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A pound to a penny one of the first things a government led by David Cameron would do is order a cull of quangos. I say that with serene certainty because it is what incoming ministers all do. There's nothing more tempting than to get the shotguns out, win a few tabloid headlines, and open fire at the bureaucratic beasts.

Back in 1979, Margaret Thatcher summoned the Whitehall grandee Leo Pliatzky to conduct a grand review; in 1997, New Labour promised to sweep the field clean of Tory excrescences. Even in Edinburgh, one of the first things the Scottish Nationalists did on coming to power last year was to promise to slash-and-burn the forest of agencies and bodies.

The terrain does shift and wise quango chieftains will, if they are wise, be plotting their next job. But quangos, like rhododendrons, quickly grow back. Once they settle in, governments of all stripes find "non-departmental public bodies" too useful, both as tools to manipulate free of most civil service constraints and, in case of failure, as readily identifiable whipping boys.

The UK and its constituent territories are governed through a jigsaw puzzle of arm's-length agencies, numbered in their hundreds and, if the definition includes advisory committees and so on, thousands. A wise report from the Commons public administration committee nine years ago concluded that these would always be with us.

That ought to make their accountability all the more important, along with their integration into the delivery chain of public services. Yet successive studies, including Whitehall capability reviews, say civil servants often ignore the management of quangos. Even some permanent secretaries don't understand the connections between (in England) parliament, which votes on public spending, ministries, and the various arm's-length bodies (the new Homes and Communities Agency and the Environment Agency have giant delivery responsibilities) then out to regions and local government. There are similar issues in Scotland and Wales - though there Rhodri Morgan, the first minister, absorbed training and tourism quangos into the civil service.

Whatever your policy ambitions, getting a grip on this complex chain is a first-order task and the Blair-Brown years are replete with dos and don'ts. Ask Charles Clarke about the Home Office's agencies, or the Treasury about the Financial Services Authority or the public accounts committee about the sins of the Rural Payments Agency. Are David Cameron or George Osborne putting the question?

In an ideal world, public management would be cumulative. Sir David Normington, the permanent secretary at the Home Office, is basking in a recent favourable revision of 2006's damning review of his department's inner workings; his hope must be that if the government changed, capability reviews wouldn't - and the long-term process of reform continues. But, as with quangos, all new governments want to rearrange the deckchairs. The departments for children and schools and for universities and skills look likely to be remodelled. Do the Tories love "communities" enough to keep the department bearing that name?

Labour went too far with targets, it is commonly agreed, but has recently got closer to a decent balance of central direction and local autonomy.

Tory rhetoric used to suggest Cameron ministers would dispense with targets altogether: recently, their speechmaking has been more cautious. As a result, what Tory ministers might actually do in power has become even more opaque. In local government, it has been hard to detect a specifically Tory take on management. Tory-controlled councils have been as enthusiastic as others about league tables and have fallen in with most Labour initiatives.

We are supposed to be living in a technocratic age when differences in policy between the parties show only faintly. If that were true, it would surely follow that parties would demarcate themselves over implementation.

Talking during the summer to executives central and local, I seem to have heard them getting anxious. Let's assume, they say, that the Conservatives know what they want to do in office. How much have they thought about the "how"; which of Labour's sundry lessons in what you can and can't do will they heed?

To say it is early days and they have two years to prepare is to ignore Labour's parlous state and take a punt on Brown's survival at odds to make the bookies at Ladbroke's smile.

David Walker is editor of Public, the Guardian's monthly magazine for public sector executives.
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A GREENGROCER has been banned from selling Chilean kiwi fruit because they are one millimetre too small.

Tim Down, a market trader for 25 years, said he was not even permitted to give away the 5,000 kiwis and would lose several hundred pounds because of the ban. "It is nonsense. They are fit to eat,'' Mr Down said at his Bristol stall.

Inspectors from the Rural Payments Agency, an arm of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, made a random check on the stall and found that a number of kiwis weighed 58g, four grams below the minimum - the equivalent of a millimetre in diameter.

Mr Down, above, claimed that the Europe-wide regulation was enforced with unusual rigour in Britain. "There is not a level playing field. This fruit will now go to waste at a time when we are all feeling the pinch.''
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News   

The Queen and one of the richest men in London, the Duke of Westminster, are among the biggest winners from this year"s payment of farm subsidies.   

The Duke, who owns most  of Mayfair and also Grosvenor Farms Limited, was paid £562,786, while the Duke of Marlborough, a member of the Churchill family, was paid £452,944 in subsidy for the Blenheim Farm Partnership based in Woodstock, Oxfordshire.   

One of the largest payments went to the Mormon Church, which has become one of the biggest foreign landowners in English farming following a payment of £1.59m from the reformed Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). The Queen"s Sandringham Farms were paid £408,970 in subsidies. Half of the land is let to tenants and the rest is turned over to two studs for her racehorses, forestry and fruit farms which produce apples and juice for the Windsor farm shop.   

Labour MPs protested that the money was being paid to so-called "fat cats" who did not need financial support - at the expense of poorer farmers in the Third World who were facing unfair competition from the EU.   

The single farm payment scheme was introduced in 2005 as the first stage in a radical reform programme to overhaul the CAP, which takes up 40 per cent of the £76bn EU budget.   

But long-term reform is likely to be shelved until 2013 because of strong opposition by the farming lobby in the UK and Germany to capping payments according to size. There have been claims that the Queen and the communists, who want to protect small farms, have united in opposition to cuts in subsidies.   

The EU Agriculture Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel is proposing to reduce subsides above ?100,000 (£75,0000) by 10 per cent; above ?200,000 by 20 per cent; and above ?300,000 by 45 per cent. The Commission is also planning to scrap the compulsory practice of "set-aside", whereby farmers have to leave 10 per cent of their land idle, which was introduced in 1988   

Figures had to be forced out of the Government in early 2005 under Freedom of Information legislation. Farmers angrily protested when the payments were delayed by the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) but figures were recently released for the end of 2005 by the RPA. They list other farms earning more than £210,000 in subsidies, including the Thurlow Estate owned by the family trust of Lord Vestey, who died last year aged 75. The trust he set up was paid £858,134.   

The biggest subsidy went to the Co-op group, which manages 16 estates with a turnover of about £21m. The Co-op owns Britain"s biggest commercial farm group, Farmcare Limited, and was paid £2.4m.   

The Labour MP Harry Cohen said: "The CAP costs a family of four nearly £11 a week and it is going to fat-cat landowners for no useful purpose. The sooner this system is reformed the better. It is a shocking scandal."   

Landed (and loaded)   

The Queen   

Owns Sandringham Farms: Half let to tenants; two studs for racehorses. Produces apples for the Windsor farm shop. Paid £408,970 in subsidies   

Mormon Church   

Owners of Agreserves Limited, a farm conglomerate.   

Paid £1.59m   

Duke of Westminster   

Owns most of Mayfair, also Grosvenor Farms and Blenheim Farm Partnership   

Paid £562,786   

Lord Vestey family trust   

Owns Thurlow Estate Farms   

Paid £858,134   

Co-op group   

Britain"s biggest commercial farm group; manages 16 estates with a £21m turnover.   

Paid £2.4m   

Not fit for purpose: pounds 2bn cost of government's IT blunders: Catalogue of abandoned projects over seven years: pounds 1.6bn wasted by work and pensions ministry   
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The cost to the taxpayer of abandoned Whitehall computer projects since 2000 has reached almost pounds 2bn - not including the bill for an online crime reporting site that was cancelled this week, a survey by the Guardian reveals.   

The failure of the multimillion pound police site marks the latest chapter in the government's litany of botched IT projects, with several costly schemes biting the dust. Major blunders overseen by Downing Street have included the Child Support Agency's much-derided pounds 486m computer upgrade - which collapsed and forced a pounds 1bn claims write-off - and an adult learning programme that was subjected to extensive fraud.   

Top of the ministries for wasting public money is the Department for Work and Pensions, which squandered more than pounds 1.6bn by abandoning three major schemes - a new benefit card which was based on outdated technology; the upgrade to the CSA's computer which could not handle 1.2m existing claims; and pounds 140m on a streamlined benefit payment system that never worked properly.   

The Guardian's survey of abandoned projects is not exhaustive and the total of pounds 1,865bn is likely to be a considerable underestimate of the actual cost to taxpayers because neither Whitehall nor the National Audit Office, parliament's financial watchdog, keep definitive lists of which schemes go wrong.   

Neither does it include the major modifications required to fix new systems that have failed to perform as required. One example is the pilot work done on the new pounds 12bn NHS computer system - where outdated technology was installed at Bexley Hospital in south London, and has had to be replaced after it was found to be "unfit for purpose". Another is the huge modification required to the new computerised single payments system for farmers run by Defra's Rural Payments Agency, where the government has had to set aside some pounds 300m to meet possible EU fines for wrong payments to thousands of farmers.   

The abandoned police site, which was launched in 2003, allowed the public to report non-urgent crimes and provide photographic and video evidence through the internet. The system - linked to police forces around the country - then prioritised the information and distributed it to the correct forces.   

It was being used to report around 30,000 crimes a year but began to falter when defence technology company, Qinetiq, was brought in to build a replacement in 2005. Costs began to spiral and the new system was deemed to be unfit for purpose, resulting in suspension of the service last March and final closure in December. The deal is now subject to a legal dispute, with Qinetiq claiming that it has completed the work it was contracted to do. The National Police Improvement Agency, which manages IT systems for the police, would not say how much money had been spent on the portal, but documents obtained under the Freedom of Information Act showed that running costs had risen above pounds 5m a year in 2006.   

The replacement system was not fit for live use due to "a range of serious defects and delays", a spokeswoman said. "It is not possible to issue more details as it is now subject to legal proceedings." A senior Whitehall official has questioned the heavy spend and high rate of failure.   

Joe Harley, programme and systems delivery officer at the Department for Work and Pensions, said that the government's pounds 14bn annual spend on IT could be used to build thousands of schools every year, or to employ hundreds of thousands of nurses in the NHS. "Today only 30%, we estimate, of our projects and programmes are successful," he told a conference. "It is not sustainable for us as a government to continue to spend at these levels. We need to up the quality of what we do at a reduced cost of doing so."   

The extensive list of failed projects calls into question other major government IT programmes, such as the proposed pounds 5bn ID cards scheme.   

guardian.co.uk/politics ?   
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Taxpayers face new fines from the European Commission over continued failings in the system to make "green" payments to English farmers. The National Audit Office reveals today that Pounds 292 million has already been set aside by the Government to pay for cash penalties for late payments for the farm hand outs in 2005 and 2006. It calls for an updating of the Rural Payments Agency's computer systems.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Climate change: Defra cuts: Memo plays down impact of emergency savings   
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Helen Ghosh, permanent secretary at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, has instructed the ministry to play down publicly the scope of pounds 300m emergency cuts revealed by the Guardian at the weekend.   

