeling out of sorts, so she thought she'd "have a go". But her basic point about the need for biofuels to be appraised over their whole life cycle is right, she insists.  

"Some of these biofuels are pretty heavy on water. Some of them do dreadful things to the soil. Some of them, unless they are very close to a processor, create more carbon dioxide by transportation then they save by reducing fossil fuels.  

"All we are saying is let's do  

the life cycle analysis to make sure that we are actually producing something that is more environmentally sound and doesn't have environmental downsides," she says.  

A key problem with talking about the potential downsides of farming activities is that it looks like she is grousing at farmers when she isn't, says Baroness Young. "It is difficult to have a conversation about the impact of agriculture without sounding like we are condemning farmers. But we're not. We are simply stating the facts that there are these potential impacts and we need to talk to farmers to avoid them."  

She accepts that few farmers are deliberately harming the environment, but says the sort of issues that need consideration include nitrates, pesticides, phosphates and sheepdip going into water, and soil management which can lead to compaction or erosion. These are the invisible environmental impacts of farming which are hard for individuals to identify, she says. "Biodiversity and landscape are easy to see. Water quality and soil management are not nearly as easy to see."  

Baroness Young's view is that the way to address the hidden environmental problems is to work in partnership with producers on a local basis, she says.  

"Siltation, erosion, soil management, nitrates, phosphates, biodiversity issues, water management - farmers just start to glaze over. But if in fact the only issue in their neck of the woods is pesticide application or a bit of run off... then you can really start talking about real issues that are of interest."  

Farmers should also get recognition for the steps they do take in this area, she adds. "Farmers need to get credit for doing a good job on some of these invisible environmental things."  

A point of real concern for many farmers is whether they are going to get landed with more environmental regulation. Many hold the view that the agency already creates enough red tape and any more inspections will be unacceptable.  

But Baroness Young claims that her staff visit each farm on average only once every nine years. Farmers might feel they are constantly inspected, but that is to do with the Rural Payments Agency, not the Environment Agency.  

More regulation is on the way because the government cannot put off introducing rules for farmers which have applied to the rest of UK industry for years, she says. Other sectors have cut pollution by as much as 80-90% in the past 10-15 years and it is now farming's turn.  

The reassurance she offers is that the agency aims to work with farmers to help them find solutions to the new rules and also to take a risk-based approach to enforcement.  

"Nobody ever loves a regulator, but I hope the relationship we are developing is not of someone crouched behind the fence waiting to catch people out. It's about a partnership in which we identify what the environmental issues are with farmers and work with them to see how best they can be supported in doing a good job."  

waste management  

The risk-based approach will lie at the heart of the agency's attitude towards enforcing the agricultural waste management regulations, which now look like coming into force early next year, she says.  

Farmers must stop burning and burying waste as soon as the rules come into effect, she warns. But the agency's intention is also to use the first year as a transitional period during which its staff - many of whom have an agricultural background - will talk through the issues with producers.  

Baroness Young denies that behind the waste rules lies an agenda to tidy up Britain's farms. As a former head of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, and also English Nature, she recognises that untidy areas can be good for wildlife. "Cleanliness is not next to godliness in environmental terms. A bit of roughness around the place is not going to do anybody any harm."  

The other accusation that she rejects is that the agency is having a crackdown on the use of sheepdips and wants to see a complete ban on the use of cypermethrin.  

It is a difficult issue because it is clear that cypermethrin, even in tiny quantities, is absolutely disastrous for biodiversity in rivers, she says. And yet the alternatives, which are organophosphates, are pretty disastrous to people.  

The agency is working on a reduction action plan, but a ban is not on the cards at the moment. "One of the things we are clear about is that if we have a chemical that is pretty fundamental for either safety or animal welfare, there is no point in us standing up and saying we are going to ban it, because we need the benefits that it produces."  

Baroness Young may have an office on the 25th floor of a building that overlooks central London, but she reckons she spends about a quarter of her time dealing with agricultural issues. Her responsibilities go far wider than the farming sector - Farmers Weekly's interview is squeezed in ahead of a meeting to talk about the possibility of a dirty bomb going off in London - but agriculture is clearly a priority.  

Farming is of such importance to the Environment Agency because producers manage 75% of the country, she stresses. "What farmers are doing is absolutely vital. It is vital in that if they get it right there are huge benefits to the environment. But those that don't get it right can really have a pretty strong impact on the environment, too."  

Bail is extended  
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A Lancashire farmer/cattle dealer, arrested on suspicion of obtaining money by deception, forgery and fraud, has had his police bail extended until February 16, 2006.  

He had been released on bail pending further enquires into what could eventually represent the biggest case of cattle passport fraud in Britain. His arrest followed a joint operation between police, Trading Standards, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Farmers reminded NR deadline is looming  
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FARMERS in England have been reminded that the deadline for applications to the National Reserve (NR) is the end of next week, November 4.  

In a statement on Tuesday, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) made it clear evidence submitted after that date would not be considered.  

After next Friday, applications will be assessed upon the evidence available. Where there is insufficient evidence to support any individual NR category, the RPA said it would assume that the application to that category is not being pursued.  

So far 17,000 farmers have applied to the NR in England. Some have been successfully processed but the RPA is concerned that many applicants have not submitted sufficient supporting evidence.  

It wrote to all NR applicants between October 6 and 24 enclosing an SP5e form reminding them of the type of supporting documentation that can be used and giving them the opportunity to provide the evidence.  

So far, 4,225 completed forms have been returned. An RPA spokesman stressed that if farmers feel they have already submitted sufficient evidence they do not need to return the SP5e form.  

The smooth running of the NR process is central to the timing of payments across the UK and the RPA is determined that there will be no hitches. This is because the amount that needs to be deducted from Single Payments to fund the NR is calculated on a UK level.  

RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said: "We want to ensure all applicants are given the opportunity to present their case in full, including relevant supporting information.  

"We need to urgently process applications and farmers can help us by sending in the necessary information before November 4." * Further information can be found in Section F of the SPS Handbook and Guidance for England 2005 or on the RPA website,  www.rpa.gov.uk  in the NR Frequently Asked Questions section.  

December date for partial SPS pay for Scots, Welsh and Irish  
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By Alistair Driver  

FARMERS should begin receiving their Single Payments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland in December but they will not be getting the full amount initially.  

The devolved authorities have been able to offer new assurances on the timing of payments after a European Commission ruling last week paved the way for interim payments.  

Delays in the Single Payment Scheme process in England had threatened to push back payments across the UK.  

The percentage deduction from payments required to fund the National Reserve (NR) is calculated on a UK basis. The Rural Payments Agency is not expecting to make the NR calculations for England until January or February.  

This means the other UK regions will be powerless to calculate farmers' final Single Payments until then even though they should have everything else in place by December.  

The Commission ruling therefore limits the damage of the SPS problems in England to UK farmers outside England.  

Scottish Rural Development Minister Ross Finnie said last Friday Scotland was still on track to meet its December target for starting Single Payments. He hoped to make payments of at least 70 per cent of the total, although he stressed there were still `complex calculations' to be performed before that would be known.  

"We are committed to starting payments in December. We will initially be making part payments, for which we received European approval yesterday," he said. "Part payments were necessary because some aspects of the final payment level depend on allocations across the UK. "The level of part payment in Scotland will depend on successful IT developments and ensuring that all risks are minimised."  

Welsh Assembly Countryside Minister Carwyn Jones stressed his commitment to starting payments in December when he addressed the Farmers' Union of Wales' 50th anniversary conference in Aberystwyth. He wants the part payment to be 80 per cent.  

"Due to the difficulties in England, we will not be able to release 100 per cent of the value of the SFP, but a significant advance interim payment will be made," he said. "We do not yet know at what level that will be, but I would want it to be around the 80 per cent mark. It certainly has to be more than half and as near to the full amount as possible.  

"We do not need permission from Defra to make an interim payment, only from the EC."  

A spokeswoman for Northern Ireland's Department of Agriculture and Rural Development confirmed that it intended to begin making interim payments in December.  

The remainder of the part payments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland will be paid once the NR deduction from each SP is known. The SPS payment window closes on June 30.  

In England, the RPA is not in a position to make even interim payments as early as December, such is its struggles with processing SPS details.  

RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said last week the agency was on course to begin making full payments in England in February. The RPA is putting plans in place for a part payment in February if the date looks like slipping.  

Farming organisations in the rest of the UK welcomed the assurances that part payments would begin in December.  

NFU Scotland president John Kinnaird said: "The confirmation that at least 70 per cent will reach farmers before the end of the year is extremely important."  

in brief...  
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in brief...  

Weekly milk figures not before January  

<E051> The Rural Payments Agency has postponed the release of weekly milk production figures until January, saying low production levels make them redundant.  

Weekly notices usually start in October and run to the end of the milk year in March, to give a better idea of production between monthly notices.  

An RPA spokesman said weekly notices would begin sooner if statistics showed a sudden rise in production. The industry was in favour of the move, he added.  

But quota broker Ian Potter said: "It's an indication that they think quota is a target and that's giving the wrong signals to farmers." Producers should be encouraged to focus on market signals, he added.  

Biodiesel merger is Europe's largest  

<E051> Brussels has given the go-ahead for French seed crusher Sofiproteol and US agri-business Bunge to merge their biodiesel production and marketing divisions to create Europe's biggest alternative fuels outfit. Competition watchdogs concluded that big customers, including the petrochemical companies and supermarkets, would still have enough alternative suppliers, especially as the sector continues to expand.  

Agency aiming for full SFP in Feb.  

Isabel davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has said it is on schedule to start paying English farmers the full single-farm payment in February 2006.  

The government admitted last week that there was a possibility that only an interim payment would be made in February because of changes proposed to the administration system by the EU (News, 7 October).  

But DEFRA has successfully persuaded Brussels to give the UK a derogation from the new arrangements. This means the RPA will not have to rewrite its computer software, which it feared would take at least a month.  

Speaking at NFU Council on Monday, RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said the RPA remained on target for payments to start in February. All the IT systems needed were now in place. The RPA had also built in a month's contingency to give it breathing room should anything go wrong.  

"We know that the timetable is very challenging, but the good news is that the RPA remains on target for payments to start in February and we can pay within three weeks. In addition, in the event that something happens between now and February, we are developing an interim payment system that will allow us to make a partial payment in February."  

Mr McNeill indicated that if problems forced the agency into making interim payments, then they could be between 40% and 50% of the full amount, although Brussels would decide on the final arrangements.  

But the cash was unlikely to come before February because part-payments were "not as straightforward as has been suggested". This comment was in direct response to a claim that EU farm commissioner Marian Fischer Boel has indicated that member states should be able to pay 50%-60% in December.  

RPA operations director Ian Hewett also confirmed that definitive entitlements will be notified to farmers as early as possible in the new year.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

RPA hit over uncertainty and timing of payments.  

Isabel Davies  
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Senior management from the Rural Payments Agency came under fire from farmers this week because of the uncertainty surrounding the Single Payment Scheme and the timing of payments.  

NFU Council delegates left RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill, director of operations Ian Hewett and business development manager Simon Vry in little doubt about farmers' frustration during a 90-minute meeting on Monday.  

They warned that payment delays were causing huge cash-flow problems that were forcing many people to extend their overdrafts or sell commodity at low prices. Some producers were also developing mental health problems.  

Arthur Hill, chairman of the NFU's combinable crops board, summed up the views of many when he said: "Your performance has been diabolical and communication has been appalling. Every key date so far has been missed. If we miss one we get penalised for it, you can do what you like it seems. Farmers are hurting."  

Mr Hill said there were questions that the government could not walk away from. "It was this government that decided to use a dog's breakfast of a method [for the SPS].  

"To choose four different treatments for the four countries of the UK is ridiculous."  

NFU president Tim Bennett said it was clear that farmers were finding it difficult to live with the uncertainty. He said it was disgraceful that some people in the trade seemed to be taking advantage of farmers' cash-flow problems by driving down prices. He was also concerned that some banks were charging large arrangement fees for loans. "I think to charge a lot for arrangement fees for a one-off situation is not acceptable," he said.  

Mr McNeill said he and his staff were aware of the need to get payments out. "We've worked very hard to keep to the schedule that was announced in January last year, and here we are now, and we are still on schedule. That has taken some considerable effort on our part. But I realise it is not when you would like payments to come... and for that I'm sorry," he said.  

IN SEARCH OF RURAL ROOTS.  

no job ticket found  
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As the NFU prepares to relocate to the shires, director general Richard Macdonald admits the organisation has had a painful couple of years. But he believes it is now well-placed to face the challenges that lie ahead  

Joining a Farmers For Action blockade of an Arla Foods dairy one night last month, I tentatively asked around if there were any NFU members among the 60-or-so farmers present.  

If there were, no one admitted it. Plenty were willing to offer a view on the country's largest farming organisation, though.  

"Yeah! Where is the NFU?" replied one disgruntled farmer. "I've been coming to these blockades for months and I've never seen their like around here."  

Another farmer's wife was more direct in her criticism. "We all know what NFU stands for," she told me, conspiratorially. "No effing use!"  

The general view from the picket line was that the NFU was run by gentlemen farmers and academics in London who were not prepared to get their hands dirty fighting for their members' interests.  

Not surprisingly, that is a perception that NFU director-general of the past nine years, Richard Macdonald, vehemently denies.  

"It's just not true to say we never take direct action. Our officeholders and members have often been in the thick of it, be it at the supermarkets or on the streets of Brussels.  

"But we have to make a judgement as to when to talk and when to protest. These people are our customers and we've got to keep the doors open. You're only as good as your reputation and it's in the interests of farmers that the NFU has a reputation that we are people you can do business with."  

But he admits the NFU still has a job to do in selling itself to its grassroots members. "We generate a lot of high quality policy from here," he says, pacing around his office in London's west end. "But we have to improve our communications and that's not easy."  

Mr Macdonald is hoping that the imminent move to the new H- at Stoneleigh in Warwickshire will help bring the organisation closer to its members. "Our constituency is self-evidently outside London," he says. "We want to become much more integrated with our regional and local offices. That's something we can't do if we are still London-based."  

But won't the move weaken the NFU's influence at the heart of government?  

Far from it, says Mr Macdonald. "We are retaining a small London office and our senior staff and officeholders will commute in for key meetings. But, increasingly, government has moved out of London, too."  

In particular he points to the Rural Payments Agency in Reading, the Central Science Laboratory in York, the Environment Agency in Bristol and the Cattle Movement Service in Workington.  

But Mr Macdonald also insists that the NFU's strategy has changed. "Ten years ago we were much more reactive. It was all about walking down the road to Westminster to negotiate the next round of prices and subsidies. Those days are gone. Now we are more about looking for ways to help farmers succeed in the enterprise economy.  

"We want to develop a food chain in which farmers who perform can make a profit. To do this we aim to drive down costs, cut bureaucracy and make sure British food is what people want to buy. Our move to Stoneleigh is about connecting with that agenda."  

The relocation will also bolster the NFU's finances. Having sold the existing Agriculture House in Shaftesbury Avenue and paid for the new headquarters at the National Agricultural Centre, Mr Macdonald says the NFU should pocket about £3m-£4m.  

The new building should also save about £300,000 a year in reduced rates and lower running charges.  

But what about the human cost? A number of experienced hands have jumped ship rather than make the move out of London. Since 2003 the NFU has lost its chief economist, its chief legal adviser, its head of environmental policy and its head of food health and sciences.  

"The past two years have been painful. Organisational memory is a big issue for us," Mr Macdonald admits. "But I'm also pleased that we have retained many of our senior team and we've also got some cracking good new people in. I have a huge belief in our staff."  

But as well as shedding 20% of its staff in two years, farmer membership is also dropping. Isn't the NFU an organisation in decline?  

"Current farmer membership comes to around 53,000 and is dropping by about 2% a year. But that is half the rate of decline for the industry as a whole. We've also increased our average acreage per member, which is a reflection of what is happening in farming generally."  

Mr Macdonald also points to the rise in Countryside membership, which now reaches 73,000 and continues to climb, albeit slower than in the past.  

"Our greatest challenge is to stay relevant to the whole spectrum of our membership. Big farms are getting bigger, medium farms are getting fewer and the number of part-time farmers and smallholders is increasing all the time. Their demands are diverse. We are doing research at the moment to see how we can tailor our offer to fit."  

The director-general also sees scope to forge closer links - and maybe even mergers - with other farming organisations. The NFU already has an affiliation with the National Pig Association and has close relations with most other farm organisations.  

"It can be difficult if we suggest closer liaisons on particular issues as we get accused of being Big Brotherish. There may also be personality issues. But ultimately we should all be speaking with one voice."  

Having said that, Mr Macdonald believes there is little chance of the NFU and the Farmers' Union of Wales ever getting it together. "We've had technical discussions in the past and the NFU has held out olive branches. But the FUW does not want to join us."  

Watch out for National Reserve forms  
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FRIDAY, November 4 is the deadline for the return of SP5e forms which the Rural Payments Agency is sending out to National Reserve applicants.  

Chartered surveyors Fisher German are reminding farmers that failure to return the forms and accompanying evidence promptly, will result in the claim being lost.  

This additional form is asking National Reserve applicants, not only to confirm the evidence that they have already sent, but to provide additional information supporting their claim.  

"If this form is not returned on time or the evidence is lacking, the RPA will assume that the applicant is dropping their National Reserve claim," warns the firm.  

Going free range and organic  
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Free range, organic poultrymeat production is the latest addition to the range of enterprises at Lowther Park Farms, near Penrith, Cumbria. Neil Ryder talked to farms manager John Reid about the new venture.  

The premium poultrymeat market is the target of an organic, free range poultry enterprise that has been successfully introduced by Lowther Park Farms following conversion to full organic status.  

The birds have found a ready market through local farm shops, quality butchers and regional supermarket chain Booths.  

Lowther Park Farms are tenants of the Lowther Estate where they farm 2,700 acres of upland grazings between 500ft and 1,100ft.  

Present stocking is 300 spring calving beef suckler cows and about 5,000, mostly Lleyn, ewes including a 400-strong pedigree, Signet recorded Lleyn flock. For the past 50 years the farm has also had a large broiler chicken enterprise, though this has eased back a little as the new organic free range poultry operation has developed.  

The Lowther farming operation was reviewed following the loss of the original sheep flock in a `fire break' cull during the 2001 foot-and- mouth outbreak.  

For some time the company had taken an interest in organic production but had held back from conversion partly for logistical reasons. The loss of the existing sheep flock provided an opportunity to go ahead with conversion as well as generating additional farm income during the restocking period.  

Farms manager John Reid said: "We became fully organic in 2003. If you want to move into organic production quickly poultry are the obvious choice giving you product to sell much quicker than with beef or sheep. "We also felt that we already knew about poultry. The estate, and particularly the area around Lowther Castle itself was taken over by the military during the Second World War and used for tank training. Large areas of the former gardens and around the castle were concreted to provide hard surfaces for parking tanks.  

"After the war the castle was allowed to become a ruin, while a large part of the hard standing was used for buildings for broiler chicken production. This worked well as it meant the buildings were remote from public roads and residential areas and did not create any environmental problems.  

"It was clear that we needed a different type of bird for free range production to those that we used for broiler production. The answer was a French hybrid specifically bred for this type of production. "To test the market we reared a few birds and gave them away to local butchers and others to test the response. The feedback was fantastic, even after we said that these birds cost considerably more to produce than our broilers and would have to be sold at premium prices if the project was to be commercially viable.  

"From our point of view, the new free range poultry enterprises was a useful addition to the farm. Suckler beef production has been especially hard hit by the changes in farm support to the extent where it is barely viable. We have already cut back on numbers and may well cut a further 100 cows next year.  

"This means we are hit by a double whammy as the OELS - Organic Entry Level environmental scheme -is restricted to fields no larger than 15 hectares. This is a Less Favoured Area with larger field sizes which means a drop in OELS payments from £60 to just £8 per hectare. "Much of our land comprises historic deer parks which are large areas of unfenced land. So far we have managed to resist the temptation to break this into 15 hectare blocks in the hope that the Rural Payments Agency and Defra will see sense.  

"Having decided to go ahead with the new free range poultry enterprise, we also needed our own small abattoir and packing facility. We applied for grant aid from the Rural Enterprise Scheme and were able to go ahead with a unit to handle up to 10,000 birds per year, about 200 per week. At the time we were working with poultry in just four sheds, each holding about 650 birds.  

"We thought we knew about poultry from our broiler enterprise, but found that organic free range production is very different. Biosecurity is very important.  

"Initially we made the mistake of rearing chicks in an empty broiler building but found mortality rates unacceptable. Now the young chicks are reared in arks where they remain for the rest of their lives. This has worked extremely well with mortality negligible and without the stress of moving them between sheds. The chicks are housed at much lower stocking rates than previously, but we believe that the benefits, including time and labour, far outweigh any disadvantages. "The arks we are using have proved ideal for the purpose. They are heavily insulated with any additional heating, such as for young chicks, being provided with propane fired heaters. Electric power is provided by 12 volt batteries recharged using solar panels. "Flooring is a polythene sheet covered with sawdust. The system works on 12-13 week cycles, the empty ark being dragged onto clean grass for power washing and cleaning then pulled on to new clean grass before being set up for the introduction of chicks.  

"The chicks remain housed for three weeks before being allowed outside. One big difference from broiler production is that free range poultry do not know about nine to five working. They tend to stay out until dusk, which in summer means somebody has to be available in the evening to round up stragglers and to close the arks for the night. "During the day many of the birds also tend to gravitate towards the boundary fence adjoining woodland - presumably because they are really woodland birds.  

"So far we have had no major problems with predators, apart from one visit from a fox which killed two or three birds itself, but left nearly 40 more smothered to death.  

"Currently we have 20 arks each holding about 650 birds. Organic poultry are finished over a minimum of 73 days, though our birds are often nearer 80 days at slaughter. Organic poultry also have a minimum stocking rate of 4sq.m per bird compared to a minimum of 1sq.m per bird for non-organic free range. In practice our birds have the run of the whole field where they are housed.  

"It is easy to think that because our chickens are relatively expensive compared to broilers that producers such as ourselves are profiteering. That is simply not the case. Feed conversion ratios for broilers are about 1.8kg feed to 1kg weight gain, whereas the same ratios for our poultry is 3kg feed to 1kg weight gain.  

"In addition, because we can only use approved organic feedstuffs our feed costs are £100 per tonne more than for the equivalent non-organic ration. On top of this it takes us about twice as long to take our free range poultry to slaughter than for our broilers "As the volume of organic poultry has increased we have outgrown our poultry abattoir, and they now go to an abattoir at Langwathby, near Penrith for slaughter. The bulk of packing is now done by a Preston company, though we still do some packaging here for the niche outlets such as farm shops and local butchers.  

"While we have eased back a little on our broiler operation, we expect to stay in both types of poultry production for the foreseeable future. They are different types of product for different markets. "One new development has been a hatchery which allows us to buy in eggs from a Lincolnshire breeder and this gives us control from before day one of the bird's life. Another area we are looking at is the production of turkey on the same organic system.  

"At retail level our Lowther organic free range chickens appear expensive compared to the conventional broiler bird, but the two are very different products. In the fact the price, between £5 and £6 per kg, is similar to other conventional meats such as beef, lamb and pork. "It is also said that intensively produced broiler chicken can contain up to a pint of fat and that much of this is omega 6. Free range organic birds are leaner and any fat contains more omega 3, which is beneficial to human health. Some customers have also said that meat from the organic birds is denser than the broiler meat and less is needed on the plate."  

While Mr Reid sees some potential for development of the Lowther brand, he is less certain about the merit of direct sales.  

"It is easy to see the difference between the price paid to the producer and the price charged by a retailer as the additional profit that could be made through direct sales. That is not the case and there are a lot of additional costs in taking the product to the retail outlet. Farm shops are also not a simple option and success can depend very much on having the right location."  
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By Alistair Driver  

FARMERS in England have been assured that most of them should receive their full Single Payments in February or early March - provided there are no more unforeseen events.  

On Wednesday, Defra secured derogation in Brussels from a European Commission proposal that had threatened to delay payments for a further month.  

The derogation means the UK authorities will not have to alter the order in which modulation and cross-compliance penalties are deducted until next year, a change the Commission only recently decided to introduce.  

It removes a potential headache for the Rural Payments Agency's (RPA), which would otherwise have had to change its IT systems, dashing any chance of February payments in England.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach said the Commission had listened to the concerns of Defra and farmers in modifying its proposal. "This will help the RPA remain on track to commence payments in February 2006," he said.  

On Monday, RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill delivered an optimistic message to the NFU council about the payment process, despite being given a torrid time by angry council members.  

Mr McNeill began the meeting in upbeat mode. "The good news is that the RPA remains on target for payments to begin in February," he said.  

Once payments begin, the RPA should be able to make the majority within three weeks, he said.  

Even if there are unforeseen delays in making the whole payment, the RPA is developing a system to make interim payments in February.  

The EU Commission gave the green light for interim payments on Wednesday, although certain conditions attached mean it might not be straightforward should the UK need to pursue it.  

Mr McNeill's qualified optimism is based on progress made so far on the various processes involved in the complex English hybrid system.  

Some key stages, such as data capture and scanning of SPS application forms are virtually complete. The `Level 1' validation process is not far from completion and `Level 2' validation is well underway.  

Even allowing for one month's contingency in case of delays, the RPA expects Level 2 validation to be finished by early February, paving the way for payments soon after.  

The third and last major piece of software used in the process - the one that calculates entitlements - is now in place.  

However, Mr McNeill and his colleagues stressed they were still not in a position to give the guarantee of a firm start date for full payments demanded by council members.  

There are still various `risks and issues' that could yet push the timing back, including the threat of further EU policy changes and continued delays in the land registration, new customer registration and National Reserve processes.  

Mr McNeill admitted the timing would also be dependent on the `productivity of people and systems', the `accuracy of assumptions and forecasts' and `customer responsiveness'.  

He sympathised with the cash flow problems many farmers faced but said meeting the February deadline was also `costing us dearly in terms of effort and finance'. The RPA has, for example, spent millions of pounds outsourcing the land registration to speed the process up.  

NFU council members were largely unimpressed and demonstrated the depth of farmer anger over the crisis during what was at times a volatile meeting. The RPA officials were told their performance was `shambolic', `appaling' and `completely unacceptable' and their qualified assurances that payments would be made in February were greeted with scepticism. "Given previous experience, why should we believe a word you say?" Nottinghamshire delegate Peter Gadd asked.  

Council members outlined how cash-flow problems were allowing the banks to charge additional fees for loans and overdraft arrangements, while investment was being severely stifled.  

Arguably the biggest effect, however, is the action of customers who are allegedly offering lower prices in the knowledge that cash-flow problems are leaving farmers with no option but to sell now whatever the price.  

Cornish delegate Peter Clarke highlighted the personal cost. "A lot of farmers are at the end of their tether. There are an awful lot of mental health problems because of the uncertainty about when payments were coming."  

Deadline extended by RPA  
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A HIGH proportion of National Reserve applicants have not supplied enough supporting information and are at risk of not qualifying under the Single Payment Scheme.  

The Rural Payments Agency has therefore extended their deadline and will accept additional information up until November 4.  

Where any necessary further evidence is not supplied by that date the RPA will assume the National Reserve application is not being pursued.  

All farmers who applied to the National Reserve are being urged to check they have provided the evidence needed to support their applications and to make the best possible case for their businesses.  

The RPA has already written to some applicants, as their forms are being processed, asking them to send supporting information within 21 days.  

They have now increased this correspondence and, by the middle of October, will have written to every National Reserve applicant.  

The letter will include an SP5e form reminding farmers of the type of documentation that can be used to support National Reserve applications and giving them the opportunity to provide the supplementary evidence required.  

The form also gives farmers the chance to formally withdraw all or part of their application if they so wish.  

"We want to ensure that all National Reserve applicants are given the opportunity to present their case in full, including relevant supporting information," said Johnston McNeill, chief executive of the RPA.  

"However, we need to urgently process applications and farmers can help us to make payments as early as possible within the payment window by sending in the necessary information before November 4."  

Threat of new delays to the SPS  
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By Alistair Driver and Katie Roebuck  

FURTHER delays in the delivery of Single Payments Scheme in England are feared after the European Commission proposed a change to the way the payment is made.  

The change due to be put to the EU's Direct Payments Management Committee next Wednesday is seemingly innocuous. The Commission simply wants to alter the order of deductions from the payment, such as modulation and the National Reserve.  

However, the Rural Payments Agency's complex software for processing the payments is set up to deal with the deductions in a specific order.  

Changing the order could result in significant delays beyond the February target for starting payments, which is already well after the payment window opens on December 1.  

It raises the prospect of two SPS payments being made in England - in a separate move the EU committee is to discuss a proposal for new legislation enabling states to make interim payments, if necessary.  

In England this would probably be an initial payment in February, followed by the balance later, if the date for the whole payment looked set to slip beyond that month.  

Defra has also announced that English farmers will not be informed of provisional entitlements in the autumn, as had been envisaged.  

On Wednesday, Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach said this was to help ensure the February target was met and allow notification of final entitlements to be made `as soon as possible in the new year'.  

In addition, appeals concerning the definitive entitlements will not be dealt with by the RPA until after it has completed payment to ensure staff are not deflected from the task of delivering payments on schedule.  

Lord Bach said the decision to bypass provisional entitlements was taken `after discussion with the NFU and others'.  

"I appreciate that this will disappoint some, but we need to focus our efforts on the critical issues. We are continuing to put all our effort and resources into commencing payments in February."  

He expressed Defra Ministers' deep misgivings over the EC's plans to change the payment process. The department was involved in `urgent discussions' with Brussels to avoid it.  

"This week's news that changes may be made to EU rules governing the payment details is unwelcome at this late stage, as it is likely to delay the main payment by at least a month.  

"We are making it very clear to the Commission the real risk this poses to our starting to make full payments in February. We should know next week if we have been successful."  

He confirmed that Defra is developing contingency plans to deliver interim payments to farmers if necessary.  

"If it proves impossible to defer these changes I am determined payments will start to be made in February, even if that involves an interim payment, with the balance following before June."  

Speaking in Somerset this week, EU Agriculture Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel promised that legislation would be put in place enabling states to make an interim payment of `up to 50-60 per cent' of the whole payment.  

"We don't want a delay in payments and for banks to be knocking on farmers' doors. We are quite sure there will be positive support for the proposal at the meeting in Brussels next week."  

Evidence is needed for National Reserve forms.  

Isabel Davis  
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The Rural Payments Agency has warned that it will assume a farmer is not interested in pursuing their national reserve application, if they fail to supply supporting evidence by 4 Nov.  

The agency is in the process of sending out SP5E forms to the 17,000 farmers who indicated on their single farm payment application that they wanted to apply to the national reserve (Business, 23 Sept).  

The form reminds farmers of the type of documentation that can be used to support a NR application and gives them the opportunity to supply supplementary evidence.  

Johnston McNeill, chief executive of RPA said: "We want to ensure that all national reserve applicants are given the opportunity to present their case in full. However, we need to urgently process applications and farmers can help us to make payments as early as possible within the payment window by sending in the necessary information before 4 Nov."  

Two start dates for SPS.  
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DEFRA has decided that for the 2006 scheme year farmers will  

be able to designate two different start dates under the 10-month rule.  

The window within which farmers may set the start dates for their 10-month period(s) will remain as 1 Oct and 30 April.  

However, on their 2006 application forms, farmers will, if they wish, now be able to designate two different start dates for different parcels of land on their holding rather than just one date for their entire holding.  

DEFRA has said this change may be of particular help to those farmers who lease land at different times during the year.  

For those who do not specify a start date, the Rural Payments Agency will default to 1 Feb, 2006 for all land on the holding.  

Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach said ministers had listened to what farmers had said about arrangements in 2005.  

"[We] are anxious to ensure  

that we take every available op-  

portunity to minimise the remaining restrictions and bureaucracy that farmers face.  

"I am pleased, therefore, to  

be able to provide farmers with the additional flexibility to  

choose two start dates under the 10-month rule."  

Every Single Payment Scheme entitlement on which a farmer wishes to claim payment must be supported by an equivalent area  

of eligible agricultural land.  

That land must be at the farmers' disposal for at least the 10-month period nominated on their Single Payment Scheme application form.  

Letwin pushes DEFRA to tackle Omenace of TB'.  

a watts  
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Junior DEFRA minister Ben Bradshaw is scared to take action on bovine tuberculosis, the shadow DEFRA secretary Oliver Letwin has claimed.  

Mr Letwin told the Conservative party conference in Blackpool, Lancs, that one of his main priorities was to increase the pressure on DEFRA, to force it to tackle the growing menace of bovine TB.  

And, the former shadow chancellor began racking up that pressure by making the attack on Mr Bradshaw during a fringe meeting on Monday night (3 Sept).  

First acknowledging that for any politician to propose a policy involving a cull on badgers would be difficult, Mr Letwin said: "Ben Bradshaw knows the reality of the situation but he's dead scared of the badger lobby.  

"We need action now. It's a politically dangerous decision but it needs to be made. My job is to put some backbone into DEFRA."  

He said that the department had no plans in place with which to tackle the disease and seemed incapable of dealing with the problem.  

"DEFRA just seems to think that the disease should be studied when the reality is it needs to be tackled."  

The Rural Payments Agency also came in for criticism for its failure to make support payments on time. Mr Letwin slammed the government agency as a "shambles of an administration".  

In his main address to the party on Wednesday (5 Oct) Mr Letwin chose to focus on two themes: the need to protect the environment and of the Tories' need to become the party of the environment.  

He stressed the importance of farming's contribution to shaping and maintaining the countryside. "The feel of the land of Britain and of the communities that inhabit that land has not been given to us by nature alone, but by mankind farming the land."  

New SFP delay over EU plans.  
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The main single farm payment may be delayed by a month because the EU Commission has suggested proposals that would force the Rural Payments Agency to rewrite its computer software.  

The commission has suggested changes to EU rules to allow member states to make advance SFP payments to farmers if they want to.  

But the EU has complicated matters by tacking on to the proposal a requirement for member states to re-order the sequence in which they make deductions for things like modulation or penalties.  

A DEFRA source said if the proposal was agreed, the RPA would have to go back to the drawing board on its software and this would add at least a month onto the main payment timetable.  

The RPA has previously said that it should start payments in February 2006 and would have 96% complete by the end of March.  

"We are lobbying the commission to get them to change their mind on this," said the source.  

Martin Howarth, policy director for the NFU, said the fact the commission was putting mechanisms in place to allow an interim payment was to be welcomed.  

But he did not understand why it was so anxious about the sequence of deductions.  

"I think DEFRA will be arguing against this and we will also be talking to the commission saying: ODon't do this'," he said.  

Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach said any changes to the EU rules were unwelcome at such a late stage.   

"If it proves impossible to defer these changes I am determined that payments will start to be made in February, even if that involves an interim payment, with the balance following before June," he said.  

<E051> The RPA's chief executive Johnston McNeill is due to address NFU Council on Monday (10 October) to give a progress report on the single payment scheme. See next week's Farmers Weekly for a full report.  

Action needed on entitlement transfers  
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THE land and letting markets are facing a great deal of uncertainty as the Rural Payments Agency fails to take the necessary action regarding trading of entitlements.  

This criticism comes from chartered surveyors and land agents Carver Knowles who say action from the RPA is necessary.  

Until the RPA ratifies the establishment of entitlements in England, Wales and Scotland they cannot be transferred. Carver Knowles say this is unlike to take place until the New Year and will leave very little time before the April 2, 2006 deadline for transfers to take place.  

Tony Rimmer of Carver Knowles said this situation has serious implications. He has come across tenant farmers who were looking to end their tenancies in September but could not as only people actively farming can transfer entitlements.  

He is also concerned for those trying to plan their farming and cropping for the next 12 months when they are unable to confirm entitlements on land they are letting or looking to buy. "If no transfers that are binding can be made until January, then there is a very short window to meet the RPA deadline and get businesses set up for the future," said Mr Rimmer. "This will place considerable pressure on those dealing with the transfers to ensure they are efficient and professional in the manner that they are dealt with."  

Fears grow of deepening cashflow crisis  
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By Tom Levitt  

FARMERS are facing a worsening cash flow crisis with low commodity prices coupled with high costs and delayed Single Farm Payments (SFP) beginning to bite hard, industry leaders have warned this week.  

Prices for beef and sheep are both down on last year and cereal and milk prices remain low. Beef prices have plummeted since June, with many finishers now getting less than £1.70/kg, compared with £2/kg in the summer. For most the cost of production is well over £2/kg.  

Sheep prices are on average £3 to £4 per head lower than last year and the average UK feed wheat price is a desperately low £60/tonne. Milk prices remain on the floor following the latest round of price cuts.  

At the same time, costs are rising. Costs of labour continue to rise year on year. While fuel prices have fallen slightly from last month's peak, they are still at record levels of over 90 pence per litre, while red diesel is at more than 40 pence per litre.  

In England, the problem is compounded by the delay in the SFP. Until this year, the bulk of subsidy payments were typically made in the autumn.  

There have been warnings from industry figures that the SFP delay in England could extend beyond the February date Defra insist they are still working too.  

Tenant Farmers Association chief executive George Dunn said: "It is highly likely this delay could go beyond Easter, the Rural Payments Agency is already two months late on announcing set-aside conditions."  

Mr Dunn said he hoped landlords and banks would be reasonable as many tenants struggled to meet their bills this winter.  

"People are looking ahead and seeing a cash crisis. In the past they could see their premium payments coming in November, December - but now they face a long wait beyond that date for their SFP. "Higher commodity prices could have brought more cash into farm businesses to cover them until the SFP. But now many will face a bleak winter.  

"We are trying to get landlords and tenants to be reasonable, there are going to be a substantial number of cases where tenants are not going to have the cash until the SFP," said Mr Dunn.  

Feed companies remain particularly worried about arable farmers. Agricultural Industries Confederation chief executive David Caffall said the SFP delay was forcing some farmers to sell their crop earlier than normal, disrupting the normal patterns of supply and demand.  

Banks have continued to promise to be sympathetic to farm businesses facing payment delays, while warning those with a bad history of credit.  

NatWest regional agricultural director Julian Cook said each business would be, `judged on its merits'. Both Barclays Bank and NatWest are offering SFP loan schemes. Mr Cook said they have had a considerable uptake of their scheme, introduced last May.  

"We have been expecting this problem for a while with 20 per cent of most farm businesses' cash flow coming from SFP.  

"The SFP loan scheme will give customers an overdraft or a loan until the latest date for payments next June 2006," said Mr Cook.  

Farm consultants George White have come across a number a farm businesses with cash flow problems. Consultant Louis Fell said tenant farmers were particularly at risk.  

"The SFP delay is having a major impact on tenants trying to find the autumn rent and with no prospects of early payment," he said.  

RPA responsible for late payments.  

andrew watts  
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A growing number of farmers who have yet to receive cattle subsidy payments from the Rural Payments Agency have contacted Farmers Weekly to voice their frustrations in dealing with the government agency.  

In an earlier request for information from the RPA (News, 16 Sept) Farmers Weekly discovered that about 500 farmers across the UK had yet to receive payments under the Beef Special Premium and Suckler Cow Premium schemes  

One claimant, who preferred to remain anonymous, told how his nightmare began 18 months ago when the RPA office in Crewe added 1.74ha (4.3 acres) to his claim to balance it with previous years without first considering that the omission was deliberate.  

"Had they asked I could have told them I was no longer renting that area of land, instead a basic error on their part has resulted in an unacceptable delay," said the caller.  

Reckoning to be due about £30,000 in a combination of bovine scheme payments he said not knowing when, if ever, the cheque might arrive has caused real difficulties for his business.  

"I owe money to suppliers, I've had to delay payments on a new baler and I can't service my debt," he said.  

As a short-term relief the bank had agreed an extension to his overdraft but not knowing when he could pay it back the bank has since called some of it in.  

"It's ironic, the bank manager told me I wasn't capable of running my business because I couldn't get my debtors to pay on time. I've tried to explain but they just don't understand the nature of the beast that you're dealing with," he added.  

On one occasion staff at the RPA's office in Crewe hung-up on the farmer before telling him that they were less concerned with his woes as they were to be made redundant at the end of the month.  

"They just don't appear bothered. The RPA should be accountable for this. It shouldn't be allowed to happen."  

An RPA spokeswoman said they aim to have all outstanding claims, with the exception of those held up for legal reasons or reasons outside of their control such as probate or receivership, processed by the end of 2005.  

andrew.watts@rbi.co.uk  

Animal waste fire sparks call for tighter store rules.  
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East Midlands NFU has called on DEFRA to assure the farm industry that the disposal of animal by-products removed from the food chain, is under control.  

The call follows the recent discovery of a fire in a 15,000t pile of meat and bonemeal that had been smouldering for three weeks in a private store at Faldingworth Airfield, near Market Rasen, Lincs.  

Officials from DEFRA, the Rural Payments Agency - which contracts temporary storage for MBM derived from the Over 30 Months Scheme - local planners and environmental protection officers were all unaware of the store until complaints were received from local residents of noxious fumes.  

Jack Ward, regional director of NFU East Midlands, said the news came as a complete surprise and that he felt farming had been let down by officials further up the food chain.  

"Given the moves to eradicate BSE, introduction of the OTMS and Date-Based Export Scheme - all to ensure food safety and support consumer confidence in British meat - it comes as a surprise that issues like these crop up," added Mr Ward.  

A lack of information from  

DEFRA officials has also hampered efforts to tackle the blaze and to set-up a public health action plan, explained Wayne Lambert, environmental protection officer with the local authority, West Lindsey District Council.  

"There appears to have been no control put in place by DEFRA or its agencies over the storage of this material. It has slipped through the net," said Mr Lambert.  

DEFRA officials claim it has no direct responsibility for the material.  

The MBM in this incident is classed Category 2 - considered high risk, containing diseased animal carcasses and specified risk material banned from the human food chain, according to DEFRA. The material does not require specific planning permission to be stored in quantities up to 60,000t if the holding site has a standard wholesale storage planning consent, explained Mr Lambert.  

MBM is usually destroyed by incineration. DEFRA officials said it has no figures detailing stockpiles held.  

Pressing deadline for new payment application form  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has confirmed another Single Payment Application for the National Reserve will soon be on some farmers' doorsteps.  

This form is another Single Payment Application form, to be know as the SP5E and will be just as important as the form that had to be submitted in May.  

The new SP5E Form requires careful thought and in some cases considerable amount of detail. However, one of the crucial aspects of the form is that it has to be returned within the critical 21 day deadline.  

"It is vital anybody who applied for the National Reserve gets themselves ready immediately," warns Tom Oates of the Alnwick Office of George F White.  

Reserve applicants have new SP5E form to tackle.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Farmers who applied to the national reserve when they claimed the single farm payment earlier this year have yet more paperwork to look forward to.  

The Rural Payments Agency has just announced that a new form, the SP5E, will be sent to all of the circa 17,000 national reserve applicants by the beginning of October with a 4 November deadline.  

Tom Oates, of Northumberland consultant George F White, said some of his clients had already received a copy of the form and, even though it wasn't difficult, it could require a lot of fact-finding in a short period at a busy time of the year.  

"One of the crucial aspects of the form is that it has to be returned within the critical 21-day deadline. It is vital that everybody who applied for the national reserve gets themself ready immediately. The timing is unfortunate as farmers will be rushed off their feet combining, sowing or preparing for sheep or suckled calf sales."  

An RPA spokesman said the form was needed because many applicants had not supplied sufficient documentary evidence supporting their applications  

However, Jeremy Moody, secretary of the Central Association of Agricultural Valuers, said the original SP5 had never specified that any supporting evidence was required. "I made the point in December that more guidance and a better structured form was needed."  

However, he was still hopeful that the RPA was on track to process all of the claims in time.  

Chris Leney, of rural consultant Robinson & Hall, said the knock-on effect of any delays could be serious. "I think the RPA underestimated the amount of applications and the subsequent amount of paperwork." He was worried that farmers could be making their 2006 SFP claims without even knowing their 2005 entitlements.  

andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Bail extended  

58 words

Publication date: 16 September 2005

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 7

(c) 2005 CMP Information Ltd.  

THE Lancashire cattle dealer/farmer, who is the subject of major investigations into alleged alterations of cattle passports, has had his police bail extended until October 21.  

He was arrested but released without charge on police bail pending further enquiries after a joint operation between police, Trading Standards officers, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Defra comes under fire over set-aside requirements delay  
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DEFRA has come under fire for its failure to inform farmers about set- aside requirements for next year.  

The Department has pledged to inform farmers about this year's set- aside requirements by the end of this month, but the delay is beginning to cause disruption to farmers who are already part way through drilling.  


The set-aside rate should have been announced on August 1 but the Rural Payments Agency is still grappling with figures submitted in Single Payment Scheme application forms in May.  

Calculation of the set-aside rate is complex and requires the acreage under cultivation to be known in order to apply a particular formula set by the EU.  

But frustrated arable farmers are now reaching the stage when they need to know exactly how much land to put into set-aside as they plan and begin sowing next year's crops.  

Last year Defra estimated set-aside rates would be 8 per cent in lowland England but there is no way of telling how accurate this figure is until all the relevant information from this year's SPS forms has been assessed.  

A Defra spokesman said they understood the urgency felt by farmers and intended to make an announcement by the end of this month.  

The uncertainty of not knowing what set-aside is required is the main problem to farmers, said Arthur Hill, Shropshire farmer and NFU cereals board chairman.  

"The only plus point in this is that hopefully the longer it takes - within reason - the more accurate the figures will be. We don't want them to give us a figure and then change it later."  

Premium claims still outstanding.  

ANDREW WATTS  
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Almost 500 farmers in the UK are still waiting for their Beef Special Premium and Suckler Cow Premium claims to be processed, the Rural Payments Agency has admitted.  

One reader in the Midlands who contacted Farmers Weekly said he was yet to receive about £10,000 despite filing his claim on time.  

"Like most farmers I would normally receive about 90% of the payments by the end of June, but this year I have yet to receive anything," said the caller, who preferred to remain anonymous.  

"When I called the RPA to enquire they told me all but two members of staff were working on the SFP. I appreciate they're busy but they couldn't even tell me when I might expect my claim to be processed," the caller added.  

An RPA spokeswoman said that 96.14% of bovine claims had been processed by 30 June 2005 and that the outstanding 500 represented only 1% of claims  

still to be processed.  

The RPA added that in some of the 500 cases producers had been asked for supplementary information and that their claims could not be paid until this has been received.  

SFP may complicate rents.  

Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

FARMERS AND landlords planning new rental agreements this autumn need to consider carefully the implications of the single farm payment on the deal, say rural consultants.  

Strutt & Parker's Jonathan Armitage said the biggest problem would be for those planning to rent land and SFP entitlements together. This could prove complicated because of EU small print that demanded any lease of entitlement must be accompanied by the lease of an equivalent area of land for the same time period.  

But entitlement can only be transferred to another party once it has been definitively established for the first time, something that was not likely to happen until January at the earliest, said Mr Armitage.  

Because the Rural Payments Agency would expect to see paperwork matching the lease of entitlement to the right amount of land for the correct length of time before any transfer could be processed, another tenancy agreement might have to be drawn up next year once the entitlement had been established.  

"It is not an insurmountable problem and it certainly shouldn't prevent people making business arrangements, but it is something they will need to be aware of and overcome.  

"It is not a very satisfactory situation and we are still waiting to see  

how the RPA will interpret the rules."  

George Paton of Cotswold consultancy and quota broker Webb Paton said tenants taking on new land needed to be especially careful when agreeing rentals with landlords if they were leasing SFP entitlements at the same time. "A lot of people are taking on land without even asking the value of the entitlements available.  

"The first thing they should do is check the value of the single payment and whether the land is actually eligible for entitlements. Around here arable rents are varying between £12 and £60/acre depending on the level of the payments."  

Tenants also needed to decide if they even wanted to include the landlord's entitlements in the lease, said Mr Paton. "The tenant might like the land, but not the entitlement." In that case it might be better to tender a lower rent and then obtain higher value SFP on the open market, he said.  

Mr Paton said he expected there to be healthy trade in entitlements. "We've had 25 phone calls from both sides of the fence about entitlements for every one about milk quota over the last three weeks."  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

map delay is still a worry.  

Ross herbert  
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I note that Sir Donald Curry is very happy with the success of his entry level scheme application.  

I'm still awaiting the digital maps I applied for in September 2004.  

An email from the Rural Payments Agency on Apr 2 informed me that I would receive priority in order that I might apply for the ELS by May 31. I should expect to receive them by the end of April, I was told. Guess what was the outcome.  

Gillian Herbert  

Hareley Farm, Linley Green, Herefordshire  

Single Farm Payment delays prompt sense of frustration  
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As the Rural Payments Agency admits the Single Farm Payments are unlikely to be forthcoming until February 2006 at the earliest, FG asked farmers up and down the country for their views on the situation.  

NORTH WEST  

Frank Sanderson from Cross House Farm, Preston, said it was scandalous the SPS could be delayed even further. "It just goes on and on. I don't know who's to blame. One end or the other just pushes it back down the line, and the other just pushes it back up. There just isn't the staff to cope with it. It's Government policy again. There is no policy. They don't know what they're doing. It's the tail wagging the dog. "The Government should be supporting small farmers, but it's getting to the point where we're being forced out."  

Pauline Anderton, a dairy farmer from Bamber Bridge, Preston, said she had been on the phone to the RPA all morning the previous day and had got nowhere. "The authorities were very helpful once I got through to them - very polite, but there's no way they can make it any quicker. They need to employ more staff - people who are used to doing it, farmers even, people who have common knowledge.  

"It's red tape that has led to the delays. It's just crazy. The problem is the sheer volume all at once. I have applied for the ELS, but I'm not hopeful of it being processed quickly. We'll just have to be patient. I honestly don't know how long it will take. It's so upsetting."  

George Dugdale, also a dairy farmer, from Barton, said he was expecting his SPS cheque in February. "I didn't even know it had been further delayed. If I don't get it then we'll just have to carry on. The impact it will have is frightening. It's a major proportion of your income now."  

Brian Gorst, a dairy and beef farmer from Barnacre, Garstang, was also concerned about the financial problems the delay would cause. "It's bound to affect us. The money is going to come in later than ever now, so there will be cash flow problems.  

"They're obviously not as organised as they thought they were. They've taken on too much. They've done everything at once, whereas they should have spread it out more."  

Peter Holt, a dairy and beef farmer from Thornton, near Blackpool, was not even convinced the SPS was the way forward.  

"I think they would be better giving us more for our produce than doing this. It's just throwing money away."  

EASTERN COUNTIES  

David Felce, who farms on the Cambridgeshire/Bedfordshire border, felt the SPS system set up was not `robust enough' to cope with the timescale.  

"It's ironic that there was no leeway or excuses allowed for farmers to meet deadlines, but when Defra doesn't deliver, it's a different thing! That's what really winds everyone up."  

He said they were in slightly different situation from many farmers. As their contract farmed and own-farm accounts were separate, they had `loaned' the contract account money from the `own farm' account, as they got a cheaper rate from the bank by doing it that way.  

He applied for ELS as soon as the scheme was launched, but it had been `very frustrating' trying to get the correct maps. "There was no fault on our side, all administrative problems. The correct ones finally arrived at the end of June but we have been too busy with harvest since then to apply."  

John King, who farms at Therfield, Hertfordshire, was not optimistic the RPA would make the June deadline never mind the February. "It is alarming to find there are a few, smaller and older farmers in the area who are not aware that payments won't be made in November."  

He put the blame on the delays on senior civil servants, though he felt Margaret Beckett had `not been straight with' farmers. "They seem to have no concept of how farms really work, which is not surprising as they don't spend any time on farms, and the farmers they speak to seem to be those who are one step removed from everyday farming and not real, working farmers."  

He said he was relatively fortunate in that the farm would break even on cropping this year, but he still needed the SFP to live on. "It's a very unsatisfactory situation."  

Jeff Claydon, who farms at Wickhambrook, Suffolk, said the NFU was using every angle to negotiate for even a proportion of the SFP to be paid earlier, but it was like banging your head on a wall. "For those looking to `bridge' the period until the SFP cheque arrived, the banks have said they will be sympathetic, but, of course, they will be for as long as they are charging interest. The Government should stump up and pay the interest charges for anyone having to borrow money because of the late payment.  

"The underlying problem is that too many changes have been made too quickly. The Government should have brought in the ELS next year and concentrated on getting the SFP system right first."  

He felt for cereal farmers in particular as there were clearly very serious implications for cash flow. "The grain trade is picking up on the fact that more grain is likely to come onto the market earlier than usual. Not only is the extra supply likely to have a direct effect on prices, but the merchants will naturally be looking to take advantage of the situation, too."  

SOUTH WEST  

Richard Long, who keeps cattle and sheep on a small family farm in Okehampton, Devon, said: "Mrs Beckett said all this would be simpler, and I certainly wouldn't call her a big fibber, but it's not. "We are all in the dark, we don't know how much money we are all going to get or when this will happen. We have become park keepers for urban voters. It is not what rural work is all about.  

"Mr Blair's interference up front and behind the scenes stinks. I don't think this Government cares about rural issues anyway, it doesn't support the rural part of this country at all. We were in the stewardship scheme before the SFP came about. Because we are in that we haven't considered the ELS, we are committed to it for another eight years."  

John Lindley, who farms 70 Devon cattle on his farm in Wellington, Somerset, said it had made life very difficult for people and he was not sure how some would cope. "People have to make arrangements with their banks and it all costs money. I think it is another Defra nightmare.  

"Mrs Beckett is supposedly uptight about it all, but it has gone haywire in all directions. When I looked into environmental stewardship I got differing advice. I have not done my application yet as I am very dubious about it all. Why do I have to let them know how many trees are near my hedgerows when I don't get payment for that? And also extra information about my buildings, it sounds like a police state to me. "I think I'll have a job to get points anyway as I am mainly a grassland farmer. We have let out our arable land and so we have not decided whether or not we will bother. But then will I have a black mark against me?"  

Graham Langford, who runs a pedigree flock of 50 Poll Dorset breeding ewes at Great Garlandhayes Farm, Clayhidon, Devon, said: "I'm lucky it doesn't affect me, but I have friends who will be affected and what are they going to do? People have loans on equipment and I don't know what will happen to them when their income dries out. You can blame individuals at the RPA as it can be a mind-set sometimes, but there is no political drive to sort this out. Nobody has set any targets, and this Government loves targets, especially in the NHS."  

YORKSHIRE  

Keith Gascoigne, of Flockton, who has 200 Highland cattle grazing mostly on English Heritage, RSPB and Yorkshire Wildlife sites, said he doubted whether the payments would even come through by next June. "I have never relied on it. It's an extra and I think they should scrap the whole thing. Scrap all the subsidies and let things find a level, that would allow young people into the industry."  

As far as apportioning blame, he was in no doubt. "Let's start at the top. Mr Blair created all the bureaucracy."  

Mr Gascoigne added he had not bothered to apply for ELS. "It's a waste of time."  

Lloyd Osborne, who keeps 50 suckler cows and about 50 ewes at Holmfirth, near Huddersfield, felt the SPS would make a lot of difference. "Beef is dropping in price and the subsidy has disappeared. Bills still need to be paid and it will have a knock-on effect and it is coming at the most expensive time of year with winter feed to buy."  

He blamed Defra and the Government for the situation. "They are a shambles. They say they never make a mistake, but that we make them all the time."  

Maurice Richardson, a farmer from Barnburgh, South Yorkshire, put the blame for the mess squarely on the Government, adding it should have been sorted out long before now.  

Susan Dickinson, who with husband John, milks 170 Holsteins and Jerseys on 400 acres at Bawtry, near Doncaster, said the SPS would make a big difference, especially as there was unlikely to be any rise in the milk price, and she blamed the Government for the delays.  

Stuart Littlewood, who keeps 20 suckler cows on about 70 acres at Holmfirth, said: "It's not my main business, so I have not relied on it too much, but I did use it to pay rent and contractors, and that money will now have to be found from elsewhere. I have reduced my cow numbers because of it."  

BSPS money raised  
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DEFRA has upped its estimate of the money that will be paid to farmers whose Beef Special Premium payments were cut last year by £500,000.  

The Department predicts that beef finishers will receive a total of about £5m from the European Commission. It is stressing, however, that the money will not be paid for some time because the Rural Payments Agency is focusing its attention on the Single Payment Scheme.  

BSPS money was held back last year because the national ceiling was exceeded by 500,000 cattle. The Commission agreed to pay some of the money, totalling an estimated £36m, back at the end of last month.  

Plea for flexibility over SFP claims.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farm leaders and consultants have said they are becoming increasingly anxious about 2006 single farm payment applications and said the government must give producers more flexibility.  

The industry is concerned because the application deadline of 15 May is fast approaching, yet they understand about 20,000 claimants are still to receive their SP5 form.  

They have also pointed out that many producers have been sent forms without pre-populated information and the Rural Payments Agency has said it could take two weeks to send out a replacement pre-populated form.  

Other farmers are confused about how to fill in their forms because they still have unvalidated entitlements.  

The RPA has stated that it will not penalise farmers if they  

make a mistake on their 2006 single farm payment application form because of incorrect information supplied to them by the agency.  

In a letter to industry stakeholders, acting chief executive of the RPA, Mark Addison, said: "We recognise that delays caused in the processing of 2005 Single Payment Scheme claims may lead to inaccurate SPS claims being filed in 2006.  

"To the extent that any such inaccuracies are a direct result of our actions, we will ensure that any affected 2006 SPS claims will not be prejudiced."  

The agency has also published guidance notes to help producers fill in this year's SP5, but at the moment these are only available on its website.  

The notes cover some Frequently Asked Questions put by farmers and the agency has also put forward a sample of the 2006 application form with annotated guidance on how to complete specific boxes.  

The questions covered in the FA- document include what farmers should do if they think they have errors in their entitlement statements.  

It suggests producers who think they have the correct number of entitlements, but feel the value of them is wrong, should complete the SP5 using the information pre-populated on it, but also write to the Customer Service Centre explaining their concerns.  

For farmers with other errors, it says: "If you think that you have not been allocated the correct number and/or type of entitlements, it is essential that you complete the field data sheet(s) for your holding, entering sufficient area in column C10 of the field data sheet(s) to activate the maximum number of each type of entitlements that you expect to be finally allocated and wish to claim payment on for 2006. Please attach a letter to your SP5 form, explaining what you have done and why. We will then investigate your allocation and make any adjustments, if necessary.  

"In these circumstances there will be no penalty for entering more land into column C10 than you need to activate your entitlements for payment (provided that this figure does not exceed the total area for the land parcel)."  

For more answers from the RPA go to  www.rpa.gov.uk 

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

No penalty explanation.  
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Farmers are angry that they are having penalties applied to  

their 2005 single farm payments, but they are being given little explanation as to why they are being fined.  

A consultant from Oxfordshire has contacted Farmers Weekly to say that one of her clients has had a penalty of about £10,000, but the Rural Payments Agency has not given an explanation.  

"He did receive a cheque, but for less than he was expecting and the penalty notice arrived a week later," she said.  

"There is no reason for him to be penalised, so we have written to the Customer Service Centre and are awaiting a reply."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said it was another RPA communications problem.  

The payment statement carried details of any cuts, but it was difficult to decipher what the penalty referred to, he said.  

An example of what a farmer might find on the payment statement was "Penalty on irregularity for base SPS crop group (irregularity between 3% and 20% for the crop group)", which meant little to a farmer without a covering letter, he said.  

Let's have more 'can do' attitude  

Mike Stones  
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Let's have more 'can do' attitude  

<E051> Innovation, drive and enthusiasm in agriculture and horticulture are alive in the south east of England. An alliance of 12 organisations, The Farming and Rural Issues Group - representing agriculture, horticulture, forestry and allied industries - has over recent years sought to present a consistent lobby for all things rural within the new regional policy agenda. All too often we in the land-based sector are overlooked or taken for granted.  

FRIG has been instrumental in delivering one of the principle strands of the south east region, part of the Sustainable Food and Farming strategy that Sir Don Curry still chairs. The South East of England Development Agency (SEEDA) has funded this component providing for a whole series of rural sector champions.  

The champions are farmers with visionary ideas willing and able to spread best practice. The funding enables them to take paid time away from their businesses to develop, research and expand their ideas.  

Early in April we heard their interim reports on subjects as diverse as milk in schools, apple and pear supply chains, welfare friendly veal production, on farm alternative energy sources and the provenance of hardy ornamental nursery stock. The presentations shared common themes of originality, collaboration, local provenance, reconnecting with the consumer (especially children) and a general "can do" attitude.  

Conference chairman and farmer Poul Christiansen, now second in command at Natural England and SEEDA board member, summed things up by saying the day was a cause to celebrate the best of our industry.  

We may be beleaguered, but if the first thoughts of every farmer are "who can I work with and how can I add value to my product", then many of us do have a future.  

J C Whitby  

johnwhitby@btinternet.com  

RPA's reply 13 months too late  

<E051> Recently I received a letter dated 3 April, 2006, from the Rural Payments Agency, in reply to a letter I was asked to write to the agency dated 2 March 2005. It took 13 months to reply, instead of its standard 14 working days.  

So what hope for my Single Farm Payment, April 2007? What a shower, led by an incompetent minister. High time for a total clean out. If I am late with my tax return, then it is an automatic £100 fine. What is sauce for the goose is also sauce for the gander.  

Michael Allfrey  

Wild Goose Hill, Storridge, Malvern, Worcestershire  

Little sympathy from my bank  

<E051> With reference to the article "SFP rescue could take until July" (News, 24 March), I sincerely hope Lord Bach had more success with his meeting of bank officials than I did recently.  

I spoke to my manager at  

Barclays Bank to inform him that due to the delayed payments of SFP I would not be able to make  

this month's bank charges of about £300. Therefore, I would go over my current limit. My manager then asked what my forward plan was, as he was  

unable to help. I replied that I hoped my SFP would arrive soon.  

Then I was strongly advised to contact Tesco "who are doing good cheap deals on personal loans at the moment". I telephoned its loan department and explained about SFP, but they had no idea what I was talking about and said Tesco  

could not help me.  

If was left wondering if the banks are getting Club Card points  

instead of commission, as "every little bit helps"!  

Name and address supplied  

I'd rather have a better calf price  

<E051> I have just read Oliver Walston's Talking Point (31 March). Not that many years ago he was making a fortune from the old subsidy system. So good in fact he made a television programme about it. What has he done with all the money? Too many holiday homes abroad, perhaps?  

I would rather have a decent price for the suckled calves I produce and not have to deal with the likes of DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency ever again.  

SFP and ELS are just another way of subsidising supermarkets and the milk processors to ensure large profits for their shareholders and more than generous donations to political parties, on the back of our hard work.  

There is no other business in the country that is being so undermined by a never-ending supply of inept and incompetent government ministers.  

Most other businesses can also raise the price of their produce in line with increasing costs.  

I am sure if Mrs Beckett was employed as managing director of any kind of business she would have been sacked months ago.  

Carol Barnard  

Larkrise Farm, Compton Martin, Nr Bristol  

Walston's choice of words no help  

<E051> Paper means money (Talking Point, 31 March). Was Oliver Walston referring to his income from being a controversial commentator on our industry, or on our reluctance to fill in shedloads of paperwork to obtain cash to which we are legally entitled?  

At a time when most farmers are looking not only for financial but in some cases moral support, his choice of words were not helpful.  

Unfortunately, using phrases such as "getting a shedload of cash from the taxpayer" only helps to alienate us from our customers and damage a relationship which many farmers have successfully improved over recent years.  

Also someone who has been fortunate enough to have farmed a large arable acreage over the past 40 years should not be "teetering on the edge," despite the lack of the single farm payment; imagine what it's like for a tenant or someone who had to buy their farm.  

Those who can possibly influence our political masters gain nothing by antagonising the people they are trying to help.  

You can call me a whinger if you like Mr Walston, but please don't generalise as the majority of our farmers are world class.  

R Foxwell  

Chippenham, Wilts  

TB compensation is deeply unfair  

<E051> I have been looking at the  

DEFRA TB compensation table for this month and wonder how the figures were calculated. They do not reflect the prices at recent sales.  

The grossly unfair nature of the new system in England means a pedigree dairy breeder with a 12-year-old Shorthorn cow milking on three-quarters, lame and not in calf will be compensated the same amount - £952 - as a breeder with a VG-89 second half Holstein cow, fit for the show season. Is this fair or desirable?  

We are advised by DEFRA that the system had to be reviewed, in the interests of the taxpayer. Some farmers pay tax I am told, but their interests have been ignored. State theft has been legalised and while we accept certain changes to the valuer system were needed, to reduce every value down to average or below is wrong.  

At the recent Ridgefield sale cow prices ranged from 300gns to 20,000gns and at a commercial herd sale in Sussex this week, values for cows were from 200 to 1200gns. This is the nature of dairy cattle sales and averages can be misleading. Surely compulsory purchase by the state must be paid for at market value, as is the case with land or buildings?  

This firm urges all concerned, the NFU, the press and farmers to push for a rethink on this unfair system. Or we will preside over the disappearance of the pedigree breeders' art in certain parts of the country.  

Tom Brooksbank  

Auctioneers Norton & Brooksbank, Trull, Tetbury, Gloucestershire  

Adverts should be aimed at young  

<E051> While browsing through my wife's Heat magazine, I came across, among coverage of Jordan's latest enlargement, an advertisement for New Zealand lamb. Not just a picture of the usual joint that we are all used to seeing, but an innovative idea of downloading a recipe and step-by-step ingredient and preparation instructions on a free video. You could watch it on the iPod video being given away.  

I'm not saying I don't like the Beefy and Lamby adverts, but perhaps we should look to make our products cool to the younger population. How many people under 30 who don't like cricket have heard of Allan Lamb? But my wife knows who Freddie Flintoff is.  

Richard Lambert  

Braidley Manor, Leyburn, North Yorks  

Lord Bach praises agency front-line staff  
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FOOD and Farming Minister Lord Bach visited Rural Payments Agency staff in Reading on Tuesday to personally thank the front-line people responsible for implementing new measures to speed up Single Payment Scheme payments. He also met acting chief executive Mark Addison and his senior management team.  

Lord Bach said: "I am very aware of the way RPA staff have been working flat out to make payments to farmers and have been working overtime for months now to maximise the availability of the computer systems vital for the SPS implementation.  

"It is a complex process and introducing these big CAP reform changes has been challenging for everyone. RPA staff have shown tremendous dedication and commitment throughout this period and continue to do so. "It is important they know that in these demanding times they continue to have the full support and gratitude of Ministers and the farming industry."  

OPINION: Will she? Won't she?  

415 words

Publication date: 14 April 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 8

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

The NFU's calls for Margaret Beckett to resign if the June 30 payment deadline is not met - now a racing certainty - raise three important questions.  

Is the NFU right to call for her to go?  

Should she resign?  

Will she resign?  

The NFU leadership was in a difficult position. They have to negotiate with Ministers almost on a regular basis over issues ranging from TB and badgers, to modulation and Nitrate Vulnerable Zones.  

In a passionate debate at an NFU Council meeting, some suggested that calling for Ministerial heads will not get the money farmers need but will make future negotiations on a range of issues a whole lot tougher. And she won't go anyway.  

However, the counter argument that won the day was that it was the overwhelming will of the grassroots membership. Farmers are angry - many are desperate - they blame the Government and they want their feelings known. So in the end the ruling body - guided by Peter Kendall in what one delegate described as the first true test of his leadership - did its duty in endorsing the will of its members.  

Should she go? The Single Payment crisis started the day Mrs Beckett gave the green light to a mind-numbingly complex Single Payment system in England despite repeated warnings of the consequences. She then echoed repeated Rural Payments Agency assurances that payments would be completed by the end of March, reflecting an astonishing lack of scrutiny by her department over what the agency was up to.  

This is a crisis in which Government incompetence has created a situation that is having profound and deeply distressing consequences for thousands of families connected to farming. Worse, there are still no answers as to how the crisis will be resolved.  

So, if the buck really does stop at the top then, yes, she should go.  

Mrs Beckett has also recently attracted unwanted attention over her housing expense claims and use of the `Queen's Flight' at a cost of over £100,000 to the taxpayer.  

But will she go? Probably not. It takes a more than the farming community to unseat a Minister as respected within her party as the Derby South MP, a former deputy party leader.  

So unless big public sums of money are lost after June 30, rousing the media and Opposition MPs, she is probably safe. But, as they say, `if you don't ask, you don't get'.  

* Commercial contact * letters  

NFU to demand Beckett's head  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE NFU will demand Margaret Beckett's resignation if, as now seems certain, the Government fails to meet the June 30 EU deadline for completing Single Payments.  

The call has been backed by the Tenant Farmers' Association and Opposition MPs.  

Progress in making payments continues to be slow, a situation not helped by the fact that Rural Payments Agency computers dealing with applications are now closed for a week for maintenance to prepare for the 2006 scheme. No applications will be processed between Tuesday, April 11, and Tuesday April 18, although only two working days will be lost due to the Easter break.  

By Tuesday evening 46,389 claims representing 38 per cent of applicants had been paid a total of £357.76 million - about 23 per cent of the £1.6 billion owed. But little progress has been made on validating payments and NFU president Peter Kendall said payments would not be completed until November under current progress.  

The Government faces paying out millions of pounds if the June 30 deadline is breached and with this uppermost in its mind, the RPA is now seriously considering making part payments. RPA acting chief executive Mark Addison told an NFU council meeting on Tuesday that he `cannot be as confident as we would like that we can complete the process of making full payments by the end of June'. He admitted that `large sums of public money are at stake'.  

"As a result we are preparing, if we need it, some kind of partial payment system," he said.  

This brand new system will take weeks to develop, however. The decision to make part payments will be based on how successful moves to speed up the process have been and whether the RPA can be confident the partial payment system can work.  

Industry leaders insist they want the RPA to push for partial payments as soon as possible rather than leave it until the last minute as a `last resort' just before the June 30 deadline.  

The NFU's call for Mrs Beckett's resignation if the deadline was not met, and a parallel request for a public inquiry into the `disaster', followed a debate among council at which the growing financial and emotional cost of the crisis was repeatedly stressed.  

Mr Kendall said afterwards the debate reflected the `anger and frustration, verging in some cases on desperation' that farmers had been expressing. Explaining why the NFU had taken what for it was an unusual step, and a risky one given the amount of negotiating it did with Ministers, he said: "Council felt that it was Margaret Beckett's decision to opt for the hugely complex model of single payment that applies in England and it was Mrs Beckett that accepted the assurances of her officials at the RPA that they would be made on time. So it is she who has the responsibility for sorting out this appalling mess."  

TFA chief executive George Dunn said he agreed that Mrs Beckett should `consider her position' if the June 30 deadline was not met.  

Liberal Democrat Shadow Defra Secretary Chris Huhne said `the blame must be laid fairly and squarely with Ministers' and that `the buck must stop with Mrs Beckett'.  

A Defra spokesman said: "Defra Ministers have repeatedly said they regret that farmers are still awaiting payment and understand their frustration. However, this gesture will not progress payments to farmers." * The RPA is set to advise Ministers by the end of this week on what can be done to ease the situation for farmers who cannot make accurate 2006 claims because 2005 payments have not been validated. * See page 10 for SP update.  

RPA looks at interim payments - but there's still no guarantee.  

Isabel Davies  
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The acting chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, has claimed that the agency is not in a position to be able to pay interim single farm payments immediately.  

Speaking at a tense NFU Council meeting on Tuesday (11 April), Mr Addison confirmed that the agency was designing a partial payments option that it "may" deploy.  

But despite admitting that he was not as confident as he would like to be that all farmers will receive their full single farm payments by the end of June, Mr Addison said full payments remained the preferred option.  

This was because the mechanisms to make partial payments were not yet in place and would take weeks rather than days to establish. He also wanted to see if changes introduced to the processing system (News, 24 March) would speed things up significantly .  

"We are not yet in a position of having given these changes that we've introduced a chance to come through to show their worth," said Mr Addison.  

"Nor are we in a position to say we can press the button on a partial payments option and be confident that it can work. Both those tests need to be satisfied before I can advise the secretary of state that it would be a sensible thing to do."  

Pressed about why farmers could not be paid an interim payment manually, Mr Addison claimed that it was not the answer.  

Getting cheques written and posted out was not the difficult bit, he said. The issue was more about ensuring that systems were in place to make sure the right cheque went to the right place and also about minimising the knock-on effects for 2006.  

Proper controls had to be in place because the agency was dealing with hundreds of millions of pounds of public money, he said.  

"There is an EU regulation that describes how you can make partial payments. If we ignore that completely and we lift the controls, then we get hit for a very substantial sum called disallowance. That is a factor we have to take seriously."  

Mr Addison's comments met with an angry response from delegates, who pointed out that farmers were facing huge cash-flow problems, bills were lying unpaid and the whole of the rural economy was suffering.  

But the message reinforces claims that the government wants to delay making part payments until June, to see how many full payments it can make first. The main farming organisations, however, have said they will keep pressing for partial payments as soon as possible.  

By the end of 11 April the RPA had managed to pay just 46,389 farmers a total of £358m. But payments are likely to slow further over the next reporting period because the RPA's database will be shutdown for maintenance work over the Easter weekend.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

The real rural crisis.  

Mike Stones  
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Our countryside is in crisis - a crisis caused not by one dead Whooper swan found floating in Cellardyke harbour, Fife but by bungling ministers and bureaucrats.  

Despite acres of newspaper print and hours of broadcast media coverage devoted to avian flu, the real threat to human life, in England at least, lies elsewhere: In the ill-conceived and mis-managed system of support payments presided over by the Rural Payments Agency.  

Each week seems to add a new, depressing chapter: A history of bureaucratic incompetence which is reaping a bitter harvest of human misery.  

The statistics are a powerful indictment of how this government has abandoned farmers. Abandoned them to the consequences of a temperamental computer system and over-worked bureaucrats tasked with implementing a flawed payment system.  

By 11 April, the RPA had paid just 46,389 farmers, fewer than 40% of the total. Only 22% of total support payments, £358m, had been delivered to farmers two weeks after the deadline by which full payment had been promised and banked on.  

Neither is RPA chief Mr Addison confident that all farmers will receive their full payment by the EU deadline of 30 June.  

The results are as heart-rending as they are predictable. Mounting debts are driving some farmers to despair and beyond. During the first three months of this year, calls to the Farm Crisis Network were nearly 50% up on the same period last year.  

Enough is enough. The RPA must find a legal way to put money in farmers' pockets as soon as possible. That means translating Mr Addison's commitment to plan for the possibility of interim payments into a firm promise to deliver. He claims a key problem is defining a system that meets EU rules. But his prime responsibility should be not abiding by the letter of EU law but working within its spirit to alleviate human suffering.  

Talk of ministerial sackings is a distraction. Later, ministers should be held to account for introducing an over-complicated system in England - rules that were avoided in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. But, for now, every effort should be focused on helping bring farmers back from the brink of ruin.  

It is their plight that is the real crisis threatening our countryside.  

Mike Stones Deputy editor  

<E051> News p6, 7 & 10  

Get the benefit you're due  

Times are tough for many farming families, especially those waiting for single farm payments, writes Farmlife editor Tim Relf.  

Any extra cash can make all the difference at a time like this - so it's worth remembering there is a host of state benefits rural people can claim.  

Whether it's for Working Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit or Pension Credit, it's surprising how many farming families are eligible. And we're talking hundreds, if not thousands, of pounds a year that a lot of people can claim.  

It's not a sign of failure or an admission of inadequacy to ask about such money. Quite the opposite, in fact. It makes perfectly good sense. It's well worth looking into - you've got absolutely nothing to lose and everything to gain.  

<E051> News p14; Farmlife p92  

Late payments put lives at risk, NFU warns.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers' lives are being put at risk by the ongoing single farm payments delays, the acting head of the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, was warned during NFU Council.  

Cornwall NFU county chairman Peter Clarke, who also works for the Farm Crisis Network, said he had never witnessed such anxiety and depression among farmers.  

"We are heading for an implosion in the rural community and enough is enough. Every day that goes by another farmer is consigned to the undertakers," he said.  

Mr Clarke had been told of three farming suicides in the West Country in the past week, and although they might not be directly attributable to the SFP delays, they were likely to be related to money concerns. "I represent a large group of farmers who are in a desperate situation," he said.  

Cumbria county chairman Trevor Wilson reinforced the point by telling Mr Addison that there must be some kind of way to get money to farmers.  

"We don't want farmers' deaths on our hands over this - and it is that important right at this moment," he said. "I have members ringing me up and you cannot believe the situation that they are in. You have farmers' lives in your hands."  

The warnings came as farming helplines said they were growing increasingly concerned about the welfare of farmers, many of whom are in a desperate and depressed state.  

Farm Crisis Network and Rural Support Information Network have both reported an increase in the number of people calling their helplines. FCN said calls in the first three months of 2006 were 46% higher than the number of calls in the same period in 2005.  

Concerns over missing data on 2006 SFP forms.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers and consultants are concerned that the 2006 Single Farm Payment application forms are being sent out without any pre-populated information on them and with insufficient Field Data Sheets.  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said the union had been led to believe that most of the 2006 forms would be pre-populated with information submitted to the Rural Payments Agency last year.  

But he said he was taking calls from members stating that, apart from their names and addresses, the forms were blank - even though the covering letter stated that they were populated.  

"To make matters worse there are not enough blank Field Data Sheets or spaces to enter all of the data from scratch; some have got just two sheets to cover 100-plus fields," he said. "Members have called the Customer Service Centre and they have been told that it will take a week to get the spare sheets out to them."  

Mr Wordsworth said the union was also concerned that some farmers would not have enough time to fill in their 2006 forms because some were not due to arrive until 20 April.  

ENTITLEMENTS  

The other unresolved issue was how farmers who still have unvalidated entitlements were meant to complete the forms. "Some of our members are quite rightly asking what information is supposed to be used to complete this year's application with," he said.  

Consultant John Howard who completes 60 SP5 forms for farmer clients, said just six had received their packs by 12 April and they appeared to include mistakes.  

"The first form I attempted had a huge error. The client had bought a large number of extra acres. But they simply do not appear on the pre-populated forms," said Mr Howard.  

"All the helpline could suggest was that they printed out another set of forms in the hope that the computer would miraculously find the information and put it on," he said.  

The other option, he was told, was to start from scratch with the bought-in fields.  

"That means checking, measuring and plotting split fields. That adds up to a day's work for this farm - and that is just one out of the 60 forms to be completed."  

An RPA spokesman said the agency would shortly publish some guidance for the 2006 scheme year on its website. He said farmers who had insufficient Field Data Sheets should contact the CSC.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

A catalogue of errors...  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers are discovering some ludicrous errors in the paperwork they have received from the Rural Payments Agency.  

The NFU has reported that one member with 10ha (25 acres) was somewhat surprised to receive a cheque from the RPA for over £14,000 more than he expected.  

The union has also found a Hertfordshire farmer who was allocated moorland entitlements, despite the fact the county is not a Severely Disadvantaged Area.  

Farmers Weekly has also been contacted by a producer who found a vast acreage of wood slap-bang in the middle of the map of his farm.  

"The thing is that wood was ripped up in the 16th century to build Henry VIII's navy," said the farmer. "Perhaps he built the b**** mapping satellites as well."  

But there are signs that the problem is not a new phenomenon. Another farmer said he had started to wonder where his 2005 application form had got to, so he rang the helpline.  

"The lady told me there had been some confusion because I had two addresses, one for the farmhouse and one for the farmed area. In their wisdom they opted for the land because some days later I found my forms sitting on top of a gatepost."  

Extension granted for entitlement transfer deadline  
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LORD Bach has granted an 11th hour extension to the deadline for transferring entitlements.  

The Minister announced at the end of last week that the minimum notification period for farmers to inform the RPA of entitlement transfers was being reduced temporarily from six weeks to three weeks.  

This means April 23, rather than April 2, is now the latest date on which a farmer can notify RPA of a transfer in order for it to be effective by May 15, the 2006 application deadline. Farmers must hold the entitlements by that date in order to claim payment on them for 2006.  

There is also a change to the latest date by which a farmer can notify the RPA of a transfer of land parcels being used to activate entitlements for payment in the 2006 scheme year. However, that deadline, previously March 19, can only be extended to Sunday, April 9.  

The deadline can only be extended that far because the last date on which a 10-month period for having the relevant land parcels at the farmer's disposal can start is April 30. That makes April 9 the latest date on which RPA can receive notification of a transfer in time for it to take effect by April 30.  

Defra stressed that the deadline extension was only temporary. If the RPA received notification after April 23, the six-week minimum notification period would apply.  

It also attempted to clarify the situation regarding the transfer of unvalidated entitlements.  

Farmers could transfer them but until the RPA had completed all checks in relation to the application and validated the entitlements there was a risk it might be obliged to recover the entitlements or reduce their value. This could happen, for example, if the agency discovered a problem relating to the original allocation of the entitlements or their use prior to the transfer.  

The RPA said it was aware that in many situations it was `imperative' for entitlements to be transferred if they were to be claimed in 2006. It had therefore taken action to ensure that can be done in a way that did not further delay 2005 payments.  

The Welsh Assembly has announced a similar extension to the transfer deadline so cross-border farmers with land in England are not disadvantaged.  

The NFU criticised the timing of the announcement. It said: "It is unclear why Defra has waited until one working day before the transfer deadline before announcing an extension. It is simply bad government to extend at this late date." * Farmers should post their completed RLE1 forms to the RPA by the new closing date to: The Customer Service Centre, Rural Payments Agency, PO Box 1058, Newcastle Upon Tyne NE99 4YQ.  

As a last resort, completed forms may be delivered by hand to a nominated RPA site up until midnight on 23 April.  

By Alistair Driver  

Row looms over part payment demands  
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By Alistair Driver  

A ROW is looming between Government and industry over the issue of part payments to farmers, after it became apparent the Single Payment crisis could drag on until the autumn.  

Farming organisations this week demanded immediate part payments based on historic claims when it emerged just how desperate the situation was.  

Despite the changes that have been implemented to speed up the process, only 2,000 claims were validated this week. With the Rural Payments Agency currently prioritising the least complicated claims, leaving the difficult ones until last, there is little confidence this rate will increase.  

"There are still 62,000 claims still awaiting validation. If the current rate is maintained it will be another 30 weeks before validation is complete. That is well into the autumn," said NFU president Peter Kendall.  

By Tuesday evening, 35,944 applicants had been paid, just 30 per cent of the total. A total of £277million has been paid out, just 17 per cent of the £1.6billion owed. About £70m was paid out over the previous seven days.  

The RPA is warning, however, that the payment rate could decrease once it works through the backlog of validated payments and has to wait for the validation process to grind through.  

Even if it maintained the rate of £70m a week, the RPA would fall £500m short of completion on June 30, the EU payment deadline, lumping the Treasury with a massive bill.  

Representatives from the NFU, Country Land and Business Association and Tenant Farmers' Association said they were `deeply depressed' at the lack of progress. Their response was to demand part payments based on a high percentage of historic claims immediately.  

Mr Kendall said the RPA had confirmed it was preparing plans in relation to part payments, but could give no indication that it could be done quickly.  

The three farming organisations believe the agency wants to delay making part payments until it has paid most of the validated claims to avoid `double handling' of claims.  

The farming organisations told the RPA that technical concerns over interim payments could be overcome by a manual system. If farmers receive 80 per cent of their historic payment, they would be prepared to wait for the balance.  

The organisations were also disappointed there were still no answers on requests for the May 15 application deadline for the 2006 scheme to be put back or at least for penalties for late applications to be waived. In addition, Defra appears to be ruling out requests to compensate farmers for interest paid on late payments and to relieve the tax bur den on bills for 2005 payments that have not arrived.  

Work out your payments with the RPA calculator.  

Sam Fortescue  
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The Rural Payments Agency has at last given farmers the means to check their entitlement statements.  

After much lobbying, the agency has released detailed figures which show how much money has been deducted from historical entitlement values to finance the national reserve and hardship and take into account the new flat-rate area payment. It should allow farmers to make sure they are being paid the right amount.  

Once they have worked out the average amount of money they were receiving under the various support schemes before decoupling (using the reference amount calculator supplied by the RPA), it is a question of fairly simple multiplication.  

Taking the reference amount and any hardship grants approved by the RPA, the total should be multiplied by 0.8578711 to allow for deductions. If a national reserve top-up was also awarded, that has to be multiplied by 0.988.  

These two figures combined give the historical support after modulation. So, to work out the amount per hectare the total is divided by the number of ordinary and national reserve entitlements (but not set-aside entitlements, which have no historical value).  

However, this does not include any payment penalties or modulation, which weighs in at 5% for the 2005 payment, so farmers will have to deduct that from the final figure. By the time their payment statements arrive, the support cheque will have been whittled down to around 80% of its pre-reform value.  

For example a 500ha (1235-acre) lowland arable unit with 50 suckler cows on a further 30ha (74 acres) would calculate the value of its entitlements as follows: 500 x arable area payment of <E045>371.07 + 50 x suckler premium of <E045>238.19 = <E045>197,444.  

To allow for scale-backs, multiply by 0.8578711: That gives the historical part of the SFP - <E045>169,382 or <E045>319.59/ha. To get the final value of the entitlement, add the flat rate regional payment of <E045>28.20/ha (lowland in this case) and convert into sterling by multiplying the total in euros by 0.68195.  

If the number produced by following this method does not match that on your entitlement statement, the RPA may have made a mistake. For queries, and to get hold of the calculator and more detailed instructions, call the RPA on 0845 603 7777 or click onto  www.rpa.gov.uk .  

To work out the amount that will actually be paid another 5% must be deducted to cover modulation. For this example, that produces <E045>330.40/ha.  

sam.fortescue@rbi.co.uk  

SFP system 'horrendous'.  

Isabel Davies  
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A Rural Payments Agency employee has described the computer system being used to process single farm payments as "horrendous" and claimed that staff are doing their best to sort out the chaos.  

A RPA staff member has contacted Farmers Weekly's website (fwi.co.uk) anonymously to report that he/she has been working seven-day weeks since the beginning of February.  

"Please recognise that SFP was a scheme brought in against the wishes of the 'ground troops' such as myself, and we have been made to carry the can while management comes up with supposed fixes to the horrendous system they stupidly rushed through in the first place," the employee said.  

"I hate the system. I hate the scheme. But, in the end, I am an RPA employee and we are supposed to be public servants.  

"I know we are not doing a very good job of it at the moment, but it is really not the wish of the processors (most of whom earn between £5 and £7 an hour, so are not really highly paid) to put farmers out of business. We are not withholding payment from you on purpose."  

The staff member, who posted on the Talking Point forum, described themselves as a permanent employee working their usual five days a week in their own department, plus evening and weekend shifts on SFP.  

"Since the beginning of February I have been working for a full seven days a week with no holidays or breaks or anything. So nearly 60 days on the trot.  

"We minions are just trying to do our best with the awful tools we've been given to get your rightful money to you. So please, please, please understand that we are all in this mess because of management and the empty promises that have been made.  

"I wish all farmers in the UK every good wish and I hope that none of us is ever put in this situation again."  

Speaking in the House of Lords last week, junior  

DEFRA minister Lord Bach claimed the RPA was satisfied with the performance of its IT system, which was working for 15 hours a day during the week and eight hours a day at weekends. But he acknowledged that the new chief executive of the RPA, Mark Addison, had identified "considerable problems" in resolving mapping issues.  

An RPA spokesman declined to respond to the comments.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> For the latest developments on SFP issues see fwi.co.uk  

NFU calls for farmers to rally against SFP debacle.  
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The NFU is calling on farmers from the east midlands to attend a rally on single farm payment issues on Tuesday (11 April).  

The meeting will be held at Melton Mowbray cattle market, where shadow agriculture spokesman, Jim Paice MP, local MP Alan Duncan (Con, Rutland and Melton) and regional combinable crops board chairman Rad Thomas will present their views. Each will speak briefly about the issues facing farmers and associated allied industries resulting from the payment delays.  

Jack Ward, NFU east midlands director, explained the purpose of the rally: "Feelings are running high in the region and we felt that a demonstration of farmers' anger and frustration would show the government just how badly its failure to deliver the payment on time is hitting the industry."  

He added: "In the east midlands alone, we estimate that interest payments on overdrafts, loans and mortgages would be in excess of £3m more than this time last year. Cash flows are stretched to breaking point."  

The rally is just one measure promoted by the NFU to raise awareness of the issue among MPs and others who can influence government policy, while at the same time satisfying members' demands to intensify pressure on the government.  

Tory leader David Cameron spoke on the BBC's Farming Today programme last Friday (31 March). Mr Cameron said it was "extremely difficult to defend" junior DEFRA minister, Lord Bach's, position given the mess at the Rural Payments Agency.  

Later in the day he visited a midlands farm where he heard first hand of the difficulties facing the region's farmers from the delays at the RPA.  

Mr Cameron also received an 80-member response document detailing problems encountered with mapping, national reserve applications and entry level scheme applications. Presented by Lincoln and Gainsborough branch chairman, Steven Riding, who farms at Blyton, near Gainsborough, and NFU east midlands senior policy adviser, Simon Fisher, the dossier was originally presented to Lord Bach.  

andrew.watts@rbi.co.uk  

Finally, RPA releases entitlement notes.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Country Land and Business Association has said it cannot understand why it has taken the Rural Payments Agency weeks to release guidance notes on entitlement statements.  

Since February, the industry has been pushing the agency for more explanation of how the figures on entitlements statements have been calculated.  

But it was not until Monday (3 April) that the RPA managed to publish an entitlement calculator on its website. The calculator helps to explain how farmers can get from their historic reference amount to the figures on their statements. (For more details see Business p22)  

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist with the CLA, said it was inexplicable why the information had not been made available weeks ago. "Getting information out of the RPA is like pulling teeth. They seem to regard any information as a state secret."  

Farcical, but it's no joke.  

Hugh Broom  
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Once the mess of SFS payments is resolved, would it be too much too ask for any apology or some sort of assurance for the future?  

rganising the proverbial drunken evening in a brewery is something that I fear our friends at the Rural Payments Agency may find challenging judging by the current debacle over the single farm payment. Just the idea of RPA officials being able fill the drinking vessels correctly could prove difficult, let alone managing to serve them on time.  

I can picture the bar operatives stood in front of a huge vat of beer, out of which sticks a big tap, with the word "BEER" written above. The operatives are running around doing their best, while a smug faced manager looks on trying to portray an impression of being in control. In reality, he hasn't got the slightest idea what's going on and most end up with a glass of water.  

The catastrophic cock up of the SPS payments is, as well all know, a massive blow to the cash-flows of many businesses across the country. What is more worrying it that stories of government department incompetence seem to be increasingly common. In the old days yes, you heard moans about the ministry of this or the ministry of that, but things seemed to happen albeit at the speed of the Whitehall Snail. Now if you talk to a teacher, a doctor or indeed, as we all know, a farmer, they will regale you with chapters about monumentally rubbish decisions, indecisiveness and general uselessness that seems to abound from our once vaguely effective ministries.  

It seems that in the rural world people coming on to our farms representing the ministry generally understand what we do. Yes they may irritate with their pages of check sheets but that is their job - to tick the boxes or not. These are handed out by those above with a distinct lack of practical understanding sat behind the over supply of Whitehall desks. Teams and teams of people tasked with formulating policy seem to have little or no idea about what happens on the ground.  

If you ask any teacher, he or she will tell you that Ofsted inspectors know what they are talking about because they are usually ex-teachers. Ask about anyone from upon high and they will laugh and tell you they haven't got a clue. Ask any doctor or nurse; he or she will tell you the same thing, we are working like mad while those upon high tinker pointlessly and make our lives ever more difficult and complicated.  

Another annoying trait that seems to add to the confusion upon high is that the ministry person you might meet on farm who knows what he or she is talking about has little chance of being promoted up the ranks where their practical knowledge may be useful. Those who are already up there seem so protective of their desk in "La La Land" that all the good ones end up going elsewhere, leaving gaps on the ground where they are needed and those left in charge just seem to get worse.  

The current fashion of having non-elected persons of noble repute in charge of certain areas of policy is a clever one as they are more dispensable than MPs. And with the current system of dispensing honours, positions are easy to fill with yet another fall guy with absolutely no electoral accountability.  

If and when this total farce is resolved it would be nice to think that those in charge might respond at some point with a sincere apology and some sort of assurance for the future.  

Instead, they will no doubt be given an honour in gracious thanks from a grateful nation for getting us all through this tricky spell for rural communities - where alas the reality is that votes seem to matter little.  

extension to trading deadline.  
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<E051> The Rural Payments Agency has extended the deadline for entitlements trading in England until 23 April, after lobbying from farmers and farming groups.  

The decision, taken as Farmers Weekly went to press last week, will give the industry another three weeks to ink transfers, benefiting those who had missed the narrow window between getting their entitlement statements and the deadline.  

But brokers say the extension comes too late to be of any use, because most farmers scrambled to meet the original 2 April deadline. "If this had been announced six weeks ago, along with the changes at the RPA, things could have been very different and a lot easier for the industry," said Strutt & Parker's Jonathan Armitage.  

Jonathan Smith at Bruton Knowles said he had had very few enquiries since 2 April and described the extension as an anticlimax. "It has only really helped where mistakes were made on forms, or where farmers had not yet had their entitlements established."  

Growers of fruit, vegetables or potatoes looking to put authorised entitlements on newly rented land stood to get the most out of the stay of execution, he added.  

Beckett to blame for the shambles  

Mike Stones  
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Beckett to blame for the shambles  

The scandal over the non-appearance of the single farm payment for the vast majority of farmers can be laid fairly and squarely at the feet of the secretary of state Margaret Beckett.  

She instigated the shambles by concocting a formula so perverse in format it beggars belief. Yet Mrs Beckett will still not accept responsibility, pointing to the Rural Payments Agency as the main culprits in this farce - worthy of Brian Rix.  

I was under the impression that the buck stops at the top. She should stop fidgeting and fudging and resign forthwith, never mind sacking people who have the job of rolling out this dog's dinner.  

The farmers of England are rapidly becoming the laughing stock of Europe, hamstrung as we are by an incompetent politician and a hapless RPA.  

Frank Chislett  

NFU West Riding  

frankchislett@hotmail.com  

Administration too widespread  

I wonder if the following facts would explain why the single farm payment has become such a shambles.  

For 20 years I have been a simple arable farmer with 600 acres and no livestock. There has been little change in activity other than the planting of a considerable number of trees in the 1980s and 1990s.  

I now have four different reference numbers for my single holding, an SBI number, an IACS number, a vendor number and, of course, a holding number.  

In the past year I have had dealings and correspondence with DEFRA offices in Worcester, Bristol, Exeter, Reading, Newcastle, Leicester and London.  

Last week, I attempted to make contact with someone who could provide me with, at least, an estimate of when I might receive my SFP. After numerous automated answers I did manage to speak to a human being who admitted that he had no idea. He was based in Northallerton, North Yorks.  

With such a diverse administration, is it any wonder that I have yet to receive even my validated entitlement letter? The minister should resign, and hopefully not to a position in the House of Lords.  

Michael Parry  

Mjp.roundhill@virgin.net  

Compensation for discrimination  

I would like to think the Rural Payments Agency, in embarrassment for the way it has discriminated against English farmers during the first experimental year of the single farm payment, would by way of apology and recompense lower the intended rate of UK modulation for the 2006 scheme year.  

This will in no way make up for the extra interest charges incurred since December. In my own case it has already cost £1500 and I'm still counting. But it would, for once, be a positive signal in an otherwise desperate situation.  

Roy Vigus  

Herts NFU county chairman, Burrs Green Farm, Tonwell, Nr Ware, Herts  

Tax goalposts  

for SFP shifted  

It is time the tax treatment of the single farm payment was fundamentally reviewed because of the deplorable fiasco caused by Margaret Beckett's DEFRA.  

Originally, HM Revenue and Customs had apparently agreed to the SFP being taxed in the year relating to the 10-month occupancy rule, with payments being received by February 2006. Fair enough.  

But as 90% of farmers have had a written notification from the government that their SPS claims are not validated, the goalposts for tax have shifted substantially.  

If a farmer at his accounts year end has a written notice of non-validation from the government regarding the SFP, there is no reason why we should be taxed on it in that year.  

We face the ludicrous situation of paying tax to one government department on a non-validated non-payment not received from another government department. This is on top of continued bank interest.  

I doubt if any banks would accept a non-validation statement as security for an increased overdraft, as it is a worthless piece of paper. So why should we be taxed on it?  

If next year we receive two payments in one tax year we can average back. Meanwhile a tax rebate of 30% (22% tax plus 8% Class 4 NIC for self employment) on top of the SFP would be small recompense for the government's massive cock-up.  

This should be pursued at the highest level by industry leaders from the NFU, CLA and Tennant Farmers Association.  

Martin R Casswell  

Springthorpe Grange, Gainsborough, Lincs  

DEFRA seems to despise farming  

I don't know how many of your readers open the DEFRA publication for farmers and growers called Farming Link that arrives by post. I think they would find it most instructive. The headline states:  

"Full payments on track for farmers." Obviously, that's wrong. Inside we have articles and letters to the Editor.  

There are only two letters here, one of which is from a farmer and the other comes from a journalist suggesting that farmers are out of touch with the market-place, their customers, business and the public.  

He goes on to highlight the subsidised nature of agriculture. Does one detect the invisible hand of Mrs Beckett or Lord Bach? Both seem to despise their department spending taxpayers' money on feckless farming.  

All one really asks of DEFRA is to perform properly in administering the EU requirements to which we signed up, not print pious letters in opposition to farming.  

Until politicians take us out of Europe or change the rules, they should continue in their duties and instruct their departments not to have an opinion on the rights or wrongs of the CAP and do what Brussels tells them.  

John Reading  

Moors Farm, East Knoyle, Salisbury, Wilts  

Fastrac is legal  

at over 20mph  

We have read the letter (24 March) from George McNeil regarding trailers towed behind the JCB Fastrac and would like to correct some of the inaccurate statements made. JCB can assure operators that the Fastrac is legal at speeds over 20mph with the correct implements and trailers attached.  

The Road Vehicles (Construction & Use) Regulations 1986 states "every motor vehicle and every trailer shall be equipped with suitable and sufficient springs between each wheel and the frame of the vehicle". Without full "wheel-to-frame suspension" no vehicle can be driven legally at more than 20mph. Tractors with front suspension alone, and/or cab suspension do not comply, as there are no springs between the rear wheels and the frame.  

The JCB Fastrac's suspension fully complies, and as long as the trailer also has suspension (and adequate braking, lights, etc), the combination can travel legally up to 40mph. A sprung drawbar is recommended to improve comfort, but is not a legal requirement as with any tractor.  

Furthermore, in the case of the JCB Fastrac's full suspension, any imposed axle loadings are, in fact, suspended. Static and dynamic loads applied to the pick-up hitch or three-point linkage are transferred by the geometry of the multi-link suspension to the frame. Any Fastrac operator will recognise this by the way the tractor lowers on its suspension temporarily, before the rear self-levelling activates when a heavy implement or trailer is lifted.  

Edward Heath  

Agricultural product manager,  

JCB Landpower, Rocester, Staffs  

ACCS needs real, relevant farmers  

I have just had my annual ACCS inspection and one of the first questions was: Do you have an agricultural qualification?  

This is way out of the remit of ACCS inspectors and totally irrelevant. It is about time we had some real farmers on the organising committee instead of people who think they are farmers.  

Mark Cheyney  

markcheyney@fwi.co.uk  

Burn-and-bury ban starts just five weeks from now.  

Johann Tasker  
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A ban on burning or burying on-farm waste without meeting strict conditions will finally come into effect next month, the government has confirmed.  

Long-awaited agricultural waste regulations to be implemented on 15 May are expected to have a significant impact on the way farmers manage their business, according to industry experts.  

The regulations will bring waste disposal rules for agriculture into line with other industries. Farmers will no longer be able to use a farm tip without a licence. Strict rules will govern the burning of synthetic waste products, such as plastics.  

Most farmers who want to continue using their farm tips are likely to find it too costly to obtain a licence under the Landfill Regulations, said Brian Sanders, a farm waste expert and former ADAS environmental consultant.  

"This is a rigorous and expensive process and the likelihood is that the vast majority of farm tips will not be able to meet the requirements of the legislation and will have to be closed down."  

Ideally, farm tips should be shut and grassed over, said Mr Sanders. "That way, if you do get an inspection from the Environment Agency, there can be absolutely no doubt about whether or not you are continuing to use it."  

Instead of burying or burning, farmers have a number of options. They can take waste to a licensed site for recycling or disposal off-farm, or get an authorised contractor to take waste away. Farmers who fail to comply will face a hefty fine.  

The NFU said it was "insensitive" of the government to implement the regulations on 15 May because it coincided with the Rural Payments Agency deadline for Single Payment Scheme applications.  

"Farmers take their environmental responsibilities seriously," said NFU waste spokesman Robert Caudwell. "We recognise that practices like burning plastics on farm are not sustainable."  

But many farmers would be concentrating on getting their forms in during the weeks up to the implementation date, he added. "The challenge now is to make sure farmers know and understand when the regulations take effect and what this means."  

fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

A therapeutic whinge.  

Charlie Flindt  
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Traditional agricultural whingeing is definitely not moaning - and there's nothing quite as beneficial as a good whinge over a good pint  

think the time has come for stick up for whingeing. I'm sick and tired of people going on about what terrible whingers farmers are. You could say that I'm whingeing about them whingeing about us whingeing. But let's be clear about what exactly whingeing is. It is not the same as moaning. Whingeing is the act of expressing dissatisfaction at something about which one can do nothing. That's why farmers are such good whingers.  

We whinge about things like the weather (we can't change it) and the price of corn (we can't change that, either).  

It's not the same as moaning. Moaning is what you see on the local television news: Talking heads ranting and raving about the state of the roads or service from the local council. It's actually possible to do something about these, with a couple of phone calls or letters - and enough determination.  

That's why whingeing is so important to the farming community: It's a pressure release mechanism. A run of inclement weather can be utterly soul- destroying, but get down the Jolly Flowerpots and have a blooming good whinge, and you are guaranteed to feel better.  

The SPS saga is about as soul-destroying an event as any of us can remember. Just how crucial that cheque is varies from farm to farm, but, having downsized since the reference years, to us it represents about 40% of our income. And unlike some long-established landowners, we've got rent bills and parental loans to pay off, not to mention a motley selection of dealers and merchants who have supplied everything from fertiliser nozzles to red diesel. There is nothing more humiliating than ringing them up again: "You remember I said I'd have some cash in February..."  

The mistake with the SPS is to think that we can do anything about it. It is widely believed by everyone from the NFU and the Tennant Farmers Association down to the smallest-scale farmer that we can do something about it. Angry letters are being sent, action is being threatened (although I can't imagine what on earth this action could be), ministers are being hauled up in front of assorted parliamentary committees - when they've got time between daily meetings with farming industry representatives.  

A rumour went round that a phone call to the Rural Payments Agency pointing out that I had a validated statement would move things on, so I tried it. And guess what: Like everything else, it had absolutely no effect at all.  

In which case, it's time to switch from moaning about the SPS (very stressful) to traditional whingeing. All you need to do is accept the following view of the whole sorry business.  

The government, keeping to its anti-rural agenda, never had any intention of paying on time. It is absolutely thrilled with the RPA and its inability to pay out £3bn to the farming community. In public, RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill may have been sacked. But behind closed ministerial doors, I suspect he was sent on his way with a slap on the back, doubles all round and possibly a huge cheque paid from the £360,000 interest that the government is raking in every day from the SPS money.  

All this hand-wringing and apologies and promises of more action is an utter sham. I sometimes wonder how Beckett and Bach (sounds like a 1960s song-writing team) keep straight faces. The single payment scheme has been an unqualified success from the government's point of view. Thousands of civil servants kept in work, loads of back-scratching IT contracts handed out, and an enormous cheque still sitting in the Treasury. Result, as young people say.  

That's my view. It may be wrong, but it sure makes everything slightly easier to cope with. If it rains, it rains. If the SPS cheque doesn't come this morning, it doesn't come this morning. Nothing I can do about it. And if the pressure builds, adjourn to the Jolly Flowerpots for a damn good whinge. You never know, the sun might come out tomorrow.  

NEWS IN BRIEF: Quota forms  
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The Rural Payments Agency has reminded milk producers that applications forms (MQ/16) for the Temporary Reallocation of Milk Quota will be available from April 1. The deadline for completed forms for the 2005/2006 milk quota year is April 30. All postal applications must be received at RPA in Exeter by April 28.  

OPINION: There is help out there  
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Unbelievably, almost two weeks after Johnston McNeill was sacked as head of the Rural Payments Agency, we are still no nearer to knowing when farmers can expect their full Single Payments.  

Understandably many organisations have now gone back to the original plan B - calling for interim payments. But is this the right option for the industry?  

Interim payments, we are warned, will inevitably have a knock-on effect on payment dates for the 2006 scheme. In addition, it is still not known how soon such payments could be made.  

If we were being cynical, we might even wonder if adding an extra stage to the process would only serve to create further chaos - after all, they couldn't do it right first time round. Concerns are such, the NFU recommended against interim payments in February.  

However, it is becoming abundantly clear that something must be done now.  

Farmers Guardian staff have been taking calls all week from desperate farmers who are at their wits' end - people who simply need cash as soon as possible to stand a chance of staying in business.  

It is depressing beyond belief to have to compare the current level of crisis in the countryside with the days of foot-and-mouth disease, but the level of desperation we are now hearing in the voices of some of our readers can only be described as reminiscent of those days. That is one reason why this week we have run our guide to the rural support (financial and emotional) that is available - see pages 6 and 7.  

While FG continues to do its best to put pressure on the Government and the RPA, we recognise many now need more immediate help. The charities all have slightly differing remits but their one collective message is simple: There is help available, please do not be too proud to ask for it.  

All the time more animals are being born and missing getting passports, the situation isn't going away and both the industry and Defra are struggling to get to grips with it.  

DNEWS IN BRIEF: TSE to Carlisle  
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The Rural Payments Agency is transferring the administration of its Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (TSE) surveillance work from Reading to Carlisle from April 3. The RPA Carlisle office can be contacted at Eden Bridge House, Lowther Street, Carlisle, CA3 8DX, tel 01228 640515, 01228 640373 or 01228 640238, or fax 01228 640365. Invoices should continue to be sent to RPA, PO Box 69, Reading, RG1 3YD.  

New pleas for interim payments  
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By Alistair Driver  

MINISTERS are being asked to consider making interim payments to ease the cashflow crisis gripping the English farming industry.  

However, the likelihood is not high because of concerns partial payments would further delay the timing of full payments and the 2006 scheme.  

The request by the three leading farming organisations in England and opposition MPs reflects growing anger and despair over the lack of progress on Single Payments this week.  

The 92,000 farmers still awaiting payment have been given no further indication of when the money will arrive.  

For many in the farming and supply sectors the situation is already beyond crisis point. There are reports of panic selling in the grain and livestock sectors, which is creating instability in the markets, as the pile of unpaid bills grows and levels of debt rise.  

Organisations offering support for distressed farmers are reporting large increases in calls.  

The latest figures show that £206million has now been paid out - 13 per cent of the total - to 27,860 claimants (23 per cent). A total of £119m was paid out this week, more than the previous four weeks put together as some of the measures introduced by acting Rural Payments Agency (RPA) chief executive Mark Addison, took effect.  

But at a meeting with the NFU, Country Landowners Association (CLA) and Tenant Farmers' Association (TFA) on Wednesday, Mr Addison admitted this improved rate would not be sustained. The increase reflects steps taken to catch up on the backlog of validated payments.  

He was, however, unable to give any update on the number of payments still awaiting validation, indicating little progress had been made on the 80,000 claims this affects.  

He and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach also refused to give any indication of payment timetables or any guarantees of when the process might be complete.  

After the meeting the three organisations put out a joint statement expressing `deep concern' at this lack of information and questioned whether the mapping process will ever work properly. They insisted there must be a `fully worked up' contingency plan to pay 80 per cent partial payments if their worst fears are confirmed.  

Earlier in the week, Conservative and Liberal Democrat MPs demanded that interim payments were made in a debate in which the Conservatives demanded Lord Bach's resignation.  

Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett said Ministers were looking at the issue of interim payments but were aware that they could further delay the timing of full payments.  

A Defra spokesman said there were `many difficulties' with making part payments. It is understood a new system would have to be put in place for interim payments as previous contingency plans became redundant once payments started.  

Ministers are now seriously concerned about missing the June 30 EU payment window. After that date, the Treasury would have to pay a proportion of any outstanding money, which would increase over time to 100 per cent in October.  

Some industry figures believe Defra will be forced to look at interim payments seriously if they could help it get more money out before this date.  

Defra officials are seeking help from Brussels to reduce the impact of the crisis on farmers. As Farmers Guardian went to press they were hoping for agreement that the April 2 deadline for transferring entitlements could be extended.  

They are also applying for measures to ease the impact on the 2006 scheme applicants. While an extension of the May 15 application deadline is unlikely, officials are hoping for the flexibility to ensure people forced to apply late, or with inaccurate information, because of late 2005 payments will not be penalised.  

Lord Bach and Mr Addison were also able to announce some new steps to speed the payment process up, in addition to those made last week. These include: * Increasing the tolerance on validation limits so that if applicants are two hectares or 3 per cent out, whichever is the lower, claims will be validated.  

* Allowing mapping queries to be resolved on information the RPA already has.  

* Farmers to be able to contact RPA staff directly to deal with specific claims rather than through the call centre.  

* Teams of staff to focus on individual claims rather than `tasks' spread over many claims.  

* Joining up people doing the mapping with those doing processing on same site.  

* Appointing a senior manager to take responsibility for 2006 claims at each site.  

<E051> The Rural Payments Agency is in the process of sending out revised fruit,...  

Isabel Davies  
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<E051> The Rural Payments Agency is in the process of sending out revised fruit, vegetable and potato (FVP) authorisation statements.  

<E051> Priority is being given to processing the applications of the 80,000 farmers who have a significant historic element to their claims.  

<E051> Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach has met representatives from the major banks to ask them to be "mindful" of the difficulties farmers are facing because of the delays.  

Sorting out the mess.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Farmers Weekly's and FWi's new Direct Talk initiative goes from strength to strength. Andrew Shirley highlights the issues you raised on SFP entitlements, our latest hot topic  

On 3 March, with single farm payments supposedly around the corner, we featured a guide to all aspects of the new payment, from trading entitlements to claiming in euros. That was just before the true scale of the late-payment fiasco was revealed.  

Bruce Wilkinson summed up the mood with a posting on the Direct Talk SFP entitlement forum on our website fwi.co.uk, which has attracted hundreds of comments and counting. "Why blame the monkey? Sack the organ-grinders who imposed such a complicated system that their own department couldn't cope. Away with Ma Beckett and Lord Bach!"  

Many more of you echoed his comments, expressing bewilderment and anger that DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency could have got the issue of payments so badly wrong.  

Even though the government is still unable to provide a definitive answer as to when everybody will receive their SFP cheques, Direct Talk, with the help of our panel of industry experts, was able to answer many of your SFP queries, even if not all of the answers made pleasant reading.  

For example, John Ford, with some uncanny foresight, was worried about the tax treatment of his "My tax year ends 31 March 2006. If I receive my SFP in April or later, which year will it be taxed in?"  

Unfortunately, according to our tax expert Mike Harrison, of accountant Saffery Champness, a late payment wouldn't affect which year it was taxed in. "The SFP is not taxed by reference to the date of receipt. In your circumstances all of the 2005 SFP will be taxed in your accounts year to 31 March 2006 as you will have completed the 10-month period by then."  

To Lincs farmer Martin Casswell this was unacceptable. "We are facing the ludicrous situation of paying tax to one government department on a non-validated non-payment not received from another government department."  

Mr Harrison said many farmers would already have paid tax on some of the payment as part of the 31 Jan cheque to the Revenue. "I only hope to God they have sorted the mess out by 31 July when the next payment is due; I just can't imagine the situation if they haven't."  

There was also plenty of lively debate on the forum about how farmers were planning to spend their SFP cheques - when they eventually arrived. In common with the results of our exclusive survey with farm business consultant Andersons, many of you said you needed the money just to survive. Others weren't prepared to prop up unprofitable businesses (see box).  

Many other topics, including highly complex entitlement trading problems, were also tackled by our experts, providing you with the answers you needed to plan your businesses.  

One thing is for certain, the introduction of the SFP has been handled poorly by DEFRA right from the start - your postings on Direct Talk prove that. But nobody has done more than Farmers Weekly to help sort out some of the mess.  

Dismay over lack of timetable to deliver English single payments.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farming leaders have said they are dismayed at the government's lack of progress in sorting out the single farm payment crisis - and angry that producers haven't got a new delivery timetable.  

Representatives of the NFU, Tenant Farmers Association and Country Land and Business Association met junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach and the acting chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, for an update on Wednesday (29 March).  

But they left the meeting very disappointed because they were given no timetable for the delivery of payments to farmers and no guarantees that the process will be completed in a reasonable timescale.  

They also felt that not enough consideration was being given to the possibility of interim payments, which they have warned they will want if things don't improve.  

"Although there were sure signs of improvements we remain deeply concerned at the lack of significant progress and the continued absence of quality information or any timetable," said a joint statement.  

The government has taken some steps, such as removing four authorisation checks, which do seem to have speeded up payments. By the end of Tuesday (28 March) some 27,862 claimants (23%) had been paid - an increase of 13,380 in a seven-day period.  

The RPA is also trialling a new system which allows claims to be dealt with by one staff member, rather than on a task-based basis. To make it easier for farmers, staff will also be able to give out their direct line telephone numbers.  

Other changes include increasing tolerance levels during validation, so discrepancies of less than 2ha or 3% of the total area claimed do not hold up processing. Where mapping correspondence is still outstanding, ministers have also said the RPA should make payments on the basis of information they already have.  

But the NFU, TFA and CLA are unhappy about a lack of figures showing how many people still have unvalidated entitlements. They are also insisting that a contingency plan to pay 80% partial payments needs to be worked up.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said: "The unacceptable delays in making payments are bad enough, but the fact that the RPA are able to offer no worthwhile assurances as to when farmers are likely to receive their payments is making the situation infinitely worse."  

The situation was a disaster, added George Dunn, TFA chief executive. "They do seem to have unlocked a jam in getting from validated entitlements to payment. But they have done virtually nothing to address the main problem - those people stuck in the validation process."  

Derrick Wilkinson, CLA senior economist, said it was clear there were still major problems with validation, in particular to do with mapping. "I worry there is going to be a group of people who won't see any money until June or July."  

<E051> For more on SFP issues see p18, 19, 24 & 26.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Farming Link jumps the gun  

Mike Stones  
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Farming Link jumps the gun  

<E051> Recently I received a copy of Farming Link from DEFRA which states on the front page that full single farm payments will be received by the end of March and a statement by Johnston McNeill, who has just been sacked.  

This is tantamount to rubbing salt into an open wound for most farmers, who have yet to get a penny. They may as well have thrown this journal straight in the bin and saved the postage.  

Farming Link appears to be a complete waste of resources that DEFRA could be using in a much more constructive way.  

I am dismayed - but not at all surprised - by the lack of a response to my concerns about the above from Lord Bach.  

The leaders of the RPA and  

DEFRA seem to have little understanding of the severity of the problem they have caused by delaying the SFP. If this money is not forthcoming within the next week or two, the number of farmers going bankrupt will balloon out of all proportion.  

One farmer in my next door village has already had to go into voluntary liquidation, and I would suggest he is the first of many.  

Lord Bach and Margaret Beckett should thank their lucky stars that they are not politicians in France. By now they would have been burnt at the stake by French farmers.  

The similarities between Marie Antoinette and Mrs Beckett are plain to see, but it is our livestock that needs to eat cake, and we are unable to pay for it.  

I hope that she suffers the same fate as the French Queen and Lord Bach as that of Robespierre.  

Andrew Brown  

TBWFARMS@aol.com  

Buck passed downwards  

<E051> DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett should resign. The disgraceful attempt to shift the blame for DEFRA's inability to pay out single farm payments clearly demonstrates a minister failing to take responsibility for the actions of her department.  

Farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland received the bulk of their payments before Christmas but English farmers are still waiting.  

The end-of-March deadline that Mrs Beckett has now admitted will be missed was not legally binding. The deadline in June will be and there must be serious questions now about Rural Payment Agency's competence to deliver by June.  

Struggling English farmers will be the worst hit by this bureaucratic incompetence, and why? Because Mrs Beckett, against EU advice, introduced a complicated computer system that does not work.  

The priority must be to get these payments out as soon as possible.  

The Rural Payments Agency undoubtedly needs the fundamental review Mrs Beckett has announced, but her handling of yet another DEFRA cock-up demands that she is not the person to direct such an initiative.  

Robert Sturdy  

Conservative MEP for the Eastern Region  

ellee.seymour@btopenworld.com  

System wasn't bust, so why fix it?  

<E051> The single payment system goes from worse to even worse.  

Without any need to change the previous IACS system to achieve what they needed to in terms of converting subsidy payments to area payments, the Rural Payments Agency has got a marvellous new system that doesn't work in the slightest.  

It leaves farmers, agents and the whole industry frustrated and unable to get even the simplest answers on any points regarding entitlements or form filling.  

How does it plan to send out the 2006 single payment forms when it has nowhere near finished last year's?  

Having heard that the man at the top lost his position, I trust that the inventors of this brilliant new system also carry some of the responsibility.  

We are all left to wonder where we go from here to see any daylight at the end of the tunnel of this complete and unnecessary and, no doubt, very expensive mess.  

Peter Huntley  

Wheddon Cross, Somerset  

Back on track? It was never rolling  

<E051> The disastrous mishandling by the Rural Payments Agency grows worse by the day. On 17 March the Daily Telegraph reported that on the previous day Margaret Beckett, in a written statement to the House of Commons, announced that the head of the RPA, Johnston McNeill had been sacked.  

He has been replaced by Mark Addison, a former acting permanent secretary of her department, until a successor is found. Mr Addison was to report back to Mrs Beckett on the necessary steps to get back on track.  

The RPA was never on track. It is as though the English farmers' train is standing at the station but the railway track is not ready. Until it is, rolling this enormously complicated and expensive debacle forward will be at a snail's pace, particularly if, like most government computer systems, it is not up to the job.  

Mrs Beckett announced a "fundamental review" and said "farmers would be as disappointed as I am." This suffocating hypocrisy of her "disappointment" is beyond belief.  

She has endured none of the frustration and anger of farmers and landowners over the past 16-17 months while waiting for their payments. After all, the delay was caused by her and her incompetent ministers, bureaucrats and agencies.  

Nor is she, with her salary and watertight pension, paid for by taxpayers, under the extremely worrying threat of losing her business and her home.  

Calls for Mrs Beckett's resignation have come from Peter Kendall, NFU president; David Fursden, CLA president; Bill Wiggin, MP and Tory agriculture spokesman; and Chris Huhne, Lib Dem MP and environment spokesman.  

DEFRA ministers are fortunate this is not France, where farmers receive a quarter of all EU farm subsidy money. They would have brought the whole country to a standstill long before now.  

Suzanne Greenhill  

12 Parkside Avenue, Cockermouth, Cumbria  

We need action, not propaganda  

<E051> As I write this on 20 March, most farmers are looking forward to the Royal Mail delivery, waiting for the Rural Payments Agency to provide the support payments to which they are entitled under EU rules.  

It's very exciting. I received an envelope with a DEFRA stamp on it. I expected a payment and opened it to find only the Farming Link magazine with the headline Full payment on track for farmers.  

That was the same day when Johnston McNeill was fired and when the media informed us that the RPA was not on track at all. What an insult to the farming community to publish such propaganda.  

Also Farming Link informs us that the RPA website will tell farmers how the total payments are progressing until they are completed. I looked for it on the website and could not find that update.  

Then more news about the 2006 application form, which has not yet been received, warning me that any late submission will attract a penalty. What penalty will RPA get for late payments ?  

DEFRA also informed us last year that the entry level scheme should and could be filled in electronically on a computer, and then we were told that the DEFRA system was not working.  

The enormous failure of RPA during the past year should be admitted instead of giving us propaganda headlines.  

Johan Balslev  

Lower Penhallow Farm, Ruanhighlanes, Truro, Cornwall  

The cross-compliance challenge  
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What's new this year - and where farmers have been falling down so far  

Cross-compliance is a challenge farmers have had to cope with for the past 16 months. ALISTAIR DRIVER and ALISON LEA outline what is new in 2006 and where farmers have been falling down so far.  

What is cross-compliance?  

Cross-compliance is the set of rules farmers have to abide by to receive their full Single Payment. There are two main elements:  

Statutory Management Requirements (SMR) - These are 19 EU Directives and Regulations, which cover environment, public, animal and plant health, food safety and animal welfare. They are being introduced in stages over three years. They apply across the EU.  

Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) - States have been given the flexibility to define the detailed GAEC measures within a framework that focuses on the protection of soil, habitats and landscape features. They have been interpreted differently in the UK regions. For example, England is the only region where 2m field margins are required.  

Cross-compliance handbooks give full details of SMRs and GAECs.  

What is new in 2006 - SMRs?  

Seven new SMRs came into place in 2006, taking the total to 15.  

They are:  

SMR 9 Restrictions on the use of plant protection products.  

SMR 10 Restrictions on the use of substances having hormonal or thyrostatic action and beta-agonists in farm animals.  

SMR 11 Food and Feed Law.*  

SMR 12 Prevention and control of Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (TSEs).  

SMR 13 Control of foot-and-mouth disease.  

SMR 14 Control of certain animal diseases.  

SMR 15 Control of bluetongue.  

* Further guidance on the Food and Feed Law is due to be sent out soon.  

The following applied from 2005:  

SMR 1 Wild birds.  

SMR 2 Groundwater.  

SMR 3 Sewage sludge.  

SMR 4 Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (NVZs).  

SMR 5 Habitats.  

SMR 6 Animal identification and registration.*  

SMRs 7&8 Cattle identification.  

SMR 8a Animal identification and registration - sheep and goats.* * Changes have been made to SMRs 6 and 8a covering animal identification in 2006. National Farmers' Union SPS adviser Richard Wordsworth is advising farmers to look out for future possible changes to SMRs 3,4,5,8a 12 and 13.  

A further three directives will apply from 2007.  

What is new in 2006 - GAECs?  

In England there are 17 GAECs. The single biggest change for 2006 is that farmers will be required to prepare a Soil Protection Review by September. Revised Guidance on soil management has been issued.  

Among other changes and clarifications farmers should note in the 2006 booklet are: * Changes to GAEC 3 on waterlogged soil, where some crops have been excluded from the harvesting exception.  

* Changes to GAEC 12 on the management of eligible land that is not in agricultural production. One-year fallows are now permitted for the control of weeds.  

* Also under GAEC 12, provision is now made for the storage of manure for a specified period in certain circumstances.  

* Clarification under GAEC 2 on post-harvest management of land under where a rough surface is left after fumigant use.  

* Clarification on GAEC 9, specifically covers on natural and semi- natural grassland only.  

* Clarification on GAEC 14, permitting banking up and maintenance of Cornish hedges.  

Information is included in the booklet on how to obtain an exemption to a GAEC rule. Mr Wordsworth says there could be future possible changes to GAEC5 (Environmental Impact Assessment) and GAEC 10 (Heather and Grass Burning).  

"The key point is that farmers need to read the 2006 cross-compliance handbook and the revised Guidance on Soil Management and the Soil Protection Review in their entirety, not only as a refresher, but to pick up any changes," he said.  

How is cross-compliance policed?  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has overall responsibility for inspections. It works in partnership with the various specialist enforcement bodies, such as the Environment Agency (EA), which carry out some of the specialist inspections alongside it.  

Some farms are chosen randomly, while others are chosen on the basis of risk.  

Cross-compliance breaches can also be reported to the Rural Payments Agency during routine inspections by other Government agencies, such as the Environment Agency and the British Cattle Movement Service.  

The public can report suspected breaches to the RPA. It was thought, for example, that ramblers might report access breaches but there have been no instances of this so far, according to CLA's SPS adviser Ben Underwood.  

How many farms will be inspected each year?  

The RPA aims to inspect 1 per cent of farms in England each year - 1,204 farms in the first scheme year. The first set of inspections did not start until September 2005 and, as a result, were not due to be completed on the ground until mid-April.  

The latest figures show there have been 850 completed inspections by RPA and 762 by the EA. Many of these will have been combined inspections involving the same producer. There will be a brand new set of inspections for 2006.  

What are the penalties for breaches?  

The severity of the penalty will be linked to the seriousness of the breach. In cases of intentional non-compliance, payments will generally be reduced by 20 per cent but this can be reduced to 15 per cent or increased up to 100 per cent, depending on the circumstances.  

Intentional non-compliance could result in exclusion from the scheme the following year.  

If farmers are deemed to have negligently failed to comply with a requirement, payments will generally be reduced by 3 per cent for each non-compliance. This can be reduced to 1 per cent or increased to 5 per cent depending on the seriousness of the breach. In some cases, farmers will simply be warned.  

Where a breach of the same requirement or standard is repeated within three years, the reduction will be increased by a multiplier of three, up to a maximum of 15 per cent. Further breaches are then deemed intentional and the 20 per cent deduction applies.  

The 2006 English cross-compliance booklet includes a `payment reduction matrix'.  

Where have the most breaches occurred so far?  

By far the biggest area in which farmers are falling foul of cross- compliance in England is cattle identification. More than 1,000 farmers have been penalised so far.  

So far preliminary findings from only 287 fully completed inspections out of the 1204 standard inspections are available. They show that 97 farmers, more than one-third, breached one or more of the standards.  

Of these, 17 received just a warning letter and 68 were given a 1 per cent fine. The rest had two or more 1 per cent fines or single fines of 3 per cent or more.  

There were 85 breaches of SMR 7 and 8 relating to cattle identification.  

On top of this there were another 1,566 infringements discovered during cattle identification inspections, up to the end of January.  

These were reported to the RPA and 1,459 have been assessed for a penalty. Nearly 300 received warning letters, more than 1,000 lost 1 per cent of their payment and all but one of the remainder suffered a 3 per cent reduction.  

Mr Underwood said the majority of breaches resulted from a failure to report movements and deaths to the Cattle Tracing System and incorrect and missing entries in the Cattle Herd Register.  

What other infringements have there been?  

From the 1,204 standard inspections, there have been four breaches relating to the groundwater and 13 linked to NVZs.  

There are also 19 reports of non-compliance, which came to light during routine EA inspections, said Mr Underwood. Of the 10 that have been assessed there were two breaches of the Groundwater Regulations and 10 of NVZ rules.  

Mr Greenwood said this was partly down to a problem in the way the NVZ regulations were being interpreted by the EA.  

"Under the NVZ Action Programme farmers are told `not to exceed crop requirement' for fertiliser. The EA are taking recommendations in the RB209 as gospel and penalising farmers where they do not have records to justify levels of application," said Mr Underwood.  

SINGLE PAYMENT CATASTROPHE: McNeill goes but heat still on Ministers  
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DEFRA Secretary Margaret Beckett said the situation was `unacceptable' after Rural Payments Agency chief executive Johnston McNeill was sacked last week.  

By all accounts Ministers had been led to believe the agency was on course to make `the bulk' of payments by the end of March.  

His confession that it was going fall well short of even that target led to his rapid removal.  

However, some people within the industry believe ultimate responsibility for the crisis should lie with Ministers themselves.  

They have repeatedly echoed the assurances given by the RPA that successive deadlines will be met. They also appear to have been powerless to have changed things as the agency lurched from one crisis to another.  

In addition, Ministers were responsible for setting the RPA an almost impossible task by opting for the complex hybrid three-tier payment system in England, according the Tenant Farmers' Association.  

TFA chief executive George Dunn said he has told Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach that `Defra is culpable for the mess we are in'. "Ministers may have had their scalp in removing Johnston McNeill but they should not believe this will be sufficient to placate the angry farming community.  

"If we do not have a clear statement from Ministers on the way ahead, then the Defra Ministers must take personal responsibility," said Mr Dunn.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said the agency was in a `state of disarray' and accused it of `incompetence'.  

"The NFU has continuously alerted the RPA and the Government to the problems but we have always been assured payments will be made. "It is ridiculous that admissions of fault can only be made at the last minute," he said  

The recent joint NFU/CLA calling for answers to the crisis may have precipitated Mr McNeill's demise.  

Mr Kendall pointed out that in January the NFU Council passed a vote of no confidence in the RPA. However, some council members had wanted the statement to also include Defra Ministers. They included former livestock chairman Richard Haddock.  

He described Lord Bach's announcement at the end of January as a public relations scam. "Farmers are very, very angry. Johnston McNeill has been made a scapegoat. The Minister misled Parliament and should be sacked," he said.  

Bill Wiggin, the Conservative agriculture spokesman, said farmers had been completely let down and that `if Mrs Beckett had principles she would resign over this'.  

SINGLE PAYMENT CATASTROPHE: What went wrong?  
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FARMERS still awaiting payment will want to know what has gone wrong. Why are payments delayed and why were farmers so badly misled?  

A Rural Payments Agency spokesman said there has been no one root cause of the slow payment rate. It was `certainly not down to IT failure', as has been suggested.  

"The IT has done what it was meant to do," he said.  

He indicated that it was simply the `sheer scale of the task' that had taken the agency by surprise and that blind hope, rather than clear reasoning, was behind its repeated over-confident predictions.  

The process had been slow all along but the RPA expected it to be `ramped up' once entitlements started being definitively established and payments begun in mid-February, he said.  

"But the speed did not pick up. The process was still painfully slow," he admitted.  

Things only got harder. The situation is now complicated by the fact that a number of processes are going on simultaneously.  

Two-thirds of claims - 80,000 - are still being validated. At the same time the processes of authorising payment on entitlements that have been validated and actually making the payments are taking place.  

The NFU said there were a range of issues slowing the processes:  

Validation - More and more individual `tasks' are being generated as the claims go through, says the NFU. Many of the additional tasks are area-related linked to mapping issues. Letters are being received highlighting area discrepancies of as little as 0.01hectare, but even this halts the process.  

Authorisation - As part of the RPA's monitoring duties, five random claims from each 100-claim batch sent for authorisation are checked again.  

Further issues have been thrown up in some of those randomly selected claims, which has meant a lot of the batches being put on hold while claims are double checked.  

FVP allocations - These are still up in the air. The first `run' threw up processing problems and the exercise has had to be redone.  

No end in sight for SP cash crisis  
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FARMERS in England could be waiting until well into the summer for their Single Payments, it is feared, after revelations the situation is far worse than previously admitted.  

Defra is refusing to give any predictions on payment timetables in response to the escalating crisis that has led to the sacking of Rural Payments Agency chief executive Johnston McNeill.  

But the man put in temporary charge, Mark Addison, has expressed fears in a private meeting that the June 30 EU payment deadline might now be in jeopardy, even if the process is speeded up.  

The UK will be fined by the European Commission if it fails to complete payments by then.  

Mr McNeill's fate was sealed when he admitted in a meeting with Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett last Tuesday that the agency was not going to make the target of `the bulk' of payments by the end of March.  

It will fall a long way short. By Tuesday, 14,475 people had been paid. With 10 days to go, that equates to just 12 per cent of 120,000 applicants. In money terms, £103million had been paid out of the total £1.6billion owed, less than 5 per cent.  

In a Commons statement, Mrs Beckett described it as `unacceptable'. She said Ministers had throughout been advised that the RPA was on target to meet its deadline.  

She revealed that a `fundamental review' of the RPA would begin in April and aim to make recommendations by the end of the year.  

Mr Addison's first task was to recommend short-term measures to speed up the payment process, which he presented to Mrs Beckett on Tuesday. It is understood his recommendations include: * Increasing the tolerance of validation checks.  

* Prioritising validation for applicants with historic claims. * Dispensing four out of the six checks on the authorisation process. * Concentrating mapping activity at the most efficient RPA site, Reading.  

* Holding weekly Ministerial meetings.  

Further recommendations will follow, including possible moves to speed up fruit, vegetable and potato crop applications. There are no plans, however, to authorise interim payments.  

NFU, Tenant Farmers' Association and Country Land and Business Association officials were informed of the plans at a meeting with Mr Addison and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach, on Wednesday.  

In a joint statement they said they were very alarmed at the `totally unsatisfactory situation' and emphasised the extreme urgency of getting payments out to their members.  

They were particularly upset at the refusal of Lord Bach to give further commitments or deadlines. TFA chief executive George Dunn said Mr Addison had appeared genuinely concerned about the June 30 deadline. "He said he was well aware of the importance of the June 30 deadline but at this stage could not give any commitment to when payments will be completed," said Mr Dunn.  

The industry now faces a cashflow crisis. NFU president Peter Kendall said: "This situation is pushing farmers to the edge. This has become a cashflow crisis across the whole of the agricultural industry affecting suppliers as well as farmers. The level of anger among farmers across the country is reaching breaking point."  

By Alistair Driver  

Farms' debt smashes through £10bn barrier.  

Jonathan Riley  
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Farm debt has broken the £10bn-mark for the first time as the crisis-rocked Rural Payments Agency continues to fail to deliver single farm payments.  

Estimates suggest that the debt is increasing by £13m a month in interest payments alone as almost 90% of farmers wait for SFPs to arrive.  

Just 14,475 (12.1%) of claimants had received their payments as Farmers Weekly went to press on Wednesday, 22 March.  

About £103m had been paid out by Wednesday morning representing only 6.5% of the £1.6bn total. The Country Land and Business Association's Allan Buckwell calculated that at the present rate, by mid May there would be more than 46,500 farmers still to receive SFPs and a large number could remain unpaid beyond 1 June and perhaps into July.  

If DEFRA does not get payments made by July, Brussels may withhold funds (disallowance) and the UK Treasury will have to dig deeper into its coffers to pay farmers.  

According to one industry insider a situation where the British taxpayer was forced to pay a bigger slice of the farm support bill could prove a media disaster for the Labour government.  

What do you earn - lots of dough or just a crust?  

Gilly Johnson  
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Want to know where the real money is in farming? Gilly Johnson digs into the pay packets of farming and ancillary businesses  

Pig Farmer  

<E051> The pig industry is split between big businesses and the smaller operators. Niche market opportunities are growing.  

Pros and cons:  

There's never a shortage of bacon sarnies, but hours can be long. Worries that the distinctive pig aroma might upset your love life have been dispelled somewhat by TV coverage, which almost makes the job look sexy. No EU support, but prices have been more stable in recent years. There's competition from abroad, where regulations are less stringent.  

Paypacket:  

As a pigman, £18,000-26,000 a year depending on hours worked, experience and responsibility. Running your own business, perhaps £100,000-plus for a large, efficient unit.  

Land Agent  

<E051> The traditional career for farmers' surplus sons. These days they let women in too. As the cliché has it, they are easy to spot in the 4x4 with a clean Barbour and brogues, yellow cords, a plummy accent and a golden Labrador called Lucy. Nowadays more involved with property interests rather than rent reviews, but don't let them hear you muttering "glorified estate agent". Most will have RICS chartered surveyor qualifications.  

Pros and cons:  

Access to the country lifestyle, but without the mud. It's not a desk job and a company car is usual. Often included in the shoot invitation list. There's still a certain social cachet attached to land agency. But it's not an easy life; farming clients may find the land agency bills hard to swallow, and so people skills and diplomacy are required.  

Paypacket:  

There's more money in commercial surveying rather than land agency but, that said, salaries of £15,000-20,000 for new blood, rising to £20,000-40,000 after qualification, are pretty healthy.  

Arable Farmer  

<E051> Wheat, rape, beans - today it takes about 400ha (1000 acres) of a heavy land rotation to support one family without supplementary income.  

Pros and cons:  

There's the farmhouse, the rural situation, the shooting, the lifestyle, and that big machinery in the shed. Many costs can go through the business. The paperwork's never-ending and hours are long at harvest and at peak spraying times, particularly if it's a one-man-band business, but there's always the winter lull (and maybe a bit of skiing) to look forward to.  

Paypacket:  

On owned land with no rent to pay, the business should support private drawings of about £100/ha (£40/acre) - which tots up to £40,000 for that benchmark arable business. Management skill level could add or subtract £50/ha (£20/acre).  

Grain Trader  

<E051> Buying grain from farmers is traditionally a macho male preserve - thrusting rugby-playing mavericks preferred, with the ability to wheel and deal. Much to farmers' chagrin, traders will make a healthy margin irrespective of whether grain prices are high or low. Specific qualifications not essential; you need a numerate brain, a competitive streak and the ability to get on with awkward farmers without losing your cool.  

Pros and cons:  

Long hours at harvest, much of it office- and phone-bound. Stress rate is high, but surviving, successful traders say it's a lively, exciting job with plenty of buzz and socialising. Perks include company car, health plans and perhaps some travel abroad. Smaller grain merchants are vanishing, so opportunities are fewer.  

Paypacket:  

Healthy. Including bonuses, junior traders (under 30) perhaps £25,000; senior traders £40,000-50,000 rising to £70,000 a year.  

Farm Secretary  

<E051> Now called rural business administrators, which better reflects the wider skills required, from SFP paperwork through to VAT and accounts, employer legislation and field records. Confidentiality and diplomacy required. Not necessarily a women-only career, but male RBAs are the exception.  

Pros and cons:  

Often self-employed, travelling between farms, so there's the freedom for flexible working and variety. Regular hours. Some perks - but likely to be a brace of pheasants rather than a house these days. Farm offices can be the scruffiest, coldest and most uncomfortable around - and there'll be scant opportunity for socialising around the photocopier because it's likely there'll be no one else about.  

Paypacket:  

Starting at £15,000, an experienced self-employed RBA might earn £25,000-30,000 a year.  

Farm Worker  

<E051> Tractor driving, stock feeding, machinery maintenance. Typically in his mid-50s; it's not a job that is attracting youngsters.  

Pros and cons:  

It's an outside life, but can be physically hard, with very long hours working on your own. Most employers would not consider workers unable to put in long overtime during peak periods. Comfortable tractor cabs have made a big difference. The supply of tied houses is drying up as the cottages are done up and sold off or rented out. Better health and safety precautions have improved working conditions. Prospects for newcomers are reasonable because there'll be a shortage of young, fit workers as older staff retire.  

Paypacket:  

Based on the AWB hourly rate. Most workers are paid a premium over craftsman's rate to bring in typically £22,000-23,000 including overtime or £16,000-17,000 without.  

Farmer's Wife  

<E051> OK, this is sexist - there are many farming businesses run by women. But being realistic, farmers' wives do contribute a huge amount to agriculture, often unpaid.  

Pros and cons:  

Would anyone argue that farmers' wives work the longest hours in agriculture? Huge workload, often in isolation, with inside and outside responsibilities, usually unrewarded financially. There's scant social kudos these days. The wife may end up doing farm paperwork, and perhaps work at another job outside agriculture to boost the family income. But those who enjoy the farming lifestyle wouldn't do anything else.  

Paypacket:  

Could any farming business afford to pay any farmer's wife even the minimum wage for the hours worked? May be given a nominal salary of the £4000-5000 allowed before tax becomes payable.  

Agricultural Student  

<E051> Becoming more of a rarity. Agricultural colleges and universities are switching tack, offering food, horse, rural management and environment-based courses instead.  

Pros and cons:  

What's better than spending three years with a bunch of like-minded people, drinking cheap beer, playing rugby and putting the world to rights? And that's just the women... Good news for some is that more women are applying for agricultural courses than before, but it's still not a 50/50 split. Finding casual summer jobs should be fairly easy given the labour shortfall.  

Paypacket:  

Student loan of £10,000 over three years doesn't go very far towards paying off the bar bill. Casual summer work essential.  

Farm Rep  

<E051> Time was when one rep or another would come down the farm drive every day. Not so now; companies find it too expensive. Farm reps do still sell fertiliser, seed and agchems, but this tends to be an offshoot of agronomy, business and environmental advice.  

Pros and cons:  

In favour are the ability to organise your own day, a company car or mileage allowance, telephone, a lot of outside work and variety. Set against these benefits is having to persuade cash-strapped farmers that they really need to spend the money  

Paypacket:  

Salary may be commission-based. On the bottom rung, perhaps £13,000-14,000 a year with car; with excellent sales skills and experience, could rise as far as £40,000.  

Hill Farmer  

<E051> Without off-farm income (B&B, tourism), it's a problem. But costs are low, which allows hill farmers to endure when other sectors are struggling. It's seen as romantic, alternative lifestyle and there've been plenty of potential tenants for vacant National Trust fell farms with tourism opportunities.  

Pros and cons:  

Though winter conditions are harsh and isolated, the hours long and financial rewards minimal, the working environment may be in the most beautiful regions of the country. Good physical fitness is essential. A big hurdle today is the amount of paperwork and bureaucracy required to ensure SFP support. A questionmark hangs over the future sustainability of hill farming without adequate support.  

Paypacket:  

A family farming business running 1000 sheep on the hills may struggle to bring in £10,000 without other income, but costs are low.  

Agronomist  

<E051> Growing crops is a complicated business, particularly when it comes to agchems. Many arable farmers rely on BASIS- and FACTS-trained specialists to walk their fields for them.  

Pros and cons:  

Only for the fit - there's a lot of walking involved. It's an outdoor life, seasonal but in the right way. While the clients are busy harvesting in the summer, agronomists get to go on holiday. Technical, up-to-date knowledge is a must. Few young entrants, so agronomists are an ageing bunch. In future, environmental and legislative advice may take over from the arable nitty-gritty.  

Paypacket:  

Fees are usually charged per acre - for mainstream arable about £5/acre, more for specialist crops such as sugar beet and potatoes. One fit agronomist could expect to cover 10,000 acres a year with a full field-walking service, generating £50,000 before expenses. Agronomy athletes may claim they do 15,000 acres a year. Strategic advice is charged at a lower rate but could cover a greater area.  

DEFRA Employee  

<E051> Make that red tape earn you a living! Some 8500 people work for DEFRA at 170 locations round the country. It's not just farming, there's all sorts involved - fisheries, pollution, climate change, food science, etc. The Rural Payments Agency (3500 employees) is attached to DEFRA; its team of inspectors check up on support claims.  

Pros and cons:  

It's a reasonably safe existence, even though DEFRA is under pressure to reduce its workforce. There's the pension, regular hours, travel expenses, flexible working, foreign travel - and you'd rarely have to get mud on those government-issue wellies. Fast-track employees will travel swiftly up the Civil Service pay scales, and can switch departments if farming becomes too much of an ordeal. DEFRA staff should have a thick skin to combat a possible hostile reception on farm.  

Paypacket:  

Bottom grades start at £17,000-19,000; upward progression is steady. Head of division might earn £55,000-65,000 a year. Become a director of the Rural Payments Agency and your salary could go up to £225,000-230,000.  

Supermarket Buyer  

<E051> Producers may consider them the devil incarnate - unsympathetic and ruthless - but someone has to do the job. Buyers are in a powerful position. They tend to focus on particular food sectors and may do a stint in one then be moved on to another - but then suppliers complain that they are not allowed to build up a relationship with the buyer.  

Pros and cons:  

High-pressure job, dealing with suppliers and having to meet targets on quality and quantity. Lots of farm visits, lots of free food. It's a useful opportunity for agricultural graduates and there are the usual big-company benefits and prospects for career progression.  

Paypacket:  

The supermarkets aren't saying. We'd guess £23,000-25,000 for a new graduate, rising to £40,000-50,000 with experience?  

Poultry Farmer  

<E051> Traditionally an occupation with entrepreneurial appeal, and no farming experience necessary. Can start small and build up. Free-range and organic markets for eggs and meat are expanding the opportunities for small businesses.  

Pros and cons:  

No subsidy. More regulations and inspections, but that's the same for any food business. Can be a tie, but the workload and hours are not onerous. Threats from foxes, and diseases such as bird flu and salmonella, but long-term prospects are fair.  

Paypacket:  

All depends how big the unit is, and whether conventional, free-range or organic, eggs or meat. Earnings are "reasonable" but don't expect to get rich. A medium-sized business could bring in £12,000-20,000 in annual drawings for a family and involve four hours a day in labour.  

Farm Manager  

<E051> Historically where second sons of farmers ended up - keen to farm but without the capital. Today this is a demanding position with increasing responsibility as the workforce contracts and farms merge. As well as the fieldwork and staff to manage, there's all the paperwork and budgets.  

Pros and cons:  

You're your own boss as long as you keep the owner sweet. Outdoor, varied farming lifestyle and usually a vehicle, phone and house provided. But this might mean living over the shop and can be a lonely life. Hours are long and anti-social; when everyone else is enjoying summer barbecues, the farm manager is working flat out. Opportunities are shrinking as farms merge.  

Paypacket:  

Starting salary: perhaps £25,000 rising to £40,000 for big businesses.  

SFP rescue could take until July.  

Jonathan Riley  
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DEFRA's newly appointed troubleshooter at the Rural Payments Agency, Mark Addison, has set out his plan to get payments out to England's farmers amid speculation that some claims won't be resolved until July.  

Mr Addison was brought in as acting chief executive for the RPA to replace Johnston McNeill who was ousted last week (see opposite). Mr Addison immediately began crisis talks with key officials and carried out a review of the situation at the RPA over the weekend. He was said, by one industry insider, to have been surprised by the scale of the task.  

His findings were submitted to DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett late on Tuesday (21 March) and industry leaders were called to London to hear how Mr Addison planned to deal with RPA debacle.  

Although DEFRA was keeping tight-lipped about the Wednesday meeting, believed to be on  

the table was a six-point plan:  

<E051> Re-focusing of resources. Specific personnel skilled in the Single Payment Scheme would be drafted in to tackle the claim backlog. The move signals Mr Addison's awareness that earlier attempts to boost staff numbers, brought in workers with little knowledge of the SPS which at times added to the confusion over claims.  

<E051> Removal of four checks at the authorisation stage of claims. Currently there are six checks made after the validation process has been completed and before the payment is made. Only two checks will now be made before the payment is released.  

<E051> Priority given to claimants with a significant historic element to their payment. The aim of this would be to move the so-called "pony paddock claimants" to the back of the queue.  

<E051> Mapping effort centralised to Reading to enable a quicker response to mapping enquiries.  

<E051> Decisions will be reviewed at weekly meetings with the TFA, NFU and CLA to gauge the impact of the changes as they are made and to allow a quicker response if needed.  

<E051> Changes will be made at the RPA to streamline the command chain and improve the speed at which decisions can be made and processed.  

In addition to these points, Farmers Weekly has learned that junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach is expected to hold a key meeting with senior bank officials next week. It is thought he will call for a more lenient approach to be taken towards farmers who are struggling financially.  

Notably absent from the plan is any commitment to extend the deadline for entitlement transfers. The existing deadline is 2 April which allows for a six-week notification period before 15 May. Farm leaders had called for a reduction in the six-week period to enable transferees to claim payment on entitlements before the 15 May deadline for applications.  

Also missing appears to be any commitment to make an interim payment to farmers and any new deadline by which the RPA expects payments to be made, prompting speculation that some payments will not arrive on farms before July.  

jonathan.riley@rbi.co.uk  

RPA boss McNeill is forced to quit.  

Isabel Davies  
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The chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, Johnston McNeill, has been forced out of his job because of the RPA's failure to get single farm payments out on time.  

DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett announced Mr McNeill's departure from his £150,000-a-year post in a parliamentary statement issued last Thursday (16 March).  

Mrs Beckett said Mr McNeill had been removed following his admission that the agency will not manage to get the bulk of payments out to farmers by the end of March.  

"Ministers have throughout been advised that, following the validation of claims, the RPA expected to make the bulk of payments by the end of the month," she said.  

"Late on Tuesday afternoon the chief executive informed me that their latest reassessment of the position was that this would no longer be possible. This is an unacceptable situation.  

"I have concluded that urgent action is needed to strengthen the leadership of the agency. With my approval, the permanent secretary of my department, Helen Ghosh, has appointed Mark Addison as acting chief executive in place of Johnston McNeill."  

The move drew immediate criticism from political opposition. Conservative MP and shadow minister for agriculture Jim Paice said he considered the first priority to get the money out to farmers before establishing who is to blame.  

"It's an issue of priorities. The first priority should be to get the money to farmers that they so desperately need. This should be in full, if that is not possible then as partial payments, but they must receive something and soon. Then, when this debacle is resolved, we can look to see who is accountable for this mess."  

fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

new man no stranger to crisis.  

Jonathan Riley  
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<E051> Mark Addison, the new man in the hot seat at the Rural Payments Agency, is known within civil service circles as a "big-hitter" and "master of crisis management".  

Mr Addison will replace Johnston McNeill on a temporary basis as acting chief executive of the RPA.  

Previous positions have included, in 2005, a stint as acting permanent secretary - DEFRA's most senior civil servant post. Since 2001 Mr Addison's main title has been DEFRA director general for service delivery.  

Digging deeper into his career statistics, his roles in the past decade have included a number of powerful positions - chief executive at the Crown Prosecution Service, director of the Better Regulation Unit at the Cabinet Office and director of the Health and Safety Executive.  

His broad range of public sector experience covers designing organisational reform, improving performance, building delivery partnerships with IT suppliers and crisis management.  

Take a long look at pedigree trading  

Mike Stones  
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Take a long look at pedigree trading  

<E051> In the financial world, smart operators are now being prosecuted for milking gullible and simple-minded investors.  

In farming, shouldn't breeders of livestock who induce buyers to part with mega-bucks to buy a bull or ram, be subjected to equivalent scrutiny? Even though an element of reciprocal trading occurs between buyers and sellers, the need for a thorough appraisal of pedigree trading practice is not diminished.  

Auctioneers and top pedigree breeders are equally culpable in the con-trick that like begets like. The most basic appreciation of genetics proves that it does nothing of the sort.  

Meanwhile, gullible investors are persuaded/cajoled to part with hard-earned cash on the assumption that buying high-priced individual animals will generate a proportionate return via their offspring.  

This assumption is naïve and the sooner it is exposed the better.  

Whether it requires financial intervention from outside the cosy collaboration of the UK pedigree fraternity, is a moot point.  

The viability and prosperity of many commercial livestock breeders could hinge on the answer.  

Harry Hope  

Harry.Hope@tesco.net  

Are adjusted weights legal?  

<E051> I have received an impression that, while livestock marts correctly weigh each animal presented for sale, some marts routinely subtract 2kg from the measured weight of each lamb and, presumably, other amounts from other animals' weights.  

This adjusted weight is the one given to the buyers, against which they bid. I have heard that the purpose of this alleged practice is to make the mart's average prices appear better than they otherwise would.  

A trading standards officer has stated that this practice, if it occurred, would be illegal, and that Trading Standards would prosecute the felons.  

Readers' comments, please, for and against. I should like to get to the bottom of this, and to see any illegal practice stopped.  

G Smith  

oldmilton.farm@virgin.net  

The Arthur Scargill of agriculture  

<E051> Is David Handley an Arthur Scargill for our times? Brian Hewlett says (Letters, 10 March) says that NFU council's failure to elect Mr Handley as president was "A bad day for British agriculture".  

I beg to differ. Recently, I heard a radio programme about the miners' strike. Being on the BBC, it was heavily pro-miner, yet not once did I hear any economic argument for keeping the pits open. Their sole justification was: "We work hard, we're the salt of the earth, and the world owes us a living." Remind you of anyone we know?  

I don't claim to know what the answer is to farming's troubles. Mr Handley, however, is what the answer isn't. Let us also give Peter Kendall some credit for being the first insider to challenge a sitting president.  

Mr Hewlett urges NFU members to withdraw their membership. The NFU has to lobby government for the red diesel concession each year. Perhaps he would like to run his tractors on white diesel.  

The NFU is far from perfect, but it's our best hope. Our enemies who lobby against us must be rubbing their hands at such infighting. Mr Hewlett's comments and others like them are not helpful.  

Graham Reeves  

Park Lane Farm, Shirley, Ashbourne, Derbyshire  

gwreeves@tiscali.co.uk  

F&M slaughter policy was right  

<E051> I have just read Lawrence Woodward's attack on the policy advocated by the government's chief scientific adviser, Prof Sir David King, during the 2001 foot-and-mouth epidemic (Talking Point, 10 March).  

Much to the disgust of Mr Lawrence, Sir David was a strong supporter of the slaughter policy, and against the use of vaccination to control the epidemic.  

I think we should all thank our lucky stars that it was Sir David who was advising the government, and not Mr Woodward.  

Jim Dewhirst,  

Yorkwold Pigpro Ltd, Field House, Scarborough Road, Driffield, East Yorks  

Environment Agency silence  

<E051> On 12 October last year an Environment Agency inspector favoured us with a visit as part of its remit to police Nitrate Vulnerable Zones.  

We gathered together a mountain of paperwork, and on the due day put aside time for the inspection.  

The inspector, who was reasonable and helpful, took away the records he needed to ascertain whether we were farming within the rules.  

Up to today's date, nothing has been heard from the agency. That's despite two emails, one before and one after Christmas.  

On contacting the NFU, which spoke to the Environment Agency on my behalf, the message came back that we are compliant. It's the most offensive term one could possibly imagine. The inspector had been too busy to write the letter or to return the papers.  

Bearing in mind the powers held by agencies over all of us, it ill behoves them to treat us, who pay their wages, in such a cavalier fashion.  

What would have been the result if I had waited five months before replying to a letter from the EA, DEFRA or, for that matter, the Rural Payments Agency?  

Wilfrid Dimsdale  

Meesden Bury, Meesden, Buntingford, Herts  

We'd get SFP faster by hand  

<E051> English farmers are suffering great delay in the adminstration of their 2005 EU single farm payments by the Rural payments agency.  

The total pot available for sharing out was made known before the end of 2004 by EU regulation and claims had to be made by mid-March 2005.  

If, say, only one quarter (800) of the RPA staff had been totally dedicated to this single most important task of the Agency the 120,000 claims could have been finalised by Christmas (as previously) by each dedicated staff member processing five claims per week.  

The latest position is that if half of all monies due are paid by the end of this month farmers will be surprised. Those unfortunate enough to be further delayed will suffer potentially critical cash flow problems compounding the already parlous state of the industry.  

Computerisation hardly seems to have improved the competence of delivery in this case.  

S Leeder  

Dunmow, Essex.  

One law for RPA, one law for us  

<E051> As a relatively new farmer I am possibly eligible for the Single Farm Payment National Reserve Scheme. I applied last October.  

Three telephone calls in the past three weeks elicited the response that the results were being processed as soon possible. Only the third call revealed that my application had been received and "logged on".  

If applications are logged on the agency could surely keep us informed of progress and then, like most organisations, set themselves completion deadlines.  

When the boot is on the other foot, the farmer is given deadlines (seven days for a response to the Rural Land Register letter) or a penalty (interest running immediately on their inadvertent overpayment of an organic subsidy).  

If RPA personnel got no response to their enquires about salaries and employment problems there would a question of employment rights and even a strike.  

Why should we be treated so differently?  

M C Mowat  

Westcott Farm, Brompton Ralph, Somerset  

Slow tow only  

for the Fastrac  

<E051> I would like to point out to other JCB Fastrac owners and users that the tractor is illegal when towing unbalanced trailers at speeds over 20mph.  

My reasons for this are that the pick-up hitch is attached direct to the rear axle and the weight from the trailer drawbar increases the axle and tyre load without suspension, which is only all right up to 20mph. Even if the trailer has a sprung drawbar, it does not make the outfit legal over 20mph.  

Other high-speed tractors - Unimog, Trantor, Ontop and Multidrive - all have pickup hitches that transfer weight through the suspension.  

The Fastrac is legal only if the trailer is balanced or a turntable wagon is used at highspeed.  

I am most concerned as in an accident the tractor would not be covered by insurance.  

George McNeil  

Park Cottage, Stowe, Buckingham, Bucks  

Bio-energy the Hawaii bi-0 way  

<E051> The government's stance on the need for food security seems clear, but I was interested to read that the President of the European Commission, Manuel Barroso, is urging European leaders to back measures to improve energy security.  

What better method than for the government to support and more actively lead the way in pushing renewable energy sources forward?  

Hawaii has started this by dictating that at least 85% of gasoline sold in the state has to contain 10% ethanol by April and the process has already started.  

Part of the stated reason is to reduce the state's dependence on outside oil and support its beleaguered farmers by providing another use for their crops.  

If a US state can take such action, why shouldn't we?  

Will Organ  

Larkmoor@talk21.com  

Don't believe the Badger Trust spin  

<E051> The recent claims by the Badger Trust that 25,000 people were against the culling of badgers in the government's consultation is rubbish.  

I hardly think that only 25,000 out of 60m people can constitute what was described as a "huge public backlash". The truth is that it was a minority response.  

The report continues to inform us that the response on the badger survey was "four times that seen during the debate on hunting with dogs." That shows claims by the anti-hunting brigade that everybody agreed with them were untrue.  

Not long ago, the Badger Trust accused the Western Morning News of "selective" and "irresponsible" reporting on the subject of badgers and bovine TB. They are choice accusations compared with their latest piece of spin.  

Badgers are suffering and the health of cattle and people is being put at risk. Most people have had enough of minority groups like the Badger Trust getting their own way at the expense of the majority.  

The buck now stops with dithering junior DEFRA minister Mr Bradshaw. He must now fulfill his duty and get on with his job before it is too late and we lose all our badgers. No one is going to thank him for that.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

tess@ventonvean.freeserve.co.uk  

Self-sufficient farms the answer  

<E051> David Richardson has stirred up a hornets' nest (Opinion, 3 March).  

Anyone wishing to see Britain fail to exercise an important role in the world (such as in the EU and the World Trade Organisation) would first seek to ensure that food self-sufficiency here is reduced to strategically suicidal levels.  

In addition, he would hope to see total dependence on foreign energy resources, clapped-out and bankrupt railways and still no sign of any effective national water grid with another drought looming.  

To attack British civil rights and liberties, as we sleep-walk into a surveillance society, that person would engage in lunatic military adventures abroad. Such actions would lack any democratic legitimacy, and ensure provocative retaliatory attacks on the capital.  

Then, the attack on civil liberties could be attributed to the contrived and threadbare charade of security from terrorism.  

That seems a fair description of the current situation.  

The battle for the British dinner-plate, raging now way above the mindless consumerism of urban society, is a battle for the control of Britain.  

Farmers, having sold their SFP entitlements and trying in vain to earn a profit from commercial farming in a hostile arena, will rapidly rediscover the attractions of a high level of on-farm self-sufficiency in food, water, fuel, electricity and privacy.  

David and colleagues should pursue their theme further.  

Stuart Pattison  

Calstock, Cornwall.  

No smoke  

without fire  

<E051> Further to an item this week on Radio 4's Today programme, it is interesting to note that, as a farmer, I am no longer able to dispose of sheep carcasses by burning.  

But the Open Air Funeral Pyre Movement successfully used a dead sheep as a stand-in human body.  

I trust that DEFRA will be following up this news item with the diligence it applies to us farmers for any minor infringement of the rules it has invented.  

Richard Sweet  

Cricklade, Wiltshire  

Doubts that SP will be paid on time  
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INDUSTRY confidence in the Rural Payments Agency's ability to make the bulk of Single Payments by the end of this month has hit a new low.  

The agency admitted to an urgent re-assessment of the situation on Wednesday, after it was revealed that only 6.2 per cent of English farmers had received payments.  

A spokesman said there would be a thorough analysis of the position and an announcement was due later this week.  

Earlier this month Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach promised that more than 50 per cent of farmers would receive payment before the end of March.  

But this week NFU president Peter Kendall said: "On what grounds can we have confidence this target will be met, given the results so far?"  

By Tuesday £53 million had been paid out to the 120,367 SP applicants, but Mr Kendall described it as a `paltry amount' of the total due. "They have now only two weeks left to get the bulk paid, which is what was promised by Defra."  

As Farmers Guardian went to press the NFU and CLA were awaiting a response from agency chief executive, Johnston McNeill, to a joint letter raising serious concerns about its performance.  

One group particularly interested in the outcome were fruit, vegetable and potato growers, many of whom have received un-validated statements, without a clear explanation.  

The RPA informed stakeholders that these allocations were still being completed and would not be available until early next week.  

NFU chief legal adviser Julie Robinson said: "One of the deadlines for submitting some entitlement transfer forms is this Sunday, but the specialised growers who need to be doing that don't know what final entitlements they have got, which is absurd," she said.  

NFU horticulture board chairman Richard Hirst said growers were completely in the dark whether they were going to receive all the authorisations applied for.  

Those who wished to transfer authorised entitlements before they were fully validated were being advised they could do so, but at their own risk. "In effect that means complete uncertainty, the authorisation figure may change and a grower may end up having authorisations `clawed back' following full validation," he said.  

The RPA also told stakeholders it would not be insisting on the RLE1 form being completed for land transfers. However, the processing of the 2006 application would be speeded up if farmers had completed the forms.  

Julie Robinson, said: "Up to now the RPA had insisted that the RLE 1 form should be used not only to transfer entitlements but also to notify them of changes in the land being farmed.  

"We are very pleased they have seen sense on this issue, which was causing a lot of anxiety among farmers and threatening to bring the system to a standstill."  

The Tenant Farmers' Association said the situation at the RPA had gone `from bad to worse' in the past few weeks, while there was `much justifiable anger' among farmers.  

The TFA has called for the complete validation of all 2005 claims to be achieved by Friday, March 24.  

A survey conducted by Farming On-line questioning English farmers about entitlement statements, indicated that just 13 per cent of the 1,937 respondents had received validated statements, while 87 per cent had un- validated statements.  

Farming On-Line director, Peter Griffith, said: "The main reasons for the un-validated forms are with mapping errors, including missing hectares from farms, or with FVP entitlements, which are adding confusion to the system."  

He said with payments made so far averaging around £8,000 per farmer there was a real indication the first validated statements and payments had been going to smaller producers.  

By Joanna Baker  

SFP in brief...  

Isabel Davies  
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Farms will go bust, warns West Devon  

<E051> West Devon Borough Council has written to DEFRA to warn that farmers will go out of business if single farm payments are delayed any longer.  

"We need to send a clear signal to DEFRA that we are behind our farming communities and their welfare is being seriously neglected at the moment," said council strategies and resources committee chairman Dick Eberlie.  

Crown Estate will  

back its tenants  

<E051> The Crown Estate has told the major banks that it will be sympathetic if any of its tenants are suffering cashflow difficulties because of SFP delays.  

"If any of our tenants are experiencing genuine cashflow difficulties, please ensure that they are in direct contact with their local managing agent.  

"We will take a sympathetic view of each case and ensure that we action appropriate interim arrangements for those who require assistance."  

NFU livestock board pushes interim cash  

<E051> The NFU's livestock board is pushing for interim single farm payments to be paid to help livestock farmers.  

Board chairman Richard Haddock said farmers should get 80-90% of their total payment to help ease cashflow problems.  

"Some of these farmers aren't going to be in business unless they get some money now," said Mr Haddock.  

No form needed if  

no maps wanted  

<E051> The Rural Payments Agency has agreed that if a farmer is adding or deleting a land parcel that already appears on the Rural Land Register, they can do this by amending their 2006 SPS application and are not required to complete an RLE1 form.  

"However, if the customer who is adding the parcel wishes to be sent a new RLR map of their holding, they should complete an RLE1."  

RPA set to miss deadline.  

Isabel Davies  
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Confidence in the Rural Payments Agency has plummeted to a new low, with farm organisations concerned that the agency will struggle to pay even half of farmers their single farm payment by the end of March.  

The Prime Minister did his best to back the agency during parliamentary question time this week in the face of tough questioning from shadow agriculture minister Jim Paice.  

But, despite the PM's insistence that the RPA is working hard, Farmers Weekly understands that between 20 February and 14 March, it had only managed to pay 7539 farmers, which equates to just 6.2% of the 120,000 applicants in 2005.  

This means that if it is to achieve its target of paying "the bulk" (ie a minimum of 50%) of farmers by the end of March, then it has another 50,000+ farmers to pay in just two and a half weeks.  

An agency spokesman refused to comment on payment progress as FW went to press on Wednesday (15 March).  

"The RPA is currently undertaking an urgent reassessment and a thorough analysis of the position on payments. An announcement will be made later this week [w/e Friday, 17 March]," he said.  

But Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist with the Country Land and Business Association, said the RPA had so far paid out £53m, which was way short of the £300m that DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett told NFU conference on 27 February that the RPA was "in the process" of authorising for payment.  

"Reading between the lines I think they are probably looking to get 50-60% of payments out by the end of March and somewhere north of 90% by the end of April," he said.  

"But they have got to get through a lot of payments to do that and the arithmetic is against them. Are they really going to get another 40-50,000 payments out in the next two weeks?"  

Julie Robinson, chief legal adviser for the NFU, agreed that the pledge to pay the bulk of payments by the end of March seemed a tall order.  

"They say they are looking like getting 66% fully validated and paid by the end of March. But what gives us the confidence to believe that?"  

Mrs Robinson added that the union was also concerned that many growers of fruit, vegetable and potato crops still did not know what their authorisation position was.  

The NFU has said that of all the categories of claimant, FVP growers need to know their situation most because so many need to transfer entitlements.  

The CLA, NFU and Tenant Farmers Association are all pushing for the transfer notification period for entitlement trading to be reduced from six to  

four weeks.  

Details of the RPA's announcement, when it comes, will be covered on our website fwi.co.uk/forums  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Fears over unvalidated entitlement statements sent out to farmers  
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TWO-THIRDS of the entitlement statements sent to farmers since February 14 are unvalidated.  

The Rural Payments Agency has confirmed that just 39,000 of the 117,000 entitlement statements it has issued are fully validated, while 78,000 are not.  

Without validated entitlements farmers will not receive their Single Farm Payment. In addition, any transfer of entitlements would be at risk because the number and/or the value of the entitlements allocated could reduce or increase as a consequence of this validation.  

In order to start making payments before the end of February 2006, the agency decided to establish the number and value of entitlements for all farmers before it had fully completed all the required validation checks on claims.  

It warned farmers with unvalidated statements there was a risk it may have to recover these entitlements or adjust their value.  

An agency spokesman said that to have waited until all claims were fully validated before sending out entitlement statements would have made it impossible for people to trade their entitlements before the April 2 deadline.  

However, some farmers have now expressed difficulties in getting their entitlements validated. In a joint open letter, both the CLA and the NFU have called on the agency to urgently clarify the situation.  

NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock said: "I think they have got a very big problem and I think the announcement that they were validating payments on February 14 and making the deadline was a public relations scam and the Minister misled Parliament."  

So far 3,042 farmers - 2.54 per cent of the claimant population - have received their Single Farm Payment.  

Farming leaders demand answers on late SFP cash.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers and their representatives are demanding urgent answers from the Rural Payments Agency which admitted this week (Wed, 8 March) that just 3042 out of 120,000 producers had received their single farm payment.  

The NFU and Country Land and Business Association have sent a joint open letter to RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill accusing the agency of providing poor quality information (see p8 for more) and failing to fulfil its promises.  

The letter, which warns that farmers are angry and frustrated, explains that the two organisations have serious concerns about the performance of the RPA.  

It also expresses concern that a senior RPA official has indicated during the last two stakeholder meetings that he regards 30 Jun as the real deadline for payments, not the end of March.  

NFU president Peter Kendall said: "The SPS was meant to herald a simplification in the support regime. The industry is keen to move forward, but we cannot if the RPA continues to stretch deadlines and leave questions unanswered."  

David Fursdon, CLA president, added: "The situation is depressing. We are happy to work in partnership, but the RPA has to treat us as partners."  

An RPA spokesman confirmed that the letter had been received by Mr McNeill and he would respond to it. On the issue of payments, the spokesman admitted progress has been slow this week as the system has thrown up a number of claim batches which required investigation.  

"Those issues have now been resolved and we are picking up pace again on payments.  

"There will be periodic peaks and troughs in the payment cycle as we progress, which in isolation do not give an accurate picture of overall progress. Our next significant milestone is the end of March, by which time we aim to have met our target of making the bulk of payments and we continue working towards that."  

Speaking at the Royal Association of British Dairy Farmers annual conference on Tuesday (7 March), junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach called for farmers to show patience.  

Payments to "well over 50%" of qualifying claimants would be made by the end of March and all would be out by the EU deadline of 30 June, he claimed.  

<E051> To read the NFU/CLA letter in full and for the latest payment situation see fwi.co.uk  

Trade or not? Three weeks to decide.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Only three weeks remain before the 2006 deadline for trading single farm payment entitlements. Sam Fortescue and Andrew Shirley offer a two-page just-in-time guide  

Not everyone will want to buy or sell these new passports to the single farm payment - it depends on cash flow and whether the farm has expanded or contracted since the all-important reference years 2000-02.  

There may also be business advantages to trading (see panel, below), but it is worth remembering that without an entitlement, an area of land cannot earn any support this year.  

Dairy farmers lumbered with set-aside liabilities for the first time, for example, might be tempted to pay somebody else to take on those entitlements so they can utilise all of their grass for milk production. But before doing so it would be wise to work out if the extra income will be enough to make up for the lost SFP payments.  

And nobody knows what will follow the current scheme. Farmers who have sold their entitlements this time may lose out if son-of-SFP is based upon the number of entitlements held at 2012 or earlier if the pace of CAP  

reform quickens.  

But whatever farmers decide to do, the transfer itself takes up to six weeks for the Rural Payments Agency to process. This means all requests must be in by midnight on 2 April, or they may be too late for this year's SFP claim, which closes on 15 May. So there is little time left to make trading decisions.  

Farmers anger over SFP letters.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers have slammed the Rural Payments Agency for sending out unvalidated entitlement statements, which many feel are confusing, others regard as useless and consultants are warning may contain errors.  

Farmers Weekly has been contacted by farmers who are angry about and puzzled by their statements. Of the 117,000 entitlement statements that have been sent out by the RPA in the past two weeks, it has emerged that two-thirds (78,000) are unvalidated.  

"Why have they sent unvalidated statements out as they tell us absolutely nothing?" said one farmer from north-east England. "The RPA tells you to check the figures, but I can't see how they have got to them."  

Another producer, writing on FW's website ( www.fwi.co.uk ), added: "My statement is not validated so I haven't a clue if it is right. I can't imagine why it has not been validated because my situation is very straightforward with no complications. The cynic in me thinks that there is no validation problem at all and that posting was just a desk-clearing exercise to tick a target box."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said farmers were angry because they had not been given enough specific information to work out how the figures had been arrived at. Others were worried because they had identified discrepancies between the established areas on their SP5 application forms and the number of entitlements on their statement.  

Mr Wordsworth said the NFU continued to push for more guidance, but so far it was not forthcoming. However, it was important that farmers did try to get to the bottom of the figures, he stressed.  

"Farmers should read the information sent by the RPA and if this does not answer their questions they should write to the RPA for a calculation of how their values have been arrived at. This is a one-off opportunity to get things right."  

Derrick Wilkinson, senior economist with the Country Land and Business Association, agreed it was unsatisfactory that the RPA had not adequately explained to farmers the way the calculations worked. "They should have included a breakdown of how they have done the calculations on the statement," he said.  

A spokesman from the RPA told "The information we have provided customers with up to this point enables them to navigate their way around the statement, verify the accuracy of the number and type of entitlements on their statement, and to transfer entitlements.  

"We are currently considering the most appropriate way in which we can provide further information on the entitlements calculation, to help those farmers who wish to check value figures on their entitlements in more detail."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

English SFP is a mess - but here's some help.  

Andrew Shirley  
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If the government is trying to wean agriculture off support payments sooner rather than later, the botched introduction of the single farm payment could inadvertently do the trick.  

Even now, with the deadline for trading SFP entitlements only weeks away, the confusion continues. Most English farmers have not received their SFP cheques and there are still thousands who do not know how much they will eventually receive. For those who have been told, the Rural Payments Agency's calculations are at best, unclear, at worst, plain wrong.  

It's probably too late to expect the RPA to sort out the mess, but farmers do need answers quickly. That's why today we've produced a Direct Talk guide to SFP entitlements to help you through the maze of outstanding issues. And we've also got a team of experts lined up to answer your questions online.  

Included in the guide are the results of an exclusive survey, which expose how unrealistic the cosy concept of decoupling support from production in the short term really is. While DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett may want farmers to use SFP cheques to reduce their reliance on traditional farming income, the reality is somewhat harsher.  

At least two-thirds of those questioned said they would have to use some of the cash to pay off short-term borrowing just to maintain their existing businesses.  

It's not an ideal situation - one that farmers will need to try to resolve - but government, supermarkets and food processors must realise that the introduction of the SFP is not a windfall panacea that will remove all of farming's problems in a stroke. And it is certainly not an excuse - already used crassly by some - to justify lower farm-gate prices.  

For some, the hassle of claiming the SFP may not seem worth the bother, but used wisely it will help provide opportunities - opportunities that may mean relying on the RPA could become a thing of the past.  

Andrew Shirley Deputy business editor  

<E051> For the latest on SFP see News, p7-8 and Direct Talk, p35-40  

<E051> To access our SFP experts log on to fwi.co.uk/forums  

Great news for a great industry  

"The most positive news for the British beef industry in a decade" was how the NFU welcomed this week's decision to end the Date-Based Export Scheme. It was not exaggerating, writes Europe editor Philip Clarke.  

For 10 years, top-quality British beef has been banned or severely restricted from access to former markets, despite huge strides in overcoming the scourge of BSE.  

But now the end is in sight. Normal exporting of both beef and live cattle should resume in a matter of weeks.  

The result is a massive reward for the lobbying efforts of farming and meat industry bodies. DEFRA has also played a major part, submitting documentary evidence in a timely manner, launching a UK consultation ahead of the change in EU law, and applying maximum political pressure to secure this week's vote.  

Rebuilding markets will take time. But there is good demand out there and beef producers should soon see the benefit of higher Continental prices. Positive news indeed!  

Roots and fruits bring their own particular worries.  

Andrew Shirley  
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Farmers growing fruit, vegetables or potatoes (FVPs) have even more to worry about in terms of entitlement trading, says Edward Blundy of East Anglian consultant Brown & Co.  

That is because only "authorised" entitlements can be used to claim SFP on land used to grow FVPs. But the Rural Payments Agency has said the number of authorised entitlements growers will receive will be based on the area under FVP crops during 2003, meaning anybody who has expanded production since then may have too few entitlements, unless they have made a successful national reserve application.  

People who have stopped growing FVPs, however, can still use their authorised entitlements to grow normal combinable crops.  

"Growers with too few authorisations will have to decide whether to grow and not claim SFP on the extra area or try and buy in enough to make up the difference," says Mr Blundy.  