The cuts will hit sensitive environmental projects - from the promotion of recycling to developing canals and safeguarding nature reserves - while the prime minister promotes climate change as a government priority.   

Ghosh's letter to senior civil servants, which the Guardian has seen, says: "Our public line, if necessary, will be that no decisions have been finally taken, but that we are working on the planning assumptions necessary to achieve a balanced and durable budget."   

But the main part of the memo makes it clear that the ministry is already committed to pounds 270m of savings, plus pounds 30m from smaller programmes. This is in addition to the cuts already agreed in the comprehensive spending review, which means the ministry will have a 5% reduction in administrative costs. "This has enabled Defra to put an agreed package of pounds 130m savings to ministers, alongside a menu of more radical options from which a further pounds 140m could be derived."   

Figures released by the Treasury at the weekend of supplementary cash given to the department show that only pounds 11m extra was given to Defra to cover the current crisis including the aftermath of foot-and-mouth disease, and pounds 85m extra to fund the rural payments agency following blunders over the payments of billions of pounds of EU cash to farmers   

Yesterday Gordon Brown commit ted extra money to the Energy Savings Trust for a greener homes programme, which means it will escape the main part of the cuts. But cuts will apply to Natural England, the Defra body that protects places and wildlife, and the Waste and Resources Action Programme, which encourages industry and consumers to recycle waste. In the latter agency staff have been emailed warning that "money is tight" and to expect reductions in programmes and staff levels.   

Unions intend to raise the prospect of cuts in Defra's budget at a meeting this week with the Cabinet Office to discuss pay, privatisation and job cuts. The meeting was called after the Public and Commercial Services Union threatened a new round of strikes.   

Mark Serwotka, general secretary of PCS, said yesterday: "The government have to realise that cuts will undermine the delivery of key priorities such as climate change. Robbing Peter to pay Paul and creating the illusion of new investment is crude spin which could lead to failure on climate change."   

The ministry's official response to the disclosure reflects the instruction from the permanent secretary. It says: "It's well known that all government departments have to make 5% year-on-year cuts in administration. So that Defra is able to meet this target we are undertaking some detailed planning work. However, no final decisions have yet been reached."   

Defra pays advisers pounds 1bn but cuts flood funding Delays contributed to summer deluges and the foot and mouth outbreak   
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VITAL FLOOD defence funding was cut while ministers spent a record pounds 1 billion on management consultants, new figures reveal.   

The Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs more than doubled its spending on information technology specialists, management consultants and temporary staff while cutting pounds 15 million from its flood defence budget.   

Written parliamentary answers show that as spending on consultants spiralled into the hundreds of millions of pounds in 2006 and 2007, officials dragged their heels over vital repair work to effluent pipes at a research centre that would eventually cause the foot and mouth outbreak.   

According to figures unearthed by the Conservatives, Defra spent pounds 140 million on consultants in 2002-3, reaching pounds 290 million in 2006-7. It has spent pounds 1.1 billion since 2002. The bill is three times the amount the Environment Agency spent on building flood defences last year, despite warnings of severe weather that culminated in the this year's disastrous downpours.   

Most of the money, pounds 490 million, was spent on IT workers administering rural payments to farmers, a system that has been fraught with failures. Farmers have repeatedly been left without the cash help they are entitled to and have had to wade through hundreds of pages of complicated and bureaucratic forms.   

Last year, the Rural Payments Agency failed to pay pounds 1.5 billion of European sub-sidies on time to English farmers and landowners. At the same time, it was revealed, staff at the Newcastle upon Tyne office were captured on CCTV leaping naked from filing cabinets and carrying out juvenile pranks.   

The parliamentary answers reveal that aside from IT, the consultancy bill was spent on research and development, specialist consultancy and project management.   

The revelation comes amid spiralling costs in Whitehall on consultants. Spending has reached pounds 2 billion a year and the Commons public accounts committee estimates that taxpayers could be saved at least pounds 500 million annually if ministers relied instead on the advice of civil servants.   

The spending at Defra dwarfs even the worst offenders elsewhere. Revenue and Customs, singled out by the Public Accounts Committee, spent pounds 106 million on management consultants last year, a third of the Defra spending.   

By contrast, many measures important to public safety in Defra's remit are relatively inexpensive. The cost of re-placing leaking effluent pipes at the Pirbright animal health laboratory, the eventual source of the foot and mouth outbreak, was only pounds 220,000, but it took officials eight months to begin the repairs after receiving tenders.   

The answers reveal that estimates for the repair work were received last October but the scheme was not approved until May and work did not begin until July, a month before the outbreak.   

Peter Ainsworth, the shadow environment secretary, said: "This is a staggering sum of money which would be hard to justify even if Defra was functioning properly, but it isn't. While consultants are getting rich on taxpayers' money, Defra is failing farmers and rural communities.''   

He said the figures cast more doubt on the Government's commitment to flood defences. Nearly 50,000 homes were damaged this summer, costing the country more than pounds 5 billion. About 570,000 homes are in high-risk flood areas and each year thousands more are built on flood plains. Yet the Environment Agency's flood defence budget was cut by pounds 14 million last year and only small rises are planned.   

The Association of British Insurers (ABI) lambasted Alistair Darling, the Chancellor, this month after he said spending would increase from pounds 650 million next year to pounds 800 million by 2010. The ABI says the Government needs to spend pounds 800 million now, not in three years, and has warned that families in high-risk areas may be unable to get insurance if spending does not increase.   

Meanwhile, the National Audit Office revealed this year that only 57 per cent of Britain's flood defence systems were in "target condition''. And while the Environment Agency said none of its defences failed in the floods in Yorkshire and Gloucestershire, local residents reported that the barriers built to protect them were woefully inadequate to prevent the tide of water that swept through.   

A spokeswoman for Defra said: "Defra has a responsibility to manage its budget with care and to provide best value to the taxpayer. We take this very seriously. In some instances, using the private sector represents better value for money than developing capacity in house.''   

Pounds 12.5m for farmers hit by outbreaks of disease   
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* But foot-and-mouth 'may have cost Pounds 100m'   

* Healthy Scottish lambs to be slaughtered   

English farmers affected by foot-and-mouth and bluetongue diseases are to receive Pounds 12.5 million in emergency aid, the Government has announced, while hundreds of thousands of healthy lambs stranded on Scottish hill farms will be slaughtered and incinerated under a "welfare scheme".   

Farmers welcomed the financial help but said that the amount was tiny compared with the estimated Pounds 100 million in losses the industry suffered after foot-and-mouth escaped from the Government-regulated Pirbright scientific laboratories.   

Peter Kendall, president of the National Farmers' Union, said last night that he would continue "to beat a path to ministers' doors" and urge further measures to help beleaguered farmers.   

There is particular concern that there was no specific help for lowland farmers who have suffered as severely as those in the uplands. A loss of export markets has depressed prices for animals going into the food chain and many have been unable to move sheep or cattle on to their land for fattening over the winter months.   

Almost 9,000 hill farmers are to receive an immediate extra average sum of Pounds 850 each to help to alleviate their loss of income. Many have received poor prices for breeding lambs and calves left too long in the uplands unable to move because of disease controls. The cash is to be paid as soon as possible by the Rural Payments Agency and will be an additional sum to the existing Hill Farm Allowance Scheme.   

Hilary Benn, Rural Affairs Secretary, said in a Commons statement that the Government would give Pounds 1 million to rural charities to relieve the hardship felt by farming families. A new marketing campaign, costing Pounds 2 million, would also be launched to promote home-reared beef and lamb.   

Farmers unable to move dead animals in the bluetongue control area, which extends from the east of England to parts of Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Buckinghamshire and skirts parts of Surrey, East Sussex and Kent, will be paid the full price of their animals. There will also be some relaxation in red tape.   

Peter Ainsworth, Conservative rural affairs spokesman, said that the Government had been "caught red-handed and damned by its negligence" over the leak from Pirbright, which triggered the foot-and-mouth outbreak.   

Mr Benn has decided against allowing English farmers to follow their Scottish counterparts and slaughter and incinerate healthy lambs too young for human consumption. Up to 400,000 light lambs, trapped on Scottish hillsides by the export ban, will be disposed of under the initiative, first reported in The Times 11 days ago.   

Alternatives sought by the livestock industry included canning the meat and sending it to Malawi but the proposal was blocked by the export ban.   

Plans to donate the meat to the public sector were declared too costly.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Politics: Two top officials blamed by MPs for pounds 1.5bn farm cash fiasco: Permanent secretary and agency head are accused: Payment delays 'left many in precarious position'   
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A land-based payments scheme replaced production-based subsidies. By October 2006 some 3,000 farmers were still awaiting payments Photograph: Graham Turner   

The handling of a pounds 1.5bn computerised farm payments scheme by two senior civil servants is condemned by MPs today as "a masterclass in bad decision-making" which could land taxpayers with a pounds 500m extra bill. A highly critical report from the Commons public accounts committee accuses Sir Brian Bender, then permanent secretary at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, of being "largely responsible" for the fiasco, which left tens of thousands of farmers without any cash from the European Union.   

Sir Brian has since moved to the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform.   

The committee also condemns Johnston McNeill, sacked head of the Rural Payments Agency, for "recoiling from confronting" his Whitehall boss when he knew the system did not work properly.   

The report says the two senior mandarins created "unmanageable" risks and "underestimated the scale of the work needed" to make the payments system work. The consequent payment delays caused stress, anxiety and financial hardship, with only 15% of the pounds 1.5bn due to farmers paid by March 2006, compared with a target of 96%.   

At the end of October 2006, 3,000 farmers were still awaiting payments. Some 911 claimants had received nothing and 2,184 were awaiting final top-ups when the next year's payments started.   

The agency is still reviewing a substantial number of claims already processed and making adjustments for under- and over-payment.   

Defra spent pounds 122m in England introducing the EU land area-based scheme, which replaced production-based farm subsidies.   

According to the committee, the government sought to implement the most complex reform model in the shortest possible time. Civil servants refused to set a minimum claim threshold, as is used in other EU countries, of pounds 68, which meant that officials had to handle 14,000 extra cases.   

They also had to deal with 46,000 newly eligible claimants, which "led to a series of risks which individually would have been severe but collectively were unmanageable", MPs concluded.   

The department and the agency sought to introduce the scheme as part of a wider efficiency programme which had cost pounds 258m by March 2006 but is expected to achieve savings of just pounds 7.5m by March 2009.   

Meanwhile, Defra has had to set aside pounds 131m for a potential European commission fine over administration of the 2005 scheme. Last February, it earmarked pounds 305m more for possible additional fines. The cost of the potential fines has led to other cuts in Defra's budget.   

Edward Leigh, the Conservative chairman of the committee, said: "The single payment scheme's . . . implementation last year to a near-impossible timetable was a masterclass in bad decision-making, poor planning, incomplete testing of IT systems, confused lines of responsibility, scant objective management information and a failure by the management team to face up to the unfolding crisis."   

He added: "The delays in paying grants to farmers left a significant minority stressed and in a financially precarious position. And the taxpayer has taken a large hit, with a potential additional liability approaching half a billion pounds.   

"This was a highly risky project from the outset but the agency's chief executive [Mr McNeill] recoiled from confronting his Defra bosses with reality."   

Mr Leigh said: "Mr McNeill paid the price for what happened but the then permanent secretary of the department, Sir Brian Bender, bears a large part of the responsibility."   

The committee, which ordered Mr McNeill to appear before it, was told that Defra had paid out more than pounds 218,700 in compensation, partly because it failed to follow procedures properly when it dismissed him from his job. A civil service appeal board originally awarded Mr McNeill pounds 60,000, but this was halved after it was decided that he had partly contributed to his own dismissal by his failure to press for changes in the scheme.   

The report also criticises the present permanent secretary of Defra, Helen Ghosh, for delaying for nine months releasing details of the compensation package to Mr McNeill to MPs investigating the matter.   

"We expect accounting officers to show better cooperation," their report says.   

guardian.co.uk/politics ?   

'Masterclass in bungling' costs taxpayers Pounds 500m;Factbox   
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Almost Pounds 500 million of taxpayers' money will be spent on covering the costs of the bungled implementation of a new payment system to English farmers, a parliamentary inquiry reports today.   

The Single Farm Payment Scheme, introduced two years ago, aimed to pay farmers for their stewardship of the land rather than the number of animals they reared for meat.   

But farmers have faced severe financial hardship as they waited months for their cash, and it may take another 18 months for the system to be running smoothly. By the payment deadline of March 2006 only 15 per cent of the Pounds 1.5 billion due to English farmers had been made. Even in May this year 24 farmers were waiting for their 2005 subsidies.   

MPs on the Public Accounts Committee (PAC), which ensures that public spending is value for money, say that the Government's handling of the Common Agricultural Policy reform is a textbook case of how not to set policy.   

Edward Leigh, the Tory MP who chairs the committee, described the episode as "a masterclass in bad decision-making, poor planning, incomplete testing of IT controls, confused lines of responsibility, scant objective management information and a failure by the management team to face up to the unfolding crisis".   

He also heaps blame on Sir Brian Bender, former permanent secretary at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, now the senior mandarin at the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform, and says he "bears a large part of the responsibility".   

It is rare for MPs to name and shame officials but this is the second time that Sir Brian has been castigated for the shambles. He was criticised earlier this year in a similarly damning report into the episode by MPs on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Select Committee.   

The report today says he must bear responsibility for administrative failure that has led to additional costs that could exceed Pounds 400 million.   

So far only Johnston McNeill, former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, has been made a scapegoat over the fiasco. He is accused today of failing to tell his bosses at Defra that the project was high risk and in danger of failing.   

The PAC blames the failure partly on the complicated formula for the payment scheme. Ministers decided that farmers in England should be paid an entitlement based in part on amounts they had traditionally received in state handouts. In addition a flat-rate sum was paid on the amount of land a farmer owned.   

The Government had failed to take into account the increased number of claimants for payments under the new regime. In 2004 there were 70,000 farmers receiving subsidies but under the reform, vegetable and fruit growers, hobby farmers and anyone owning a piece of land was eligible for some cash for their stewardship of the countryside. The number of claimants soared to 116,000. Of these, about 14,000 were seeking less than Pounds 68, and a further 28,000 claimed amounts from Pounds 68 to Pounds 682. The PAC said that the Government should have set a Pounds 68 minimum threshold for claims to save on administration costs.   

MPs are also concerned that the Government pressed ahead with a "highly risky project" at a time when the Rural Payments Agency was making 1,000 of its 2,800 staff redundant. The agency then had to bring in casual staff to process the claims.   

Farmers were frustrated because they were unable to get any information from officials about the status of their claims. Instead of one official dealing with a single claim, work was shared out by specific tasks and it meant a farmer having to call various officials at different regional offices.   

Even then, automated phonelines provided unhelpful responses such as "There is nothing that the call centre staff can tell you about your payment", or "If you contact us, this will divert resources away from the urgent tasks of completing validations and making full payments".   

The PAC suggests that the Government should have introduced a trial system for the first year of the reform.   

Pounds 14.3m   

spent employing casual staff to process claims from farmers   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

'A shocking lapse in security' * Research laboratory likely source of virus, says report * Workers probably to blame but sabotage is not ruled out as * Officials inspect allotment used by the staff at Pirbright   
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A MAJOR lapse in security at a government research laboratory complex was identified last night by an official report as the most likely cause of the foot and mouth outbreak.   

A Health and Safety Executive inquiry said there was a "strong possibility'' that the virus came from the Government-licensed Pirbright complex in Surrey, which is just three miles from the two farms that have been contaminated.   

It is likely that workers at the site - shared between the Institute for Animal Health (IAH) and its commercial partner, Merial Animal Health - were to blame for spreading the disease, the report said.   

In a further twist, the HSE said that sabotage at the labs could not be ruled out. Ironically, the Government has just asked Merial to produce 300,000 foot and mouth vaccines.   

As the investigators hunted the source of the leak, officials from the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) inspected a number of allotments, close to the farm where the outbreak first occurred, on which Pirbright workers are believed to grow vegetables.   

Politicians and farmers' leaders were last night asking how such a fundamental breach could occur at a high-security laboratory complex where highly contagious diseases were tested.   

Peter Ainsworth, the Conservative environment spokesman, said: "This is truly shocking. It will be very bad news for the farming community, who do so much to make sure they abide by the law.   

"This report is devastating in its conclusions and it will be deeply troubling news for farmers, who are always being pushed to improve their biosecurity. Yet the labs that are meant to be preventing the disease turn out to be the source of the outbreak.''   

Farmers were furious that their livelihoods were possibly being put at risk by government scientists.   

Peter Kendall, the president of the National Farmers' Union, said: "This is soul-destroying for those farmers and their families within that area. If this has come from a government agency or a private company those people will be hurt, angry and upset.''   

The Merial facility at Pirbright is licensed and inspected by the Government. Its most recent inspection was in February and everything was "satisfactory''.   

Other developments yesterday included:   

* The two farmers whose herds have been infected with the disease spoke of living through a "nightmare'' and told of how their businesses had been ruined.   

* Farmers spoke of their anger that footpaths within the protection zone had not been closed sooner following the outbreak, allowing walkers potentially to spread the disease for several days.   

* Others warned there would be "hell to pay'' if it transpired that moving the dead infected animals 80 miles across country for incineration helped to spread the disease.   

* Supermarkets began reporting a shortage of meat caused by movement restrictions.   

* The Daily Telegraph can also reveal that officials are investigating a further possible 20 cases of foot and mouth, thought to be close to the centre of the outbreak, where farmers have reported concerns about their animals.   

The HSE report could not say which facility at Pirbright was the source of the outbreak.   

However, it gave approval for the IAH to continue operating as normal while saying further investigation was required at Merial before any operations involving live pathogens could continue.   

Hilary Benn, the Environment Secretary, said: "In the covering letter sent by the HSE they say they can see no reason why the Animal Health Institute shouldn't continue to operate. But they say the decision isn't as clear cut at Merial.''   

Asked about the possibility of deliberate human contamination, he said: "The truth is, we don't know. We're all very, very anxious.''   

The report added that several workers at the Pirbright site had been spoken to during its inquiry.   

Farmers were last night concerned that the interim report failed to nail down the exact cause.   

Gordon Brown said, following the report's publication, that the work goes on to "isolate, to contain, control and eradicate the disease''.   

The Prime Minister added: "What they are looking at is the drainage facilities at the Merial laboratory. It is too early to say if any further operation on site should be resumed.''   

Merial said it was assessing the information before commenting further.   

Professor Martin Shirley, director of the Institute for Animal Health, said: "The   

institute is obviously concerned about the lack of unambiguous evidence at this stage of what has happened and will continue to review our own biosecurity systems as new data becomes available and will continue to work closely with the HSE.''   

Prof Hugh Pennington, the microbiology expert, said: "My impression is that they haven't found any technical fault and flooding is a potential, but only negligible. What you are left with is human movement.''   

He said sabotage, alongside human error, was a possible cause of the outbreak.   

Geoffery Podger, the HSE chief executive, said the chances of the virus being released from the site through the ventilation system were "negligible'', and also ruled out the possibility of contamination through floodwater. He said: "All these issues are still being investigated and we will report further.''   

One of the farmers who has lost his herd to the disease, John Gunner, last night said he would be furious if it turned out that either the IAH or Merial was to blame.   

He said: "I would feel annoyed that people who are dealing with such dangerous diseases are totally irresponsible. I know it is a necessity to have those people doing it but there should be strict controls and it should never have been allowed to get out.''   

Roger Pride, whose farm was the first to be hit by the outbreak, said it was a mystery as to how a human could have carried the disease from Pirbright to his land.   

He said: "No one from this farm has had any contact with the Pirbright facility. We have always practised the highest standards of bio-security at Woolfords Farm, have been meticulous with our record- keeping, and no animals have been moved on to or off the farm since early June.''   

His business, fattening cattle for beef, lost 64 animals to the cull. He said they first noticed something was seriously wrong when the cows began drooling last Thursday. They called a vet and Defra was on the farm within 90 minutes.   

Facilities at the IAH have been described as "ramshackle'' and funding cuts meant it was suffering a staff and skills shortage.   

As the sight of cattle being moved by forklift truck brought back the haunting images of the 2001 outbreak, there was criticism of Defra for responding too slowly.   

The Rural Payments Agency also came under fire for continuing to inspect farms for subsidy form compliance despite the outbreak.   

Laurence Matthews, who owns the field where the second outbreak occurred, said communication between Defra and the farmers was "very slow''. Mr Gunner, he said, was not contacted by Defra for nearly 48 hours after the outbreak, despite being close to the original infection.   

Foot and mouth outbreak: Defra: Department with poor reputation: Vegetarian minister faces big task in winning farmers' trust   

Patrick Wintour, Political editor   

Publication date: 6 August 2007

Source: The Guardian

The environment, food and rural affairs secretary, Hilary Benn, may be a vegetarian - something that does not recommend him to livestock farmers - but he will be hoping his handling of the current foot and mouth outbreak does not increase the number of those who give up eating meat in Britain.   