"The problem at the moment is that we have plenty of people looking to buy authorised entitlements, but because most people don't know how many they are going to receive yet we don't have enough sellers.  

"March is already proving to be a rather busy month. Ensuring entitlements end up back in the right hands following their establishment last year is proving to be a bit of a nightmare."  

To make matters worse, FVP growers often rent many different blocks of land and a separate RLE1 form has to be filled in for each different land provider and sent back to the RPA by the 2 April deadline, says Mr Blundy "I have one client who rents from 19 different people, and he is by no means unique.  

"The important message is that time is of the essence. Life is significantly clearer with an entitlement statement, so growers should deal with any outstanding queries quickly and request their RLE1 forms today."  

OCDS payments are to get `back on track' next week  
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OUTSTANDING administrative work connected with the OTMS has delayed the first payments under the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme.  

However, the Rural Payments Agency said this week that payments to collection centres would begin on March 6 and the RPA would then be `back on track' on its original commitment to pay out within one month.  

But the spokesperson reminded farmers that the collection centres, after receiving payment from the agency, then had a two week maximum limit in which to get the payments out to consignors of the cattle. * The OCDS began on January 23 after the OTMS finished and first payments should have been made by the RPA no later than one month after that.  

DEFRA to miss SFP deadline - but only just.  

jonathan riley  

265 words

Publication date: 7 July 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 6

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

The government has admitted that it is likely to have missed the deadline for paying 96.14% of all single farm payment claims by the end of 30 June.  

In a written statement on Wednesday (5 July), DEFRA secretary David Miliband said that the Rural Payments Agency estimated it had paid out £1.438bn by midnight on 30 June, which was approximately 94.9% of England's total payment pot.  

The minister pointed out that the EU Commission will actually look across the UK as a whole, to see if sufficient payments have been made to avoid triggering penalties. This means the final percentage will be higher.  

But Mr Miliband concluded: "The indications are that the UK is likely to have paid between 95% and 96% of payments by 30 June. If this is confirmed, we will, as previously indicated, have further discussions with the commission about the application of [fines]."  

Latest figures, from the RPA suggest that there are still around 8500 claimants in England who are yet to receive any payment.  

Although these farmers should receive interest on their money, the Forum of Private Business this week described the interest rate being offered by the government as "insulting".  

Paul Gregory, the FPB's late payment adviser, said: "Given that English farmers have had to wait seven months longer than their Scottish counterparts before receiving payment, they should receive interest at the Statutory Right to Invest rate (SRI), 8% above base, and not the government's 1% above base."  

Miliband gives details of late-SFP interest rates - 1% above base.  

Isabel Davies  
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A promise by the government that farmers will receive interest on their single farm payment if it is paid after 30 June, has received a lukewarm reception from farm leaders in England.  

DEFRA secretary David Miliband made the announcement last Thursday (22 June), revealing that interest will calculated from 1 July and paid at the London Interbank Offered Rate (LIBOR) plus 1%.  

"Further details will be given on the timing of these payments once the Rural Payments Agency has assessed how they can be integrated most effectively into the existing payment schedule," he said.  

Peter Kendall, NFU president, said the announcement went some way towards recognising the costs of late payments.  

"However, interest at 1% over base bears no relation to the true costs of delayed payments to the farming industry," he said.  

A hardship survey carried out by the union in April found farmers were paying 1.5% to 4% over the base rate to extend their borrowings.  

They were also selling crops and stock early to raise cashflow, or borrowing money from family members.  

Country Land and Business Association president David Fursdon said the latest announcement was too little, too late.  

"The question we're left with is whether anyone is actually going to benefit from this because the interest rate is low. Given that most farmers have now received a partial payment, few will benefit from this especially if full claims are paid within the next few months."  

Farmers in Scotland and Northern Ireland will also receive any interest on money outstanding at 30 June. The Welsh Assembly was unable to offer confirmation as FW went to press.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

'RPA bit off more than it could chew' - Addison.  
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The man drafted in by the government to sort out the single farm payment fiasco has told MPs that DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency bit off more than "could be successfully chewed".  

Mark Addison, who has now retired from the civil service, told the environment, food and rural affairs select committee on Wednesday (28 June) that the agency had struggled because it was asked to deliver three key programmes simultaneously.  

It had tried to restructure the RPA at the same time as making system changes to accommodate CAP reform and implementing the Rural Land Register, he said.  

"While impossible to estimate the risk that a project of this size might incur, it should have been obvious that more was being bitten off than could be successfully chewed."  

Mr Addison went onto to say that problems with the validation process were so complex that parts of the agency's software would need rewriting and it could be as long as two years before the system was properly fixed.  

The RPA will find out at the end of today (30 June) whether it has met the EU deadline of making 96.14% of all single farm payment claims by 30 June.  

As Farmers Weekly went to press, the agency was reporting that it had paid out 94.3% of the total fund and claimed more money was likely to go out, in the form of partial payments, before the end of the week.  

An RPA spokesman said by the close of play on Tuesday, 27 June. 105,586 customers had been paid a total of £1.415 billion. But he also admitted that there were still about 1500 commercial farmers waiting for either a full of partial single farm payment. In addition about 16,800 individuals were waiting for a top-up payment.  

DEFRA has confirmed that farmers who are still owed money after 30 June, will receive interest (see p8), but it is not yet clear what penalties the RPA will face if it does miss the deadline.  

'Inaccurate, misleading' payment site raises producers' concerns.  

Jon Riley  
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A website displaying individual farm support payments has come under fire from farmers who are concerned that some of the figures are inaccurate and potentially misleading.  

The site  www.farmsubsidy.org  was highlighted in Farmers Weekly's Talking point feature (Opinion, 16 June) by Charlie Flindt. Since then farmers have been logging on to check the details against their own paperwork.  

"When I saw the figure for my holding, which was totalled for two years and presented in euros, I nearly fell over," one grower told Farmers Weekly.  

"It is broken down later, but if people take a snapshot it looks like I am paid much more than I actually get. That was misleading and will only fuel the public's belief that we are paid big sums."  

Another reader insisted his payment figures were inaccurate.  

"Whichever way you look at my figure on the website, it is wrong. It shows that I'm paid over £130,000 for a single year. The reality is I got £69,000," said John Fox from Shropshire. "I'm not ashamed of the subsidy cheque I get. But I am annoyed that the information is not even close."  

Farmers Weekly contacted the website to put farmers' concerns to the people behind it. Website co-founder Jack Thurston said: "We are very concerned to hear that farmers are complaining about the accuracy of the figures. We use the Rural Payments Agency data, which are published under the Freedom of Information Act, so the only way they can be wrong is if the original data have been calculated wrongly."  

Mr Thurston urged farmers to complain to the RPA via e-mail and send a copy to the website address. "If farmers can point us to errors, then we want to hear from them. If the government is putting out incorrect data, then we, too, want to know because that really would be outrageous. We will challenge the RPA, but we need your readers to help us do so.  

"Our drive in publishing this information is simply transparency," he added. "The website should be a useful tool for farmers. The release of equivalent data in France helped small-scale farmers draw attention to the small amount of support they received," said Mr Thurston.  

jonathan.riley@rbi.co.uk  

Marriage can be onerous contract  
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5415 words

Publication date: 23 June 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 1

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

Marriage can be onerous contract  

<E051> Your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June) highlights a threat to farm finance every bit as great as drought, imports and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Marriage can be an onerous contract. At least in business a breach of contract can be redressed through the courts and compensation claimed against the culpable party. In a marriage a spouse can be guilty as hell and walk off with 50% of an asset to which they had contributed little or nothing.  

All the young men and women on family farms should consider this very carefully, especially if they have not previously co-habited. Divorce ramifications have to be discussed before marriage.  

If this subject cannot be broached while misty-eyed over a candle-lit dinner, you will have no chance 10 years down the line when shouting is the only means of communication. Marriages can and do go wrong. I should know, it happened to me.  

Name and address supplied  

Divorce hits farm women harder  

<E051> I refer to your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June).  

Much advice is given to male farmers involved in divorce cases, but none to women farmers. The latter are in desperate need.  

Under matrimonial law, it is practice to ensure that male farmers, not female, retain farms.  

Hence the unfair decision in the White v White case whereby both partnership farms were "awarded" to Mr White - rather than one to each partner - because it was deemed "unreasonable" for Mrs White (now Miss Greenslade) to continue her lifelong business career in farming.  

The economic enterprise of women farmers is severely curtailed on divorce, through lack of collateral and compensation. Your fair-minded readers will be pleased to know that this sexist practice is strongly condemned by the European Parliament and due to be challenged in the European courts.  

Patricia Ann Mallaby  

Women's Land Reform Group, 34 Mansfield Road, Balerno, Edinburgh  

Diesel spillage cost thousands  

<E051> I write in support of Tom Allen-Stevens and his experience following his diesel spillage (News, 9 June). We had exactly the same problem two years ago.  

In our instance, we found the environment agency to be completely unhelpful. The first call, at about 8pm, was to notify them and they were straight out. But, as we had dammed the stream, they said that was fine and returned the next morning.  

The first thing they did was to put me under oath. They then said that I would need to remove the fuel from the stream, but would not recommend anyone to do it, as it could be taken as favouritism.  

The second bombshell came when the NFU Mutual told us that, as the fuel had been contained on our own holding, we were not insured. Our prompt action saved them about £100,000-£200,000, as the stream feeds a well-known beauty spot two miles away.  

The NFU Mutual did agree an ex gratia payment of about £1000 after we complained and advised we would be moving to another insurer. This we have since done, though I would think the same applies with any insurance company.  

Drew Smith  

aws@home-farm-withcall.freeserve.co.uk  

Proposed cattle ID changes a worry  

<E051> DEFRA's consultation paper on proposed changes in the cattle identification regulations contains some worrying statements.  

It says: "recently the monthly average of late applications (for cattle passports) has dropped to around 850." In this case passports are refused. There is an appeals procedure, though only about 65% are successful. What happens to the other 35%?  

DEFRA's proposal is that farmers may obtain DNA tests "to confirm the dam/calf relationship." If a vet certifies the result, the calf can then be registered. The point is, who cares about the exact date of birth or the parentage anyway?  

Yes, we need to have cattle identified, and to keep records of where they are. But the exact date of birth was necessary for subsidy purposes - now there are no cattle subsidies.  

Also, the parentage was important when it was thought that BSE was hereditary. As far as I know this has never been proven.  

Wouldn't it be lovely to return to the old system of registering a batch of calves at leisure, every two or three months?  

Pippa Woods  

The Family Farmers' Association, Osborne Newton, Kingsbridge, Devon  

No money and feeling isolated  

<E051> We are, unfortunately, among the 3000 farmers who have not received anything from the RPA for 2005.  

Furthermore, we did not receive any forms for our 2006 claim until we made several phone calls, and then they were sent to us blank and with no guidance notes.  

Having borrowed guidance notes from a neighbour, we filled in the 2006 claim as best we could.  

Being a bit nervous we also sent a covering letter with it asking if we could have written confirmation that they had received it.  

Over the next three weeks we received no less than six identical letters confirming receipt of the SP5. What on earth is going on?  

We have made several calls to the RPA, talking to a different person each time. They have purported to get our file up on their screen and told us they cannot see any reason why we have not been paid.  

We feel extremely isolated now because everyone we know has had their entitlements statement, if not their money.  

Cynthia Just  

cynthiajust@yahoo.co.uk  

Can't make RPA more ridiculous  

<E051> The annoying thing about parodying the Rural Payments Agency is that they constantly keep moving the goalposts. I have decided to finally admit defeat: I am no longer capable of making them seem more ridiculous than they actually are.  

In the past month I have had three letters relating to my 2005 SPS application. I responded to them all by return. This week I received three more letters telling me that, because I hadn't responded, I am not able to establish entitlements on any of the four fields concerned.  

There is an outside possibility that all three of my letters could have been lost in the post. But recent reports about RPA staff taking drugs, brawling, getting sexy in the toilets and nudely leaping from one filing cabinet to another, provide a far more plausible explanation.  

Perhaps my unopened envelopes are sitting under a heap of clothes by one of the filing cabinets.  

Matthew Naylor  

Sycamore Farm, Spalding, Lincs  

Marriage can be onerous contract  

<E051> Your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June) highlights a threat to farm finance every bit as great as drought, imports and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Marriage can be an onerous contract. At least in business a breach of contract can be redressed through the courts and compensation claimed against the culpable party. In a marriage a spouse can be guilty as hell and walk off with 50% of an asset to which they had contributed little or nothing.  

All the young men and women on family farms should consider this very carefully, especially if they have not previously co-habited. Divorce ramifications have to be discussed before marriage.  

If this subject cannot be broached while misty-eyed over a candle-lit dinner, you will have no chance 10 years down the line when shouting is the only means of communication. Marriages can and do go wrong. I should know, it happened to me.  
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<E051> I refer to your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June).  

Much advice is given to male farmers involved in divorce cases, but none to women farmers. The latter are in desperate need.  

Under matrimonial law, it is practice to ensure that male farmers, not female, retain farms.  

Hence the unfair decision in the White v White case whereby both partnership farms were "awarded" to Mr White - rather than one to each partner - because it was deemed "unreasonable" for Mrs White (now Miss Greenslade) to continue her lifelong business career in farming.  

The economic enterprise of women farmers is severely curtailed on divorce, through lack of collateral and compensation. Your fair-minded readers will be pleased to know that this sexist practice is strongly condemned by the European Parliament and due to be challenged in the European courts.  
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In our instance, we found the environment agency to be completely unhelpful. The first call, at about 8pm, was to notify them and they were straight out. But, as we had dammed the stream, they said that was fine and returned the next morning.  

The first thing they did was to put me under oath. They then said that I would need to remove the fuel from the stream, but would not recommend anyone to do it, as it could be taken as favouritism.  
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In the past month I have had three letters relating to my 2005 SPS application. I responded to them all by return. This week I received three more letters telling me that, because I hadn't responded, I am not able to establish entitlements on any of the four fields concerned.  

There is an outside possibility that all three of my letters could have been lost in the post. But recent reports about RPA staff taking drugs, brawling, getting sexy in the toilets and nudely leaping from one filing cabinet to another, provide a far more plausible explanation.  

Perhaps my unopened envelopes are sitting under a heap of clothes by one of the filing cabinets.  

Matthew Naylor  

Sycamore Farm, Spalding, Lincs  

Marriage can be onerous contract  

<E051> Your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June) highlights a threat to farm finance every bit as great as drought, imports and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Marriage can be an onerous contract. At least in business a breach of contract can be redressed through the courts and compensation claimed against the culpable party. In a marriage a spouse can be guilty as hell and walk off with 50% of an asset to which they had contributed little or nothing.  

All the young men and women on family farms should consider this very carefully, especially if they have not previously co-habited. Divorce ramifications have to be discussed before marriage.  

If this subject cannot be broached while misty-eyed over a candle-lit dinner, you will have no chance 10 years down the line when shouting is the only means of communication. Marriages can and do go wrong. I should know, it happened to me.  

Name and address supplied  

Divorce hits farm women harder  

<E051> I refer to your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June).  

Much advice is given to male farmers involved in divorce cases, but none to women farmers. The latter are in desperate need.  

Under matrimonial law, it is practice to ensure that male farmers, not female, retain farms.  

Hence the unfair decision in the White v White case whereby both partnership farms were "awarded" to Mr White - rather than one to each partner - because it was deemed "unreasonable" for Mrs White (now Miss Greenslade) to continue her lifelong business career in farming.  

The economic enterprise of women farmers is severely curtailed on divorce, through lack of collateral and compensation. Your fair-minded readers will be pleased to know that this sexist practice is strongly condemned by the European Parliament and due to be challenged in the European courts.  

Patricia Ann Mallaby  

Women's Land Reform Group, 34 Mansfield Road, Balerno, Edinburgh  

Diesel spillage cost thousands  

<E051> I write in support of Tom Allen-Stevens and his experience following his diesel spillage (News, 9 June). We had exactly the same problem two years ago.  

In our instance, we found the environment agency to be completely unhelpful. The first call, at about 8pm, was to notify them and they were straight out. But, as we had dammed the stream, they said that was fine and returned the next morning.  

The first thing they did was to put me under oath. They then said that I would need to remove the fuel from the stream, but would not recommend anyone to do it, as it could be taken as favouritism.  

The second bombshell came when the NFU Mutual told us that, as the fuel had been contained on our own holding, we were not insured. Our prompt action saved them about £100,000-£200,000, as the stream feeds a well-known beauty spot two miles away.  

The NFU Mutual did agree an ex gratia payment of about £1000 after we complained and advised we would be moving to another insurer. This we have since done, though I would think the same applies with any insurance company.  

Drew Smith  

aws@home-farm-withcall.freeserve.co.uk  

Proposed cattle ID changes a worry  

<E051> DEFRA's consultation paper on proposed changes in the cattle identification regulations contains some worrying statements.  

It says: "recently the monthly average of late applications (for cattle passports) has dropped to around 850." In this case passports are refused. There is an appeals procedure, though only about 65% are successful. What happens to the other 35%?  

DEFRA's proposal is that farmers may obtain DNA tests "to confirm the dam/calf relationship." If a vet certifies the result, the calf can then be registered. The point is, who cares about the exact date of birth or the parentage anyway?  

Yes, we need to have cattle identified, and to keep records of where they are. But the exact date of birth was necessary for subsidy purposes - now there are no cattle subsidies.  

Also, the parentage was important when it was thought that BSE was hereditary. As far as I know this has never been proven.  

Wouldn't it be lovely to return to the old system of registering a batch of calves at leisure, every two or three months?  

Pippa Woods  

The Family Farmers' Association, Osborne Newton, Kingsbridge, Devon  

No money and feeling isolated  

<E051> We are, unfortunately, among the 3000 farmers who have not received anything from the RPA for 2005.  

Furthermore, we did not receive any forms for our 2006 claim until we made several phone calls, and then they were sent to us blank and with no guidance notes.  

Having borrowed guidance notes from a neighbour, we filled in the 2006 claim as best we could.  

Being a bit nervous we also sent a covering letter with it asking if we could have written confirmation that they had received it.  

Over the next three weeks we received no less than six identical letters confirming receipt of the SP5. What on earth is going on?  

We have made several calls to the RPA, talking to a different person each time. They have purported to get our file up on their screen and told us they cannot see any reason why we have not been paid.  

We feel extremely isolated now because everyone we know has had their entitlements statement, if not their money.  

Cynthia Just  

cynthiajust@yahoo.co.uk  

Can't make RPA more ridiculous  

<E051> The annoying thing about parodying the Rural Payments Agency is that they constantly keep moving the goalposts. I have decided to finally admit defeat: I am no longer capable of making them seem more ridiculous than they actually are.  

In the past month I have had three letters relating to my 2005 SPS application. I responded to them all by return. This week I received three more letters telling me that, because I hadn't responded, I am not able to establish entitlements on any of the four fields concerned.  

There is an outside possibility that all three of my letters could have been lost in the post. But recent reports about RPA staff taking drugs, brawling, getting sexy in the toilets and nudely leaping from one filing cabinet to another, provide a far more plausible explanation.  

Perhaps my unopened envelopes are sitting under a heap of clothes by one of the filing cabinets.  

Matthew Naylor  

Sycamore Farm, Spalding, Lincs  

Marriage can be onerous contract  

<E051> Your article on divorce, (Leader and Feature, 9 June) highlights a threat to farm finance every bit as great as drought, imports and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Marriage can be an onerous contract. At least in business a breach of contract can be redressed through the courts and compensation claimed against the culpable party. In a marriage a spouse can be guilty as hell and walk off with 50% of an asset to which they had contributed little or nothing.  

All the young men and women on family farms should consider this very carefully, especially if they have not previously co-habited. Divorce ramifications have to be discussed before marriage.  

If this subject cannot be broached while misty-eyed over a candle-lit dinner, you will have no chance 10 years down the line when shouting is the only means of communication. Marriages can and do go wrong. I should know, it happened to me.  
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The fledgling Scottish Beef Cattle Association has set its sights on a membership of 2000 "serious beef producers" and has attracting young blood into the beef industry as a top priority.  

The association, formed after a protracted period of tension between the Scottish Beef Council and the National Beef Association, held its debut meeting in Perth, where a committee of 32 members was appointed, covering eight regions of Scotland.  

Such a large committee was needed to avoid the situation which had blighted "other organisations" where grassroots views were ignored by a "little coterie of people in the centre", said Pat Lambert, previously chairman of the Scottish Beef Council. The SBCA already has a membership of about 120 and aims to have 400 by the end of its first year.  

Devolution was identified as a key factor in the emergence of the new body. "Devolution has now been seen to be working and people are getting their viewpoints across. Not everyone is in favour of devolution, but you only need to look at DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency's single farm payment situation to see devolution is working," said Mr Lambert. He added that the secret to successful lobbying was not "ranting and raving" from the outside, but getting round a table to get your point across face to face.  

<E051> The Scottish Executive has confirmed to NFU Scotland that it will change the way penalties are applied when cattle are found to have missing ear tags at inspection.  

To date, farmers have faced hefty fines under cross-compliance rules if cattle were found with two  

missing tags.  

The Scottish Executive will now provide a 28-day window from the date of an inspection to allow producers to rectify tagging faults discovered during an inspection.  

Scottish Beef Cattle Association office holders had their first meeting in Perth last week. The team consists of (back, from left) Pat Lambert, Peter Alexander, Keith Redpath and Charlie Russell. Front: Chairman Jim Kennedy (left) and president John Cameron.  
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Listening to the radio report on the scandalous behaviour at a Rural Payments Agency centre, it's hard to know whether to laugh or cry.  

Of course, it's not funny - these people are responsible for getting out payments that are desperately needed by farming businesses. How many times have we been told that the RPA was working flat out and doing its best to sort the mess out? And then this.  

That it is childish and repulsive behaviour - vomiting in cups to be found festering by cleaners?! - is not in doubt. But there is a far more serious side to the matter.  

What the claims of sex and high jinks at the RPA office underline is the poor quality of staff employed. Staff that consider leaping off filing cabinets naked fitting behaviour for the office are hardly likely to rate highly on the intelligence quotient - and listening to tales of some of the frustrating rounds of phone calls to the RPA some farmers have endured, that is putting it mildly.  

All of which suggests the contempt the Government has for the work of the RPA and the people it is supposed to serve. But that it hardly news.  

Of course, clandestine sex and other inappropriate activities during work time (though this time it was break dancing competitions rather than croquet) appears to be the norm in Government departments. When high ranking ministers can (and do) get away with abuse of position in every way possible, it is hardly surprising more junior employees feel free to take liberties.  

Sacking RPA staff is hardly the long term answer - either for those at the very top or those well down the ladder from them. Nothing short of a fundamental change of attitude from this Government is needed.  

Or perhaps just a change of Government.  
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NORTH West farmers and NFU officials met a representative of the National Audit Office at the union's regional office in Skelmersdale on Monday to discuss the problems of the Single Farm Payment.  

NFU North West Regional Management Board chairman and Bampton farmer, Peter Allen said after the meeting: "The NFU wanted to make sure farmers don't take any of the flak for this shambles and that the finger of blame is pointed in the direction that it ought to be. I felt it very important to stress that the Rural Payments Agency should not take all the wrap for this."  

The NAO representative said: "This has been extremely useful and has put some flesh on the bones of what we've been deriving from various Government documents and media reports."  

Thousands drop out of SFP chaos.  
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Thousands of landowners have abandoned the Single Payment Scheme for 2006, following a year of chaos at the Rural Payments Agency and payment delays.  

The RPA has confirmed that it had received 105,000 SP5 forms by 2 June, 2006, compared with a total of 120,000 in 2005.  

An agency spokesman pointed out that everyone had to submit an SP5 in 2005 because it was "ground zero" in terms of establishing entitlements. But in 2006 applicants only had to complete a form if claiming a payment.  

"The people who have dropped out are likely to be those with very low claims," he said. "Many people - particularly pony paddock claimants - may not wish to activate entitlements this year."  

But there are signs that some commercial farmers are also turning away from the scheme. Farmers Weekly has spoken to a West Sussex dairy farmer who has sold his entitlements - worth £14,000 a year - because he wants to farm without interference.  

"I don't want the form-filling and I don't want a load of officials telling me how to farm," he said. "I feel I have got my freedom back and I can run my farm properly."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU single payment scheme adviser, said if 12% fewer people had applied in 2006 it should cut processing times.  

"If you take 15,000 claims out the system then it may help move validation on by six weeks." But he added: "My concern is where the money goes that is attached to those entitlements? Ultimately, it will be locked out until it goes into the national reserve."  

Meanwhile, the 3500 farmers who are still waiting for a 2005 payment are getting increasingly frustrated about their situation.  

Gloria Beckett of Aldham Hall Farm, Aldham, near Colchester said her family's claim had been delayed because she had failed to tick a box indicating that they needed FVP authorisations for 8ha (19 acres) of potatoes.  

"I've held my hands up to the mistake and asked if the RPA can pay on the rest of the claim. But so far we have received no money. I just can't understand why it is all taking so long." Mrs Beckett said the problem was made worse by the fact that she couldn't ever talk to anyone at the RPA who knew her situation.  

FINAL REMINDER  

The final deadline for SP5 applications to be submitted is today (9 June).  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has revealed that 26 claimants have received payments of just 1p. A spokesman said they would be looking at introducing a minimum payment level for 2006. But the cost of implementing such a system for 2005 would have been more expensive than the cost of administering the payments.  

NFU slams RPA inaction.  
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The NFU has said it is "unacceptable" that the Rural Payments Agency is refusing to contact those farmers who are yet to receive any single farm payment.  

Julie Robinson, chief legal adviser, said farm leaders had asked the RPA last week to consider setting up some means of personal contact so the 3300 farmers affected can find out what is preventing their claim from being paid.  

But she said so far this was not happening. "The whole situation is appalling and is causing farmers considerable stress," she said. "Why can't the RPA just pick up the phone and tell farmers why they  

haven't at least got partial payment?"  

An RPA spokesman said farmers who were yet to receive any payment were the agency's top priority. But he claimed contacting every producer would slow things down.  

Processing of claims has slowed anyway in the past week because the RPA has closed down its computer system for another "upgrade". The system has been down from 26 May and will restart on 5 June.  

Latest figures show that by the end of Tuesday, 30 May, 95,674 farmers had been paid either a full or partial payment. The total amount of money that has been paid out is £1.32bn.  

Letters.  

Various  

1383 words

Publication date: 2 June 2006

Source: Farmers Weekly

Page: 1

(c) Copyright 2006.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

RPA mapping mix-up is astounding  

<E051> I had a bad week last week.  

First I was informed by the Rural Payments Agency that I had been chosen, along with 4999 of my fellow farmers, not to receive any interim single farm payment. The letter outlined a number of reasons, none of which applied to me.  

Next, after two-and-a-half years of patiently trying to agree a set of maps for my farm, I finally triumphed. The nice man in the RPA said he could let me have some A4 copies and they duly arrived mid-week.  

They were not my maps, but I was able to identify that they were my neighbour's. What was of serious concern was that five of my fields were on his maps.  

Thirdly, having applied to join the Entry Level Stewardship scheme in October 2005, I rang the appropriate section in Nottingham to try and access the money. Having given the nice man my holding number and informed him that my maps were now agreed, he busied himself to find the data.  

It soon emerged that he had 15 fewer fields under my holding number on his system than I had agreed with the mapping section.  

So by the end of the week I knew officially I was not to get an interim SFP, my neighbour was the proud owner of five of my fields, 15 of my fields had disappeared altogether and my chances of joining the ELS had receded yet again.  

I was comforted that this incompetence extends beyond DEFRA when I reached for the official forms to pay my PAYE and national insurance. I found I had been issued with two sets for my one business.  

If we ran our businesses like this we would have gone bust long ago, leaving both DEFRA and the Revenue & Customs with nothing to do.  

Michael J Scott  

Austhorpe Farm, Sleaford, Lincolnshire  

That's no way to  

run a business  

<E051> In April we were due to pay the final instalment of a hire purchase agreement with a leading tractor manufacturer.  

Due to a cross-compliance inspection by the Department of Agriculture for Northern Ireland - passed satisfactorily - we were informed that our SFP would be cleared after all other recipients.  

Concerned that further delays would ensue, I duly wrote to the tractor manufacturer's finance department advising that a delay in our final payment would ensue, but that it would be made by end of June. What did I get in return?  

First, an invoice for £35 + VAT for an "arrears letter fee". Second, an invoice for £50 + VAT for an "arrears administration fee". And thirdly, a letter demanding a further £100 + VAT for the deferral.  

The manner in which this has been treated shows a degree of arrogance beyond belief. If I were to run this business in that way, I would run out of customers very rapidly.  

David Chambers  

Tullynaskeagh Farm, Downpatrick, Northern Ireland.  

Food campaign is good for farming  

<E051> Congratulations on your very valid "Local Food is Miles Better" campaign.  

I believe this is something we can really hit the socio-environmentalists with - those Islington residents who will have a go at me for driving a 4x4, while tucking in to a plate of organic celery imported from South Africa.  

Farmers must strike back, and it is a deep shame the NFU cannot come up with a decent bit of PR instead of leaving it to your excellent magazine. Buying food locally is perhaps the most important factor in getting farming back on its feet again.  

Michael Johnson  

Alswick Hall Farms, Buntingford, Herts  

Don't bow to Badger Trust  

<E051> I found a recent report in the Western Morning News "No need for badger cull as TB cases fall" most intriguing.  

After years of New Labour giving in to pressure from the Badger Trust, forgive me if I am now rather cynical.  

Miraculously, it seems, "provisional figures show that the number of cattle slaughtered as a result of bovine TB fell by 29% in the first three months of this year". Now isn't that amazing? I wonder which of the trillions of Sir Humphreys thought that one up.  

It seems to me that public pressure has now grown so much that killing any more cattle while leaving the diseased badgers untouched will just not be accepted any longer. That leaves the government with a problem.  

Either they have to defy the Badger Trust and cull all diseased badgers, or they have to find a way of discovering that they were mistaken all along, and the cattle never really had TB anyway.  

This brings to mind the case of Shelagh Kremer's calf, Fern, who, having been tested positive for TB and forcibly killed, on post-mortem was subsequently found not to have TB, but only to have "encountered the disease" from which he had recovered.  

I wonder how many more cattle which have been culled as reactors did not have TB either.  

One thing I do know, and that is that this is the scandal of the century and reveals the foolishness of any government which bows to the attentions of organisations like the Badger Trust.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

The countryside is fighting back  

<E051> What a splendid column by David Richardson (Opinion, 19 May). The way supermarkets operate, like some sort of corporate mafia, has to be called to account.  

But David is only scratching the surface of a problem that is only now beginning to be addressed. I'm talking about the erosion of the countryside, its lifestyle and the people who live and work in it.  

The closure of village schools, pubs and shops. Inappropriate housing built in rural areas. Greedy millionaire landlords charging exorbitant rents for country properties.  

The reasons for the decline are many, the growth both in power and number of supermarkets being a major contributory factor. But the fight back has begun and columns like David's can only help, as will your "Local food is miles better" campaign.  

I am involved in a small way with a group which is trying to persuade local councils with large rural areas to adopt a definitive rural policy within the county.  

I think it was Kipling who said: "There is no greater sin than when good men do nothing", and now we are. Beware, the countryside is fighting back.  

Eryl Jones  

Moretonwood, Shropshire  

Biomass is non-starter in our area  

<E051> Further to your report on biomass (Arable, 19 May), you might think that, farming as we do in the south-east of England, turning out a bit of combined heat and power could be an ideal opportunity.  

We're located next to a live government installation with a semi-derelict district heating system. They are a major energy consumer and the national grid distribution network is right alongside.  

We even have some heavy clay to sustain miscanthus, or similar, so it looked like a winner to me. Forget it!  

Planners? That number of trucks, even for half a mile - out of the question. Government department? Not even interested.  

Biomass has no future until our energy supply problems are much greater.  

Never forget that there is a lot of real waste out there which can be converted into power, where the cost of fuel is less than zero. How can we compete with that?  

Robert Benford  

Down Farm, Odiham, Hampshire  

No real taste in modern milk  

<E051> I wrote to Farmers Weekly some time ago on the subject of standardised milk delivered to my door, which I did not like.  

My local dairy is now run by Dairy Farmers of Britain. I don't know who you are, but I now get proper milk with cream on top. It is wonderful, as is the cream delivered at the end of this week - quite different from what is sold in supermarkets.  

Surely milk should be marketed differently. It is not just the white stuff you slosh on to your morning cereal. The general public needs educating on the taste, use and value of milk. Perhaps we should have tutored tastings, as we do with wine.  

Barbara Mumford  

Rectory Farm, West Torrington, Lincs  

Biofuel targets make it to the House of Lords.  

Isabel Davies  
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Junior DEFRA minister Lord Rooker will be quizzed by peers next week about the government's targets for biofuels use.  

The House of Lords European Union Committee on Environment and Agriculture will question Lord Rooker on 7 June as part of its inquiry into the biofuels market, which follows publication of the European Commission's EU Strategy for Biofuels.  

The committee aims to write a report by the summer which summarises the UK's progress in meeting its biofuel targets.  

The report will also evaluate the factors affecting the development of national biofuel markets, assess which member states have been most successful in meeting their targets and examine how they have achieved them.  

As part of the inquiry, three members of the committee visited Green Spirit fuels' planned ethanol development at Henstridge, Somerset, on 18 May. The group was led by committee chairman Lord Renton, who was accompanied by Lord Sewell and Lady Miller.  

Construction of the £80m plant will begin this summer and it is due to be fully operational by January 2008. Green Spirit plans to source all its grain requirements from Wessex Grain.  

The company is currently offering wheat contracts for 3-5 year terms to producers within a 45-mile radius of the plant. Growers that sign-up can claim an environmental payment from the Rural Payments Agency equivalent to about £4/t.  

Once operational, the plant will produce about 100,000t of ethanol a year from about 330,000t of wheat with brewers' grains and food grade quality CO2 being produced as valuable by-products.  

Payments now stand at 78 per cent  
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SEVENTY-EIGHT per cent of Single Payment applicants have now received their money, with 88 per cent of the £1.5 billion fund having been paid out, the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has claimed.  

An RPA spokesman said work was `progressing at a pace'. "We have now paid out to more than 1,700 of the priority claimants that, as of a fortnight ago, had not received any money, which is good news.  

He said another run of completed validations for 3,000 payments, the bulk of which were top-up payments, had been completed and would be paid out in the next few days.  

As of this Tuesday, some 90,000 applications for the 2006 scheme had been received, he said. As penalties would be applied to applications received after May 31, `the clock is ticking', he warned. He said the RPA was concerned, however, that around a quarter of applications received to date were missing basic requirements such as signatures or key boxes not filled in.  

"In many cases it will require customer services to phone the applicant and ask them to resubmit the forms."  

Accenture and RPA deny cover-up after `slip of the tongue'  
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ACCENTURE and the Rural Payments Agency moved quickly to quash speculation that problems with the Single Payment Scheme were hushed up for a year, after a `slip of the tongue' during the EFRA evidence session.  

During Monday's grilling by MPs Accenture managing director (UK and Ireland) Sean Shine appeared to drop the RPA in it.  

He said it became clear as early as February 2004 that it would be `impossible' to begin making payments in December, the beginning of the payment window.  

"It was declared by the RPA in the first quarter of 2004 that our target date was to ensure that payments were capable of being made in February 2006," Mr Shine said. But Defra and the RPA did not publicly admit the target had slipped to February until January 2005.  

Mr Shine's comments seemed plausible as it was in May 2004 that Accenture agreed a revised contract with the RPA that took into account the decision in early 2004 to opt for a complex dynamic hybrid model in England.  

This, Accenture officials said, changed the `delivery time frame' of their IT system, RITA.  

However, when contacted by Farmers Guardian, an RPA spokesman insisted Mr Shine had got his dates wrong. He must have meant to say early 2005, when the time frame was made public, not 2004, said the spokesman, adding the RPA `was not working to a specific timescale' in 2004.  

The following day an Accenture spokeswoman backed this line, agreeing it was a `slip of the tongue'. "We did say 2004, but we meant 2005," she said.  

`Ministers to blame for failure not the system' claims company  

458 words

Publication date: 26 May 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 6

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

THE Single Payment Scheme failed because Ministers introduced the wrong system, not as a result of IT failure, the company that delivered the scheme's computer system claimed this week.  

In fact, Accenture managing director (Atlantic and Europe) Peter Holmes said he was `proud' of what the IT firm had achieved.  

The alleged failing of Accenture's £54 million IT system has been widely cited as a major cause of the SPS crisis. Last week, Defra's senior civil servant Helen Ghosh said it had simply `gummed up' when the Rural Payments Agency began making payments in February.  

Accenture officials hit back in evidence to the Environment Food and Rural Affairs Committee on Monday.  

They refused to admit any responsibility for the failure of the system to deliver. Instead, they claimed the decision to introduce the complex dynamic hybrid system pushed development of the IT system back and then overwhelmed it as 11 times more land was mapped than had been envisaged.  

Accenture won a tender process in 2003 to build and maintain the new claim processing system known as RITA. Mr Holmes told MPs the company was not trying to distance itself from the crisis. "We have delivered against the contract that was agreed and we are proud of what we delivered. RITA is functioning as designed and has been in operation and fully stable since October 2005."  

He insisted the company's reputation had not been damaged and added that RITA is only one part of the overall set of systems and projects in place at the RPA to deliver the scheme.  

The Accenture officials proceeded to pin the blame on the unexpected decision by Defra Ministers Margaret Beckett and Lord Whitty in early 2004 to opt for the dynamic hybrid system, which increased the number of claimants by 50 per cent, to 120,000 and massively increased the amount of land covered by the scheme  

The major mapping problems that had underpinned the SPS crisis were due to an `unexpectedly increased the load on RITA', itself a `direct result' of the choice of CAP system, and not the IT system, Mr Holmes claimed.  

When the system went live, the problem was that even tiny discrepancies between what was digitally recorded on the RLR and what appeared on SPS forms were having to be resolved before payment could be made. This was a major factor in slowing the process.  

MPs investigating the crisis were at times frustrated by Accenture's refusal to accept any of the blame. They queried the failure to test the system adequately before it went live and the lack of communication between Accenture and Defra and RPA officials over the potential problems.  

Agency denies sending out incorrect envelopes  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has denied its latest administrative error - sending out incorrectly addressed envelopes for farmers to return SPS forms in - will affect the application process.  

The NFU raised concerns after some of its members were sent return envelopes with the wrong postcode and, it understood, the wrong PO Box number.  

One NFU member who posted their application last week via special delivery was surprised when confirmation of delivery showed it had been sent to a company called Intelligent Security Solutions (ISS), in Newcastle, not the RPA.  

After looking into the problem NFU concluded this had happened because the PO Box number was wrong, as was the last letter of the postcode, errors apparently repeated on envelopes.  

The NFU raised the matter with the RPA, seeking assurances that the processing of applications would not suffer. In particular it wanted to know what would happen if some forms do not get to the RPA until after June 9 or not at all.  

However, the agency described the claims as `a storm in a teacup'. An RPA spokesman admitted some old envelopes with an old postcode had been sent out by mistake. But he said the PO Box number on the envelopes - PO Box 1058 - was correct.  

He said the `apparent' misdirected delivery to ISS was a one-off, adding that the RPA had not been able to establish in discussions with Royal Mail whether the letter was indeed delivered there in the first place.  

He insisted the error would not prevent the envelopes reaching their correct destination.  

"There is no problem. The letters are arriving without delay and there is no evidence of envelopes getting lost."  

£1.3 billion paid to 91,000 farmers as deadline looms  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has now paid out £1.3 billion of Single Payments to farmers in England, 87 per cent of the total owed.  

More than 91,000 applicants, about three-quarters of the total, have been paid at least a potion of their claim.  

Having delivered part payments worth about 80 per cent of the total last week, the agency began topping them up this week. This helped push the number of full payments up to 67,000, 56 per cent of the total. Another 24,000 claimants are awaiting top up payments.  

Approximately 28,000 applicants have not received a penny, although the RPA is unclear about exactly how many people remain to be paid.  

Most of those waiting to be paid are those with small claims worth less than 1,000 euros. There are, however, about 5,000 people with more substantial claims who have not been paid because of problems with their applications. These applications were being prioritised alongside top-up payments.  

The RPA is not commenting on progress with validation but the NFU said last week figures seen by stakeholders show that over 70,150 claims had been fully validated.  

That suggested validations were running at 3,000 to 3,500 per week, making it `highly unlikely' that full payment of all claims would be made ahead of the June 30 deadline.  

By Alistair Driver  

RPA issues reminder to get all SPS applications in by May 31  
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THE Rural Payments Agency is reminding farmers in England that they must get their 2006 SPS applications in by May 31 to avoid penalties.  

About 50,000 farmers have taken advantage of Defra's decision to waive penalties for applications sent between May 15 and May 31. By the original May 15 deadline, the agency had received 67,000 applications out of about 120,000 it expects to receive.  

This week the RPA published the following advice to those farmers who have still not sent applications:  

Valid 2006 SPS application forms received by RPA by midnight on May 31 will avoid late claim penalties of 1 per cent per working day.  

Applications received after June 9, 2006 will be rejected completely.  

Post your application in good time in the envelope provided (we suggest you obtain and keep proof of delivery of your application).  

If this is difficult you can hand the form in at one of the RPA centres listed where you will be given a receipt.  

Check before sending, that you have: * Completed ALL relevant parts of your form; * Signed your application form; * Initialled and dated any amendments you have made; * Completed columns C7, C8, C10, E2 and E3 (most common errors); * Attached any supporting documents; and * Made and kept a copy of your application in case RPA need to contact you with any queries.  

Blank application forms and packs of continuation sheets are available from the RPA sites listed and can be downloaded from  www.rpa.gov.uk .  

RPA Centres  

Newcastle, Reading, Carlisle, Northallerton, Workington and Exeter RPA centres and Bristol, Worcester, Newmarket sites are open 8.30am - 5.00pm (including weekends and Bank Holiday Monday until May 31).  

The RPA Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777 is open from 8am to 6pm Monday to Friday and weekends and Bank Holiday Monday, May 29 from 9.00am to 5.00pm.  

SPS partial payments should have been earlier  
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Defra official admits to MPs...  

DEFRA'S top civil servant has admitted that SPS part-payments should have been made in January. But assurances from the Rural Payments Agency and pressure from stakeholders, such as the NFU, to stick with full payments convinced them to reject the option.  

Giving evidence to MPs investigating the fiasco over late payments, Defra permanent secretary Helen Ghosh said: "If I have a regret now it's to say we should have made a decision to go for partial payments in January.  

"Stakeholders were asking for a full payment, preferring a full later rather than a partial payment earlier," she said.  

Responding to accusations from MPs that the whole payment process had been an `unmitigated disaster', she said Defra could not have foreseen the failure at the agency.  

"Only five days before telling us that they would not make the bulk of payments by the end of March, Johnston McNeill (RPA chief executive) had informed Margaret Beckett that everything was okay. "We would have expected the RPA to foresee the problem and that was why Mr McNeill had to be removed," she said.  

But she admitted that Defra made a mistake in not checking more thoroughly the IT system that failed during the process of making payments to farmers in March.  

"We were focused on validation rather than checking. There was no suggestion that once the validation process had been got through there would be a problem with putting payments through," she said.  

Mrs Ghosh said the IT process, which translated validation into payments, had been tested but, "it had not been tested in anger, with large-scale volumes."  

Responding to her admission that she regretted not going for part- payments in January, the NFU said they had no way of knowing at that time that there was going to be a, `major disaster' at the RPA. "We were in the same position as them listening to Mr McNeill's assurances," said an NFU spokesman.  

"We had our doubts but we knew that if we were to ask for a part payment this would hold up the whole of the 2006 payments so, on balance, we felt we had to go for full payments.  

"I don't think what happened suggests that approach was wrong because it wasn't until early March when they ran the payment system that it collapsed. It is very easy to be sure after the event but given what we knew at the time it was the right decision.''  

By Tom Levitt  

Your chance to be heard on CAP reform.  

jane king  
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There are two subjects we can guarantee farmers will have strong opinions on - CAP reform and this government's attitude to farming policy.  

Which is why, this week, we are giving you a unique opportunity to influence government thinking in a way that has never been possible before.  

For the first time, the select committee on environment, food and rural affairs (EFRA) is going outside Westminster to hear views from ordinary farmers and rural people in the form of an open evidence session.  

The venue will be the Royal Show, Stoneleigh on Tuesday, 4 July and EFRA has asked Farmers Weekly to get involved in encouraging questions and submissions from readers. A selection will be put live to the MPs in a formal session in front of an audience at the show and there's a chance to talk informally to the MPs afterwards. It's a public hearing and one of enormous significance in that the committee is working beyond the main farming organisations and is trying to reach out to grassroots producers.  

Farmers Weekly has also been invited to produce a dossier of further questions and evidence from those readers whose submissions do not get heard at the open session. All this feedback will be presented to the select committee in time to influence their final recommendations on CAP going forward.  

The Royal Show hearing is part of EFRA's inquiry into what the government should do about CAP in 10-15 years' time. If you've got a vision for agriculture or opinions on government commitment to UK food production; EU inequalities; environmental risks; competitiveness; prices; and the impact on the rural economy, then let's hear them.  

You may be forgiven for thinking that EFRA is a rather anonymous parliamentary body with no real teeth and pretty far removed from the realities of your farm business. But any group responsible for scrutinising DEFRA and overseeing the work of organisations like the Rural Payments Agency, Meat and Livestock Commission and Environment Agency must have some clout. It also has cross-party representation from 14 MPs who come from significant rural constituencies and say they care about the future of British agriculture.  

So we should embrace this invitation and use it well to get key points across.  

Our industry frequently and justifiably complains that politicians aren't listening. This time they are - turn to page 14 and find out how you can get involved.  

Jane King Editor  

Don't keep mum on local food  

Mums are great, writes FW Group projects manager Debbie Beaton. Simon Croft's mother certainly is. After overhearing me ranting to my bored children about the lack of British vegetables in a local store, she explained that her son had recently set up a fresh food business in nearby Washington, Sussex.  

His sole objective is to source and sell locally produced fresh vegetables, fruit and ultimately cheese and meat. I couldn't believe my luck.  

Plans for FW's new nationwide campaign Local Food is Miles Better had been agreed only a week earlier. A key part is celebrating the achievement of Food Miles Heroes - people who help to minimise the distance food travels between farm gate and plate and, in the process benefit the environment and the rural economy. Simon Croft and his partner James Meldrum are certainly two deserving heroes.  

<E051> Find out more about them and how you can help to spread the low food miles message on p28  

<E051> Register with our campaign and sign up to petition the supermarkets at  www.fwi.co.uk 

'Insurance' set-aside coding advice updated.  

isabel davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has updated its advice on how farmers should code "insurance" set-aside when filling in their SP5 form.  

The agency has added to the Frequently Asked Questions section on its website in response to queries raised by Farmers Weekly, consultants and the NFU.  

The guidance makes it clear that, in general, the RPA wants to see any land area which exceeds the obligatory set-aside requirement split off and coded OT2.  

But it has acknowledged that some farmers have already completed their SP5 application form and included small parcels of additional set-aside land as SA1, or if the farmer has an industrial contract as NF1, without having identified the additional area as a split parcel.  

"For 2006 only, we will automatically take any additional land that has been coded and managed as set-aside over and above that required to activate an applicant's set-aside entitlements and use that land to activate normal entitlements held by the applicant."  

<E051> Farmers can find the RPA's full guidance at  www.rpa.gov.uk 

SFP system not tested fully, admit top DEFRA civil servants.  

andrew watts  
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Not until the point when  

DEFRA intended to start paying farmers their single farm payment did the Rural Payments Agency realise that the computer system designed to perform the task would not work, senior civil servants have admitted.  

Giving evidence to the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (EFRA) committee on 15 May, Helen Ghosh and Brian Bender, current and previous permanent secretaries respectively, said that they had both received assurances the system would be operational on time.  

However, Ms Ghosh admitted that the key parts of the system had not been tested "in anger". In effect, she said, the system simply "gummed up" when the RPA attempted to roll out payments to farmers.  

Members of the EFRA committee were simply astonished that DEFRA, the RPA and a team of external inspectors failed to ensure that the computer system would deliver on time.  

On hearing that the contract's running costs had more than doubled from £18m to £37m with other costs taking the final sum close to the budgeted £54m, David Taylor (Lab, North West Leicestershire), a former public sector IT manager, described  

DEFRA as a "dream customer" for companies such as Accenture, which provided the system.  

He said the decision to outsource large-scale IT projects to the private sector meant there were often few individuals left in government to monitor progress.  

But Ms Ghosh rejected such criticisms. In her retort she said costs would be even higher had DEFRA not negotiated a fixed-price contract. "In that sense, the contract we have is saving a significant amount of money and the taxpayer is receiving a good deal," she said.  

Ms Ghosh made further attempts to distance herself and DEFRA from the blame, saying that the problems with the computer system were "not foreseeable by us". Instead, she suggested, the blame lay with the RPA. But under close questioning from the committee the permanent secretary was forced to admit that  

DEFRA had failed to focus on some of the critical elements.  

Under advice from Accenture, the external advisers and the RPA resources were focused on resolving difficulties surrounding the validation process. Other issues such as mapping and ensuring the system was compatible with the payment process were overlooked.  

NFU parliamentary adviser Barney Holbeche likened the session to a public inquest following a disaster. "It's a bit like a corporate manslaughter case after a disaster, plenty of victims, but nobody's at fault," said Mr Holbeche.  

andrew.watts@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> Farmers' chance to influence EFRA on CAP reform. See p14.  

RPA owns up to postcode boob.  

isabel davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has admitted that some of the pre-printed envelopes it supplied to farmers, to return their SP5 forms, have the wrong postcode.  

But the agency said it believed that anyone using these envelopes would not experience problems with the accuracy or speed of delivery.  

The NFU alerted the RPA to the issue after one of its members claimed that his application form had been delivered to a company called Intelligent Security Solutions in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, rather than the RPA.  

An RPA spokesman admitted that the final digit of the postcode on some pre-printed envelopes was an old one. But he denied that the application form in question had been delivered to the wrong place.  

"The idea that the postcode is wrong and that envelopes are going to the wrong place is a myth," he said. "All envelopes are coming to the RPA without any difficulty.  

"The stock of envelopes with the incorrect final digit is being destroyed, but we can assure customers that anyone using one of those envelopes will not experience problems with the accuracy or speed of delivery. Because we use a PO Box address, Royal Mail uses PO Box 1058 together with the NE99 part of the postcode to deliver directly to us. The final section of the postcode is not used."  

By 15 May, 2006, about 71,000 out of 120,000 applicants had returned a completed SP5 to the RPA.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

From incompetence unity.  

David Richardson  
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an any good come of the mess surrounding late single farm payments? Not immediately it can't. Indeed, I have heard tragic stories, whose full impacts have yet to be disclosed. But I think I detect one positive possibility. It's faint and distant, like a blue spot in an otherwise cloudy sky. But maybe, just maybe it will grow into something significant that we will look back on and say - if it hadn't been for DEFRA's unbelievable ineptitude over SFPs we might not have done it.  

I'm referring to the fact that the unfortunate episode has united the NFU, the CLA and the TFA in pressurising the Rural Payments Agency to deal with the crisis and get payments made; to the regular meetings between officers and officials of all three bodies; to the identical weekly press releases issued by each party.  

And I ask myself -- could this lead to the organisations working together on other matters? Might the people involved realise there is more to unite them than to divide them? Is this the conception of a Confederation of British Agriculture, under that or another name, that some have envisaged for several years?  

I'm speculating, of course. I'm not privy to the level of intimacy or otherwise that may have occurred during these troubled times. But I do know there is a body of opinion among the great and the good of British agriculture that is becoming increasingly impatient at lack of progress towards such a body.  

It's not so much that they want yet another representational organisation -- more that they want representation to be more effective than it is at present. They can envisage how this might be achieved by a skilled communicator who speaks for all. And by centralising some services and avoiding duplication they believe it could also be done for less money than is currently being spent by the three organisations.  

That is not to say they should be absorbed into a new confederation and disappear. Each will still have its specialist interests and in some cases these will contradict the views of another group member. But the uniting factor that should supersede such considerations is the good of agriculture. In a civilised society it should be possible to disagree on details while agreeing on broad principles. It happens all the time in international diplomacy so why not in UK agriculture?  

For when it comes to PR and image our current structures are not good enough. Farmers are perceived as whingeing subsidy takers, unwilling to undertake the challenges accepted by other sectors of society. What is seldom understood is the real risk a significant run down of domestic food production will cause to the people of this country.  

In the elevated spheres of international finance that are a mystery to most of us, speculators are setting up funds to invest in soft commodities (grains, pulses, etc) that some pundits are predicting will be as scarce as hens' teeth before long. One was quoted in a newspaper the other day saying "the world's farmers will soon be the new oil sheiks".  

I wish I had his confidence and I remain to be convinced he was not exaggerating, if only slightly. But what if he was right? Should we not at least find effective ways to communicate such risks to our customers who might in turn persuade governments to modify their headlong race towards disastrous globalisation? Wouldn't showing public concern about the dangers to food security help build a better image than simply demanding our SFP, however justified that may be?  

A really effective communicator could turn round public opinion. And that's what ultimately controls policies. I was with a bunch of influential people the other day who are so fed up with the failure of our current representatives to grasp such an opportunity that they were ready to withdraw support if the leaders failed to act soon.  

`This fiasco will be a significant blot on her record' - NFU  
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Margaret Beckett's final message to farmers before leaving Defra was: "No farm business could ever have said with any confidence that it would have received its payment before the end of the payment window, which is June." TOM LEVITT sought a selection of responses. "I find it scandalous and demeaning to farmers in the UK. Having sat and listened to the assurances given by her Ministers to the select committee, the fact that she can turn round now and say that we should have realised all along is disgraceful.  

"It just shows the contempt that she and the Government have for farming."  

Daniel Kawczynski, Conservative MP for Shrewsbury North "If she had said at the beginning that farmers should not expect payments before the end of June that would have been bad but at least they could have planned for it. For her to say this now is unbelievable.  

"Other Government Departments are called to public account when they make mistakes, yet we still cannot see the end of this mess."  

Douglas Chalmers, Director CLA North "All the advice we had before was that the RPA was working hard to get 96 per cent of payments out before the end of March. If we cannot believe our politicians when they give clear and unambiguous promises then when should we believe them? "Let's hope the next secretary of state is more engaged because this just shows how unengaged she is with the farming community."  

George Dunn, TFA "Beckett's excuses are pitiful. By arguing that no farming business could have ever been sure that it would have received its subsidy payment before June, she is letting Defra, the Rural Payments Agency and herself off the hook. What happened to targets? What happened to the payment window opening in November last year and the assurances that subsidies would be paid out by March? "MPs were told time and time again that progress was being made, that the end of March was when we could expect the majority of payments to be made. How can farmers be expected to financially plan ahead and organise their cash flows if the government take this hands-off approach?"  

Roger Williams, Liberal Democrat Spokesman for Rural Affairs "She was in a tight corner and spinning like fury but she cannot escape responsibility for what has been done by the RPA in her name. "Her blame was not keeping a tighter control but accepting the assurances given to her by the agency. This fiasco will be a significant blot on her record."  

NFU "Defra has missed every single deadline they have set for themselves and she's trying to dig herself out of a very big hole. She sacked the RPA chief instead of accepting her own responsibility."  

Countryside Alliance  
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A friend of mine is fond of a quote from Janet Daley, columnist and leader writer: "What matters in politics is not what happens, but what you can make people believe has happened."  

What matters is what your PR people, spin doctors, call them what you will, can convince people really happened, and events in the `real' world fade from memory.  

In some cases it really depends on whether anyone tries to counter the politicians' line.  

Hence, at the launch of the sustainable strategy for the food industry on April 26, Margaret Beckett, Secretary of State for Defra, said: "Farmers should never have expected their Single Payments to be made before the end of June. No farm business could ever have said with confidence that it would receive its payment before the end of the payment window, which is the end of June."  

Yet a Defra press release for July 14, 2005, states: "The Government's clearly stated goal of making SPS payments in February. The majority of these will then be paid within a matter of weeks, and 96 per cent by the end of March in accordance with the RPA's 2005-08 business plan."  

Doubtless someone in the right place at the right time could really embarrass the Secretary of State by pointing out that she has apparently written off her own department's press releases as a source of information. But she might well get away with rewriting history.  

Another place where we have potential for a big PR battle is calf exports. At the baseline level we will have the antis who are against exports for moral reasons of their own. They will use various methods to stop exports, ranging from lobbying, the recycling of elderly video footage portraying a situation that existed somewhere in Europe 20 years ago, through to terrorism. But there are other parties who will join in.  

Beef exports are not good news for the supermarkets. Their captive suppliers are no longer quite so captive. Farmgate beef prices will go up and the supermarkets will have to take a cut in margins or put the price up. It will be interesting to see what spin they put on this.  

Similarly there are other vested interests. For dairy farmers, calf exports will be very useful. For the slaughterhouses they are not good news, as every bull calf exported is a bull calf that will not be slaughtered in the UK, and trapped between the world market and the supermarkets the slaughterhouses are not in a comfortable position.  

I look forward to seeing what sort of stance they will take on the issue.  

Then there is the Single Farm Payment. One or two people have commented to me that the Rural Payments Agency, desperate for a scapegoat, could try and throw the blame on to farmers, for not filling the forms in soon enough or clearly enough.  

I confess I'm not sure that I can see this one sitting well with the public, given that the vast majority of the population loathe form filling and Government forms can be notoriously complex to fill it.  

Finally, in the longer term, there is the whole issue of SFP. We will undoubtedly see the Treasury lobby for an end to it, on the grounds that it is money paid out for farmers to do nothing.  

Various of the environmental non-government organisations also seem to have their eyes on it, feeling that they could spend it better (in their terms) than a lot of peasantry.  

Here someone is going to have to try and get across the line that the Single Payment has nothing to do with food production. It is money paid to farmers for various land management tasks.  

If we can get that line accepted we have some hope. Especially when one thing that pretty well all the electorate accept is that if you are asked to do more work, then you can expect more pay.  

Following that line of thinking, as more cross-compliance conditions are added to the Single Payment, the level of pay should increase, not diminish. Indeed, as modulation kicks in, a good PR outfit would point out that as the pay is decreasing then obviously we will be expected to do less work.  

As an industry agriculture has never been too good at putting out its own black propaganda, and has been `spun' against vigorously by pretty well every Government and lobby group in the last couple of decades.  

The one advantage that gives us is that unlike the rest of them, we haven't been caught lying. Given the basically honourable people we have at the top of our various industry organisations, it strikes me that we ought to capitalise on this novelty and remain brutally honest.  

Honesty in politics - it's so devious it might even catch on. * Jim Webster farms beef and sheep on 150 acres at Barrow-in-Furness and is president of Cumbria CLA.  
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THE Rural Payments Agency will welcome its third chief executive in just two months next week.  

Current interim chief executive Mark Addison, who only took up the post following the sacking of Johnston McNeill in March, will leave the RPA at the end of May to retire from the Civil Service.  

His successor, Tony Cooper, will join on Monday, May 15, new Defra Secretary David Miliband announced this week.  

Mr Cooper, who joins the RPA with 15 years of experience within the public sector, will also carry the title of interim chief executive.  

A permanent appointment will not be made until the fundamental Hunter review of the RPA is completed in the autumn.  

Mr Cooper has previously worked in the Department of Work and Pensions and the National Health Service and has a proven track record of successful programmes of IT and business change in the public sector, said Mr Miliband.  

He was recruited on the basis that he had the skills and experience needed by the agency at this stage of its recovery programme.  

In his short spell at the RPA, Mr Addison is credited with implementing changes to speed full payments, overseeing the new part payment system and communicating openly and honestly with the industry.  

Industry stakeholder organisations have expressed disappointment at Mr Addison's early departure, fearing it could it destabilise the fragile, and wrote in vain to Lord Bach asking him to reverse the decision.  

Mr Miliband said Mr Addison accepted the post at short notice and had made a `real impression' over the last couple of months. "However, his was always intended to be a short term appointment and he will leave the RPA at the end of the month."  

Formal request for Defra to deliver part payment in Dec for 2006 SPS  
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FARMING representatives have asked Defra to deliver part payments in December for the 2006 Single Payment Scheme in England.  

The NFU, Country Land and Business Association and the Tenant Farmers Association made a formal request at last week's meeting with Rural Payments Agency and Defra officials.  

CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell said it was clear the problems that had blighted the 2005 scheme would not be resolved in time to prevent the same chaos for 2006. In particular, there was no end to the IT- based difficulties with mapping land on the Rural Land Register, he said.  

He said new Defra Secretary David Miliband's comments were telling when he spoke in his statement of moving to a `more stable position in 2007' after the `undoubted challenges' in delivering the 2006 scheme.  

Prof Buckwell said: "It is clearly going to be the same story in 2006 so we want them to act now on part payments so we can avoid a repeat of the agony of the past six months."  

NFU president Peter Kendall said he was already encouraging Defra's new Ministerial team to implement a part payment model for 2006. "We are determined farmers should not be in the same position this time next year."  

However, Defra and the RPA are reluctant to agree to the request, even though they have successfully just put in place a part payments system. It is understood that the 2005 system, very much a last resort, is considered to be something of a risk as payments are being made on unvalidated claims. If they later prove to be inaccurate, the Government could face disallowance penalties from the European Commission.  

An RPA spokesman said the aim currently was to make full payments. The issue of part payments could not be addressed until all the application forms were in and there was a clearer picture of the situation, he said.  

The stakeholder organisations expressed relief at this week's two major SPS announcements, the waiving of late payments penalties until May 31 and the delivery of payments.  

Mr Kendall said many farmers would have been unable to meet the May 15 deadline because they had been provided with `inaccurate or incomplete information by the RPA'. Nonetheless, he urged farmers to try and meet the May 15 deadline `where humanly possible'.  

He praised Defra and the RPA for getting part payments out, a move he said would ease the pressure on many farms.  

The CLA welcomed both announcements. Its president David Fursdon questioned why penalties had only been waived for two weeks. "There are still over 50,000 claims unvalidated, many with unresolved mapping problems, and some farmers still do not have application forms. I would therefore have expected them to waive penalties for the full 25 days grace period allowed in the regulation until June 9," he said.  

While part payments will be a relief for those affected, further delays for the 31,000 excluded `is just rubbing salt in the wound', given that we are already five months behind other countries.  

Miliband's appointment welcomed across whole of farming industry  
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IT could have been very different. As he tried to fit deposed and forlorn Home Secretary Charles Clarke somewhere into his Government, Tony Blair offered him the post of Defra Secretary. Mr Clarke turned him down.  

So instead of a politician whose star is very much on the wane, farmers got one of the brightest stars in Government to head up Defra at a time when the industry needs some political fireworks.  

David Miliband, often referred to as the `heir to Blair', will lead the Party one day, many predict. Only 40, he has enjoyed a rapid rise in just four years as an MP, and looks set to bring some much-needed dynamism to the post.  

Encouragingly, while his predecessor Margaret Beckett was rarely seen on a farm or at farming events, Mr Miliband has already displayed a willingness to engage with the industry.  

On Wednesday, he visited an arable farm in Hampshire where the farmer had set up a biomass plant. During the visit he met NFU president Peter Kendall, who was impressed at his willingness to learn about the industry, in particular the way it can offer solutions to problems like climate change.  

"He was open and really keen to engage with the industry. He understands that farming matters and I was delighted when he said he believes farming is important for the country as well as the countryside," Mr Kendall said.A firm ally of the Prime Minister, Mr Miliband was head of the Number 10 Policy Unit during Labour's first term. Known as an intellectual with a passion for policy development rare among his New Labour colleagues, he is ambitious and will be keen to make his mark in the post.  

Commenting on his appointment, he said: "I am very excited to be leading a department whose agenda touches everyone's life - from the local environment in urban and rural areas, from the farm to the consumer, to the future of the planet."  

His appointment has been generally welcomed within the industry. CLA president David Fursdon said his greatest challenge would be getting on top of the problems at the Rural Payments Agency, something Mr Miliband has already expressed a desire to do. "We hope Mr Miliband can quickly build a rapport with farmers," he said.  

Tenant Farmers' Association chairman Reg Haydon also expressed a desire to see `greater engagement' with farming issues from the Defra Secretary as he welcomed him to the post.  

Countryside Alliance chairman Kate Hoey, a former Labour Minister herself, described the appointment as a `breath of fresh air' and `an opportunity for Defra to reconnect with rural communities'. "David is a very brilliant politician," she said.  

By Alistair Driver  

Relief: £730m part payments are delivered  

604 words

Publication date: 12 May 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 1

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

- and SPS deadline is put back two weeks  

THIRTY-ONE thousand farmers in England should have received partial payments worth a total of £730million by the end of today.  

To the huge relief of an industry brought to its knees by the Single Payment crisis, the Rural Payments Agency successfully tested the part payments system on Friday.  

Following an initial run of 1,000 payments, another 30,000 were processed and sent out in the first half of this week. All were expected to have reached farmers' bank accounts by the end of the week.  

The part payments are worth about 80 per cent of the full value of claims. The remainder will be paid out once claims have been validated, a process set to drag on until autumn.  

If all has gone according to plan, 85 per cent of the £1.5 billion owed to farmers in England will now have been paid.  

However, 31,000 people, the majority small claimants, have been excluded from the system and are still awaiting payment.  

Nonetheless, the development is a major boost to new Defra Secretary David Miliband, who has replaced Margaret Beckett in Tony Blair's Ministerial reshuffle.  

It was one of two pieces of good news on the Single Payment crisis he was able to deliver in his first parliamentary statement in the role on Tuesday. He also confirmed that farmers have been given two weeks' grace in submitting 2006 SPS applications.  

Technically the deadline remains next Monday, May 15, and farmers are still being urged to get forms in by then. But late claim penalties will not be applied for forms submitted up to May 31.  

Lord Bach, speaking at the Easy Sheep Event in Leicestershire, his last event as Food and Farming Minister, said the move was in recognition of the `real problems' this year with the distribution of forms.  

Until part payments began on Friday 58,000 people had received full payments worth £552m. That left 62,000 to be paid, half of whom have been sent part payments.  

Of the 31,000 excluded from the system, 26,000 have been left out because their claims are worth less than E1,000 (£682) and not considered a priority. These will typically be `pony paddock' claimants with no historic claims.  

But there are a further 5,000 applicants with substantial claims who have been excluded for a variety of reasons, in some cases simply because their claims have been validated and they are near to receiving full payment.  

Others categories include claims requested to be paid in euros, those affected by a change to the business and claims being adjusted. This could be, for example, because of dual claims on a piece of land resulting in one claimant losing the payment, or down to deductions from cross-compliance failures.  

Mr Miliband promised that making full payments to this group of 5,000 farmers would be given the `highest priority' by the agency. Increased priority would also be given to making outstanding payments under the Hill Farm Allowance scheme in recognition of the importance of those payments.  

He apologised to farmers and acknowledged that part payments were far from the end of the story. "I am acutely conscious of the difficulties endured so far, and the magnitude of the challenge that still lies ahead to complete delivery of the 2005 SPS scheme year,'' he said. "The fact that previous estimates of payment timetables were missed, and the problems this has caused for farmers up and down the country, are a matter of deep regret."  

By Alistair Driver  

Relief as SPS part-payments start.  
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The farming industry has expressed relief that £734m worth of partial single farm payments will be in farmers' bank accounts by the end of this week.  

New DEFRA secretary David Miliband started his job on a positive note on Tuesday (9 May), with an announcement that interim payments have started to flow.  

Mr Miliband, who replaced Margaret Beckett as part of last week's Cabinet reshuffle (for more, see p9), said the money had been transferred to producers by the Rural Payments Agency, after a successful test-run of its interim payment system.  

"The money should reach farmers over the coming week," he said. "In total, 85% of the £1.5bn worth of expected payments for the 2005 Single Payment Scheme year will have been distributed."  

Striking a more conciliatory tone than his predecessor, Mr Miliband said it was a "matter of deep regret" that farmers had experienced problems because of the SFP delays.  

"I am acutely conscious of the difficulties endured so far, and the magnitude of the challenge that still lies ahead to complete delivery of the 2005 SPS year," he said.  

The RPA said 31,000 claimants were excluded from the partial payments run, 26,000 because their claim was under <E065>1000 (£680) and 5000 because their cases were "complex". But it said that making full payments to the 5000 would be its highest priority. Increased priority would also be given to making outstanding payments under the Hill Farm Allowance scheme.  

David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said the news was a relief, coming after months of uncertainty. But he added: "Although this is positive news for some, it still leaves 30,000 farmers without their money."  

Peter Kendall, NFU president, said he was really pleased that the part-payment run had gone ahead successfully, as it would ease pressure on the industry. "We will now be encouraging the new ministerial team to implement a part-payment model for the 2006 scheme."  

The RPA has suggested that the partial payments are 80% of the amount claimed, although Farmers Weekly has already been contacted by one Leicestershire farmer who has found his payment is only 69% of his claim.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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Quota broker Ian Potter has moved to the next stage over the challenge to EU rules which prevent milk quota being traded between member states. The Rural Payments Agency has refused to accept registration for quota sold from the UK to Italy and, although the Italian authorities have yet to confirm their decision, they too will have to reflect the present interpretation of quota regulations. This will pave the way for a legal challenge in the European court - a process likely to take at least three years. Mr Potter has stressed that the Italians will make the challenge and that the farmers in the UK who "sold" quota to Italy have been paid in full.  

Leaks lead to claims that Ministers misled farmers  
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MINISTERS have been accused of misleading farmers over the Single Payments crisis after news of two significant developments leaked out last week.  

First, it emerged during a European Parliament hearing that the UK has asked for the June 30 EU deadline for making payments to be extended to October 15.  

Soon afterwards, it came to light that acting Rural Payments Agency chief executive Mark Addison is set to leave his post this month, to be replaced by another interim chief executive. Mr Addison has only been in the post since March.  

Defra made the request to the European Commission to push its payment deadline back on April 12, EU Agriculture Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel told MEPs last week. Yet no mention was made of this in a Parliamentary statement by Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett on April 19 or in a Commons debate the following day.  

Neil Parish, the Conservative Agriculture spokesman in Europe and a member of the committee of MEPs who interviewed Mrs Fischer Boel, accused Mrs Beckett of `manoeuvring behind our backs' to secure the extension. His colleague, Robert Sturdy, said the Government had `misled' farmers over the deadline.  

Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice has written to Mrs Beckett demanding to know why she failed to inform Parliament and the farming industry about the deadline request.  

Mr Paice also expressed dismay at reports of Mr Addison possible departure. Coming 24 hours after news of the deadline request, it was `just one more huge cause of concern for very worried and angry farmers', he said. "How much more bad news has to be leaked out rather than being openly disclosed by Mrs Beckett?" he said.  

News of Mr Addison's planned departure was revealed during last Tuesday's weekly Ministerial stakeholder meeting.  

Representatives of the NFU, Country Land and Business Association and Tenant Farmers Association were told he was due to leave by the end of this month. His replacement, who is set to join in mid-May, will also only be temporary as a new permanent chief executive will be appointed after the Hunter review of the RPA reports later this year.  

The farming representatives were asked to keep the revelation secret so RPA staff could be informed first but the news leaked out from other sources.  

The stakeholder organisations have written jointly to Lord Bach asking him to reconsider so Mr Addison remains in the post at least until the part payments system is up and running.  

The CLA said replacing Mr Addison, who is credited with having introduced some positive measures to speed payments up, after just two months would be `destabilising and highly dangerous'.  

CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell said Mrs Beckett had not been clear about the situation when she announced that Mr Addison had replaced Johnston McNeill in March.  

"They claim that they are telling us everything and sharing with us but they are not. All we are concerned about is getting the money to farmers. The rest is blather and we are sick to the back teeth of blather."  

TFA chief executive George Dunn said losing Mr Addison now would be `tragic', given what he has done so far.  

"It is alarming that things are being done without proper disclosure," he said.  

A Defra spokesman refused to confirm Mr Addison was leaving, saying no decision had been made on when he was leaving or his successor. "It is nothing new. It was always going to be a short-term arrangement."  

By Alistair Driver  
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DETAILS of the Single Farm Payments made to farmers this year will be made available on the Rural Payments Agency website from this autumn. "Once everybody has been paid and the payments have been audited the plan is to put the payment details on the RPA website in the same amount of detail as before with the old CAP schemes, which showed the total amount of payments per recipient," said an RPA spokesman. "We don't give the specific address or postal code details of claimants, but the information is broken down into geographical areas, with the region being listed followed by the claimant's name and the total payment amount."  

He added the RPA had an `ongoing commitment to make the information available to the public' through the Freedom of Information Act 2000, which gave everyone a legal right to be provided, on request, with any recorded information that the RPA held, subject to certain exemptions.  

The Welsh Assembly has also announced that 2005 subsidy payments in Wales will be disclosed by individual business name on the Assembly's website.  

The information is provisional at this stage, as a small number of farmers have yet to receive their complete payment or their claim is still subject to validation checks.  

According to the Assembly, Welsh farmers were advised in 2005 that payment information resulting from their Single Payment Application may be disclosed publicly and had signed their 2005 SPS application to this effect.  

In Scotland there is already a website up and running through the Scottish Executive website, listing all farmers who have already received their payments, which now amounts to roughly 95 per cent of Scottish claimants.  

I thought it would be straightforward. The farm hasn't changed since last year,...  

Isabel Davis  
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I thought it would be straightforward. The farm hasn't changed since last year, after all, and my job means that I have the pleasure (some might say, dubious pleasure) of talking to the Rural Payments Agency almost every day.  

But filling in my dad's SP5 form last weekend made me realise that I'm a long way from understanding the way the agency thinks. Either that, or I'd underestimated its talent for making things as complicated as possible.  

We - that's the crack team of dad and myself - were quietly optimistic when we sat down at the dining room table on Sunday morning. He'd already done the groundwork by digging out a copy of last year's form, the latest guidance notes, a calculator each and a plentiful supply of black pens. We'd even managed to lay our hands on another form-filling essential - chocolate. A big box of Celebrations, to be precise.  

But our optimism and good humour only lasted about 10 minutes. Even though the RPA had decided to treat us to a pre-populated 2006 form, it soon became clear that it wasn't as helpful as we had hoped.  

The fields were listed in a completely different order to 2005, so took us ages to check over. We were particularly perplexed to find one split field - admittedly of five different parcels - spread over four different field data sheets. Had the RPA thrown that one in to add a bit of excitement?  

The next challenge was the crop codes, which seem to get more confusing as the year's go by, even though the RPA claims they have been "simplified".  

Bearing in mind that the biggest crop type for many farmers is cereals, why can't the RPA make it obvious that the code is "OT1", rather than making you work out that they must fall into the "other" category?  

Just as infuriating is the code for fruit, vegetable and potato crops, which turns out to be "FV1", rather than the more obvious "FVP". Who comes up with a code, to represent another code?  

After a frustrating battle with Section E (which was not pre-populated and, therefore, a complete mystery), we finally finished the form at 2pm on Monday.  

In total we spent about 14 hours on it, which is time well spent in terms of the money we will get back, but I can't help feeling it is about 10 hours longer than it would have taken if the guidance booklets had been a little clearer.  

We've still got a few outstanding queries; and then we will have the nervous wait to have our application approved. Maybe the Celebrations should have been saved until the money arrives in the bank...  

With crops establishing well, James Bowditch hopes recent investment will help...  

IAN ASHBRIDGE  
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With crops establishing well, James Bowditch hopes recent investment will help cut input costs and let him make better use of his time. Ian Ashbridge reports  

James Bowditch has finally taken delivery of his 24m Bateman self-propelled sprayer and hopes the hefty £26,000 investment will allow big savings in fertiliser bills and ease some of the demands on his time.  

"In the end, the one I bought was the first one I looked at," he says. "But Bateman has been over it since I first saw it and it's a different machine.  

"I can now go off spraying when conditions are right without having to juggle available tractors around with all the other farm tasks."  

Liquid fertiliser was bought forward at £155/t, saving a little over bagged. But the real benefit from the new sprayer will be in helping cash flows. "With the liquid fertiliser, I buy it in as I need it," he says. "That way I don't have a lot of 600kg bags - a lot of money - sitting in the shed until it's used."  

Rather than sell the old, mounted sprayer, Mr Bowditch has secured game crop management contracts on two big local shoots, and the old machine will still find work taking out docks and thistles on some of the farms' steeply rolling land.  

"We've used a lot more sulphur on the cutting leys and the corn to reduce our nitrogen use - a saving of 20 units per acre," he says. This will shave about £10/ha (£4/acre) in variable costs and up to £1000 of N on the cutting leys.  

Changing up to 24m tramlines to accommodate the new sprayer has meant some other operations have had to be adjusted. "For instance, spinning fertiliser over 24m on our land is quite an art form," he says. "Still conditions are a must and the liquid needs some rain to stop scorching."  

Part of the rationale behind changing sprayers, and part of Mr Bowditch's strategy for the farms, is to reduce all bought-in nitrogen and make better use of existing soil nitrogen. "It's about reducing the numbers of lorries coming in."  

And that means cropping to retain soil fertility. "We'll double-crop over winter with fodder rape or turnips to get some of that nutrition into the ground, and hopefully get some good, cheap spring barley for the bulls.  

"A lot of the leys will get attention this year, and be sprayed off and direct-drilled with stubble turnips. That way the cattle can stay out as long as possible."  

Using fewer inputs reminds Mr Bowditch of how his great grandfather would have farmed. "But today, if it means doing less to make more out of it, then that's what we've got to do. At the end of the day, we're trying to grow enough home-grown cereals and protein crops to produce milk and beef as efficiently as we can."  

Only one of the farms' single payment cheques has arrived so far, and it's the smallest of the three. "That seems to be the trend," he says. "Locally, about 40% of people seem to have got their money, but it's all the smaller payments - mostly those under £30,000.  

"I've asked the question all over the country, but I can't find a farmer who can afford to take their SFP cheque and keep it aside from their business, as we were all told we should."  

Mr Bowditch has decided his best course of action is to tackle next year's SFP paperwork head-on. "On Tuesday I sat down and got through all our 2006-2007 claim forms in one day, as it seemed better to do it in one hit."  

And this year's paperwork has done nothing to inspire confidence in the Rural Payments Agency. "On the pre-populated forms, the fields are in a completely different order to last year. You're constantly flipping between sheets - even split fields are on different ones."  

News of interim payments is welcome. "But when will the balance be paid? This is one of the toughest times of year for cash flow on a mixed farm, when you've got to pay all the bills incurred in the spring," says Mr Bowditch.  

"I hope the day will come when farming isn't reliant on subsidy. But at the moment, I haven't met a farmer who doesn't need it."  

A young farmer who has spent nine years building up his arable farm in Devon may...  

Olivia cooper  
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A young farmer who has spent nine years building up his arable farm in Devon may have to sell up because of a massive shortfall in his single farm payment.  

Ed Johns, who is 36 years old, started farming in his own right in 1993, building up a 12ha (30-acre) smallholding. He later sold the land and bought the 32ha (80-acre) Woodrow Farm, Brampford Speke, Devon, in 1998. But having decided to go to Sparsholt College to do an HND in farm management, followed by a degree in agriculture at Reading University, he let out the land on an FBT tenancy.  

"None of us knew that 2000-2002 would be the reference period at the time. I took the land back in hand in 2002, but I have ended up with no historic payment," he says.  

Mr Johns applied for national reserve entitlements as a new entrant, but found, on his wedding day in February, that his application had been rejected. "It just doesn't seem fair. The government is meant to be supporting new entrants."  

Having received £7800 in IACS payments in 2003, Mr Johns had been expecting about £6000 for the 2005 single payment. Instead, he has received just £570. "I know the farm is small, but I have put a lot into making sure that it is viable. Without the single farm payment over the coming few years I just can't afford to keep farming."  

After contact with Farmers Weekly, the Rural Payments Agency said it had decided to review Mr Johns' case and claimed he had a very good chance of success.  

olivia.cooper@rbi.co.uk  
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A BREAKDOWN in communication between Defra and the Rural Payments Agency lies at the heart of the current Single Payment Scheme chaos, NFU and TFA officials have told MPs.  

Giving evidence to MPs investigating the RPA, the NFU said senior Defra staff had failed to sufficiently monitor the agency.  

The TFA, highlighting Defra Secretary of State Margaret Beckett's `bloody livid' statement in February 2005 after she learnt that the RPA would not start SPS payments until at least February 2006, also accused Defra of trying to cover up its own failings by blaming the agency.  

TFA officials said: "Defra has been keen to point the finger of blame at the RPA for the major shortcomings in the processing of SPS applications. While the TFA is no apologist for the RPA, it is clear to us that the RPA's warnings about the workload involved in delivering the dynamic hybrid system were ignored by Defra."  

Mrs Beckett and Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach's repeated reassurances that payments would be made on time indicated a breakdown in communication between Defra and the RPA, the NFU told MPs.  

Mrs Beckett confirmed as late as March 10 that senior RPA staff were still insisting that 51 per cent of payments would be made by the end of that month.  

In addition, the Secretary of State said the then RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill was still insisting on March 14, that 96 per cent of payments would be made ahead of June 30, 2006. She also said it was not until March 14 that Defra Ministers were informed that only £60m had been paid out.  

"We find it very surprising that senior Defra staff were not aware until then that payment progress had been so dismal," said NFU officials. "If they did not know the true position, we either have to infer that they had simply not asked for the information from their RPA colleagues, or that they had asked but were misinformed by them. "This raises serious questions about communication between the RPA and Defra and whether there are structural deficiencies in the current arrangements and relationships,"  

The NFU told MPs that Mrs Beckett's decision last week to go for part- payments should have been made in September 2005: "It [the SPS] was clearly undeliverable and RPA senior management must have known that or, even worse, been unwilling to see it."  

By Tom Levitt  
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MARGARET Beckett has defended her decision to introduce the complex dynamic hybrid system in England in the face of further calls for Ministers' heads to roll over the payments crisis.  

The system put in place by Mrs Beckett and former Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty has been held up as one of the key causes of the current crisis.  

While payments were made relatively easily in places like Scotland and Wales where an historic model was used, the sheer complexity of the English model has overwhelmed the Rural Payments Agency.  

The Defra Secretary was asked in the Commons if she and her team would take responsibility for the decision. "Will she now consider her position accordingly?" Liberal Democrat Shadow Defra Secretary Chris Huhne asked.  

"No," was Mrs Beckett's response. She said payments in Scotland and Wales had not been completely problem free.  

Yes, she did take full responsibility for the decision. But in the long- term the dynamic hybrid system `will be seen as having been clearly in the interests of the English farming community', she claimed.  

She said there was `growing unrest' in farming communities where historic payments were in place. Payment figures based on what farmers earned in 2000 to 2002 are `already substantially out of date and that will increase as the years go by', she said.  

Mrs Beckett risked further alienating farmers when she claimed payments were `not late', as the payment window does not close until June 30. Defra anticipates paying all farmers partial or full payments within that timeframe, she said.  

Mrs Beckett was also forced to defend Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach over his role in the crisis, after Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister James Paice again said he should go.  

"I have every confidence in Lord Bach. Had it not been for his assiduous work and continued pressure, we may not even now have had such a clear picture of the scale of difficulties," she said.  

She said she understood the `genuine distress, concern and, in many quarters, anger at these difficulties'.  

"However, that does not justify looking for a scapegoat in the form of an assiduous and hardworking Minister," she said.  

By Alistair Driver  

Single Payment: RPA workers `exploited' while consultants get £2,000  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has been accused of exploiting its workers by its staff's trade union.  

Furthermore, in evidence to MPs investigating the RPA, the Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) said it had warned former chief executive Johnston McNeill about a lack of resources at the agency as early as February 2005.  

The union said as soon as applications for the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) started to come in, it could see problems with staff numbers and work overload at the customer service centre. Mr McNeill was said to have dismissed the concerns.  

Cost-cutting measures in the delivery of the SPS meant that staff were working under the threat of redundancy. The union told MPs that as problems with the SPS continued, the agency became more reliant on temporary workers.  

"We have seen the influx of well over 1,500 casual, fixed-term and agency workers in the RPA," said PCS officer John Coote. "The RPA continues to exploit these workers today. The RPA has some 900 staff temporarily promoted into higher grades, including entire management chains. This has meant that during times of crisis inexperienced managers found themselves in authority."  

The union revealed that the RPA was being `flooded' with consultants costing as much as £2,000 per day.  

It said the new IT system brought in at the start of the SPS had been meant to cut the costs of running the scheme. "It has actually failed both farmers and the staff," said PCS officer Norina O'Hare.  

MPs from the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee (EFRA) are taking evidence from the RPA, farming unions, Defra and other interested parties in their investigation of the RPA. The company behind the RPA's IT system, Accenture, have been given permission to delay their appearance before the committee until a later date.  

Single Payment: Blank SPS forms available via web and drop-in centres  
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With SP interim payments now agreed, attention is now very much on minimising chaos for the 2006 application process. Meanwhile, Ministers are facing more questions over their handling of the crisis.  

ALISTAIR DRIVER and TOM LEVITT report.  

THE Rural Payments Agency has made blank 2006 application forms and continuation sheets available on its website, a move it always said would be the `last resort'.  

The forms will be available on the internet and also from the RPA's drop in centres from today. The agency was forced to take these steps after concerns were raised by industry representatives over the number of applicants who have not received pre-populated application forms. In many cases the forms contain insufficient space to make full applications but farmers have been unable to obtain continuation field sheets from the RPA. The RPA was due to send the last of the pre- populated forms to affected applicants today. But the concern was that many farmers will not receive them, or at least in time to get applications in for the May 15 deadline.  

In response, the NFU actually drafted its own computer generated field sheet for its members to use, which it claimed was compatible with the RPA's requirements.  

However, the RPA was unhappy with this as it said the NFU's forms would slow the process down: "It would still have to be inputted manually rather than scanned."  

The agency said its blank forms were `not as ideal' as the pre- populated forms as these had individual barcodes relating directly to the customer, which speeded the process up. However, they are better than the NFU's unofficial version which are without barcodes and have boxes that do not align correctly, which prevents scanning.  

In light of the agency's concerns, the NFU agreed to hold back on releasing its forms, at least until the benefits of the RPA's move had been assessed.  

For details of your local RPA drop-in centre call the RPA Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777.  

RPA staff blow whistle on £2000-a-day consultants.  

Mike Abram  
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The union representing staff at the Rural Payments Agency has told MPs that parts of the organisation have been "flooded with consultants", some costing as much as £2000 a day.  

The Public & Commercial Services Union provided damning evidence about the state of the RPA when they appeared before the environment, food and rural affairs select committee on Monday (24 April).  

PCS officials said it was not unusual for a contractor or consultant to occupy a civil servant post and some of the consultants had been there for well over five years.  

At the other end of the scale, they said there were significant numbers of low-paid agency workers, who were paid the minimum wage to work unsociable hours.  

Glenn Ford, PCS DEFRA group vice-president, told the committee that staff were concerned as early as February 2005 that the government's payments targets would not be met.  

"When we raised the issue, we got assurances that everything was fine. We were told that our members weren't seeing the whole picture," he said.  

An RPA spokesman added that "it was not the case" that RPA staff had known that payments targets would not be met.  

The agency did employ 142 consultants, but only one of these was on the £2000-a-day rate and the others were on "considerably less". Temporary staff were used by the RPA to give it flexibility.  