In Mr Benn's previous posting, international development, he was popular and respected across the international development community. Since he rushed back from a family holiday in Italy on Friday, he has been punctilious in conferring with his Conservative and Liberal Democrat opposite numbers, holding a briefing session with them on Saturday night, along with the farming minister Lord Rooker.   

His immediate aim has been to ensure that the government is seen to have learned the lessons of the 2001 outbreak   

by ensuring the infection does not spread. The speed with which animal movement bans have been imposed and tests undertaken and the openness to vaccination as an option denote a decisiveness lacking in 2001. Mr Benn will also know that so far as the farming community is concerned, his department does not have great reserves of goodwill on which to draw. BSE, the 2001 epidemic and the more recent chaos at the Rural Payments Agency have ensured trust is low.   

The department has had a reputation as a sleepy Whitehall backwater . Various reorganisations, including renaming in 2001, have attempted to revitalise its image and efficiency. But a review by the Cabinet Office this year found that ithe present senior leadership tend to analyse and debate too much, rather than take decisions i.   

The select committee of MPs responsible for monitoring Defra has been equally scathing recently about how it managed to rack up a pounds 200m deficit in 2006-07.   

Defra should hang its head in shame   

By Clive Aslet   

Publication date: 6 August 2007

Source: The Daily Telegraph

'We have tried to phone Defra but we just can't get through,'' David Sheppard, who runs the Surrey farm next to the one infected with foot and mouth, was quoted as saying yesterday. Here we go again, I thought. Like Defra, the old Maff kept reams of information on farmers around the country, not least to keep track of subsidy payments. Yet in a crisis they turned autistic, unable to make human contact.   

Anxious farmers would learn of emergency regulations affecting their herds, flocks and livelihoods from the television news. The Maff switchboard was jammed. Despite loudly proclaiming that "lessons have been learnt'', ministers and their officials have still managed to achieve a purdah-like isolation from the very people who should be, in Defra's case, their constituency.   

This will not surprise anyone who has watched Defra's performance since it was created in the wake of the last foot and mouth disaster. After the 2001 General Election, Tony Blair offered Margaret Beckett the Ministry of Agriculture. She regarded mere farming and fisheries, despite their key importance in relation to European spending, as inadequate to her talents; so to appease her vanity Blair cobbled together the Defra hybrid. The legacy survives. Hilary Benn is familiarly called the new Environment Secretary, implying Climate Change, Green Causes, the Big Picture. Food and rural affairs have been quietly forgotten. What is farming to Benn? How much does he know or care about it?   

Incompetent, remote, unhelpful, ill-informed, obstructive and lacking common sense - just a few of the words one would hear most often used of Defra in the Beckett years. Her reign culminated in the Rural Payments Agency fiasco, which left English farmers without their Single Farm Payment entitlements half a year or more after those in Scotland and Wales had been paid. Farmers had to suffer twice for this catastrophe. When the European Union fined the British government for failing to deliver, the Treasury (prop. G. Brown) recouped the money from Defra's budget. Flood defences and veterinary research were among the programmes cut.   

If current theories on the new foot and mouth outbreak are correct, and its source is traced to an American laboratory making vaccines, farmers will breathe a sigh of relief; the infection did not slip through the system - with its onerous bureaucracy - imposed on them after 2001. All the form-filling at markets, all the ear tagging, all the inspections, all the Draconian penalties, may seem to have stood the test. But the countryside will also shake its fist. The relationship between Merial SAS, the vaccine makers, and Defra is not clear, but they work closely together; so closely that they share a site at Pirbright, four miles from the infected farm, with the Institute of Animal Health. As Peter Ainsworth, Benn's Tory shadow, comments: "It's almost as though the Government has infected its own stock.''   

Serious inadequacies were found in the IAH buildings at Pirbright when they were investigated by another government department in 2002. If lessons have truly been learnt, those deficiencies should have been put right. We'll see. For now, be it noted that the IAH has been underfunded by Defra for some time. According to a memorandum that it sent to the Select Committee on Science and Technology in November last year, some laboratory work was now being "undertaken by PhD students at the very beginning of their research training - and not by experienced technical staff''.   

It is all too easy for Defra to heap regulations on to farmers. There is, to say the least, a bitter irony that Defra's own operation could have been at fault. But what's new? If an inspector finds that an ear tag has accidentally fallen out of a cow's ear - as inevitably happens from time to time - the farmer might be fined tens of thousands of pounds. Nothing like the same vigilance is applied, for example, at British borders. The meat of such delicacies as rats, insects, apes and elephants from Africa - bush meat - slips through as easily as other illegal arrivals. This raises alarming possibilities for human as well as animal health.   

Incredibly, environmental health experts suggest that the UK's black market in bush meat is worth pounds 1 billion a year. As a result of foot and mouth, you can be sure that France will slap export restrictions on British meat. "Bloody French,'' the reader may say with a shrug. But at least the French take their farming seriously. We have a rare advantage, in terms of border security, through being an island. We don't exploit it. Iceland takes more trouble to keep its Icelandic horses virus-free than do the British authorities to protect our valuable livestock.   

During the 2001 epidemic, the smouldering pyres of dead animals symbolised the callousness and disdain with which New Labour treated the traditional countryside. They were extremely anxious to protect foxes, which kill lambs and chickens, but insouciant about the slaughter of between 6.5 million and 10 million (nobody knows the exact number) cattle, sheep and pigs - most of them perfectly healthy. Since then, the countryside as a whole has got back on to its feet, and for the first time in a dozen years there are even, as I wrote on Saturday, signs that some types of farming are emerging from the doldrums. There is a growing shortage of food in the world, and prices are rising. The sunshine of prosperity is fitful but warm in patches. It has not, however, fallen on cattle. For several years, dairy farmers have been forced to sell their milk below the cost of production; similarly, beef farmers are getting about 25 per cent less for their animals than it costs to raise them. Foot and mouth has struck a sector of the industry which is already struggling to keep upright. There will be anger if Defra's failures of biosecurity are to blame.   

As for the unfortunate Derrick Pride, the farmer whose animals have been slaughtered, it can hardly be expected that, at the age of 78, he will start again. It must be a terrible blow. Surrey is thought of as affluent commuterland, but the scenery admired by stockbrokers is maintained by farmers who are often far from rich. It is poor farmland, and the difficulties of its often less than prosperous farmers are intensified through proximity to so much wealth. Defra should hang its head in shame.   

Clive Aslet is Editor at Large of 'Country Life'.   
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The outbreak of foot and mouth disease is the latest crisis to hit Gordon Brown during his first months in office. The prime minister broke into the first day of his holiday in Dorset to listen into a meeting of Cobra, the government's civil emergency committee, on the crisis. He will travel to London this morning to chair a full Cobra meeting and is likely to be joined by the environment secretary, Hilary Benn, who has also decided to cut short his holiday and fly back from Italy.   

Mr Brown was informed of the news of the outbreak at 7pm yesterday and will be anxious to know that all the recommendations from Dr Iain Anderson's report following the previous foot and mouth outbreak in 2001 have been implemented both by the government and farmers.   

If the outbreak spreads, Mr Brown will also have to decide whether to deploy the army, something Tony Blair reluctantly and belatedly did near the end of his months-long crisis with the disease.   

The government was last night hoping that restrictions had been imposed early enough. It emerged that the previous outbreak in February 2001 had been well incubated before travel and quarantine restrictions were imposed.   

Ministers are aware that the outbreak will be a severe blow to the farming community which is trying to cope with the impact of the floods on harvests, as well as the chaos of the rural payments agency.   

Although the previous foot and mouth outbreak was the responsibility of an individual farm, ministers rapidly realised that the competence of the government and civil service became central, undermining support for the Blair regime.   

For Mr Brown it has been an astonishing two months as prime minister. Within days of taking over at Number 10 the London and Glasgow terrorism scares tested his ability to react to the unforeseen. The floods in Gloucester saw him receive hourly reports on whether an electricity sub station would be overwhelmed by rising waters and so leave tens of thousands of people without electricity.   

His immediate concern with this crisis will be to ensure that the outbreak is confined. Alastair Campbell's diaries show that the previous crisis gripped the Blair government leading to a confrontation with Prince Charles over the underlying cause of the outbreak, deep concern that the Ministry of Agriculture was unable to cope, a growing impact on tourism and fears that a message was emerging that the English countryside was in effect shut.   

As the outbreak worsened it was not just farming communities that were affected. People were advised to keep away from farmland to prevent the spread of the disease and events were cancelled across the country. By the end of March, the disease was at its height with up to 50 new cases a day and a few weeks later Mr Blair decided to delay the general and local elections.   

The government also struggled on whether vaccination would be a better solution than culling, and found itself under attack from animal lovers at the scale of the slaughter and near-medieval sights of burning pyres of animals.   

Debby Reynolds, UK chief veterinary officer, said last night that vaccination was already being considered. "It is something which may have a place, but we first of all need to determine which exact strain of the virus this is," she said. "That will guide us on what its possible origin is, where it may have spread.   

"The teams who could be available for vaccination have been mobilised. But it will be several days before it would be appropriate to decide whether vaccination would play a part in 2007."   

Mr Campbell admits in his diaries that Mr Blair lost confidence in the agriculture department as it struggled to control the outbreak and internal figures showed that only 31% of farms were culled within 24 hours of the identification of the disease.   

In the end 7m animals were slaughtered, many farmers and rural businesses were ruined and the final cost was estimated to be up to pounds 8.5bn.   

Farmers suffer worst health and poorest quality of life, says report   
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FARMERS have worse health, poorer quality of life and lower productivity than employees in any other sector, according to a new study.   

A higher risk of accidents, concerns over a future they cannot control and the burden of red tape all add to the pressures of modern-day farming - an industry where the suicide rate is about twice the national average.   

The study, published in the British Medical Journal today, assessed productivity, perceived health and quality of life among 5,000 salaried and self-employed adults aged between 30 and 64. Farmers scored the lowest in all categories. Self-employed entrepreneurs who have a staff scored the highest.   

When productivity was assessed, more than a third of farmers achieved low or average scores. This compared with 16 per cent of salaried workers and sole traders and 12 per cent of entrepreneurs with staff.   

Ian Johnson, of the National Farmers' Union, said that Britain's 100,000 farmers had endured a punishing decade, having struggled with foot and mouth disease, bovine tuberculosis, delays with the single farm payment subsidy scheme and now flooding.   

Mr Johnson said: "The vast majority of farmers enjoy most aspects of their work but there are a lot of factors which are out of their control, such as the weather and the markets.   

"In addition, most farmers in this country have a huge tide of bureaucracy to deal with and multiple government departments. It is not unknown for them to face inspections by the Health and Safety Executive, the Rural Payments Agency and Defra [Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs] all on the same day.   

"Pressure to compete now means you have far fewer people working on much larger farms.''   

Dr Samuli Saarni, who conducted the research at Finland's National Public Health Institute, said farmers and entrepreneurs were both subjected to uncertainties in their businesses, but farmers were less able to control these factors, leading to higher stress levels.   

"Farmers tend to go into farming because it is a family business they inherit rather than through choice,'' he said. "They can tend to continue farming long after a salaried worker might have quit.   

"There are high levels of stress. Farmers also tend to have no option but to continue working through illness.''   

Those with the highest scores for productivity and health, entrepreneurs with staff, had more control over the destiny of their businesses and thrived on problem-solving, according to the report's findings.   

Revealed: City squires buy up farm aid   
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CITY workers with second homes in the country are buying European Union farming subsidies worth millions of pounds a year to pay for tending their private grounds and paddocks.   

The right to claim the EU payment is being traded on a lucrative secondary market in which second-home owners buy from professional farmers who were being paid the subsidy for keeping their land free from weeds and as habitats for wildlife.   

According to figures released by the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) this weekend, an estimated 30,000 owners of small parcels of land in England are enjoying subsidies worth Pounds 30m a year from Brussels.   

To qualify, the owner does not have to farm or even graze ponies. The land can be used as wild-flower meadows, for clay pigeon shooting or even barbecues as long as it is kept in "good agricultural and environmental condition", the agency said.   

The claims are being blamed for helping clog up the agency with thousands of extra applications, leading to delays in payouts for genuine farmers.   

George Paton, a partner at WebbPaton, a firm of rural valuers based in Wootton Bassett, Wiltshire, said: "If you've got a country house with 10 acres and a pony paddock you can get these payments. It's ludicrous and has messed up the payments for proper farmers."   

The single payment scheme, introduced in 2005, replaced a range of farming subsidies pegged to a farmer's level of production that gave incentives for growing crops far in excess of what the market needed. This led to the "grain mountain" and "wine lake" gluts for which the EU was known.   

Now landowners and farmers can claim payments based on the area of land they hold, regardless of whether or not they produce anything.   

The RPA paid out Pounds 1.5 billion to landowners last year, including to the Prince of Wales for land at Home Farm, part of his Highgrove estate in Gloucestershire, as well as to the Queen for her land at Balmoral, Sandringham and Windsor Castle.   

A secondary market in the subsidies has blossomed because farmers are allowed to sell on their entitlements -which can be worth from a few pounds up to in some cases Pounds 11,000 a year per acre -even if they sell up and retire. The system was introduced to allow farmers buying land that had not previously been farmed to acquire subsidies.   

But they have not been the only buyers. City workers and other "lifestyle farmers", whose livelihoods do not depend on agriculture, are also buying the subsidy rights. They are then paid to tend their land even if it is a meadow or paddock.   

Richard Skeates, a director at Lane Fox, the estate agency, claims a subsidy on paddocks at his north Wiltshire home of Pounds 510 a year. By 2012 he will be paid Pounds 1,800 a year under the terms of the European commission arrangement.   

His neighbours graze three ponies on the 30-acre paddocks and he says he spends more than the subsidy on maintaining the land to the required standard, which includes preventing horses from eating trees and hedges and ensuring it is not over-grazed. "Some people complain saying this is an agricultural subsidy that wasn't designed for pony paddocks, but it has achieved a lot by encouraging owners to protect the environment better," said Skeates.   

Others have resisted the subsidy. "I would feel a bit of a fraud claiming this," said Mike Warburton, a tax accountant who owns a house in Gloucestershire with a paddock and wild-flower meadow.   

"It is for farmers, not for people like me. People are claiming money for really doing nothing on their land."   

The subsidies can be a good investment. Rates vary but buying a subsidy off a farmer for Pounds 100 an acre could yield a return of Pounds 400 an acre over the next four years -although there is a risk because the EU is to review the whole system in 2012.   

Iain Curry of Bays Curry McCowen, an agricultural consultancy based in Winchester, said: "I bought someone an entitlement for 30 acres for Pounds 3,000. It was a country house with about 30 acres worth about Pounds 3m. He let his next-door neighbour put his cattle there and would have got about Pounds 2,400 (subsidy) in the first year."   

Paton said the highest subsidy entitlement he had sold was one that was paying out more than Pounds 11,000 an acre.   

The entitlement was for a five-acre plot owned by a farmer whose payout was based on what he had received for the large cattle herd he had owned in 2001.   

"I sold it to another farmer for Pounds 22,000 a hectare (Pounds 8,906 an acre)," said Paton.   

He added that getting the farm subsidies was not an easy option and the EU requirement to keep the land in good condition would cost money. "It's about good environmental stewardship and it's not cheap," he said.   

RAKING IT IN   

How non-farmers cash in on EU subsidies   

* Under the European single payment scheme introduced in 2005, landowners and farmers are no longer paid solely according to what they produce. They can claim subsidies for keeping some land in good environmental and agricultural condition   

* Rights to claim subsidies worth Pounds 1.5 billion a year in England can be bought and sold. House owners with paddocks or fields can qualify if they buy subsidy from farmers who retire or sell up   

* Subsidy rights are advertised in farming magazines and through land agents and can be bought to match the acreage of land held. In one typical recent deal, a non-farmer with 30 acres around his house in Hampshire bought subsidy rights for Pounds 3,000 from owner of a 30-acre agricultural smallholding. The purchaser earned an estimated Pounds 2,400 payments in his first year   

* The Rural Payments Agency, which manages the scheme, estimates 30,000 owners of small parcels of land and paddocks claim subsidies. Some are genuine small scale farmers, but others have been blamed for clogging the system and slowing payments   

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    
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Gordon Brown knows less about the countryside than any prime minister since Harold Wilson. His life has been spent between his constituency of Kirkcaldy, various flats in Westminster and holidays in Cape Cod. The only time he sees England's rolling fields is when he flies over the Lake District and the Cotswolds.   

Ted Heath knew the coastline of Britain off by heart. Margaret Thatcher listened to Farming Today and holidayed in Cornwall. John Major was obsessed by old maids bicycling through misty villages. Before Cherie discovered the Caribbean, the Blairs went on family trips to Devon with friends. David Cameron may be accused of being metropolitan, but he spent his childhood in rural Berkshire and is more at home growing marrows for the village fete than at Notting Hill Carnival.   

Gordon, however, doesn't do wellies. Urban politics has been his life. He was brought up in Kirkcaldy, now his constituency, and it was this industrial town on the Firth of Forth rather than the moors of Scotland that shaped his views. In his spare time, he still prefers to unwind at Raith Rovers than go hiking. He may have empathy for farmers in Botswana, but he has little interest in those in his own country, even though his ancestors were farmers from Fife.   

Since he has become Prime Minister, Mr Brown hasn't mentioned the countryside once, even in his Pre-Queen's Speech, nor will any of his 23 "new'' Bills address rural problems. After the floods a fortnight ago, it didn't occur to him to leave Westminster. He was finally forced to tour the cities, but only the Prince of Wales and the Archbishop of York noticed that the farmers have also been devastated by the recent weather. Many have lost their year's crop - and more than 600 sheep drowned on one farm in Staffordshire.   

Nor has the Prime Minister made much effort to remedy his lack of knowledge by putting Hilary Benn in charge of Agriculture. Mr Benn may be a capable minister, but he is even more metropolitan than his boss, and is a committed vegetarian, which doesn't immediately endear him to country folk.   

As Chancellor, Mr Brown's record on the countryside was poor. Not only did he encourage the death of rural post offices and village shops by favouring big business and superstores, but he allowed farming to become the most over-regulated industry in Britain. He disappeared when the countryside most needed a helping hand during the foot and mouth crisis. And he did nothing when it became apparent that a disaster had occurred with the Rural Payments Agency.   

First, the farmers weren't paid anything for months because the computers malfunctioned, then they discovered the system was so complex that they had to employ agricultural advisers to fill out the forms. Britain was eventually fined pounds 300 million by Europe for late payment. Mr Brown exacerbated farmers' misery by making Defra find the money to pay the fine, so penalising the countryside twice.   

In his last Budget, Mr Brown went even further in singling out the countryside for punishment by suggesting that farmers pay business rates for their farm buildings on top of council tax for their homes. The Exchequer could make pounds 300 million a year from these proposals, but farmers who have used their barns to diversify will face another pounds 1,000 bill. He also put a pounds 400 annual excise levy on 4x4s - which are a necessity rather than a luxury for rural workers.   

When the Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food was subsumed into the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, it was clear that the countryside was going to take second place to new initiatives for non-disposable nappies. Ministers concentrated on flying round the world to save the rainforests, while neglecting their own backyard. Almost every initiative under Tony Blair, from city academies to Surestart, was focused on cities, but it never seemed intentional.   

Mr Brown, however, seems hostile rather than indifferent to the countryside. He sees farming as an industry that costs the taxpayer money, rather than being of any benefit. He looks on farmers as scroungers rather than his "deserving poor'', even though their average salary is only pounds 10,000. The new Prime Minister talks about green issues, but he can't see that, to be green, he should be encouraging more homegrown produce.   

When the PM talks about the worst off, it is the inner-city housing estates he is referring to, yet poverty is often at its most crippling in rural communities, where there is nothing to do and little public transport. In sparsely populated areas, the proportion of low-income households has increased from 26 to 30 per cent in the past two years, while most inner cities have improved.   

Bill Bryson, the American-born writer, has a greater appreciation of the countryside than the Prime Minister who purports to love everything British. Mr Bryson, who this week becomes president of the Campaign to Protect Rural England, says: "Of all the surfaces area of the earth, only a tiny fragment - 0.0174069 per cent - can call itself Great Britain. It's rare and dangerously finite and every bit of it should be cherished.'' When Mr Brown talks about his passion for Britain, he mentions the flag, but he is happier talking about dark, satanic mills than this green and pleasant land. Yesterday, he said that the Government wouldn't be building on any green-field sites with his proposals for three million new homes, but it is clear that he sees no problem in concreting over fields. He is also planning to amalgamate hospitals, which could mean rural patients driving 50 miles to the nearest A & E.   

The Tories, recognising the neglect of rural issues in recent years, have asked the former agriculture minister John Gummer to set out a new agenda for rural Britain. Mr Brown, too, should have a plan for saving British hedgerows and village life. In the past 10 years, the gap between rich and poor and the south and the north has gaped. But it is the split between the city and the countryside that has been most dramatic.   