RPA gives in over blank forms and data sheets.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has bowed to industry pressure and agreed that blank SP5 application forms and field data sheets can be collected from RPA drop-in centres or downloaded from its website from today (Friday, 28 April).  

The agency was forced to make the announcement after the NFU threatened to publish its own bespoke version of a field data sheet.  

An RPA spokesman said the agency would still prefer farmers to use a pre-populated form, because they have an individual barcode.  

The agency was automatically sending out pre-populated forms to those farmers who had originally received blank ones in error, he said. If they were still without one by the end of the month, producers should get in touch with the Customer Service Centre or fill in a blank form.  

The RPA's blank forms were not "ideal", said the spokesman. But they were preferable to unofficial versions, such as the NFU's, because these would not be compatible with the RPA's scanner, which would slow down processing.  

Kate Russell of consultants WebbPaton in Wiltshire said farmers tackling a pre-populated form should be aware that the fields were not printed in the same order as in 2005.  

"There appears to be no logic to the order they have been printed in, so when cross-checking against last year's forms, you are all over the place," she said.  

David Winnard of Laurence Gould's West Sussex office said section E was also tripping up people without pre-populated information.  

"Claimants should enter the information from their entitlements statement if this appears to be correct. They should also ensure that the boxes in column E6 (activation of the entitlements) are completed."  

Mr Winnard warned that the ID numbers on the entitlements statement had seven digits while those on the SP5 form have eight. But the RPA has said it can process an application with either of the numbers.  

The deadline for applications remains 15 May, 2006.  

Mystery of the missing hill allowance millions.  

Jeremy Hunt  
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Hill and upland farmers face a wall of secrecy over the delay in this year's payment of the Hill Farming Allowance, which appears to have become locked into the Single Payment Scheme fiasco.  

It now looks likely that some payments will not be made until June or even later - and yet no official explanation has been given to hill farmers facing desperate cash flow problems.  

The HFA payment, which was expected from late March onwards, has been made to some farmers and, of those contacted by Farmers Weekly, all had also received their SPS cheque.  

Although there is no official explanation, it is believed that invalidated SPS claims relating to farms where an HFA payment is due to be made, are acting as a block on the payment.  

Despite the problems within the Rural Payments Agency, it is understood that the RPA has made a request to the minister, Lord Bach, this week asking that all SPS claims containing an HFA element should be prioritised.  

Cumbria farmer Will Cockbain, national NFU hill farming spokesman, said he was deeply concerned about the delay in the HFA payment.  

"Hill farming is going through an incredibly difficult time. Many farmers have had feed and fertiliser bills delayed in the hope that by now they would have had the cash to pay them.  

"But the delays in the SPS and now the HFA means there's still no cash in the bank. The late spring and the lack of grass has put hill farms under further pressure as extra feed has had to be purchased for stock."  

It is understood that the RPA expected to pay another third of the outstanding HFA cheques before June and the rest sometime after - although exactly when has not been confirmed.  

Although, Mr Cockbain believes that if there is partial payment of 80% of SPS claims it should trigger 100% of HFA payments.  

Dartmoor hill farmer Layland Branfield reckoned almost £3m was outstanding in HFA payments to 150 farmers on the moor.  

"I haven't had my SPS or HFA cheques. We've had a very late spring and that's put a lot of hill farmers under tremendous pressure through having to buy-in extra feed when they have no money to pay for it."  

jh@jeremyhuntassociates.com  

Tell them they're all for the chop  

Mike Stones  
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Tell them they're all for the chop  

<E051> The French government has backed down on its proposed youth employment scheme under pressure from the unions and street protests.  

In view of the continuing Rural Payments Agency chaos, perhaps British agriculture should note this and organise a drive-through of tumbrels down Whitehall to concentrate the minds of our leaders.  

Bruce Wilkinson  

Netherdyke, Glapthorn, Peterborough  

Make DEFRA pay interest charge  

<E051> Support payments to many farmers are arriving late, by anything up to five months, even at this stage. Most farmers are having to borrow from their banks and will be paying interest at 1.5-2% over bank rate.  

So why not require DEFRA to pay interest at 2% over bank rate on all farm payments from 1 January, 2006, to the date of payment? There must be a legal case for an interest charge of this nature because the hardship caused to the industry is of DEFRA's own making.  

If there is any way in which we can bring an action against DEFRA for compensation, let me know.  

K Hugh Jefferson.  

E J Farms, Hall End Farm, Kynaston, Ledbury, Hereford and Worcester  

Stress worse than foot-and-mouth  

<E051> Farmers are being sent next year's support payment forms with a letter saying that they are pre-populated when they are not. The form is not big enough to enter all their fields. When farmers ring to request extra field data sheets, they are told it will be three weeks. Given that the deadline is 15 May and I haven't received my forms yet, what chance do I have to get them in on time?  

I am finding the whole process more stressful than the foot-and-mouth crisis. I have been as high as the House of Lords to try to find answers as to why I have not been paid, but to no avail. One of the Lords said in Hansard that this government does not care about the rural economy, and I tend to agree.  

If I do not get paid in full by the end of June, I will start a group action against the RPA for non-payment. Farmers are absolutely desperate and I don't know how much more of this we can take.  

Andrew Brown  

TWBFARMS@aol.com  

Three steps to force their hand  

<E051> I read with rising anger about the failure to make the single farm payment we were promised by February. After all this nonsense and incompetence, farmers can take the following courses of action:  

<E051> Campaign to stop payment of MPs' salaries for the same period as the SFP is delayed. Most MPs cannot live for more than a month without their monthly salary.  

<E051> Start legal action against the government for breach of contract. The grounds could be that it promised to make the SFP by February and has not done so. As a consequence, the petitioning farmers have lost income, and also have had to pay interest to the bank on their overdrafts, which would not have been payable had the SFP been paid as promised. The government should pay that interest, not the farmer. And farmers have had to deal with putting off their creditors, all through no fault of their own.  

If someone is prepared to stand up and be counted and take the government to court, I am sure it will be surprising how quickly the government may pay up.  

<E051> Start a campaign to remove those MPs in farming communities from their seats at the next election. It is amazing how an MP will react if he or she is likely to lose the seat at the next election.  

Robert Johnson.  

wpgdlandrace@onetel.com  

Beckett's disdain for community  

<E051> On Saturday, 25 March, Lady Day, Lady Beckett (as she should be known after the next government reshuffle) decided to join John Humphrys on the Today radio programme, as a follow-up to her yah-boo letter to David Cameron over political party funding.  

Ministers with large departments are entitled to take time off for a bit of political knockabout - but surely not when their own departments are in crisis. Mrs Beckett obviously doesn't feel that the single farm payment fiasco is a crisis. If she cannot keep her eye on the ball and treat the matter with urgency, then surely her officials will act in the same way.  

Rather than touring the radio studios and writing letters to score party political points, she should be sitting at her desk at DEFRA demanding urgency until the payments are made. I'm afraid that her relaxed attitude is a sign of her disdain for the farming community.  

Malcolm Read  

Broadmead Farm, West Grimstead, Salisbury, Wiltshire  

Total failure to meet obligations  

<E051> The overdue single farm payment continues to cause all sectors of the industry grave problems.  

There has been an unprecedented failure of government departments to meet secretary of state Margaret Beckett's own obligations to her promised payment date.  

Meanwhile, farmers continue to increase their bank borrowings, agri-trade businesses extend credit payment dates for another month, and rural businesses take another hit. In some cases farm businesses have not received a subsidy payment in more than 15 months. By the time it does finally arrive, will the business still exist?  

The WFU requests the secretary of state to ensure the Rural Payment Agency pays due interest on the monies outstanding as from 1 March, 2006, and bank charges incurred on extending loans.  

Where farms have been unable to make full application into the ELS and OELS schemes due to the inability of DEFRA to furnish correct maps, we further ask the government to permit dating of such application to the normal expected entry-level date. And the first payment of all such schemes should be made no later that 1 September, 2006.  

Sue Archer  

Women's Farming Union national secretary  

wfusecretary@btconnect.com  

BNP only party to back family farms  

<E051> Brian Hewlett wrote what many farmers are thinking in his letter "We're not all the president's men!" (10 March).  

There is nothing unusual in the fact that David Handley polled 70% of the votes in the Farmers Weekly Interactive poll and then received just two votes from the 80 NFU council members in the election for president. Democracy is a joke.  

Mr Handley has certainly highlighted the role of politicians and supermarkets, but I do not think the latter are entirely to blame for the low ex-farm commodity prices.  

Over-production is the main reason. With large RPA payments, farmers have been keen to take on more land, claiming to spread labour and machinery expenditure and to achieve low production costs per tonne. Witness the large number of genuine agricultural contractors who have been selling up in the past year or two. These businesses and smaller family farms are the ones that have suffered the most under ICAS and SFP calamities.  

Large-scale farmers have been, and will remain, in the pockets of the Conservative Party. The only political party standing up and fighting for family farms is the British National Party.  

R T Goddard  

Thetford, Norfolk  

An odd argument for wind power  

<E051> One of the strangest arguments put forward by proponents of wind-driven electrical energy in the UK is the claimed significant saving in carbon emissions.  

How can this be, when wind generators, for a guaranteed continuance of supply, require 100% back-up by fossil-fuelled power stations? Their vacuous argument is put into even more perspective when the industrialisation of China and India is added to the equation.  

Imagine what that will do for global CO2 emissions, bearing in mind that the UK contributes to less than 2% of global carbon emissions? Perhaps these people should be asking what role China played at the Kyoto conference?  

Dave Haskell  

Golygfa Frenni Fawr, Newchapel Road, Boncath, Pembrokeshire  

Objections force ministers to rethink tallow ban  
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DEFRA is understood to be reconsidering a ban on burning tallow, due to come in force from April 24.  

Government departments in Scotland and Wales are rumoured to have been opposed to the regulations and, along with industry bodies, have been pushing for Defra to postpone the ban at the very least until the results of an EU study into the use of tallow have been completed later this year.  

Up until this week, Defra had been refusing to hold off the ban despite admitting this week that it would reconsider the ban if the EU study reclassifies tallow as a fuel rather than a waste product.  

Processors and renderers have already admitted that farmers will face extra costs if Defra rejects calls to delay the ban on burning tallow.  

Renderers have been told by the Rural Payments Agency that anyone who continues to burn tallow from Monday will lose their Government contracts for fallen stock.  

Switching to fossil fuels is expected to cost the industry upwards of £40 million and farmers will inevitably bear the brunt of the extra costs.  

National Fallen Stock Company chairman Michael Seals said some renderers disposing of fallen stock had already put their prices up. "This is a very expensive piece of regulation for the industry. The Government expects costs to be met by the consumer but invariably costs at the retail end do not go up," said Mr Stocks.  

NFU Cymru said the ban would see renderers' charges go up by £50 per tonne to £120-£135 per tonne as they moved from tallow to fuel oil for heating.  

Meat processors ABP said the decision was an `outrage' that would cost the industry £10 per animal.  

A spokesman said: "We would remind Mrs Beckett that this is 3.3p per kg which is not being faced by the Irish, French or our other European competitors. And at a time when we are expected to re-open the export market."  

Three ABP plants previously burning tallow have been forced to switch to oil at a cost of more than £200,000.  

"At a time when we are all been urged to be more competitive this decision is a kick in the teeth," said the spokesman.  

The NFU said it was never the intention of the regulations to stop the re-use of tallow in rendering plants or to push the rendering industry back to using fossil fuels.  

"Tallow use is carbon neutral and fewer emissions are released than with the use of fossil fuels," said NFU waste spokeswoman Diane Mitchell.  

By Tom Levitt  

RPA assures farmers about 2006 penalties  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has assured farmers they will not be penalised for errors on 2006 application forms that are a result of its actions.  

With the May 15 deadline just over three weeks away, there is growing concern over the application process, which has been hit by the problems over 2005 payments.  

Delays in validating 2005 payments mean many farmers do not have the necessary information to make accurate claims for the 2006 year.  

The RPA had promised that 2006 forms would come `pre-populated' with the relevant information but this has not happened in many cases, creating added difficulties in making applications.  

In a letter to stakeholder organisations this week, the RPA said: "We recognise that delays caused by processing of 2005 SPS claims may lead to inaccurate SPS claims being filed in 2006.  

"To the extent that any such inaccuracies are a direct result of our actions, we will ensure that any affected 2006 SPS claims will not be prejudiced."  

The RPA said it was investigating why a number of producers had 2006 applications with field data and entitlements missing. It will be writing to all claimants who have been affected to apologise about the missing data, and to advise them that they can either: complete the form manually. The RPA will be sending out continuation field data sheets, or, they can choose to wait for a pre-populated form, although this could take up to 2 weeks to be sent to them.  

The RPA is reminding farmers that SP5 forms must be received by May 15 to avoid possible late penalties that increase by 1 per cent each day after the deadline. Forms that arrive after June 9 can be rejected.  

Defra and RPA officials are in talks with the European Commission about the possibility of pushing back the date from when the penalties apply. This would give relief in particular to applicants whose 2005 claims are not validated.  

The industry is hoping for an announcement soon but on Wednesday the RPA was saying there had been no movement on this.  

NFU president Peter Kendall, whose own 2006 application is affected by the problems, said the RPA's pledge that farmers will not be penalised for errors caused by it was `the very least it can do'.  

He is pressing for more formal guarantees regarding penalties. But he insisted that, unless they hear otherwise, farmers must aim to get forms in by May 15. If the information is incorrect it will be put right at a later date without affecting the claim, if the RPA is true to its word, he said.  

* Some farmers have contacted Farmers Guardian to say they have not received their 2006 forms. The RPA is advising them contact the Customer Service Centre on 0845 603 7777 to request a form.  

By Alistair Driver  

Beckett gives green light to part payments  
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Money to be made available within `weeks'  

DEFRA Secretary Margaret Beckett has authorised a system of partial Single Payments that will be deployed `as soon as operationally possible'.  

No timescale has been announced but the aim is to begin making part payments of around 80 per cent of the total value of claims within `weeks'. The Rural Payments Agency is still developing a part payment system and it will not be deployed until the agency is confident it is robust and will get payments out quickly.  

Part payments will be made on claims that are still unvalidated, while full payments will continue in parallel on claims that have been validated.  

The Government has been resisting calls for interim payments since last January and Wednesday's announcement of what has always been seen as a `last resort' appears to reflect just how far behind schedule the RPA has fallen.  

Defra is hoping part payments will ensure all farmers in England receive at least some of their payment by the June 30 EU deadline.  

In a Parliamentary statement on Wednesday, Mrs Beckett said: "The acting (RPA) chief executive [Mark Addison] has now told me he does not feel confident that he can say with complete assurance that the RPA will be able to make all of the full payments by the end of June. "Given that advice, I have authorised that work on a system to make substantial partial payments to the remaining claimants should now be given priority and I further decided that the system should be deployed as soon as it is operationally possible to do so.  

"The RPA will in the meantime continue to make full payments when claims have been fully validated, with historic claimants having priority."  

The announcement has been warmly welcomed by industry leaders, although it is accepted that there will be knock-on effects. It means farmers who receive part payments will have to wait longer for full payments as payments will not be topped up until validation is complete. With extra resources going into 2005 partial payments, there it will also affect 2006 payments.  

In a briefing to RPA staff, Mr Addison said: "Making partial payments is now our number one priority."  

However, he admitted that committing to partial payments was not a step the RPA had taken lightly. "I appreciate that we have not given the recent changes much chance to make an impact, but when we looked at the distance we have to travel, the rate of improvement we would need to demonstrate over the next few weeks was just too great," he said. "Ministers and the RPA team recognise there are risks associated with this decision and that there will be an effect on 2006 processing, and we are seeking to minimise this."  

In a joint statement the NFU, Tenant Farmers Association, and the Country land and Business Association said they were `pleased' at the announcement.  

"We are encouraged that the Government has listened to the industry's concerns and has responded positively to their requests. The key issue will now be how quickly SPS money reaches claimants," they said.  

Louis Fell, of consultants George F. White, said the decision would help ease the huge financial strain many farmers, which is also affecting supply industries as farmers cut down or stop buying inputs.  

The Liberal Democrats said the announcement was a humiliating climb down for Mrs Beckett, who is under pressure to resign over the fiasco. "The fact that they now admit that they could have made interim payments all along is even more embarrassing for the Government," said St Ives MP Andrew George, who as agriculture spokesman called for interim payments in January 2005.  

By Tuesday, April 18, 47,033 claims representing 39 per cent of applicants had been paid £363.23 million, 23 per cent of the total. There was hardly any progress over the previous week as the RPA system was switched off for a week over Easter to be upgraded for the 2006 scheme. It is now fully operational.  

Mrs Beckett said the figures represented `useful progress' and showed measures put in place by Mr Addison over the past month `have begun to bear fruit'.  

By Alistair Driver  

Livestock sector to appeal against tallow fuel ban.  
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The livestock industry is appealing against a decision to stop renderers using tallow as a fuel because they fear it will hit farmgate beef prices and push up fallen stock collection costs by 15-30%.  

Renderers have been told by the Rural Payments Agency that their contracts for the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme will be withdrawn if they continue to use tallow as a fuel in their plants after 24 April.  

The RPA says the Waste Incineration Directive, introduced on 28 December, 2005, classifies tallow as a waste rather than a product - despite tallow being used as fuel in many plants for some years.  

The UK Rendering Association said renderers had reluctantly decided they had no choice but to cease using tallow as a fuel even though it will lead to added costs of £30-50m/yr for the industry.  

In a letter sent to DEFRA it pointed out that these were costs renderers will have to pass back to the meat and livestock businesses they serve even though "there are serious doubts as to their ability to meet them".  

It also said that there would be enormous environmental consequences because tallow is a carbon neutral renewable biofuel. UKRA has estimated that if all tallow used as a fuel in 2005 had been replaced by fossil fuels it would mean 0.75m tonnes of CO2 emissions.  

A spokesman said: "The UKRA has invested heavily in legal advice over almost three years, in a bid to find a way through with DEFRA. We will continue to fight, but have no choice but to comply.  

"This has put us in a corner. Other member states have found a way round this, for example, the Irish determined that in this case WID regulations did not apply."  

<E051> For details of what the tallow ban will mean see Business p25.  

Payments start to arrive  
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SOME 2,400 farmers in England had received Single Payments by the end of February, according to official Rural Payments Agency figures.  

The payments began on February 20 and more than 117,000 farmers should have received letters informing them of their entitlements by the end of this week.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach said the fact that payments had begun in February, as promised, despite an extremely tight timetable, `put paid to any suggestion that we were complacent'.  

But he has confirmed the agency would not achieve the other part of the goal - completing 96 per cent by the end of March. He could not put a figure on how many farmers would get the money by that date and said only that it would be `more than 50 per cent but less than 96 per cent'.  

Minister admits slow start to SPS payments.  

Isabel Davies  
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Fewer than 2500 farmers in England had been paid their single farm payment by the end of February, it has emerged.  

The Rural Payments Agency told Farmers Weekly on Wednesday (1 March) that since 20 February it had paid out a total of £19m to 2400 customers.  

"The pace of payments will ramp up now," said a spokesman. "And we are still on target to pay the bulk of payments by the end of March."  

Speaking on Tuesday (28 February), junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach admitted that the numbers of producers who had been paid so far were "small beer".  

But he said he was pleased that the government had kept to its promise that payments would start in February.  

"We do recognise there is a long way to go and I accept there has been a degree of understandable frustration from the farming community. But we now need to just get on and pay this money - that is my priority.  

"We said over a year ago that we would begin payment in February this year and we have begun payments in February this year. We also still believe that the bulk of payments will be paid in March this year."  

Asked what he meant by the bulk of payments, Lord Bach said: "I mean more than 50% - but I hope much more than 50%. It won't be the 96%...but a good deal more than half is what I would like to see."  

Farmers Weekly has been inundated with calls this week from farmers who are unhappy because they have not yet received their payment.  

One North Yorks producer, who asked to remain unnamed, said he was "disgusted and disappointed" that he was yet to see anything.  

"It has been a hard year and I have had to sell all my crops forward to ease cash-flow. The merchants have realised this and have taken advantage. It has been a bit of a nightmare really." isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Losing our share in Brussels.  

David Richardson  
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Is the attitude of our politicians in Brussels jeopardising the amount of aid and contracts awarded to UK agriculture?  

ay I offer a word of advice? If you are trying to maintain your full entitlement to single farm payments take meticulous care as you plant this year's crops that what you have undertaken to do is accurately completed, for instance that you leave the correct width of buffer strip.  

As has already been reported in Farmers Weekly, the Rural Payments Agency is checking a proportion of claimant's farms and if it finds a discrepancy it will impose stiff penalties. You stand to lose a sizeable proportion of entitlement if you have got it wrong. And don't expect inspectors to average the width of a strip if it varies across a field. They won't allow it on instructions from DEFRA lawyers.  

Is this another case of gold plating? I couldn't possibly comment. All I know is that when the EU published its rules on cross compliance it took up 12 lines of print. By the time this had been anglicised by our DEFRA masters it had expanded to three books. The sad fact is that we need that cash to stay afloat and in any case have no choice but to work with the English version whether or not it is more punitive than those imposed on other member states.  

I was reminded of this when a friend told me of conversations he had had with the owner of the Austrian hotel in which he had stayed during a recent skiing holiday. In case some non-farming readers conclude we are unnecessarily crying wolf again, I should make it clear that my friend sold his farm last year and is now a builder. But he still thinks like a farmer.  

"Why is your government so keen to destroy farming across the EU?" the hotelier had asked him. My friend invited him to explain the basis of his question. Like many in his position the hotelier had, for years, kept a few cows and pigs under the hotel. The milk was used in the kitchens and a few pigs, fed on scraps left by the guests, were slaughtered each week to contribute to the hotel's menus.  

There used to be a slaughterhouse in the village where the meat was butchered. Then, an EU regulation decreed it was no longer legal. It was closed and the pigs have since had to be carted 80km to a bigger abattoir in the valley where vets can inspect the carcasses and so on. The pigs suffer stress on the journey and this affects meat quality; the costs were higher; the end result less satisfactory.  

"One of my best mates is MEP for this region," he told my friend, "and he tells me most of these regulations are written by British civil servants seconded to Brussels by your government." He was at a loss to know why the British government was so hostile to farming.  

My friend, the builder and ex-farmer asked me if I knew if the Austrian's allegations were true. I replied I was not familiar enough with Brussels bureaucracy to know. But when I met another old friend, who is a retired British MEP, the other day I decided to ask him.  

I wouldn't be surprised, he told me. There are certainly plenty of Brits in legislative departments. I can tell you for certain, however, that civil servants from other member states have made sure we did not get our fair share of aid or contracts.  

He went on to tell me how he had overheard countless conversations between administrators in which questions like why they should award this or that aid or whatever to Britain? They (the Brits) are so negative towards everything we try to do, they said. "Let's give it to someone else." The way our politicians behaved in Brussels made such attitudes inevitable.  

That sort of prejudice has probably cost Britain billions, he said, and some of it should by rights have come to British farmers.  

Land sales are set for a boost after SFP cash.  

Andrew shirley  
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<E051> There is no doubt that after the lack of farms on the market last year, 2006 will prove to be very different. Change is very definitely afoot.  

As I sit and write this article, Lord Bach has announced that full single farm payments "would be completed in March". With our experience of the Rural Payments Agency that probably means April but a huge relief to the whole of the agricultural community and - not before time - a much needed injection of cash. This will help boost a strong 2006 land market.  

In north Wilts, our year started off well with the sale of 118-acre Windmill Farm in Cricklade, which was agreed well over the guide price of £895,000. The added attraction of a solid income from a small set of light industrial units highlighted the interest and need for holdings to have a diversified income.  

Undoubtedly, the headline of "Farmer buys Farm" has become a rare event since the majority of purchasers are non-farming/lifestyle buyers with deep pockets, seeking either to invest in a rural home or to diversify using the farm as more of an "estate", eg letting some of the land, planting trees/coppices and improving the buildings probably for a non-agricultural use.  

Woolley & Wallis is about to launch a 70-acre former dairy farm near Melksham in the west of the county, which will not remain within agriculture. The likelihood is that it will appeal to those with an equestrian point of view or those wishing to speculate and use the buildings for some commercial purposes.  

Either way, Wilts farmers can be reassured - and grateful - that there are still strong non-agricultural funds available to support high land prices.  

I am surprised at the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors' recent report of land values slipping back. There seems to be no sign of that happening in north and west Wilts and demand is as strong as ever.  

We have recently agreed the sale of 60 acres of permanent pasture and a single steel barn at figures between £5000 and £6000/acre. One of our other Wilts offices has achieved strong sales with the sale of 67 acres of good quality chalk arable land for a figure approaching £4000/acre. In addition, a sale of 36 acres of heavier permanent pasture achieved about £4375/acre.  

There are going to be more commercial farms on the market and some are already quietly available but not being paraded openly. In particular, there are a number of 200-400-acre dairy farmers who are having a very serious think about how to manage their future, with milk at 17p/litre for the foreseeable future.  

The temporary comfort is that there are still substantial funds available from the farming sector for a good commercial arable/livestock farm because there is little or no choice. The SFP will drip through, and after the banks have had their share, it will persuade more farmers to sell. The prospect of more SFP and environmental paperwork is more than most can bear.  

There could hardly be a better time to come to the market due to lack of supply, good demand, availability of funds and lastly, but by no means least, before the Chancellor of the Exchequer changes the rules on inheritance tax relief.  

STEPHEN RASH, arable and beef farmer, Wortham, Suffolk  
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STEPHEN RASH, arable and beef farmer, Wortham, Suffolk  

"I think the union should make sure that the Rural Payments Agency implements the cross-compliance inspections with the soft touch that was promised. Making the levy bodies more accountable is also a priority."  

HAZEL AKEHURST, farmer's daughter, Hailsham, East Sussex  

"They should be encouraging farmers to stop wallowing and asking the EU or Tesco to give them more money. The industry needs to realise that it has enormous potential. Supermarkets have cottoned-on to the fact that consumers do want local food."  

DALE HALL, branch chairman, Holsworthy and Stratton, Devon  

"TB is the top priority. My farm is in one of the worst hotspots and TB is doing more damage than foot-and-mouth ever did. The NFU is already putting on the pressure - it is government that has to act."  

NICK WELLS, sugar board vice-chairman  

"Communication is the most important thing. So much work goes on within the NFU. We must make sure that more of it gets out to members. Even more important, we must communicate with non-members what the NFU does for them."  

TOM CUMMINS, dairy farmer, Whitby, North Yorks  

"I want to see greater action on the dairy Vision document. We have to get more money from the liquid milk chain."  

STUART BELL, national YFC chairman, East Yorks  

"The union needs to concentrate on getting more involvement from younger people. If the industry is to go forward then young people need to be supported in the industry."  

TREVOR PASSMORE, Church Farm, Coombs, West Sussex  

"The main priority should be making sure that they get the payments out and they should also be looking for ways to get rid of some of the paperwork that we are struggling with."  

Can you do without it?  

Rodney Cordingley  
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Before you complete your single payment application form for 2006, there's a heap of Directives to wade through. Is there an alternative?  

as agriculture become nationalised? Have you become an employee of the state or are you still an independent farmer?  

As farmers receive quantification of levels of single payment for 2005, it is a question worth asking in preparation for the single payment scheme 2006. The scheme is fraught with rules and regulations with which you are expected to comply, without knowing how the inspectors will apply and interpret the details and how light the touch will be that we have been promised.  

The reporting form for the cross-compliance officers is available to see on the Rural Payments Agency Website with its 25-point checklist. There is even a box for the officer to give reasons if he has had to provide more than 48 hours' notice. The only conclusion to be reached is that the industry has been quietly nationalised during the past 12 months, without a murmur from the NFU, FFA or any other industry body.  

And the reason why there is no opposition? Because the industry is in such poor financial state it can't survive without a level of subsidy, now wrapped into the single payment. The difficulty is that the scheme obliges you to farm in the way that DEFRA wants you to farm, and means you have lost an element of independent thought control on what will be best for your farm and its circumstances. How many farmers would voluntarily leave a 2m margin around their fields.  

So unless you can afford to say no to your single payment for 2006, and keep the inspectors off your farm, my advice is to start reading now. Your 2006 form, to be completed by May, asks you to sign to say you have read and will comply with the Wild Birds Directive, the Groundwater Directive, the Sewage Sludge Directive, the Nitrates Directive and the Habitats Directive.  

These are contained in Article 4 and Annex III of Council Regulation 1782/2003 for those who didn't read them fully before signing their Single Payment Application in 2005.  

When you have finished these make sure you move on to the Animal Identification and Registration Directive, the Ear tags Registers and Passports Regulation and the Cattle Identification Regulation.  

And - new for 2006 - make sure you understand the Plant Protection Products Directive 1991, Food Safety Regulation 2002 and five other directives and regulations relating to livestock ending with the Control and Eradication of Blue Tongue Directive 2000.  

Remember more will be added in time as the original draft Council regulation contained 300 possible documents. So, when you eventually find out what level your single payment will actually pay for 2005, ask yourself whether it is all really worth it for 2006? And when you have had an inspection from a cross-compliance officer making sure you are farming to "state controlled" standards and ideas, ask the question again.  

If you decide you can't manage without it, as I expect you will, then now is the time to stand up and say enough is enough to increased regulation and bureaucracy. That can start with soil management plans. What started as a basic and practical guide to soil management in 2005 is now requiring a detailed Soil Protection Review in 2006 and the promise of enforcement action from 2007. Once again the few who can't manage their soils are forcing the majority, who know that crop yields and good grass production only came with careful soil management, to complete a plethora of paperwork to say what they already know.  

It can continue with the Entry Level Scheme. While many farms can fit the criteria without altering their management, the low level of uptake shows that the majority are reluctant to make significant management changes and lose a level of independence for the figure of £12 an acre.  

As Mr Blair's negotiations with the EU ministers in December have resulted in increased modulation and lower levels of single payment in years to come, keep asking yourself: What price do you pay for your own independence? Let the Entry Level Scheme be a warning to DEFRA and the There is a price at which you will take state aid and cross comply and a price at which you will choose not to enter into the scheme.  

Regulation roll out  
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New regulations in farming are, regrettably, inevitable and with so many other pressures on your time it is all too easy to overlook something and end up on the back foot. That is why Farmers Guardian is running a six-week special to inform you about new regulation coming into force in 2006. We start this week with a summary, reviewing regulations that have recently been introduced, and looking at the year ahead. ALISON LEA reports.  

AGRICULTURAL WASTE  

Spring 2006 - The new agricultural waste regulations will introduce an immediate ban on the use of farm tips, on burying waste on-farm and will place restrictions on the burning of waste.  

A 12-month transitional period following the introduction of the regulations will allow farmers and growers time to register any `exemptions' with the Environment Agency. Exemptions allow a range of activities, including the burning of hedge trimmings, the use of tyres on silage clamps and the landspreading of waste milk among others, to continue.  

The use of the drum incinerator to burn clean pesticide containers will be banned a year following the implementation of the regulations.  

CROSS COMPLIANCE  

From January 1 - Farmers must comply with an additional 7 new Statutory Management Requirements, and also comply with revised GAEC conditions.  

Note: New Date: GAEC 15 (Hedgerows) - March 1 is the deadline for hedgerow cutting and trimming & GAEC 12 (Fallow no set-aside land) - March 1 Green cover on this land established by this date.  

Spring 2006 - Updated regulations regarding sewage slurry are expected to come into force.  

Note: Read Cross Compliance Handbook page 12 for key dates for management operations to comply with cross compliance regulations.  

September 1 - Deadline for completion of Soil Protection Review (publication PB11160). Implementation from January 1, 2007.  

CATTLE ID AND TRACING REGULATIONS  

There will be a consultation document on the consolidation of the Cattle ID and tracing regulations later this year. This was announced by Defra parliamentary secretary Ben Bradshaw, and is combined with an independent review of the animal movement regulations later in the year. This will obviously affect the regulation from a UK Statutory instrument point of view.  

OLDER CATTLE DISPOSAL SCHEME  

January 23 - The Older Cattle Disposal Scheme came into effect. The scheme comes under EU following amendments issued to Commission Regulation No 716/96 (as amended) in November 2005. This authorises the Rural Payments agency to purchase any bovine animal born before August 1, 1996 subject to certain conditions. The OCDS Scheme will be funded by the EU and UK Government.  

Producers must ensure that animals are IDd correctly and fit for the human food chain.  

NITRATE VULNERABLE ZONES  

Summer 2006 - Nitrates Action Programme based on tightening of regulations in NVZs is likely to start. Consultation on new rules is expected early in 2006. These are likely to include the following: * Reduction in maximum organic nitrogen application limits on agricultural land.  

* Restrictions on steeply sloping fields.  

* Closed periods for all land.  

* Minimum storage requirements for slurry and poultry manure. * NVZ status to apply to all land.  

SUGAR BEET REFORM  

January to May - Implementing of new regulations to be provided by EU Council.  

March 2 - Announcement of temporary quota cut for 2006 (expected to be 10-15 per cent).  

Spring 2006 - Announcement of basis of compensation method expected.  

July - New regime formally starts, including price reduction to £23.17/t in the first year, and to £17.95 by 2009.  

FOOD HYGIENE  

January 1, 2006 - The Food Hygiene package of measures commonly referred to as H1, 2 and 3 were implemented in the New Year.  

The European Directive, for the first time, makes primary producers responsible for food safety in the same way as processors, retailers and food service outlets. With this responsibility has come various requirements for good practice, and hygiene about the farm. The regulations make requirements for ID, general farm hygiene and record keeping.  

One of the major aspects of this regulation is that livestock producers play their part in the protection of public health by ensuring only healthy and clean animals are submitted for slaughter. Therefore, there are no casualty slaughter arrangements and animals must be disposed of via the fallen stock scheme.  

Enforcement arrangements still being developed by the FSA but these regulations form basis of one SMR for 2006 cross compliance.  

WATER  

CATCHMENT SENSITIVE FARMING (NOT TECHNICALLY A 'REGULATION')  

Two-year Defra programme designed to reduce diffuse pollution. Catchment Sensitive Farming Officers (in 2006) will be contacting farmers in selected water catchments to provide one-to-one advice and organise training events.  

MACHINERY  

May 2006 - Mandatory fitting of new digital tachographs to new vehicles. It will be illegal to use a new or hired vehicle if the driver doesn't have a `smart card' to store the tacho information. Smart cards available from DVLA (£38 each), which also provides training.  

MYCOTOXIN LIMITS  

July 2006. Introduction of legislation for maximum permitted levels of deoxynivalenol (DON - also known as vomitoxin) and zearalenone mycotoxins in cereals. The European Commission has set maximum limits for fusarium mycotoxins in unprocessed cereals and cereal foodstuffs intended for human consumption.  

INTEGRATED POLLUTION PREVENTIONAND CONTROL (IPPC)  

November 2006 - January 2007 Opening of the application window for IPPC applications from the pig and poultry sector. IPPC applies to poultry units with places for more than 40,000 poultry or pig units with places for more than 750 sows, or more than 2000 finisher pigs (over 30kg).  

New or enlarged farms above the threshold already need a permit before stocking. Existing farms that need a permit must apply between November 1, 2006 and January 31, 2007.  

Producers will need to complete an application form and comply with the Standard Farming Installation Rules.  

GANGMASTERS (EXCLUSIONS)REGULATIONS 2006  

April 6 - These regulations exclude certain circumstances, defined by the Gangmasters (licensing) Act 2004, as acting as a gangmaster, from the requirement to be licensed.  

AGRICULTURAL WAGES ORDER  

October - The annual Order (which has the force of law) sets minimum wage rates and other minimum terms and conditions of employment which employers must follow if they are employing workers in Agriculture or Horticulture in England and Wales.  

SINGLE PAYMENT SCHEME (Not technically a 'regulation' as farmers are not obliged to register for the SPS. However, most are signed up, so the timetable below is critically important).  

March 31 - Receipt of 2005 payments (according to RPA, the bulk of claimants will be paid by this date).  

April 2 - Deadline for RLE1 farmers to notify Defra of any transfers of entitlement. (RLE1 is needed for this). Transfer with land deadline is March 19.  

April 30 - Deadline for farmers renting land for 2006 to be in occupation - the latest date to comply with the 10 month rule.  

Note: In these cases, as it takes 6 weeks for RPA to process, notification of these transfers must be done by March 19.  

May 15 - Closing date for annual SPS applications. This is also the deadline for conclusion of contracts for non-food crops grown on set aside land and also energy crop contracts.  

Note: SPS will provide farmers with the option to receive the SFP payment in Euros. Between now and May, you should consider which currency is most appropriate for your business.  

June 30 - The 2005 SPS Payment window ends.  

TRANSFER OF UNDERTAKINGS (PROTECTION OF EMPLOYMENT) REGULATIONS 2006  

April 6 - New TUPE regulations should come into force, with five key areas of change.  

TB  

February 1 - Tabular valuations came into force. Animals compulsorily slaughtered due to TB, Brucellosis and Enzootic Bovine Luekosis (EBL) and on March 1 for Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) will now not be valued by an individual valuer, but instead valued by whichever of Defra's 47 categories the animal is classified under.  

ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP  

February - First Higher Level Stewardship agreements started (delayed from original intended start date of November 2005)  

Monthly deadlines - ELS applications are now accepted each month rather than quarterly. Start dates are within three months of receipt of a valid application.  

SHEEP AND GOATS (RECORDS,IDENTIFICATION AND MOVEMENT)(ENGLAND) ORDER 2005  

November 20, 2005 - This came into effect with regard to sheep movement within and outside a holding with a 5-mile radius being put in place. * Thanks to the NFU for helping to compile this article.  

Area payments bring relief to hills - but no end to dispute  
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Farmers in England finally have some clarity. ALISTAIR DRIVER reports on what the publication of the Regional Average Payment and National Reserve details will mean for subsidy payments over the next eight years.  

THE outlook is a little brighter for cattle farmers in the English hills this week.  

Two years ago when the system for Single Payments in England was finally agreed after bitter industry arguing, upland cattle breeders appeared to be the big losers.  

Supporters of the three-tier system, led by the NFU, had won the argument, guaranteeing that area payments in the lowland region would be higher than those in the hills.  

Defra's initial estimates suggested that by 2012 lowland area rates could be double those in most of the uplands and 10 times those in the sparse Moorland area.  

The National Beef Association (NBA)-led alliance calling for two payment areas - the Moorland area and the rest - feared the result was a disaster for farming and the environment. Massively reduced subsidy payments would be the final straw for hundreds of farmers whose families had looked after the hills over hundreds of years of grazing.  

The reality has turned out to be somewhat different. Last week, when the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) finally revealed the Regional Average Payments (RAP) for the three English regions, the contrast was nowhere near as stark as expected. The 2012 lowland payment of about £200/hectare (before all deductions, including National Reserve) is just below Defra's 2004 estimate of £210-230/ha but roughly in line with more recent industry estimates.  

Moorland payments of £23/ha are roughly in line with 2004 predictions. But the big surprise is the SDA non-Moorland figure of about £167/ha (before deductions). Defra's 2004 estimate was just £110-£130/ha.  

The outcome is better than hoped for by farmers in the SDA zone. Initially, of course, area payments will be relatively insignificant, as historic payments make up the bulk of the cheques. But by 2012, most farmers in the hills are looking at £30-£50/ha more in subsidy than they were expecting. The gap between their payments and those going to identical lowland claimants will be nearer £30/ha than £100/ha.  

National Beef Association chief executive Robert Forster said the regional rates provided some relief for struggling hill farmers: "We are pleased. This means more farmers in the uplands will be in a position to continue breeding. But it is clear that area payments in all three zones will still be lower than what many beef farmers have been receiving.  

"It does not remove the need for beef farmers to increase income and reduce costs to make up the difference between their modest SP and previous heavy coupled subsidy payments."  

CLA chief economist Allan Buckwell said the lowland payments were roughly in line with what the CLA had been telling its members. "But when I saw that hill farmers were going to get about £30/ha more than expected I thought: `Thank God for that - they certainly need it'," he said.  

So what happened? In short, more land was claimed on than had been expected in the lowlands and less than anticipated in the hills, at least the non-Moorland SDA zone.  

In the lowlands, Defra had underestimated the amount of previously unsupported `white land' that would be claimed on, diluting payments to all lowland farmers.  

About 130,000 people claimed Single Payments in England, compared with 70,000 who claimed under the old system.  

Many of the new claimants were horse owners, for example, who realised their pasture could earn them an income as long as it was kept in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition. It appears that more smallholdings that had not previously claimed subsidy applied than had been thought. Other new claimants included growers of previously unsupported crops, such as potatoes, fruit and vegetables. In contrast, there was very little `white land' in the uplands, where there is little scope for equestrian activities or growing vegetables.  

At the same time it appears that the acreage of land already farmed in the SDA zone turned out to be less than expected, with more than expected farmed in the Moorland zone.  

Another factor was that a number of heavily subsidised farmers won appeals to have their land moved out of the Moorland region into the non-Moorland SDA zone. This brought more historic subsidies into the SDA pot, according to NFU policy director Martin Haworth. Those in the Moorland zone were less fortunate and there will be some disappointed farmers who face very big subsidy cuts.  

Both protagonists in the dispute that threatened to tear the industry apart two years ago claimed the figures vindicated their stance. Mr Forster said they showed fears that subsidies from heavily stocked lowland farms would be redistributed to the stocked upland farms were unjustified.  

But Mr Haworth said the outcome had proved the NFU was right to protect lowland payments. It had helped turn a flawed system that could have led to huge inequalities into one that was `generally fair', he said. The two-tier system would have benefited NBA members in the hills but at a cost to farmers in the lowlands, he said.  

Area payments in the English regions                        2005      2012Lowland           -£19.10/ha   £191/haSDA               -£16.10/ha   £161/haMoorland          - £2.30/ha    £23/ha  

* These figures DO take into account the 4.2 per cent National Reserve deduction but DO NOT take into account other deductions. * The area payment figures are based on the National Ceiling (the total allocated to each region based on historic subsidy) MINUS the National Reserve (4.2 per cent) DIVIDED by the number of hectares claimed on. * In 2005, area payments account for just 10 per cent of the value of entitlements in England, with the remaining 90 per cent based on historic receipts.  

* The flat rate element will increase to 15 per cent in 2006, 30 per cent in 2007, 45 per cent in 2008, 60 per cent in 2009, 75 per cent in 2010, 90 per cent in 2011 and 100 per cent in 2012.  

RPA pays first full SFPs in England.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has revealed that it has managed to pay the first full single farm payments to farmers in England.  

The agency has been unable to confirm how many farmers or how much money has been paid, but said the first payments went into bank accounts on Monday (20 February) and more were due in on Wednesday (22 February).  

The news is well timed for  

DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett, who next week will appear before 800 farmers at the NFU's annual conference.  

It means that the agency and DEFRA can claim to have delivered on their promise to start making payments in February 2006, although they now need to focus on completing "the bulk" by the end of March.  

A spokesman for the RPA admitted that it was just the start.  

"Our staff are working flat out to get the statements and payments out there and resolve outstanding queries on applications where there are inconsistencies and questions remaining and it has not yet been possible to fully validate a claim."  

Richard Wordsworth, NFU Single Payment Scheme adviser, said the union was pleased to see that payments had started.  

But he warned that some producers appeared to be getting their payment statement before they had seen their entitlement statement. "It is happening in the wrong order in some cases, which is a little confusing. But it is welcome to see that some payments have started to be made."  

Adrian Wright, who farms 141ha (350 acres) at East Binnington Farm, near Scarborough, said he had been shocked to get his payment through on Monday.  

"They rang on Sunday and spoke to my mother, as they wanted to confirm the bank details. We were actually told it would come on Wednesday, but it seems to have been deposited in the account on Monday. I was very surprised."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

rpa's advice.  

Isabel Davies  
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<E051> Farmers are asked to check their definitive entitlement statements and payments, using the guidance booklets and their own records.  

<E051> Any queries should be put in writing, using their SBI number on each page and enclosing copies of any supporting evidence, and sent to: Customer Service Centre, Rural Payments Agency,  

PO Box 1058, Newcastle-Upon-Tyne, NE99 4QY.  

<E051> Farmers who have not yet had their statements or payments and who have not been asked to resolve outstanding queries do not need to get in touch.  

<E051> From early March the Customer Service Centre will offer a phone service to deal with SPS enquiries on 0845 603 7777 from 8.30am-5pm Monday to Friday.  

Fill in the form, but don't send it  

Mike Stones  
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Fill in the form, but don't send it  

<E051> I have spent considerable time trying to complete, pointlessly, our Soil Protection Review. After reading the 37 pages of the form and 44 pages of the guidance book, twice, I could find no address of where to send the completed form.  

I phoned the helpline and was told that I had to do nothing with the form; just keep it handy in case we had an inspection by DEFRA or the RPA. This soil protection review is a waste of time and an insult to farmers' intelligence.  

I also object to the proliferation of official numbers that are allocated to a farm business. While I was attempting to complete the SPR I started to list them. They are all relevant to the same farm, business and partners (myself and my son), and include: Farm holding number, single business identifier, VAT number, herd number, intervention board number, National Fallen Stock Company number, farm assurance number, vendor number, trader number, ELS number, IACS number, BSP number, feeding stuffs registration number, personal identifier number (self), personal identifier number (son), bank account number and phone number.  

There are 17 quite separate reference numbers, yet they all refer to the one business. Surely one registered number would suffice?  

I have not taken into account numbers of a more personal nature such as tax reference numbers, national insurance numbers mobile phone numbers, card numbers, and vehicle registration numbers.  

If I have forgotten to include any, please do not bother to inform me. I feel sure that they will rise to the surface of this mire before long.  

J O and R W Sturdy  

Eden Farm, Malton, N Yorks  

Late payment due to documents?  

<E051> On hearing that a school in Sussex was to teach its pupils Mandarin Chinese, a correspondent to the Daily Telegraph recently said he would like to learn Gibberish to understand what politicians were on about.  

What qualifications do we need to "read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest" all the Rural Payment Agency handbooks issued in connection with the Single Farm Payment? My latest count of these documents comes to 17, totalling 649 pages. This is in addition to the 113 page RDS Handbook for Entry Level Stewardship.  

Did this bureaucratic outpouring consume resources which could otherwise have been used to make sure the SFP was paid on time?  

Malcolm Read  

Broadmead Farm, West Grimstead, Salisbury, Wiltshire  

What about  

co-operation?  

<E051> Having read the nine manifestos for the NFU officeholder elections for 2006 to 2008, I am rather perplexed that not one refers to farmer co-operation as a possible solution for driving our industry forward. Although the NFU no longer uses its old slogan of strength through unity, it appears that most candidates believe a statutory code of practice with British supermarkets is the main priority for enabling us to compete on the world market and to take control of our own future.  

Do all NFU members share this view? There are many farmer controlled businesses from around the world that appear to have few problems in filling our supermarkets by placing the requirements of their customers first. Perhaps a little more co-operation and vision at home might be appropriate?  

Simon Banfield  

Dorchester, Dorset  

banfield@admiston.freeserve.co.uk  

<E051> News, p26-29 this week  

Erase 'subsidy' from vocabulary  

<E051> I note with interest recent articles by Chris Carrington (News, 10 February) and Guy Smith (Talking Point, 10 February) about farming's image in the eyes of the media and the public. We farmers know exactly where we stand.  

Our detractors constantly refer to farming subsidies. Both the entry level scheme and the single farm payment are paid on the basis of environmental improvement. They are in no way a subsidy to farmers, but a payment for national environmental gain. In the beginning both these schemes were brought in to satisfy the World Trade Organisation that our farmers were no longer in receipt of production subsidies.  

Due to political spin by politicians of all parties, these payments are referred to as subsidies, while in fact they are environmental payments. Those of us who are subject to cross-compliance know only too well that this is true.  

May I suggest that from now on our leaders and farmers in general refer to these payments as environmental payments. The word subsidy should never be used.  

It is easy for politicians to say they are going to curb subsidies, but where do they stand if they say they are going to curb environmental payments? The word subsidy must be erased from the farmers' vocabulary. We can do without political and media spin and look forward to more British support for an industry which is already in trouble.  

Walter Lane  

Past chairman Staffordshire NFU and past chairman West Midland Regional Board, Home Farm, Sandhills, West Midlands  

Allow members to save the industry  

<E051> Thanks to Guy Smith and 19 other NFU council members for their comments (Letters, 3 February). I am grateful for the work they do on behalf of farmers and do not envy their job; a typical NFU meeting is a group of irate farmers complaining to their county reps about what needs to be done, they then go and berate the president, who in turn, hopefully, passes those sentiments on to DEFRA.  

More successful pressure groups use a different approach; the leadership outlines its vision to supporters and tells them: "If you agree with us, you go and tell DEFRA," which is why at the receiving end the voice of farmers tends to get outnumbered. Most NFU members do not want to be consulted, they want to be empowered to help keep Britain farming.  

It is a shame most of us will get no say in choosing the president, because this year there is a fine selection of candidates, bringing with them their different skills as a diplomat, a communicator and a motivator. It is an even greater pity that one, possibly two, will have no further role in union affairs. I urge council to read the Electoral Reform Society's advice.  

Both reports commissioned by the NFU did try to point out more tactfully than I can that having a ruling council with over 80 members is not sensible and can lead to paralysis. For example, it has been thinking about setting up a forum for years, but nothing ever happens.  

The most common criticism of the NFU is that it has too many chiefs and not enough indians. If it takes 20 council members to write a letter it does suggest a degree of over-manning, and maybe such critics have a point.  

Tom Rigby  

Johnsons Farm, Lowton, Warrington, Lancs  

Real leaders face the challenges  

<E051> Guy Smith is as eloquent as always, but in dismissing environmental concerns as canny fund-raising by the RSPB, he falls into the trap he is warning the NFU away from (Talking Point, 10 February).  

The real leaders in the countryside are those who face up to challenges and work to solve them.  

Understanding the environmental impacts of modern agriculture is not anti-farmer. Those who ignore problems do agriculture a much greater disservice than those who develop and advocate practical solutions that work for both farmers and the environment.  

There are 82 priority species (not all birds) which depend on farmland and now every farmer in England can earn money for protecting the wildlife on their farm in the Entry Level Scheme, developed by conservationists, farmers and the government working together.  

Mr Smith may hope that, if he closes his eyes for long enough, environmental issues will go away, but the public's eyes are wide open. Why not join us, Mr Smith? The view is much better in the vanguard than it is in denial.  

Sue Armstrong Brown  

Head of agriculture policy, RSPB, The Lodge, Sandy, Cambs  

Benchmark for biofuel crops  

<E051> I am writing in response to the letter (13 January) from John Gossop about the issues of good energy balance in the production of biofuels by not wasting the energy in straw.  

The HGCA agrees with Mr Gossop and has demonstrated the value of using energy from straw in the production of bioethanol from wheat. That was through the HGCA funded project Developing Carbon and Greenhouse Gas Assurance for Bioethanol Production in the UK. For details see  www.hgca.com .  

It is expected that to meet  

the requirement of the renewable transport fuel obligation for 5%  

biofuel inclusion, the demand would be met by both UK produced and imported material. As part of the developing biofuels industry, the HGCA is involved in addressing concerns about the environmental credentials of biofuels and the raw materials used in production. The UK assurance schemes, which already exist for crop production for food, can help ensure that UK sourced raw materials for biofuels set a benchmark for standards.  

Mr Gossop suggests that a new and innovative approach to harvesting and processing is needed. The HGCA Research & Development Call for Projects in Industrial Uses is open until today and invites applications from projects addressing these issues. In fact, the new Industrial Uses Working Group is set up to address this and much more. Your views are most welcome.  

Dan Squier  

Chairman, Industrial Uses Working Group, HGCA, Caledonia House, 223 Pentonville Rd, London  

How to stop crime - plant a hedge  

<E051> A few years ago a local bobby stood up at our parish council agm and said: "We are not just a thin blue line, but a thin dotted line." He then spoke about the number of police stations and manpower lost during his 15-year tenure here.  

More recently a well meaning special constable at our agm rose to his feet and told us after a recent spate of burglaries and break-ins that rural crime was falling. He distributed a Gloucestershire crimestoppers leaflet headed Defensive Planting, nature's way to beat the burglar. It contained a plan showing and naming what prickly boundary hedges and shrubs we should plant to protect our properties. There was even a pond strategically placed next to a garden shed intended as a deterrent.  

The last page of this leaflet contained seven advertisements from garden centres with detailed maps of how to find them and spend our money there.  

Then on 3 February our village post office and its master were robbed at gunpoint. I wondered what sort of hedge he should have planted. The saddest indictment of all of this is the number of people who commented that it was only a matter of time.  

In the evening of that awful afternoon I read Tony Martin's sad and thought provoking letter (10 February). Like him, and many others, I despaired at our plight.  

Kerry Johnson  

5 The Folly, Longborough, Moreton in Marsh, Gloucestershire  

EU pays £80/t, BS offers £50/t  

<E051> As I understand things, Brussels will pay British Sugar £500 for every tonne of sugar quota it gives up. At 16% (our contract percentage) this equates to £80/t of beet quota. BS appears to want to offer growers £50/t. What is the NFU, our monopoly negotiators doing about it?  

Richard Amies  

Breck Farm, Weybourne, Holt, Norfolk  

Threats are OK, but nudity is not  

<E051> A few high spirited students run almost naked down the main road in Newport in the dark (News, 10 February) and are spot fined £80 and given community service.  

Several hundred religious extremists march in London with banners encouraging murder and receive nothing. Thank heavens for the consistency of the police.  

John Castley,  

7 West End, Langtoft, Peterborough, Cambs  

No surprise at SFP scheme failings  

<E051> The Independent Commons Committee on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has criticised DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency in a recent press release, for their failure to plan and develop the new single payment scheme adequately.  

I am not surprised that the Commons Committee has been deeply unimpressed with the implementation of the single payment scheme. It is our experience that at almost every stage in this application process we have found either the advice or response inadequate, or that the systems in place simply have not worked.  

For example, we recently received maps for one farm which had been returned to us for the fourth time by the RPA and were still inaccurate, despite much correspondence.  

We at BCM are heavily involved in negotiations with the RPA over issues such as the national reserve awards and private contract clauses. Given the relative lack of progress in this respect, including a significant number of National Reserve Awards being made that appear incorrect, we are surprised at Lord Bach's statement that the payments will be paid in February as suggested. But if this can be achieved it is to be much appreciated.  

This is in no way a criticism of RPA staff, who have worked extremely hard to fulfil the given timescale. It would seem far more sensible to have taken the option to defer the whole single payment scheme for a year, to come into effect from 2006 rather than 2005.  

Andrew Bays  

Director of Bays Curry and McCowan (BCM)  

abays@bcm.co.uk  

Soil N testing is certainly worth it  

<E051> I am writing with regard to the article "Investigation raises doubts over official nitrogen advice"  

(Arable, 10 February).  

It would be unfortunate if farmers were left with the impression that soil mineral N testing is not worthwhile or is misleading.  

Research by Yara over 20 years has identified four key areas where care and experience are required to ensure nitrogen testing is accurate.  

First, soil sampling: At least 18-20 core samples are needed, even from the most apparently uniform field, and these must be bulked to form a sample for the field. Taking this number of cores manually is unrealistic, so some form of mechanical sampling is necessary.  

Second, sub-sampling: Great care and experience are required to ensure the 40g sub-sample for analysis is representative of the field sample, particularly with heavy, cloddy clays. Inaccuracy in sub-sampling could account for the inaccuracies you reported.  

Third, laboratory analysis: The analytical procedure is straightforward and should present no challenge to a laboratory familiar with soil analysis. The laboratory will assume a bulk density for the soil to convert results from mgN/kg soil to kgN/ha. Any difference in the assumed bulk density between different laboratories will affect the results issued.  

Fourth, estimation of N already in the crop: The N already taken up by an autumn-sown crop must be added to soil mineral N to give an estimate of the total N available to the crop. One way to estimate N in the crop is to compare the appearance of the crop with photographs of the same species where the N content has been measured and is known.  

If these four areas for potential inaccuracy are carefully managed, the results will be sufficiently accurate for the farmer to rely on them for use in a recognised fertiliser recommendation system such as Yara's tried and proven N Plan.  

Following a program like N Plan will produce the best results for the least cost, which is surely something most, if not all, farmers are interested in achieving.  

Mark Tucker  

Head of agronomy, Yara UK Ltd, York Rd, York, North Yorkshire  

Still no results on organic milk  

<E051> Peter Melchett has a nerve to call me "inaccurate" (Letters, 3 February) when he is busy rewriting history. After the Soil Association Conference in January 2005 it issued a press notice headed "New research proves organic milk is higher in vitamins and antioxidants than non-organic milk".  

On 11 March I emailed the person named as co-ordinating this research, Prof Leifert of Newcastle University, asking when its results were going to be published. He replied: "We will publish most of the new work on the QualityLowInputFood website ( www.qlif.org ) and the Nafferton Ecological farming Group website around October 2005. The main already published data set on differences between organic and conventional milk and dairy products is from Italy." He did not refer to any work in Wales, Aberdeen, or Denmark.  

In November, having seen nothing, I emailed him again. He was much less forthcoming, saying only that his research would not appear "until we have analysed the data properly". Presumably this is the analysis that Peter Melchett now says "will be reported to the sponsors in April". The sponsors are the European Commission, because this is part of a research project supporting organic systems costing <E045><E031>8m, paid for by taxpayers.  

Prof Leifert is an admitted enthusiast for organic agriculture, as are all the researchers in this area. Clearly, even he is having difficulty getting data to produce the right answer. Until he produces peer-reviewed results, showing statistically significant differences between organic and conventional milk, unbelievers are entitled to view any claims made for organic milk as junk science.  

Geoffrey Hollis  

Hatfield, Herts  

NFU hits out over delay in payment  
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Defra's announcement that Single Farm Payment cheques would be delayed resulted in wholesale condemnation of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) by the NFU, and a reputed no confidence vote by Council members in Lord Bach himself.  

"Every council member was angry and dismayed to hear that farmers' payments are delayed," said Tim Bennett, NFU president. "Many of our members are already up to the limit on what they can borrow from their banks so their backs are against the wall," he added.  

The issue is likely to prove pivotal as to who is elected president of the organisation at its AGM next month. The fury over the payments, or lack of them, plus concerns over TB and his toughness on supermarkets could herald the end for current president Tim Bennett as angry members seek a scapegoat. But throwing him out for the sake of it could be bad news for dairy farmers, say insiders.  

Pressing him for president is David Handley and Peter Kendall. Mr Kendall is known to be favoured and courted by the arable wing of the NFU's membership and livestock farmers within the organisation are concerned that his appointment would be bad for small livestock farms. And it is generally thought that challenger David Handley is unlikely to make much headway with the conservative Council who vote in the new leader.  

Waiting in the wings if the NFU doesn't pull its socks up soon is small farmer `champion' Derek Mead, standing for vice president with current incumbent Meurig Raymond. Kendall has also thrown his hat into that ring. The merest suggestion that the NFU was tilting too far towards the arable men will be met with fury by Mead.  

Standing for vice chairman are Meurig Raymond, Richard Haddock, Michael Seals, Paul Temple and the increasingly ambitious Gwyn Jones, current head of the NFU Dairy Board.  

NEWS IN BRIEF: RPA form  
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The Rural Payments Agency says the old IACS 22 form and IACS 23 guidance booklet are being withdrawn. Farmers wishing to add or delete land parcels or change boundaries on the Rural Land Register should now use the new RLE 1 form, only available on request from the RPA. Details on 0845 603 7777 or website  www.rpa.gov.uk .  

Correct sheep ID vital - or risk food chain exclusion  

425 words

Publication date: 17 February 2006

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 96

(c) 2006 CMP Information Ltd.  

ENGLISH sheep producers who do not conform to the new EU rules for animal identification and movement recording that came into force last July, risk having improperly or unidentified stock excluded from the food chain, as well as losing subsidy payments, warns the English Beef and Lamb Executive (Eblex).  

In addition, they could jeopardise the continuation of the UK's hard- won temporary permission not to follow EU double-tagging requirements until 2008 beyond its current expiry date at the end of April.  

An Eblex spokesman said under those circumstances, it was vital all flocks adhered to the detail of the new national rules for sheep and goat identification.  

For identification and movement purposes, the rules now define a holding as the main site and any land within five miles of its boundary. This distance is measured `as the crow flies' from the nearest edge of the main site.  

Any land partially within the five-mile limit or that touches land partially within that limit is considered to be within the main holding.  

All holdings entirely outside the five-mile limit now require a separate official CPH number from the Rural Payments Agency, even if they are solely managed and controlled by the same keeper.  

Any stock moved to these outside holdings - as well as to another keeper's holding regardless of distance - has to be identified with an uniquely numbered ear tag of the appropriate type (most usually a `UK' holding of birth or `S' non-holding of birth tag). Temporary (paint) marks are no longer acceptable.  

The spokesman said as well as correct tagging, all such external movements, including those to land solely managed and controlled by the same keeper, needed to be accompanied by an official movement document (form AML1) which must be copied to the local authority by the keeper receiving the animals.  

Although an official movement document and report to the local authority is not required for any movements to outlying fields within the main holding but separate from the main site, the rules stipulate they should be recorded in the flock register so the whereabouts of all animals can be established at any time.  

As well as urging producers to adhere to the identification and movement recording rules for their own and the industry's good, Eblex point out that separate flock registers are now required for each calendar year.  

An example of the format and information required is available at  www.defra.gov.uk/  animalh/tracing/sheep/register1205.pdf).  

Hill farmers' boost but SP lowland blow  
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By Alistair Driver  

FARMERS across most of upland England will receive bigger Single Payments than had been anticipated, while their lowland counterparts will be worse off than expected.  

The process of establishing definitive entitlements got underway on Tuesday, enabling the Rural Payments Agency to reveal the flat rate area payments for the three English regions in 2005. When translated from euros, they are approximately:  

Severely Disadvantaged Areas (SDA) - £16/hectare  

Non-SDA (lowland) - £19.10/ha  

Moorland - £2.30/ha  

It has also been revealed that National Reserve deduction from Single Payments will be just over 4 per cent across the UK.  

The figures will receive a mixed reception. For the 2005 scheme, the area element is worth just 10 per cent of the money paid out across England.  

But by 2012, when payments are wholly area-based, subject to exchange rate fluctuations, it means lowland farmers will be receiving about £191/hectare, SDA non-Moorland about £160/hectare and Moorland about £23/hectare.  

Farmers in the SDA band should be delighted with the outcome as the original Defra estimate back in February 2004 was that they would receive between £110-£130/ha.  

Lowland farmers will be disappointed their figure has fallen well below the Defra estimate of £210-230/ha. The Moorland estimate was £20- £40/ha.  

The figures reflect the fact that more claims were made than anticipated in the lowlands and less than predicted in the uplands.  

These figures are before deductions such as National Reserve, modulation and Financial Discipline (cuts made if the overall budget is exceeded) are taken into account. In England in particular, there is a danger of total cuts of around 30 per cent if Defra exercises its right to levy the full 20 per cent to fund Environmental Stewardship.  

The National Reserve figure of just over 4 per cent was more than Defra's original estimate of about 3 per cent, although less severe than some recent predictions.  

Letters informing farmers of their entitlements should start going out on Monday and the RPA says they will all be issued by the end of the month.  

The agency says it is still on course to start payments by the end of February and complete the `bulk' by the end of March.  

However, thousands of forms have still not been validated and the farmers concerned will be allocated `unvalidated' entitlements. Their payments will not be made until their claims have been validated, a process that will continue over the coming weeks.  

An RPA spokesman said about 60,000 claims, nearly half the total in England, were not in a position to be validated as recently as `a week or two ago'. But he said many, for example those involving customer registration, could be resolved quickly.  

Others, such as where there were dual claims on a piece of land, mapping problems or problems with National Reserve applications, would take longer.  

Some industry sources believe as many as 30 per cent of farmers might still be awaiting payments by the end of March. The RPA is still refusing to put a figure on it, although it is clear it will fall well short of an earlier target of completing 96 per cent by March 31.  

Country Land and Business Association chief economist Allan Buckwell predicted there will be a significant proportion of `disappointed' farmers still awaiting their payment in April and possibly beyond.  

Commenting on area payment rates, NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock said: "I am pleased that the livestock farmers in the SDA will be getting more than expected but I am concerned about the lowland and moorland figures. We always said Defra had got its sums wrong about the lowland payments."  

RPA reveals regional SFP rates.  

Isabel Davies  
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The Rural Payments Agency has placed a value on the regional or flat-rate part of producers' single farm payments in England.  

As Farmers Weekly went to press the four devolved regions of the UK were also on the verge of announcing that everyone will have their payments scaled-back by just over 4% to fund the national reserve.  

This means farmers face a total payment scale-back, before any penalties, of between 9-11%, which also takes into account percentage deductions for modulation, which differ according to region.  

An RPA spokesman told Farmers Weekly that the agency, as planned, had begun the process of definitively establishing entitlements on Tuesday (14 February).  

As a consequence, it had been possible to establish the flat-rate payment value for all three English regions - Lowland, Severely Disadvantaged Areas and Moorland.  

"The data that we began generating on Tuesday will form the basis of letters advising farmers of their entitlements which will be dispatched from early next week. All of them will be issued by the end of this month," said the spokesman.  

"RPA remains on track to commence making full Single Payment Scheme payments to farmers and growers in England before the end of February, with the bulk of all payments made by the end of March."  

Allan Buckwell, chief economist for the Country Land and Business Association, warned farmers to check their statements carefully to see if they had been sent unvalidated or "incompleted definitive" entitlements.  

It is thought that as many as half of farmers - up to 60,000 applicants - could be sent statements which refer to unvalidated entitlements. This is because the RPA is yet to complete all of its checks on farmers' application forms. Until entitlements are completely validated it is possible that the number and the value of them could reduce or increase.  

"It seems as if the definite entitlement statements going out will only be definitive for about half of farmers," said Prof Buckwell. "If the entitlements are not validated, farmers should be cautious about trading them."  

Martin Howarth, NFU policy director, said the RPA had so far managed to keep to the timetable it set out two weeks ago.  

"But there are still significant issues ahead. We are still concerned about what is meant when they say they aim to get "the bulk" of payments out by the end of March."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Work together to eradicate TB  

Mike Stones  
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Work together to eradicate TB  

<E051> I can contain myself no longer. I have to find time in my 80-hour week to try to spread some logical light on the TB debate.  

Can we please stop all this them and us, cull or not to cull mentality. Let's stand back and consider the common ground we share. Do we want a healthy badger population? Yes. Do we want a healthy cattle population? Yes. Do we want our children and grandchildren to experience this, too? Yes.  

Let's stop all this spin and selective use of parts of numerous reports and trials. The RSPCA was correct in stating that five out of six badgers tested did not carry TB. It doesn't take much to realise that at least 16.66% of badgers do carry TB. That is far greater than in the cattle population and verging on epidemic proportions. It needs addressing urgently. Blame should not be apportioned to either badgers or cattle for the spread of this disease. It is just an unfortunate fact that this strain of TB affects both species and can be passed between them.  

Some blame modern farming methods, but our cattle have contracted TB from grazing on Dartmoor common land.  

Let's be brave, work together as a team and eradicate TB from both species. Let's swallow that bitter pill that we know will ultimately benefit all three species - badgers, cattle and men. Share our common goals and leave a legacy that our children and grandchildren can be proud of.  

Even with a badger cull it may take several years to achieve this. There will undoubtedly be heartache and sadness along the way, but eventually we will be able to celebrate together and enjoy a TB free countryside.  

Lloyd Mortimore  

Widecombe-in-the Moor, Devon  

No doubt if Union Jack were used  

<E051> I know that the little red tractor was meant to mean 100% British produce, but does it really mean that? Some people don't know what it means. Others say it means that it is packed in Britain.  

If most of us are not sure of what it means, isn't it time to replace it with a Union Jack with the message: 100% British? Then there can be no doubt what it means to everyone who can read English.  

Nicholas Watts  

Vine House Farm, Deeping St Nicholas, Spalding, Lincolnshire  

It's computerised when it suits them  

<E051> After the fiasco of the promised entry level scheme computerised maps, which involved us abandoning our computers and getting coloured pencils, DEFRA has launched another mammoth hand-written exercise.  

The Single Payment Scheme Cross Compliance Soil Protection Review requires the handwritten completion of 32 pages of documentation. Handwriting such a long-winded document for more than a few fields is just not  

practical.  

On phoning the helpline to ask if this was to be produced in a computerised format - perhaps Adobe, Word or Excel - guess the response: "I shouldn't think so."  

But DEFRA is happy to assume that we all have a computer and access to the internet when it suits, Producing a Soil Management Plan for Environmental Stewardship (promised July 2005 and arriving October 2005) is not available in hard copy and can only be downloaded from the DEFRA website.  

We know DEFRA has trouble with technology, but now it seems the alphabet is also a problem. Replacing the more traditional 7th & 8th letters of the alphabet G and H (Good Husbandry) with R and A (Ridiculous Acronyms) is only the start.  

Bizarrely, Section 3 of the  

CCSPR bins A, B and C and starts with sub-section D (to correspond to the section references in the  

Cross Compliance Guidance for Soil Management booklet). But it is followed by Sections E, F, G, H, I, J, L and K in that order. It is just priceless.  

Sarah Easton  

Wype Doles Farm, Whittlesey, Peterborough, Cambridgshire  

NFU elections are fully democratic  

<E051> I write in response to the comments (Talking Point, 30 January and Letters, 3 February) about the election of NFU council members and the apparent perception that the process of selection is undemocratic. Let me assure the sceptics that a full democratic process allows, indeed encourages, a wide selection of council membership.  

My recent election to council as West Riding delegate was the result of a postal ballot of all full farming members of the NFU West Riding region. Each member receives a voting slip and 150-word statement from each candidate seeking office. An independent scrutineer,  

usually a county chair from a  

different geographical region, oversees the count at the regional office and the result is posted soon afterwards.  

Anyone can be nominated subject to the signatures of 20 full farming members and in my case the membership saw fit to vote narrowly in my favour. The fact that I have diverse interests outside agriculture, did no campaigning and yet secured the vote on a single mandate of my unashamed championing of hill farming issues demonstrates democracy in action. Having previously occupied the position of West Riding county chair, my views on this subject are widely known. But if I can gain a seat on the NFU council anyone can.  

The true winner in this process is unquestionably the NFU itself in affording the opportunity to anyone to sit on its ruling body. So don't whinge about it, get involved in it - I did.  

Frank Chislett,  

Upper Brear Farm, Stump Cross, Halifax, West Yorkshire  

No wonder single payment's late  

<E051> I was delighted to receive a letter from the Rural Payments Agency informing me that it had kindly amended my field size to exactly the same size it was originally. No wonder the single farm payment is late if this is the way they are keeping themselves busy.  

Thank heavens they are not running a business. On the bright side, if this is the standard of administration we are dealing with, perhaps we will all receive two single farm payments?  

Grateful Northumbrian farmer  

Name and address supplied  

McCormick sales rise impressive  

<E051> I read with interest your report on tractor registrations by make in 2004 (Machinery, 3 February), but was disappointed that the extent of McCormick's achievement was not recorded.  

In moving up to fourth place in the league table of UK tractor suppliers, McCormick recorded a 17% increase in sales, more than any other make and twice that of the biggest supplier.  

For a company that assembles all its mainstream models in Britain and was in only its fourth trading year at that time, I think that is quite an achievement.  

I am confident that the 2005 figures, when they are published in a year's time, will show that we have made further market share gains and moved further ahead of our nearest competitor.  

In reporting the claimed, but unsubstantiated, market share figures of two manufacturers that do not contribute to the AEA statistics, you overlooked the position of Landini, our associate make in the Argo Group.  

With a range in 2004 focused mainly on livestock farming, Landini had a fairly modest, but still significant market share. This has increased over the past year. Landini recorded its best ever UK sales in 2005.  

With the imminent introduction of more sophisticated higher horsepower models, I am sure Landini will see further market share progress this year, not only in livestock areas, but also in the arable east.  

Moreover, the AEA will have the figures to prove it, as Landini UK has signed up to the statistics programme.  

Jeremy Milnes  

Brand & communications manager, McCormick Tractors International, Wheatley Hall Road, Doncaster, South Yorkshire  

When Beckett stands, walk out  

<E051> When DEFRA secretary Margaret Beckett stands up to address the NFU at the agm later this month, every farmer in the audience should stand up and walk out.  

No one in government listens to farmers, so why must we listen to their representatives?  

F R Henley  

Green Farm, Seaton Ross, York, Yorkshire  

Entitlements - check with care.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers in England are being urged to check carefully their entitlement letters from the Rural Payments Agency to see if  

they have validated or provisional entitlements.  

It has emerged that up to 60,000 producers could be allocated unvalidated entitlements because the RPA, which plans to start issuing letters on 14 February, has not managed to finish all of its necessary checks.  

Producers with provisional entitlements will find themselves further down the payment queue, because they cannot be paid until validation has been completed.  

Farm leaders are also warning that farmers will face risks if they are involved in the transfer of any unvalidated entitlements.  

An RPA spokesman said he could not confirm how many people would be affected because the position was fast moving and claims were being cleared all the time.  

He added: "The accuracy of the entitlement calculation will nonetheless be very high at the point of definitive establishment. Most of the outstanding validation tasks only relate to a small part of a farmer's claim and so the risk to the accuracy of the overall calculation associated with most of the outstanding applications is very low."  

But David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said he was concerned that a high proportion of entitlements would not be validated.  

"If the entitlement statements are not validated, then they can be traded, but farmers and land managers must be aware that, if subsequently they are not validated, the RPA has the right to just take them back."  

<E051> For more on entitlements see Business p25.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Payments to start in three weeks - but when will they all be made?  

Isabel Davies  
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Farm leaders have expressed relief at the government announcement that full single farm payments in England will start in late February.  

But they have added that they are very worried that the Rural Payments Agency has admitted that it is unlikely to meet its original target of completing 96% of payments by the end of March.  

Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach announced on Tuesday (31 January) that full payments would start "at the end of February" and "the bulk" would be completed in March.  

"I am very pleased to confirm what we said more than a year ago - that full payments will begin in February. I hope this announcement will provide some reassurance to the farming industry."  

David Fursdon, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said the fact that full, rather than partial, payments would start in February was to be welcomed.  

"However, statements are merely words and our members will not be happy until they receive the money upon which their businesses and livelihoods depend.  

"Also we want to see what constitutes 'the bulk' of payments. We are very concerned about those who fall foul of the system in some way, particularly as it is not their fault. The RPA must pay attention to the needs of the minority, as well as the majority."  

NFU president Tim Bennett said despite the minister's reassurances, the union was concerned about the amount of work the RPA still had to get through.  

The agency had hundreds of thousands of tasks still to complete and queries about national reserve allocations could also slow down progress.  

"The RPA must make sure it gets as close to its original 96% target as possible. We will maintain pressure on it to respect that," he said.  

"If a small percentage of farmers cannot be paid because of unresolved queries about some element of their claim, the RPA must make advance payments based on the part of their claim that has been validated."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

<E051> Have payment delays left you feeling depressed? For guidance on coping with stress see p82.  

North Yorkshire property market has a good start.  

Andrew Shirley  
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<E051> It is encouraging to report that the New Year has got off to a firm and positive start in North Yorkshire.  

We placed 144 acres of arable land at Morton Grange Farm, Nunthorpe, Middlesbrough, on the market over the Christmas/New Year period. This was guided at offers in the region of £2000-£3000/acre. A sale has already been negotiated successfully for the whole, within the guide price area, subject to contract.  

We have also just been instructed to place a 42-acre block of arable land adjacent to the A1 Trunk Road just south of Bedale, with a guide price of £2750/acre. This is a prime block of free-working land which will also grow sugar beet and potatoes.  

In general, commercial blocks of land have been selling remarkably well. In 2005 we sold well over 700 acres in various blocks from 15 to 150 acres to average in the region of £3000/acre.  

The market for small blocks of land, particularly if they are within walking distance of a village adjoining a residential property, is very good indeed. The prices for amenity land and pony paddocks can vary anywhere from £5000 to £15,000/acre.  

The market for commercial farms has been good, buoyed by a lack of supply. Undoubtedly the shortage is partially due to the uncertainty created by the delay in the introduction of the single farm payment scheme, particularly when entitlements have still not been definitively established.  

The market for smallholdings and small farms that have a significant residential appeal is still very good indeed.  

We launched Sutton Bank Farm, Sutton Bank, a 29-acre farm near Thirsk, at the beginning of January with a guide price of £600,000. We have had a remarkable level of interest, bearing in mind the time of year, and a sale has just been negotiated to a cash buyer.  

There is no doubt that the lifestyle buyer is creating the running for this type of small farm. This will continue to be the case for the less viable farms because rural North Yorkshire is so well placed in relation to the conurbations of York, Leeds, Teesside and Tyneside, all of which are within one hour's commuting.  

It is pleasing to report that there is a very good demand for rural development properties. Interestingly we have just been instructed to place the former abattoir at West Tanfield, Ripon, on the market. This is going to auction on the 28 February.  

The site has planning permission for two detached residential dwellings and is being guided at offers in the region of £200,000-£250,000. It is sad that yet another small abattoir has had to close, a combination of the aftermath of foot-and-mouth and too much regulation.  

There is no doubt that the commercial farmland market will be considerably assisted when the Rural Payments Agency has notified farmers and landowners of their entitlements. This will enable the whole industry to move forward with more certainty. This should bring a much more even and steady flow of farms and land on to the market.  

It will be interesting to see whether this occurs and what effect it will have on the supply of land and farms in 2006. There are still significant funds available for the right farm in a good location in North Yorkshire.  

Make application for entitlement transfers now.  

Ian Ashbridge  
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Farm advisers have been trying to ease confusion over single payment entitlement transfer deadlines, with farmers still unsure which date to aim for.  

Although farmers transferring single payment entitlements to support 2006 claims, where the recipient is not in occupation of the matching land until the transfer date, apparently need to complete and return the entitlement transfer form (RLE1) to the Rural Payments Agency by 19 March, most will not face this deadline.  

For land to match entitlements and unlock 2006 payments, the farmer must be in occupation for a qualifying 10-month period, which can start no later than 30 April.  

But the RPA requires notification of entitlement transfers six weeks before this, effectively bringing the deadline forward to 19 March.  

Jeremy Moody, of the Central Association of Agricultural Valuers, said the 19 March deadline applied to cases where the transfer of entitlements was simultaneous with the transfer of land.  

"But if the transferee's occupying period can be started ahead of the transfer of entitlements, 19 March is no longer relevant - the deadline goes back to 2 April."  

There were two ways this could be done, Mr Moody said. "In the case of a sale, the parties may exchange and set up a short farm business tenancy to cover the gap until completion.  

In the case of tenants, an initial, short-term lease could later be substituted by the long-term agreement, leasing land and entitlements."  

Claire Kingston of the Laurence Gould Partnership said: "DEFRA intends to begin issuing entitlement statements from 14 February and complete the process within two weeks.  

"This will leave some farmers with a very narrow window in which to transfer entitlements."  

Farmers can request a copy of the RLE1 form from the RPA now. "The most important thing is to apply for this form now - not wait until the definitive entitlements statement is issued."  

Just waiting to listen to you.  

Helen Bagwell  
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With single farm payments in England still not paid, stress and depression levels are rising and calls to farming helplines have shot up. Farm Crisis Network (FCN) deputy national coordinator Helen Bagwell provides some guidance to those affected  

How widespread are stress and depression issues among farming families?  

<E051> Unfortunately these are common. Farming has always involved a degree of stress, but in recent years the pressures have snowballed and many are now suffering severe strain and anxiety, and instances of clinical depression are not uncommon. About one-quarter of the people that FCN visits are showing signs of depression and most are experiencing stress.  

Is the problem getting better or worse?  

<E051> Worse. Certainly the number of people coming to FCN for help and support is increasing significantly.  

What factors are causing this?  

<E051> Often we find those we see are facing a number of problems, so it can be difficult to identify the root cause. Financial pressure is a major issue and can in turn cause additional problems such as overwork, strained family relationships and health problems including depression. Regulation and red tape issues are also a major concern. In FCN we have noticed a sharp rise in these, primarily surrounding the Single Payment Scheme and the Rural Payments Agency. In addition to all these factors, isolation is perhaps the biggest danger as farming becomes an increasingly solitary occupation with less social interaction and sense of community than ever before.  

What are the symptoms?  

<E051> There are many symptoms of stress, and different people experience different ones. These can include physical ones such as nausea, tiredness, sleeping problems, headaches and backache. People may feel anxious, depressed, irritable or aggressive. Behaviour can also be affected - an inability to make decisions, lack of concentration, denial of a problem and sometimes turning to alcohol or other substances.  

Are certain types of people particularly susceptible?  

<E051> Anyone can be affected by stress and everyone has a different capacity to cope with it. These problems are often seen in farming because of the sheer number of different pressures and the isolation. Also, for many, agriculture is more than just a job. It is also a lifestyle; the farm is their home as well as their work and often their identity too. Many families have a strong connection with their farm and farming, built up over generations and with expectations for future generations. These things can all be positive, but when times are hard they can also act as additional pressures.  

What should people do if they're affected?  

<E051> One of the most important things is to talk to someone. That is what FCN is here for. We listen, we understand farming and we may be able to find practical ways to help. In many parts of the UK we can offer a visit to the farm. Samaritans can of course be called at any hour of the day. We would also encourage people to visit their GP if they are suffering from severe stress or depression - this can be a difficult step but really can help.  

What should I do if I know someone who is affected?  

<E051> Encourage them to talk. See if they would consider ringing FCN - or offer to do so on their behalf. It is important they do not feel alone in their situation and that they know someone cares. Encourage them to visit their GP if that is appropriate. If you would value a sympathetic ear yourself, then feel free to ring us too.  

People will think I'm weak if I admit to being stressed or depressed, won't they?  

<E051> Not at all. You would be surprised how many people go through similar experiences. There is a real strength in admitting it and receiving help. Often people feel a sense of failure or guilt in admitting they are not coping with their situation, but don't realise their neighbour is probably going through something similar. As part of the farming community I know we can be a proud bunch - but we also have a caring spirit. In FCN we are here to show that care - and we are helping hundreds of families every month.  

What can happen if the problem is ignored?  

<E051> If problems are ignored they rarely go away and usually they escalate. Invariably the sooner people ask for help the better. For example, if people come to FCN when the bailiffs are on their doorstep there is much less we can do than if they came to us when their debts started to spiral. Similarly, stress can build as people bury themselves in their work and isolate themselves from their family. Severe cases can lead to more serious health problems, alcohol and other substance addiction, relationship breakdowns and tragically sometimes suicide.  

Presumably you've seen a lot of people completely turn their life around after experiencing these problems?  

<E051> Every day we see people whose situation is improving - sometimes very dramatically. We cannot bring forward the Single Payments or eliminate stress, but we can be a friend and "walk with" people through their difficulties to hopefully reach a better outcome. FCN's volunteers do a wonderful and often difficult job, and they really do make a difference to people's lives. A farmer said to me recently: "It's so good to have someone to talk to who understands and doesn't make me feel like a failure. I used to feel I was in a black hole without any hope but now I can see light at the end of the tunnel."  

Delay Peter to pay Paul.  

Charlie Flindt  
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When the money available is somewhat less than that required to pay the bills, someone has to wait for their cash. But who?  

anuary is normally a time of quiet optimism. The days are lengthening, seed drills are getting calibrated, and - crucially - there is an IACS cheque in the bank; all very purposeful and optimistic.  

This year has been slightly different. I have spent the whole month staring at two numbers on a piece of paper. One showed how much money I had available to spend before crashing into the overdraft buffers, and the other how much money I was due to pay out in January. One was quite small, and the other was rather big.  

So what should I do? No matter how many times I juggled the figures, or applied creative New Labour accounting techniques, it was obvious that someone was going to have to do without. So, armed with my list of creditors, I headed for the phone.  

I started with the big one: Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs. They were quite charming and perfectly understanding. They had heard of the plight of farmers, and, yes, plenty of people were applying for late payment schedules. Each case would be looked at individually, with a detailed investigation of my income and expenditure. I should ring my local tax office to arrange a meeting and... Oh dear. Not much chance of "Pop a post-dated cheque in the post" there, then.  

I blame my accountant for me having to send a cheque to the taxman in the first place. So would he mind if I put his bill off for a month? He emailed back very promptly, about a thousand words, but I still can't work out if it was a "Yes" or a "No". There was something about "your case being put before the partners", so I don't hold out much hope there.  

Who's next? January is when I usually make machinery payments, thanks mainly to that IACS cheque. I started with the finance company directly linked to my preferred make of tractor. The dealer said there shouldn't be a problem, and passed me on to the local rep, who made nice but unquotable noises and passed me on to his boss in the midlands. He made even nicer but equally unquotable noises, and said he would pass my number on to their head of press enquiries, or something like it. I have heard nothing.  

The other finance company is linked to a well-known farmers'  

organisation. My contact there was very sympathetic and would pass on my details to the Collection Department. I was so busy imagining shaven-headed men with crowbars tucked inside their long coats that I only half-heard her suggestion of a new credit account that many farmers are taking up at the moment. I've heard nothing from The Department.  

Things looked up when I rang the National Trust - and there's something you don't hear often. A fraught Rob Macklin, head of agriculture, was genuinely in sympathy. Why? "Because we're snowed under with paperwork relating to 30,000 acres in England alone. We know exactly what's going on. Just keep us informed, and pay what rent you  

can. Now go away, I'm very busy." Shame on those who criticise this marvellous organisation.  

Next stop, the Bank of Mum and Dad. Unlike most banks, this one is incredibly flexible, handing out flapjacks and sympathy during financial discussions, and only asking for a hand with 19 Down in the Telegraph crossword as a fee. And unlike my "High Street" bank, it was only too pleased to extend borrowing for a bit. Have another piece of flapjack, Dear.  

And then I remembered the credit account I had heard about earlier and rang them back. "Yes, it would be possible to arrange a sizeable credit account." A terrifying interest rate, no doubt? "No, only 1.99% over base." Hold on; that's less than my overdraft. "But we'd like to see your latest accounts, though." Ah, let's hope the accountant earns his late-arriving money.  

With luck, that will be the back of another financial crisis. Thanks, Rural Payments Agency, for livening up such a dull month. Thanks a whole bunch. Same time next year?  

Waterlogging rules `self-contradictory'  
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CROSS-COMPLIANCE regulations over farming on waterlogged land are self- contradictory and therefore impossible to comply with, an agricultural lawyer has said.  

Mark Horvath, of Barker Gotelee Solicitors, said the regulations could pose serious problems in a difficult season.  

"Where a seedbed is prepared after harvesting oilseeds, legumes or cereals and before the end of the following February, it must be drilled within 10 days but, as one cannot work on waterlogged land, farmers could face an impossible conflict," he said.  

"The Rural Payments Agency says it will apply the rules sensibly and if farmers just farm sensibly then everything will be okay - but that is not what the new regulations say and in England what is written is the law and we must obey it or we are at risk of the penalties specified therein."  

A spokesman for the RPA said this had been one of the areas addressed at the Single Payment Scheme seminars and that feedback from farmers had been listened to and addressed in the cross-compliance handbook.  

The handbook states that land must be drilled within 10 days of a final seedbed preparation in `normal weather conditions', he said. Therefore, if the land is waterlogged this rule would not apply and common sense should prevail.  