Mr Brown has told ministers that they must spend their summer holidays in Britain. As one explained to me: "I've cancelled my family holiday in Italy and we'll be spending it in the pouring rain on the Norfolk Broads. But I bet Gordon stays in Westminster and Kirkcaldy.''   

He shouldn't. If Mr Brown really wants to be Prime Minister of all of Britain, he should buy some wellies and a bucket and spade.   
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The environment, food and rural affairs secretary, Hilary Benn, may be a vegetarian o something that does not recommend him to livestock farmers o but he will be hoping his handling of the current foot and mouth outbreak does not increase the number of those who give up eating meat in Britain.   

In Mr Benn's previous posting, international development, he was popular and respected across the international development community. Since he rushed back from a family holiday in Italy on Friday, he has been punctilious in conferring with his Conservative and Liberal Democrat opposite numbers, holding a briefing session with them on Saturday night, along with the farming minister Lord Rooker.   

His immediate aim has been to ensure that the government is seen to have learned the lessons of the 2001 outbreak   

by ensuring the infection does not spread. The speed with which animal movement bans have been imposed and tests undertaken and the openness to vaccination as an option denote a decisiveness lacking in 2001. Mr Benn will also know that so far as the farming community is concerned, his department does not have great reserves of goodwill on which to draw. BSE, the 2001 epidemic and the more recent chaos at the Rural Payments Agency have ensured trust is low.   

The department has had a reputation as a sleepy Whitehall backwater . Various reorganisations, including renaming in 2001, have attempted to revitalise its image and efficiency. But a review by the Cabinet Office this year found that ithe present senior leadership tend to analyse and debate too much, rather than take decisions i.   

The select committee of MPs responsible for monitoring Defra has been equally scathing recently about how it managed to rack up a pounds 200m deficit in 2006-07.   
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'We have tried to phone Defra but we just can't get through,'' David Sheppard, who runs the Surrey farm next to the one infected with foot and mouth, was quoted as saying yesterday. Here we go again, I thought. Like Defra, the old Maff kept reams of information on farmers around the country, not least to keep track of subsidy payments. Yet in a crisis they turned autistic, unable to make human contact.   

Anxious farmers would learn of emergency regulations affecting their herds, flocks and livelihoods from the television news. The Maff switchboard was jammed. Despite loudly proclaiming that "lessons have been learnt'', ministers and their officials have still managed to achieve a purdah-like isolation from the very people who should be, in Defra's case, their constituency.   

This will not surprise anyone who has watched Defra's performance since it was created in the wake of the last foot and mouth disaster. After the 2001 General Election, Tony Blair offered Margaret Beckett the Ministry of Agriculture. She regarded mere farming and fisheries, despite their key importance in relation to European spending, as inadequate to her talents; so to appease her vanity Blair cobbled together the Defra hybrid. The legacy survives. Hilary Benn is familiarly called the new Environment Secretary, implying Climate Change, Green Causes, the Big Picture. Food and rural affairs have been quietly forgotten. What is farming to Benn? How much does he know or care about it?   

Incompetent, remote, unhelpful, ill-informed, obstructive and lacking common sense - just a few of the words one would hear most often used of Defra in the Beckett years. Her reign culminated in the Rural Payments Agency fiasco, which left English farmers without their Single Farm Payment entitlements half a year or more after those in Scotland and Wales had been paid. Farmers had to suffer twice for this catastrophe. When the European Union fined the British government for failing to deliver, the Treasury (prop. G. Brown) recouped the money from Defra's budget. Flood defences and veterinary research were among the programmes cut.   

If current theories on the new foot and mouth outbreak are correct, and its source is traced to an American laboratory making vaccines, farmers will breathe a sigh of relief; the infection did not slip through the system - with its onerous bureaucracy - imposed on them after 2001. All the form-filling at markets, all the ear tagging, all the inspections, all the Draconian penalties, may seem to have stood the test. But the countryside will also shake its fist. The relationship between Merial SAS, the vaccine makers, and Defra is not clear, but they work closely together; so closely that they share a site at Pirbright, four miles from the infected farm, with the Institute of Animal Health. As Peter Ainsworth, Benn's Tory shadow, comments: "It's almost as though the Government has infected its own stock.''   

Serious inadequacies were found in the IAH buildings at Pirbright when they were investigated by another government department in 2002. If lessons have truly been learnt, those deficiencies should have been put right. We'll see. For now, be it noted that the IAH has been underfunded by Defra for some time. According to a memorandum that it sent to the Select Committee on Science and Technology in November last year, some laboratory work was now being "undertaken by PhD students at the very beginning of their research training - and not by experienced technical staff''.   

It is all too easy for Defra to heap regulations on to farmers. There is, to say the least, a bitter irony that Defra's own operation could have been at fault. But what's new? If an inspector finds that an ear tag has accidentally fallen out of a cow's ear - as inevitably happens from time to time - the farmer might be fined tens of thousands of pounds. Nothing like the same vigilance is applied, for example, at British borders. The meat of such delicacies as rats, insects, apes and elephants from Africa - bush meat - slips through as easily as other illegal arrivals. This raises alarming possibilities for human as well as animal health.   

Incredibly, environmental health experts suggest that the UK's black market in bush meat is worth pounds 1 billion a year. As a result of foot and mouth, you can be sure that France will slap export restrictions on British meat. "Bloody French,'' the reader may say with a shrug. But at least the French take their farming seriously. We have a rare advantage, in terms of border security, through being an island. We don't exploit it. Iceland takes more trouble to keep its Icelandic horses virus-free than do the British authorities to protect our valuable livestock.   

During the 2001 epidemic, the smouldering pyres of dead animals symbolised the callousness and disdain with which New Labour treated the traditional countryside. They were extremely anxious to protect foxes, which kill lambs and chickens, but insouciant about the slaughter of between 6.5 million and 10 million (nobody knows the exact number) cattle, sheep and pigs - most of them perfectly healthy. Since then, the countryside as a whole has got back on to its feet, and for the first time in a dozen years there are even, as I wrote on Saturday, signs that some types of farming are emerging from the doldrums. There is a growing shortage of food in the world, and prices are rising. The sunshine of prosperity is fitful but warm in patches. It has not, however, fallen on cattle. For several years, dairy farmers have been forced to sell their milk below the cost of production; similarly, beef farmers are getting about 25 per cent less for their animals than it costs to raise them. Foot and mouth has struck a sector of the industry which is already struggling to keep upright. There will be anger if Defra's failures of biosecurity are to blame.   

As for the unfortunate Derrick Pride, the farmer whose animals have been slaughtered, it can hardly be expected that, at the age of 78, he will start again. It must be a terrible blow. Surrey is thought of as affluent commuterland, but the scenery admired by stockbrokers is maintained by farmers who are often far from rich. It is poor farmland, and the difficulties of its often less than prosperous farmers are intensified through proximity to so much wealth. Defra should hang its head in shame.   

Clive Aslet is Editor at Large of 'Country Life'.   

Vegetarian minister faces big task in winning farmers' trust: Defra Department with poor reputation   

Patrick Wintour Political editor   

Publication date: 6 August 2007

Source: The Guardian

The environment, food and rural affairs secretary, Hilary Benn, may be a vegetarian - something that does not recommend him to livestock farmers - but he will be hoping his handling of the current food and mouth outbreak does not increase the number of those who give up eating meat in Britain.   

In Mr Benn's previous posting, international development, he was popular and respected across the international development community. Since he rushed back from a family holiday in Italy on Friday, he has been punctilious in conferring with his Conservative and Liberal Democrat opposite numbers, holding a briefing session with them on Saturday night, along with farming minister Lord Rooker.   

His immediate aim has been to ensure that the government is seen to have learned the lessons of the 2001 outbreak by ensuring the infection does not spread.The speed with which animal movement bans have been imposed and tests undertaken and the openness to vaccination as an option denote a decisiveness lacking in 2001. Mr Benn will also know that so far as the farming community is concerned, his department does not have great reserves of goodwill on which to draw. BSE, the 2001 epidemic and the more recent chaos at the Rural Payments Agency have ensured trust is low.   

The department has had a reputation as a sleepy Whitehall backwater. Various reorganisations, including renaming in 2001, have attempted to revitalise its image and efficiency. But a review by the Cabinet Office this year found that "the present senior leadership tend to analyse and debate too much, rather than take decisions".   

The select committee of MPs responsible for monitoring Defra has been equally scathing recently about how it managed to rack up a pounds 200m deficit in 2006-07.   

Foot and mouth: Politics: After terrorism and floods, fresh crisis challenges Brown   

Patrick Wintour, Political editor   

Publication date: 4 August 2007

Source: The Guardian

The outbreak of foot and mouth disease is the latest crisis to hit Gordon Brown during his first months in office. The prime minister broke into the first day of his holiday in Dorset to listen into a meeting of Cobra, the government's civil emergency committee, on the crisis. He will travel to London this morning to chair a full Cobra meeting and is likely to be joined by the environment secretary, Hilary Benn, who has also decided to cut short his holiday and fly back from Italy.   

Mr Brown was informed of the news of the outbreak at 7pm yesterday and will be anxious to know that all the recommendations from Dr Iain Anderson's report following the previous foot and mouth outbreak in 2001 have been implemented both by the government and farmers.   

If the outbreak spreads, Mr Brown will also have to decide whether to deploy the army, something Tony Blair reluctantly and belatedly did near the end of his months-long crisis with the disease.   

The government was last night hoping that restrictions had been imposed early enough. It emerged that the previous outbreak in February 2001 had been well incubated before travel and quarantine restrictions were imposed.   

Ministers are aware that the outbreak will be a severe blow to the farming community which is trying to cope with the impact of the floods on harvests, as well as the chaos of the rural payments agency.   

Although the previous foot and mouth outbreak was the responsibility of an individual farm, ministers rapidly realised that the competence of the government and civil service became central, undermining support for the Blair regime.   

For Mr Brown it has been an astonishing two months as prime minister. Within days of taking over at Number 10 the London and Glasgow terrorism scares tested his ability to react to the unforeseen. The floods in Gloucester saw him receive hourly reports on whether an electricity sub station would be overwhelmed by rising waters and so leave tens of thousands of people without electricity.   

His immediate concern with this crisis will be to ensure that the outbreak is confined. Alastair Campbell's diaries show that the previous crisis gripped the Blair government leading to a confrontation with Prince Charles over the underlying cause of the outbreak, deep concern that the Ministry of Agriculture was unable to cope, a growing impact on tourism and fears that a message was emerging that the English countryside was in effect shut.   

As the outbreak worsened it was not just farming communities that were affected. People were advised to keep away from farmland to prevent the spread of the disease and events were cancelled across the country. By the end of March, the disease was at its height with up to 50 new cases a day and a few weeks later Mr Blair decided to delay the general and local elections.   