RED LETTER DAY: Feb 14, 2006  
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Entitlements by Valentine's Day and bulk of payments in March, promises Bach  

MOST farmers in England will receive their Single Payments in full by the end of March, Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach said this week.  

Bringing to an end months of uncertainty, he said payments were due to start at the end of this month and the aim was to complete `the bulk' of them in March.  

The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has told the Minister that there is, after all, no need to resort to interim payments in order to meet the February-March deadline.  

It is on course to definitively establish entitlements on February 14 and farmers will be informed of their individual details within two weeks of that date.  

A total of £1.6 billion will now be paid directly into farmers' and growers' bank accounts or by payable order from the end of this month.  

The chances of full payments starting in February appeared slim in mid-  

January when it emerged that the agency still had 400,000 individual tasks to complete.  

But good progress has been made in the past few weeks and on Tuesday, after receiving assurances from RPA officials, Lord Bach said: "I am very pleased to confirm what we said more than a year ago - that full payments will begin in February.  

"I hope this announcement will provide some reassurance to the farming industry. Staff at the Rural Payments Agency have worked extremely hard to make this possible and I am most grateful to them. "I also want to acknowledge the co-operation and patience of everyone who has made a claim."  

RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said making full payments, rather than part payments, would mean claimants would be able to trade their definitively-established entitlements.  

It would also make the next claim process easier as 2006 forms would be pre-printed with key data already in place.  

The unexpected commitment was welcomed by the industry but concerns remain.  

The biggest is that the goal of completing 96 per cent of payments in March has been replaced a more ambiguous aim of completing the `bulk' of them.  

Defra admitted it was unable to quantify the likely proportion the 120,000 claimants in England whose payments will be delayed into April and beyond.  

The agency said they would be mainly be farmers it had already contacted over outstanding issues like mapping problems, dual claims on land and National Reserve and hardship claims.  

Though `pleased' with the announcement, National Farmers' Union president Tim Bennett said the RPA still faced a major challenge. `Hundreds of thousands of tasks' were still to be completed before the scheme is fully established, he said.  

"The RPA must make sure that it gets as close to its original 96 per cent target as possible. We will maintain pressure on it to respect that," he said.  

"If a small percentage of farmers cannot be paid because of unresolved queries about some element of their claim, the RPA must make advance payments based on the part of their claim that has been validated."  

Country Land and Business Association president David Fursdon also welcomed the statement. "However, statements are merely words. Our members will not be happy until they receive the money upon which their businesses and livelihoods depend.  

"Also, we want to see what constitutes `the bulk'.''  

Tenant Farmers' Association chief executive George Dunn said the announcement was a relief as he had feared interim payments or further delay.  

He praised grass roots RPA staff for working hard to facilitate payments, despite having to use the `universally slammed' dynamic hybrid SPS that Defra introduced despite warnings of the problems it would cause.  

The Conservatives still described the SPS system as a `shambles' and the Liberal Democrats said it was a `disastrous succession of inaccuracies and inefficiencies'.  

Both noted that payments in Scotland and Wales had been successfully made in December when the payment window opened.  

SLURRY & POLLUTION: Penalties for regulation breaches to more common  
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Farmers failing to meet the various rules and regulations under cross- compliance will find that they are more likely to be penalised for this than has been the case in the past, Momenta's John Tearle told the Bootle meeting.  

He said that most of the rules and regulations involved in cross- compliance had been in existence for some time. However in the past breaches of these had generally been dealt with through a relatively complex process through local authorities. This meant that there was often a reluctance to take action except in the most serious cases.  

Under the new system the penalty system had changed passing the responsibility for penalties to Defra and the Rural Payments Agency. These penalties were a percentatge of the single farm payment paid to the farm and could rapidly amount to a great deal of money, he said.  

He added that the penalties applied not just to land with entitlements, but to all the land managed by the offending farmer. The exception was where the breaches were caused by a third party, such as a utility company, working on the land.  

Mr Tearle said that most farmers were already meeting the various requirements under cross-compliance, but it was absolutely essential that full written records were kept if problems were to be avoided.  

TRIDENT NORTHERN SHEEP FAIR  
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Single Payment delay hits English sheep producers - says NSA chief executive Peter Morris  

MANY sheep producers in England are facing real financial difficulties due to delayed payment of the Single Payment by the Rural Payments Agency, said National Sheep Association chief executive Peter Morris, as the Trident Northern Sheep Fair got under way at Skipton, North Yorkshire, on Tuesday.  

"While sheep farmers in Wales and Scotland have had a taste of money under the new regime, their counterparts in England still wait, with increasing impatience, for a signal that payments are on the way. "It is now 15 months since the last SAPS payment and the bills still have to be paid.  

"English farmers and the people who supply them with goods really are finding themselves at a disadvantage compared to the Scots and Welsh who have received a significant advance on their payment. "The crisis is compounded by the fact that the RPA have made it very clear that any push by English producers to be given advance payments will result in resource being taken away from making the full payment and so that would then be further delayed. This is a desperate situation," said Mr Morris.  

Barclays Bank's Martin Redfearn told a questioner: "A good business does not become a bad business simply because of a late cheque. Providing the business is sound there should be no problem in extending an overdraft until a Single Farm Payment cheque arrives. "The bank will also know that payment is secure coming from the UK Government." * The Trident Southern Sheep Fair takes place at Exeter Livestock Centre next Wednesday, February 1. Farmers Guardian are media partners.  

Frustration at Single Payment delay leads to call for resignations  
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THE Single Payments are still expected to begin next month the Rural Payments Agency claimed this week.  

Although the exact numbers of tasks still to be completed were `not available and fluctuated daily', an RPA spokesman said: "We continue to work to achieve our target of commencing payments in February. "As stated in the Environment Food and Rural Affairs select committee hearing the next check point meeting is next week."  

There was also no further update available on whether RPA staff would be taking strike action following a recent ballot. "We have no result from that ballot, although it is expected at the end of this month," said the spokesman  

The NFU should press for the resignation of Margaret Beckett and RPA chief executive Johnston McNeil if the late payment situation was not cleared up quickly, said Lincolnshire NFU delegate Mark Leggott. "The gloves need to be off now, we've had enough of them messing about and toying with our incomes."  

He said the rejection by the NFU Council of an early part-payment of the single farm payment was the right one for many farmers.  

NFU director general, Richard MacDonald and president, Tim Bennett were meeting Defra officials as FG went to press on Wednesday regarding the sugar regime, but the payment delays were also expected to be on the agenda.  

By Joanna Baker  

Bach presented with evidence of mapping `shambles'  
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FOOD and Farming Minister Lord Bach was handed evidence of the anger and frustration the `shambolic' land mapping process is generating among farmers when he visited Leicestershire.  

Prior to the visit last Friday, the East Midlands branch of the NFU surveyed its email database of members about the mapping fiasco. Within 48 hours it had received a `deluge of replies from frustrated and angry farmers, all having huge problems with their maps'.  

The dossier of replies was presented to the Minister with the uncompromising message that the mapping process was a `shambles'.  

Many farmers are finding the maps requested by Rural Land Register and the Rural Payments Agency to be `wrong, or inaccurate or just plain missing'. They have faced months and in some cases, years, of hassle, in trying to get accurate maps of their holdings, according to regional director, Jack Ward.  

The Minister acknowledged that there were problems in the system, and said the RPA was `trying to get it right'.  

`Check for RPA errors in reserve awards'  
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AGRICULTURAL valuers and land agents have detected miscalculations in a significant number of the awards being notified by the Rural Payments Agency under the SP national reserve.  

Consequently farmers are being advised to check their notifications carefully and act immediately if they detect or suspect errors.  

Problems have been seen particularly where the applicant had also made a successful hardship claim or with a private contract clause (PCC) arrangement on buying land after May 15, 2004 (to transfer in the seller's historic reference amount).  

"In both these cases, these benefits should not be deducted from the national reserve award yet the RPA appears to have reduced national reserve awards for many such farmers," said Jeremy Moody, CAAV secretary and adviser.  

By failing to check their awards carefully Mr Moody says farmers risk accepting a lesser award than is due (and so lower payments until 2011) or unexpected restrictions on use or transfer for five years. "There is also some evidence of other miscalculations as may be expected from human error in any exercise of this scale," said Mr Moody. While the RPA is expected to write to farmers it thinks are affected by PCC and hardship miscalculations, it may not contact all involved.  

The 20 per cent increase rule is also being highlighted for close scrutiny where relevant.  

Mr Moody said the RPA letter stated the restrictions would apply where the value was increased by 20 per cent or more.  

"This is not correct and could mean the RPA wrongly restricting some entitlements - the restrictions apply where the uplift is by more than 20 per cent. Any farmer with a national reserve award around this margin should carefully check the calculation and raise any queries with the RPA - they may not tell him until the 2006 application forms are sent out."  

He added a farmer had 14 days to refuse his national reserve award.  

Payments fiasco prompts NFU no-confidence vote  
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A UNANIMOUS vote of no confidence in the Rural Payments Agency's ability to deliver the CAP reform, was agreed by frustrated NFU Council members this week.  

"Every council member was angry and dismayed to hear that farmers' payments are likely to be delayed. Many of our members are already up to the limit on what they can borrow from their banks so their backs are up against the wall," said NFU president, Tim Bennett. "It's not just an issue for farmers, their suppliers are also struggling because bills that should have been settled by now are still outstanding. The whole of the rural economy is under threat," he said.  

In October 2005 the Government assured farmers the revised payments would start in February 2006, but last week Food and Farming minister Lord Bach admitted the RPA still had 400,000 individual tasks to complete before the payments could be calculated, and he refused to guarantee payments would be made on time.  

Giving evidence to the Environment Food and Rural Affairs committee, Lord Bach said much of the delays in payments were down to the fact `the number of farmer customers who claimed on land had gone up from 80,000 to 120,000, which was a 50 per cent increase.  

Although the Government knew there would be an increase in customers he doubted whether they had estimated it would be as much as that. They also did not predict a 1,000 per cent increase in the annual numbers as far as land registration and land registration changes were concerned. "One of the reasons for that was that the land change notifications came not just from new customers, many came from existing customers."  

Tenant Farmers Association chief executive, George Dunn, said: "We've got absolutely no sympathy with Lord Bach or the RPA. We warned them that if they went for a system rewarding occupation in 2005 there would be a massive increase in people claiming land.  

"It was clear they were going to get a surge and it is something they should and could have been able to avoid."  

There were also concerns over the possibility of RPA staff taking strike action, reported in Farmers Guardian last week, but this week a spokesperson for the agency said they would not know until later in January whether or not such action would be taking place.  

At the CLA, chief economist, Allan Buckwell, said: "We lost confidence in the RPA in the autumn as they failed to keep us informed, but we just desperately want them to keep their payment targets now. "Our preference is to stick with the definitive establishment in February and the full payment in March and we would even accept a small delay in that, rather than moving to the contingency plan of a partial payment."  

Elsewhere others reiterated concern over how such an interim payment would work regarding entitlement trading for instance.  

Rural expert, Jonathan Smith, Bruton Knowles added: "If the RPA manages to define everyone's entitlement by February 14 then farmers can expect full payment to begin by the end of February, and the RPA is promising to provide a pre-registration scheme where they will issue partially populated forms for farmers to use to declare they want to trade entitlement. If this is achieved then we are likely to see a period of trade, which could commence from the middle of February. "However, if the RPA doesn't manage to finish processing all applications and chooses to adopt a partial payment system of 60 per cent then we could face a year without entitlement trading because this partial system would only be based on an estimate of a farmers' entitlement not a definitely established entitlement." * See pages 18 and 19 for the FG news analysis on trading entitlements.  

By Joanna Baker  

Small window for transfers.  

Robert Harris  
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Mounting fears that full single farm payment receipts in England may be delayed beyond February could mean that entitlement transfers will not be completed before the 15 May cut-off date.  

And discrepancies on the forms coming back from the Rural Payments Agency would lead to further delays, said broker Jonathan Smith of Bruton Knowles. "If the timescale slips, the window will get smaller and smaller."  

With six weeks needed for the RPA to process transfer forms, the last date on which they can be submitted to make a claim in 2006 is 3 April.  

problems  

The problem is even worse for authorised entitlements, where two sales may be necessary to transfer them back to the landlord, then on to the new tenant.  

"It looks as if that's going to  

be impossible this year, forcing  

the landlord to be the farmer,"  

said Francis Mordaunt of Andersons.  

9 Gordon Brown  

FW reporters  
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9 Gordon Brown  

Chancellor of the Exchequer  

<E051> Holder of the nation's purse strings, the Chancellor's decisions affect all of our lives. Tax relief on farmland is helping to hold up land values, but there has been scant farmer-friendly legislation for owner-occupiers or tenants from "Prudence" Brown's office lately. As one of the more credible ministers in Tony Blair's cabinet he wields immense influence. In his role of Prime Minister designate this can only grow, and his Old-Labour leanings suggest there will be little succour for farmers if he moves in to Number 10.  

10 Patrick Holden  

director of the Soil Association  

<E051> The organic champion has driven the organic movement since the early 1970s, steering it from its image of muck and magic to its position today as a multi-billion pound industry. Always willing to speak about the differences between organic and conventionally produced food, and on his stand against genetic modification, he has identified himself as a favourite with the media. Behind the scenes he has influential friends, among them broadcasters John Humphrys and Jonathan Dimbleby. He is often seen in the company of Prince Charles, with whom he shares his beliefs and sometimes his holidays.  

11= Christine Tacon  

general manager of Farmcare  

<E051> A woman with behind-the-scenes influence, who has won respect - and along the way a CBE - despite her lack of a farming background. As the boss of the Co-op's 30,000ha (74,000-acre) farm business, Mrs Tacon has a reputation for being someone prepared to take tough decisions. She is also a member of the independent group overseeing DEFRA's food and farming strategy and a sometimes critical non-executive director of the Rural Payments Agency. One to watch.  

14 Paul Dacre  

editor of the Daily Mail  

<E051> All newspapers enjoy a good food scare, whether it's salmonella, E Coli, listeria, BSE or pesticides. But the Daily Mail has turned them into an art form, regularly terrifying middle England with the prospect of plague and pestilence stalking the suburbs. Its reach and authority are huge - 2.3 million loyal middle-class readers - and only a foolish government minister gets the wrong side of it. If the Daily Mail says British carrots are dangerously radioactive, you had better believe it.  

15 Jacques Chirac  

French president  

<E051> Most UK farmers no doubt dislike Jacques Chirac for stirring up protest against the £3bn British budget rebate, not to mention making rude and wholly unfair comments about British food and BSE. But you have to admit that he seems prepared to fight the cause of Europe's farmers with a degree of conviction sadly missing on this side of the Channel and this has brought benefits for UK producers.  

Confidence in RPA and DEFRA plummets as new errors emerge.  

Isabel Davies  
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Fundamental errors in farmers' national reserve notification letters have added weight to fears that the single farm payment deadline of late February will not be met by the Rural Payments Agency.  

Farm leaders and advisers have this week expressed serious doubts over whether the RPA will be able to start full payments by the end of February, as suggested by the agency and junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach last week (News, 13 January).  

The NFU's ruling council agreed a vote of no confidence in the RPA and DEFRA at a meeting on Tuesday (17 January). Council members voiced concern at the RPA's admission during a select committee hearing that it still had "400,000 tasks to complete" before payments could start.  

Union president Tim Bennett stressed council members' anger and dismay at the prospect of payments being late. "Many of our members are already up to the limit on what they can borrow from their banks, so their backs are up against the wall."  

The Central Association of Agricultural Valuers is warning farmers that it does look like the RPA has miscalculated a significant number of national reserve awards, which it fears may risk delaying definitive entitlements.  

"We are picking up systemic errors in the way they are doing the calculation," said CAAV secretary Jeremy Moody. "All farmers who receive a national reserve award letter should check through the details and calculations with extreme care and raise any questions immediately with the RPA."  

Mr Moody said problem areas were where the farmer had also made a successful hardship claim or where a private contract clause arrangement had been used. In both these cases, these benefits should not have been deducted from the national reserve award, yet the RPA appeared to have sometimes done this.  

George Paton of WebbPaton said one of his clients had received a letter which appeared to be <E065>103,000 (£70,765) less than expected. "We have done over 60 claims and I would say one in three has come back incorrectly calculated."  

An RPA spokesman declined to comment on the level of errors found in the awards, but said applicants who wished to challenge the figures should write to the RPA Customer Service Centre with evidence supporting their case as soon as possible. The letter should be headed "National Reserve".  

The spokesman added that the RPA announced in January 2005 that the earliest payments were likely to start was in February 2006. "While the schedule is extremely challenging, RPA's plan remains to commence making payments by the end of February."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Doubts over February Single Payment date  
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FARMERS in England still have no guarantees they will receive their full Single Payment in February and March, or even just a portion of it.  

Continuing problems within the Rural Payments Agency (RPA), including the threat of strike action, mean it cannot yet say for certain whether full payments will start in February.  

The RPA and Defra reviewed the situation on Tuesday and decided to stick, for the time being, to the original plan of making full payment in February, completing 96 per cent by March. The plan is to definitively establish entitlements on February 14 and begin payments towards the end of it.  

But the option of an interim part payment, to be topped up later, remains alive if there is further slippage.  

Speaking in front of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, on Wednesday, RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill said they would know by the `end of January' if they would be able to make the full payment in February.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach, who also gave evidence, said an interim payment of about 60 per cent would be made at the end of February if the payment date showed signs of slipping.  

The aim would be to pay the balance before the end of the payment window in June. "There are technical factors that may delay it. I am prepared to give the RPA as long as they need to try to make that February start date,'' he said.  

"If at any time they tell me they can't make the payment I will make that public and make interim payments." "I don't think there is anything I could have done, although others may do, to prevent delay. But I think people will look back and say the three- or four-month delay this year is an acceptable delay."  

The one-month contingency the RPA had built into the system has now been used up and there is no slack left. Some staff have been working seven days a week and up to 15 hours a day but they have still not been able to resolve all the outstanding issues, such as the well-documented mapping problems.  

Another potential problem is looming as staff are currently being balloted over a possible strike. Mr McNeill said there had recently been a one-day strike and based on that turn-out it was unlikely to effect the timing of payments. "But I do not know that for sure."  

During the evidence session, Mr McNeill admitted he would receive a hefty bonus if the RPA met its target. The MPs contrasted this with the estimated £25 million farmers will lose in interest from the delay.  

Lord Bach said he had met with banks. "If the banks had said viable businesses would go under I would have listened to that, but they did not say that," he said.  

The decision about interim payments is complicated by the fact they could have knock-on effects on the timing of the 2006 payments, a process already complicated by the issue of sugar compensation. The SPS application deadline is only four months away.  

Interim payments could also affect the trading of entitlements and the timing of balance payments to farmers in the other UK regions, which received part payments in December 2005.  

NFU president Tim Bennett said it would be a `classic conundrum'. "The best option would be for the complete payments to be made in February and March. The RPA is still saying they can achieve this but I have very little confidence in that, although I would love to be proved wrong,'' he said.  

"If full payments slipped a few weeks, some people would want interim payments money as soon as possible to ease cash flow worries. The problem is this could jeopardise the chances of payments being made in December."  

By Tom Levitt and Alistair Driver  

Replacement dairy stock at a premium.  

Simon Wragg  
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Filling potential is every business' ultimate goal. But for those in the dairy sector the odds can appear to be stacked against even the most determined operator.  

As producers eagerly awaited the release of the latest milk production figures from the Rural Payments Agency this week (see Business for details) auctioneers forewarn of other continuing constraints on production; namely the shortage of replacement stock.  

As weekly markets and collective sales return to normal trading arrangements after the holidays operators suggest youngstock and replacement heifers - particularly fresh-calvers - remain hard to source.  

Aptly named annual "Quota Filler" sales in the south-west (as seen in the Land, Farms & Business section of Marketplace) have been bolstered with the inclusion of herd dispersal stock to try to meet market demand. Traders admit it's a struggle.  

With demand almost certainly outstripping supply nationwide, some producers have found it easier to complete private treaty and direct herd-to-herd sales to shift surplus stock outside of the auction ring.  

Other factors are also limiting supply to regular sale venues. Bovine TB - an on-going subject of divide between producers and politicians - continues to add to the mire.  

The number of cases continues to rise and DEFRA's proposals that could see more rigorous pre-sale testing (within a 60-day window of the sale date) will further exacerbate availability of stock, say traders.  

Although further regulation in this area is unlikely to hinder producers used to selling stock in large batches - mainly the beef farms selling stores, although complete herd dispersals also qualify - dairy producers are still geared to selling stock in small numbers. New rules are likely to add considerably to costs for both handling and testing, warn traders.  

While the economics of supply and demand will factor in to the equation, replacement stock values are unlikely to increase significantly, predict auctioneers. Producers are paying - relative to the ex-farm milk price - strongly for replacement stock and even the arrival of the single payment is unlikely to deepen producers' pockets.  

Anecdotal evidence from sale rings suggests producers are eager to maximise the potential to increase output to meet quota, but the achievement of this goal is unlikely to be at the expense of overloading fragile farm finances.  

We will really miss Easton Lodge  

Mike Stones  
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We will really miss Easton Lodge  

<E051> Few things over the past 50 years have given me more pleasure than to pick up Farmers Weekly on a Friday to read of your experiences as practical farmers.  

In particular, I have followed the fortunes of Easton Lodge with eager anticipation, and so it was with great sadness that I learned of your decision to surrender the tenancy. The reasoning is, of course, understandable, probably even inevitable, but a shock none-the-less.  

I well remember visiting the farm on your very first open day in 1966. Over the intervening 39 years, a hungry and dilapidated holding has been transformed into the successful business it is today. Tight, sound management and liberal doses of pig-muck were without doubt the catalysts.  

My association with Easton Lodge goes back to 1967, when I was a student working for David Powell at Sacrewell, and was part of the beet harvesting team when Al Farmers was first formed. Jeremy Bristoll was manager then and Bill Cooper and Gordon Ashfield drove the tractors.  

Since then it has been a privilege to follow your fortunes and share with you the ups and downs of agriculture. Other readers will join me in wishing John Lambkin and his staff success for the future, and thanking them for sharing the mud on their boots with ours. We shall miss them.  

William Webb  

Kitling House, Stonegate, Gedney, Spalding, Lincs  

Hunting is much more humane  

<E051> John Rolls and other zealots at the RSPCA should stop deluding themselves and, more importantly, the public about the shooting of foxes (Letters, 9 December). They should listen to a former chairman, John Hobhouse, who in a letter to The Times in September drew attention to research showing high levels of wounding in shot foxes.  

Shooting is intrinsically fallible; no amount of well-intentioned and commendable attempts by BASC and other organisations to train shooters can eliminate errors by the beginner, the reckless and the downright unlucky.  

Hunting leaves no wounded survivors and now that the RSPCA with its cronies in the House of Commons have banned hunting and thereby removed the vital search and dispatch function of hunting, wretched animals are left to die a slow death from sepsis, gangrene, starvation and hypothermia.  

Mr Rolls should not delude himself that these wounded animals are dispatched by trained dogs. Most foxes are shot at night by lamping and, in these circumstances, it is extremely difficult to find the carcass of a cleanly killed fox, let alone a wounded one. They don't hang around to be dispatched either by night or day and shooters rarely use scenting hounds for follow-up.  

Shooting will always be needed to cull the majority of an over-successful species such as the fox and the deer, but numbers killed is not the yardstick by which hunting should be judged. Hunting is the natural and most humane method of culling the four quarry species - natural because it does not use alien technology for which the animal has no natural defence. So hunting is uniquely humane.  

The welfare benefits of hunting to the quarry species are as true today as when the RSPCA endorsed them in 1951 in its submission to the Scott Henderson inquiry. Nothing has changed since then, except the politics of the RSPCA.  

Dr L H Thomas  

Smiths Cottage, North Heath, Chievely, Newbury, Wilts  

Mrs Beckett is the one to blame  

<E051> The MPs who propose to grill the Rural Payment Agency's Johnston McNeill will not have too far to look for the root cause of the problem of late payments of the single farm payment - it is one of their esteemed colleagues, DEFRA secretary Mrs Beckett.  

It was she who decided to burden the RPA with this overcomplicated, bureaucratic, inefficient, meddlesome, expensive-to-administer, politically correct and loathesome way of paying farmers what they are legally entitled to receive. Not content with that fiasco, she now intends to put the boot into farmers by introducing 20% modulation, with the full support of our "friends" at the RSPB.  

She conveniently ignores the fact that at present, the pressure on modulated funds is modest because of the slow take-up of entry level scheme caused by map problems at the Rural Land Registry which were the result of policy changes by - guess who - Mrs Beckett.  

If this government is allowed to carry out its "Vision for the CAP" policy, it will be the death of UK farming. But it will be much to the delight of our competitors and John Prescott, who will soon build lots of expensive rabbit hutches and airports on all that spare land. Was that the plan from the start?  

The NFU and others in farming have got to draw a line in the sand, and fast. If we wait much longer, it will be too late.  

Roy Vigus  

County chairman, Hertfordshire NFU  

royvigus@aol.com  

No need to kill the liberated boar  

<E051> All animals go equipped - either to hunt, kill and eat, or to defend themselves. In the first case, this involves sharp teeth and/or tusks and talons, or claws. In the second case, the instinct to flock in large groups and flee at speed, barging anything that may be in the way. When this involves sharp hooves and horns, it can be just as lethal.  

The recent deliberate release of a herd of wild boar from a farm on the fringes of Exmoor (News, 6 January) was a vicious act against the rest of society. The vast majority of people, even in rural Britain, will never have had any experience of animals like these. They have sharp tusks and teeth, can move quickly and be dangerous. Although, like all wild animals, left in peace, they harm no one, an attempt to shoo them out of one's vegetable patch could prove tragic, especially if the garden is enclosed and the boar cannot see an escape route.  

Left in peace, the wild boar will survive well in the wild, which is, after all, where they came from. Although they are not pretty, I see no reason to hunt and kill them because they would do a good deal less harm than the badgers.  

Meanwhile, let us hope that, like the "Tamworth Two", the wild boar of Exmoor will escape their human persecutors.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

EU is where the real power lies  

<E051> BBC's Radio 4 has just conducted a listeners' poll on who runs our country. The candidates included Rupert Murdoch and his media empire, the Prime Minister, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and parliament. But the overwhelming winner was the president of the EU Commission. This proves the saying that you can fool some of the people some of the time, but not all of the people all of the time.  

This response shows that most of us do not believe our politicians when they say the EU is not to become a super-state. Indeed, the facts show that the EU now controls or influences every issue apart from health and education.  

Yet, despite this, our MPs, who have given this power away, are talking about a 22% pay rise, when any sensible observer would expect them to be having a substantial pay cut, in line with their reduced responsibilities. Bear in mind that thanks to them, we now have to pay for MEPs and the EU's Regional Assembly.  

So, my question to MPs is: Do you justify your salary and expenses, while hard-pressed taxpayers' money pours out of the UK into the corrupt EU?  

Michael Pagram  

33 Shorelands Road, Barnstaple, Devon  

Minerals are key to TB infection  

<E051> Clearly, it is minerals that are the key to TB in cattle and badgers, both of which develop TB because of their exposure to an iron-rich food chain and not by cross-infection. The answer is to spread lime in iron-rich areas and feed cattle on iron chelating factoferrin proteins and to work on a vaccine. I will do all I can to protect badgers from these government hit-men.  

Chris Lock  

chriselock@yahoo.com  

Share experiences of this fiasco  

<E051> Having suffered for nine months at the hands of the inept mapping project launched last year, I was pleased to see the opportunity for our elected representatives to raise some questions over the IT programme and the leadership within DEFRA/Rural Payments Agency at the Parliamentary Committee on 11 January.  

The whole fiasco has been such a disgrace I feel that farmers should be encouraged to share their experiences - not only with the MPs involved, but also with others to widen understanding of the depth of our problem. Perhaps Farmers Weekly could open a website for contributions so that we can all help by offering our experiences?  

Charles Mann  

Chairman, Cirencester branch NFU, Glos  

<E051> Farmers who would like to share their experiences are welcome to register their views on Farmers Weekly Interactive (fwi.co.uk/forums) - editor.  

Don't waste the energy in straw  

<E051> The front page of the December issue of Home Grown Cereal Authority's publication Grain Outlook carries an article about measuring the environmental benefits of biodiesel. It points out that green fuels need to deliver genuine environmental benefits.  

The key to getting a good energy balance and also good profitability is to not waste the huge amount of energy in the straw. A new and innovative approach to harvesting and processing is needed and perhaps a feasibility study would be an excellent way for the HGCA to use growers' funds to investigate the potential of this idea.  

Rape produces such a lot of organic matter in the roots, stubble and falling leaf that removing the straw should not cause problems in following crops. In fact it might reduce slug problems.  

The government's commitment to a renewable transport obligation could mean that about 1.5m hectares of land would be needed to provide the 5% blend required by 2010. It is important that most of it comes from the UK and not from imported palm oil or ethanol grown on former rainforest land.  

John Gossop  

Croft Farm, Swinefleet Common, Yorks  

FFA has earned the respect it gets  

<E051> Regarding your article "In the Hot Seat" (News, 23 December) in which David Curry openly criticised Farmers For Action's strike action of 2-4 November. Mr Curry says he doesn't think the organisation represents the majority of farmers. Does he mean dairy or other farmers?  

FFA was set up in 2000 on the back of radical cuts in milk prices during previous years when other well-heeled organisations allowed the marketplace to free-fall.  

Obviously, over the past five years FFA must have gained some respect, with rebel David Handley winning Farmers Weekly's Farm Personality of the Year competition twice and the Dairy Industry Award last October.  

I wish Mr Curry well and hope he is able to gain the same respect from the industry over the next few years.  

A T Hemming  

FFA co-ordinator Warks  

Keithbostock@totaise.co.uk  

Linseed and flax museum planned  

<E051> I am a farmer growing and pressing my own linseed oil for human and animal consumption.  

The crop provides omega three and six essential fatty acids. Muntham Home Farm, Barns Green, is the UK home of omega three and I would like to start a museum of all things related to the use of linseed and flax.  

I already have a kibbling machine that was used for breaking the oilseed cake that came to farms in slabs about a foot wide and three feet long - that was an every-day job for the boy, I'm sure. This cake was fed to horses and cattle with the farmer's own cereal crops for a balanced ration.  

Along with fewer cows, grazing over old pastures containing different herbs and clover helped to bring nearly 5% of omega three to the total fat content of meat and milk that kept us healthy.  

Over the past 50 years, changes in feeding and cows per acre have reduced the omega three content to just 0.8%. This is a dramatic change for a nation that consumes little oily fish compared with the past.  

Flax was used for linen and I would be interested in any memories of the different uses it was put to - also information about any kind of tools or machines that may have been used.  

Photographs depicting any aspects of linseed would also be welcomed. My website has more information ( www.highbarnoils.co.uk ) or you can email me (durwin1984@aol.com) or telephone (01403 730 326).  

Durwin Banks  

High Barn Oils, Muntham Home Farm, Barns Green, Horsham, Surrey  

Protein content may not add up  

<E051> I write in response to the article from Ian Proctor of compounders Hi Peak Feeds (Livestock, 9 December) regarding potentially low-protein blends based on percentage ingredients.  

I would like to point out that buying on a declaration basis is no guarantee of consistency or quality because I understand that legal tolerances allow for a 10% deviation in crude protein content - ie an 18% protein nut can legally be 16.3% protein.  

Also, since the vast majority of compounded products are formulated on a least-cost basis, raw materials included will vary according to their relative value to the manufacturer and not necessarily to the animal.  

In one recent example, I discovered a product in which soya meal inclusion had been halved and rapemeal inclusion virtually doubled in a dairy feed over the space of four weeks. That meant crude protein content remained static at the expense of protein quality and energy levels.  

H Richards  

Nutrition consultant, Newport,  

Shropshire  

Homeopathy has worked for us  

<E051> What a pity Simon Baker's letter "Homeopathy, magic potion or mainstream medicine?" (2 December) brought up all those myths about homeopathy.  

The only thing clear to me was that Simon simply cannot understand how homeopathy works and so chooses to declare it does not!  

I became interested in homeopathy about 18 years ago when I visited a homeopath and was impressed with the results. I then began using homeopathy on my family's 80-head dairy farm. Since my early experiments, we have had no cases of retained placenta in our dairy cows that have needed anything more than one or two doses of a homeopathic remedy, simply administered. Every case of milk scour in calves has responded quickly to remedies and sensible husbandry.  

Every case of pneumonia has responded within 24 hours, with no further complications. We have also successfully treated numerous cases of foot infections, joint ill, post-calving paralysis, mastitis, etc with nothing more than these inexpensive homeopathic remedies that are widely available.  

The success we experienced with homeopathy on our farm led me to train as a professional homeopath and I now help train other farmers around the UK.  

I would urge all farmers who are interested in trying homeopathy for themselves to pay no regard to those who talk about homeopathy as "magic" or "a flight from science or reason".  

There are sound scientific studies into homeopathy and there are several fascinated physicists who are just a hair's breadth away from discovering the secrets of how homeopathy can and does work.  

Jenny Grist  

Hooperton Farm, Crockernwell, Exeter, Devon  

We have to look after our own  

<E051> The manner in which Farmers For Action operates is, in my opinion, the way we should all be going about things. At 22 years of age and growing up in a family that has already had to quit farming, I was still grossly unaware of the trouble that farming is in today.  

It was not until I moved to Suffolk to start work with an ag-chem company that I stumbled upon the truth. A random meeting with a client resulted in me seeing first-hand how dire the current situation is.  

When my old university friends whinged about the World Trade Organisation talks being unfair to Third World nations, I simply waved a copy of Farmers Weekly under their noses and made the transition to buying strictly British produce.  

It is one thing writing an article in FW about how bad things are getting, but who reads FW - those already involved in agriculture and so already in the know.  

The farming community in general is very good at telling each other how they are struggling but it is Joe Public who has the power to improve things.  

Perhaps more of us should come out into the public eye and force people to take notice of the poverty they are inflicting on their own country by supporting rich governments in corrupt Third World nations.  

Zoe King  

zoeshiloh@hotmail.com  

Fireworks getting out of hand  

<E051> Although many people enjoyed the fireworks during the New Year's Eve celebrations, I am sure for just as many it was absolute misery, or rather for their animals. My little dog was sedated on New Year's Eve, but was still reduced to a quivering wreck trying to hide behind the toilet after a neighbour let rip with a barrage of excruciatingly loud fireworks in our small farming village.  

Fireworks are too unrestricted. You can buy them in the supermarket with your weekly shop. The frequency they are let off and the sheer volume of noise is, I believe, getting out of hand.  

If anybody reading this agrees with me, please write for a petition form or go to  www.fireworkspetition.co.uk  for further information.  

J Seymour  

Mitton Fields, Levedale, Stafford, Staffs  

A false sense of security?  

<E051> I read A J C Kennedy's letter (30 December) about the use of farm dogs to boost farm security. Assuming this is referring to the seeing-off of unwanted wild animals in the form of maladjusted homo sapiens, is there potential for falling foul of the Hunting Act if the suggested two or three dogs are used rather than just one?  

R A Jackson  

East Lulworth, Dorset  

Closing abattoirs is causing stress  

<E051> We recently took our barren cows to the ABP abattoir at Nuneaton, just four miles away, only to be informed that the site is closing on 18 January. Barren cows will now have to travel to Kent or Derbyshire, both many miles away. We treat our cows with great respect and when they travel to Nuneaton it is a low-stress journey.  

This government has closed all our local abattoirs. How humane is that for our cows?  

T Smith & Sons  

Bumble Bee Hall, Sharnford, Nr Hinckley, Leicestershire  

Vets' experience going to waste  

<E051> How does the State Veterinary Service prepare for avian influenza and pre-movement TB testing? By dispensing with the services of livestock veterinary inspectors over the age of 65 - a group who have obtained the most agricultural experience and knowledge. For different economic reasons, younger colleagues are unable to obtain this knowledge.  

D Brown  

25 St Johns Place, Mansfield, Notts  

Price of a tractor: Three cows  

<E051> On your front cover of 16 December was the photograph of a David Brown 990. Back in the mid-1960s, my late father bought a new David Brown 990. I can remember him selling three newly calved dairy cows to pay for it. How things have changed in the past 40 years. The last new tractor I bought was a John Deere 6920 - three cows would struggle to pay for that.  

J M Ingleby  

Plompton Hall Farm, Knaresborough,  

North Yorks  

New thinking to save the hills Britain loves.  

David Cousins  
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If farm subsidies really do melt away, like a sad snowman in the April sun, we'll all have a wholly different economic climate in which to run our businesses.  

Many diversified lowland farmers, already heavily reliant on off-farm income, may well get by. So will those who have specialised or are big enough to enjoy economies of scale. But if there's one group for whom an unsupported future is a particularly worrying prospect, it's Britain's hill farmers. With thin soils, short grazing seasons and hostile weather, keeping the business on an even economic keel has always been tricky.  

Sure, there are alternative sources of income. Those in tourist hot-spots have a great chance to offer home-produced food or bed and breakfast. And environment and wildlife subsidies will be increasingly important in bolstering the finances.  

But diversification income and environmental payments alone are only ever going to support a proportion of upland farmers. That means new initiatives need to be explored for the rest. There could well be a case for continued financial support to give hill producers the breathing space to generate new sources of income to sustain the uplands and inspire hope in the next generation.  

Without farming, Britain's uplands would be barren and depopulated. And no-one - least of all the tourists - wants that.  

<E051> Hill farming focus, p26  

A reminder from Mr Putin  

The government is behind the game on biofuels. That was the frank assessment from junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach delivered at last week's Oxford Farming Conference.  

It is not just the potential energy crops have to revitalise UK agriculture. Or their ability to introduce much cleaner, more environmentally friendly forms of power.  

Of growing importance is the strategic need to secure power from our own resources. As world energy prices rise inexorably, the argument for maximising power production at home becomes increasingly persuasive.  

There can be no more chilling reminder of the force of that argument than President Putin's recent decision to cut off gas supplies to the Ukraine.  

Should UK energy supplies be held hostage to world politics? And doesn't the same argument hold true for food?  

<E051> Read David Richardson's opinion, p31.  

Delay costs more than money  

Time is money, as they say, and in relation to England's delayed single farm payments this couldn't be truer. Farm lending is understood to have risen sharply in recent weeks and the cost of this extra credit is running into tens of millions of pounds.  

DEFRA ministers and officials at the Rural Payments Agency should remember this - as they should remember the human costs of the delays. Calls to farming helplines are already on the increase, a clear sign that farmers have reached the end of their tether.  

The payment fiasco is a nightmare of the government's own making, yet it seems to be farmers who are paying the price - both financially and in terms of additional worry and stress.  

David Cousins Features editor  

THIS WEEK Four pages of readers' Letters - turn to p32  

At least a month before England sees its Single Payment cheques.  

Isabel Davies  
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Farmers in England will not see their single farm payment until the second half of February at the earliest.  

The news has emerged in the same week that a farming helpline reported calls were on the rise because of farmers becoming desperate about SFP delays.  

The Rural Payments Agency claims it is still on target to begin full payments in February, but it is likely to be toward the end of the month.  

"The position on payments remains as it has been for the last year - we are targeting the commencement of payments in February," said a spokesman.  

"Our plan is to definitively establish entitlements in the middle of the month (14 February) and begin payments towards the end of it. There is still a significant amount of processing work to be completed; therefore we remain committed to keeping the industry informed over the next month on progress.  

"We have also developed a contingency plan to make partial [60%] payments, and this option is being kept under constant review."  

The guidance on when payments are likely to start came as RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill appeared before the environment, food and rural affairs select committee to give evidence on the issue. Mr McNeill was joined by junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach, who said that although he expected payments to start in February, he could not give a definite yes or no. "There are technical factors at play which may mean we cannot meet the payments [deadline]."  

The admission that there "is still a significant amount of processing work to be completed" has raised concerns with farm leaders and advisers. Some stakeholders are understood to have been told that just 30% of applications have been fully validated.  

Richard Wordsworth, the NFU's single payment scheme adviser, said: "I think they are up against the wall to get payments out, but we are pushing the agency as an organisation for the RPA to do it as quickly as possible.  

"There are still things in the system that need to be sorted out and we would urge farmers if they do get a call from the RPA to return it as soon as possible. Then the RPA can't blame the industry for any further delays."  

James Morrish, spokesman for the Rural Stress Information Network, said the common theme in recent calls had been the SPS.  

"We have seen an increase in calls recently and a common thread is the payment delays. Farmers feel that they don't have an opportunity to forward-plan and budget."  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Hollis' horoscope.  

Geoffrey Hollis  
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Comical organic claims, the rise of Better NFU, salvation for some sheep farmers and very slow progress on bovine TB are in the stars  

have just returned from India, where every hotel has its resident astrologer. At our last stop I asked one such seer: "What do the stars foretell for British farmers in 2006?" Here is his response:  

<E051> Capricorn: The year starts in a truly capricious way with the Soil Association's Annual Conference, replete as ever with comical claims for organic food. At last year's event a researcher from Newcastle University excitedly reported discovering that organic milk was more nutritious than conventional milk. Twelve months later his results have still not been published.  

<E051> Aquarius was a Greek version of Noah, who survived a great flood. Farmers will face a stiff test in the coming months and years, and not all will survive. The ones who do will have worked out their costs accurately, so that they can take informed decisions. With the nights still long, it is not too late to draw up management accounts.  

<E051> In the constellation of Pisces, which comes round in springtime, there are two fishes, one big, the other small. The NFU is a big fish being challenged by the minnow-like Better NFU, created by David Handley and Zac Goldsmith. These chaps have separately generated many daft ideas (remember the food strike?), but the energy of the former and the cash of the latter will cause many ripples.  

<E051> Aries was a friendly ram with a golden fleece, which is a good omen for sheep farmers. The national flock will be cut dramatically this year as hill farmers decouple with a vengeance. Those that quit will have an easier life; those that stay in production will get higher prices. Enjoy!  

<E051> Taurus the bull dislikes change and may be slow to get moving. Last December DEFRA began a consultation on culling badgers to reduce TB in cattle. The result should be announced around May, when this star sign governs affairs. Junior DEFRA minister Ben Bradshaw knows that a significant cull will improve the health of cattle (and badgers), but will play this as long as he can. Expect a lengthy start-up "while farmers are trained to do the job humanely".  

<E051> Gemini is named after the twins, Castor and Pollux, whose fate was to spend one day on Olympus and the next in Hades. This sign rules in May/June, when the Rural Payments Agency will be wrestling with the next round of applications for the single farm payment. Some irate farmers said that the RPA made a real Pollux of this task last year. There will be more of the same this year, but eventually Olympus will be scaled.  

<E051> Cancer, the crab, which comes into view towards the end of June, was unfortunately crushed by Hercules in the second of his legendary labours. Expect England to sail through the first stage of the football World Cup, only to suffer the same fate as Cancer early in stage two.  

<E051> Leo, the lion starts to roar. It becomes clear in mid-summer that the EU Budget Agreement negotiated at the end of the UK Presidency was so tight that the SFP will have to be reduced progressively, starting immediately. There will be an emergency cut this year of at least 5%.  

<E051> Virgo, the debutant, arrives. After much speculation a once great leader, with a fine record, reluctantly hands over the reins to a new and untried replacement. Farewell, Sir Alex Ferguson.  

<E051> Libra, the balance, tips and land prices start to fall. City slickers get the message that the SFP is in long term decline, and the economy is beginning to sag too. Shrewd farmers will have predicted this much earlier.  

<E051> Scorpio has a sting in its tail. Mr Blair's agreement to a cut in the UK's rebate has caused a big hole in public expenditure. The Treasury is miffed at not being consulted, and demands cuts at DEFRA.  

<E051> The year draws towards a close under Sagittarius, the archer. Why not draw a bow at a venture and apply for an environmental scheme? These are funded from the SFP pot, so you get some of your money back.  

2006 will bring problems but also opportunities. Those who are well prepared, and ready to adopt new approaches, will prosper. Happy New Year!  

MPs' committee to grill McNeill over late cash.  

Isabel Davies  
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The chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency will be summoned before a powerful parliamentary committee early next month to explain why England's single farm payments have been delayed.  

MPs on the influential environment, food and rural affairs select committee have requested that Johnston McNeill attends an oral evidence session at Westminster on 11 January.  

They have indicated that they intend to probe Mr Johnston on whether the agency will be in a position to meet its February/March target for full payments.  

If the agency is not, committee members say they will push on the issues involved in getting an interim payment to farmers.  

The cross-party group of MPs is also planning to quiz junior  

DEFRA minister Lord Bach.  

The decision by MPs to look into the Rural Payment Agency's progress on payments follows preliminary investigations by two of the committee's members.  

Labour MP David Taylor (North West Leicestershire) and Lib Dem MP Roger Williams (Brecon and Radnorshire) have already taken written evidence on payment issues and recently made a visit to the RPA's headquarters.  

One of their key questions has been the extent to which the RPA's IT systems have failed to deliver what is required of them.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Resolution - be more open.  

Hugh Broom  
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Less division and more openness towards the public are what farming organisations need to connect with the public - our ultimate customers  

opefully you have survived the company of the in-laws, other long-lost-only-seen-once-a-year relatives, the joys of excess eating, and the highly original TV documentaries and tabloid articles telling you how, surprisingly, turkeys really do die at Christmas.  

You may have also have enjoyed the genuinely unique pleasure of sheer isolation that is getting up early on Christmas morning to tend to animals - pleasurable only if the weather permits.  

With the New Year to look forward to and all the Christmas inconveniences and pleasures behind us, it is perhaps time for all of us to predictably lay down a few resolutions.  

First, perhaps the Rural Payments Agency will hopefully start to get its cheque book out in February as promised and begin sending out the long-awaited SPS payments. It could also make a resolution to get its cheque books from the same suppliers as their Scottish and Welsh friends so that farmers' payments would arrive a bit sooner.  

I will have a nice cup of tea ready for the compassionate, common-sense, joined-up RPA inspector that I may have the pleasure of experiencing this year, all in the hope of persuading him or her to take a less authoritarian approach to subsidy policing.  

As I write this, it seems that David Cameron, leader of the Conservative Party, has according to one opinion poll edged slightly ahead of Tony Blair, with an apparent air of unity across his party. It would be good to think that he and colleagues on the shadow environment team might resolve to provide some effective opposition.  

It's time the government was called to check and we need inspiring with radical and different ideas on the future of our countryside, rather than the usual ill-thought-out populist rhetoric we have heard in the past.  

Meanwhile I hope that our glorious farming leaders will resolve to take heed of recent political history when it comes to leadership.  

At Lib Dem HQ, as the vultures circle above a defiant Charles Kennedy, a few loyal allies are publicly shooting them down but many seem to be quietly watching from the sidelines. Neither is it all sweetness and light at Number 10 at present.  

The last thing farming groups need is division. It's bad enough that many groups struggle to communicate together for the common good of the industry without some public mudslinging match appearing to further cloud the picture.  

Farming groups must rapidly construct unity at a time when a single focused farming voice needs to be heard more than ever before. Debate on change in both direction and policy is good, but please do it in a unified and rational way.  

We must all resolve to do as much as we can locally at home to tell our communities what we do on our farms. It is a pet gripe of mine I admit, but with a lot of thought and a little effort we could all do so much more to tell people what we are doing on our farms. For those of you who don't do it already, why not start writing a few words for the local parish magazine. It's something I must get on with this week and write a wonderfully educational piece that encourages my dear neighbours not to use the 6m Countryside Stewardship Strips as dog-walking highways.  

I also need to get the back garden sorted, some stone laid and the rest of the house decorated. Making a commitment in print gives my other half the perfect reason to offer special, loving verbal encouragement in the way that only other halves can.  

So I'd better get on with it. Happy New Year!  

Next week, Yorks student Adam Bedford shares his New Year wishes.  

Plenty of prize fools.  

Charlie Flindt  

668 words

Publication date: 30 December 2005

Source: Farmer`s Weekly

Page: 1

(c) Copyright 2005.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

If there were prizes handed out to those who make life hard for the farmer, there would be no shortage of candidates  

o much to cram in this year - in my 50th Talking Point - so let's get straight on.  

My landlord features heavily this year. The National Trust wins Unexpected Career Advice of the Year. Its 2000 tenants could be heard choking into our cornflakes when, at the end of October, it announced plans to teach its farmers how to farm. Logically, we tenants should offer to advise the National Trust on being a landlord.  

Which brings me neatly on to Mystery of the Year. I have thought for some time that the Trust's tenants ought to form a sub-branch of the Tenant Farmers' Association. We could compare notes and ease the burden of dealing with such an idiosyncratic landlord. I even discussed it with the Trust itself. But registering a suitable domain name was impossible: All the suitable names had been anonymously taken. How spooky is that?  

The "Are You Quite Sure?" Award goes to Tim Bennett, and his remarkable claim that Farm Assurance Schemes feature in the NFU's list of positive achievements.  

I thought the weather behaved itself quite well in 2005, although perhaps we should have guessed that the autumn monsoon would be here a fraction earlier than normal, catching out those of us with 60 acres of wheat unsown. We have to guess the weather these days, thanks to our chums at the Met Office and their Policy Change of the Year. They have finally abandoned any pretence at forecasting the weather, and spent all the resulting saving on incomprehensible graphics. In an anorak moment, I started printing off their forecasts with a view to comparing them to the actual weather. For the sake of the rainforests - and my temper - I abandoned the project after only a couple of days.  

I'm blaming the Met Office for my Worst Sprayer Operator of the Year moment, on the night of 26 November. The forecast: There might be a touch of frost. What happened? I took a chance on leaving my brand new machine out overnight, it reached minus eight, and my pride and joy suffered three cracked spraylines. And all before the first payment has been made on it. Perhaps the National Trust is right.  

The A Little Knowledge is a Dangerous Thing Award goes to the inspector from a certain agency who visited us last spring. At one point he took a break from ticking boxes on his clipboard and looked out across the next-door field. "You do know," he said solemnly, "that you shouldn't sow up-and-down the slope, don't you?"  

"You do know," I replied cautiously, "that that's the headland you're looking at, don't you? The landwork is across the slope."  

"Oh, yes," said the man from the agency, which could shut my farm down with one tick of a red biro, and which has no doubt contributed as a key "stakeholder" to consultations on Soil Management Plans.  

Last, the Irony Award. Irony is sometimes hard to define, but, thanks to the Rural Payments Agency and Momenta, here is the perfect example. They organised a series of cross-compliance workshops, designed to help clear up the chaos, confusion and uncertainty which surrounds even the most basic of farming jobs. I offered our shoot shed as a venue, stocked up on Hobnobs, polished the urn, and waited.  

Unfortunately, the meeting was moved somewhere else to cope with the vast numbers of panicking farmers. But no one had told me, or many of the farmers who were hoping to come along for agricultural enlightenment. Central Hampshire was full of confused farmers, driving round in circles, trying to find a meeting specifically designed to put an end to farmers being lost and confused. That, Ladies and Gentlemen, is irony. Happy New Year.  

Costs of hauling grain have risen  
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GRAIN haulage costs have risen 31 pence per tonne, an increase of 4.5 per cent on last year, according to the 2005 HGCA Haulage Survey.  

The average cost of a 25 mile journey in the UK has risen from £4.76 per tonne in 2004 to £5.02 per tonne in 2005. The average cost of a 125 mile journey has also increased, from £9.50 per tonne in 2004 to £9.87 per tonne in 2005.  

"Rates have risen for all journey lengths, although more sharply for shorter distances," said HGCA's Dominic Sawkins.  

Average rates for UK journeys above 125 miles have risen by 37 pence per tonne, an increase of 3.9 per cent, while those below 25 miles have risen by 26 pence per tonne, an increase of 5.4 per cent.  

The majority of regions have incurred in-creased haulage rates compared to 2004, with the largest increase occurring in the West Midlands for journeys over 125 miles. The North Western and Eastern regions have experienced equal or reduced rates over the past year, as has Scotland. "This year's better quality crop in the North and Midlands has reduced the need to haul grain long distances from the South," said Dominic Sawkins. "As a result haulage costs for longer journeys have stabilised although the average rates are still showing increases."  

The HGCA Haulage Survey results are used by the Rural Payments Agency to calculate journey costs for grain offered into UK intervention. The results are based on 677 recorded journeys.  

OTM scheme running at near full capacity  
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By Howard Walsh  

OVER Thirty Month Scheme abattoirs are running at more or less full capacity and some people may struggle to get cattle in that are not already booked either direct or via auction marts.  

However, a Rural Payments Agency spokesman said there was some variation in the picture depending upon region. For example there were parts of the south east and south west that were not so tightly booked up as the north. "The further north you go and on into Scotland the tighter the position appears to be," he said.  

Full capacity, as far as the scheme is concerned, is around 20,000 animals per week throughout Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Defra has said the final date for cattle going through the scheme will be January 20, with the Older Cattle Disposal Scheme (OCDS) set to start on January 23.  

According to the Milk Development Council the initial compensation rate under the scheme is set at E360 per head and this is set to reduce at a rate of 10 per cent a year for the three years the scheme is set to run.  

MDC says anyone looking at the open market, rather than trying to get cattle in should note that while market reports suggest a demand for these cattle, those offered so far have been of relatively high quality. Cumulative slaughterings of heifers and cows stand at 649,685 for 2005 which is 10.2 per cent lower than the same period in 2004 when numbers increased towards the end of the year in order to receive the slaughter premium.  

Abattoirs will stop OTMS killing today and will not resume until January 3, the restricting factor being the need to have rendering plants clear over Christmas and the New Year.  

Although there might be capacity at some abattoirs, the RPA was not encouraging long distance travel of live animals but should a very serious backlog materialise, there might be scope for longer distance transport of carcases to rendering plants that could take them.  

While not in any way hinting at an extension to the scheme, the RPA spokesman pointed out on Tuesday that the necessary Statutory Instrument for ending the scheme on January 20 was yet to be laid before Parliament.  

But whether pressure from the industry representatives, anxious to see more progress towards export resumption, could have some influence, was a matter for speculation.  

"But as far as the RPA is concerned we are expecting the last OTMS kill to be on January 20," he confirmed.  

MPs question current RPA staffing numbers  
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STAFFING reductions across Defra could affect the ability of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) to make Single Payments to English farmers, a committee of MPs have said.  

The Environment, Food and Rural affairs select committee (EFRA) has expressed concern whether with its current staffing, the RPA can meet its stated target of 98 per cent of payments being made by the end of March.  

EFRA chairman Michael Jack MP said that they would continue to monitor the impact of staffing changes at RPA. Mr Jack said the committee would be interviewing Farming Minister Lord Bach and RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill about the progress of payments at the beginning of January.  

The EFRA committee has also questioned whether Defra, since replacing MAFF, was now overlooking its traditional customers such as farmers.  

MPs said: "We would remind Defra of its responsibility to ensure all its customers are fully valued and served by the Department."  

Responding to EFRA's criticism, Defra insisted that it still spent a large proportion of time with traditional `old MAFF customers' compared to some others, such as recreational users of the countryside and large environmental organisations such as RSPB and National Trust.  

Looking back through 2005.  

Isabel Davies  
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Low commodity prices, rising costs and a new CAP payment system have made 2005 another challenging year, as Farmers Weekly reports  

January  

The implications of CAP reform were the question on everyone's lips at the start of the year - was it all bad news or were there opportunities? It seemed like the former in England, when producers were told payments would not arrive until February 2006 at the earliest.  

<E051> "The Environment Agency has said it is the worst flooding since 1820." Carlisle farmer Alastair Wannop after storms battered the north west.  

<E051> "During the past two years, dairy producers have experienced cost increases on all essential inputs." Tim Brigstocke, Royal Association of British Dairy Farmers chairman, on the need for milk price increases.  

February  

The issue of food security hit the headlines after trade figures showed a 12% decline over a decade in the UK's self-sufficiency in meat and fresh vegetables.  

DEFRA was then accused of undermining the promotion of British food by over-zealous enforcement of EU state aid rules.  

<E051> "This legislation is based on prejudice and bigotry, rather than any logical attempt to improve animal welfare." Simon Hart, Countryside Alliance chief executive, about the hunt ban.  

<E051> "Some farmers have had to wait up to three weeks for the collection of dead animals, and there are huge variations in charges." Farmers Union of Wales president Gareth Vaughan on problems with the Fallen Stock Scheme.  

March  

DEFRA launched its Entry Level Stewardship Scheme with the bold claim that it marked a new era for farming and the environment. The scheme was warmly welcomed until significant problems with the application process emerged. Scotland also opened its Land Management Contracts scheme.  

<E051> "It is difficult to conclude that this audit has been anything other than a waste of time." NFU Scotland president John Kinnaird after a report concluded that retailers were complying with the Supermarket Code of Practice.  

<E051> "Over £1.7bn of public money is spent on CAP payments, so the public does have a strong interest in knowing where it is spent."  

DEFRA's explanation for publishing details of support payments.  

April  

Farmers found it impossible to get queries about the Single Payment Scheme answered, because the Rural Payments Agency's helpline was so busy. The RPA apologised and promised to increase staff numbers, but farmers still reported great difficulty in getting the answers they needed.  

<E051> "By including the flag the logo now tells people more clearly where their food comes from." David Clarke, Assured Food Standards, on the relaunch of the Red Tractor logo.  

May  

After the General Election, Farmers Weekly delivered to DEFRA a list of the 10 farming issues that producers wanted the government to tackle. The list was based on survey results which showed producers were most concerned about red tape and the power imbalance between buyers and suppliers.  

<E051> "The level of frustration is rising by the day." A consultant describes how farmers were feeling on the approach to the SFP application deadline.  

<E051> "We are dismayed to find this situation, especially after Wales's agri-environment schemes have been flagged as the best in Europe." Peredur Hughes, NFU Cymru president, about proposed cuts to Tir Gofal payments.  

June  

Milk processor Arla provoked anger when it announced that it was slicing 0.35p/litre off its milk price. Farm leaders were furious, warning that it would lead other companies to cut prices. They were right - Wiseman, Milk Link, Dairy Farmers of Britain and Dairy Crest soon followed suit.  

<E051> "The confusing graphics and in particular the lack of wind speed and direction details, will be a big disadvantage for us farmers." A farmer vents his fury after the BBC redesigned its weather maps.  

<E051> "I will stand up for farmers as best as I can, because I think they contribute a great deal to the way we live now." Junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach shortly after his appointment.  

July  

Farmers started to wonder whether the introduction of the single farm payment had been a bad dream, because all the press could talk about was the need for CAP reform. EU farm commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel was forced to launch a spirited defence of the policy during her visit to the Royal Show.  

<E051> "The price cuts suggested would cripple beet growing in this country." Nick Wells, NFU sugar board vice-chairman, about the EU's sugar reform proposals.  

August  

Livestock farmers took to the streets to urge consumers to shun Brazilian beef. Protests took place in Scotland and Northern Ireland, after a period where UK prices fell well below the costs of production. Producers pointed out Brazilian beef did not meet the same standards as British beef.  

<E051> "It is with great pride that the beef-producing industry can cast off the shackles of a decade of trade restrictions." Meurig Raymond, NFU vice-president, on the news that the over-30-month scheme would end.  

September  

A survey commissioned for the first issue of the new-look Farmers Weekly revealed two-thirds of young farmers intend to take over the family farm at some point. It also suggested that many of those not planning to stay in the industry would change their minds if there was less red tape.  

<E051> "The science is very uncertain. That makes the case for further research - not further regulations." NFU Scotland's crop committee chairman David Houghton dismisses the need for tighter spray controls after a report on pesticides and bystanders.  

October  

Poultry farmers were urged to step up biosecurity measures as part of efforts to keep the country free of avian flu. Concern was expressed about the disease, because of the fear that it could trigger a human flu pandemic, if the virus mutated into a form capable of human-to-human transmission.  

<E051> "We are astonished that the Biomass Task Force is rejecting the Renewable Heat Obligation model." Mark Hudson, Country Land and Business Association, expresses disappointment with a report on the future of biomass.  

November  

A review of the levy bodies, by economist Rosemary Radcliffe, concluded that statutory levies should remain for at least two years, but the bodies should be reformed to make them more accountable. Farmers have since been asked to contribute to a consultation which closes on 3 February.  

<E051> "We have listened to our members, who have told us that we have got to withhold food." FFA chairman David Handley justifies his three-day food strike.  

<E051> "We have reasonable grounds to investigate certain milk retail price initiatives that may have been in breach of the Competition Act." The Office of Fair Trading explains its milk industry probe.  

December  

DEFRA announced that it would consult on the principle of a badger culling policy in TB hotspots, but added farmers must comply with stricter cattle controls including pre-movement testing in infected areas. The government also confirmed that it would introduce a new compensation scheme.  

<E051> "I hope that the heavy-handedness is a few RPA inspectors being over-zealous." Tim Bennett, NFU president, on cross-compliance inspections.  

isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

British branding needs promotion  

Mike Stones  
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British branding needs promotion  

<E051> Bravo Hugh Broom (Opinion, 2 December). Where is the plan to tell the shopping-trolley-pushing public how great is the food produced by British farmers?  

Is the consumer aware of the benefits? Quality, excellent taste, freshness, traceability: More needs doing in the way of advertising and positive marketing. There are many groups (many government funded) trying to promote their own pitch and an alarming number of stamps, marks, symbols to confuse the consumer.  

Stick with The Red Tractor. If Lord Bach wants to help the industry, that is where government money could have most impact - creating a desire, building consumers' confidence in British food.  

Farmers have bent over backwards to comply with a raft of rules and regulations including farm assurance and cross compliance ,and have improved quality and cut costs. This we are assured will help us to enjoy subsidy free trade in a liberalised global market.  

Some admirable people have managed to add value and fulfil niche markets; they deserve to reap the benefits. But most farmers are essentially producers - we have our hands full caring for our stock, growing crops and generally running the business, not to mention coping with bureaucracy. We simply haven't the time, money or the expertise to become advertisers; we need help with marketing and promotion.  

Retailers and supermarkets build their business success by selling what the consumer wants. If we can cultivate the Want British Quality brand it could make a real difference. The only real influence that it is possible to exert over supermarkets is consumer-led pressure. So let's get our act together and get some serious promotion going.  

Monica Akehurst  

Hockham Farm, Tilley Lane, Boreham Street, Hailsham, East Sussex  

COPA lobbies at EU heart  

<E051> Henry Fell recently called for a European farming organisation (Talking Point, 9 December). It already has one, representing farming unions and their co-operatives from across the whole of the EU. Its profile and working activity certainly needs raising for few UK farmers have heard of it, but COPA-COGECA represents over 71 members including the NFU and lobbies at the heart of Europe, with two members from Romania and Russia that bring an even wider view.  

Having seen at first hand the complexity the EU uniquely creates and the diversity of membership interest, you realise the problems we have will not be solved by creating something new but in working with and improving what is an already effective organisation.  

It is fair to say we do have a different view from the French for example but by working together we understand the different issues we face and can attempt to find common ground. As was succinctly put in the Commission recently, "do not come to us with complaints, offer us suggestions and possible solutions and we will listen". Thereby lies the challenge, understand the problem, command the detail and look forward.  

Unlike our government, the NFU is committed to understanding the problems of the EU and how it affects us. It is arguing strongly with the many Commission sectors that affect us, from the farmers' perspective. UK farmers hold several key positions and we play a full part in COPA-COGECA.  

Most recently this has been vociferous opposition to extending the negotiation mandate for Commissioner Mandelson at the WTO talks in Hong Kong.  

Henry Fell is right to believe that you have a far stronger voice when the farmers of the EU join together speaking of their concern for farming, the environment and rural economy. COPA-COGECA is there, working for farmers at the heart of the European decision-making process and is uniquely aware of their current farming problems.  

Paul Temple  

Paul.m.temple@talk21.com  

Farming Help is ready to listen  

<E051> As farmers in Wales receive the bulk of their single payment, many farmers in England continue to worry about when their payment will arrive and how they will manage their cash-flow in the meantime. The Christmas period can be a stressful time for many in farming with pressures of workload, finance, paperwork, weather and fewer daylight hours frustrating attempts to get everything done.  

Farming Help is a partnership of charities working together to provide confidential support to the farming community. While we can't solve every problem, we want everyone to know this Christmas that we are still here for them and we are ready to listen and help in whatever way we can. The Farming Help number can be called on 02476 412 916 during office hours. Farm Crisis Network can be called any day of the year, including over the Christmas period, on 07002 326 326.  

Thank you for your support  

Helen Bagwell  

Chairman, Farming Help partnership  

www.farminghelp.org.uk 

Assurance more like enslavement  

<E051> Thank goodness for Dick Lindley (Letters, 9 December) who takes the whole assurance bandwagon to task after Tony Pexton's pathetic, one-sided spin (In the Hot Seat, 25 November).  

There is hardly a farmer in the country who doesn't resent not only the bureaucratic charade that is assurance, but also the apologists who promote it. These schemes have done little or nothing to improve food safety but instead have enslaved the industry to penury and turned honest farmers into liars.  

Meanwhile, the supermarkets buy cheap non-assured food from abroad which they adulterate with chemicals, label as healthy and tout to an ill-educated public, who seem to care little. The assurance schemes implicitly shower the supermarkets with undeserved environmental praise that conveniently ignores the rape of virgin rainforest on other continents to grow "cheap" food. This gets carted halfway across the globe often dishonestly labelled as British-produced and by implication, farm assured and so the whole corrupt circle is complete.  

That our industry leaders continue to support these schemes in the face of the current state of UK farming is laughable. Hopefully, their contempt for the farmers they are supposed to represent will one day come back to haunt them.  

Paul Newsome  

paulwn141258@hotmail.co.uk  

RPA unravels the root of stress  

<E051> Most farmers and their consultants are suffering from the curious ways of the Rural Payments Agency. Delays and frustration with its mapping system are common and deferred payment dates for single farm payments are universal.  

Nice to know that the RPA is aware of some of the problems it is causing (News, In the Hot Seat, 9 December). The rack of useful leaflets at our local office has been removed. The only leaflet now available is Surviving Stress and published by Yorkshire Rural Support Network.  

At least it appears that someone there is aware of the stress being caused or possibly appreciates irony.  

B L Bosomworth  

34 High Street, Northallerton, N. Yorks  

Security in chains and shackles  

After reading the various comments on rural crime (Features, 9 December), I would like to let your readers know of two effective solutions for protecting equipment which I have purchased recently.  

First there is a fantastic 16mm diameter chain - The Immobiliser Series III available from  www.almax-security-chains.co.uk/  which cannot be bolt cropped by hand or with a portable hydraulic croppers or cut with a hacksaw. The company also provides a UK-made Squire Stronghold closed shackle paddlock which is virtually indestructible and a Torque Ground Anchor - all at around £200 plus VAT.  

You can connect as many chains together as you want and provided the ground anchor is bolted into concrete, a process which takes about 30 minutes, it cannot be removed. This can be used for protecting quad bikes, steam washers or any portable equipment.  

Second, I can recommend a hooped HHDR1 Heavy Duty Removable barrier from  www.barriersdirect.co.uk . It has a solid internal bar for extra protection against ram raiding and can be placed at an entrance.  

pEquipment like this, used correctly, can give you many peaceful nights.  

Joe Duggan  

Hillside Farm, Roughton, Norfolk  

Dogs are best deterrent  

<E051> In your article on farm security (Features, 9 December) you neglected to mention farm dogs. Not necessarily guard dogs but any dog that greets people entering the yard with loud acclaim is useful. Two or three are probably better than just one.  

A J C Kennedy  

Knockgray, Carsphairn, Castle Douglas  

You decide on EU integration  

<E051> Thank you to the many people who contacted me to register support for the petition Let the People Decide, making clear their views about European integration (Letters, 9 December).  

If you have no internet access, please write to Let the People Decide campaign, 63 Beaver Road, Ashford, Kent, TN23 7SE.  

Tess Nash  

Venton Vean, Mawgan, Helston, Cornwall  

tess@ventonvean.freeserve.co.uk  

Don't let bats slow down conversion  

<E051> I read with interest the article on traditional farm buildings (Features, 18 November), and wanted to draw attention to the importance of protected species surveys before applying for planning permission to convert. A large proportion of these buildings contain bat roosts, which are protected whether the bats are present or not.  

Local planning authorities are legally obliged to consider the presence of protected species as a material consideration in planning decisions. In practice this will mean requesting a survey of the buildings by a suitably qualified ecologist to establish the presence of bats before they are able to grant planning permission. The government guidance accompanying the new Planning and Policy Statement 9 is unequivocal in its requirement for survey when bats are present or suspected and applications can be refused if this information is not submitted.  

In Aylesbury Vale District all traditional farm building conversions are assessed by a biodiversity officer for the presence of bats and if found or suspected a survey is required before the application can be processed. The presence of bats is extremely unlikely to prevent development but if a survey is not submitted with the application it can cause serious delay because the survey work can be seasonally dependant. If bats or evidence of roosting is found, a DEFRA development licence will be required which aims to ensure that the bat population is not negatively affected by the development.  

If you are considering a barn conversion, in order to avoid annoying delays for both yourself and the planning authority, it is better to commission a survey before you apply for planning permission. This can then be attached to the planning application and will greatly speed up the process.  

Matt Dodds  

Green Spaces Officer (Biodiversity), Aylesbury Vale District Council, Haydon Mill, Aylesbury, Bucks  

Entitlements.  

Sam Fortescue  
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As if crop or livestock marketing were not enough, farmers now have to contend with trading single farm payment entitlements. Sam Fortescue looks at this emerging market  

When CAP reform decoupled support from production it opened the door to a new trade in subsidy. In a new festival of red tape, the so-called entitlements, which allow farmers to claim their CAP money, can be bought, gifted and leased, with or without land.  

Simply put, an entitlement is a capital asset, which gives its owner the right to claim the single farm payment, as long he or she is an active farmer.  

They come in five different varieties, though most are either normal entitlements or set-aside entitlements. There are also authorised ones (for fruit, vegetable and potato growers), special ones and national reserve ones.  

No-one knows exactly how many entitlements they will receive or what their value will be because the paying agencies is still processing the single payment applications on which they are based. Until this is finished - probably in February - it will not be possible to begin trading entitlements.  

The transfer itself will use the RLE1 form, which will take six weeks to approve. For that reason, farmers who want to transfer any entitlements in time to use them to claim the 2006 single farm payment must get their applications in by midnight on 2 April. The Rural Payments Agency admits the transfer window will be narrow this year.  

In the meantime, farmers can ask their solicitors to draw up draft agreements and future contracts so the paperwork is ready before February. Tony Rimmer, a farm consultant with Carver Knowles, has already helped several clients draw up contracts. "The draft transfer form is very similar to the milk quota transfer form."  

PERMANENT TRANSFER  

The vast majority of entitlements can be sold either with or without land. But a maze of restrictions will apply to the trade.  

For instance, where more than 20% of a farmer's entitlements were awarded from the national reserve, none of them can be sold for five years. Similarly, a farmer's special entitlements will only keep their special status if they are all transferred in a block to the buyer.  

No one will be allowed to transfer entitlements without land, unless they have already used at least 80% of them or given the unused ones to the national reserve. And though farmers can own or lease entitlements anywhere in the UK, an individual entitlement can only be used to claim a payment in the region or area (for example, lowland or SDA upland) where it was established.  

Those looking to acquire more entitlements before April may need to boost their set-aside area, says Mr Rimmer. "If someone is going to take on set-aside entitlements he must ensure that he has enough land in set-aside by 15 January."  

But most transfers in the first year are not expected to include land, as farmers who sold naked land over the past three years passed on the entitlements they had been awarded.  

Vendors would have struck a deal with buyers at the time of the sale to sell on the entitlements once the new payment scheme was up and running, says Christopher Monk of Strutt and Parker. "I would say that 75% of trades in the first year will be farmers cleaning up after three years of complicated transactions on land."  

The other main transfer would be by people who wanted to sell up and leave farming altogether, but who had waited until the dust from CAP reform had settled, he adds. In that case, the land would probably be accompanied by its entitlements.  

It is also thought that there could be plenty of the more valuable fruit, vegetable and potato entitlements up for sale in 2006. "There could be more out there than we think," says Mr Rimmer. "A lot of people have gone out of these crops since the reference years, but still put in for authorisations."  

But Francis Mordaunt of farm consultant Andersons says the narrow trading window may not leave enough time for FVP entitlements to find their way to the people who need them. Since much of the sector works on rented land, at least 12 weeks will be necessary for entitlements to be transferred back to the landlord, then on to those who needed them, he says.  

There is also a question mark hanging over vendors who farmed during the reference years and are eligible for entitlements, but have sold up since then. DEFRA is seeking clarification from Brussels, but says it is inclined to allow these sales, even though they are not strictly between farmers.  

But if the European Commission does not agree, the vendor may be obliged to acquire a minimum 0.3ha of farmland for the day of the sale.  

Leasing  

Entitlements can also be let, but only if they are accompanied by land let in a farm business tenancy over exactly the same period. A six-week notice period applies for processing the transfer, and six weeks' notice must also be given if the lease is terminated before term.  

For those who are already tenants on the land and want to attach entitlements, it will be necessary to end the existing lease and start another with the entitlements.  

Philip Wynn, head of agribusiness at Savills, believes the "rent" for the entitlements and the rent for the land would usually be rolled into one. But there are ways around the with-land rule, he says.  

"It is difficult to see how DEFRA or the RPA could prevent the sale of an entitlement with the vendor retaining an option to buy it back, to get around the need to transfer land with entitlement under the lease rules."  

Most commentators agree. Another way around the rule would be to let out the income from the SFP, not the entitlement itself. This could be attractive for banks who could use the income as collateral for lending, similar to a mortgage.  

Quota broker Ian Potter says this crucial loophole would enable outside investors to put money into entitlements. "I've had two serious enquiries from investors outside farming so far. Whether we like it or not, the market for entitlements will be driven by outside money."  

Contract or let - what's best bet?  

Andrew Shirley  
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Bring in a contractor or let land under a farm business tenancy? Andrew Shirley asks land agents which is the best option for those ceasing in-hand farming  

Most consultants believe that contract farming agreements are the most tax-efficient way for landowners to have their land cropped, but they do need to be structured carefully in the light of CAP reform.  

John Pelham of consultant Andersons says: "Farmers should not give up their trading status lightly and only after looking very carefully at their current and future positions in terms of reinvestment and succession, which are frequently the two main issues facing them."  

By maintaining a trading status, which can be lost if land is rented out, farmers retain valuable tax benefits like 100% agricultural property relief, says Mr Pelham, as well as safeguarding their position under the single farm payment.  

entitlements  

"Those who let their land during the reference period for the SFP have left themselves without entitlements and there is no onus on the tenant to give them back at the end of the lease."  

Richard Saunders, of rural property firm Fisher German, says care must be taken when wording agreements to ensure farmers satisfy the criteria for claiming the SFP and obtain an adequate return. "Many existing whole-farm agreements will not work and need to be redrafted.  

"Landowners need to start by asking whether they should farm the land at all. They should structure an agreement that ensures they get a decent reward for the risk involved in investing in a crop." Some form of redress in case the contractor does not satisfy cross-compliance measures should be included, he says.  

It is also important to show that the landowner can be considered to be in occupation of the land for the 10-month period or else the Rural Payments Agency could withhold single farm payment cheques. "It can't just be a case of a rent being agreed and then two cheques simply changing hands," says Mr Saunders.  

Jonathon Jessop, of Yorks consultant Robin Jessop, says he has organised a number of contracting agreements for this very reason. "What we are finding is that landlords who have previously rented land with the tenant claiming any IACS payments are now saying: 'I'll claim the SFP and you pay me a smaller rent.' "But, of course, you can't do that, because you won't be considered in control of the land."  

Not everyone believes contracting arrangements are always the best option and some, like Philip Hutley of Strutt & Parker's Chelmsford  

office, predict a resurgence in farm business tenancies.  

Mr Hutley says uncertainty over the transfer of the allocation and transfer of entitlements has discouraged many farmers from restructuring their businesses, something reflected by the lack of activity in the Central Association of Agricultural Valuers' annual survey of the tenanted market over recent years.  

But now entitlements are on the verge of being freely tradeable, Mr Hutley says this could change. Lower farming profits make trading using contractors less attractive. The farmer's return is diminishing and the contractor's performance related bonus is going down. Many farmers are looking for a more consistent and secure return.  

"Historically, there have been significant tax disadvantages to letting land, but with changes in recent finance Acts and possibly as a result of the decision in the Antrobus case (see "Succession Planning", pp 4&5) the tax argument for trading rather than letting has moved.  

"Land let to a trading business is a business asset for capital gains tax taper relief purposes. If a farmer has been trading for more than two years and then decides to let, the effective tax rate after taper relief is 10%. Before April 2004, unless land was let to a limited company, it would be treated as a non-business asset for capital gains tax purposes.  

roll-over relief  

"Apart from availability of roll-over relief (an overrated relief since the introduction of taper relief) the rules for CGT are now broadly the same whether the farming is in hand or the land is let.  

"The decision in the recent Antrobus case has provided some clarification of the interpretation of the rules relating to agricultural property relief. If this is not appealed successfully, a farmhouse may not qualify for APR if the management decisions are not being made from the farmhouse. This may rule out some lifestyle farm owners.  

"For those where the agricultural property relief on the farmhouse is not an immediate issue, there are compelling reasons to look again at letting land."  

andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Severe delays are expected as - ELS goes on the backburner  
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FARMERS face severe delays in joining the Environmental Stewardship (ES) scheme as the Rural Payments Agency turns its priorities to the Single Payment Scheme over the coming months.  

The RPA announced this week that it will no longer prioritise IACS-22 forms required for an ELS application once it has processed the current batch. Today is the deadline for applications for Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) agreements to begin on the earliest possible August 1 start date.  

According to the NFU, the decision means many farmers applying from now on will effectively be barred from joining ELS until next year.  

NFU president Tim Bennett described the decision as `infuriating' and said it risked damaging the scheme's reputation among farmers.  

The RPA has been forced into the move so it can concentrate on processing maps for the Single Payment Scheme and avoid further embarrassing delays to the payment window.  

Its current projection is that it will begin making payments in February 2006 and complete 96 per cent of them by the end of March. But, with continuing computer software problems and a desperately tight timetable, the agency is acutely aware it has no margin for error in processing SPS forms.  

The agency needs to have mapped most of the land entered into the SPS by October so it can provisionally notify farmers of their entitlements. All land needs to be mapped by early 2006 to meet the February payment target.  

The ELS has therefore been put on the backburner while efforts and resources are focused on the SPS.  

Problems with digitally mapping farmland, a requirement of both schemes, are at the root of this latest setback. Since the launch of the Rural Land Registry in September 2004, the RPA has received 55,000 IACS 22s forms requesting changes to land parcel details, increasing its workload in this area 10-fold.  

As well as seriously underestimating demand for IACS 22s, it has suffered well-documented IT problems.  

As a result there are still 32,000 IACS 22s waiting to be processed. The RPA is currently only processing between 1,000 and 1,400 a week, indicating that the backlog will not be cleared until next year.  

About 7,000 IACS 22 forms have been submitted by farmers requesting mapping changes so they can enter ELS. The RPA has been prioritising these but, with some taking many weeks to work through the system they are only about half-way through the pile.  

Officials stress the RPA will continue to prioritise the remainder before shifting the focus on to SPS-related forms.  

Progress with ELS is already painfully slow. So far 32,000 farmers have requested application packs but only 5,000 have been able to return completed applications by the July 15 deadline, largely because of the mapping problems.  

An official from the Rural Development Service, which is administering ELS, admitted that the target of 40,000 ELS agreements in year one was unlikely to be met, despite higher than expected demand. He claimed, however, that shifting priority to SPS would not affect many farmers as most interested in the scheme would have submitted IACS 22 forms by now.  

This claim was robustly disputed by NFU head of policy services Andrew Clark, who predicted many farmers would be barred from joining ELS until 2006.  

"Just because people have not put IACS 22 forms in for ELS yet does not mean they are not going to. For example, many pasture farmers who have been busy silage making will be waiting for a quieter time to apply. Others have said they are deliberately holding back because of the problems in applying so far," he said.  

"The RPA seems to be saying you can have either ELS or SPS but not both. Well we believe they should continue to prioritise ELS but also put sufficient resources into ensuring there are no more SPS delays."  

Form decision Othreatens ELS scheme'.  

Isabel Davies  
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THE NFU has warned that a decision to stop prioritising the IACS 22 forms of entry level scheme applicants will have horrendous consequences for the flagship scheme.  

The Rural Payments Agency has said it will honour its commitment to process the 4000 IACS 22s already in the ELS priority queue. But the priority list has effectively been closed from today (Jul 15) because the RPA intends to switch its focus to making sure the Rural Land Register is up-to-date for Single Payment Scheme purposes.  

An agency official said there was a backlog of 32,000 IACS 22s and those associated with the largest SFP claims would become the new priority.  

But NFU president Tim Bennett said the decision to no longer prioritise ELS-dependent IACS 22 forms greatly risked damaging the scheme's reputation.  

"Restricting the number of applicants for Environmental Stewardship, just as we are seeking to build momentum around this welcome scheme, runs completely counter to the thrust of all we are trying to create - farmers taking up the challenge of environmental enhancement."  

Deputy president Peter Kendall added that the RPA had said the ELS priority list was about 4000, but the union believed that 75% of the 32,000 farmers who had applied to join the scheme were being held back by RLR issues.  

"The implications of this are horrendous. It means that if your form is not on the priority list by Jul 15 then you might have to wait until February to join the ELS."  

A senior civil servant said to date the Rural Development Service had issued 32,000 ELS application packs and received 5155 completed applications.  

He admitted that the RDS had faced problems which had caused significant time lags for some farmers wanting to apply to the scheme.  

Technical steps had been taken to improve the situation, although it could still take "several weeks" for data to be transferred from the RPA to the RDS, he said. This caused difficulties as until the RDS could see the information in its Genesis system it could not raise an application.  

NFU seeks talks amid SFP cash delay fears.  

Isabel Davies  
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By Isabel Davies  

FARM LEADERS are concerned that the single farm payment timetable is slipping, with DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency now talking about some payments falling into March 2006.  

DEFRA and the RPA have also confirmed there are currently "no plans" to make an advance payment in 2005, not least because there is so much work still to be done on processing the SP5 claim forms.  

The NFU has indicated it is seeking an urgent meeting with DEFRA following the RPA's admission on Tues (Jul 12) that it aims to "achieve 96% of payments by the end of March 2006."  

A senior RPA official said the intention was to start payments in February and finish them off in March. But he rejected the idea that payments could take even longer than that. "There is a lot of fear that we are going to wait until June," he said. "We are definitely not going to wait until June."  

On the issue of an advance payment, a briefing note issued by  

DEFRA said: "There are currently no plans to make an advance payment, for which we would require regulatory provision.  

"There are legal and practical difficulties in making an advance payment.  

"For example, it is not just a case of paying the historic element in isolation as all claims have to be validated before payments can be made."  

NFU president Tim Bennett said he was extremely disappointed with the news, although not surprised.  

"We will continue to seek payment of the SPS as soon as practical in 2006 and want to reiterate to DEFRA that an advance payment should also be made.  

"This payment is essential for the cash flow of many farm businesses as well as those supplying farms."  

Mark Hudson, president of the Country Land and Business Association, added: "DEFRA and RPA should prepare a contingency plan should there be any risk of the timetable for SPS payments slipping further so that an advance payment can be made, if necessary, as quickly as possible from Dec 1 2005."  

Responding to the NFU's criticism, junior DEFRA minister Lord Bach said: "It is untrue to say the payment window has moved to March 2006. Nothing has changed.  

"We expect to start payments in February and to process and pay them as quickly as possible after that."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Government criticised over ELS administration failure  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE Government came in for stinging criticism at the Royal Show over its embarrassing failure to administer the Entry Level Scheme properly.  

The scheme is in chaos because of problems in mapping the land farmers want to enter. So far, 29,000 farmers have requested application forms but only 4,000 have been able to apply because of delays in receiving correct maps.  

For example, the Regional Development Service's Genesis software is unable to cope with more than 25 fields in some cases. Some farmers are getting maps back with fields missing and others are finding fields they do not own added in.  

"My members are livid. This is a flagship Government policy. It is at the heart of the strategy for sustainable food and farming and absolutely central to the new direction farming is tasking post-CAP reform. Yet they cannot administer it and it is not working," NFU president Tim Bennett said.  

"Remember, the Government's ambition was for 70 per cent of English farmers to join. There is now a real risk that momentum and enthusiasm will be lost for good."  

The delays mean many farmers will miss the August 1 start date for the scheme, although Defra has now agreed to monthly start dates to ease the impact of missing this deadline.  

Mr Bennett said the delay was becoming particularly damaging for arable farmers who needed to take cropping decisions now to enter the scheme but had no guarantee they would be rewarded.  

The scheme's architect, Sir Don Curry, the Government's food and farming adviser, described the delay as `extremely frustrating'. He said it was vital that the industry kept the pressure on the Government to get it right.  

He urged farmers to be patient and keep faith in what would be a hugely significant and beneficial change to the way they operated.  

Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice said: "This is an absolute shambles. It seems to be typical of all Government IT projects. The important thing is that farmers are not penalised for the mistakes that have been made."  

Defra Secretary Margaret Beckett admitted the scheme was `not proceeding as smoothly as we would wish'.  

"We are working very hard to solve the problems," she said.  

Another version of the Genesis software, dubbed `mark 4', has been installed and officials at Defra and the Rural Payments Agency are optimistic this will speed the process up.  

They stress that extra staff and resources have been put on to the task.  

SPS cheques in February `unlikely'  

251 words

Publication date: 1 July 2005

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 7

(c) 2005 CMP Information Ltd.  

By Alistair Driver  

FARMERS are highly unlikely to be receiving their first Single Payment Scheme cheques in February, despite Defra's insistence that this is still the most likely outcome, according to the NFU.  

The department is claiming there is an 80 per cent chance of the February deadline being met.  

NFU policy director Martin Haworth described the claim as `highly dubious', while president Tim Bennett said he did not believe it, although he added he would love to be proved wrong.  

Defra is likely to have a clearer picture of when it will be able to make the payments in the autumn.  

If further delays are announced, the union would step up the pressure for advance payments to farmers, Mr Haworth told the NFU Council.  

Defra has so far proved unwilling to bow to industry demands for advance payments because of fears this will push the whole process back even further.  

NFU head of policy Andrew Clark was equally sceptical of the ability of Defra and the Rural Payments Agency to keep their promised timetable for processing Entry Level Scheme applications.  

He said thousands of farmers were being frustrated by the problems with processing maps for the scheme. Yet another version of the GENESIS mapping software was being launched this week in a bid to solve the problems, he said.  

He also revealed that Defra and the RPA had agreed to a `brainstorming session' with industry representatives to look at how to resolve the problems.  

new-look dairy contracts  
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new-look dairy contracts  

THE NFU dairy board is working on a new strategy for the sector which it says will include a fresh look at contractual arrangements between farmers and their buyers. Chairman Gywn Jones said the board was prepared to be bold in its strategy as a new way of doing things was needed. "Long-term stability is what is so desperately missing in this industry," he said. "There are too many decisions [being taken] on a short-term opportunist basis."  

february payment doubts  

UNION PRESIDENT Tim Bennett has expressed his doubts that the Rural Payments Agency will be able to make support payments to farmers in February 2006. "On the basis of what I have seen so far, I do not believe it will be February," he told Council delegates. "Hopefully, the Rural Payments Agency will prove me wrong."  

legal action planned against defra  

THE NFU is considering taking legal action against DEFRA on behalf of farmers who had more set-aside in 2001 than normal because they were culled out with foot-and-mouth. NFU policy director Martin Howarth said the union was waiting for a letter from the Commission to clarify the situation regarding single farm payment arrangements. "If that letter coincides with our view that this has been mishandled by the government, we will be putting in a legal challenge."  

Minister gets to grips with new brief  
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The new Minister responsible for Food and Farming, Lord Bach of Lutterworth, is having to learn his brief quickly. Here he tells ALISTAIR DRIVER what he thinks about farmers and why he has singled out the milk industry as a personal priority.  

WILLY Bach is on a steep learning curve. The new Food and Farming Minister freely admits he has little professional experience of rural affairs.  

Yet since his appointment in May he is now responsible for setting Government policy on key farming issues such as CAP reform, organic, agri-environment schemes, non-food crops and plant health. It falls on him to deal with the struggling Rural Payments Agency, it will be he who decides the future of the levy boards once their review is complete.  

Then there are the small matters of the food industry, regulation, departmental science and farm chemicals also lurking within his brief. Not to mention the really small matter of nanotechnology.  

Lord Bach of Lutterworth, whose previous Government role was in the Ministry of Defence, does not appear unduly daunted by his brief, however. He has spent his first few weeks in the post familiarising himself with the issues he will be dealing with.  

He has met representatives from leading farming and rural organisations, spent an evening with farmers at the Royal Cornwall Show and had his ear bent by farming neighbours in and around his home in rural Leicestershire.  

The amiable Lord Bach claims to like what he sees, stressing that farmers and their representatives have been `extremely welcoming'. He has quickly come to understand that this is an industry in the midst of massive change. He promises to offer support where he can. "I was not aware of all the issues but I am learning as quickly as I can. I think farming is an industry that has gone through a large process of change, some of which has been very difficult. Farming is a central part of British life," he said.  

"We need farmers to produce quality food and maintain the quality environment, something they have done over many centuries. Changes are painful but generally they have the support of farmers. "I will stand up for farmers as best I can. I think they contribute a great deal to the way we live now. But I will make mistakes and I am sure there will be many occasions when I won't satisfy farmers and their representatives."  

Lord Bach has already made it clear one of his priorities will be the dairy industry. This was largely the result of his visit to the West Country when he was genuinely shocked to learn about the inequalities inherent within the dairy supply chain.  

"I am conscious it is an absurd position for milk producers' costs to be greater than the prices they get.  

"It is undoubtedly true there are efficiencies that can be made in dairy farming. But it is very important that economic power should not be exercised in a way that means that producers lose out. "I think there's a real problem here that we need to sort out, not just in farmers' interests but for consumers too. That will be a priority," he said.  

He stressed there could be no instant solutions to what is a `complex problem' and appeared to rule out a formal inquiry. But he will pursue the issue through the Dairy Supply Chain Forum, an initiative set up by his predecessor Lord Whitty.  

He has also promised to back the NFU's Buyers' Charter, the voluntary initiative designed to rein in abuses of power across the supply chain. Potentially an even bigger challenge will be ensuring CAP reform in England runs more smoothly in the second half of this year than it did in the first.  

"The RPA is under a huge amount of pressure. Mistakes were made. For example, there was not enough resource put into the Customer Call Centre but that was sorted quite soon afterwards.  

"After that I believe things have gone pretty well. In fact, 121,000- plus farmers have now sent their application forms and I think the steam has gone out of this particular issue, although I am not saying everything has been sorted.  

"Now what we have got to do is make sure the scheme is up and running so that by February next year payments can be made."  

On the issue of advanced payments to farmers, he faithfully followed the well-worn Defra line that while this had not been ruled out, it had very much not been ruled in.  

"We are in contact with the Commission about this. But there are potential legal and practical problems. The worst possible thing we could do is to just make advance payments and as a consequence put back the date of the real payments," he said.  

He admitted a decision was needed `relatively soon' to provide a degree of certainty to the industry. However, farmers he has met appeared to have already moved on from this issue. "I don't get the feeling that the impetus now is with advance payments. Farmers just want us to keep to the dates for the payment next year," he said.  

He has already taken steps over the Entry Level Scheme fiasco, with the change to monthly, rather than quarterly start dates designed to make access easier for farmers.  

"Any big changes like this are always going to have glitches - they go with the territory. It follows from the SPS where there were a very large number of people who needed their land remapped. "There has been huge pressure on mapping. We are working our way through this. There will be continued frustrations but we are determined to make sure this scheme works. It is a very important part of our policy. Farmers have shown patience and we are asking them to show a little bit more."  

The sheer scale and difficulty of the change currently engulfing the industry should not mean the process needs to stop here, he believes.  

While reluctant to comment directly on discussions taking place at the Brussels summit, he backed the Prime Minister's line that further talks were needed on CAP reform and, in particular cutting the CAP budget. "The 2003 reforms are important for British farmers but everyone knows there has to be further reform of the CAP. That has to be negotiated in Europe."  

OPINION: Listening, learning  
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Lord Bach says he listening and learning. That is, at least, a good start. The new Food and Farming Minister has joined a department that farmers have increasingly come to believe gave up listening some time ago.  

Farmers do not expect favours from their Ministers but what they have every right to expect is that their views are at least heard and understood.  

Mutual understanding is surely the key to fair, balanced policy-making so a Minister who has set his stall on meeting the people his decisions will impact on directly is welcome.  

He has his work cut out. A brief that includes CAP reform, agri- environment schemes, the Rural Payments Agency, the food industry, non- food crops and regulation will take some getting to know.  

His first major announcement was a positive one. Changing to monthly start dates for the Entry Level Scheme is a common sense move that will enable many farmers to access the scheme more quickly than they would have done under quarterly start dates, although, the move does not mask the bigger picture of the fiasco over the mapping process, which is denying farmers access to ELS payments. Payments that are coming, of course, out of a pot made up largely of money raised through modulation.  

The struggles with ELS applications are also a timely reminder of the late payments issue. Sorting out the RPA and ensuring it can process payments by the promised February start date must be a priority for the new Minister.  

Farmers will also be looking for a decision on whether the Government is going to make interim payments.  

There is only so long Ministers can continue `not ruling it in and not ruling it out'. Farmers need to plan for the future and need an answer. If it is `no' at least they can make other plans.  

Lord Bach's determination to tackle the inequities in the milk industry is also certain to be popular with farmers. The harsh reality he and everyone else faces after the events of the last few weeks, however, is that even Kofi Annan and the UN would have their work cut out to bring peace to this war zone.  

Lord Bach at least appears to want to give this challenge, and some of the others he faces, a go.  

We wish him luck.  

RPA announce process dates  
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The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) announced processing of the Milk Quota transfer and lease forms for the 2005/06 quota year commenced on June 9, 2005, with the intention of processing all fully documented and valid transfer and lease forms by July 15, 2005.  

The dispatch of Start-of-Year letters to holders of permanent quota was completed on June 3, 2005.  

However, any quota holders not receiving a Start-of-Year letter were advised by the RPA to contact the Milk Quota helpline on the telephone number 01392 266466.  

Entry Level Scheme on a monthly basis  

559 words

Publication date: 24 June 2005

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 3

(c) 2005 CMP Information Ltd.  

By Alistair Driver  

THE Entry Level Scheme (ELS) is to be rolled out at monthly intervals to help minimise the impact on farmers of the fiasco over the land mapping process.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Bach decided to switch from quarterly to monthly start dates in response to growing farmer dissatisfaction over the application process.  

There has been strong interest in the scheme with 24,000 application packs issued since the scheme was launched in March. But thanks to severe delays in the mapping of land by the Rural Development Service (RDS) only 2,500 farmers have been able to return forms.  

No applications have been approved yet, although Defra says it remains committed to issuing agreements to people who have submitted valid applications by July 1, or July 15 where there have been difficulties.  

For many farmers the mapping delays, the causes of which include higher than expected demand and problems with the RDS's Genesis software, have left many farmers with no chance of making the first possible start date of August 1.  

The change to monthly start dates means farmers who just miss the August 1 date will be able to start on September 1. With quarterly start dates they would have been stuck until November 1.  

There will be no specific deadline for applications each month.  

Applicants are to apply on a rolling basis and RDS will aim to process applications as soon as possible within a target of less than three months.  

Where an application is processed sooner, the next month will be the agreement start date. Farmers will be paid six months after the agreement start date.  

Lord Bach has also announced that Defra will allow `conditional agreements' for farmers who have submitted valid applications by the July 1 or 15 deadlines but are having mapping problems. They will be able to begin their agreement without a full agreement generated by the Genesis software.  

Lord Bach said the changes would make life easier for farmers and the RDS. "This will allow farmers and landowners to apply when they are ready rather than waiting for the next quarterly deadline."  

He said there had been `huge pressure' on the mapping process but the Rural Payments Agency has pumped in significant extra resources and, with the RDS, was working its way through the backlog.  

He said `glitches' like this went with the territory of big policy changes and called on farmers to continue showing patience. "My message is: Bear with us, this is an important change. There will be continued frustrations but we are determined to make sure this scheme works," he said.  

NFU president Tim Bennett, who had called for a switch to monthly start dates at last week's Cereals event, was pleased to see Defra and the RDS listening to the NFU's `common sense approach'.  

He said he would continue to pressurise Defra to implement the remaining elements of his `Plan B' designed to ensure farmers were not disadvantaged by the mapping delays.  

These include a guarantee that any farmer applying before November 1 would receive payment at the earliest opportunity, February 1, 2006. If Defra could not deliver an effective application process, modulation rates should be reduced, as there would not be the same need for funding in the first year, he said.  

RPA misses set-aside rate call deadline.  

ANDREW WATTS  
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By FW reporters  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has admitted that it is unlikely to be able to confirm the 2006 set-aside rate until late August or even early September.  

Although under EU rules farmers are meant to be told what the rate will be by Aug 1, the agency has conceded that it is not in a position to do so now.  

"The RPA is currently analysing the 2005 Single Payment Scheme application data to prepare an accurate assessment of whether the set-aside rate needs to be adjusted," said a spokeswoman.  

"Once this assessment has been completed, it will be cleared with senior policy advisers and [DEFRA] ministers. The RPA understands the urgency in providing this information but is keen to ensure the assessment is robust. We do not, therefore, expect to make an announcement before the end of August or early September."  

The announcement met with a firm retort from Arthur Hill, NFU combinable crops chairman.  

"I'm bitterly disappointed although not surprised. Quite frankly, it's not acceptable," said Mr Hill.  

"Previous commitments by the RPA to us [NFU] and DEFRA that they would meet these deadlines now ring pretty hollow," he added.  

Mr Hill said he intended to plan for next year on the basis that the rate would remain at 8%, but should it go up, by say 1%, he felt he could easily accommodate the change by cutting his area of industrial oilseed rape.  

"Generally DEFRA have tried to be helpful, but this is becoming typical of the RPA when meeting deadlines," added Mr Hill.  

The RPA has, however, managed to set the minimum yields for non-food crops on set-aside in 2005.  

This year the representative yield requirement covers all non-food crops grown under contract and there are no regional differences for "00" rapeseed crops.  

Producers are being reminded that if they do not achieve the yields set they may be subject to financial penalties.  

<E06C> fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

Another fine mess Defra's got us into  

734 words

Publication date: 12 August 2005

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 8

(c) 2005 CMP Information Ltd.  

By George Dunn  

There have been some great double acts in the world of entertainment. Many of us will remember with fondness names like Morecambe and Wise, the Two Ronnies and Little and Large.  

Arguably the best comedy duo of the past was Laurel and Hardy. How they made us laugh as they managed to get themselves into the most inconceivable of situations, demonstrating the least amount of aptitude in those situations and failing miserably to cover up their shortcomings. Invariably Ollie would turn to Stan to utter those immortal words - `That's another fine mess you've got me into!'  

Into centre stage steps the Rural Payments Agency and Defra and how striking is the resonance with those black and white partners of the past.  

We have the overweight, overbearing, close to bullying individual who seems more worried about appearances than anything else. He promises the world and delivers little while blaming his partner for the lack of results.  

Then we have the put upon, under-resourced but well-meaning sidekick who is so often left holding the screaming baby while his partner tries to pretend to others that it's not actually crying.  

Defra has been keen to point the finger of blame at the RPA for the major shortcomings in the processing of SFP data, IACS 22 forms and digital maps. Margaret Beckett declared in February that she was `bloody livid' following the agency's announcement that it would be unable to start making SFP payments until at least February 2006.  

While I am no apologist for the RPA, I know that its warnings about the workload involved in delivering the dynamic hybrid system were ignored by Defra.  

I sat in stakeholder meetings, chaired by Defra and attended by senior RPA officials, prior to the announcement of the system for implementing SFP. The RPA was keen to point out that if Defra chose to implement the Single Farm Payment on any basis other than historic it would be a nightmare to administer. It said the worst of all worlds would be a dynamic hybrid.  

When, at a future meeting, it became clear Defra was to use a dynamic hybrid, I asked the agency what its reaction was.  

I got no reply from the RPA but was told by the Defra official chairing that meeting that `the RPA would do what it was told to do'.  

Practical considerations had been sacrificed in the name of political expedience. It was clear from that point on who would be made the scapegoat for any failings.  

To be foisted with a system it did not want was one thing but add to that the complexities of a major, Defra-inspired, change programme, the development of a new computer system, the closure of regional offices and the loss of thousands of staff, this was not the ideal environment from which to deliver on a major new policy front.  

The TFA and other stakeholder organisations had been warning Defra the dynamic model would be expensive to deliver and that significant, extra resources would be required to keep it on track.  

Surprise, surprise these calls were ignored and what we have now is the direct result of Defra's unwillingness or inability to resource the RPA to do the job properly.  

Defra's own flagship Entry Level Scheme is suffering. Not only does it rely upon accurate maps coming from the agency, who are swamped with more IACS 22 forms than they know what to do with, it is also being implemented on a regional basis which is and will continue to be a disaster and it is attempting to get two computer systems (one in the RPA and the other in regional offices of Defra) to talk to one another when they clearly don't want to.  

You would have thought that Defra might have at least sorted out the IT problems in advance of launching the scheme.  

There is a well-worn phrase oft times uttered by those experiencing frustrating situations - `If you didn't laugh you would cry'. Many farmers I speak to are in exactly that position with the current RPA/Defra debacle.  

Another fine mess? The answer is `yes' and one for Defra to resolve rather than simply using the RPA as its whipping boy. * George Dunn is chief executive of the Tenant Farmers' Association.  

Representative yield for 2005  
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THE Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has now calculated the 2005 representative yields for crops grown under contract for non-food production on set-aside land in England.  

For 2005 there is just one representative yield figure that has been produced per crop for England: Winter `00' rapeseed, 2.31 tonnes/ha; spring `00' rapeseed, 1.29t/ha; HEAR, 1.30t/ha; linseed, 1.25t/ha; wheat, 3.50t/ha; barley, 2.75t/ha.  

Producers who do not achieve at least this yield for the 2005 harvest may be subject to financial penalties under the rules of the Single Payment Scheme, says the RPA.  

The representative yield requirement now covers all non-food crops grown under contract. The requirement to deliver a forecast yield, if higher than the representative yield, does not apply for the 2005 harvest, but there is still a requirement that all the crop harvested from set-aside land must be delivered for processing into an approved end use.  

To avoid penalties applicants may make up any shortfall from the representative yield with seed obtained from elsewhere. In duly justified cases a shortfall of 10 per cent from the representative yield may be permitted. A greater shortfall may also be considered, but only where an amendment has been made to the contract to reduce the expected yield to be delivered. The RPA says it is therefore essential, if applicants feel for any reason they may not be able to meet the representative yield, they contact RPA and the collector/first processor giving details in writing as to why there may be a shortfall.  

In September RPA will send applicants a delivery declaration form NFC/ENC 9 (formally IACS 9) to complete.  

Applicants who have set-aside land in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland on which they are growing non-food crops should contact the relevant Devolved Administration.  

RPA to overcome difficulties  
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THE NFU has welcomed the start of the ELS but urged the Rural Payments Agency to get on top of the difficulties that have plagued the application process.  

Speaking on Monday, NFU deputy president, Peter Kendall, said the NFU remained steadfast in its support of the scheme and urged farmers to do the same: "We don't want these delays to result in disillusioned farmers walking away from a scheme we all worked so hard to develop and launch.  

"I urge all farmers who are interested in the scheme to fill in their applications and join over 5,000 others who are starting their stewardship agreements today."  

He said they were pleased with Defra's decision on buffer zones. "It fits perfectly within the cropping calendar for arable farmers thus providing even more incentive for them to enter the scheme."  

NEWS IN BRIEF: Guilty plea  
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Roy Swinson, a beef farmer from Kingsmoor, Carlisle, appeared in front of magistrates and pleaded guilty to 16 charges brought against him by the Rural Payments Agency.  

The charges related to cattle passports and the movement and ear tagging of cattle. The RPA is seeking costs of £8,868.  

Magistrates adjourned the case until August 18 for pre-sentence reports.  

Over-quota direct milk sales bring RPA levy shock.  

sam fortescue  
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THE RURAL Payments Agency has shocked many dairy farmers by announcing a 5.77p/litre levy on direct sales of milk last year because vendors overshot national quota.  

Farmers who sold their milk, cheese and other dairy products through market stalls or direct from the farm produced 4.1m litres of milk for which they had no quota cover - 2.2% of their total sales. That is despite the net 61m litres of wholesale quota that were converted temporarily to direct quota over the past milk year.  

Charles Holt of the Farm Consultancy Group described the £1m levy bill as a shock for farmers. "We failed to appreciate that we were over quota for direct sales because we are so used to being under quota. It has come as a nasty surprise."  

One farmer had just opened a superlevy invoice for £14,000 after taking no cover at all for 250,000 litres of milk, Mr Holt said. But at 5.77p/litre, the fine worked out cheaper than leasing quota cover, which was generally above 6p/litre last milk year.  

"Now the RPA police will be paying a visit to those they consider to be most at risk of under-reporting sales and finding out how much they have undershot by." Farmers whose returns arrived at the RPA after May 14, or who have understated their milk production, will pay the full levy rate of 23.5p/litre.  

The RPA confirmed that wholesale milk had ended the milk year 148.6m litres below quota.  

SO YOU WANT TO... make cheese?  

Olivia Cooper  
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Adding value to your milk by turning it into cheese can be profitable for dairy farmers, but it's often difficult to get into. Olivia Cooper finds out what it takes to succeed  

THE SCIENCE behind cheese production is easily taught, says Chris Ashby, a cheese-making tutor based at Reaseheath College, Nantwich, Cheshire. But the art of making consistently superb cheese - not to mention balancing two farm businesses - requires a something a little extra.  

On-farm processing is not an easy option, with work often starting before the first milking and lasting late into the evening. It also requires a lot of investment and masses of market research, adds independent marketing consultant John Taylerson.  

Where do I start?  

Doing some market research is a good place to start, says Mr Taylerson. The market for home-made cheese is expanding and there are plenty of opportunities for enterprising producers.  

Research your own local area; it may be saturated with soft cheeses and devoid of cheddars, or vice versa. Ask yourself who your customers are likely to be. How many are there? How often will they buy and how much will they pay?  

"Remember that the average person eats 10kg of cheese a year, not all of which will be supplied by a single producer," he says. "This will help in estimating what level of production may be required."  

Calculate, too, how much it will cost to get your product into the customer's hands, he says. Combine that with a thorough examination of the market and potential competitors and you should have an idea of how to price your cheese.  

Where do I sell it?  

Many farmers start off by supplying local farmers' markets, which can be a good way to reach customers. But the travelling and labour required does mean extra work in an already-busy schedule. And don't think farmers' markets are an easy route into selling cheese.  

"To sell at farmers' markets you need to make sure that your product is special enough to command a premium; trying to undercut other people is not the way to do it," says Mr Taylerson. "Supplying customers or retailers direct can be profitable, but doesn't offer much security.  

"Partnering up with a good wholesaler is probably, in the long run, one of the best things you can do. You must not tie yourself to one customer, and remember that wholesalers have access to a number of customers."  

Buildings and equipment  

Identify a practical building which meets environmental health standards and can be used as the cheese dairy, advises Ms Ashby. Make sure you involve the local environmental health officer during the planning stage.  

You may be lucky enough to find a local cheese-making facility available to hire, thereby avoiding the need for hefty set-up costs, but these are few and far between. Another cost-saving move is to buy used equipment, though the expanding market means supplies of second-hand equipment are limited.  

A small pasteuriser (1000-1500 litres/hour), for instance, costs about £20,000 new or £1000 second-hand. Opting out of pasteurisation altogether can also save a lot of money.  

"Set-up costs can vary greatly," she says. "I know people who have set up for £25,000 and others who have spent £250,000, it's difficult to generalise."  

Holland is a good source of second-hand equipment. Or think laterally and adapt an old bulk milk tank into a cheese vat.  

Although buying used equipment is initially cheaper, it is often more expensive in the long run, warns Mr Taylerson. "Be very careful with what you buy and don't forget that installation often costs as much as the machine itself."  

Are there grants?  

Grants under DEFRA's Rural Enterprise scheme or your local regional development agency may be available to help with set-up costs or marketing. Search out a consultant who knows the rules and objectives for each grant scheme in the local area.  

"But don't rely on grants as a route to profitability," says Mr Taylerson. "Your project should stand on its own two feet; use the grants simply to accelerate your path to profitability."  

Paperwork?  

You will need to obtain a health mark from the environmental health officer, based on your ability to manage the risks associated with their site, says Mr Taylerson. Contact the Rural Payments Agency to register as a direct supplier, too.  

Packaging  

As well as requiring separate recipes and handling, soft and hard cheeses are also packaged differently, says Ms Ashby. Hard cheeses are often vacuum packed to extend their shelf life, although this can detract from their farmhouse presentation.  

Blue and mould ripened cheeses need to breathe, so require a looser wrapping, while soft cheeses are high in moisture and are often packaged in laminated paper.  

Good packaging is vital for a product's success in the market-place, adds Mr Taylerson. "You have got to differentiate your product. It has got to look the part if you are aiming for a premium marke, but that does not necessarily mean the packaging has to cost the earth."  

By-products  

For every 1000 litres of milk processed into cheese, about 860 litres of whey is produced, which must be safely disposed of. Usually it is fed to pigs, drained into the slurry system or removed from the farm, sometimes at a cost to the farmer.  

"Producers should plan how to dispose of the whey," says Mr Taylerson. "It can be shrunk using reverse osmosis and the water used for cleaning, but that all costs money. Mind you, it wouldn't be as much as if the Environment Agency found it in the local brook."  
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A cattle dealer/farmer from Lancashire, arrested on suspicion of obtaining money by deception, forgery and fraud, has had his police bail extended until September 8.  

He had been released on bail pending further enquiries into what could eventually represent the biggest case of cattle passport fraud in Britain. His arrest followed a joint operation between police, Trading Standards officers, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

ROYAL WELSH HANDSHAKES  
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ROYAL WELSH HANDSHAKES  

RHODRI MORGAN, the Welsh Assembly's first minister, brought judging to a halt at the Royal Welsh Show on Wed (Jul 20) when he visited the main cattle ring and insisted on shaking hands with all the stockmen leading animals for the supreme interbreed beef pairs championship. Mr Morgan (centre) is pictured with Dai Lewis, the show president, and the handlers of the pair of Simmentals that beat off the challenge of 16 other duos to eventually take the top award. For coverage of the show see pages 12, 13, 16 & 30 and next week.  

CUT OUT THE CUTTING...FOR NOW  

FARMERS NEED to remember that cross-compliance rules mean they should not be cutting their hedges in England and Scotland until after Jul 31 and in Wales until after Aug 31. The new rules have been introduced to make sure farmers are not trimming hedges during the main breeding season for birds. But exemptions are available if a hedge overhangs roadside and needs cutting for health and safety reasons.  

UK HIT BY PAYBACK  

UK TAXPAYERS are having to pay back <E065>49m (£33m) to Brussels in respect of beef premium payments that went out late in 2002. The problem arose from the foot-and-mouth crisis, which made it impossible for the Rural Payments Agency to complete on-farm inspections and send out all cheques before the June 30 payment deadline. "We asked for a three-month extension, but were only given one," said a spokesman. It is the largest sum the UK has ever had to return to Brussels due to misspending.  

NEWCASTLE WORRIES  

THE POULTRY industry has raised concerns over the time DEFRA vets are taking to cull 9000 imported pheasants on a farm in Surrey, following the discovery of the highly contagious Newcastle Disease. Although Newcastle Disease is notifiable, most commercial layers and broilers are vaccinated routinely against the virus. But DEFRA has yet to destroy all of the infected pheasants.  

Prompt for SPS details  
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The Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has asked its stakeholders to alert their members to get additional Single Payment Scheme details in as soon as possible so that it can calculate entitlement payments.  

According to the RPA over a thousand farmers have yet to reply to its request for further information, causing a delay in processing all SPS applications.  

As a result the RPA has sent a request to all their stakeholders, including the NFU, the Country Land and Business Association (CLA) and the Tenant Farmers Association, to inform their members that the information is required as soon as possible in order to prevent a delay in the calculation of entitlement payments.  

A spokesman for the RPA said: "There's a finite pot that the payments come from so we need to know how many applications there are before the pot can be split up."  

Laura Goode, the legal adviser for the CLA, said that if farmers delayed sending in the additional information requested by the RPA, then entitlement payments would be delayed for all farmers. "All payments are going to be delayed until these details are processed, and if farmers continue putting off replying to the RPA, then they may risk their own payments," she said.  

"It doesn't surprise me that so many farmers have not got round to sending in the information as there has been so much confusion in the run up to this.  

"The risk is that many farmers have just filed away the request, planning to deal with it later but have just forgotten about it, but the message is don't ignore it and get the form in as soon as you can," she added.  

More lost maps add to frustration over ELS admin.  

Robert Harris  
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The Entry Level Scheme paper chase continues at Freefolk Farms as RPA officials mislay yet more maps. Robert Harris reports  

AN ABSOLUTE shambles. That's how James Crosbie Dawson  

describes the Rural Payments Agency's administration of the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme.  

On March 19 he submitted a set of amended farm maps to register the entire farm area, including hedgerows and woodland. The RPA notified him that these had been received.  

After hearing nothing for several weeks, Mr Crosbie Dawson rang to be told the maps had been lost. "We re-sent another set two weeks ago," he says. "I was then informed that the agency couldn't find these either. Until I have registered all my fields, I can't apply for the ELS."  

deadline  

Finally, RPA staff tracked down the missing items, and Mr Crosbie Dawson hopes he can still meet the July 1 deadline to receive his first scheme payments next February. "It's not just the money," he says. "This quieter period before harvest is an ideal time to fill in forms, but unless the RPA gets its act together, I shall have to do it during our  

busiest time."  

He is quick to point out that  

agency staff have been pleasant and tried to be helpful. "But it does sound a bit shambolic!"  

He is also waiting to hear how his appeal to have 2002 dropped as one of his base years for the single farm payment claim is proceeding.  

"Due to foot-and-mouth restrictions, we were about 50 ewes down. I have been told that I will have to supply a letter from our local market to say it was subject to restrictions at the time. You would have thought DEFRA would have records telling them all they need to know. But I understand they are audited by the European Commission."  

Mr Crosbie Dawson found that 24ha (60 acres) of grass taken under a farm business tenancy had been omitted from last year's IACS application. "We gave up some grassland and failed to put the replacement land on  

the form. By some fluke, we went through the form and found the mistake, so we were able to notify the RPA. Had we not, we could have had the whole claim for our bulls, worth about £8000, thrown out."  

To minimise the loss, Mr Crosbie Dawson sacrificed some ewe premium, worth about £102/ha, and replaced it with bull special premium, worth about £236/ha. "We managed to claim on all 39 bulls, with 0.11 livestock units to spare."  

Despite receiving about half the usual rainfall in the first half of the year - just 210mm (8.5in) has fallen since Jan 1 - crops are looking healthy and show little sign of stress. "The rain, when it has come, has generally been in decent showers, and we have not had a long spell of hot weather, until now."  

Another sale of wheat is on the cards, with Mr Crosbie Dawson tempted to secure £70/t plus premiums early next year. "However, I wonder if there might be some upside from the drought in southern France. I understand the maize crop there needs 10-12in of irrigation - if farmers are going to be restricted, then that may affect output.  

"There again, forecasts suggest the EU will have a 24m tonne wheat surplus this harvest. And I suspect the crop in this country will be pretty reasonable, so we will have to export some on to the world market."  

He intends to extend soil nitrogen testing next season after announcements that new season fertiliser prices could start as high as £140/t. "We would hope to apply less, and we will certainly be more specific in our fertiliser use. These prices have certainly concentrated the mind."  

This season's tests allowed some cutbacks on spring barley and grass. "I feel we may have been a bit mean on the 150 acres of spring barley for malting following roots, despite good soil N readings. They look thinner and a bit behind fields after stubbles which received the usual  

90 units/acre of N.  

"We also cut back on the grazing fields, halving the usual 300 units/acre application."  

A pair of barn owls has taken up residence in a nesting box opposite the farmhouse, and recently treated Mr Crosbie Dawson to an aerobatic display. "They were dropping in from a couple of hundred feet on to their prey. It was one of the most amazing sights I have ever seen.  

"The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds has recently voiced concerns about the value of the ELS on grassland. But this shows what can be done if the birds are given a bit of help."  

<E06C> robert.harris@rbi.co.uk  
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THE following people received awards in the Queen's Birthday Honours List 2005:  

Commanders of the Order of the British Empire:  

David Dobbin, chief executive, United Dairy Farmers, for Services to agri-food and packaging industries; Hugh MacKinnon, lately operations director, Rural Payments Agency.  

Officers of the Order of the British Empire:  

Neil Cutler, dairy farmer and vice-chair, Hampshire Breeders' Society, for services to animal health and welfare; Shaun Leavey, lately regional director, NFU South East, for services to agriculture and to horticulture; Christopher Mason, deputy head of marketing, Defra; Peter Oliver, lately chair, Woodland Trust, for services to wildlife conservation; Richard Powell, vice-chair, East of England Sustainable Development Round Table and regional director, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, for services to the environment; Dr Geoffrey Radley, leader, Agri-Environment Review Team, Defra; Izabella Warren-  

Smith, director, Women in Rural Enterprise, for services to women's entrepreneurship; Graham Taylor, chief executive, Northumberland National Park Authority, for services to the environment in the North East; David Walters, chief executive, Royal Welsh Agricultural Society, for services to agriculture; Professor David Winter, professor of rural policy and director for the Centre for Rural Research, University of Exeter, for services to rural affairs.  

Members of the Order of the British Empire:  

Mrs Mary Beadsmoore, for services to the Worldwide Fund for Nature; Dr Bernice Buckley, Kent area manager, Environment Agency, for services to the environment; Glynn Bullock, forest warden, Forest of Dean, Forestry Commission; James Campbell, for services to farming and to nature conservation in North Yorkshire; Denis Chamberlain, for services to agriculture; David Croston, lately chief executive, English Beef and Lamb Executive, Meat and Livestock Commission, for services to the livestock industry; Edna Le-Gray - lately administrative officer, International Animal Health, Defra; Susan Jones, for services to the cheese industry in Wales; David Leggat, group marketing director, United Auctions, for services to agriculture in Scotland; Olivia Lyons, staff officer, personnel division, Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, Northern Ireland Executive; Jennifer MacGregor, for services to the welfare of horses and ponies; Catherine Le Grice-Mack, vice-chair, South West Rural Affairs Forum, for services to the environment in the South West; Robert Pollock, lately secretary, Tyrone Farming Society, for services to agriculture in Northern Ireland; Pamela Shields, personal assistant, National Federation of Young Farmers' Clubs, for services to agriculture; Mrs Christine Thomson, for services to agriculture and to the community of Aberfeldy, Perthshire; Stephanie Wheeler, regional access officer, South West Region, British Horse Society, for services to horse riding. Raymond Wright, director, Roe Valley Enterprises, for services to rural development in Northern Ireland.  

CEREALS EVENT BOOM  
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CEREALS EVENT BOOM  

Visitor numbers at Cereals 2005 in Guilden Morden, Cambs, could exceed last year's figure of 21,088. Organisers of the two-day event, Haymarket Land Events, had already sold 12,392 tickets by lunchtime on the first day Wednesday ( June 15) despite a rainy start. See News report p12.  

VIEWS ON LEVY BODIES SOUGHT  

FARMERS ARE being urged to comment on the remit and future role of all the levy bodies. A broad ranging review of the five national levy bodies is due to be completed by the end of October 2005 with farmers urged to register their opinion by the end of July. Those interested should submit their comments by the end of July to:  

levyreviewcomments@defra.gsi.gov.uk  

ARLA ON DEADLINE  

ARLA FOODS UK has until lunchtime today (Friday, Jun 17) to reverse the company's 0.35p/litre milk price cut announced earlier this month or face an "open season" of protests by Farmers for Action. FFA leader David Handley originally gave the firm a Mon (Jun 13) deadline but told farmers weekly he had been asked for more time by chief executive Tim Smith.  

FVP AUTHORISATIONS  

GROWERS WHO applied for horticultural authorisations on their single farm payment application form may be eligible for a top-up to the number of authorisations they can receive. The Rural Payments Agency has said this applies if the area of the relevant horticultural crops that they grew in 2003 was not typical of their business. To apply for additional authorisations, growers must complete form SP10, which can obtained by calling 0845 603 7777, by June 30.  

ILLEGAL IMMIGRANT IN FARM LORRY  

A FARM MANAGER in Surrey got more than he bargained for when he bought a load of 50 heifers from Brittany, France. When the lorry was unloaded at Ryde Farm Estates, Ripley on Friday (June 10) the driver also discovered a Kurdish illegal immigrant in the back. "We don't know how he got on to the lorry, but he was obviously let on at some point," said Chris Chambers. "We called the police, who picked him up after half an hour."  

By Isabel Davies  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

DEFRA IS considering the introduction of monthly rather than quarterly start dates for the entry level scheme to ease ongoing application problems (News, June 10).  

The development has emerged after NFU president Tim Bennett claimed, during a speech at the Cereals Event on Wednesday (June 15), that DEFRA risked a "breach of contract" over  

the ELS.  

There was the ludicrous situation where many farmers still could not apply because the Rural Development Service could not supply the application maps needed, he said.  

The RDS was expected to update its computer software in the next few days, but if that did not improve the situation, then DEFRA had to announce a plan B, said Mr Bennett.  

In addition to allowing monthly start dates for agreements, the union wants the rules relaxed so farmers can submit applications without RDS-approved maps (see box for the union's other demands).  

Mr Bennett added that he would insist that modulation rates (5% in 2005, 10% in 2006) were adjusted downwards if the application process failed to improve.  

"I hardly need to point out that modulation will fund the ELS. If DEFRA cannot deliver an effective application process in the months ahead, there will not be the same need for funding in the first year, and in that case modulation rates must be adjusted."  

The technical problems that have caused difficulties have occurred both at the RDS and within the Rural Payments Agency. But the RPA has told FW that it has 200 people working on the issue, when it usually only has 20-30 on a part-time basis.  

Bill Duncan, head of the RPA's Central Scheme Management Unit, acknowledged that the agency was facing a significant workload, as it had more than 30,000 IACS 22s to process and another 15,000 new land registration requests. In a normal year the RPA processes 7000-9000 IACS 22 forms.  

"It is a heavy workload to get through, but we are focused on doing it," said Mr Duncan. "We did have technical issues which have been investigated and have largely been resolved. We are trying to prioritise those maps needed for ELS purposes."  

A spokeswoman from DEFRA confirmed that the RDS had tweaked its computer system again, and it hoped this would finally resolve the problems it was having.  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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MILK production in the new quota year continues at a comparatively low level - but there is no indication it is due to a decreasing number of producers.  

The latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency for May production show that at fractionally under 1,277 million litres, it was the lowest since the break-up of the Milk Marketing Board.  

The Milk Development Council notes that the volume is some 28m litres down on last year and that cumulatively, production for the milk year so far is 2,483m litres - just 10 million litres higher than the years of foot-and-mouth 2001/02.  

"Although production increased rapidly towards the end of the quota year, the continuing poor weather has meant production has slowed down significantly in 2005/06 so far. There may also be an element of farmers trying to benefit from level supply contracts; this could mean there will be less of a trough in autumn," said a spokesman.  

Final day for Single Payment forms before penalties apply  

234 words

Publication date: 10 June 2005

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 10

(c) 2005 CMP Information Ltd.  

TODAY is the final deadline for Single Payment Scheme application forms to be accepted by the Rural Payments Agency.  

By Wednesday, 120,176 application forms had been received at RPA offices around the country, with approximately 5,000 forms having been received after the May 16 deadline had passed.  

"Those forms received after the deadline will be subject to the 4 per cent per working day reduction in payment," said an RPA spokesperson. "Anybody who does still have a form to submit should go immediately to their local RPA office today and get the form in, as obviously posting it at this late stage is not an option.  

"It will also be possible for applicants in the South West to hand in their completed forms on the Defra stand at the Royal Cornwall Show today."  

Applicants who send forms in after today's deadline will be too late to establish entitlements under the Single Payment Scheme, added the RPA. "No payment entitlements will be allocated for 2005 and future years for applications received after this date."  

Farmers who submitted their form before the May 16 deadline and have not received an acknowledgement from the RPA to indicate their form has been received safely should contact the RPA on 0845-6037777. That receipt should be kept safe until at least the SPS claim has been paid.  

OPINION: Economy versus environment  
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DEFRA might not have endeared itself to all farmers since its inception in 2001 but one thing it is getting right is Environmental Stewardship.  

OK, so the administration of Entry Level Stewardship is leaving a lot to be desired, but that is only to be expected where the Rural Payments Agency is involved.  

Once these teething problems have been overcome the scheme offers major benefits to the environment, the taxpayer and farmers - albeit not major in financial terms.  

Environmental Stewardship is the flagship of Defra's drive to make Britain's farms greener and stimulate the rural economy.  

Some farmers have argued that schemes like ELS, funded through modulation, allied with the Single Farm Payment and cross-compliance, turn farmers into `park keepers', rather than producers of food.  

The reality is, however, that the huge changes taking place in farming this year are first and foremost about how taxpayers' money is spent, the importance of which in the modern political climate cannot be overestimated.  

ELS' wider benefit to farmers is that, along with equivalent schemes in the rest of the UK, it provides increased justification for continuing to give taxpayers' money to farmers.  

What a pity it is then, that the Government's right hand appears not know what its left hand is doing.  

Next week will see Blair and Brown fight tooth and nail with the European Commission and other member states to retain our budget rebate, while slashing the overall EU budget.  

One outcome of the talks, thanks to the UK's stance, will almost certainly be far-reaching cuts in EU rural development funding.  

It appears that when it comes to the crunch, green farming has never really stood a chance against the harsh economic realities that exist within the Treasury. This is despite all the good intentions that underpin Defra's sustainable food and farming strategy.  

A good deal for the Treasury next week could leave Defra in a mess. The UK is the only member state to press ahead with anything vaguely as ambitious as ELS. It might now have work out fairly quickly how to fund it from 2007.  

If the funds cannot be found from central budgets, the only alternative will be a massive hike in modulation rates, slashing Single Farm Payments to way below the EU average.  

So how did we get to this? If Defra failed to anticipate the current wrangling over the budget, it would constitute a mammoth lack of foresight given that the UK is driving the issue.  

Then again, perhaps Defra knew this was coming all along and has always been satisfied that if the funds from Brussels are not there, the money in farmers' SFPs will be.  

Low milk is a continuing trend.  

sam fortescue  
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DAIRY FARMERS in the UK produced the lowest volume of milk for May since the current system of recording began in 1994.  

A cold and often wet month meant that the Rural Payments Agency's provisional butterfat-adjusted deliveries came in at just 1.272bn litres, well behind last year's figure of 1.305bn litres and 75m litres below the Charles Holt/farmers weekly quota profile.  

Mr Holt blamed poor weather during May, but said that milk buyers' efforts to flatten production profiles with seasonality penalties could be having an effect.  

"Farmers have made a deliberate effort to change calving patterns and shed milk during the traditional spring flush. The fact that some are reporting excellent silage suggests grass quality has been good and points to factors other than the weather."  

In some cases, seasonality schemes had been too successful, according to consultant Derek Gardner of Promar International.  

The production figures deepen the year's cumulative deficit to a hefty 109m litres - nearly three days' production - after April also registered low milk production. It exceeds even last year's shortfall.  

But Mr Holt said the news did have a positive side. "There can be no justification for dropping prices because there's too much milk, and that's very good news for farmers."  

The quota market remains very quiet. Leased supplies were valued at 1.2p-1.8p/litre midweek depending on butterfat, while sale prices ranged from 6.5p-7.8p/litre. Jonathan Smith of BK Quota brokers said: "I can't see a lot of trade in the summer months."  

<E06C> <E046><E06F><E072> <E06D><E06F><E072><E065> on milk prices, see News, page 7.  
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MPs are putting pressure on the Government to make sure farmers are not penalised by the Rural Payments Agency's (RPA) handling of the Single Payment Scheme (SPS).  

By Tuesday (May 31), 39 MPs from various parties had put their signatures to an Early Day Motion (EDM) tabled by Conservative Shadow Agriculture Minister Jim Paice.  

It called on the Government to make interim payments to farmers based on historic payments to ease the cashflow problems caused by delayed SFPs. It also called for guarantees that no applicants for SPS or Entry Level Scheme would be penalised as a result of the RPA's failure to provide the necessary information for forms to be completed properly or on time.  

Mr Paice said: "The delays in rural payments are a direct result of the Government's botched handling of CAP reform and interim payments must be made to ease the cash flow problems that this has created. No farmer should be penalised because Government agencies are unable to provide the maps, forms and other information required to support applications."  

In practice, there is rarely time to debate EDMs but they do serve a purpose in drawing attention to an issue and canvassing support via the signatures of other MPs.  

Mr Paice has tabled 16 EDMs since the General Election. He has the support of 33 MPs calling on the Government to issue badger-culling licences in areas of severe TB infection, to continue developing TB vaccines and to step up research into alternative TB testing methods.  

Others are all for Government action on the supermarket Code of Practice, food labelling, food procurement, EU sugar reforms, bushmeat, illegal meat imports, animal welfare, biofuels and biomass.  

Final SPS cut-off point is looming  
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By David Boderke  

THE final cut-off point for anyone who has yet to submit a valid Single Payment Scheme application to the Rural Payments Agency is next Friday, June 10.  

This includes those people who have been advised by RPA that their applications are invalid and need to be amended before they can be accepted. To be valid, an application must be correctly completed and signed.  

The deadline also applies to anyone wishing to add extra parcels of land to their claims or, for land already declared on their field data sheets, to change the land use or the schemes being claimed.  

The RPA sent out some 147,650 SPS application forms and by the May 16 deadline had received 115,196. By this Wednesday afternoon this had risen to 120,114.  

The figures are in line with RPA projections for applicants to the new scheme. The agency does not expect everyone who received an application to apply as many will have sought duplicate forms, or found they were ineligible to receive SPS, while some of the forms will have been used to provide training.  

Urging everyone still to submit their valid application forms to do so by next Friday, Johnston McNeill, RPA chief executive, added: "This is the final day we can accept applications for allocating payment entitlements to SPS for this year and future years."  

A 4 per cent late claim reduction will be applied per working day to SPS payments relating to valid applications received between May 17 and June 10 inclusive. For amendments to valid applications, a 1 per cent reduction will be applied per working day to SPS payments relating to the parcels concerned if received by RPA between June 1 and 10.  

RPA Offices and Drop in Centres are open for applicants to deposit their completed forms between 8:30am and 5pm Monday to Friday, up until June 10.  

We were astonished to read your article (News, May 20) in which you reported the...  

D J Morris  
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We were astonished to read your article (News, May 20) in which you reported the Rural Payments Agency as claiming its handling of the introduction of the single payment scheme was successful. And that it claimed to have "responded quickly and efficiently to the high demand for information and assurance from potential SPS claimants contacting the customer service centre".  

Our experience of its service has been abysmal. In early April, we tried to contact the customer service centre, as we had a query regarding one of our field numbers. We needed an answer in order to complete our SP5 forms. In common with many other claimants, we were unable to get through on the phone helpline, despite numerous attempts, or to the Rural Land Register office. On April 9 we sent an email to the customer service centre. We had an immediate standard acknowledgement pledging to send a full reply within 15 working days. If this was not possible, we would be advised of the reason for the delay and when to expect a full reply.  

So we put our SP5 on hold and awaited the promised response. After delaying the completion of our claim for a full 15 working days, we received no further contact by email, post or phone. Eventually, as we were anxious to have our claim registered before the deadline, we submitted it with the query unanswered and had to enclose a covering letter, to which to date there has still been no response.  

"Quick and efficient"? Extremely unsatisfactory and inefficient in our view. The RPA's comments on its success in handling enquiries merely rubs salt into the wound.  

D J & E Morris  

The Hem Farm, Westley, Minsterley, Shrewsbury, Shropshire  

Your article on the Rural Payments Agency's self-proclaimed success (News, May...  

Jim Calcutt  
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Your article on the Rural Payments Agency's self-proclaimed success (News, May 20) caused me great amusement. It surely is the ultimate evolution of a bad set-up that the RPA can convince itself that it has done a good job. Your article about the Entry Level Scheme suggests a more accurate picture. By the last week of May I would imagine that almost no ELS forms had been completed properly. I have waited over six weeks for mine only to find they have been lost.  

Most farmers and their wives know how truly awful the system has been. But they also know that complaining will get them nowhere and prefer to save their energy and get the forms filled in.  

On BBC Radio 2 recently Mrs Beckett put forward blatantly anti-farmer views; she is no longer even neutral, let alone battling our corner.  

David Richardson's open letter (May 20) to Mrs Beckett makes some excellent points. But if he wants her to read it he should write for the Caravan Club magazine.  

Jim Calcutt  

College Farm, Hempton, Deddington, Oxon  

More late SPS applications  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has received a further 2,000 Single Payment Scheme applications since the May 16 deadline.  

By Tuesday afternoon, the RPA had received 118,186 forms. It had sent out about 140,000 application packs but some forms were duplicates where mistakes had been made, while some farmers will not have applied.  

Those farmers who sent forms in late will be penalised 4 per cent of their SFP per working day that they missed the deadline by. The RPA has had to send back just over 7,000 forms because they contained errors. By Tuesday afternoon all but 768 had been returned.  

Plea for interim pay to ease cash-flow  
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UNLESS interim payments are made to ease farmers' cashflow needs this autumn the effects will impact across the industry from input suppliers to the merchant trade, and beyond, says the Agricultural Industries Confederation.  

"We understand the complexities which the Rural Payments Agency face, but have formally asked them to look afresh at making interim payments," said David Caffall, AIC's chief executive. "The current timetable foresees payments being made in February 2006, some three months later than under the previous regime. While this is well within the payment window laid down by the Commission, there will not be sufficient money in the system to sustain the industry's requirements for arable and livestock inputs during this period," he said.  

"While there is no doubt that farmers will receive their Single Farm Payment in due course, the damage to cashflow brought about by a delayed payment will impact across the whole supply chain and threaten the viability of an industry already working on slender margins. That is why AIC is backing the call for interim payments which the NFU has already made," said Mr Caffall.  

RPA success claim is a sham.  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

FARMERS AND consultants have said they are astonished by the Rural Payments Agency's claim that its handling of the Single Payments Scheme was successful (News, May 20).  

George Paton, of Swindon-based WebbPaton, said his firm had filled in over 200 SP5's over the past 10 weeks, and his view was that the RPA's handling of the situation had been diabolical.  

"How it can have the arrogance to state that it was a success is beyond me," he said.  

Mr Paton said the majority of his clients had instructed his company to make claims for the National Reserve due to changes in their farming system.  

"This meant we had to telephone the Rural Payments Agency to ask questions. I do not feel there was one occasion when the RPA's call centre gave an answer which was adequate."  

Mr Paton added that the design of the SP5 was also appalling and adding up the hectares for totalling or working out set-aside on a large farm was extremely difficult. "It was obvious the person who designed it did not bother to fill in the form."  

Andrew Watts of Mentley Farm, Great Munden, Herts said he thought it was a little premature for the RPA to claim the introduction of the SPS was a success.  

"Farmers will agree with them only if the confusion and constant stream of amendments that have been a feature of the scheme thus far is resolved and everyone receives their payments promptly when the payment window opens.  

"We will give our report at the end of term, not after the first day. Self praise was never any recommendation."  

Writing from Oxon, Jim Calcutt of College Farm, Hempton added: "Your article on the RPA's form success caused me great amusement. It is surely the ultimate evolution of a really bad setup that the RPA can convince itself that it has done a good job."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Talking Point Peter Gadd.  
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DEFRA's decision to press ahead with the introduction of the Single Farm Payment Scheme flies in the face of common sense and will leave farmers out of pocket  

If it was not so serious, it would be laughable. Who in their right mind would introduce a system of agricultural reform with so little planning and only a limited supply of definitive information? Please fill in the blanks: D .  

Why did DEFRA not put back the introduction of the single farm payment and the Entry Level Scheme until its systems could cope and the Rural Payments Agency was fully restructured? Other EU states saw sense and have held off until January 2006. But, despite NFU warnings, DEFRA knew best.  

It would shower us with a plethora of informative roadshows and more explanatory booklets than I can shake a stick at. The last one, called More Questions than Answers, was published so late in the day it was an admission by another name of so many areas where DEFRA had not thought through the practical implications of the new scheme. There were 117 of them, and most had to be brought to their attention by the NFU.  

public assurance  

The Land Registry debacle goes on and still some farmers have not received their SFP claim forms. As recently as February this year at the NFU annual meeting we were given a public assurance that all the necessary resources would be in place in good time to effectively cope with the detailed answers that would be required of the RPA helpline staff. This public assurance was given by both Bill Duncan and Ron Scruton of the RPA. A deep breath may be required at this point.  

On Apr 12, Johnston McNeill, head of the RPA and other DEFRA policy staff were summoned to NFU Council to explain and be politely told to put it right immediately. How refreshing to be able to get through to talk to someone at the RPA helpline. I am now fluent in Geordie and fast becoming fluent in Indo-Asian Geordie.  

For the past 12 months the NFU has been highlighting to DEFRA and the RPA the potential problem areas of the introduction of the Single Farm Payment and the Entry level Scheme. Indeed, the concern particularly of not receiving payments on time was voiced by the NFU's Livestock Board in May 2004. Even at that time, the Livestock Board, together with many others, were predicting DEFRA's inability to get payments out at the start of the payment window in December 2005.  

Now we are told we will be lucky to get them by next March.  

There are some in our industry who would wish to see the application deadline pushed back. This must not and cannot happen. Not only are we now bound by European Commission rules, but we will not give DEFRA and the RPA any more excuses to push back the payment window. Furthermore, it would potentially weaken the industry's case for any charges against the department and the RPA for mal-administration in the future.  

business cashflow  

Does DEFRA not understand the phrase business cashflow? I understand department officials have had meetings with some of the major banks to highlight the potential problems the industry might experience this year. I also understand the banks have given assurances they will be able to help farmers in this difficult period before their monies arrive. But at what cost?  

Who will be invoiced for the extra cost of working capital? Who is paying the extra interest charges and who is paying the cost of additional arrangement fees? For many farmers, and particularly tenants, they are already at their maximum borrowing limit and many mixed livestock farms would normally start to receive payments in October. Many will soon require up to 20 month working capital finance and, at the same time, be pressured to sell into what will become very much a buyer's market. Many will have to sell at below budgeted income.  

DEFRA tells us to make more of the marketplace as our income source. Join the real world and ensure we're no worse off as a result of your lack of foresight. Will the department pay these extra finance charges? There's much talk about performance related pay these days.  

I wonder how DEFRA and the RPA would score in the real world of commercial enterprise. In the words of Alan Sugar: "You're fired."  

Cross compliance set to be next hoop to jump through  
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Got the form off? Well the next hurdle is cross compliance and many dairy farmers have yet to take on board the full implications of this. William Phillips (of P&L AgriConsulting in association with Kingshay Farming Trust) is part of the team of specialists delivering DEFRA approved advice and workshops to farmers in the West Midlands. Here he takes us through some of the key issues dairy farmers will have to consider.  

Cross Compliance inspections are already taking place so the first step is make sure you have studied the Defra information.  

It is vital you meet all the conditions of Cross Compliance to receive your full entitlement under the Single Payment Scheme. The good news is that most farmers will only have to tweak their management practices to meet the rules.  

Most of the rules are covered by two categories. Firstly, there are the existing legal requirements or Statutory Management Requirements (SMRs). Farmers already need to comply with these, with or without entitlements, or risk prosecution. Secondly, farmers will also have to keep their land in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC). It will be up to the RPA to assess whether a farmer is breaching the rules in either category. For SMRs, the inspectors can reduce your entitlement without an issue going anywhere near a court.  

The key points to consider are: * Cross compliance covers all agricultural land under your control. If you have entered land on your SP5 form, you need to meet cross compliance requirements for the whole year on that land. * If a breach is incurred by someone acting on your behalf - employees or contractors - you are responsible for the breach.  

* Some breaches (but not all) may be a criminal offence and could result in prosecution on top of loss of entitlement.  

So what are the areas most likely to affect dairy farmers? What are the highest risks and what actions can you take to eliminate them? 1. Groundwater (SMR 2)  

These rules have been in existence for some time, but there is pressure from many to tighten up controls. The main sources of risk for dairy farmers are animal waste, silage effluent, dirty water, parlour washings and milk. The risk areas can be split into two categories - around the farmyard and spreading.  

a) Around the farmyard * Silage effluent is high on the list and any signs of leakage from clamps should be stopped.  

* Run off from slurry stores, middens or muck heaps should be eliminated.  

* Cracks in silage clamps and concrete yards that are affected by slurry should be repaired and sealed or replaced.  

* Don't let slurry stores and effluent tanks get too full as this increases the risk of overflow.  

b) Spreading * Most important of all don't spread when ground conditions are unsuitable - saturated or frozen.  

* Don't spread at rates higher than the recommended rates (max 50 cu m per hectare in any one application and with a minimum 21-day break between applications).  

* If you irrigate, make sure that there is no run off and apply no more than 5mm per hour.  

* Be very wary of umbilical cord application - it's efficient but easy to apply too much.  

Think about preparing a waste management and risk assessment plan. Bear in mind the groundwater regulations apply to all farms. This should not be confused with the specific requirements concerning NVZs. 2. Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (SMR 4)  

If you are in an NVZ and are complying with the rules you will not need to change anything. However, you may get caught out if your record keeping isn't up to scratch.  

* Keep NVZ records up to date and make them a priority. The Environment Agency will want to see your records so have them available and correct.  

* Check your figures on a field by field basis and reconcile quantities of nitrogen applied to stock numbers and land available - these can all be verified so make sure they are as accurate as possible. 3. Animal identification (SMR 7 & 8)  

The animal identification rules are already in place. They are seen as a key part of public health policy and traceability of stock and will surely be enforced tightly. This is a high risk area - the penalties for lost ear tags or incorrect passports have been suffered by many. Like most cross compliance issues it will only be the attention to detail and record keeping that will prevent you from falling foul of these rules.  

4. Protection of hedgerows and watercourses (GAEC 14 & 15)  

These rules apply from July 15, 2005, or from when a growing crop is harvested.  

* Do not cultivate or apply fertiliser, manure or pesticides to land within two metres from the centre of the hedgerow or a watercourse. A watercourse must have at least one metre left as a margin (remember the ten metre rule for spreading manure next to a watercourse). * You are allowed to spot spray to control weeds but the emphasis is on spot.  

* You can cultivate to establish a green cover but only in 2005. * You can graze the strips and mow them.  

* These rules do not apply if the field size is less than two hectares.  

These rules should not be difficult to meet. Bear in mind that the strips must be at least two metres, not an average.  

5. Public Rights of Way (GAEC 8)  

There is a growing demand to access land by members of the public and if they consider that you are in breach of `farming rules', they can report you.  

* Don't block rights of way. Do maintain stiles and gates. In fact, go further and make it easy for people to walk your footpaths and it will keep most of them happy.  

* Don't disturb the surface of a footpath. If you have to in order to plough, you must make good the surface and indicate the route to the public within 14 days of the first disturbance if sowing, or within 24 hours for other reasons.  

6. Overgrazing and unsuitable supplementary feeding (GAEC 9)  

This rule may be particularly relevant if you out-winter heifers or dry cows, but is commonly misunderstood. It applies only to natural and semi-natural vegetation or fields with historic and environmental interest.  

As a guide, if your pasture has in excess of 25% to 30% ryegrass or other `production' species it is not natural or semi-natural and is outside the overgrazing and supplementary feeding issue. If it is classed within the definition you need to take special care if your actions will "adversely effect the growth, quality and diversity of the natural and semi-natural vegetation". In reality, using machinery to take feed to out-wintered stock may create the highest risk. If you need to feed animals on the grounds of welfare in adverse weather conditions you can, but make sure this is acceptable to the RPA.  

The biggest problem in this area may be soil erosion. If your cows are up to their knees in mud you are likely to have to take action, whether or not they are on natural or semi-natural grassland. 7. Waterlogged soil (GAEC 3)  

For dairy farmers, water logging is another area where there are misconceptions. These mostly relate to maize harvesting. Water logging is defined as when "the whole of the plough layer is saturated and filled by virtue of a high water table or perched water above a compacted sub-soil". This doesn't mean surface water automatically constitutes water logging. If your maize area is truly waterlogged you have a problem and should consider a different site.  

These are just some of the cross compliance rules that will affect dairy farmers. More rules are on the way, for example a risk based soil management plan needs to be drawn up in 2006 and implemented in 2007.  

The RPA (Rural Payments Agency) has the responsibility for ensuring all farmers comply with the rules. If you have breached them they will be empowered to reduce your entitlement.  

For example for a 150 cow dairy herd on 200 acres the entitlement could easily total around £20,000. From this the RPA can deduct 3% for each individual breach - that's £600. The RPA have discretion of 1-5% depending on severity). If the same breach is repeated within three years the reduction will be increased threefold up to a maximum of 15% - that's £3000.  

How can you find out about the rules? Firstly, everyone should read the cross compliance books from DEFRA - do it with a highlighter pen! Secondly get to a workshop or seminar and be prepared to ask questions. There are also very useful Q&A sections on the DEFRA and RPA websites.  

Further information * DEFRA has provided funding for on-farm workshops and demonstration farm walks across the country with the sole purpose of helping farmers understand the rules. To find out more call the Cross Compliance helpline (0845 345 1302) or visit the website ( www.crosscompliance.org.uk ).  

* Contact details: Will Phillips can be contacted on 01948 880 261 or through Kingshay on 01458 851 555.  

Cracks in silage clamps and concrete yards affected by slurry should be repaired.  

Run off from middens should be eliminated and spreading not done when the ground is frozen.  

`Crashing' software under fire  

509 words

Publication date: 20 May 2005

Source: Farmers Guardian

Page: 5

(c) 2005 CMP Information Ltd.  

By Alistair Driver  

THE Rural Payments Agency has denied claims that problems with its computers could force hundreds of farmers to miss out on the start of the Entry Level Stewardship scheme (ELS).  

The agency's GENESIS software used for mapping farmers' fields is working `satisfactorily', according to RPA official Bill Duncan.  

Mr Duncan was responding to criticism of the software by NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock. He claims to be one of many farmers whose fields cannot be mapped properly. In his case he says it is because the software cannot cope with large holdings. Mr Haddock is angry as this means he and many other affected farmers are likely be denied access to the ELS at the first attempt, even with the extension of the application deadline. Land must be mapped before farmers can apply.  

Mr Duncan played down the problem, however. "The GENESIS software for providing maps is working satisfactorily and business rules are in place. There have been some technical problems with providing maps where large areas are involved and we expect to have a solution in place for this shortly. This is currently not a significant issue, however," he said.  

The RPA blames higher than expected demand for the backlogs, with currently about 20,000 IACS 22 forms used for mapping land in the pipeline plus any further requests for field changes that have been made in Single Payment Scheme applications.  

The agency says it has a `planned programme' to complete this work by late summer. It has introduced additional new contractors and is in the process of adding further resources. Mr Duncan promised that IACS forms needed for ELS would be given priority.  

His response did not placate Mr Haddock. The Devon farmer claimed the RPA had tried to update the software but when his regional RPA office in Bristol tried it out on his land recently, it `crashed'. He was told it was unable to cope because his farm - 1,000 acres split over four holdings - was too big.  

"They told me I'd got over 100 fields, which I haven't, and that the software couldn't cope. I suggested splitting my holding into four but that didn't work either," Mr Haddock said.  

"The new software does not work. They have been trying to sort my maps out for over a month and I have no idea when they will be ready. Even though it has been extended, there is little chance of meeting the deadline to get into the ELS scheme at the first opportunity so I will miss out on the payments through no fault of my own. But I doubt if they will stop my modulation payments."  

He wants Defra to pay him and other farmers denied access the £12/acre ELS payment rate from the August 1 entry date so they are not penalised for the RPA's mistakes. "The RPA needs to be made accountable for this. They have failed to deliver what they promised and heads should roll," he said.  

Bradshaw stays in charge of welfare and TB strategy  
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THERE will be no change at the helm of the Government's TB strategy, with Ben Bradshaw retaining his role as Animal Welfare Minister in the new Defra team.  

Elliot Morley, as Minister of State for Climate Change and the Environment, will be responsible for the Environment Agency, the climate change review, climate change aspects of agriculture, transport and the environment and genetic modification.  

His role will also take in sustainable consumption and production, floods and coastal defence and business and the environment.  

Mr Bradshaw's responsibilities will incorporate the Animal Health and Welfare Strategy, the Animal Welfare Bill and the State Veterinary Service, Veterinary Laboratories Agency and Veterinary Medicines Directorate. His duties will also include local environment.  

Lord Bach, Food and Farming Minister, will have responsibility for the food industry, levy bodies, non-food crops, organics, and agri- environment. His responsibilities also include the CAP, Rural Payments Agency the Pesticides Safety Directorate and plant health, plant varieties and seeds.  

Jim Knight has taken over as Rural Affairs Minister, covering landscape and biodiversity.  

* The Shadow Defra team will be led by Oliver Letwin, who becomes Shadow Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.  

The Tories have now taken Transport away from Environment and made it a separate department.  

James Paice continues as Shadow Minister for Agriculture and Rural Affairs, while Owen Paterson's responsibilities remain animal welfare and fisheries.  

Bill Wiggin has joined the Shadow Defra team while retaining his position as Shadow Secretary of State for Wales.  

* The Liberal Democrats have announced that Lewes MP Norman Baker will combine the roles of Shadow Secretary for Environment, Rural Affairs and Animal Welfare.  

Andrew George has become Shadow Secretary for International Development.  

The rest of their environment and rural affairs team was expected to be announced this week.  

FARMERS WHO have been asked by the Rural Payments Agency to supply additional...  

Isabel Davis  
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FARMERS WHO have been asked by the Rural Payments Agency to supply additional information on historic reference data have been warned they should reply urgently because they risk delaying payments to all farmers.  

The RPA said it was waiting to hear from more than 1000 producers and the information was vital as it must be taken into account before it can calculate and pay the SFP.  

By Isabel Davies  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has told farmers weekly that it regards its handling of the introduction of the Single Payment Scheme as successful.  

Farmers may have branded the single farm payment application process a shambles, but the agency has claimed that it took a planned and responsive approach which drew on its experience of running IACS schemes.  

"At close of play on May 16 we had received 116,322 application forms," said the agency, in response to a series of questions raised by FW.  

"We are pleased that this figure suggests that the vast majority of farmers who wished to claim under the SPS submitted their form by the deadline. The result confirms the RPA's planned approach to introducing SPS has been successful."  

Referring to the accuracy of the information given out by the helpline, the agency admitted that "scope for inconsistency" had been introduced because the information provided to its operators had been updated so regularly.  

It also said it accepted there were lessons to be learned in dealing with the new customer base - which looks to have grown by about 20,000 farmers - and in particular in responding to large volumes of enquiries.  

The number of enquiries had exceeded expectations causing it to have to increase the number of people manning its helpline and extend its opening hours, it conceded.  

But it claimed: "The RPA responded quickly and effectively to the high demand for information and assurance from potential SPS claimants contacting the customer service centre."  

But NFU president Tim Bennett insisted that despite many meetings with the agency over the past two years it had seemed unprepared.  

"The NFU geared itself up to help its members, but frankly the RPA could have done a lot better. I don't think farmers feel they were treated very well."  

Mr Bennett said bearing in mind the process had been "less than perfect" the agency had to show flexibility as it processed applications. "We know that there will be some errors and we need common sense when genuine errors are being dealt with.  

"We are demanding flexibility and we don't want to hear the agency say OWe can't do this'."  

<E06C> For details of how the SFP application process went in Ireland, see p22.  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

NOT ALL my scribblings start with a weather report, although last week they did.  

John Lambkin  
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NOT ALL my scribblings start with a weather report, although last week they did. But after the past seven days I feel obliged to justify why we seem to have achieved so little with the sprayer since last week.  

Over the weekend of May 7/8 we had harsh north-westerly winds blasting us with hailstorms, but little actual rain. In fact, in the first two weeks of May we have only had 11.4mm. For the rest of the week the wind barely let up, varying between north and north west, with air temperatures dropping to below 2C and ground temperatures recording an amazing, for May, -5.5C.  

In fact, we had three night frosts in the week ending May 14, closing down the sprayer completely, even if we could run the gauntlet of gusting winds.  

Both peas and sugar beet need herbicides badly, but with leaf tissue bruised by weather more typical of February than May, we have proceeded with caution.  

The dry, cold conditions have also caused us to hold back with growth regulators to wheat, and even fungicide treatments at growth stage 32 to later drilled fields have stayed in the chemical store for the time being.  

But two of our favourite weeds at Sacrewell have failed to be daunted by the elements. Both cleavers and volunteer potatoes are romping ahead in cereals and sugar beet.  

The use of Starane at present temperatures, especially with night ground frost, is a waste of time and money, but we intend to press on with a first dose of Shield (clopyralid) on the sugar beet to contain the competition for potatoes at least.  

The last of the oilseed rape from 2004 harvest at Sacrewell is being loaded. This is the final 40t surplus to the energy crop contract moved last November, which sold for £164/t before levies and weighbridge charges were deducted. The balance, however, was sold on contract last month for £125/t plus bonuses for oil and moisture, but will be well short of the figure we achieved last autumn.  

The energy aid of £15.46/ha has yet to be paid by the Rural Payments Agency, despite many phone calls to its office in Newcastle. This represents £621.65 plus the same figure again already deducted from our payments by the merchant/processor.  

Having spent many hours worrying about our Single Farm Payment Scheme, I managed to complete all our paperwork and despatch it with a week to spare, but not before taking professional advice from Matthew Ward of Strutt and Parker.  

Fortunately for me, Mr Ward lives near Huntingdon and works in Grantham, so placing the road block on the A1 to divert him via Easton Lodge with promise of coffee was not too difficult. Two hours poring over our papers and maps had the draft complete and left me to replace pencil with pen and finish it off. For me that was professional fees well spent and gave me sufficient confidence to sit down with the trustees of the William Scott  

Abbot Trust to complete the forms for Sacrewell a few days later.  

Sacrewell Lodge had some interesting variations. For many years they have grown potatoes and in the past three we have sub-let land to specific potato growers to make use of irrigation water and our facilities. A new agreement had to be set up this year with the arrival of the Single Farm Payment Scheme, allowing our tenant to both establish and activate entitlements, but to ensure that these will be transferable to the landlord on the termination of the tenancy. Our thanks to Simon Blandford of Smiths Gore - agents to the trustees - for this simple but competent document.  

The Processors and Growers  

Research Organisation has been resident on site at Sacrewell for many years and have a field in a five-year rotation. But since its occupancy is regarded as a licence, rather than a full tenancy, other arrangements have had to be made to cope with that special situation.  

Digital maps for the permanent grass at Sacrewell have not arrived in time. This is land that is outside our contract arrangement with the Trust, but nonetheless needs to be registered under the new scheme for the future. I am relieved to report that this application, too, now resides in the offices of DEFRA, and like every farmer and grower up and down the land, we await the outcome and will be very surprised if we have not got something wrong, but just how big the mistakes will be, only time will tell.  

Since it is now over 12 months since  

we submitted our claim for oilseed rape energy aid and nothing as yet has been forthcoming, we had better not hold our breath for a swift outcome under the new scheme.  

Don't miss the SPS deadline  
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FARMERS have been reminded on the eve of the Single Payment Scheme deadline that late applications will result in severe financial penalties.  

The Rural Payments Agency will dock 4 per cent from Single Farm Payments for each working day that goes by after Monday's (May 16) deadline until they receive the form. No applications will be received after June 10.  

The agency was expecting a last minute rush at the end of this week and over the weekend. By Wednesday morning, 51,107 forms had been received out of 145,000 sent out to farmers in England.  

A spokeswoman said the agency was geared up for the rush. Extra staff had been put on and regional offices would be open over the weekend so farmers could drop the forms in personally. She advised farmers sending forms in by post to obtain proof of postage.  

A lot of forms are still having to be returned and she urged farmers to scrutinise them very carefully before submitting and make sure they sign and complete them in all the right places. Corrections must be dated and initialled and correction fluid not used.  

Traders take slice of funds  
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Farmers are often made to feel guilty for their single farm payments, but figures released by the Rural Payments Agency confirm that the real CAP winners are not farmers but trading companies.  

And in the top 20 of CAP beneficiaries in the UK, export refunds have ensured that dairy trading companies feature strongly receiving more than £87m in 2003/2004.  

All payments to trading companies were, however, dwarfed by Tate and Lyle and a number of its subsidiaries which received more than £127m from the RPA.  

Number two in the top 20 was Meadow Foods, which received £26m. The Chester-based business has reported sales of £180m and employs 280 people.  

Places seven and eight also went to dairy trading companies, Philpot Dairy Products - the export trading arm of Dairy Crest - and the Belfast-based trader Fayrefield Foods Ireland.  

Other dairy companies in the top 20 were Nestle, Dale Farm Ingredients - a subsidiary of Northern Ireland's United Dairy Farmers co-operative - and Milk Supplies Ltd, another trading company.  

Half of forms in - but late rush expected.  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE FINAL deadline for single farm payment application forms to be completed and returned is just three days away. But at least half of the forms were yet to be received by the payment agencies as farmers weekly went to press on Wed (May 11).  

The Rural Payments Agency had received just 54,336 applications by Wed lunchtime, but over the past few weeks it has sent out in excess of 145,000 application packs.  

The Welsh Assembly said it had received 8620 by Wed and was waiting for another 11,380. Figures were not available from the Scottish Executive.  

An RPA spokeswoman said she was unable to confirm how many forms were outstanding as the agency was not sure how many forms would be returned in the end. But she said even if there were just 100,000 to come, then "we are only halfway there."  

penalties  

She urged producers to make sure they got in their forms before the close of play on Mon (May 16), warning applicants that if they failed to do this they would face tough penalties. Offices will be open on Mon from 8.30am until 5pm.  

Reductions of 4% per working day apply to all late applications up to Jun 10, she said. Applications received after Jun 10 will be rejected.  

The spokeswoman reminded farmers that all RPA offices and drop-in centres would remain open over the weekend so producers could hand-deliver forms. Opening hours will again be from 8.30am to 5pm. The helpline will also be open (0845 603 7777).  

NFU president Tim Bennett said it was essential that farmers did return their forms on time as it was their one chance to establish entitlements.  

He said he was not altogether surprised that so many forms had been returned in the last week. But he said it was not just down to farmers leaving things to the last minute. "A lot of farmers have held on because the advice has changed as things have moved on," he said.  

But even before the deadline has been reached some consultants are warning that farmers have been given little chance of completing the forms accurately.  

William Phillips, director of Shrops-based P&L AgriConsulting Ltd, told FW the situation had been absolutely ludicrous.  

"The staff at the RPA - probably through no fault of theirs - are hopelessly unqualified to answer the complex and critical questions [that farmers want answering].  

"Their answers are so vague and unless really pressed inaccurate. What chance is there of completing these forms correctly?"  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Busy time at livestock sales.  
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A flurry of livestock deals has kept James Crosbie Dawson busy  

in the past few weeks. Robert Harris reports  

AFTER LOSING 14 sixth-lactation cattle to the BSE cohort scheme at the beginning of April, James Crosbie Dawson has been busy buying replacement stock.  

First call was Taunton Livestock Centre, for the dispersal of the well-known Hants-based Rosmond herd of pedigree Holsteins. Mr Crosbie Dawson came away £6000 lighter after buying five young milkers.  

The next day he wrote another cheque, this time for £7000, for six cattle from the Chavenage dispersal in Glos. "The cattle were young, under three lactations, and all are in calf to Holstein bulls bar one. They should give 9000 litres a year, and I'm sure they will make worthy replacements."  

The new arrivals are also low cell count stock, something that will help Mr Crosbie Dawson in his battle to produce cleaner milk. Deductions for March milk payments hit 3p/litre as cell counts went above 400,000, exacerbated by keeping back the cohorts. April deductions were 1.5p/litre. The spot cell count figure is now back below 250,000.  

cull harder  

"However, we have to get below that figure on a rolling annual basis. I have made a decision to cull harder, and eight high cell count cows will go next week. It's a great pity, there is nothing wrong with the milk. It  

seems to me that cell count is a good  

excuse for dairies to buy cheap milk."  

After six months with Dairy Farmers of Britain, Mr Crosbie Dawson has decided to stay with the co-op. Assuming no penalties and including volume bonus, it pays about 19.5p/litre for the London liquid supply contact, before the 1p/litre capital deduction.  

"Having not been very enthusiastic, I am attracted by the simplicity of DFB's payment scheme, and it is a better price than I originally thought. Had it all been explained a bit better at the start, it would have saved a lot of hassle."  

The only question mark now is this week's announcement that DFB's chief executive, Malcolm Smith, has left to develop other business interests. "I think he has helped to keep the pressure on for better milk prices, so it is not very good news."  

Worried that an end to the over 30-month scheme could destabilise the beef market, Mr Crosbie Dawson  

decided to sell 38 Holstein bulls rather than finish them. "I got £245 for 26 born last August, and £200 for the rest born in the autumn.  

"I reckon they have cost me about £120 to get them this far, so that leaves a similar margin to finishing them last year, including subsidy."  

The farm's 540 ewes have produced 780 lambs. "It could have been better - I shall have to get tougher on some older ewes. Some have unsound udders, and we have had a lot of trouble with prolapses.  

sums better  

"But the cull trade is pretty good, with £35 a ewe possible. Even at £80 for replacements, the sums are much better than they have been."  

Final results show that last year's lamb sales hit 770 from the 460 ewes that lambed, a figure of 170%. Losses from turnout to sale were 4%. "We averaged £47 a lamb - that's a pretty good price."  

Despite having only 167mm (6.6in) of rain in the first four months of the year, about two-thirds of normal, all crops are looking well.  

Staff have applied T1 sprays on the 187ha (462 acres) of wheats, using either Opus Team or Opus at 0.75 litres and 0.5 litres/ha,  

respectively, plus 1 litre/ha of Bravo to control septoria and mildew.  

Oilseed rape has received a mid-flower spray of cypermethrin at 0.25 litres/ha to control seed weevil and pollen beetle, and a late flowering fungicide to knock out alternaria and sclerotinia is due.  

With no sign of his single farm payment form arriving through the post, Mr Crosbie Dawson rang the Rural Payments Agency and ended up downloading a form over the internet. "I have had to photocopy all the field sheets, and I just hope everything now goes smoothly." He and his adviser were busy thrashing out the final details this week.  

He has also run into problems with the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme. "They still haven't got the maps to me. The deadline for the first application is May 31. I could miss out on the first three months' payment worth £7/ha, a considerable sum on a farm of this size."  

A recent survey by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds revealed 31 species on the farm, including blackcap, chiffchaff, firecrest, linnet, yellowhammer and whitethroat. "The RSPB chap was delighted. Once the ELS scheme is in place we might even increase that tally locally," says Mr Crosbie Dawson.  

<E06C> robert.harris@rbi.co.uk  
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THE Welsh Assembly has issued guidance for English registered farmers with Welsh Land. It said all English farmers who submitted an IACS 2004 with land in Wales should have received an English Single Payment Scheme form as well as a Welsh Single Application Form (SAF) sent direct by the Rural Payments Agency. If an English farmer with land in Wales had not received a Welsh SAF they should contact the RPA Help line on 0845 603 7777.  

Farmers who continued to experience difficulties could contact their nearest Welsh Assembly divisional office or its Operational Branch, at Ffynnon Las, Cardiff.  

Scrapie cull derogation?  
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THE European Commission is to be asked for a derogation to allow producers affected by the sheep scrapie cull to remain eligible for the Hill Farm Allowance 2006, says the Rural Payments Agency.  

This will apply where the cull may have left producers with too few animals to meet the minimum stocking density for the scheme.  

If the derogation is accepted, affected producers will be invited to supply evidence of their involvement in the cull and to sign a declaration to restock in the future. Payment will then be considered.  

Bank aims to bridge payments gap  
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By Vic Robertson  

A LEADING national bank is about to set out on a series of roadshows to sell farmers more credit to help tide them over what is expected to be a lean period as they adjust to the new EU farm policy.  

But agricultural specialists with the NatWest Bank have warned that too many farmers are still burying their heads in the sand by expecting the new system of decoupled support to bale out declining incomes.  

Speaking at a London news conference, Ian Kenny, the bank's agricultural policy chief, said that while the new policy was initially similar in fiscal terms, farmers would begin to `feel the pain' as various reductions began to filter through.  

These included modulation, involving transfers of payment from farm support to rural development, the application of a national reserve and financial discipline, as EU agricultural support funds hit the buffers.  

These alone could see the EU farm support measures cut by 23 per cent by 2010-2012 against last year's levels. Actual levels of cuts depended on farming systems. Hill beef and sheep farms would see a £10,000 reduction against £7,000 for similar upland units while dairy units would be looking at £5,000 and arable at £21,000.  

In addition, farmers faced the pressures of EU expansion, with MEPs having recently agreed to the accession of Bulgaria and Romania, and global trade liberalisation. The problems attached to the `one per cent club' anxious to limit state contributions to EU funds were also unknown.  

"The industry does know that things are going to get a bit tighter from now on. This means they should start talking to their bank managers now as well as having more structured meetings with their partners and advisers," said Mr Kenny.  

He said the problem was more immediately acute in England, due to the adoption of an area payment system of support and likely delays in payments by the Rural Payments Agency. But eventually some of these problems would appear in Scotland as it crossed over from the historic payments system.  

He warned against over-eager moves by farmers into having EU support payments paid in euros. This move was too dependent on currency and interest rate fluctuations, he said. But he did suggest there were opportunities for more land purchase in Eastern Europe.  

At the end of the day, he suggested there were lots of choices and opportunities for UK farmers under the new regime, particularly with a national capital value to borrowing gearing of more than 10 to one.  

Sign all sections to be sure of SPS benefits  
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By Joanna Baker  

ONE of the biggest mistakes being made on the Single Payment Scheme application forms submitted to the Rural Payments Agency to date is that applicants are forgetting to sign some sections. "Mistakes over signing are the biggest issue so far because people are not signing all the sheets they need to," said NFU Single Payment Scheme adviser, Richard Wordsworth, this week.  

"Make sure you sign every RPA form that has a signature box on."  

He added that where applicants were making amendments they should make an initial so the RPA knew the actual applicant had made a change and not anyone else.  

"Whatever happens do not use white fluid corrector on the form, if you make a mistake just cross it out and initial it.  

"The other problem is that people are ticking `yes' on the base SP5a form to establish and activate entitlements, but they aren't indicating that on the annexe 5b which is critical to the application."  

Over the `status' box, he said applicants must state who they were clearly.  

"If you are a partner or owner in the farm, say you are, so that the RPA can clarify who you are. Also those that are a National Reserve case must give the RPA as much information as is suggested in the guidelines.  

"If you are an investor who has taken on extra land, for example, don't just tick the relevant box on the SP5a form and then not add more details, make sure you provide the relevant documents and evidence. "Additionally, if applicants are posting their forms they should make sure they use a form of post that assures it will be delivered on time by May 16," added Mr Wordsworth.  

Submit SPS forms `now' to avoid deadline chaos  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE 100,000 farmers in England who have still not submitted their Single Payment Scheme applications are being urged to do so soon as possible to avoid last minute chaos.  

With the May 16 deadline looming, the Rural Payments Agency had only received 14,884 completed forms by this Wednesday afternoon out of 116,000 it had sent out to English farmers.  

Of those received, 1,916 (about 13 per cent) have had to be returned because of errors, many of them straightforward. In many cases farmers are delaying filling in their forms until they receive all the relevant information from the agency.  

The guidance is being updated all the time - the latest update on field areas appeared on Wednesday, for example - and there have been major difficulties getting the right advice from the call centre, on top of well-documented problems with the mapping process.  

There is now real concern within the RPA about the workload it faces in processing the applications over the next fortnight given the number of forms still to come in and the percentage returned.  

In a statement on Wednesday, agency chief executive Johnston McNeill said: "The SPS is the most important change in agriculture in the last 30 years.  

"We urge all applicants to read the policy documents we have supplied and to get their signed applications to us as soon as possible before the May 16 deadline.''  

NFU president Tim Bennett echoed the message, urging farmers to submit forms well in advance of the deadline.  

"It is vitally important that these forms are submitted by the deadline. This is a one-off opportunity for farmers to establish entitlements under the new SPS.''  

Late applications will be accepted until June 10 but subject to substantial penalties. Mr Bennett expressed concern that some producers have not yet even received their application packs, although the RPA said it was not aware that this was a major problem.  

A spokeswoman said anyone who had not got a pack should: * Contact the customer service centre on 0845 603 7777. It is open 7.30am to 6pm Monday to Friday. It will be open between 9am to 5pm at weekends, including this Bank Holiday Monday, until May 16. * Download forms from website  www.rpa.gov.uk . This has been possible since last Friday.  

* Collect forms in person from RPA offices at Bristol, Carlisle, Crewe, Exeter, Newcastle, Newmarket, Northallerton, Nottingham, Reading Worcester and  

Workington during working hours.  

Mr McNeill issued advice to farmers intended to make the process as smooth as possible.  

He urged them to check the publications sent giving advice on the process before calling the service centre and not to clog it up with inappropriate questions.  

"Our CSC is available to help applicants deal with specific questions on the scheme.  

"RPA stresses that it is unable to give business advice or to help in completing the form page by page. Calls of this nature prevent applicants with specific questions from getting through to the CSC.''  

He said if farmers had concerns about any of the details when completing their forms, they should outline, in a covering letter, the approach they had taken and enclose it with the completed form. "Please check your form carefully before you submit it, making sure that you have completed and signed all sections, and that you have initialled and dated any corrections.  

"Finally, we suggest you take a copy of your completed form before returning it to us - this will be useful if we have to contact you with any queries at a later date.''  

The agency spokeswoman said one of the most common errors causing forms to be returned was that farmers were not signing them in all the necessary places.  

"There are still a lot of forms to come in. Our message to farmers is, please, if you have a form sitting on your mantelpiece, look at it this weekend, fill it in and check it very carefully before sending it off.''  

catalogue of errors a cause for concern.  

Jessica Buss  
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PRODUCERS CONSIDERING joining ELS should give close scrutiny to the contents of the envelope from the Rural Payments Agency, urgently.  

"I've already discovered discrepancies which could have proved costly," says Jim Birkett. "There were errors relating to certain fields on the farm map produced by the RPA. And if it's happened to me it's probably happened to others." He recalls these are not unlike problems when IACS was introduced.  

missing fields  

On the Environment Agency master map of the farm sent to Mr Birkett last autumn, all fields are clearly numbered. But the latest map relating to SFP and ELS does not show all fields. And the pre-printed ELS form failed to identify two fields.  

"When I spoke to DEFRA, it didn't seem unduly concerned and told me to add the field numbers to the relevant section on the pre-printed form. But producers need to be careful. This application for SFP and ELS is once and for all and any discrepancies won't be rectified in favour of the producer."  

defra letter  

A covering letter from DEFRA states: "It could be that fields on your final maps are not printed on your enclosed maps. However, please be reassured land is registered."  

Mr Birkett adds: "It's a good get-out for DEFRA. When a producer makes an error he has to cope with the consequences. Seemingly, when  

DEFRA makes an error it's OK."  

Deadline same despite trouble.  

Isabel Davis  
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FARMERS NEED to start filling in their single farm payment application forms because the deadline for their return remains May 16 despite current problems.  

A Rural Payments Agency spokeswoman urged farmers not to leave the forms until the last minute. "Open those envelopes up and get your form in as soon as possible," she said.  

The RPA has stressed that the 16 May is a regulatory deadline and must be observed if late submission penalties are to be avoided.  

"Late applications will be accepted up to 10 June 2005 but will be subject to substantial late claim penalties. Applications received after 10 June will be rejected."  

The message to get on with filling in the forms has also been repeated by the NFU. President Tim Bennett said: "It is vitally important that these forms are submitted by the 16 May deadline. This is a one-off opportunity for farmers to establish entitlements under the new SPS.  

"There are many issues that the NFU is still pursuing with DEFRA/RPA, including the issue of the SPS payment timetable and advance payments. However, the key issue for producers is to get the forms in.  

"Producers who have not received an application pack from the RPA should contact the RPA customer service centre on 0845 603 7777 if they have not already done so."  

Late forms hamper SFP claim.  

Andrew Shirley  
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With less than three weeks to go until the single farm payment deadline, our Management Matters farm in Lincs still hasn't received its claim form. Andrew Shirley reports  

CHRIS DOWSE, manager of Sir Richard Sutton's Settled Estates near Market Rasen, says the situation would be laughable if it wasn't so serious.  

"What can you say? It's ludicrous." Mr Dowse says the Rural Payments Agency hasn't provided any sort of explanation. "It just keeps saying we should be getting the forms soon. It really is an absolute nonsense.  

"When the form does eventually arrive we'll just have to burn the midnight oil and get it done." But he is under no illusions about the enormity of the task. Combined with owner Sir Richard Sutton's estate in Berkshire, the claim will cover over 4050ha (10,000 acres) and last year's IACS application  

included over 90 field data sheets.  

Mr Dowse has used Farmplan software to help with IACS claims but has only just received the disk needed to update the package to cope with the single farm payment. "Farmplan tells me DEFRA has only just given its approval for the disk. I think the entire scheme shouldn't have been introduced for another year."  

In common with many farmers, the estate's digital maps have also not been updated correctly by the Rural Land Register. Coupled with the work needed to make a last-minute claim for the SFP, Mr Dowse says this means he is unlikely to be joining the entry level environmental stewardship scheme at the earliest opportunity.  

"I'm aiming for the July 31 slot, with a start date of Nov 1. There is no way we can make the first date."  

And he is not impressed by  

DEFRA's guidance notes for filling in the SFP claim form either. "Some of it is gobbledygook. The people I feel most sorry for are those farmers with a large acreage that they manage on their own. They've got to cope with all of this and get on with the normal everyday stuff."  

Luckily for the estate, the "every<00AD>day stuff" is improving. A spell of good weather means most of the spring drilling campaign has been completed. "Spring has been lousy until this week, so we are a little bit behind, but you can't force it at this time of year," says Mr Dowse.  