The government also struggled on whether vaccination would be a better solution than culling, and found itself under attack from animal lovers at the scale of the slaughter and near-medieval sights of burning pyres of animals.   

Debby Reynolds, UK chief veterinary officer, said last night that vaccination was already being considered. "It is something which may have a place, but we first of all need to determine which exact strain of the virus this is," she said. "That will guide us on what its possible origin is, where it may have spread.   

"The teams who could be available for vaccination have been mobilised. But it will be several days before it would be appropriate to decide whether vaccination would play a part in 2007."   

Mr Campbell admits in his diaries that Mr Blair lost confidence in the agriculture department as it struggled to control the outbreak and internal figures showed that only 31% of farms were culled within 24 hours of the identification of the disease.   

In the end 7m animals were slaughtered, many farmers and rural businesses were ruined and the final cost was estimated to be up to pounds 8.5bn.   

Farmers suffer worst health and poorest quality of life, says report   

By Patrick Phelvin   

Publication date: 31 July 2007

Source: The Daily Telegraph

FARMERS have worse health, poorer quality of life and lower productivity than employees in any other sector, according to a new study.   

A higher risk of accidents, concerns over a future they cannot control and the burden of red tape all add to the pressures of modern-day farming - an industry where the suicide rate is about twice the national average.   

The study, published in the British Medical Journal today, assessed productivity, perceived health and quality of life among 5,000 salaried and self-employed adults aged between 30 and 64. Farmers scored the lowest in all categories. Self-employed entrepreneurs who have a staff scored the highest.   

When productivity was assessed, more than a third of farmers achieved low or average scores. This compared with 16 per cent of salaried workers and sole traders and 12 per cent of entrepreneurs with staff.   

Ian Johnson, of the National Farmers' Union, said that Britain's 100,000 farmers had endured a punishing decade, having struggled with foot and mouth disease, bovine tuberculosis, delays with the single farm payment subsidy scheme and now flooding.   

Mr Johnson said: "The vast majority of farmers enjoy most aspects of their work but there are a lot of factors which are out of their control, such as the weather and the markets.   

"In addition, most farmers in this country have a huge tide of bureaucracy to deal with and multiple government departments. It is not unknown for them to face inspections by the Health and Safety Executive, the Rural Payments Agency and Defra [Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs] all on the same day.   

"Pressure to compete now means you have far fewer people working on much larger farms.''   

Dr Samuli Saarni, who conducted the research at Finland's National Public Health Institute, said farmers and entrepreneurs were both subjected to uncertainties in their businesses, but farmers were less able to control these factors, leading to higher stress levels.   

"Farmers tend to go into farming because it is a family business they inherit rather than through choice,'' he said. "They can tend to continue farming long after a salaried worker might have quit.   

"There are high levels of stress. Farmers also tend to have no option but to continue working through illness.''   

Those with the highest scores for productivity and health, entrepreneurs with staff, had more control over the destiny of their businesses and thrived on problem-solving, according to the report's findings.   

Revealed: City squires buy up farm aid   

Jon Ungoed-Thomas and Robert Booth   

Publication date: 29 July 2007

Source: The Sunday Times

CITY workers with second homes in the country are buying European Union farming subsidies worth millions of pounds a year to pay for tending their private grounds and paddocks.   

The right to claim the EU payment is being traded on a lucrative secondary market in which second-home owners buy from professional farmers who were being paid the subsidy for keeping their land free from weeds and as habitats for wildlife.   

According to figures released by the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) this weekend, an estimated 30,000 owners of small parcels of land in England are enjoying subsidies worth Pounds 30m a year from Brussels.   

To qualify, the owner does not have to farm or even graze ponies. The land can be used as wild-flower meadows, for clay pigeon shooting or even barbecues as long as it is kept in "good agricultural and environmental condition", the agency said.   

The claims are being blamed for helping clog up the agency with thousands of extra applications, leading to delays in payouts for genuine farmers.   

George Paton, a partner at WebbPaton, a firm of rural valuers based in Wootton Bassett, Wiltshire, said: "If you've got a country house with 10 acres and a pony paddock you can get these payments. It's ludicrous and has messed up the payments for proper farmers."   

The single payment scheme, introduced in 2005, replaced a range of farming subsidies pegged to a farmer's level of production that gave incentives for growing crops far in excess of what the market needed. This led to the "grain mountain" and "wine lake" gluts for which the EU was known.   

Now landowners and farmers can claim payments based on the area of land they hold, regardless of whether or not they produce anything.   

The RPA paid out Pounds 1.5 billion to landowners last year, including to the Prince of Wales for land at Home Farm, part of his Highgrove estate in Gloucestershire, as well as to the Queen for her land at Balmoral, Sandringham and Windsor Castle.   

A secondary market in the subsidies has blossomed because farmers are allowed to sell on their entitlements -which can be worth from a few pounds up to in some cases Pounds 11,000 a year per acre -even if they sell up and retire. The system was introduced to allow farmers buying land that had not previously been farmed to acquire subsidies.   

But they have not been the only buyers. City workers and other "lifestyle farmers", whose livelihoods do not depend on agriculture, are also buying the subsidy rights. They are then paid to tend their land even if it is a meadow or paddock.   

Richard Skeates, a director at Lane Fox, the estate agency, claims a subsidy on paddocks at his north Wiltshire home of Pounds 510 a year. By 2012 he will be paid Pounds 1,800 a year under the terms of the European commission arrangement.   

His neighbours graze three ponies on the 30-acre paddocks and he says he spends more than the subsidy on maintaining the land to the required standard, which includes preventing horses from eating trees and hedges and ensuring it is not over-grazed. "Some people complain saying this is an agricultural subsidy that wasn't designed for pony paddocks, but it has achieved a lot by encouraging owners to protect the environment better," said Skeates.   

Others have resisted the subsidy. "I would feel a bit of a fraud claiming this," said Mike Warburton, a tax accountant who owns a house in Gloucestershire with a paddock and wild-flower meadow.   

"It is for farmers, not for people like me. People are claiming money for really doing nothing on their land."   

The subsidies can be a good investment. Rates vary but buying a subsidy off a farmer for Pounds 100 an acre could yield a return of Pounds 400 an acre over the next four years -although there is a risk because the EU is to review the whole system in 2012.   

Iain Curry of Bays Curry McCowen, an agricultural consultancy based in Winchester, said: "I bought someone an entitlement for 30 acres for Pounds 3,000. It was a country house with about 30 acres worth about Pounds 3m. He let his next-door neighbour put his cattle there and would have got about Pounds 2,400 (subsidy) in the first year."   

Paton said the highest subsidy entitlement he had sold was one that was paying out more than Pounds 11,000 an acre.   

The entitlement was for a five-acre plot owned by a farmer whose payout was based on what he had received for the large cattle herd he had owned in 2001.   

"I sold it to another farmer for Pounds 22,000 a hectare (Pounds 8,906 an acre)," said Paton.   

He added that getting the farm subsidies was not an easy option and the EU requirement to keep the land in good condition would cost money. "It's about good environmental stewardship and it's not cheap," he said.   

RAKING IT IN   

How non-farmers cash in on EU subsidies   

* Under the European single payment scheme introduced in 2005, landowners and farmers are no longer paid solely according to what they produce. They can claim subsidies for keeping some land in good environmental and agricultural condition   

* Rights to claim subsidies worth Pounds 1.5 billion a year in England can be bought and sold. House owners with paddocks or fields can qualify if they buy subsidy from farmers who retire or sell up   

* Subsidy rights are advertised in farming magazines and through land agents and can be bought to match the acreage of land held. In one typical recent deal, a non-farmer with 30 acres around his house in Hampshire bought subsidy rights for Pounds 3,000 from owner of a 30-acre agricultural smallholding. The purchaser earned an estimated Pounds 2,400 payments in his first year   

* The Rural Payments Agency, which manages the scheme, estimates 30,000 owners of small parcels of land and paddocks claim subsidies. Some are genuine small scale farmers, but others have been blamed for clogging the system and slowing payments   

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Boarish behaviour from City figure; City Diary   

Martin Waller   

Publication date: 7 June 2007

Source: The Times

Congratulations to Nigel Johnson-Hill, toast of the internet for a sarcastic letter he sent to David Miliband, the Environment Secretary, which is doing the rounds. A fellow farmer -Johnson-Hill has a place near Liphook, Hampshire -has received Pounds 3,000 from the Rural Payments Agency for not rearing pigs. "I would now like to join the 'not rearing pigs' business," he tells Miliband. "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?"   

As may not be appreciated, Johnson-Hill is also chairman of Bedlam Asset Management, the maverick fund manager whose communications to investors are often equally offbeat and cutting. Will he get a reply, I ask his household? "Probably not."   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

How to teach leadership (and spend thousands on iPods for civil servants);Factbox   

Richard Ford Home Correspondent   

Publication date: 22 May 2007

Source: The Times

* Pounds 9,000 spent on devices for top staff   

* Mandarins learn with new gadgetry   

Twenty top civil servants in the Home Office have been given top-of-the range iPods to provide them with lessons in leadership.   

In a pilot scheme the department has spent almost Pounds 9,000 on the gadgets as part of a "constant" way of finding new means to give staff training.   

Home Office officials were bracing themselves last night for a barrage of criticism over the purchase, which was described by one source as "a wacky idea".   

Others admitted that the disclosure would trigger further ridicule of the department whose leadership was found wanting in a review of its capabilities published last year.   

The pilot project, which started recently, allows 20 of the department's most senior officials to use their iPods to view and listen to short lessons in leadership skills.   

Twenty iPods were bought at a cost of Pounds 8,800 including long-term service support which allows for updating the software.   

They provide officials with three to five-minute video lessons in leadership provided by management experts.   

A Home Office spokeswoman defended the initiative, saying that the department was always seeking the most effective way of providing learning and development for its staff.   

She said: "Video iPods pre-loaded with 50, three-to five-minute leadership lessons, are currently being piloted with a small number of senior civil service staff."   

She defended the Home Office decision to buy the iPods: "As with other modern learning aids, video iPods provide the opportunity for flexible learning and the cost is extremely competitive compared with the rates for classroom training for senior staff.   

"The capacity on one video iPod represents the equivalent of three days' worth of classroom training. In addition, material on the video iPods can be recycled, whereas classroom training cannot."   

A Home Office official said that providing iPods to top staff was a much more economical means of providing leadership skills than sending staff on management courses which can cost Pounds 1,000 a day.   

"An iPod is portable, convenient and just an extension of e-learning," the official said.   

Asked if the officials were allowed to upload their own material, the official did not answer directly.   