Because of the wet autumn, spring has been busier than normal. Spring wheats would usually be avoided, but this year Mr Dowse has had to opt for nearly 60ha (147 acres), while an extra 120ha (300 acres) of spring barley has been planted. An additional 90ha (226 acres) of spring beans, out of a total of 225ha (556 acres), have been drilled.  

About 135ha (334 acres) of dried peas are also in the ground already, and Mr Dowse is just waiting for the go ahead from the vining pea group that he belongs to to start drilling that crop. And 121ha (300 acres) of industrial linseed on set-aside will go in as soon as possible. "If the weather holds we'll have a big push and get it all in."  

The lack of accurate digital maps means Mr Dowse is not entirely sure exactly how much set-aside he will need to meet the 8% quota under the SFP, but he is planning to include a bit extra just to be sure and will explain this in a covering letter with the form. "I think there are going to be a lot of covering letters."  

Although he is generally happy with progress and the development of the crops that have already been drilled, Mr Dowse accepts that the extra spring cropping will hit profitability. "In all probability we will take a gross margin hit. But this will be insignificant compared with the hit we may have to take on prices."  

So far Mr Dowse has sold about a quarter of his wheat forward, but is very concerned about values. "The outlook is not very good at the moment and things are looking fairly bleak. Everybody is predicting reasonable yields around the world."  

His latest sale to grain trader Gleadell, which buys all of the estate's combinable crops, was for about 500t of wheat with delivery in May 2006. Mr Dowse says he got about £5/t over the current spot value. "I was persuaded to sell because there was a seven in the number."  

Marketing the meat from the estate's small herd of Lincoln Reds is proving less tricky. The first bullock of the season has just been slaughtered and there is already a waiting list of 47 for the boxed beef, driven purely by word of mouth. However, output is set to double to six animals this year. "I am not sure if it will be as easy to sell that many."  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

THE EXPERT who has helped us with our IACS forms in the past and is doing the...  
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THE EXPERT who has helped us with our IACS forms in the past and is doing the same with our Single Farm Payment applications this year tells me we are among the lucky ones. One small area of woodland apart, which we propose to ignore for Entry Level Scheme purposes, our maps are correct and the fields all have the right numbers.  

Our expert, who has completed aid applications for about 25 farms, including ours, for several years tells me only about five of his batch are in the same fortunate position. The others have fields missing from maps, inconsistent field numbering, some have no maps, some no application forms and so on.  

The Rural Payments Agency or its external contractors has generated this catalogue of mistakes and omissions. From reports in farmers weekly and other publications it is clear that his experience is the norm and that the whole mess could take many months to sort out.  

The RPA has doubled its staff to deal with it but not, it seems, with people who know anything about farming or the problems the rash of new schemes have created.  

Friends who have phoned in with questions have, once finally connected, been asked to explain the difference between cross-compliance and the Entry Level Scheme. On enquiring about the status of sugar beet they have been met with a long silence, then asked: "What's sugar beet?"  

So it goes on and there seems little appreciation by some of those manning the helplines of the urgency or the importance of answering questions quickly and correctly.  

There has clearly been a failure at the RPA to anticipate the enormity of the task. It was always going to be difficult, given the simultaneous launch of a rash of new policies - SFP, cross-compliance and environmental stewardship to name but three. But I have it on good authority that they closed down some of their sub-contractors offices for nine months because they did not expect they would have enough to do.  

It might all have been a bit easier if the instructions on how to fill in the new and complicated application forms had been written in an intelligible way in the first place. As anyone who has tried to understand them will know they are full of apparent contradictions, impractical demands and gobbledegook.  

Why else would they have had to issue other booklets explaining them first? Why else would they have had to send out yet another one containing 117 frequently asked questions? Why else would RPA officials facing audiences of farmers desperate to get their forms filled in correctly and secure their income for the next eight years be unable to answer so many of the points put to them? And where will the money come from to pay for those extra publications and the postage? The SFP fund perhaps?  

Margaret Beckett, before she disappeared from DEFRA for the election campaign, said she was "bloody livid" at the situation. Many farmers know how she feels. But it is ultimately her responsibility to get the job done and there is no hope of doing so by the mid-May deadline.  

Election campaign or not, someone at DEFRA must recognise the seriousness of the situation and put back the deadline. He or she must also ensure that the delay that is entirely the fault of government does not penalise applicants. For as modulation kicks in and the value of SFPs reduces by an average of about £1/acre/month, there is a real possibility that late payments might be lower than early ones.  

Could it be that DEFRA's laid back response to all this is deliberate? Might the Treasury have engineered it to save a bit of money and pocket the fines that SFP forms incorrectly completed will attract? I don't know. I'm only asking the questions. But I think we should be told.  

Drawing a blank on datasheets  
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Drawing a blank on datasheets  

I am, like so many farmers, fighting my way to fill in the single payment scheme forms. Trouble is I cannot get started because less than 5% of our field data was pre-printed on to forms. So I am trying to get blank field datasheets out of DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency, but it is proving impossible.  

Multiple engaged phone calls, two emails and one successful phone call have still not led to the delivery of blank forms.  

I suspect I am not the only one with the problem.  

Jane Dowler  

Manor Farm, Ilmington, Shipston on Stour, Warks  

Ran out of ink for application forms  
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Ran out of ink for application forms  

When I received the single payment scheme application packs for our two holdings on Mar 1, neither application form was included. Despite several e-mails and hours spent trying to get though on the helpline, I could not get the matter resolved.  

Finally, I was told they would be sent out straight away, I waited 10 days, but nothing came. On Apr 8 I managed to get through once again only to be told that 20,000 forms had still to be printed, and that the printers had run out of ink. Printing would start again on Apr 13 and the forms would be sent out a week later.  

I hope the Rural Payments Agency will be as understanding as I have had to be if my forms are late. I, too, have run out of black ink.  

Nigel Parker  

Newton Farm, Herefordshire nhparker@stokelacy220.fsnet.co.uk  

CAP SPECIAL: Farming becomes asset management  
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This year's Common Agricultural Policy reforms are affecting every single farmer. Over the next year we will follow the progress of a handful of farmers to look at how they cope with the threats and opportunities the changes present. This week we feature three farmers grappling with the application process and ask how decoupling will alter the way they run their businesses.  

By Alistair Driver  

THERE was a time when being a farmer primarily involved farming. Encouraged by the Common Agricultural Policy, set up in 1957 to ensure the permanent availability of affordable food, the main objective was to produce food.  

While the CAP guaranteed an income for what farmers churned out, they could afford to turn a blind eye to the market. There was little incentive to look after the environment.  

Today, as Lincolnshire farmer Paul Bennett observes, things are very different. "Farming today is like asset management. It is about balancing all the assets at your disposal, including the environment, your buildings, the features on your farm, as well as those linked to farming," he said.  

Mr Bennett, in partnership with his wife, Flora and two full-time staff, runs an 840-acre farm at Brackenborough, near Louth, of which 170 acres are rented. It is primarily arable but includes a suckler herd on 90 acres of grassland.  

Mr Bennett has a 10-year Countryside Stewardship agreement on his grassland, which includes payments to maintain the remains of a deserted medieval village. The cattle graze around the village, which shows the remains of roads, drainage systems and housing.  

He promotes educational visits to the site by schools and other groups. The stewardship agreement also involves pond restoration, field margins, and hedgerow management.  

He lets out nine cottages on his land and is planning to convert an old coach house for self-catering accommodation.  

For him the CAP reforms are an extension of a change in farming philosophy that has been underway for some time. "You can no longer concentrate solely on farming. Like many other farmers, when it became harder to make money out of the arable business, we looked at other income streams.  

"The CAP reforms have further changed the thought process. Now that we are no longer concerned about producing to collect subsidy we have gone through the business and looked closely at it in terms of its costs and assets.  

"On one side are things like interest payments and rent and on the other we have the Single Farm Payment coming in, rent from the cottages, Stewardship, Entry Level Scheme and Flora's off-farm income. "Farming is still important but other elements of the business have increased in importance. That is part of a general change in farming, not just the CAP reforms," he said.  

Decoupling has affected the way he thinks about the way he farms. The emphasis is now much more on producing `crops that pay'. For example, he intends to maximise the number of rape followed by wheat combinations in the rotation and is planning to experiment with cheaper and quicker methods of rape establishment.  

He is also planning to make his business more flexible by selling some of his arable machinery and relying more on contractors. This will enable him to respond more quickly to market signals that suggest he should plant more or less of a particular crop.  

In theory decoupling allows farmers to take the radical step of stopping production altogether, or significantly reducing output, if the price signals are wrong. But he believes the real impact of decoupling on production will take time to filter through. "I don't think this effect will be as dramatic as some people think. It is not easy to stop production at short notice if you have full-time labour and capital invested. Also, you cannot predict what the price will be before you start sowing. For example, if you look at 2003, anyone that decided not to sow crops and then saw prices like that would be disappointed.  

"Over time, however, if people change their businesses to make them more flexible, production will become more responsive."  

He is going to `wait and see' before deciding what adjustments to make to his beef herd. "Without subsidy, we need about 250p/kg to make a profit. We are currently getting about 190p/kg but we are going to wait and see what happens.  

"However, the decision is complicated by the fact that we will need the cattle to graze and produce calves for the benefit of our public attractions," he said.  

His more immediate concern is applying for his Single Farm Payment and the ELS. Like thousands of others, he is frustrated by problems with the land mapping process. "For us the mapping process is going backwards. At the end of last year we needed minor adjustments. When the maps finally came back in March we had lost four fields, including some in the middle of the farm, and gained a neighbour's field. "In terms of the Single Payment Scheme it is not a big problem as there are blank spaces on the form to enter fields that have not been properly mapped. But where it is a total disaster is ELS. We are still waiting for IACS 22 forms for woodland we want to put in. At £30 per hectare the scheme is worth £9,000 a year to us and we want to start in August.  

"We have to decide whether to wait until the mapping is complete and delay getting back the money we paid out through modulation, or to enter the scheme now but without the woodland. This would cost us £1,500 over five years."  

He is fairly relaxed about his SPS application. He intends to sit down and fill in the form before the end of this month.  

The biggest decision is whether to establish entitlements on a small parcel of land he intends to sell in the future. If he does, he will lose the historic element of the payment once the land is sold. If he does not, he will miss the area payment as long as he owns the land.  

Another complication is that he bought land in 2000. As a result he will have to apply to the National Reserve for additional entitlements, a bureaucratic process requiring all sorts of documentation to prove the validity of the claim.  

Then there is cross-compliance. Here he is more concerned about possible additional inspections than the requirements themselves. Under the old regime he usually received his arable payments in November. He predicts he might not get his first decoupled payment - worth about £75,000 - until late spring 2006, later even than the Rural Payments Agency's official estimate of February.  

His grain is sold through Centaur and one option to ease the cash flow problems is to opt for increased advance payments on pooled grain. But that will not prevent him losing out heavily in terms of interest payments.  

He is a firm supporter of the direction of the reforms but like many farmers in England is unhappy with the way they are being handled.  

Cattle fraud investigations  
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INVESTIGATIONS are continuing into an alleged major cattle fraud, which Lancashire police say could eventually represent the biggest case of its kind in Britain.  

A Ribble Valley cattle dealer/farmer, who was originally arrested but released without charge in January, has had his police bail extended until July 13 pending further enquiries. It follows a joint operation between police, Trading Standards officers, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

As deadline looms, RPA offices run short of SPS forms  
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By Tom Levitt  

THE Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has made improvements to its call centre operations but there are still farmers who have not received their Single Payment Scheme (SPS) applications forms.  

NFU regional representatives this week said farmers were getting through to the call centre but were still uncertain when their forms would arrive.  

They said local RPA offices were meant to be stocking forms for collection but were actually only taking orders.  

"There has certainly been an improvement and we are getting through to the call centre now," said NFU North East regional director Richard Ellison.  

"Although they have set up a dedicated application hotline, we still have farmers who have not received their application forms yet. "We've been told that forms are available from the local RPA offices but have found out these offices are actually just taking orders and don't have any in stock."  

Mr Ellison added that while less than 5 per cent of farmers were affected, with less than a month to go before the May 16 deadline they needed assurances they would not be penalised for the RPA's poor service.  

Of the seven RPA offices in Reading, Carlisle, Crewe, Newcastle, Northallerton, Exeter and Nottingham contacted by Farmers Guardian, only Newcastle had any forms, although they were not sure how long stocks would last. Local offices are expecting to receive them by May 2.  

NFU East Midlands food and farming advisor Carol Puddephatt said call centre improvements did not mean other concerns had gone away. "I know they are also planning to ring people back this Saturday and Sunday in an effort to clear the backlog. But hiring extra call staff does not resolve a whole host of other issues, namely the mapping of land. "We want flexibility on all application errors so farmers are not being penalised for being given poor advice and service," added Mrs Puddephatt.  

NFU South West regional director Antony Gibson said the helpline was only soothing the situation and that a reprieve for farmers was inevitable.  

"The new staff cannot help the situation other than by offering a calming voice to frustrated farmers. I think it is inevitable they will have to announce an amnesty for incorrect applications. "The problem they have is that they do not want farmers to subconsciously stop making an effort to meet the deadline," added Mr Gibson.  

A spokesperson for the RPA said the May 16 deadline was regulatory and late applications would only be accepted up to June 10, 2005. "As with previous schemes RPA will of course, seek to use the obvious error provisions but if farmers have particular issues about their application, they should send in an accompanying letter setting out the necessary details."  

They added that with effect from April 23 the call centre would open between 9am and 5pm at weekends. The call centre is open between 7.30am and 6.00pm on weekdays.  

* For advice on filling in your SPS form see pages 16 and 17.  
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uk wants better rate  

for euro conversion  

THE UK is leading a push within the Council of Ministers in Brussels to secure a better deal for farmers over the exchange rates used for converting their single farm payment cheques from euros into  

sterling.  

Brussels' latest proposal is to take the European Central Bank's quoted exchange rate on Sept 30 in the year preceding the payment year, but non-euro member states have complained that using a single date would put the payment at the mercy of currency fluctuations. For 2005, that would mean a rate of 68.68p/<E045>, even though rates have been as high as 71p.  

Other proposals being considered by negotiators would use the average exchange rate over a fixed period of weeks or months. A decision is expected at the end of May.  

Meanwhile, the  

Rural Payments Agency says that farmers wanting euro payments should request them in writing by May 16. Any change back to  

sterling can only be made with a future SPF claim.  

photocopies may be ok for blank field data sheets  
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photocopies may be ok for blank field data sheets  

FARMERS WHO need extra blank field data sheets may use photocopied versions, but only if they are copied from their own application form.  

The Rural Payments Agency has said farmers need to first use the blank field data sheets (SP5B, SP5C and SP5D) issued with the application packs.  

But if extra supplementary sheets are required, RPA will accept the following:  

<E06C> The continuation sheets produced and supplied by RPA. These can be ordered from the RPA on 0845 603 7777. They will also be available from RPA's processing sites and drop-in centres from the middle of next week.  

<E06C> Exceptionally, photocopies of blank field data sheets from the farmer's own application form.  

Photocopies of other farmers' application forms will not be accepted, as they have the wrong barcode.  

<E06C> Exceptionally, computer-generated field data sheets, where they are produced in the same format and contain the same information as the official forms and the farmer writes on each extra field data sheet the alpha-numeric reference number that is next to the Helpline number at the bottom of each page on his main form and, where it is known, his Single Business Identifier.  

<E06C> The RPA also reminds customers that they need to sign all continuation sheets in ink.  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has updated its list of answers to frequently asked...  

Isabel Davis  
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THE RURAL Payments Agency has updated its list of answers to frequently asked questions on single farm payment application issues in a bid to reduce calls to the helpline.  

The full list of questions and answers can be found by visiting its website. Answers to many other questions can be found on farmers weekly's website fwi.co.uk/sfp  

They include:  

How can I fill out my SPS claim form if I don't have my maps?  

If your digital maps are being processed, use the field sizes and areas you provided on your Land Registration form or on your 2004 IACS claim to fill in the claim form, then provide a covering letter stating that you have submitted a registration and are waiting for it to be processed.  

How do I then work out my field numbers and areas if I have never seen a digital map?  

If you cannot work out the field number, please supply a copy of a map marking the fields. Fields are normally shown on the 1:10,000 scale maps and sometimes on the  

1:25,000 ones. If you do not know the  

exact area, please provide an estimate.  

If the digitised field area(s) are different from the area declared on my previous IACS form, which area should I use for my SPS 2005 form?  

The digitised areas should be used  

on your SP5 application, providing  

you have not changed field boundaries since your RLR maps were mutually agreed and signed off with RPA.  

How do I add previously unregistered IACS land on which I have never claimed?  

If you wish to claim the land for SPS, the fields should be added to your SPS application. Request an IACS 22 to register the land to the Rural Land Register.  

By Isabel Davies  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has retrained its call centre staff on the set-aside codes to be used on single farm payment forms after queries from farmers weekly.  

FW alerted the agency to the  

fact that some farmers have been told to use the code SA6 for their set-aside rather than the correct code SA1.  

One contacted the magazine by e-mail to say: "When trying to  

find out the correct codes for set-aside I actually managed to get through to the helpline and was told that you should enter SA6 for any set-aside up to the 8% required  

and SA1 for any above that. I did query this, but was assured it was correct.  

"Having already sent in my form in, I am quite concerned that problems will arise with it, and am angry that staff do not give correct answers."  

Bill Duncan, head of the RPA's central scheme management unit, said he had reminded customer service centre staff on Monday (Apr 18) that the normal code for set-aside should be SA1.  

But farmers who had already sent in their forms with the incorrect use of SA6 need not worry.  

"As long as the land concerned is in set-aside, is managed in accordance with the set-aside management conditions and is sufficient to meet the minimum set-aside requirements for the area concerned, RPA will accept it without further amendment," said the agency.  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Most of our land is rented from several different landlords who are all now...  
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Most of our land is rented from several different landlords who are all now claiming the entitlements themselves, so that they will get the area payment. If we only establish entitlement on the 18 acres we own, by activating these 18 acres will we get all our historic payments? We want to make sure we get all the historic payments due to us while they last.  

It is possible to "stack" historic entitlements onto a smaller area of land than was farmed during the reference period (2000-2002). But these payments will rapidly diminish as the historic element of the SFP is replaced by the area payment until 2012 when they disappear.  

How do I concentrate all of my historic element of the single payment onto a reduced proportion of the land that I currently farm so that I can benefit from all of it when I retire onto that reduced proportion in a couple of years time?  

The number of entitlements created in 2005 is determined by the land area declared for establishment of entitlements. Therefore, if a holding has shrunk since the reference period its historic entitlements will automatically be spread over the smaller area.  

But it is possible to "stack" entitlements even if the land area has not changed. Enter the area in datasheet Columns I and J only for the fields that you plan to keep after retirement, for the others enter zero. All your historic payments will now be concentrated on to those fields. (You must still complete the rest of the columns for all land under your control on May 16, 2005)  

If the historic element is purely arable, then there is no limit to the amount of "stacking" that can occur. But beware if the history is "polluted" by one of the Article 47 sheep, beef or dairy schemes as this places a <E06B>5000/ha ceiling on the value of entitlements.  

Above this level, applicants can elect to be awarded entitlements subject to special conditions, but these carry with them a requirement for 50% production.  

Also bear in mind that once entitlements have been created after May 16, 2005, the historic and regional elements cannot be separated. This means you will not get no payments at all on the fields you chose not to establish and claim entitlements on in Columns I and J. Also note the diminishing value of historic entitlements mentioned in the previous question.  

We are in the process of buying some land from a neighbouring farmer. We have paid the deposit and hope to complete on Apr 6. He has told us he is claiming the historic element relating to the land but can we still include the land on our SP5 and establish entitlements so as to claim the area-based payment?  

Unless a private contract clause has been included in a sale, the vendor will automatically "stack" his historic entitlements on his retained land. But as long as the land is under your control by May 16 you can establish area entitlements.  

To actually get paid in 2005, you must be in occupation by Apr 30 (the last date for the 10-month occupation period).  

Where supporting evidence is required in the private contracts clause section of the form, must the documents be originals?  

No, according to the Rural Payments Agency in its latest supplementary information. Unless the case is due to probate, applicants may supply self-certified copies.  

In Column N of the field datasheets what code do I use for Countryside Stewardship grass margins? As I see it, they are temporary, neither P (permanent) nor R (rotational).  

Permanent. The question only refers to the positioning of the strips during the lifetime of CSS and other specific environmental agreements.  

Our farm is in the pilot Entry Level scheme. Do we have to put a P in Column N for every field in the scheme or just the grass fields which are permanent grass?  

It is not necessary to complete the box where the only environmental measures in a field are for Entry Level.  

On land registered for the SFP, can I still hold organised motorcycle events on my land?  

New guidance from the RPA has clarified the situation for non-agricultural use. Activities such as bird watching, walking and farm visits, which do not affect agricultural operations, will be allowed without restriction during the 10-month period. A 28-day limit has been applied to more involved activities, like country fares and clay pigeon shooting, but motor sports and recreational uses like golf course are not considered compatible.  

However, if the activity only affects part of a field it is possible to claim on the rest. The RPA suggests anybody in doubt about a particular activity should get in touch with their payment agency.  

Is there a problem using the default 10-month period in question 5 of the SP5 form?  

The default period suggested by DEFRA is Feb 1 to Nov 30. Farmers should take great caution with the 10-month period as they cannot be overlapped down the line and thus starting with a late 10-month period in 2005 could cause future problems.  

For a purely combinable crop business the obvious choice is Oct 1 to July 31, which synchronises nicely with the cropping cycle. It also avoids straddling the traditional Michaelmas tenancy period when land is usually given up and taken on.  

And at the moment only one start date is allowed per claim in England. So if a farmer takes on a piece of land with a different 10-month period there could be a problem in getting them to "sync". This would mean a loss of payment for one party in one year on some of the land.  

Box  
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RPA doesn't know - how can we?  

As a loyal reader of your publication, I am grateful that you are keeping the industry informed about problems with SP5 applications.  

How the Rural Payments Agency can expect farmers to complete the forms correctly is beyond belief. If the organisation charged with implementing the scheme does not understand how it is intended to be enforced, what about us, the applicants?  

I returned my completed form on Mar 24 and received confirmation of its arrival at the RPA office in Exeter on Apr 1. How appropriate.  

Since returning my application, a number of issues regarding the rules have come to my attention. One was raised by an independent consultant from the north east (Livestock, Apr 1) who stated: "DEFRA has only now confirmed that farmers need to set aside 8% of the claimed area, not 8% of the whole field."  

I complained to RPA about that point saying that it was unfair that I had to set aside 8% of 6m arable AS2 margins that were not in production. The reply was: "We don't make the rules, there is nothing we can do." So I completed my application despite the lack of information.  

Phil Walters  

Phil.Jane.Walters@ukgateway.net  

I have called the Rural Payments Agency Helpline several times over the past few...  

Andrew Brown  
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I have called the Rural Payments Agency Helpline several times over the past few days regarding my Countryside Stewardship strips. I was trying to find out if I am to activate the entitlements on them.  

So far, I have had conflicting advice: One advising yes and another advising no. Moreover, I was surprised to learn that helpline advisers received only a one-hour training session.  

How can the nation's farmers make decisions on a form that will affect their business for the next eight years. It's a ludicrous situation.  

Andrew Brown  

TWBFARMS@aol.com  
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The Rural Payments Agency deserves some sympathy. As its chief executive Johnston McNeill pointed out on Tuesday, the Single Payment Scheme is as new to the RPA's staff as it is to farmers. Given the scale of the task facing it, the timetable for implementation was `challenging', he said.  

True, but then on previous form, the same timetable for organising a leaving do at the local brewery for departing Minister Lord Whitty would prove `challenging' for the RPA. The RPA's record on delivering services on time to farmers is appalling.  

The departing Minister is reportedly deeply unhappy at the RPA's performance in implementing the new scheme. The agency is under some pressure from Defra to get its act together in order to avoid meltdown next month.  

However, the Minister himself is not blameless. He was the driving force behind the decision to opt for a progressive historic/area SPS system in England, a system he felt would be more equitable and easier to justify than pure historic payments.  

He cannot say he was not warned about the complexities that would arise in implementing such a system.  

That aside, farmer sympathy for the RPA can only go so far. Mr McNeill's admission that the RPA had simply underestimated the demand caused genuine shock and bewilderment at Tuesday's meeting.  

His attempt to blame farmers for the mapping problems because they had not got it sorted last year caused anger.  

Being the NFU council it was a restrained murmuring anger that quickly passed. It was pointed out that had the same comments being made at a local farmer meeting, the response would have been very different. One NFU figure described his comments as `disgraceful'.  

The RPA should have been aware of the demands for mapping this year sparked by the Entry Level scheme and it grossly underestimated the number of callers to its often unhelpful helpline.  

However, it is now belatedly trying to make amends to by pumping more resources into the process and hopefully the problems will begin ease.  

The reality is that whatever the RPA does at this late stage there is still a huge amount of concern among farmers about a process that will determine their support levels for years to come.  

The key issue in all this is that farmers must not be penalised for somebody else's mistakes, whether it is to do with mapping or non- existent or bad advice from the agency.  

Farmers must try and submit forms by May 16 - the deadline is immovable. But measures must be put in place now so that genuine mistakes out of their control can be corrected later. That is only fair.  

Bovine scheme balance payments  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has announced that balance payments have commenced under all of the bovine schemes following the opening of the payment window on April 1, 2005. The 2004 scheme year was the last year for submission of claims under the bovine schemes.  

Rural Payments Agency under fire over delays  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE Rural Payments Agency is pumping more resources into its call centre and mapping division as it seeks to rebuild shattered farmer confidence in the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) application process.  

Its chief executive Johnston McNeill announced the additional resources on Tuesday at an NFU council meeting in London at which the level of farmer fury over the agency's failings was spelled out loud and clear.  

Representatives from each of the seven English regions stood up to outline the catalogue of problems farmers were facing in making their SPS applications - due one month from now.  

Summing up the mood NFU North West delegate Thomas Binns said: "The modern phrase is that the industry is bloody livid. It is bloody livid about the lack of competence that is being demonstrated by the RPA."  

NFU president Tim Bennett said farmers had lost confidence in the system and were `terrified' of making a mistake in their application that could affect their payments for years to come. He demanded a commitment from Mr McNeill that farmers would not be penalised for mistakes `because the RPA is not organised'.  

Country Land and Business Association president Mark Hudson, who also addressed the meeting, described the process as a `shambles' and said he hoped this week would mark a turning point.  

Mr McNeill apologised for the problems, particularly with regards to the mapping of land and the call centre. He pointed out that the scheme was new to staff, as well as farmers, and that the timetable was `very challenging'.  

However, he shocked the meeting by admitting that the problems stemmed from the fact that the RPA had underestimated farmer demand for its services.  

"We have had problems with the IT system but it is now pretty much up to standard. What we didn't expect was the demand," he said.  

He then raised the temperature further by pointing the finger at farmers for the delays in land registration.  

He said the agency had sent farmers maps back in June 2004, asking them to clarify if they were an accurate reflection of their land but got a poor response.  

"Now we could have designed a lorry with a big engine to cope with this demand had we ever though it likely. As it was we looked at normal rates and added a reasonable contingency.  

"We might argue that we underestimated it but I think we have some defence. We knew as far back as June 2004 that this needed to be addressed but 20,000 customers did not engage with the process."  

This drew an angry response from East Anglia NFU delegate Richard Persey, who told Mr McNeill he was wrong to blame farmers for `suddenly identifying new parcels of land'. The reason for the exceptional demand was that farmers were being asked by the Government to identify new areas of land for the Entry Level Scheme. The RPA should have anticipated this, he said.  

The agency's operations director Ian Hewett said there were still mapping problems with about 100,000 field parcels out of 1.7 million dealt with by the agency.  

In a bid to solve the problem, the RPA had doubled the number of map editors involved. They were working double shifts.  

He said the RPA had anticipated its call centre would be receiving 2,000 calls a day. It was currently receiving double that and demand would increase as the May 16 deadline approached. The agency had increased the number of call centre operatives to 180 to cope with the extra demand, as one of a number of changes implemented recently to improve the service.  

Mr Bennett welcomed the additional resources but said it would take time to rebuild farmers' confidence. This reflected the general air of scepticism within the council about whether the RPA could turn the situation around at the eleventh hour.  

Mr Binns hit out at the admission that the agency had underestimated farmer demand. He said the NFU raised the issue of resources when the area system was announced over a year ago. "Yet here we are a month away from the deadline and we are told the RPA is moving up a gear. It should already be geared up."  

More SFP info on the way.  

Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

MUCH-NEEDED information to help complete English farmers' single farm payment claims will be hitting doormats soon, but farm consultants say some issues still remain unclear.  

An update to the guidance notes for the SP5 form was issued by the Rural Payments Agency this week and will be sent to all farmers claiming SFP. It includes clarification of some common queries, including correct crop codes to use for set-aside.  

Alastair Fitzgerald, who farms 400ha (1000-acres) of arable land in Wilts, said the extra information would be welcome. "We've filled in our form with pencil and are waiting to see what the latest guidance looks like. I think we are largely on top of things, but they seem to be changing their minds all the time."  

Greg Bliss, who rents 1200 acres of land near Peterborough, said he had already completed his form and had not found it too onerous. But had taken advice from the Tenant Farmers' Association, a local consultant and farmers' meetings.  

Francis Mordaunt of consultant Andersons said: "We can now complete most of our clients' forms, but there are some fundamental questions that have yet to be answered." These included who would actually own entitlements where, for example, land was farmed by two companies, but DEFRA said only one claim should be submitted.  

Aubourn's Philip Wynn said: "It is only a matter of weeks before the deadline and we are still looking for clarification." Mr Wynn said it was still not clear whether footpaths across arable fields had to be  

deducted from field areas on the field datasheets.  

Part of the problem, he added, was that conflicting advice was  

being issued by the RPA's phone  

helpline. Mr Mordaunt agreed and said he knew of farmers who had each been told to use a different code for their set-aside.  

In Suffolk, Chris Leney of Robinson & Hall's Ipswich office said where doubt still existed he was making "fair assumptions" and backing those up in detail in a covering letter included with the form. "We have given up hope of contacting the RPA."  

<E06C> See p20 for more form-filling advice.  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

RPA doubles helpline staff to take your calls.  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has doubled the number of people manning its single farm payment helpline in response to farmer complaints that the system is a shambles.  

RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill made the announcement at NFU Council on Tues (Apr 12) after he was quizzed about what is being done to solve ongoing SFP application problems.  

Farmers at the meeting pointed out producers are not only struggling to get through to the single farm payment helpline; they are also worried about the quality of the advice that they are being given.  

They also raised problems about delays and inaccuracies in the processing of maps for the Rural Land Register.  

Mr McNeill admitted that demand for changes to maps had been "much higher" than anticipated.  

He also acknowledged that many farmers had experienced huge difficulties in getting through to a customer service adviser. But he claimed that the agency was "on top of it now" as extra staff had been drafted in.  

Operations director Ian Hewett said calls had increased from 750 a day when the centre opened on Apr 14 to more than 4000 a day, which was why getting through was an issue.  

To improve the situation the agency had increased the number of operators to 180 and it had also extended opening hours by two hours (7.30am to 6pm Mon to Fri).  

Staff were also calling back farmers with answers to queries over weekends and evenings.  

NFU president Tim Bennett said: "The RPA's commitment of extra resources for the call centre provides some comfort but previous mismanagement has seriously damaged farmers' confidence in the system. That will take time to rebuild.  

"We need assurances that farmers will not be penalised because the RPA isn't organised. Where farmers have made genuine errors as a result of poor advice or inaccuracies on the part of the agency, they should be able to correct those errors after the May 16 deadline without penalty."  

Mark Hudson, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said until this week the system had been an utter shambles, but he hoped this was a turning point.  

"I hope today will be a watershed, but unless this expansion has been properly planned then I fear the people on the end of the phone won't be properly trained."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

March milk output jumps.  

sam fortescue  
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MARCH MILK production exceeded quota for only the second time in 12 months, latest provisional figures from the Rural Payments Agency suggest. Production in the new milk year is likely to rise, but not enough to undermine prices.  

Dairy farmers delivered almost 1.2bn litres of milk to buyers during the month. Although this was almost 43m litres more than the same month last year, the brakes were very much on a year ago as producers tried to avoid going over quota.  

Compared with March 2003, when farmers were pushing production with no fear of superlevy, output fell short by 19m litres, and consultants are not worried about a big spring flush.  

But Chris Flint, of Kite Consulting, said he was advising his clients not to assume that quota was out of reach in the new milk year. "The milk price rise will be an incentive to produce for some, and the dairy premium has created a bit of a feel-good factor. However, clients are very keen to get the grass right to avoid dropping milk, and a lot of them are flattening out their production profiles to avoid seasonality penalties."  

Adjusting last month's output figure for butterfat gives a net figure of 1.218bn litres, about 14m litres over the Charles Holt/farmers weekly quota profile.  

Despite this, milk output for the whole 2004/05 milk year undershot quota by 201m butterfat-adjusted litres. Even allowing for permanent transfers between direct and wholesale pools, the shortfall is still likely to be about 175m litres.  

Keep your mind on the job despite form delays.  

Abram, Mike  
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By Mike Abram  

Arable farmers must not let single farm payment and entry level scheme delays distract them from field work, even though those hold-ups could cost thousands of pounds.  

"Growers must not let agronomy slip," stresses Strutt & Parker agronomist Mark Hall. "It's easy to get the head down filling in SP5 forms, but growers must be very careful not to miss spraying or drilling opportunities."  

Delays in receiving correct digital maps or getting help from the Rural Payments Agency are diverting attention, he admits. But poorly timed inputs can cause far greater losses.  

"The biggest gripe is how long it takes to get help. We sent an email 10 days ago and haven't heard anything. Apparently it could take 15 days - that is just not good enough.  

"It seems only fair that DEFRA either delays the deadline or omits the penalties for incorrect applications until at least June."  

Only 5% of his clients' farms have everything they need to be able to complete both sets of forms.  

Mr Hall doubts the RPA will be able to finalise digital maps for what he believes are 18,000 outstanding IACS22 claims in time for growers to submit ELS claims by the initial May 31 deadline. "The RPA has said any IACS22 forms sent in before 1 March 2005 will be processed in time, but I think they will struggle.  

"Any delay in getting the maps will prevent an awful lot of my clients from going straight into ELS, as they would like to."  

Missing the first round of ELS applications could cost thousands, says Cotswold grower Nick Bumford (see panel).  

"At risk is at least a quarter of the payment in this first year - that's income foregone. I won't ever be able to get that money back again."  

Interest will also cost growers about 30p/ha for every quarter that payment is delayed, adds Mr Hall. "But it's a more serious problem for cash-flow - particularly with the delay in the single farm payment to March or April, when usually the old payments were made in December.  

"Many growers were counting on getting an ELS payment in February 2006 to help with their cash flow."  

<E06C> See News & Business for SFP latest.  

<E06C> mike.abram@rbi.co.uk  

Entry level delays cause anger  
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FARMERS whose Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) scheme applications are delayed because of mapping problems might have a case for legal action, suggested NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock.  

He said there was `huge frustration and anger' among farmers who look like they will miss the August 1 start date for the first ELS agreements because the Rural Payments Agency has been unable to register their land.  

Apology over SFP delays  
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By Alistair Driver  

DEFRA is promising `urgent action' to address the chaos surrounding the Single Farm Payment application process in England.  

Its pledge, and an apology from the Rural Payments Agency, came in response to a request this week for assurances that farmers would not be penalised for problems with the process stemming from the agency.  

Thousands of farmers fear they will not be ready to submit an accurate application by the May 16 deadline because of factors out of their control.  

There is currently a backlog of 18,500 applications for land registrations because of the agency's delays in registering maps.  

Farmers are also experiencing significant problems accessing its call centre and there are reports of questions not being answered and of conflicting answers to queries.  

In a joint statement, the National Farmers' Union and the Country Land and Business Association voiced fears that these and other problems would prevent farmers registering for the payment by May 16.  

NFU president Tim Bennett met Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty on Tuesday to express the industry's `grave concerns' and seek formal assurances that farmers would not be penalised for the delays in registering land.  

"The NFU and CLA are pressing for a formal guarantee that if maps are not ready by the May 16 deadline farmers will be able to submit their details later without penalty,'' said Mr Bennett.  

"We are also demanding assurances that farmers will not be punished for genuine errors that have been made as a results of inadequate advice. However, it is still essential, despite all the difficulties, for farmers to make every effort to submit their completed forms before the deadline.''  

CLA president, Mark Hudson, said: "It's simply not good enough that it's taking as many as 18 calls and several minutes on hold to get through to a helpline offering inconsistent information.''  

Lord Whitty was apparently sympathetic and expressed a desire to help. Afterwards, Defra issued a short statement that fell short of explicit guarantees but said: `Defra is very concerned about the problems that have been highlighted by the NFU and has asked for urgent action to be taken'.  

Mr Bennett said farmers were `frustrated and angered' by the difficulties they were experiencing. He said NFU offices had been inundated with calls from worried farmers and its call centre has been receiving over 1,200 calls a day.  

"This is a one-off registration and farmers are desperate to get it right. There is utter confusion out there and the idea we are going to get these problems sorted out by May 16 is fanciful.  

"But farmers still have to register by that date and we need flexibility from Defra to help farmers through this.''  

The RPA was repentant and said it was redeploying further staff to answer calls. A spokeswoman said: "RPA recognises and apologises for the delays that some customers have experienced in calls to the customer call centre being answered.  

"The numbers of calls received have increased several fold over the last month and while we had projected and planned for increased call volumes during the introduction of the Single Payment Scheme, the call volumes have been even higher than those projections.''  

She said demand for land registrations was `unprecedented', with nearly 25,000 requests in the past six months compared with around 9,000 a year previously. A backlog was `inevitable'.  

However, she stressed that this did not prevent farmers from claiming the payment. "The SPS application should be completed to reflect the situation on the ground as of May 16, 2005.''  

Quoting from the SPS Handbook, she said if farmers did not know the land size because it is still awaiting registration then they should give an estimate.  

"Once the parcel has been digitised the total area in column D of the Field Data Sheet will be replaced by this new size.  

"If a customer has made any allowance for ineligible features these will be deducted to give a new total area for establishing and activating entitlements for that parcel.''  

The agency `strongly urges' farmers to read back over their SPS application form and the guidance notes to satisfy themselves that the form is accurate and complete before returning it.  

Section - of the SPS Handbook provides guidance on correction of errors. Late applications will be accepted up to June 10 but these would be subject to `substantial late claim penalties'. Applications received after June 10 will be rejected.  

If not chaos, then close to it. The Rural Payments Agency's handling of...  

MIKE STONES  
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If not chaos, then close to it. The Rural Payments Agency's handling of registrations for the single payment scheme is a mess.  

As the May 16 deadline looms, calls from farmers seeking information about the SP5 forms have risen to 2000 a day, according to the agency. They are the lucky ones. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands, more farmers are trapped in telephone hell - trying desperately to contact the agency but failing repeatedly. One North Yorks consultant phoned RPA on behalf of a client nearly 60 times one morning without success.  

Frustratingly, there's not even a telephone queuing system. When calls are answered, sometimes staff cannot supply the information required or give conflicting answers to questions.  

There are delays, too, in registering land with the Rural Land Register. The processing of maps is causing particular headaches.  

Much is at stake. Miss the May 16 deadline and progressive punitive penalties apply until the final deadline of June 10. If that deadline is missed farmers jeopardise their entitlement to receive any support from the single payment scheme.  

Mistakes on completed forms, whether due to farmers' errors or incorrect information supplied by the agency, could also attract penalties.  

The agency must call a halt to this shambles. It has already pledged to recruit more staff for its telephone helpline. But that is not enough.  

Farmers deserve assurances that they will not be penalised for delays when registering land. Also there should be no penalty for errors that have stemmed from inaccurate maps or poor RPA advice.  

Meanwhile, farmers can help themselves by tackling the forms as soon as possible to maximise their chance of meeting the May 16 deadline. But the RPA must do more to help.  

<E06C> News, p6; Arable, p41  

By Jonathan Riley and  
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By Jonathan Riley and  

Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has pledged to tackle problems dogging its single farm payment helpline after mounting complaints from farmers who are struggling to get advice.  

With the May 16 deadline looming for completed SP5 forms to be returned, the agency's helpline has been swamped by 2000 calls a day.  

Many farmers have complained to farmers weekly that it is impossible to get through to a helpline operator. A major concern has been that farmers are receiving pre-populated data sheets riddled with errors.  

John Howard of North East Agronomy, North Yorks, told FW that he had spent a number of days trying to get through to the helpline. "One morning alone I phoned 57 times in a row before giving up and phoning the local DEFRA centre.  

"If the RPA is handling 2000 calls a day, yet the evidence suggests huge numbers are still not getting through, you can only imagine how many farmers are struggling to fill in forms," said Mr Howard (pictured, right).  

"The majority of farmers have data for between one and three fields missing on forms. In other cases there's not enough space to fill in all of the field data," he said.  

data sheets  

Getting extra data sheets has so far proved impossible, he added, even though he drove to his local office and asked in person for more sheets, he was told to go away and try the helpline.  

John Haggarty of Sulham Estate, Pangbourne, Berks, told FW he had tried to call after his printed field data sheets arrived containing errors.  

"I tried to get through almost constantly for a whole afternoon, then a dozen times the next morning. You can't even join a queue.  

"After selecting the area your query fits into from a menu, you just get a message saying that all the operators are busy, and it cuts you off."  

A spokeswoman for the RPA admitted there had been problems and said that the agency had more than 80 people taking queries. It is now recruiting to increase that number to 96 and is looking at ways to boost that number still further.  

"We are truly sorry," added the spokeswoman. "We are getting a number of calls which are quite specific and detailed so they are taking longer than anticipated to deal with," she said.  

"We would encourage people to first try reading the guidance notes."  

She added that farmers should be aware that there was a separate helpline number for Rural Land Register queries and another for cross-compliance issues.  

<E06C> For more see pages 19 and 41.  

<E06C> fwnews@rbi.co.uk  
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WITH the May 16 deadline for completion of the Single Payment Scheme applications fast approaching, the NFU has put out `second-to-none' guidance for its members.  

As part of its overall membership support on the SPS, the NFU has mailed a guidance booklet to all members on the SP5 forms, which have recently been sent by the Rural Payments Agency to all farmers.  

A spokesman for the NFU said: "It is crucial that farmers are fully informed of all aspects of the implementation of Single Payment Scheme as it is integral to their business. The guidance provided by the NFU is second to none and will help farmers navigate the potential challenges they may face while adapting to decoupling."  

The spokesman said completing the SP5 forms gives farmers a once-only chance to join the SPS by establishing entitlements in 2005 and then activating them either in 2005 or subsequent years.  

The booklet provides `step-by-step' advice on filling in the forms as well as a `telephone record' form, that can be used to record any details of conversations with the RPA which could be vital if any discrepancies arise in future.  

As well as receiving the booklet members can also attend one of the 140 NFU, SPS roadshows being held in all English regions and Wales.  

In addition, members can benefit from first hand expert guidance from specialist staff at NFU Callfirst as well as online Business Guides providing targeted support for members wishing to navigate specific aspects of the new system.  

The guidance is only available to NFU members, but non-members can obtain details from NFU Callfirst on 0870 845 8458.  

Defra help offer over ELS scheme delays  
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DEFRA has promised to `do its best' to help farmers whose Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) scheme applications are delayed because of problems in registering land get on to the scheme by August 1.  

The deadline for applications to start agreements at the beginning of August is May 31. It said it recognised that problems in registering land might slow up some applicants.  

In a statement it said it would `do its best to give all those that come in with completed applications before August 1 that start date, although this cannot be guaranteed'.  

It said the Rural Payments Agency had recently put on additional staff to deal with cases where farmers are still waiting for new parcels of land to be registered.  

However, Defra has turned down the NFU's request made in a letter to Environment Minister Elliot Morley to remove the requirement that all land must be registered before it can be included on an ELS application.  

It said the application process had been specifically designed around all land to be entered being registered on the Rural Land Registry.  

Mr Morley said: "I understand the frustration this situation is causing some farmers but hope the great interest generated in the scheme so far does not wane and that all farmers who wish to start their agreements on August 1 will be able to do so."  

Map delays anger ELS hopefuls as deadline looms.  

Isabel Davis  

460 words

Publication date: 1 April 2005

Source: Farmer`s Weekly

Page: 2

(c) Copyright 2005.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

By Isabel Davies  

THE GOVERNMENT is under pressure to allow farmers to apply to the Entry Level Stewardship scheme before all of their land is put on the Rural Land Register.  

The NFU has said that farmers are becoming increasingly frustrated at delays in registering land on the RLR. The union estimates there are "probably thousands rather than hundreds of maps waiting to be sorted".  

NFU deputy president Peter Kendall said he himself was waiting for maps and it was holding up his farm's ELS application.  

"For me it is going to be a really important part of my business' earning capacity. But I'm waiting for my maps to be returned for the second time."  

Mr Kendall said he had written to junior DEFRA minister Elliot Morley asking that DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency devote more staff time to land registration.  

He has also requested that DEFRA remove the requirement that all land must be registered before it can be included on an ELS application.  

"We are asking DEFRA to be flexible and remove the barrier standing in the way of farmers applying in time for the August start date," he said.  

Junior DEFRA minister Elliot Morley said he understood the frustration the situation was causing.  

But he hoped the great interest generated in the ELS did not wane and that all farmers who wished to start their agreements on Aug 1 would be able to do so.  

A DEFRA spokesman added that the ELS application process has been designed around all land to be entered being registered on the RLR.  

"RPA have recently put additional staff on to registering land and this should reduce the time taken to deal with cases," he said.  

But Anthony Gibson, south-west director of the NFU, pointed out that problems with maps is also making it difficult for farmers filling in their single farm payment claim forms.  

He said his office had been deluged with calls from people who had found mistakes in the pre-populated field data on the SP5 or their digital maps.  

Farmers with incorrect forms should try to correct the information, and add any missing parcels, using their previous set of correct maps or OS references, said Mr Gibson.  

map errors  

Farmer Phil Walters of Wishford Farm, Broadclyst, Devon, said he had confirmed the correct maps with the RLR in October.  

But four fields totalling more than 30ha (74 acres) were missed off his SP5 form which arrived last week. "Then we received a new set of digital maps with a lot of land missing from them. It has just highlighted the incompetence within the system."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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British farming's  

red-letter day  

May 16 is a date no British farmer can afford to forget. By then the Rural Payments Agency must have received all applications to claim the new single farm payment.  

There will be no second chance. Failing to get the SP5 forms in on time risks forfeiting all support payments for the lifetime of the scheme - possibly until 2012.  

Filling out any new form is always a bind, but this one deserves extra attention. Our special Business feature this week will help English farmers get started. For many it should be a straightforward process, but for others there could be complications. More details later on the schemes in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This year above all others it will pay to be prepared.  

<E06C> Business, p34  

Help shape your public image  

The NFU's Making Green Ground campaign deserves the support of everyone who wants to see the public's perception of farmers improve.  

The initiative aims to highlight farmers' key role in shaping the way our countryside looks. For example, it points out that farmers have planted enough trees since 1992 to fill 70,000 football pitches. That's just one statistic on a fact sheet produced by the union setting out farming's contribution to protecting the environment.  

It's the start of a long journey. Farmers can help the campaign along its way by taking every opportunity to promote UK farming. Whether it's in the village school, shop or pub, let's hear it for Great British farming.  

<E06C> News, p6  

Hold back GM and pay a price  

GM crops would be welcomed on most farmers weekly Barometer farms - if consumers supported the technology, according to our Arable Section.  

While many other countries surge ahead exploiting the benefits of biotechnology, UK growers are denied the advantages some GM crops offer. Meanwhile, the research needed to make the most of such crops is vanishing fast to other countries.  

Consumer wishes must be respected. But no one should forget that respect comes at a price paid in part by British growers.  

<E06C> Arable, p60  

Do you have a  

passion for beef?  

Are you passionate about beef production and finding ways to make it pay? Then here's your chance to shine.  

Beef production this year faces a new set of challenges. But if you are positive about the future, you could star in one of the 11 categories of the farmers weekly Agricultural Awards 2005.  

The Draxxin/Rispoval Beef Farmer of the Year celebrates the achievement of someone who can demonstrate plans to keep production costs down and meet the specification required for their chosen outlet. Good luck.  

<E06C> Livestock, p44  

Think health before you buy  

When considering the disease risks of buying in cattle, many rely on the it-won't-happen-to-me defence. But diseases you can't see on inspecting animals can pull down performance for years before your herd recovers.  

Avoiding buying in cows is the only sure way to guarantee against bringing in disease. But if that's not practical, at least ask vendors for a full disease and vaccination history. Then, ensure stock are quarantined after arrivial.  

It's a lengthy process but it could make all the difference to your herd's long-term health.  

<E06C> Livestock, p48  

Form OK, but take care.  

Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

COMPLETING THE first part of the SP5 form should take less time than the field data sheets, as most of the questions just require a yes or no  

answer, says Bidwells' Carl Atkin.  

"Part A asks questions about the business making the claim and, if it is on the Rural Payments Agency's system already, the answers should have been pre-populated with the correct data. But don't assume it is right, always check just in case."  

Answering parts B and C, which ask if the applicant wants to establish and activate their entitlement to single farm payment, should be straightforward, says Mr Atkin. "In the vast majority of cases you wouldn't be filling in the form if you weren't going to say yes."  

There is also the option to establish and activate special entitlements, but  

these should apply to few English producers, says Mr Atkin. "But be  

careful if you are planning to concentrate a big historic payment that includes certain livestock and dairy support schemes on to a small area."  

"Choosing a start date for the 10-month period during which the claimant must have the land being claimed on at their disposal (part D) is probably the first question that  

really requires some serious thought. He says: "If you pick the wrong 10-month period it could cause problems in the long-term."  

For more details on the 10-month rule and its implications see Land and Farms, p92.  

Set-aside first rears its head in the next question (part E), but no tricky decisions are required, says Mr  

Atkin. "They come later in the form."  

Fruit, vegetable and potato growers have the chance in part F to claim the number of FVP authorisations they think they are entitled to. "These will be primarily allocated according to production during 2003, and then 2004 and 2005 if there are any left over. But don't forget you can't activate any authorisations unless you have a matching area of land at your disposal this year," cautions Mr Atkin.  

The next six parts of the form (G to L) also refer to specific sectors and some will affect very few English businesses. "There are not too many who will be claiming area payments for nuts," he predicts. "However, those growing crops eligible for protein payments - field beans and peas - should make sure they tick the right box in part J."  

But dairy farmers who sold milk during the 2004/2005 quota year need to pay close attention to part K, especially those with cross-border farms, because it will ensure their dairy premium is added to the correct historic payment. When declaring the acres used in each region do not include land purely used for growing forage maize, says Mr Atkin.  

Farmers wishing to apply to the national reserve can use part N of the SP5 form to do so (see this week's Business section).  

Where land has been sold using a private contract clause (PCC) to ensure any entitlements move to the buyer, part N can be filled out by  

either the seller or new owner - with the vendor's agreement - or both.  

PCCs are one of the simplest ways to transfer historic SFP with land and if one was not put in place during the initial sale, the original contract can still be legally modified if the vendor agrees, says Mr Atkin.  

One catch, he says, is that, even with a PCC in place, the vendor must still be considered as a UK farmer by DEFRA at the time of application. "A bit difficult in some cases; one of our clients bought land from somebody who has emigrated to Canada."  

Apart from question 29, most of part O is similar to the IACS forms, says Mr Atkin. "Just remember to note any maps that may be needed if you have subdivided fields."  

By now form fatigue has probably set in, he says, and part P, which concerns cross-compliance, may look like even more of a headache, especially with lots of European Council directives sprinkled in for good measure. But most questions should have a fairly obvious yes or no answer, he reckons.  

Likewise, part - does not actually affect a farmer's claim but flags up any possible livestock cross-compliance issues, particularly now that extensification payments and maximum stocking densities have been removed.  

Any farmers with holdings straddling a regional border within the UK or across the boundaries of the different English areas during or since the reference period (2000-2002) need to declare this in part R.  

"Now all you have to is check the form and sign it. If a consultant has completed the form on your behalf there is a separate authorisation form to sign," says Mr Atkin.  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Advice available for specific questions  

Readers with specific queries not covered in this special feature should email them as concisely as possible to andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk by Apr 8. A selection of answers will be published in FW on Apr 15 and on our website  www.fwi.co.uk 

Further guidance is also available from the following sources:  

<E06C> Rural Payments Agency - 0845 603 7777 or  www.rpa.gov.uk 

<E06C> NFU - NFU Callfirst 0870 8458458  

<E06C> DEFRA -  www.defra.gov.uk/farm/capreform/index.htm 

<E06C> Country Land & Business Association  www.cla.org.uk 

There are still a few dates left for the CLA CAP reform/ SFP road shows nationwide. Full details from the CLA on 0207 235 0511  

<E06C> Tenant Farmers Association - members should contact national officer Rebecca Marshall on 0118 930 6130 or visit  www.tfa.org.uk 

<E06C> Your land agent or farm consultant. But these are expecting a flood of enquiries in the run-up to  

May 16, so get in early.  

Only chance to secure cash.  

Andrew Shirley  
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English farmers should by now have received their single farm payment claim forms.  

This special, edited by Andrew Shirley, guides you through these vital documents.  

Jeremy Moody starts by explaining why it's so important to get it it right this year  

THE NEXT six weeks offer farmers the only chance to secure their rights to the new single payment entitlements and actual payment for 2005 under a system that could last  

beyond 2012.  

SP5 forms are the means to do that in England. Farmers who do not establish entitlements with this form will have no right to any part of the single payment for its lifetime unless they later buy, lease or inherit entitlements. Simply occupying land in 2006 without any entitlements will mean no payment.  

The forms must be sent back by May 16. Late applications will see payments cut by 4% per working day before becoming ineligible on June 10. So, if you need extra sheets or forms, ask early.  

If you have not received your SP5 forms, contact the Rural Payments Agency. Where you have land in more than one region, you should receive all forms from the area where most of your land is in 2005. If you are missing some, ask now, the authorities do not know of all the cross-border farmers.  

If as a new farmer, an unsupp<00AD>orted farmer or horse grazier, the RPA has no record of you, contact the  

customer service centre for a reference number and holding number.  

Be clear who is the claimant. There is value for most farmers in their history from the reference  

period, but only the old claimant has it. If there has been a business merger or division, an inheritance or change of legal status, tell the RPA on form SP3 by May 16.  

And do not be confused by the language on the form. Registering land only means putting it on the Rural Land Register, essential for payment. Record all the agricultural land you occupy when applying on the field data sheet SP5b. Entitlements do not have to be established on all of it, but only on the area that you choose.  

However, the chosen area of entitle<00AD>ments will set the area of land that will need to be occupied for each year of the new scheme to be fully paid. Claiming payment is called "activation" and can only be done on land that meets the chosen 10-month period.  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Getting to grips with ELS.  

Robert Harris  
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Form filling is on the agenda at Freefolk Farms as the deadline for new support payments draws closer. Robert Harris reports  

GREEN FARMING is nothing new to James Crosbie Dawson, who has been farming under Countryside Stewardship Scheme guidelines for  

8-9 years. About three-quarters of the farm is under the scheme.  

Now, further environmental improvements on the remaining area are planned to secure the £30/ha (£12/acre) offered by the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme.  

Mr Crosbie Dawson has registered some woodland and hedgerows in readiness for the scheme. He has not yet drawn up a detailed ELS plan, but a flick through the scheme notes suggest the farm should qualify without much trouble.  

"We already qualify for nine of the 30 points/ha needed because we have soil, nutrient, manure and crop protection management plans in place, he says. "And, with plenty of hedges and woodlands, getting the rest of the points should not be too onerous."  

Hedgerows are the most obvious target, especially as ELS options can be introduced on boundaries funded by the CSS, says Mr Crosbie Dawson.  

"The rules for enhanced hedgerow management, such as the 2m minimum height and cutting no more than a third of hedges every year and only during the winter months, is no different from what we do now. With 42 points per 100m, that should accumulate quite a total."  

accruing points  

Adding a further 2m strip around some fields (in addition to the 2m cross compliance strip) is worth a further 300-400 points/ha. "We should mostly end up with a 3m strip as the cross-compliance strip is measured from the centre of the hedge," says Mr Crosbie Dawson.  

"This might encourage more people to roam around the farm. However, where this has happened on CSS strips, I find explaining that the strips exist for conservation rather than access cures the problem."  

Other good points-earning choices could include field corner management and wild bird seed mixtures, each worth 400 points/ha. Overwintered stubbles will also be claimed as spring barley features strongly in the rotation and these areas will accrue 120 points/ha. Management of woodland edges (380 points/ha) and in-field trees (12 points on arable, eight on grassland) will also be considered.  

"All in all, the ELS is a worthwhile scheme," says Mr Crosbie Dawson. "It will help show the public how farming is helping the countryside. I can see we are going to have take a bit of land out of production, but that will largely be less productive headlands and corners on this farm."  

sfp forms  

Other paperwork will have to be tackled in the coming weeks. Mr Crosbie Dawson is keeping a keen eye on the post for his SP5 form, which will enable him to establish and activate the farm's single farm payment entitlements.  

"I have seen a sample form, and  

it looks pretty horrendous. The Rural Payments Agency wants a lot of information - much of which must be on their files already. It's not the sort of thing you can fill in over a cup of coffee, and time is getting short."  

Despite the looming tangle of red tape, the real business of farming continues. All but 6ha (15 acres) of Prestige spring barley, sold for £15/t over feed for maximum N content of 1.75%, has been drilled.  

The campaign started in mid-February, but low temperatures delayed emergence so all the crop is coming through at once. "It looks fine, but we need moisture badly. Like most of southern England, we are dry - we have had 17mm of rain in March to date."  

Mr Crosbie Dawson sold 500t of wheat last week. "I was offered £70/t plus premiums for January/February 2006 and took it."  

Some crops will not cost so much to grow this year. Recent soil tests show P and K values increasing, averaging high two to three index readings. "This is despite using TSP sparingly. Both nutrients will be reduced in the next cropping year."  

Deep soil tests on one of the grazing fields produced a reading of six. "This means we shall cut nitrogen by half on our paddocks."  

The same applies for spring barley after turnips. "Tests showed a soil index reading of three, which surprised everybody and could explain why we have been getting some high nitrogen readings in the spring barleys. 50kg/ha will be sufficient."  

There has, however, been some bad news on the dairy front. Fourteen of his sixth-lactation cows, giving about 40 litres a day and mostly back in calf, are BSE cohorts and have to be culled by the end of March.  

At the time of writing, Mr Crosbie Dawson was awaiting the valuer, and hopes he will get decent compensation so he can buy replacements as soon as possible.  

"Not only am I losing some very good cows, but I shall also lose 500-600 litres of milk a day for the next four months."  

<E06C> robert.harris@rbi.co.uk  

SFP's 10-month rule adds complication to transfers.  
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By Olivia Cooper  

South-west correspondent  

SOUTH-WEST land agents are lining up to launch a number of properties after a quiet first quarter of the year.  

One of the first substantial farms to be offered in the region this year is Bradford Manor at Pyworthy, near Holsworthy, Devon. The 374-acre mixed unit with a five-bedroom farmhouse is an unusually large ring-fenced farm for the area and has both modern and traditional outbuildings, with planning permission to convert some old stables into a three-bedroom holiday cottage.  

Owners Sam and Lynne Johnson plan to return to farm in East Anglia to be closer to their grandchildren and hope to complete by September.  

The land is sown to 200 acres of feed wheat and barley, with 150 acres  

of permanent pasture including 50 acres of water meadows alongside the river Tamar. This is in a countryside stewardship scheme along with some old orchards, bringing in a total income of £6500 a year.  

Some new woodland yields £700 a year under the farm woodland premium scheme, and 28 acres of mature woodland offer the potential for a shoot. There is also 2500 yards of single bank fishing on the river Tamar.  

"There are not too many ring-fenced 374-acre farms available in this area - this really is quite rare," said Stags' Gordon Millar. "It is a good genuine stock and arable farm and is the size that many people are looking for." With a guide of £1.2m, Mr Millar reckoned the farm  

would attract more wealthy home-county buyers than local interest.  

Another Stags offering is Springwater Farm, Bridford, Devon, a 114-acre smallholding with an agriculturally tied four-bedroom bungalow and a range of covered yards, guided at £675,000.  

Strutt & Parker has a number of farms due on the market in mid-April, including 118 acres of bare land near Lamerton, Devon. Guided at £300,000 the land will be sold by informal tender. "There hasn't been a lot of bare land available, we are anticipating quite a bit of demand for it," said agent James Baker.  

<E06C> olivia.cooper@rbi.co.uk  

SINGLE FARM payment rules could make farm and land transfers more complicated, say property agents and consultants.  

Farmers claiming SFP must have all land on which their claims are being based at their disposal for 10 months of the year. Only one start date is allowed for their entire holding, except for land held in different regions like Scotland and Wales.  

The start of this 10-month period is nominated on the SP5 claim form for the SFP and can be any date between Oct 1 and Apr 30 in the year before making the claim. If no date is chosen the Rural Payments Agency, which administers the scheme, will automatically use Feb 1.  

Although this will not be an issue for those who have no intention of changing the size of their business it could create problems for vendors, buyers, landlords and tenants when transferring land, especially if each party had chosen a different start date for their holding, said Steve Hollis of Aubourn, agent Savills' agribusiness division.  

The vendor, or landlord, could lose payments if they transferred land after claiming SFP but before their 10-month period had expired. And the buyer or incoming tenant would not be able to claim if the newly acquired land had a start date later than their own, he said.  

One exception is if an entire holding is being transferred, said Mr Hollis. "In the first year the new owner can claim the SFP even if the start date is different, but after that the dates will have to be the same."  

Retiring tenants would also need to make sure they had satisfied the 10-month rule to claim the SFP in their final year of occupation, he added.  

Learning to cope with the new 10-month rule will mean that completion dates have to be considered more carefully, said Jim Bryant of Cambridge-based Bidwells. "Even for fairly simple transactions it is something we will have to bear in mind."  

Mr Bryant said it made sense for arable farmers to choose as early a start date as possible because it fitted in best with cereal cropping systems and sales already often included a holdover period to allow the vendor to harvest their crops. "But God knows how vegetable growers with lots of short-term rental agreements will sort it out," he added.  

Backlog in land registration at Rural Payments Agency  
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By Joanna Baker  

HUGE backlogs in land registration at the Rural Payments Agency are causing widespread concern across the industry.  

"Farmers and landowners are all trying to get their land register applications in for the Single Farm Payment scheme before the May 16 deadline.  

"Many farmers are also trying to register small parcels of land and woodland that have never been included in an IACS form before, so they can join Entry Level Stewardship. The result is that the RPA is exceptionally busy," said NFU assistant environmental policy adviser, Fiona Howie.  

"For farmers to apply for the ELS scheme they must first have their land registered on the land registry.  

"There are now huge concerns that due to these backlogs, farmers waiting to get their land registered won't be able to apply for the first start date of the ELS scheme, where applications are required by May 31 for an August 1 start.  

"At the moment it's a toss up for farmers between entering land they have already had registered and getting in for the first ELS start date, or waiting and trying to get small amounts of woodland or land not registered before, included on their maps and then possibly risking missing the first start or indeed, subsequent start dates. "We are now hearing the delays are so substantial it could be months before farmers get their maps back," she said.  

This week the NFU wrote to Countryside Minister Elliott Morley asking him to be flexible and to take these delays into account. "We would like Defra to let farmers enter the ELS scheme if they have got the majority of land registered and then let them have the facility to add small parcels of land once they are in the scheme. "We are also asking Defra to consider that if farmers are already in the process of applying to register land they can then apply for Environmental Stewardship."  

At the Rural Payments Agency, head of the chief executive's office, Peter Crewe, said: "There has been a substantial increase in demand for land registrations and changes to existing field details in the last three months."  

He said the objective was to complete all current and anticipated land registrations in time for, administering 2005 claims for the Single Payment Scheme, and for the Rural Development Service to offer agreements to those farmers wishing to enter the Environmental Stewardship Scheme where they had already submitted a land registration application.  

* Despite initial delays, the IT system, which generates the pre- populated application packs for the ELS scheme was in full operation on Monday, according to a Defra spokesman.  

By the end of Tuesday, 890 application packs had been sent out by Rural Development Service offices.  

ABSENTEE FARMERS who use agents to manage their holdings could face serious...  
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ABSENTEE FARMERS who use agents to manage their holdings could face serious delays with their single farm payment applications.  

Philip Wynn, head of Aubourn, the agribusiness division of Savills, said a rule change contained in the new payment scheme could cause problems where SFP cheques are to be sent to the agent or adviser, rather than the farmer.  

"Historically, authorisation to sign on behalf of clients was  

included on the IACS form and was simple to complete. Now, if payment is to be sent to an address other than that of the client, a customer registration form (C Reg 01) must be applied for before another party can sign the form," he said.  

"The trouble is, it is 16 pages long and could cause severe delays, especially as it has to be requested - it will not be sent automatically. The Rural Payments Agency is also insisting on sending it to the farmer. Agents will, therefore, need to supply a UK address for the client by whom it must be completed."  

Delays are inevitable; therefore it was important to contact the RPA as soon as possible, said Mr Wynn.  

By Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

THE IRISH Cattle and Sheep Farmers' Association says proposed cross-compliance penalties are unacceptable, unfair and the system must be rebalanced towards farmers.  

Under the proposal, penalties will be points-based and ICSA president Malcolm Thompson said: "What is proposed is a Draconian system that will lead to severe penalties for even the most trivial of clerical errors, such as failure to sign an animal passport."  

Forgetting to sign a cattle passport would mean three points and only 11 points would be required before a farm was docked 1% of its entire single farm payment, said Mr Thompson. The penalty would increase to 3% after 30 points and 5% after 50. "The principal of penalty points doesn't bother us at all, but they must be reasonable."  

A spokesman for the Irish government's Department of Agriculture said no final decisions had yet been taken. "We want a system that is fair but complies with our obligations to EU auditors."  

ICSA is proposing that farmers who regularly meet 95% of various administrative targets, like cattle tagging and updating herd registers, should receive credits that could be  

used to offset against penalty points.  

In the UK, where there are no plans for a points-based system of penalties, Robert Forster, chief executive of the National Beef Association, said he was optimistic that farmers need not be too worried as long as the rules were applied by DEFRA consistently.  

"I am quite sure that genuine mistakes are not going to result in farmers losing their single farm payment. There is no way that you can have 100% of cattle on your farm with ear-tags all of the time."  

Andrew Clark, head of policy services at the NFU, said Brussels already allowed some flexibility by stating that bodies monitoring compliance, like the Rural Payments Agency, need not apply sanctions unless there was a significant  

infringement of the rules.  

A DEFRA spokesman said: "For some very minor or technical breaches, farmers will not be penalised in the first instance."  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  
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By Isabel Davies  

THREE-QUARTERS of farmers fear the publication of support payments will damage farming's reputation, according to a poll on FWi.  

Producers fear a stream of media articles about the level of support received by some farmers in England could cause a backlash.  

Most of the national newspapers carried articles on Wed (Mar 23) naming the individuals and companies who received the highest level of support over the past two years.  

Headlines included "Named: the farmers who make hay by handouts" and "Rich landowners scoop up crock of gold from EU".  

The articles claimed that there was a need for further debate about support payments, because it appeared that the main beneficiaries of the CAP were large agri-businesses and wealthy landowners.  

Stuart Agnew, a cereal, sheep and poultry farmer from Fakenham, Norfolk, said he would have much preferred payment details to remain confidential.  

The details were published on Tues (Mar 22) by the Rural Payments Agency under the Freedom of Information Act.  

"It isn't good for agriculture for the national press to publicise certain individual's payments," said Mr Agnew. "The point that won't be made is, if we didn't get this money, then the price of food would go up."  

But Essex farmer Guy Smith said he thought all the opposition and outrage at DEFRA's decision was misguided, as it made the industry look secretive.  

Mr Smith said he was not ashamed to admit that he received about £97,000/yr in support payments. "I am more than happy justifying it, I like to think that if I couldn't justify it I wouldn't take it.  

"By objecting to the inevitable disclosure of this information, we are managing to get ourselves the worst of both worlds. Yet again agriculture is shooting itself in the PR foot," he said.  

"Given the inevitability of these payments being on the public record after the Freedom of Information act was passed, it is daft to raise objections. It makes us appear embarrassed at having this information exposed."  

Mr Smith said the industry had to get used to transparency, as the only way the single farm payment could be justified was to show farmers were delivering environmental and social goods.  

"To prove it is an honest bargain we are going to have to be open about both sides of the deal."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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CHANGE THE CLOCKS  

BRITISH SUMMERTIME starts this weekend so make sure you remember to change your clocks. Watches and clocks should be moved forward one hour at 1.00am on Mar 27 (Sun). Under EU law, the dates on which summer time begins and ends across member states are the last Sundays in March and October respectively.  

FORM CONFUSION  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has admitted that a "handful" of farmers have received duplicate SP5 forms because of problems with a batching machine.  

A spokesman said the problem arose with about 10 envelopes that were sent out on the first day of posting. "We've identified the problem, but I don't think it has affected any more than about 10 people," he said.  

SCHOOL DINNER PLEDGE WINS SUPPORT  

GOVERNMENT plans to improve school dinners are an important step forward, according to the Meat and Livestock Commission. The government has produced a mini-manifesto which, among other things, contains a commitment to raise the nutritional standard of meals served up to pupils. The mini-manifesto also provides for the creation of a School Meals Trust, which will help head teachers, parents and school governors raise standards.  

WFU WANTS NEW BLOOD  

THE WOMEN'S Food and Farming Union has launched a campaign to attract young members. The campaigning and education organisation is offering an under-30s membership offer of £15 in a bid to attract new members from across the agricultural, horticultural and food industries. "We need a fresh input of ideas and experience," said WFU president Gillian van der Meer (pictured).  

STRIKE ACTION CALLED OFF  

EMPLOYEES OF the Meat Hygiene Service called off their proposed strike action, due to take place on Wed (Mar 23).  

Subsidy details to be made public  
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DETAILS of subsidies paid out to every farmer in England over the past two years will be made public on Tuesday.  

Defra decided to publish payment figures for around 100,000 farmers and farm businesses in response to requests for the information under the new Freedom of Information Act.  

Equivalent details will not be published in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  

They will be published on a CD-ROM, which will be available on request. Defra said there was too much information to put on the internet.  

The data will be in spreadsheet form with the farm business or individual farmers' name, depending on how the farm is registered with the Rural Payments Agency, listed alongside the amount they received under the 2002 and 2003 payment schemes.  

Farm addresses will not be published and the payments will not be broken down into different subsidy schemes.  

Defra said it had been through a `rigorous procedure' to ensure the legality of the move before making its decision and had consulted at length with stakeholders.  

Farming organisations expressed deep reservations about the move but, ultimately, Defra concluded it was `in the public interest' to disclose how the £1.7 billion of taxpayers' money was spent.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty indicated Defra was in favour of disclosure when he addressed the Oxford Farming Conference in January.  

The industry is now bracing itself for a stream of media stories about how much of taxpayers' money some of England's richest people receive in subsidies. The disclosure is likely to be greeted with further calls to cap the payments made to individual farmers.  

The NFU said it did not have a problem with the principle of transparency over subsidies but objected to the wholesale disclosure of the information. The union is unhappy that disclosure is to happen in England but not in Wales and Scotland. It also complained about Defra's lack of consultation with individual farmers to see if the details would cause them commercial damage or personal distress.  

It has made a sample letter available to members who believe they have a case against the release of information and is urging them to get their objections in to the RPA by 3pm today (March 18).  

NFU deputy president, Peter Kendall, said: "We do think the Government has been inconsistent in its application of the Act. We also argued that this blanket disclosure is not sensitive to the position of some individual farmers.  

"Overall, though, we have no problem with the principle of transparency. Farmers manage 75 per cent of the countryside, provide quality produce for consumers and employ thousands of people in rural communities.  

"The information due to be released is retrospective and refers to payments for production. Now, post CAP-reform, we are in a contract with society to manage the countryside."  

The Country Land and Business Association expressed deep reservations about the move.  

"While the CLA supports the principle that public expenditure should be properly scrutinised we do not believe that this need extend to an individual's income being a matter of public record," said CLA vice- president Henry Aubrey-Fletcher.  

"There is no greater public benefit in knowing how much an individual farmer is paid than in knowing how much any other individual receives from public funds.  

"In any event, we have reservations that the law requires income details to be disclosed in this way and indeed in Wales the devolved government has taken a different view on the requirements to their English counterparts."  

Final beef premium claims are cut.  
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THE LAST tranche of beef special premium claims before the single farm payment is introduced will be slashed by almost 30% after a final rush breached the national ceiling, says the Rural Payments Agency. Farmers keen to secure BSPS cash before it disappeared meant the number of claims made at the end of 2004 was higher than normal, said National Beef Association chief executive Robert Forster. An extension period at the beginning of this year also helped, he added. However, Mr Forster said the cut was not out of the blue. "After a 25% scaleback in Northern Ireland we were expecting something similar." Chris Dodds of the Livestock Auctioneers Association said some farmers may have lost out, but many would have submitted more claims meaning their overall payment for the year might not have been reduced. Richard Haddock, NFU livestock board chairman, said: "At least we are not sending anything back to Brussels."  

Milk quota transactions are under investigation.  
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By Sam Fortescue  

THE GOVERNMENT is investigating reports that farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have built up large holdings of clean or leased milk quota. Officials suspect that several farmers across the UK are amassing artificially high levels of quota to attract up to 12p/litre in new dairy premium payments. The farmers could net millions of pounds of public money under the premium, paid as part of the single farm payment and calculated according to quota registered on Mar 31, 2005 A Scottish Executive (SEERAD) official has confirmed to farmers weekly that it is investigating one particular transaction of quota from England to Scotland which is rumoured to extend to tens of millions of litres. Quota broker Ian Potter said the trade raised suspicions because it bore no relation to the buyer's base quota. "Someone's pushed the boundaries even further than the Rural Payments Agency ever imagined they would, and that's what has driven them to investigate," he said. According to a DEFRA source, the farmer at the centre of the trade, and others like him, could fall foul of EU legislation because their quota holdings are set to garner "out of the ordinary" support payments. But the same source admitted that DEFRA and the devolved administrations decided in early 2004 to ignore warnings on the matter and push on with rolling out the dairy premium. Ian Potter said: "The people involved in these transactions are businessmen. They've taken some of the best legal advice in the UK and are aware of the risks and the rewards. They also have the details of conversations with people in SEERAD and the RPA who confirmed that what they were trying to do was OK." He predicted a fierce legal struggle if the government decided to take action against those involved because of the huge sums of money at stake. "Margaret Beckett has said on every platform she's spoken on that farmers must be more market oriented, and that's exactly what they've done," he added. William Neville, a partner with agricultural law firm Burges Salmon, said that farmers were acting within the confines of the policy laid out by DEFRA and could not be accused of acting "artificially". "Some producers have cashed in on the present values of quota inflated by the future value of entitlements while others have bought to obtain future value of entitlements. Neither are behaving artificially in the context of the market place created by DEFRA." Lawyers at both DEFRA and SEERAD are expected to publish advice on the artificiality issue before Mar 31. <E06C> sam.fortescue@rbi.co.uk  

Public to get open access to farm support details.  
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By Isabel Davies  

DETAILS OF how much money individual farmers in England received in support payments in each of the past two years are to be made public under the Freedom of Information Act. The Rural Payments Agency has prepared a CD which will be sent on Tues (Mar 22) to all third parties who have requested information about payments. The FoI Act, which came into force on Jan 1, 2005, provides a general right of access to all recorded information held by public authorities. It is understood that the CD features a spreadsheet which lists, in alphabetical order, any company or individual in England that received a CAP payment in 2003 and 2004. The number of entries is believed to total more than 100,000. A DEFRA spokesman said the list would be based on the farm or business name that payments were made to, but no address would accompany it.  

public interest "We are publishing this as there is strong public interest in it," said the spokesman. "Over £1.7bn of public money is spent on CAP payments, so the public does have a strong interest in knowing where it is spent." The spokesman said DEFRA had been obliged to consult stakeholders before deciding to give the go-ahead. "But the representations we have received have not convinced us there will be any commercial damage [to farmers as a result]." The NFU confirmed that it had been in detailed discussions with DEFRA about disclosing payment details. It had asked about the inconsistency of why disclosure was to happen in England and seemingly not in Wales and Scotland. It had also objected strongly to DEFRA about not consulting with individual farmers to see if disclosure would cause them commercial damage or personal distress. NFU deputy president Peter Kendall said: "We do think that the government has been inconsistent in its application of the Act. We also argued that this blanket disclosure is not sensitive to the position of some individual farmers." But Mr Kendall added: "Overall though we have no problem with the principle of transparency. Farmers manage 75% of the countryside, provide quality produce for consumers and employ thousands of people in rural communities. The information due to be released refers to payments for production. Now we are in a contract with society to manage the countryside. This is an old news story." The NFU has suggested that farmers who feel their businesses will be damaged by the release of the information can try making a representation to the RPA's Access to Information Unit. <E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

SFP rules penalise pig enterprise.  
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By Andrew Shirley  

CROSS-COMPLIANCE rules are putting farmers trying to produce the welfare-friendly pigs demanded by consumers at a disadvantage, says a Wilts producer. Chris Bates said his 17-year-old son had set up a business extensively rearing Gloucester Old Spots on 8ha (20 acres) of land, but their landlord was not prepared to continue extending their short-term grazing licence any more. This was because he had been advised that any breach of soil management regulations by the pigs, even if they did not belong him, could jeopardise the entire single farm payment on the rest of his 405ha (1000-acre) holding, said Mr Bates. DEFRA guidelines say failure to cross-comply could result in a claimant being docked 3% of their total SFP claim in the first instance, and up to 15% for future violations. If the lapses are considered intentional the entire payment could eventually be forfeit. Mr Bates, who lost his house and £100,000 during foot-and-mouth, said his quarrel was not with the landlord, but with the government for not allowing more flexibility when interpreting cross-compliance rules. "It's typical. I feel we are being unfairly discriminated against." DEFRA said: "We are aware that some farmers are concerned about the compatibility of outdoor pigs with cross-compliance, and we plan to set out a position on this shortly. However, due to the complexity of the issues involved it is, unfortunately, not possible to give a detailed response immediately." Carl Atkin, of rural consultant Bidwells, said it was possible for landowners to avoid exposure to potential fines by renting out the land in question under a more formal agreement. Tenants could then include it on their own SFP claim forms and be liable for cross-complying. But many landlords were not keen to do this because it meant the tenant and not themselves receiving the single farm payment, even though it was possible to insert a clause in the agreement to ensure any SFP entitlement was passed back to them at the end of the tenancy, said Mr Atkin. National Pig Association regional manager Ian Campbell said there was a "lot of nonsense" being talked and some people were being unduly pessimistic. "There is a fear factor." Provided units were on the right type of soil - free-draining and light - it should still be possible to cross-comply, Mr Campbell reckoned. "All the words emanating from DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency suggest they are going to be pragmatic and work with the industry to achieve best practice." <E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Talks on late passport ruling.  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE GOVERNMENT is in discussions with the Rural Payments Agency about ways to help farmers who submit late cattle passport applications. Since October 2003, the British Cattle Movement Service has insisted that applications for passports must arrive within 27 days of an animal's date of birth. If an application arrives after the deadline, the animal is registered on the system but is refused a passport. But junior DEFRA minister Alun Michael has hinted that there could be changes to the rules. "Our aim is to establish whether there is any possibility of allowing cattle, which are the subject of a late application, to receive a passport," wrote the minister in a letter to Lib Dem shadow DEFRA secretary Andrew George. "Unfortunately the position is proving rather more difficult to resolve than we had hoped, although there is one potential solution which is gaining acceptance.  

progress "Discussions with the devolved administrations and legal advisers are still going on. We hope now to make progress quickly." Mr George said he believed the problem could be solved if farmers who did not meet the deadline paid a penalty which was equal to the cost of a veterinary inspection certificate and a DNA test. Their animal should then be given a passport so it remains marketable, he said. <E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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A LANCASHIRE cattle dealer/farmer has had his police bail extended until April 18 while investigations continue into a major cattle passport fraud.  

He was originally arrested but released on bail without charge pending enquiries following a joint operation between the police, Trading Standards officers, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Environment Agency to target `problem farms' over water contamination  
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By Alan Stennett  

FARM inspections by the Environment Agency to check on water pollution caused by failure to meet cross compliance regulations will be infrequent. Despite this they will usually be targeted at premises where inspectors think there could be a problem, according to one of the inspectors.  

Doug Freakley, who is part of the team covering the Midlands and has been visiting farms since the beginning of this year, told a conference at Newark that the Agency planned a `light touch' on the industry, with about 1,000 farms a year visited.  

He warned that farmers should not get complacent as anyone breaking the regulations could expect to be tracked down.  

"We will target the farms on a risk basis, so we will look at the results we are getting from downstream water, then target the farms where we need to visit," he said. "So unless farmers are completely satisfied as to what is coming off their farms, they need to pay close attention to the regulations."  

Some farmers still have "a degree of misunderstanding" about the conditions expressed in the handbook, said Mr Freakley.  

He said that the three main areas of concern were: * record keeping in Nitrate Vulnerable Zones, which was the principle worry; * the need for authorisations under the groundwater regulations; * the emptying of farmers' own septic tanks onto the land. "These are not necessarily things people would think of as farming requirements, so they do need to check the booklet fully to be sure they have everything covered," he said.  

Mr Freakley added that Defra and the Rural Payments Agency were very keen that the EA should be consistent in its treatment of farmers.  

Inspectors are required to report farmers found not to be complying with the regulations to the RPA, which has the power to impose heavy financial penalties.  

"The level of the fine will vary accordingly, with possibly a warning letter, but in the case of a serious repeated failure, farmers could lose their Single Farm Payment in one year, and be withheld from the scheme for the following year, so there is a very significant potential penalty to be faced."  

A chance to boost profit and image.  
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Realistic, achievable and a valuable opportunity for farmers. That, in a nutshell, describes the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme launched this week. It, and similar schemes to enhance the environment coming soon in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, will enable producers to claw back much of their single farm payment cash deducted through modulation. It will bring further benefits for wildlife - and a vital PR boost for farmers. It's an invaluable defence against a possible backlash from the public who could, mistakenly, perceive they are paying farmers for nothing now support payments are decoupled from production. Crucially, the scheme is practical. DEFRA has listened to the industry and devised a scheme that is achievable by most English farmers. Refreshingly, ELS is not a lawyers' or consultants' charter. Free clinics, workshops and on-line tools will help farmers gain the points they need to secure the payments. At £30/ha, few can afford to ignore those payments.  

 They represent a much-needed cash boost - a 400ha farm, for example, can reclaim £60,000 over five years. It will pay to apply early. Doing so by the end of May should ensure a first payment in February next year - provided, as assured, the Rural Payments Agency can cope. That will provide valuable cash if SFP cheques are delayed. There is also a question mark over future funding if applications exceed DEFRA's target of 70% of farmers. One snag is that some farms are still waiting for digital maps they need to apply. The RPA must act quickly to get these to farmers. The ELS marks a new era. Farming the environment, as well as food, is now an integral part of the job. But, so far at least, not as onerous as some may have feared. <E06C> Pages 6, 22, 44, 58 & 68  

Submit SPS forms `now' to avoid deadline chaos  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE 100,000 farmers in England who have still not submitted their Single Payment Scheme applications are being urged to do so soon as possible to avoid last minute chaos.  

With the May 16 deadline looming, the Rural Payments Agency had only received 14,884 completed forms by this Wednesday afternoon out of 116,000 it had sent out to English farmers.  

Of those received, 1,916 (about 13 per cent) have had to be returned because of errors, many of them straightforward. In many cases farmers are delaying filling in their forms until they receive all the relevant information from the agency.  

The guidance is being updated all the time - the latest update on field areas appeared on Wednesday, for example - and there have been major difficulties getting the right advice from the call centre, on top of well-documented problems with the mapping process.  

There is now real concern within the RPA about the workload it faces in processing the applications over the next fortnight given the number of forms still to come in and the percentage returned.  

In a statement on Wednesday, agency chief executive Johnston McNeill said: "The SPS is the most important change in agriculture in the last 30 years.  

"We urge all applicants to read the policy documents we have supplied and to get their signed applications to us as soon as possible before the May 16 deadline.''  

NFU president Tim Bennett echoed the message, urging farmers to submit forms well in advance of the deadline.  

"It is vitally important that these forms are submitted by the deadline. This is a one-off opportunity for farmers to establish entitlements under the new SPS.''  

Late applications will be accepted until June 10 but subject to substantial penalties. Mr Bennett expressed concern that some producers have not yet even received their application packs, although the RPA said it was not aware that this was a major problem.  

A spokeswoman said anyone who had not got a pack should: * Contact the customer service centre on 0845 603 7777. It is open 7.30am to 6pm Monday to Friday. It will be open between 9am to 5pm at weekends, including this Bank Holiday Monday, until May 16. * Download forms from website  www.rpa.gov.uk . This has been possible since last Friday.  

* Collect forms in person from RPA offices at Bristol, Carlisle, Crewe, Exeter, Newcastle, Newmarket, Northallerton, Nottingham, Reading Worcester and  

Workington during working hours.  

Mr McNeill issued advice to farmers intended to make the process as smooth as possible.  

He urged them to check the publications sent giving advice on the process before calling the service centre and not to clog it up with inappropriate questions.  

"Our CSC is available to help applicants deal with specific questions on the scheme.  

"RPA stresses that it is unable to give business advice or to help in completing the form page by page. Calls of this nature prevent applicants with specific questions from getting through to the CSC.''  

He said if farmers had concerns about any of the details when completing their forms, they should outline, in a covering letter, the approach they had taken and enclose it with the completed form. "Please check your form carefully before you submit it, making sure that you have completed and signed all sections, and that you have initialled and dated any corrections.  

"Finally, we suggest you take a copy of your completed form before returning it to us - this will be useful if we have to contact you with any queries at a later date.''  

The agency spokeswoman said one of the most common errors causing forms to be returned was that farmers were not signing them in all the necessary places.  

"There are still a lot of forms to come in. Our message to farmers is, please, if you have a form sitting on your mantelpiece, look at it this weekend, fill it in and check it very carefully before sending it off.''  

catalogue of errors a cause for concern.  

Jessica Buss  
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PRODUCERS CONSIDERING joining ELS should give close scrutiny to the contents of the envelope from the Rural Payments Agency, urgently.  

"I've already discovered discrepancies which could have proved costly," says Jim Birkett. "There were errors relating to certain fields on the farm map produced by the RPA. And if it's happened to me it's probably happened to others." He recalls these are not unlike problems when IACS was introduced.  

missing fields  

On the Environment Agency master map of the farm sent to Mr Birkett last autumn, all fields are clearly numbered. But the latest map relating to SFP and ELS does not show all fields. And the pre-printed ELS form failed to identify two fields.  