"As with all government equipment issued to staff, Civil Service rules apply. The equipment must be used appropriately and primarily for work-related reasons."   

The Home Office decision to pilot the use of iPods as a way of training staff comes just two months after the England cricket team were able to study footage of their World Cup opposition on their iPods.   

Mark Garaway, the team analyst, uploaded packages of information about New Zealand on to a central base, allowing players to pick and choose the files they believed would be useful.   

The disclosure that the Home Office bought iPods for senior staff came after the department published figures showing that bonuses paid to its staff -excluding the Prison Service and passport service -hit Pounds 3.6 million in 2005-06, a 75 per cent increase since 2002. David Davis, the Shadow Home Secretary, said: "It is bad enough that the Home Office is failing on all fronts with serious implications for public safety. It is an insult that such failure has been rewarded in such a way."   

A Home Office spokesman defended the pay bonuses.   

"Bonuses reflect individual contributions and are not awarded on the overall performance of the department or on its perceived reputation. They are also restricted to exceptional performance and achievement." A separate written answer disclosed that the Home Office spent Pounds 9 million on rail fares for its 25,000 staff in 2005-06.   

Public Agenda, page 5   

PUBLIC PURSE   

* Staff at the Rural Payments Agency earned nearly Pounds 250,000 in bonuses last year despite controversy over the late payment of farm subsidies   

* Lord Irvine of Lairg, when Lord Chancellor, spent Pounds 145,000 redecorating his grace-and-favour apartment including Pounds 300-a-roll on Pugin-style wallpaper   

* A minister had to apologise in 2002 after Pounds 460,000 of endangered sapele wood was used for new doors and windows in the Pounds 22.6m refurbishment of the Cabinet Office   

* Sir John Bourn, head of the National Audit Office, made at least 43 journeys abroad in the past three years costing Pounds 336,000   

* Government spending on advertising in 2004 jumped 19 per cent to Pounds 189 million, making Whitehall the second-biggest advertiser after Procter and Gamble   

* Whitehall employs 9,300 staff handling complaints and appeals costing Pounds 510 million a year   

* Future prime ministers will have access to private jets from later this year. The Government is to lease two aircraft at a cost of Pounds 107 million over ten years for the use of Downing Street and the Royal Family. One will be a big jet, such as a  Boeing 737, with a bedroom and seating for 70, and the other a smaller jet for short-haul trips   

Source: Times database   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Society: Where else can I go?: Consider a move to improving Reading, 'capital' of the Thames Valley  

Debbie Andalo  

Publication date: 16 May 2007

Source: The Guardian

What they said about Reading "Reading is the de facto capital of the Thames Valley," Reading deputy leader Jo Lovelock. "The worst place in Britain to bring up a family," 2007 Readers Digest poll.  

Population 143,100.  

Local politics Reading borough council is a Labour controlled unitary authority.  

MPs Two. Reading East: Rob Wilson (Conservative); Reading West: Martin Salter (Labour).  

Local authority Reading is a three-star unitary borough council that is "improving well". Its single-star adult social services is serving "most" adults well and has a "promising" capacity to improve. Its children's services are "good" and the council has made "considerable progress" in its child assessment procedures. Its capacity to improve services is "good".  

Job prospects Current council vacancies include long-term foster carers and care assistants and teachers.  

Health service The Royal Berkshire hospital NHS foundation trust, which has undergone a pounds 132m redevelopment, has "good" services and makes "good" use of its resources. It made a pounds 6.2m surplus at the end of the last financial year. Berkshire West primary care trust broke even.  

Central government Reading has offices of the government's Employment Tribunal; Crown Prosecution Service; Rural Payments Agency; Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs; and Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency. Sport England is also in the town.  

Environment/regeneration The council has committed pounds 120m to schemes in the next two years, including pounds 14m on improving the A33 junction with the M4 and pounds 1.5m on affordable housing. The council is backing a pounds 515m bid to upgrade Reading train station. It is consulting this summer on a climate change strategy for the town and has set up a multiagency "climate challenge" group.  

Voluntary sector There are 62 international, 49 national and 312 local charities in Reading with a combined income of pounds 202m. There are 1,933 trustees.  

Commuter links The M4 provides a motorway link to London (90 minutes) or Oxford (45 minutes). Paddington is 30 minutes journey by train.  

Property prices Two-bedroomed flat: pounds 150k- pounds 250k; three-bedroomed semi: pounds 220k-pounds 325k; four-bedroomed detached: pounds 360k-pounds 600k.  

Countryside reaps a bitter harvest   

by Alice Thomson   

Publication date: 3 May 2007

Source: The Daily Telegraph

The silky brown calf looks up, pleading, it flings its head from side to side before it is shot between the eyes. The farmer has paid the kennelman pounds 2 and a packet of fudge to kill the newborn male calf and feed it to the hounds. A sick cow is next on the list: she is shot because the farmer can't pay for antibiotics. A limping horse is blasted by a pistol because the vet's fees are too expensive. Unwanted male chicks are tossed into industrial mincers.   

Molly Dineen's programme The Lie of the Land, broadcast by Channel 4 tonight, should have been called The Killing Fields. It is disgusting, revolting and important to watch. Here is a self-confessed townie telling us that genocide is going on in the countryside, that farmers are so poor they are struggling to feed their livestock and that Britain is in danger of becoming a grey and unpleasant land. Dineen was shocked at the amount of killing she witnessed when she accompanied some kennelmen on the "flesh run'', a service they provide to help farmers dispose of their dead livestock. The chronicler of Blair's Britain, who produced one of new Labour's first party political broadcasts, explains, "Britain's farmers deserve something better from us, before it's too late.''   

She makes it clear that this is a problem that affects everyone. We are all implicated in the deaths of thousands of calves whenever we drink a cafe latte. Dairy farmers, who are paid 14p a litre for their milk, can no longer afford to keep the males when they are born. They have to be shot. We demand cheap food and drink and thus we force farmers into desperate measures. But it is not only the fault of consumers. This Government has presided over the growing divide between Scotland and England and between rich and poor, but perhaps the most startling gap that has opened up is between town and countryside.   

In all the analysis of Mr Blair's 10 years, his rural legacy has been forgotten. Margaret Thatcher always listened to Farming Today, John Major was obsessed with village greens, yet the last decade has marked the end of Britain's love affair with its rolling hills.   

The foot and mouth crisis was the defining moment. Mr Blair flew abroad when the disease hit the country. At least six million animals were culled - resulting in losses of pounds 3.1 billion to agriculture. Funeral pyres littered the fields of Yorkshire and Devon, more than 100 farmers committed suicide and the general election had to be postponed. The countryside was devastated, British farmers and the tourist industry were left reeling, yet the Prime Minister refused to take it seriously until it was too late.   

Instead of trying to heal the wounds, Mr Blair hit the farmers again. In an attempt to appease the Left of his party, he allowed them to spend 700 hours debating the end of hunting. It was a frivolous waste of time, the legislation was untenable, and all it did was turn the countryside even further against the town. They began to feel that no one in Westminster understood their lives; the Countryside March was their desperate measure. They traipsed through London in their wellies, looking trapped and confused. This wasn't just about the right to ride horses to hounds, they were protesting against the closure of village shops and pubs, the lack of public transport and the concreting of arable land. Yet 400,000 people still made no difference.   

The Prime Minister went even further. He championed a Brussels plan to change the payments to farmers. Instead of subsiding their food production, Defra announced that farmers would now be paid as custodians of the countryside. It may have seemed a good idea to him. Why should consumers pay twice for their food through the subsidy system? Wouldn't it be better to ask countrymen to spend their time pruning hedges and creating the perfect theme park? The problem is that it has undermined farmers' self-esteem even more, while convincing those in the town that their country cousins are being paid large amounts to sit around on their tractors doing nothing.   

The scheme has also run into huge problems. First the farmers weren't paid anything for months by the Rural Payments Agency, then the system became so complex that farmers found they had to hire agricultural advisers to fill in the forms. Now it has become apparent that the people who have benefited most are the richest landowners, rather than the struggling smallholders and tenants who really need help. This comes on top of all the new regulations that the farmers have had to wade through, and this is for an average income of less than pounds 10,000.   

In Gordon Brown's last Budget he made it clear that he is considering applying business rates to agricultural buildings. This may be the death knell for many farmers who have tried to use their barns and sheds to diversify.   

One Labour MP told me that the past 10 years had been: "Payback time for what the Tories did to the miners.'' But Mr Blair and Mr Brown haven't been malicious, just careless. The countryside isn't a priority. They prefer to champion supermarkets and to ensure that consumers have cheap meat and dairy products - even if it all has to come from countries where welfare regulations are less stringent. They holiday in Tuscany and Maine rather than the Lake District or Exmoor and have little contact with hedgerows and copses. Many people feel the same: education, health and crime are far more immediate concerns.   

But in the long term it is our countryside that we will pass on to the next generation. Interviewing the American writer Bill Bryson, the new President of the Council for the Protection of Rural England, this week he could not understand how little the British valued their heritage. "It is one of the greatest accomplishments of the British people to have had this incredibly densely populated landscape and to have used it productively for so long and still kept it so incredibly beautiful. It's a miracle,'' he said. "It is the farmers who have kept this countryside pretty damn attractive. It is unthinkable to have an English countryside which doesn't have cows or sheep or people tilling the land. You have taken them too much for granted.'' It shouldn't take an author from the prairies of Iowa to say it.   

Ministers' failure has left farmers facing bleak future, says Charles   

BY JONATHAN WYNNE-JONES   
Publication date: 22 April 2007

Source: The Sunday Telegraph

THE GOVERNMENT is jeopardising Britain's rural communities by failing to give proper support to farmers, says the Prince of Wales.   

The "guardians of our countryside'' have been let down and face a bleak future, he says in a veiled attack on the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and its handling of agricultural policies.   

In a letter to a farming charity, he said farmers were enduring "some of the toughest times in living memory'' because of the fiasco over missing subsidy payments that has left many facing ruin.   

"There are farmers who feel they cannot cope with this new and frightening world,'' he said.   

"Many of these are family farmers who have been on the land for generations and have priceless experience and wisdom of the sort which cannot be taught in a classroom, but which is absorbed and inherited.'' Prince Charles expressed his views in a letter to the Arthur Rank Centre for a recent conference on the farmers' plight.   

He praised the contribution of farmers to rural life and predicted that those who had traditionally been at the heart of communities would be worst affected.   

He said: "They often work on a smaller scale and are the guardians of our countryside. They not only care for the land and maintain it, but they also provide children for the local schools and custom for the village shop and pub.''   

Under the single farm payments scheme, they are supposed to be rewarded by the