"When I spoke to DEFRA, it didn't seem unduly concerned and told me to add the field numbers to the relevant section on the pre-printed form. But producers need to be careful. This application for SFP and ELS is once and for all and any discrepancies won't be rectified in favour of the producer."  

defra letter  

A covering letter from DEFRA states: "It could be that fields on your final maps are not printed on your enclosed maps. However, please be reassured land is registered."  

Mr Birkett adds: "It's a good get-out for DEFRA. When a producer makes an error he has to cope with the consequences. Seemingly, when  

DEFRA makes an error it's OK."  

Deadline same despite trouble.  

Isabel Davis  
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FARMERS NEED to start filling in their single farm payment application forms because the deadline for their return remains May 16 despite current problems.  

A Rural Payments Agency spokeswoman urged farmers not to leave the forms until the last minute. "Open those envelopes up and get your form in as soon as possible," she said.  

The RPA has stressed that the 16 May is a regulatory deadline and must be observed if late submission penalties are to be avoided.  

"Late applications will be accepted up to 10 June 2005 but will be subject to substantial late claim penalties. Applications received after 10 June will be rejected."  

The message to get on with filling in the forms has also been repeated by the NFU. President Tim Bennett said: "It is vitally important that these forms are submitted by the 16 May deadline. This is a one-off opportunity for farmers to establish entitlements under the new SPS.  

"There are many issues that the NFU is still pursuing with DEFRA/RPA, including the issue of the SPS payment timetable and advance payments. However, the key issue for producers is to get the forms in.  

"Producers who have not received an application pack from the RPA should contact the RPA customer service centre on 0845 603 7777 if they have not already done so."  

Late forms hamper SFP claim.  

Andrew Shirley  
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With less than three weeks to go until the single farm payment deadline, our Management Matters farm in Lincs still hasn't received its claim form. Andrew Shirley reports  

CHRIS DOWSE, manager of Sir Richard Sutton's Settled Estates near Market Rasen, says the situation would be laughable if it wasn't so serious.  

"What can you say? It's ludicrous." Mr Dowse says the Rural Payments Agency hasn't provided any sort of explanation. "It just keeps saying we should be getting the forms soon. It really is an absolute nonsense.  

"When the form does eventually arrive we'll just have to burn the midnight oil and get it done." But he is under no illusions about the enormity of the task. Combined with owner Sir Richard Sutton's estate in Berkshire, the claim will cover over 4050ha (10,000 acres) and last year's IACS application  

included over 90 field data sheets.  

Mr Dowse has used Farmplan software to help with IACS claims but has only just received the disk needed to update the package to cope with the single farm payment. "Farmplan tells me DEFRA has only just given its approval for the disk. I think the entire scheme shouldn't have been introduced for another year."  

In common with many farmers, the estate's digital maps have also not been updated correctly by the Rural Land Register. Coupled with the work needed to make a last-minute claim for the SFP, Mr Dowse says this means he is unlikely to be joining the entry level environmental stewardship scheme at the earliest opportunity.  

"I'm aiming for the July 31 slot, with a start date of Nov 1. There is no way we can make the first date."  

And he is not impressed by  

DEFRA's guidance notes for filling in the SFP claim form either. "Some of it is gobbledygook. The people I feel most sorry for are those farmers with a large acreage that they manage on their own. They've got to cope with all of this and get on with the normal everyday stuff."  

Luckily for the estate, the "every<00AD>day stuff" is improving. A spell of good weather means most of the spring drilling campaign has been completed. "Spring has been lousy until this week, so we are a little bit behind, but you can't force it at this time of year," says Mr Dowse.  

Because of the wet autumn, spring has been busier than normal. Spring wheats would usually be avoided, but this year Mr Dowse has had to opt for nearly 60ha (147 acres), while an extra 120ha (300 acres) of spring barley has been planted. An additional 90ha (226 acres) of spring beans, out of a total of 225ha (556 acres), have been drilled.  

About 135ha (334 acres) of dried peas are also in the ground already, and Mr Dowse is just waiting for the go ahead from the vining pea group that he belongs to to start drilling that crop. And 121ha (300 acres) of industrial linseed on set-aside will go in as soon as possible. "If the weather holds we'll have a big push and get it all in."  

The lack of accurate digital maps means Mr Dowse is not entirely sure exactly how much set-aside he will need to meet the 8% quota under the SFP, but he is planning to include a bit extra just to be sure and will explain this in a covering letter with the form. "I think there are going to be a lot of covering letters."  

Although he is generally happy with progress and the development of the crops that have already been drilled, Mr Dowse accepts that the extra spring cropping will hit profitability. "In all probability we will take a gross margin hit. But this will be insignificant compared with the hit we may have to take on prices."  

So far Mr Dowse has sold about a quarter of his wheat forward, but is very concerned about values. "The outlook is not very good at the moment and things are looking fairly bleak. Everybody is predicting reasonable yields around the world."  

His latest sale to grain trader Gleadell, which buys all of the estate's combinable crops, was for about 500t of wheat with delivery in May 2006. Mr Dowse says he got about £5/t over the current spot value. "I was persuaded to sell because there was a seven in the number."  

Marketing the meat from the estate's small herd of Lincoln Reds is proving less tricky. The first bullock of the season has just been slaughtered and there is already a waiting list of 47 for the boxed beef, driven purely by word of mouth. However, output is set to double to six animals this year. "I am not sure if it will be as easy to sell that many."  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  
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THE EXPERT who has helped us with our IACS forms in the past and is doing the same with our Single Farm Payment applications this year tells me we are among the lucky ones. One small area of woodland apart, which we propose to ignore for Entry Level Scheme purposes, our maps are correct and the fields all have the right numbers.  

Our expert, who has completed aid applications for about 25 farms, including ours, for several years tells me only about five of his batch are in the same fortunate position. The others have fields missing from maps, inconsistent field numbering, some have no maps, some no application forms and so on.  

The Rural Payments Agency or its external contractors has generated this catalogue of mistakes and omissions. From reports in farmers weekly and other publications it is clear that his experience is the norm and that the whole mess could take many months to sort out.  

The RPA has doubled its staff to deal with it but not, it seems, with people who know anything about farming or the problems the rash of new schemes have created.  

Friends who have phoned in with questions have, once finally connected, been asked to explain the difference between cross-compliance and the Entry Level Scheme. On enquiring about the status of sugar beet they have been met with a long silence, then asked: "What's sugar beet?"  

So it goes on and there seems little appreciation by some of those manning the helplines of the urgency or the importance of answering questions quickly and correctly.  

There has clearly been a failure at the RPA to anticipate the enormity of the task. It was always going to be difficult, given the simultaneous launch of a rash of new policies - SFP, cross-compliance and environmental stewardship to name but three. But I have it on good authority that they closed down some of their sub-contractors offices for nine months because they did not expect they would have enough to do.  

It might all have been a bit easier if the instructions on how to fill in the new and complicated application forms had been written in an intelligible way in the first place. As anyone who has tried to understand them will know they are full of apparent contradictions, impractical demands and gobbledegook.  

Why else would they have had to issue other booklets explaining them first? Why else would they have had to send out yet another one containing 117 frequently asked questions? Why else would RPA officials facing audiences of farmers desperate to get their forms filled in correctly and secure their income for the next eight years be unable to answer so many of the points put to them? And where will the money come from to pay for those extra publications and the postage? The SFP fund perhaps?  

Margaret Beckett, before she disappeared from DEFRA for the election campaign, said she was "bloody livid" at the situation. Many farmers know how she feels. But it is ultimately her responsibility to get the job done and there is no hope of doing so by the mid-May deadline.  

Election campaign or not, someone at DEFRA must recognise the seriousness of the situation and put back the deadline. He or she must also ensure that the delay that is entirely the fault of government does not penalise applicants. For as modulation kicks in and the value of SFPs reduces by an average of about £1/acre/month, there is a real possibility that late payments might be lower than early ones.  

Could it be that DEFRA's laid back response to all this is deliberate? Might the Treasury have engineered it to save a bit of money and pocket the fines that SFP forms incorrectly completed will attract? I don't know. I'm only asking the questions. But I think we should be told.  

Drawing a blank on datasheets  
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Drawing a blank on datasheets  

I am, like so many farmers, fighting my way to fill in the single payment scheme forms. Trouble is I cannot get started because less than 5% of our field data was pre-printed on to forms. So I am trying to get blank field datasheets out of DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency, but it is proving impossible.  

Multiple engaged phone calls, two emails and one successful phone call have still not led to the delivery of blank forms.  

I suspect I am not the only one with the problem.  

Jane Dowler  

Manor Farm, Ilmington, Shipston on Stour, Warks  
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Ran out of ink for application forms  

When I received the single payment scheme application packs for our two holdings on Mar 1, neither application form was included. Despite several e-mails and hours spent trying to get though on the helpline, I could not get the matter resolved.  

Finally, I was told they would be sent out straight away, I waited 10 days, but nothing came. On Apr 8 I managed to get through once again only to be told that 20,000 forms had still to be printed, and that the printers had run out of ink. Printing would start again on Apr 13 and the forms would be sent out a week later.  

I hope the Rural Payments Agency will be as understanding as I have had to be if my forms are late. I, too, have run out of black ink.  

Nigel Parker  

Newton Farm, Herefordshire nhparker@stokelacy220.fsnet.co.uk  
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This year's Common Agricultural Policy reforms are affecting every single farmer. Over the next year we will follow the progress of a handful of farmers to look at how they cope with the threats and opportunities the changes present. This week we feature three farmers grappling with the application process and ask how decoupling will alter the way they run their businesses.  

By Alistair Driver  

THERE was a time when being a farmer primarily involved farming. Encouraged by the Common Agricultural Policy, set up in 1957 to ensure the permanent availability of affordable food, the main objective was to produce food.  

While the CAP guaranteed an income for what farmers churned out, they could afford to turn a blind eye to the market. There was little incentive to look after the environment.  

Today, as Lincolnshire farmer Paul Bennett observes, things are very different. "Farming today is like asset management. It is about balancing all the assets at your disposal, including the environment, your buildings, the features on your farm, as well as those linked to farming," he said.  

Mr Bennett, in partnership with his wife, Flora and two full-time staff, runs an 840-acre farm at Brackenborough, near Louth, of which 170 acres are rented. It is primarily arable but includes a suckler herd on 90 acres of grassland.  

Mr Bennett has a 10-year Countryside Stewardship agreement on his grassland, which includes payments to maintain the remains of a deserted medieval village. The cattle graze around the village, which shows the remains of roads, drainage systems and housing.  

He promotes educational visits to the site by schools and other groups. The stewardship agreement also involves pond restoration, field margins, and hedgerow management.  

He lets out nine cottages on his land and is planning to convert an old coach house for self-catering accommodation.  

For him the CAP reforms are an extension of a change in farming philosophy that has been underway for some time. "You can no longer concentrate solely on farming. Like many other farmers, when it became harder to make money out of the arable business, we looked at other income streams.  

"The CAP reforms have further changed the thought process. Now that we are no longer concerned about producing to collect subsidy we have gone through the business and looked closely at it in terms of its costs and assets.  

"On one side are things like interest payments and rent and on the other we have the Single Farm Payment coming in, rent from the cottages, Stewardship, Entry Level Scheme and Flora's off-farm income. "Farming is still important but other elements of the business have increased in importance. That is part of a general change in farming, not just the CAP reforms," he said.  

Decoupling has affected the way he thinks about the way he farms. The emphasis is now much more on producing `crops that pay'. For example, he intends to maximise the number of rape followed by wheat combinations in the rotation and is planning to experiment with cheaper and quicker methods of rape establishment.  

He is also planning to make his business more flexible by selling some of his arable machinery and relying more on contractors. This will enable him to respond more quickly to market signals that suggest he should plant more or less of a particular crop.  

In theory decoupling allows farmers to take the radical step of stopping production altogether, or significantly reducing output, if the price signals are wrong. But he believes the real impact of decoupling on production will take time to filter through. "I don't think this effect will be as dramatic as some people think. It is not easy to stop production at short notice if you have full-time labour and capital invested. Also, you cannot predict what the price will be before you start sowing. For example, if you look at 2003, anyone that decided not to sow crops and then saw prices like that would be disappointed.  

"Over time, however, if people change their businesses to make them more flexible, production will become more responsive."  

He is going to `wait and see' before deciding what adjustments to make to his beef herd. "Without subsidy, we need about 250p/kg to make a profit. We are currently getting about 190p/kg but we are going to wait and see what happens.  

"However, the decision is complicated by the fact that we will need the cattle to graze and produce calves for the benefit of our public attractions," he said.  

His more immediate concern is applying for his Single Farm Payment and the ELS. Like thousands of others, he is frustrated by problems with the land mapping process. "For us the mapping process is going backwards. At the end of last year we needed minor adjustments. When the maps finally came back in March we had lost four fields, including some in the middle of the farm, and gained a neighbour's field. "In terms of the Single Payment Scheme it is not a big problem as there are blank spaces on the form to enter fields that have not been properly mapped. But where it is a total disaster is ELS. We are still waiting for IACS 22 forms for woodland we want to put in. At £30 per hectare the scheme is worth £9,000 a year to us and we want to start in August.  

"We have to decide whether to wait until the mapping is complete and delay getting back the money we paid out through modulation, or to enter the scheme now but without the woodland. This would cost us £1,500 over five years."  

He is fairly relaxed about his SPS application. He intends to sit down and fill in the form before the end of this month.  

The biggest decision is whether to establish entitlements on a small parcel of land he intends to sell in the future. If he does, he will lose the historic element of the payment once the land is sold. If he does not, he will miss the area payment as long as he owns the land.  

Another complication is that he bought land in 2000. As a result he will have to apply to the National Reserve for additional entitlements, a bureaucratic process requiring all sorts of documentation to prove the validity of the claim.  

Then there is cross-compliance. Here he is more concerned about possible additional inspections than the requirements themselves. Under the old regime he usually received his arable payments in November. He predicts he might not get his first decoupled payment - worth about £75,000 - until late spring 2006, later even than the Rural Payments Agency's official estimate of February.  

His grain is sold through Centaur and one option to ease the cash flow problems is to opt for increased advance payments on pooled grain. But that will not prevent him losing out heavily in terms of interest payments.  

He is a firm supporter of the direction of the reforms but like many farmers in England is unhappy with the way they are being handled.  
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INVESTIGATIONS are continuing into an alleged major cattle fraud, which Lancashire police say could eventually represent the biggest case of its kind in Britain.  

A Ribble Valley cattle dealer/farmer, who was originally arrested but released without charge in January, has had his police bail extended until July 13 pending further enquiries. It follows a joint operation between police, Trading Standards officers, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

As deadline looms, RPA offices run short of SPS forms  
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By Tom Levitt  

THE Rural Payments Agency (RPA) has made improvements to its call centre operations but there are still farmers who have not received their Single Payment Scheme (SPS) applications forms.  

NFU regional representatives this week said farmers were getting through to the call centre but were still uncertain when their forms would arrive.  

They said local RPA offices were meant to be stocking forms for collection but were actually only taking orders.  

"There has certainly been an improvement and we are getting through to the call centre now," said NFU North East regional director Richard Ellison.  

"Although they have set up a dedicated application hotline, we still have farmers who have not received their application forms yet. "We've been told that forms are available from the local RPA offices but have found out these offices are actually just taking orders and don't have any in stock."  

Mr Ellison added that while less than 5 per cent of farmers were affected, with less than a month to go before the May 16 deadline they needed assurances they would not be penalised for the RPA's poor service.  

Of the seven RPA offices in Reading, Carlisle, Crewe, Newcastle, Northallerton, Exeter and Nottingham contacted by Farmers Guardian, only Newcastle had any forms, although they were not sure how long stocks would last. Local offices are expecting to receive them by May 2.  

NFU East Midlands food and farming advisor Carol Puddephatt said call centre improvements did not mean other concerns had gone away. "I know they are also planning to ring people back this Saturday and Sunday in an effort to clear the backlog. But hiring extra call staff does not resolve a whole host of other issues, namely the mapping of land. "We want flexibility on all application errors so farmers are not being penalised for being given poor advice and service," added Mrs Puddephatt.  

NFU South West regional director Antony Gibson said the helpline was only soothing the situation and that a reprieve for farmers was inevitable.  

"The new staff cannot help the situation other than by offering a calming voice to frustrated farmers. I think it is inevitable they will have to announce an amnesty for incorrect applications. "The problem they have is that they do not want farmers to subconsciously stop making an effort to meet the deadline," added Mr Gibson.  

A spokesperson for the RPA said the May 16 deadline was regulatory and late applications would only be accepted up to June 10, 2005. "As with previous schemes RPA will of course, seek to use the obvious error provisions but if farmers have particular issues about their application, they should send in an accompanying letter setting out the necessary details."  

They added that with effect from April 23 the call centre would open between 9am and 5pm at weekends. The call centre is open between 7.30am and 6.00pm on weekdays.  

* For advice on filling in your SPS form see pages 16 and 17.  
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uk wants better rate  

for euro conversion  

THE UK is leading a push within the Council of Ministers in Brussels to secure a better deal for farmers over the exchange rates used for converting their single farm payment cheques from euros into  

sterling.  

Brussels' latest proposal is to take the European Central Bank's quoted exchange rate on Sept 30 in the year preceding the payment year, but non-euro member states have complained that using a single date would put the payment at the mercy of currency fluctuations. For 2005, that would mean a rate of 68.68p/<E045>, even though rates have been as high as 71p.  

Other proposals being considered by negotiators would use the average exchange rate over a fixed period of weeks or months. A decision is expected at the end of May.  

Meanwhile, the  

Rural Payments Agency says that farmers wanting euro payments should request them in writing by May 16. Any change back to  

sterling can only be made with a future SPF claim.  

photocopies may be ok for blank field data sheets  
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photocopies may be ok for blank field data sheets  

FARMERS WHO need extra blank field data sheets may use photocopied versions, but only if they are copied from their own application form.  

The Rural Payments Agency has said farmers need to first use the blank field data sheets (SP5B, SP5C and SP5D) issued with the application packs.  

But if extra supplementary sheets are required, RPA will accept the following:  

<E06C> The continuation sheets produced and supplied by RPA. These can be ordered from the RPA on 0845 603 7777. They will also be available from RPA's processing sites and drop-in centres from the middle of next week.  

<E06C> Exceptionally, photocopies of blank field data sheets from the farmer's own application form.  

Photocopies of other farmers' application forms will not be accepted, as they have the wrong barcode.  

<E06C> Exceptionally, computer-generated field data sheets, where they are produced in the same format and contain the same information as the official forms and the farmer writes on each extra field data sheet the alpha-numeric reference number that is next to the Helpline number at the bottom of each page on his main form and, where it is known, his Single Business Identifier.  

<E06C> The RPA also reminds customers that they need to sign all continuation sheets in ink.  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has updated its list of answers to frequently asked...  

Isabel Davis  
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THE RURAL Payments Agency has updated its list of answers to frequently asked questions on single farm payment application issues in a bid to reduce calls to the helpline.  

The full list of questions and answers can be found by visiting its website. Answers to many other questions can be found on farmers weekly's website fwi.co.uk/sfp  

They include:  

How can I fill out my SPS claim form if I don't have my maps?  

If your digital maps are being processed, use the field sizes and areas you provided on your Land Registration form or on your 2004 IACS claim to fill in the claim form, then provide a covering letter stating that you have submitted a registration and are waiting for it to be processed.  

How do I then work out my field numbers and areas if I have never seen a digital map?  

If you cannot work out the field number, please supply a copy of a map marking the fields. Fields are normally shown on the 1:10,000 scale maps and sometimes on the  

1:25,000 ones. If you do not know the  

exact area, please provide an estimate.  

If the digitised field area(s) are different from the area declared on my previous IACS form, which area should I use for my SPS 2005 form?  

The digitised areas should be used  

on your SP5 application, providing  

you have not changed field boundaries since your RLR maps were mutually agreed and signed off with RPA.  

How do I add previously unregistered IACS land on which I have never claimed?  

If you wish to claim the land for SPS, the fields should be added to your SPS application. Request an IACS 22 to register the land to the Rural Land Register.  

By Isabel Davies  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has retrained its call centre staff on the set-aside codes to be used on single farm payment forms after queries from farmers weekly.  

FW alerted the agency to the  

fact that some farmers have been told to use the code SA6 for their set-aside rather than the correct code SA1.  

One contacted the magazine by e-mail to say: "When trying to  

find out the correct codes for set-aside I actually managed to get through to the helpline and was told that you should enter SA6 for any set-aside up to the 8% required  

and SA1 for any above that. I did query this, but was assured it was correct.  

"Having already sent in my form in, I am quite concerned that problems will arise with it, and am angry that staff do not give correct answers."  

Bill Duncan, head of the RPA's central scheme management unit, said he had reminded customer service centre staff on Monday (Apr 18) that the normal code for set-aside should be SA1.  

But farmers who had already sent in their forms with the incorrect use of SA6 need not worry.  

"As long as the land concerned is in set-aside, is managed in accordance with the set-aside management conditions and is sufficient to meet the minimum set-aside requirements for the area concerned, RPA will accept it without further amendment," said the agency.  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

Most of our land is rented from several different landlords who are all now...  

Andrew Shirley  
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Most of our land is rented from several different landlords who are all now claiming the entitlements themselves, so that they will get the area payment. If we only establish entitlement on the 18 acres we own, by activating these 18 acres will we get all our historic payments? We want to make sure we get all the historic payments due to us while they last.  

It is possible to "stack" historic entitlements onto a smaller area of land than was farmed during the reference period (2000-2002). But these payments will rapidly diminish as the historic element of the SFP is replaced by the area payment until 2012 when they disappear.  

How do I concentrate all of my historic element of the single payment onto a reduced proportion of the land that I currently farm so that I can benefit from all of it when I retire onto that reduced proportion in a couple of years time?  

The number of entitlements created in 2005 is determined by the land area declared for establishment of entitlements. Therefore, if a holding has shrunk since the reference period its historic entitlements will automatically be spread over the smaller area.  

But it is possible to "stack" entitlements even if the land area has not changed. Enter the area in datasheet Columns I and J only for the fields that you plan to keep after retirement, for the others enter zero. All your historic payments will now be concentrated on to those fields. (You must still complete the rest of the columns for all land under your control on May 16, 2005)  

If the historic element is purely arable, then there is no limit to the amount of "stacking" that can occur. But beware if the history is "polluted" by one of the Article 47 sheep, beef or dairy schemes as this places a <E06B>5000/ha ceiling on the value of entitlements.  

Above this level, applicants can elect to be awarded entitlements subject to special conditions, but these carry with them a requirement for 50% production.  

Also bear in mind that once entitlements have been created after May 16, 2005, the historic and regional elements cannot be separated. This means you will not get no payments at all on the fields you chose not to establish and claim entitlements on in Columns I and J. Also note the diminishing value of historic entitlements mentioned in the previous question.  

We are in the process of buying some land from a neighbouring farmer. We have paid the deposit and hope to complete on Apr 6. He has told us he is claiming the historic element relating to the land but can we still include the land on our SP5 and establish entitlements so as to claim the area-based payment?  

Unless a private contract clause has been included in a sale, the vendor will automatically "stack" his historic entitlements on his retained land. But as long as the land is under your control by May 16 you can establish area entitlements.  

To actually get paid in 2005, you must be in occupation by Apr 30 (the last date for the 10-month occupation period).  

Where supporting evidence is required in the private contracts clause section of the form, must the documents be originals?  

No, according to the Rural Payments Agency in its latest supplementary information. Unless the case is due to probate, applicants may supply self-certified copies.  

In Column N of the field datasheets what code do I use for Countryside Stewardship grass margins? As I see it, they are temporary, neither P (permanent) nor R (rotational).  

Permanent. The question only refers to the positioning of the strips during the lifetime of CSS and other specific environmental agreements.  

Our farm is in the pilot Entry Level scheme. Do we have to put a P in Column N for every field in the scheme or just the grass fields which are permanent grass?  

It is not necessary to complete the box where the only environmental measures in a field are for Entry Level.  

On land registered for the SFP, can I still hold organised motorcycle events on my land?  

New guidance from the RPA has clarified the situation for non-agricultural use. Activities such as bird watching, walking and farm visits, which do not affect agricultural operations, will be allowed without restriction during the 10-month period. A 28-day limit has been applied to more involved activities, like country fares and clay pigeon shooting, but motor sports and recreational uses like golf course are not considered compatible.  

However, if the activity only affects part of a field it is possible to claim on the rest. The RPA suggests anybody in doubt about a particular activity should get in touch with their payment agency.  

Is there a problem using the default 10-month period in question 5 of the SP5 form?  

The default period suggested by DEFRA is Feb 1 to Nov 30. Farmers should take great caution with the 10-month period as they cannot be overlapped down the line and thus starting with a late 10-month period in 2005 could cause future problems.  

For a purely combinable crop business the obvious choice is Oct 1 to July 31, which synchronises nicely with the cropping cycle. It also avoids straddling the traditional Michaelmas tenancy period when land is usually given up and taken on.  

And at the moment only one start date is allowed per claim in England. So if a farmer takes on a piece of land with a different 10-month period there could be a problem in getting them to "sync". This would mean a loss of payment for one party in one year on some of the land.  

Box  
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RPA doesn't know - how can we?  

As a loyal reader of your publication, I am grateful that you are keeping the industry informed about problems with SP5 applications.  

How the Rural Payments Agency can expect farmers to complete the forms correctly is beyond belief. If the organisation charged with implementing the scheme does not understand how it is intended to be enforced, what about us, the applicants?  

I returned my completed form on Mar 24 and received confirmation of its arrival at the RPA office in Exeter on Apr 1. How appropriate.  

Since returning my application, a number of issues regarding the rules have come to my attention. One was raised by an independent consultant from the north east (Livestock, Apr 1) who stated: "DEFRA has only now confirmed that farmers need to set aside 8% of the claimed area, not 8% of the whole field."  

I complained to RPA about that point saying that it was unfair that I had to set aside 8% of 6m arable AS2 margins that were not in production. The reply was: "We don't make the rules, there is nothing we can do." So I completed my application despite the lack of information.  

Phil Walters  

Phil.Jane.Walters@ukgateway.net  

I have called the Rural Payments Agency Helpline several times over the past few...  

Andrew Brown  
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I have called the Rural Payments Agency Helpline several times over the past few days regarding my Countryside Stewardship strips. I was trying to find out if I am to activate the entitlements on them.  

So far, I have had conflicting advice: One advising yes and another advising no. Moreover, I was surprised to learn that helpline advisers received only a one-hour training session.  

How can the nation's farmers make decisions on a form that will affect their business for the next eight years. It's a ludicrous situation.  

Andrew Brown  

TWBFARMS@aol.com  

OPINION: A need for fair play  
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The Rural Payments Agency deserves some sympathy. As its chief executive Johnston McNeill pointed out on Tuesday, the Single Payment Scheme is as new to the RPA's staff as it is to farmers. Given the scale of the task facing it, the timetable for implementation was `challenging', he said.  

True, but then on previous form, the same timetable for organising a leaving do at the local brewery for departing Minister Lord Whitty would prove `challenging' for the RPA. The RPA's record on delivering services on time to farmers is appalling.  

The departing Minister is reportedly deeply unhappy at the RPA's performance in implementing the new scheme. The agency is under some pressure from Defra to get its act together in order to avoid meltdown next month.  

However, the Minister himself is not blameless. He was the driving force behind the decision to opt for a progressive historic/area SPS system in England, a system he felt would be more equitable and easier to justify than pure historic payments.  

He cannot say he was not warned about the complexities that would arise in implementing such a system.  

That aside, farmer sympathy for the RPA can only go so far. Mr McNeill's admission that the RPA had simply underestimated the demand caused genuine shock and bewilderment at Tuesday's meeting.  

His attempt to blame farmers for the mapping problems because they had not got it sorted last year caused anger.  

Being the NFU council it was a restrained murmuring anger that quickly passed. It was pointed out that had the same comments being made at a local farmer meeting, the response would have been very different. One NFU figure described his comments as `disgraceful'.  

The RPA should have been aware of the demands for mapping this year sparked by the Entry Level scheme and it grossly underestimated the number of callers to its often unhelpful helpline.  

However, it is now belatedly trying to make amends to by pumping more resources into the process and hopefully the problems will begin ease.  

The reality is that whatever the RPA does at this late stage there is still a huge amount of concern among farmers about a process that will determine their support levels for years to come.  

The key issue in all this is that farmers must not be penalised for somebody else's mistakes, whether it is to do with mapping or non- existent or bad advice from the agency.  

Farmers must try and submit forms by May 16 - the deadline is immovable. But measures must be put in place now so that genuine mistakes out of their control can be corrected later. That is only fair.  

Bovine scheme balance payments  
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THE Rural Payments Agency has announced that balance payments have commenced under all of the bovine schemes following the opening of the payment window on April 1, 2005. The 2004 scheme year was the last year for submission of claims under the bovine schemes.  

Rural Payments Agency under fire over delays  
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By Alistair Driver  

THE Rural Payments Agency is pumping more resources into its call centre and mapping division as it seeks to rebuild shattered farmer confidence in the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) application process.  

Its chief executive Johnston McNeill announced the additional resources on Tuesday at an NFU council meeting in London at which the level of farmer fury over the agency's failings was spelled out loud and clear.  

Representatives from each of the seven English regions stood up to outline the catalogue of problems farmers were facing in making their SPS applications - due one month from now.  

Summing up the mood NFU North West delegate Thomas Binns said: "The modern phrase is that the industry is bloody livid. It is bloody livid about the lack of competence that is being demonstrated by the RPA."  

NFU president Tim Bennett said farmers had lost confidence in the system and were `terrified' of making a mistake in their application that could affect their payments for years to come. He demanded a commitment from Mr McNeill that farmers would not be penalised for mistakes `because the RPA is not organised'.  

Country Land and Business Association president Mark Hudson, who also addressed the meeting, described the process as a `shambles' and said he hoped this week would mark a turning point.  

Mr McNeill apologised for the problems, particularly with regards to the mapping of land and the call centre. He pointed out that the scheme was new to staff, as well as farmers, and that the timetable was `very challenging'.  

However, he shocked the meeting by admitting that the problems stemmed from the fact that the RPA had underestimated farmer demand for its services.  

"We have had problems with the IT system but it is now pretty much up to standard. What we didn't expect was the demand," he said.  

He then raised the temperature further by pointing the finger at farmers for the delays in land registration.  

He said the agency had sent farmers maps back in June 2004, asking them to clarify if they were an accurate reflection of their land but got a poor response.  

"Now we could have designed a lorry with a big engine to cope with this demand had we ever though it likely. As it was we looked at normal rates and added a reasonable contingency.  

"We might argue that we underestimated it but I think we have some defence. We knew as far back as June 2004 that this needed to be addressed but 20,000 customers did not engage with the process."  

This drew an angry response from East Anglia NFU delegate Richard Persey, who told Mr McNeill he was wrong to blame farmers for `suddenly identifying new parcels of land'. The reason for the exceptional demand was that farmers were being asked by the Government to identify new areas of land for the Entry Level Scheme. The RPA should have anticipated this, he said.  

The agency's operations director Ian Hewett said there were still mapping problems with about 100,000 field parcels out of 1.7 million dealt with by the agency.  

In a bid to solve the problem, the RPA had doubled the number of map editors involved. They were working double shifts.  

He said the RPA had anticipated its call centre would be receiving 2,000 calls a day. It was currently receiving double that and demand would increase as the May 16 deadline approached. The agency had increased the number of call centre operatives to 180 to cope with the extra demand, as one of a number of changes implemented recently to improve the service.  

Mr Bennett welcomed the additional resources but said it would take time to rebuild farmers' confidence. This reflected the general air of scepticism within the council about whether the RPA could turn the situation around at the eleventh hour.  

Mr Binns hit out at the admission that the agency had underestimated farmer demand. He said the NFU raised the issue of resources when the area system was announced over a year ago. "Yet here we are a month away from the deadline and we are told the RPA is moving up a gear. It should already be geared up."  

More SFP info on the way.  

Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

MUCH-NEEDED information to help complete English farmers' single farm payment claims will be hitting doormats soon, but farm consultants say some issues still remain unclear.  

An update to the guidance notes for the SP5 form was issued by the Rural Payments Agency this week and will be sent to all farmers claiming SFP. It includes clarification of some common queries, including correct crop codes to use for set-aside.  

Alastair Fitzgerald, who farms 400ha (1000-acres) of arable land in Wilts, said the extra information would be welcome. "We've filled in our form with pencil and are waiting to see what the latest guidance looks like. I think we are largely on top of things, but they seem to be changing their minds all the time."  

Greg Bliss, who rents 1200 acres of land near Peterborough, said he had already completed his form and had not found it too onerous. But had taken advice from the Tenant Farmers' Association, a local consultant and farmers' meetings.  

Francis Mordaunt of consultant Andersons said: "We can now complete most of our clients' forms, but there are some fundamental questions that have yet to be answered." These included who would actually own entitlements where, for example, land was farmed by two companies, but DEFRA said only one claim should be submitted.  

Aubourn's Philip Wynn said: "It is only a matter of weeks before the deadline and we are still looking for clarification." Mr Wynn said it was still not clear whether footpaths across arable fields had to be  

deducted from field areas on the field datasheets.  

Part of the problem, he added, was that conflicting advice was  

being issued by the RPA's phone  

helpline. Mr Mordaunt agreed and said he knew of farmers who had each been told to use a different code for their set-aside.  

In Suffolk, Chris Leney of Robinson & Hall's Ipswich office said where doubt still existed he was making "fair assumptions" and backing those up in detail in a covering letter included with the form. "We have given up hope of contacting the RPA."  

<E06C> See p20 for more form-filling advice.  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

RPA doubles helpline staff to take your calls.  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has doubled the number of people manning its single farm payment helpline in response to farmer complaints that the system is a shambles.  

RPA chief executive Johnston McNeill made the announcement at NFU Council on Tues (Apr 12) after he was quizzed about what is being done to solve ongoing SFP application problems.  

Farmers at the meeting pointed out producers are not only struggling to get through to the single farm payment helpline; they are also worried about the quality of the advice that they are being given.  

They also raised problems about delays and inaccuracies in the processing of maps for the Rural Land Register.  

Mr McNeill admitted that demand for changes to maps had been "much higher" than anticipated.  

He also acknowledged that many farmers had experienced huge difficulties in getting through to a customer service adviser. But he claimed that the agency was "on top of it now" as extra staff had been drafted in.  

Operations director Ian Hewett said calls had increased from 750 a day when the centre opened on Apr 14 to more than 4000 a day, which was why getting through was an issue.  

To improve the situation the agency had increased the number of operators to 180 and it had also extended opening hours by two hours (7.30am to 6pm Mon to Fri).  

Staff were also calling back farmers with answers to queries over weekends and evenings.  

NFU president Tim Bennett said: "The RPA's commitment of extra resources for the call centre provides some comfort but previous mismanagement has seriously damaged farmers' confidence in the system. That will take time to rebuild.  

"We need assurances that farmers will not be penalised because the RPA isn't organised. Where farmers have made genuine errors as a result of poor advice or inaccuracies on the part of the agency, they should be able to correct those errors after the May 16 deadline without penalty."  

Mark Hudson, president of the Country Land and Business Association, said until this week the system had been an utter shambles, but he hoped this was a turning point.  

"I hope today will be a watershed, but unless this expansion has been properly planned then I fear the people on the end of the phone won't be properly trained."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

March milk output jumps.  

sam fortescue  
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MARCH MILK production exceeded quota for only the second time in 12 months, latest provisional figures from the Rural Payments Agency suggest. Production in the new milk year is likely to rise, but not enough to undermine prices.  

Dairy farmers delivered almost 1.2bn litres of milk to buyers during the month. Although this was almost 43m litres more than the same month last year, the brakes were very much on a year ago as producers tried to avoid going over quota.  

Compared with March 2003, when farmers were pushing production with no fear of superlevy, output fell short by 19m litres, and consultants are not worried about a big spring flush.  

But Chris Flint, of Kite Consulting, said he was advising his clients not to assume that quota was out of reach in the new milk year. "The milk price rise will be an incentive to produce for some, and the dairy premium has created a bit of a feel-good factor. However, clients are very keen to get the grass right to avoid dropping milk, and a lot of them are flattening out their production profiles to avoid seasonality penalties."  

Adjusting last month's output figure for butterfat gives a net figure of 1.218bn litres, about 14m litres over the Charles Holt/farmers weekly quota profile.  

Despite this, milk output for the whole 2004/05 milk year undershot quota by 201m butterfat-adjusted litres. Even allowing for permanent transfers between direct and wholesale pools, the shortfall is still likely to be about 175m litres.  

Keep your mind on the job despite form delays.  

Abram, Mike  
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By Mike Abram  

Arable farmers must not let single farm payment and entry level scheme delays distract them from field work, even though those hold-ups could cost thousands of pounds.  

"Growers must not let agronomy slip," stresses Strutt & Parker agronomist Mark Hall. "It's easy to get the head down filling in SP5 forms, but growers must be very careful not to miss spraying or drilling opportunities."  

Delays in receiving correct digital maps or getting help from the Rural Payments Agency are diverting attention, he admits. But poorly timed inputs can cause far greater losses.  

"The biggest gripe is how long it takes to get help. We sent an email 10 days ago and haven't heard anything. Apparently it could take 15 days - that is just not good enough.  

"It seems only fair that DEFRA either delays the deadline or omits the penalties for incorrect applications until at least June."  

Only 5% of his clients' farms have everything they need to be able to complete both sets of forms.  

Mr Hall doubts the RPA will be able to finalise digital maps for what he believes are 18,000 outstanding IACS22 claims in time for growers to submit ELS claims by the initial May 31 deadline. "The RPA has said any IACS22 forms sent in before 1 March 2005 will be processed in time, but I think they will struggle.  

"Any delay in getting the maps will prevent an awful lot of my clients from going straight into ELS, as they would like to."  

Missing the first round of ELS applications could cost thousands, says Cotswold grower Nick Bumford (see panel).  

"At risk is at least a quarter of the payment in this first year - that's income foregone. I won't ever be able to get that money back again."  

Interest will also cost growers about 30p/ha for every quarter that payment is delayed, adds Mr Hall. "But it's a more serious problem for cash-flow - particularly with the delay in the single farm payment to March or April, when usually the old payments were made in December.  

"Many growers were counting on getting an ELS payment in February 2006 to help with their cash flow."  

<E06C> See News & Business for SFP latest.  

<E06C> mike.abram@rbi.co.uk  

Entry level delays cause anger  
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FARMERS whose Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) scheme applications are delayed because of mapping problems might have a case for legal action, suggested NFU livestock chairman Richard Haddock.  

He said there was `huge frustration and anger' among farmers who look like they will miss the August 1 start date for the first ELS agreements because the Rural Payments Agency has been unable to register their land.  

Apology over SFP delays  
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By Alistair Driver  

DEFRA is promising `urgent action' to address the chaos surrounding the Single Farm Payment application process in England.  

Its pledge, and an apology from the Rural Payments Agency, came in response to a request this week for assurances that farmers would not be penalised for problems with the process stemming from the agency.  

Thousands of farmers fear they will not be ready to submit an accurate application by the May 16 deadline because of factors out of their control.  

There is currently a backlog of 18,500 applications for land registrations because of the agency's delays in registering maps.  

Farmers are also experiencing significant problems accessing its call centre and there are reports of questions not being answered and of conflicting answers to queries.  

In a joint statement, the National Farmers' Union and the Country Land and Business Association voiced fears that these and other problems would prevent farmers registering for the payment by May 16.  

NFU president Tim Bennett met Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty on Tuesday to express the industry's `grave concerns' and seek formal assurances that farmers would not be penalised for the delays in registering land.  

"The NFU and CLA are pressing for a formal guarantee that if maps are not ready by the May 16 deadline farmers will be able to submit their details later without penalty,'' said Mr Bennett.  

"We are also demanding assurances that farmers will not be punished for genuine errors that have been made as a results of inadequate advice. However, it is still essential, despite all the difficulties, for farmers to make every effort to submit their completed forms before the deadline.''  

CLA president, Mark Hudson, said: "It's simply not good enough that it's taking as many as 18 calls and several minutes on hold to get through to a helpline offering inconsistent information.''  

Lord Whitty was apparently sympathetic and expressed a desire to help. Afterwards, Defra issued a short statement that fell short of explicit guarantees but said: `Defra is very concerned about the problems that have been highlighted by the NFU and has asked for urgent action to be taken'.  

Mr Bennett said farmers were `frustrated and angered' by the difficulties they were experiencing. He said NFU offices had been inundated with calls from worried farmers and its call centre has been receiving over 1,200 calls a day.  

"This is a one-off registration and farmers are desperate to get it right. There is utter confusion out there and the idea we are going to get these problems sorted out by May 16 is fanciful.  

"But farmers still have to register by that date and we need flexibility from Defra to help farmers through this.''  

The RPA was repentant and said it was redeploying further staff to answer calls. A spokeswoman said: "RPA recognises and apologises for the delays that some customers have experienced in calls to the customer call centre being answered.  

"The numbers of calls received have increased several fold over the last month and while we had projected and planned for increased call volumes during the introduction of the Single Payment Scheme, the call volumes have been even higher than those projections.''  

She said demand for land registrations was `unprecedented', with nearly 25,000 requests in the past six months compared with around 9,000 a year previously. A backlog was `inevitable'.  

However, she stressed that this did not prevent farmers from claiming the payment. "The SPS application should be completed to reflect the situation on the ground as of May 16, 2005.''  

Quoting from the SPS Handbook, she said if farmers did not know the land size because it is still awaiting registration then they should give an estimate.  

"Once the parcel has been digitised the total area in column D of the Field Data Sheet will be replaced by this new size.  

"If a customer has made any allowance for ineligible features these will be deducted to give a new total area for establishing and activating entitlements for that parcel.''  

The agency `strongly urges' farmers to read back over their SPS application form and the guidance notes to satisfy themselves that the form is accurate and complete before returning it.  

Section - of the SPS Handbook provides guidance on correction of errors. Late applications will be accepted up to June 10 but these would be subject to `substantial late claim penalties'. Applications received after June 10 will be rejected.  

If not chaos, then close to it. The Rural Payments Agency's handling of...  

MIKE STONES  
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If not chaos, then close to it. The Rural Payments Agency's handling of registrations for the single payment scheme is a mess.  

As the May 16 deadline looms, calls from farmers seeking information about the SP5 forms have risen to 2000 a day, according to the agency. They are the lucky ones. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands, more farmers are trapped in telephone hell - trying desperately to contact the agency but failing repeatedly. One North Yorks consultant phoned RPA on behalf of a client nearly 60 times one morning without success.  

Frustratingly, there's not even a telephone queuing system. When calls are answered, sometimes staff cannot supply the information required or give conflicting answers to questions.  

There are delays, too, in registering land with the Rural Land Register. The processing of maps is causing particular headaches.  

Much is at stake. Miss the May 16 deadline and progressive punitive penalties apply until the final deadline of June 10. If that deadline is missed farmers jeopardise their entitlement to receive any support from the single payment scheme.  

Mistakes on completed forms, whether due to farmers' errors or incorrect information supplied by the agency, could also attract penalties.  

The agency must call a halt to this shambles. It has already pledged to recruit more staff for its telephone helpline. But that is not enough.  

Farmers deserve assurances that they will not be penalised for delays when registering land. Also there should be no penalty for errors that have stemmed from inaccurate maps or poor RPA advice.  

Meanwhile, farmers can help themselves by tackling the forms as soon as possible to maximise their chance of meeting the May 16 deadline. But the RPA must do more to help.  

<E06C> News, p6; Arable, p41  

By Jonathan Riley and  

Isabel Davis  
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By Jonathan Riley and  

Isabel Davies  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has pledged to tackle problems dogging its single farm payment helpline after mounting complaints from farmers who are struggling to get advice.  

With the May 16 deadline looming for completed SP5 forms to be returned, the agency's helpline has been swamped by 2000 calls a day.  

Many farmers have complained to farmers weekly that it is impossible to get through to a helpline operator. A major concern has been that farmers are receiving pre-populated data sheets riddled with errors.  

John Howard of North East Agronomy, North Yorks, told FW that he had spent a number of days trying to get through to the helpline. "One morning alone I phoned 57 times in a row before giving up and phoning the local DEFRA centre.  

"If the RPA is handling 2000 calls a day, yet the evidence suggests huge numbers are still not getting through, you can only imagine how many farmers are struggling to fill in forms," said Mr Howard (pictured, right).  

"The majority of farmers have data for between one and three fields missing on forms. In other cases there's not enough space to fill in all of the field data," he said.  

data sheets  

Getting extra data sheets has so far proved impossible, he added, even though he drove to his local office and asked in person for more sheets, he was told to go away and try the helpline.  

John Haggarty of Sulham Estate, Pangbourne, Berks, told FW he had tried to call after his printed field data sheets arrived containing errors.  

"I tried to get through almost constantly for a whole afternoon, then a dozen times the next morning. You can't even join a queue.  

"After selecting the area your query fits into from a menu, you just get a message saying that all the operators are busy, and it cuts you off."  

A spokeswoman for the RPA admitted there had been problems and said that the agency had more than 80 people taking queries. It is now recruiting to increase that number to 96 and is looking at ways to boost that number still further.  

"We are truly sorry," added the spokeswoman. "We are getting a number of calls which are quite specific and detailed so they are taking longer than anticipated to deal with," she said.  

"We would encourage people to first try reading the guidance notes."  

She added that farmers should be aware that there was a separate helpline number for Rural Land Register queries and another for cross-compliance issues.  

<E06C> For more see pages 19 and 41.  

<E06C> fwnews@rbi.co.uk  

Guidance booklet on the SPS  
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WITH the May 16 deadline for completion of the Single Payment Scheme applications fast approaching, the NFU has put out `second-to-none' guidance for its members.  

As part of its overall membership support on the SPS, the NFU has mailed a guidance booklet to all members on the SP5 forms, which have recently been sent by the Rural Payments Agency to all farmers.  

A spokesman for the NFU said: "It is crucial that farmers are fully informed of all aspects of the implementation of Single Payment Scheme as it is integral to their business. The guidance provided by the NFU is second to none and will help farmers navigate the potential challenges they may face while adapting to decoupling."  

The spokesman said completing the SP5 forms gives farmers a once-only chance to join the SPS by establishing entitlements in 2005 and then activating them either in 2005 or subsequent years.  

The booklet provides `step-by-step' advice on filling in the forms as well as a `telephone record' form, that can be used to record any details of conversations with the RPA which could be vital if any discrepancies arise in future.  

As well as receiving the booklet members can also attend one of the 140 NFU, SPS roadshows being held in all English regions and Wales.  

In addition, members can benefit from first hand expert guidance from specialist staff at NFU Callfirst as well as online Business Guides providing targeted support for members wishing to navigate specific aspects of the new system.  

The guidance is only available to NFU members, but non-members can obtain details from NFU Callfirst on 0870 845 8458.  

Defra help offer over ELS scheme delays  
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DEFRA has promised to `do its best' to help farmers whose Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) scheme applications are delayed because of problems in registering land get on to the scheme by August 1.  

The deadline for applications to start agreements at the beginning of August is May 31. It said it recognised that problems in registering land might slow up some applicants.  

In a statement it said it would `do its best to give all those that come in with completed applications before August 1 that start date, although this cannot be guaranteed'.  

It said the Rural Payments Agency had recently put on additional staff to deal with cases where farmers are still waiting for new parcels of land to be registered.  

However, Defra has turned down the NFU's request made in a letter to Environment Minister Elliot Morley to remove the requirement that all land must be registered before it can be included on an ELS application.  

It said the application process had been specifically designed around all land to be entered being registered on the Rural Land Registry.  

Mr Morley said: "I understand the frustration this situation is causing some farmers but hope the great interest generated in the scheme so far does not wane and that all farmers who wish to start their agreements on August 1 will be able to do so."  

Map delays anger ELS hopefuls as deadline looms.  

Isabel Davis  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE GOVERNMENT is under pressure to allow farmers to apply to the Entry Level Stewardship scheme before all of their land is put on the Rural Land Register.  

The NFU has said that farmers are becoming increasingly frustrated at delays in registering land on the RLR. The union estimates there are "probably thousands rather than hundreds of maps waiting to be sorted".  

NFU deputy president Peter Kendall said he himself was waiting for maps and it was holding up his farm's ELS application.  

"For me it is going to be a really important part of my business' earning capacity. But I'm waiting for my maps to be returned for the second time."  

Mr Kendall said he had written to junior DEFRA minister Elliot Morley asking that DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency devote more staff time to land registration.  

He has also requested that DEFRA remove the requirement that all land must be registered before it can be included on an ELS application.  

"We are asking DEFRA to be flexible and remove the barrier standing in the way of farmers applying in time for the August start date," he said.  

Junior DEFRA minister Elliot Morley said he understood the frustration the situation was causing.  

But he hoped the great interest generated in the ELS did not wane and that all farmers who wished to start their agreements on Aug 1 would be able to do so.  

A DEFRA spokesman added that the ELS application process has been designed around all land to be entered being registered on the RLR.  

"RPA have recently put additional staff on to registering land and this should reduce the time taken to deal with cases," he said.  

But Anthony Gibson, south-west director of the NFU, pointed out that problems with maps is also making it difficult for farmers filling in their single farm payment claim forms.  

He said his office had been deluged with calls from people who had found mistakes in the pre-populated field data on the SP5 or their digital maps.  

Farmers with incorrect forms should try to correct the information, and add any missing parcels, using their previous set of correct maps or OS references, said Mr Gibson.  

map errors  

Farmer Phil Walters of Wishford Farm, Broadclyst, Devon, said he had confirmed the correct maps with the RLR in October.  

But four fields totalling more than 30ha (74 acres) were missed off his SP5 form which arrived last week. "Then we received a new set of digital maps with a lot of land missing from them. It has just highlighted the incompetence within the system."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

British farming's  

Andrew Shirley  

563 words

Publication date: 1 April 2005

Source: Farmer`s Weekly

Page: 4

(c) Copyright 2005.  Reed Business Information Limited.  All rights reserved.  

British farming's  

red-letter day  

May 16 is a date no British farmer can afford to forget. By then the Rural Payments Agency must have received all applications to claim the new single farm payment.  

There will be no second chance. Failing to get the SP5 forms in on time risks forfeiting all support payments for the lifetime of the scheme - possibly until 2012.  

Filling out any new form is always a bind, but this one deserves extra attention. Our special Business feature this week will help English farmers get started. For many it should be a straightforward process, but for others there could be complications. More details later on the schemes in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This year above all others it will pay to be prepared.  

<E06C> Business, p34  

Help shape your public image  

The NFU's Making Green Ground campaign deserves the support of everyone who wants to see the public's perception of farmers improve.  

The initiative aims to highlight farmers' key role in shaping the way our countryside looks. For example, it points out that farmers have planted enough trees since 1992 to fill 70,000 football pitches. That's just one statistic on a fact sheet produced by the union setting out farming's contribution to protecting the environment.  

It's the start of a long journey. Farmers can help the campaign along its way by taking every opportunity to promote UK farming. Whether it's in the village school, shop or pub, let's hear it for Great British farming.  

<E06C> News, p6  

Hold back GM and pay a price  

GM crops would be welcomed on most farmers weekly Barometer farms - if consumers supported the technology, according to our Arable Section.  

While many other countries surge ahead exploiting the benefits of biotechnology, UK growers are denied the advantages some GM crops offer. Meanwhile, the research needed to make the most of such crops is vanishing fast to other countries.  

Consumer wishes must be respected. But no one should forget that respect comes at a price paid in part by British growers.  

<E06C> Arable, p60  

Do you have a  

passion for beef?  

Are you passionate about beef production and finding ways to make it pay? Then here's your chance to shine.  

Beef production this year faces a new set of challenges. But if you are positive about the future, you could star in one of the 11 categories of the farmers weekly Agricultural Awards 2005.  

The Draxxin/Rispoval Beef Farmer of the Year celebrates the achievement of someone who can demonstrate plans to keep production costs down and meet the specification required for their chosen outlet. Good luck.  

<E06C> Livestock, p44  

Think health before you buy  

When considering the disease risks of buying in cattle, many rely on the it-won't-happen-to-me defence. But diseases you can't see on inspecting animals can pull down performance for years before your herd recovers.  

Avoiding buying in cows is the only sure way to guarantee against bringing in disease. But if that's not practical, at least ask vendors for a full disease and vaccination history. Then, ensure stock are quarantined after arrivial.  

It's a lengthy process but it could make all the difference to your herd's long-term health.  

<E06C> Livestock, p48  

Form OK, but take care.  

Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

COMPLETING THE first part of the SP5 form should take less time than the field data sheets, as most of the questions just require a yes or no  

answer, says Bidwells' Carl Atkin.  

"Part A asks questions about the business making the claim and, if it is on the Rural Payments Agency's system already, the answers should have been pre-populated with the correct data. But don't assume it is right, always check just in case."  

Answering parts B and C, which ask if the applicant wants to establish and activate their entitlement to single farm payment, should be straightforward, says Mr Atkin. "In the vast majority of cases you wouldn't be filling in the form if you weren't going to say yes."  

There is also the option to establish and activate special entitlements, but  

these should apply to few English producers, says Mr Atkin. "But be  

careful if you are planning to concentrate a big historic payment that includes certain livestock and dairy support schemes on to a small area."  

"Choosing a start date for the 10-month period during which the claimant must have the land being claimed on at their disposal (part D) is probably the first question that  

really requires some serious thought. He says: "If you pick the wrong 10-month period it could cause problems in the long-term."  

For more details on the 10-month rule and its implications see Land and Farms, p92.  

Set-aside first rears its head in the next question (part E), but no tricky decisions are required, says Mr  

Atkin. "They come later in the form."  

Fruit, vegetable and potato growers have the chance in part F to claim the number of FVP authorisations they think they are entitled to. "These will be primarily allocated according to production during 2003, and then 2004 and 2005 if there are any left over. But don't forget you can't activate any authorisations unless you have a matching area of land at your disposal this year," cautions Mr Atkin.  

The next six parts of the form (G to L) also refer to specific sectors and some will affect very few English businesses. "There are not too many who will be claiming area payments for nuts," he predicts. "However, those growing crops eligible for protein payments - field beans and peas - should make sure they tick the right box in part J."  

But dairy farmers who sold milk during the 2004/2005 quota year need to pay close attention to part K, especially those with cross-border farms, because it will ensure their dairy premium is added to the correct historic payment. When declaring the acres used in each region do not include land purely used for growing forage maize, says Mr Atkin.  

Farmers wishing to apply to the national reserve can use part N of the SP5 form to do so (see this week's Business section).  

Where land has been sold using a private contract clause (PCC) to ensure any entitlements move to the buyer, part N can be filled out by  

either the seller or new owner - with the vendor's agreement - or both.  

PCCs are one of the simplest ways to transfer historic SFP with land and if one was not put in place during the initial sale, the original contract can still be legally modified if the vendor agrees, says Mr Atkin.  

One catch, he says, is that, even with a PCC in place, the vendor must still be considered as a UK farmer by DEFRA at the time of application. "A bit difficult in some cases; one of our clients bought land from somebody who has emigrated to Canada."  

Apart from question 29, most of part O is similar to the IACS forms, says Mr Atkin. "Just remember to note any maps that may be needed if you have subdivided fields."  

By now form fatigue has probably set in, he says, and part P, which concerns cross-compliance, may look like even more of a headache, especially with lots of European Council directives sprinkled in for good measure. But most questions should have a fairly obvious yes or no answer, he reckons.  

Likewise, part - does not actually affect a farmer's claim but flags up any possible livestock cross-compliance issues, particularly now that extensification payments and maximum stocking densities have been removed.  

Any farmers with holdings straddling a regional border within the UK or across the boundaries of the different English areas during or since the reference period (2000-2002) need to declare this in part R.  

"Now all you have to is check the form and sign it. If a consultant has completed the form on your behalf there is a separate authorisation form to sign," says Mr Atkin.  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Advice available for specific questions  

Readers with specific queries not covered in this special feature should email them as concisely as possible to andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk by Apr 8. A selection of answers will be published in FW on Apr 15 and on our website  www.fwi.co.uk 

Further guidance is also available from the following sources:  

<E06C> Rural Payments Agency - 0845 603 7777 or  www.rpa.gov.uk 

<E06C> NFU - NFU Callfirst 0870 8458458  

<E06C> DEFRA -  www.defra.gov.uk/farm/capreform/index.htm 

<E06C> Country Land & Business Association  www.cla.org.uk 

There are still a few dates left for the CLA CAP reform/ SFP road shows nationwide. Full details from the CLA on 0207 235 0511  

<E06C> Tenant Farmers Association - members should contact national officer Rebecca Marshall on 0118 930 6130 or visit  www.tfa.org.uk 

<E06C> Your land agent or farm consultant. But these are expecting a flood of enquiries in the run-up to  

May 16, so get in early.  

Only chance to secure cash.  

Andrew Shirley  
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English farmers should by now have received their single farm payment claim forms.  

This special, edited by Andrew Shirley, guides you through these vital documents.  

Jeremy Moody starts by explaining why it's so important to get it it right this year  

THE NEXT six weeks offer farmers the only chance to secure their rights to the new single payment entitlements and actual payment for 2005 under a system that could last  

beyond 2012.  

SP5 forms are the means to do that in England. Farmers who do not establish entitlements with this form will have no right to any part of the single payment for its lifetime unless they later buy, lease or inherit entitlements. Simply occupying land in 2006 without any entitlements will mean no payment.  

The forms must be sent back by May 16. Late applications will see payments cut by 4% per working day before becoming ineligible on June 10. So, if you need extra sheets or forms, ask early.  

If you have not received your SP5 forms, contact the Rural Payments Agency. Where you have land in more than one region, you should receive all forms from the area where most of your land is in 2005. If you are missing some, ask now, the authorities do not know of all the cross-border farmers.  

If as a new farmer, an unsupp<00AD>orted farmer or horse grazier, the RPA has no record of you, contact the  

customer service centre for a reference number and holding number.  

Be clear who is the claimant. There is value for most farmers in their history from the reference  

period, but only the old claimant has it. If there has been a business merger or division, an inheritance or change of legal status, tell the RPA on form SP3 by May 16.  

And do not be confused by the language on the form. Registering land only means putting it on the Rural Land Register, essential for payment. Record all the agricultural land you occupy when applying on the field data sheet SP5b. Entitlements do not have to be established on all of it, but only on the area that you choose.  

However, the chosen area of entitle<00AD>ments will set the area of land that will need to be occupied for each year of the new scheme to be fully paid. Claiming payment is called "activation" and can only be done on land that meets the chosen 10-month period.  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Getting to grips with ELS.  

Robert Harris  
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Form filling is on the agenda at Freefolk Farms as the deadline for new support payments draws closer. Robert Harris reports  

GREEN FARMING is nothing new to James Crosbie Dawson, who has been farming under Countryside Stewardship Scheme guidelines for  

8-9 years. About three-quarters of the farm is under the scheme.  

Now, further environmental improvements on the remaining area are planned to secure the £30/ha (£12/acre) offered by the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme.  

Mr Crosbie Dawson has registered some woodland and hedgerows in readiness for the scheme. He has not yet drawn up a detailed ELS plan, but a flick through the scheme notes suggest the farm should qualify without much trouble.  

"We already qualify for nine of the 30 points/ha needed because we have soil, nutrient, manure and crop protection management plans in place, he says. "And, with plenty of hedges and woodlands, getting the rest of the points should not be too onerous."  

Hedgerows are the most obvious target, especially as ELS options can be introduced on boundaries funded by the CSS, says Mr Crosbie Dawson.  

"The rules for enhanced hedgerow management, such as the 2m minimum height and cutting no more than a third of hedges every year and only during the winter months, is no different from what we do now. With 42 points per 100m, that should accumulate quite a total."  

accruing points  

Adding a further 2m strip around some fields (in addition to the 2m cross compliance strip) is worth a further 300-400 points/ha. "We should mostly end up with a 3m strip as the cross-compliance strip is measured from the centre of the hedge," says Mr Crosbie Dawson.  

"This might encourage more people to roam around the farm. However, where this has happened on CSS strips, I find explaining that the strips exist for conservation rather than access cures the problem."  

Other good points-earning choices could include field corner management and wild bird seed mixtures, each worth 400 points/ha. Overwintered stubbles will also be claimed as spring barley features strongly in the rotation and these areas will accrue 120 points/ha. Management of woodland edges (380 points/ha) and in-field trees (12 points on arable, eight on grassland) will also be considered.  

"All in all, the ELS is a worthwhile scheme," says Mr Crosbie Dawson. "It will help show the public how farming is helping the countryside. I can see we are going to have take a bit of land out of production, but that will largely be less productive headlands and corners on this farm."  

sfp forms  

Other paperwork will have to be tackled in the coming weeks. Mr Crosbie Dawson is keeping a keen eye on the post for his SP5 form, which will enable him to establish and activate the farm's single farm payment entitlements.  

"I have seen a sample form, and  

it looks pretty horrendous. The Rural Payments Agency wants a lot of information - much of which must be on their files already. It's not the sort of thing you can fill in over a cup of coffee, and time is getting short."  

Despite the looming tangle of red tape, the real business of farming continues. All but 6ha (15 acres) of Prestige spring barley, sold for £15/t over feed for maximum N content of 1.75%, has been drilled.  

The campaign started in mid-February, but low temperatures delayed emergence so all the crop is coming through at once. "It looks fine, but we need moisture badly. Like most of southern England, we are dry - we have had 17mm of rain in March to date."  

Mr Crosbie Dawson sold 500t of wheat last week. "I was offered £70/t plus premiums for January/February 2006 and took it."  

Some crops will not cost so much to grow this year. Recent soil tests show P and K values increasing, averaging high two to three index readings. "This is despite using TSP sparingly. Both nutrients will be reduced in the next cropping year."  

Deep soil tests on one of the grazing fields produced a reading of six. "This means we shall cut nitrogen by half on our paddocks."  

The same applies for spring barley after turnips. "Tests showed a soil index reading of three, which surprised everybody and could explain why we have been getting some high nitrogen readings in the spring barleys. 50kg/ha will be sufficient."  

There has, however, been some bad news on the dairy front. Fourteen of his sixth-lactation cows, giving about 40 litres a day and mostly back in calf, are BSE cohorts and have to be culled by the end of March.  

At the time of writing, Mr Crosbie Dawson was awaiting the valuer, and hopes he will get decent compensation so he can buy replacements as soon as possible.  

"Not only am I losing some very good cows, but I shall also lose 500-600 litres of milk a day for the next four months."  

<E06C> robert.harris@rbi.co.uk  

SFP's 10-month rule adds complication to transfers.  

Andrew Shirley  
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By Olivia Cooper  

South-west correspondent  

SOUTH-WEST land agents are lining up to launch a number of properties after a quiet first quarter of the year.  

One of the first substantial farms to be offered in the region this year is Bradford Manor at Pyworthy, near Holsworthy, Devon. The 374-acre mixed unit with a five-bedroom farmhouse is an unusually large ring-fenced farm for the area and has both modern and traditional outbuildings, with planning permission to convert some old stables into a three-bedroom holiday cottage.  

Owners Sam and Lynne Johnson plan to return to farm in East Anglia to be closer to their grandchildren and hope to complete by September.  

The land is sown to 200 acres of feed wheat and barley, with 150 acres  

of permanent pasture including 50 acres of water meadows alongside the river Tamar. This is in a countryside stewardship scheme along with some old orchards, bringing in a total income of £6500 a year.  

Some new woodland yields £700 a year under the farm woodland premium scheme, and 28 acres of mature woodland offer the potential for a shoot. There is also 2500 yards of single bank fishing on the river Tamar.  

"There are not too many ring-fenced 374-acre farms available in this area - this really is quite rare," said Stags' Gordon Millar. "It is a good genuine stock and arable farm and is the size that many people are looking for." With a guide of £1.2m, Mr Millar reckoned the farm  

would attract more wealthy home-county buyers than local interest.  

Another Stags offering is Springwater Farm, Bridford, Devon, a 114-acre smallholding with an agriculturally tied four-bedroom bungalow and a range of covered yards, guided at £675,000.  

Strutt & Parker has a number of farms due on the market in mid-April, including 118 acres of bare land near Lamerton, Devon. Guided at £300,000 the land will be sold by informal tender. "There hasn't been a lot of bare land available, we are anticipating quite a bit of demand for it," said agent James Baker.  

<E06C> olivia.cooper@rbi.co.uk  

SINGLE FARM payment rules could make farm and land transfers more complicated, say property agents and consultants.  

Farmers claiming SFP must have all land on which their claims are being based at their disposal for 10 months of the year. Only one start date is allowed for their entire holding, except for land held in different regions like Scotland and Wales.  

The start of this 10-month period is nominated on the SP5 claim form for the SFP and can be any date between Oct 1 and Apr 30 in the year before making the claim. If no date is chosen the Rural Payments Agency, which administers the scheme, will automatically use Feb 1.  

Although this will not be an issue for those who have no intention of changing the size of their business it could create problems for vendors, buyers, landlords and tenants when transferring land, especially if each party had chosen a different start date for their holding, said Steve Hollis of Aubourn, agent Savills' agribusiness division.  

The vendor, or landlord, could lose payments if they transferred land after claiming SFP but before their 10-month period had expired. And the buyer or incoming tenant would not be able to claim if the newly acquired land had a start date later than their own, he said.  

One exception is if an entire holding is being transferred, said Mr Hollis. "In the first year the new owner can claim the SFP even if the start date is different, but after that the dates will have to be the same."  

Retiring tenants would also need to make sure they had satisfied the 10-month rule to claim the SFP in their final year of occupation, he added.  

Learning to cope with the new 10-month rule will mean that completion dates have to be considered more carefully, said Jim Bryant of Cambridge-based Bidwells. "Even for fairly simple transactions it is something we will have to bear in mind."  

Mr Bryant said it made sense for arable farmers to choose as early a start date as possible because it fitted in best with cereal cropping systems and sales already often included a holdover period to allow the vendor to harvest their crops. "But God knows how vegetable growers with lots of short-term rental agreements will sort it out," he added.  

Backlog in land registration at Rural Payments Agency  
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By Joanna Baker  

HUGE backlogs in land registration at the Rural Payments Agency are causing widespread concern across the industry.  

"Farmers and landowners are all trying to get their land register applications in for the Single Farm Payment scheme before the May 16 deadline.  

"Many farmers are also trying to register small parcels of land and woodland that have never been included in an IACS form before, so they can join Entry Level Stewardship. The result is that the RPA is exceptionally busy," said NFU assistant environmental policy adviser, Fiona Howie.  

"For farmers to apply for the ELS scheme they must first have their land registered on the land registry.  

"There are now huge concerns that due to these backlogs, farmers waiting to get their land registered won't be able to apply for the first start date of the ELS scheme, where applications are required by May 31 for an August 1 start.  

"At the moment it's a toss up for farmers between entering land they have already had registered and getting in for the first ELS start date, or waiting and trying to get small amounts of woodland or land not registered before, included on their maps and then possibly risking missing the first start or indeed, subsequent start dates. "We are now hearing the delays are so substantial it could be months before farmers get their maps back," she said.  

This week the NFU wrote to Countryside Minister Elliott Morley asking him to be flexible and to take these delays into account. "We would like Defra to let farmers enter the ELS scheme if they have got the majority of land registered and then let them have the facility to add small parcels of land once they are in the scheme. "We are also asking Defra to consider that if farmers are already in the process of applying to register land they can then apply for Environmental Stewardship."  

At the Rural Payments Agency, head of the chief executive's office, Peter Crewe, said: "There has been a substantial increase in demand for land registrations and changes to existing field details in the last three months."  

He said the objective was to complete all current and anticipated land registrations in time for, administering 2005 claims for the Single Payment Scheme, and for the Rural Development Service to offer agreements to those farmers wishing to enter the Environmental Stewardship Scheme where they had already submitted a land registration application.  

* Despite initial delays, the IT system, which generates the pre- populated application packs for the ELS scheme was in full operation on Monday, according to a Defra spokesman.  

By the end of Tuesday, 890 application packs had been sent out by Rural Development Service offices.  

ABSENTEE FARMERS who use agents to manage their holdings could face serious...  

Robert Harris  
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ABSENTEE FARMERS who use agents to manage their holdings could face serious delays with their single farm payment applications.  

Philip Wynn, head of Aubourn, the agribusiness division of Savills, said a rule change contained in the new payment scheme could cause problems where SFP cheques are to be sent to the agent or adviser, rather than the farmer.  

"Historically, authorisation to sign on behalf of clients was  

included on the IACS form and was simple to complete. Now, if payment is to be sent to an address other than that of the client, a customer registration form (C Reg 01) must be applied for before another party can sign the form," he said.  

"The trouble is, it is 16 pages long and could cause severe delays, especially as it has to be requested - it will not be sent automatically. The Rural Payments Agency is also insisting on sending it to the farmer. Agents will, therefore, need to supply a UK address for the client by whom it must be completed."  

Delays are inevitable; therefore it was important to contact the RPA as soon as possible, said Mr Wynn.  

By Andrew Shirley  
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By Andrew Shirley  

THE IRISH Cattle and Sheep Farmers' Association says proposed cross-compliance penalties are unacceptable, unfair and the system must be rebalanced towards farmers.  

Under the proposal, penalties will be points-based and ICSA president Malcolm Thompson said: "What is proposed is a Draconian system that will lead to severe penalties for even the most trivial of clerical errors, such as failure to sign an animal passport."  

Forgetting to sign a cattle passport would mean three points and only 11 points would be required before a farm was docked 1% of its entire single farm payment, said Mr Thompson. The penalty would increase to 3% after 30 points and 5% after 50. "The principal of penalty points doesn't bother us at all, but they must be reasonable."  

A spokesman for the Irish government's Department of Agriculture said no final decisions had yet been taken. "We want a system that is fair but complies with our obligations to EU auditors."  

ICSA is proposing that farmers who regularly meet 95% of various administrative targets, like cattle tagging and updating herd registers, should receive credits that could be  

used to offset against penalty points.  

In the UK, where there are no plans for a points-based system of penalties, Robert Forster, chief executive of the National Beef Association, said he was optimistic that farmers need not be too worried as long as the rules were applied by DEFRA consistently.  

"I am quite sure that genuine mistakes are not going to result in farmers losing their single farm payment. There is no way that you can have 100% of cattle on your farm with ear-tags all of the time."  

Andrew Clark, head of policy services at the NFU, said Brussels already allowed some flexibility by stating that bodies monitoring compliance, like the Rural Payments Agency, need not apply sanctions unless there was a significant  

infringement of the rules.  

A DEFRA spokesman said: "For some very minor or technical breaches, farmers will not be penalised in the first instance."  

<E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

By Isabel Davies  
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By Isabel Davies  

THREE-QUARTERS of farmers fear the publication of support payments will damage farming's reputation, according to a poll on FWi.  

Producers fear a stream of media articles about the level of support received by some farmers in England could cause a backlash.  

Most of the national newspapers carried articles on Wed (Mar 23) naming the individuals and companies who received the highest level of support over the past two years.  

Headlines included "Named: the farmers who make hay by handouts" and "Rich landowners scoop up crock of gold from EU".  

The articles claimed that there was a need for further debate about support payments, because it appeared that the main beneficiaries of the CAP were large agri-businesses and wealthy landowners.  

Stuart Agnew, a cereal, sheep and poultry farmer from Fakenham, Norfolk, said he would have much preferred payment details to remain confidential.  

The details were published on Tues (Mar 22) by the Rural Payments Agency under the Freedom of Information Act.  

"It isn't good for agriculture for the national press to publicise certain individual's payments," said Mr Agnew. "The point that won't be made is, if we didn't get this money, then the price of food would go up."  

But Essex farmer Guy Smith said he thought all the opposition and outrage at DEFRA's decision was misguided, as it made the industry look secretive.  

Mr Smith said he was not ashamed to admit that he received about £97,000/yr in support payments. "I am more than happy justifying it, I like to think that if I couldn't justify it I wouldn't take it.  

"By objecting to the inevitable disclosure of this information, we are managing to get ourselves the worst of both worlds. Yet again agriculture is shooting itself in the PR foot," he said.  

"Given the inevitability of these payments being on the public record after the Freedom of Information act was passed, it is daft to raise objections. It makes us appear embarrassed at having this information exposed."  

Mr Smith said the industry had to get used to transparency, as the only way the single farm payment could be justified was to show farmers were delivering environmental and social goods.  

"To prove it is an honest bargain we are going to have to be open about both sides of the deal."  

<E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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CHANGE THE CLOCKS  

BRITISH SUMMERTIME starts this weekend so make sure you remember to change your clocks. Watches and clocks should be moved forward one hour at 1.00am on Mar 27 (Sun). Under EU law, the dates on which summer time begins and ends across member states are the last Sundays in March and October respectively.  

FORM CONFUSION  

THE RURAL Payments Agency has admitted that a "handful" of farmers have received duplicate SP5 forms because of problems with a batching machine.  

A spokesman said the problem arose with about 10 envelopes that were sent out on the first day of posting. "We've identified the problem, but I don't think it has affected any more than about 10 people," he said.  

SCHOOL DINNER PLEDGE WINS SUPPORT  

GOVERNMENT plans to improve school dinners are an important step forward, according to the Meat and Livestock Commission. The government has produced a mini-manifesto which, among other things, contains a commitment to raise the nutritional standard of meals served up to pupils. The mini-manifesto also provides for the creation of a School Meals Trust, which will help head teachers, parents and school governors raise standards.  

WFU WANTS NEW BLOOD  

THE WOMEN'S Food and Farming Union has launched a campaign to attract young members. The campaigning and education organisation is offering an under-30s membership offer of £15 in a bid to attract new members from across the agricultural, horticultural and food industries. "We need a fresh input of ideas and experience," said WFU president Gillian van der Meer (pictured).  

STRIKE ACTION CALLED OFF  

EMPLOYEES OF the Meat Hygiene Service called off their proposed strike action, due to take place on Wed (Mar 23).  

Subsidy details to be made public  
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DETAILS of subsidies paid out to every farmer in England over the past two years will be made public on Tuesday.  

Defra decided to publish payment figures for around 100,000 farmers and farm businesses in response to requests for the information under the new Freedom of Information Act.  

Equivalent details will not be published in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  

They will be published on a CD-ROM, which will be available on request. Defra said there was too much information to put on the internet.  

The data will be in spreadsheet form with the farm business or individual farmers' name, depending on how the farm is registered with the Rural Payments Agency, listed alongside the amount they received under the 2002 and 2003 payment schemes.  

Farm addresses will not be published and the payments will not be broken down into different subsidy schemes.  

Defra said it had been through a `rigorous procedure' to ensure the legality of the move before making its decision and had consulted at length with stakeholders.  

Farming organisations expressed deep reservations about the move but, ultimately, Defra concluded it was `in the public interest' to disclose how the £1.7 billion of taxpayers' money was spent.  

Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty indicated Defra was in favour of disclosure when he addressed the Oxford Farming Conference in January.  

The industry is now bracing itself for a stream of media stories about how much of taxpayers' money some of England's richest people receive in subsidies. The disclosure is likely to be greeted with further calls to cap the payments made to individual farmers.  

The NFU said it did not have a problem with the principle of transparency over subsidies but objected to the wholesale disclosure of the information. The union is unhappy that disclosure is to happen in England but not in Wales and Scotland. It also complained about Defra's lack of consultation with individual farmers to see if the details would cause them commercial damage or personal distress.  

It has made a sample letter available to members who believe they have a case against the release of information and is urging them to get their objections in to the RPA by 3pm today (March 18).  

NFU deputy president, Peter Kendall, said: "We do think the Government has been inconsistent in its application of the Act. We also argued that this blanket disclosure is not sensitive to the position of some individual farmers.  

"Overall, though, we have no problem with the principle of transparency. Farmers manage 75 per cent of the countryside, provide quality produce for consumers and employ thousands of people in rural communities.  

"The information due to be released is retrospective and refers to payments for production. Now, post CAP-reform, we are in a contract with society to manage the countryside."  

The Country Land and Business Association expressed deep reservations about the move.  

"While the CLA supports the principle that public expenditure should be properly scrutinised we do not believe that this need extend to an individual's income being a matter of public record," said CLA vice- president Henry Aubrey-Fletcher.  

"There is no greater public benefit in knowing how much an individual farmer is paid than in knowing how much any other individual receives from public funds.  

"In any event, we have reservations that the law requires income details to be disclosed in this way and indeed in Wales the devolved government has taken a different view on the requirements to their English counterparts."  

Final beef premium claims are cut.  
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THE LAST tranche of beef special premium claims before the single farm payment is introduced will be slashed by almost 30% after a final rush breached the national ceiling, says the Rural Payments Agency. Farmers keen to secure BSPS cash before it disappeared meant the number of claims made at the end of 2004 was higher than normal, said National Beef Association chief executive Robert Forster. An extension period at the beginning of this year also helped, he added. However, Mr Forster said the cut was not out of the blue. "After a 25% scaleback in Northern Ireland we were expecting something similar." Chris Dodds of the Livestock Auctioneers Association said some farmers may have lost out, but many would have submitted more claims meaning their overall payment for the year might not have been reduced. Richard Haddock, NFU livestock board chairman, said: "At least we are not sending anything back to Brussels."  

Milk quota transactions are under investigation.  
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By Sam Fortescue  

THE GOVERNMENT is investigating reports that farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have built up large holdings of clean or leased milk quota. Officials suspect that several farmers across the UK are amassing artificially high levels of quota to attract up to 12p/litre in new dairy premium payments. The farmers could net millions of pounds of public money under the premium, paid as part of the single farm payment and calculated according to quota registered on Mar 31, 2005 A Scottish Executive (SEERAD) official has confirmed to farmers weekly that it is investigating one particular transaction of quota from England to Scotland which is rumoured to extend to tens of millions of litres. Quota broker Ian Potter said the trade raised suspicions because it bore no relation to the buyer's base quota. "Someone's pushed the boundaries even further than the Rural Payments Agency ever imagined they would, and that's what has driven them to investigate," he said. According to a DEFRA source, the farmer at the centre of the trade, and others like him, could fall foul of EU legislation because their quota holdings are set to garner "out of the ordinary" support payments. But the same source admitted that DEFRA and the devolved administrations decided in early 2004 to ignore warnings on the matter and push on with rolling out the dairy premium. Ian Potter said: "The people involved in these transactions are businessmen. They've taken some of the best legal advice in the UK and are aware of the risks and the rewards. They also have the details of conversations with people in SEERAD and the RPA who confirmed that what they were trying to do was OK." He predicted a fierce legal struggle if the government decided to take action against those involved because of the huge sums of money at stake. "Margaret Beckett has said on every platform she's spoken on that farmers must be more market oriented, and that's exactly what they've done," he added. William Neville, a partner with agricultural law firm Burges Salmon, said that farmers were acting within the confines of the policy laid out by DEFRA and could not be accused of acting "artificially". "Some producers have cashed in on the present values of quota inflated by the future value of entitlements while others have bought to obtain future value of entitlements. Neither are behaving artificially in the context of the market place created by DEFRA." Lawyers at both DEFRA and SEERAD are expected to publish advice on the artificiality issue before Mar 31. <E06C> sam.fortescue@rbi.co.uk  

Public to get open access to farm support details.  
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By Isabel Davies  

DETAILS OF how much money individual farmers in England received in support payments in each of the past two years are to be made public under the Freedom of Information Act. The Rural Payments Agency has prepared a CD which will be sent on Tues (Mar 22) to all third parties who have requested information about payments. The FoI Act, which came into force on Jan 1, 2005, provides a general right of access to all recorded information held by public authorities. It is understood that the CD features a spreadsheet which lists, in alphabetical order, any company or individual in England that received a CAP payment in 2003 and 2004. The number of entries is believed to total more than 100,000. A DEFRA spokesman said the list would be based on the farm or business name that payments were made to, but no address would accompany it.  

public interest "We are publishing this as there is strong public interest in it," said the spokesman. "Over £1.7bn of public money is spent on CAP payments, so the public does have a strong interest in knowing where it is spent." The spokesman said DEFRA had been obliged to consult stakeholders before deciding to give the go-ahead. "But the representations we have received have not convinced us there will be any commercial damage [to farmers as a result]." The NFU confirmed that it had been in detailed discussions with DEFRA about disclosing payment details. It had asked about the inconsistency of why disclosure was to happen in England and seemingly not in Wales and Scotland. It had also objected strongly to DEFRA about not consulting with individual farmers to see if disclosure would cause them commercial damage or personal distress. NFU deputy president Peter Kendall said: "We do think that the government has been inconsistent in its application of the Act. We also argued that this blanket disclosure is not sensitive to the position of some individual farmers." But Mr Kendall added: "Overall though we have no problem with the principle of transparency. Farmers manage 75% of the countryside, provide quality produce for consumers and employ thousands of people in rural communities. The information due to be released refers to payments for production. Now we are in a contract with society to manage the countryside. This is an old news story." The NFU has suggested that farmers who feel their businesses will be damaged by the release of the information can try making a representation to the RPA's Access to Information Unit. <E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  

SFP rules penalise pig enterprise.  
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By Andrew Shirley  

CROSS-COMPLIANCE rules are putting farmers trying to produce the welfare-friendly pigs demanded by consumers at a disadvantage, says a Wilts producer. Chris Bates said his 17-year-old son had set up a business extensively rearing Gloucester Old Spots on 8ha (20 acres) of land, but their landlord was not prepared to continue extending their short-term grazing licence any more. This was because he had been advised that any breach of soil management regulations by the pigs, even if they did not belong him, could jeopardise the entire single farm payment on the rest of his 405ha (1000-acre) holding, said Mr Bates. DEFRA guidelines say failure to cross-comply could result in a claimant being docked 3% of their total SFP claim in the first instance, and up to 15% for future violations. If the lapses are considered intentional the entire payment could eventually be forfeit. Mr Bates, who lost his house and £100,000 during foot-and-mouth, said his quarrel was not with the landlord, but with the government for not allowing more flexibility when interpreting cross-compliance rules. "It's typical. I feel we are being unfairly discriminated against." DEFRA said: "We are aware that some farmers are concerned about the compatibility of outdoor pigs with cross-compliance, and we plan to set out a position on this shortly. However, due to the complexity of the issues involved it is, unfortunately, not possible to give a detailed response immediately." Carl Atkin, of rural consultant Bidwells, said it was possible for landowners to avoid exposure to potential fines by renting out the land in question under a more formal agreement. Tenants could then include it on their own SFP claim forms and be liable for cross-complying. But many landlords were not keen to do this because it meant the tenant and not themselves receiving the single farm payment, even though it was possible to insert a clause in the agreement to ensure any SFP entitlement was passed back to them at the end of the tenancy, said Mr Atkin. National Pig Association regional manager Ian Campbell said there was a "lot of nonsense" being talked and some people were being unduly pessimistic. "There is a fear factor." Provided units were on the right type of soil - free-draining and light - it should still be possible to cross-comply, Mr Campbell reckoned. "All the words emanating from DEFRA and the Rural Payments Agency suggest they are going to be pragmatic and work with the industry to achieve best practice." <E06C> andrew.shirley@rbi.co.uk  

Talks on late passport ruling.  
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By Isabel Davies  

THE GOVERNMENT is in discussions with the Rural Payments Agency about ways to help farmers who submit late cattle passport applications. Since October 2003, the British Cattle Movement Service has insisted that applications for passports must arrive within 27 days of an animal's date of birth. If an application arrives after the deadline, the animal is registered on the system but is refused a passport. But junior DEFRA minister Alun Michael has hinted that there could be changes to the rules. "Our aim is to establish whether there is any possibility of allowing cattle, which are the subject of a late application, to receive a passport," wrote the minister in a letter to Lib Dem shadow DEFRA secretary Andrew George. "Unfortunately the position is proving rather more difficult to resolve than we had hoped, although there is one potential solution which is gaining acceptance.  

progress "Discussions with the devolved administrations and legal advisers are still going on. We hope now to make progress quickly." Mr George said he believed the problem could be solved if farmers who did not meet the deadline paid a penalty which was equal to the cost of a veterinary inspection certificate and a DNA test. Their animal should then be given a passport so it remains marketable, he said. <E06C> isabel.davies@rbi.co.uk  
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A LANCASHIRE cattle dealer/farmer has had his police bail extended until April 18 while investigations continue into a major cattle passport fraud.  

He was originally arrested but released on bail without charge pending enquiries following a joint operation between the police, Trading Standards officers, Defra officials and the Rural Payments Agency.  

Environment Agency to target `problem farms' over water contamination  
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By Alan Stennett  

FARM inspections by the Environment Agency to check on water pollution caused by failure to meet cross compliance regulations will be infrequent. Despite this they will usually be targeted at premises where inspectors think there could be a problem, according to one of the inspectors.  

Doug Freakley, who is part of the team covering the Midlands and has been visiting farms since the beginning of this year, told a conference at Newark that the Agency planned a `light touch' on the industry, with about 1,000 farms a year visited.  

He warned that farmers should not get complacent as anyone breaking the regulations could expect to be tracked down.  

"We will target the farms on a risk basis, so we will look at the results we are getting from downstream water, then target the farms where we need to visit," he said. "So unless farmers are completely satisfied as to what is coming off their farms, they need to pay close attention to the regulations."  

Some farmers still have "a degree of misunderstanding" about the conditions expressed in the handbook, said Mr Freakley.  

He said that the three main areas of concern were: * record keeping in Nitrate Vulnerable Zones, which was the principle worry; * the need for authorisations under the groundwater regulations; * the emptying of farmers' own septic tanks onto the land. "These are not necessarily things people would think of as farming requirements, so they do need to check the booklet fully to be sure they have everything covered," he said.  

Mr Freakley added that Defra and the Rural Payments Agency were very keen that the EA should be consistent in its treatment of farmers.  

Inspectors are required to report farmers found not to be complying with the regulations to the RPA, which has the power to impose heavy financial penalties.  

"The level of the fine will vary accordingly, with possibly a warning letter, but in the case of a serious repeated failure, farmers could lose their Single Farm Payment in one year, and be withheld from the scheme for the following year, so there is a very significant potential penalty to be faced."  

A chance to boost profit and image.  
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Realistic, achievable and a valuable opportunity for farmers. That, in a nutshell, describes the Entry Level Stewardship Scheme launched this week. It, and similar schemes to enhance the environment coming soon in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, will enable producers to claw back much of their single farm payment cash deducted through modulation. It will bring further benefits for wildlife - and a vital PR boost for farmers. It's an invaluable defence against a possible backlash from the public who could, mistakenly, perceive they are paying farmers for nothing now support payments are decoupled from production. Crucially, the scheme is practical. DEFRA has listened to the industry and devised a scheme that is achievable by most English farmers. Refreshingly, ELS is not a lawyers' or consultants' charter. Free clinics, workshops and on-line tools will help farmers gain the points they need to secure the payments. At £30/ha, few can afford to ignore those payments.  

 They represent a much-needed cash boost - a 400ha farm, for example, can reclaim £60,000 over five years. It will pay to apply early. Doing so by the end of May should ensure a first payment in February next year - provided, as assured, the Rural Payments Agency can cope. That will provide valuable cash if SFP cheques are delayed. There is also a question mark over future funding if applications exceed DEFRA's target of 70% of farmers. One snag is that some farms are still waiting for digital maps they need to apply. The RPA must act quickly to get these to farmers. The ELS marks a new era. Farming the environment, as well as food, is now an integral part of the job. But, so far at least, not as onerous as some may have feared. <E06C> Pages 6, 22, 44, 58 & 68  

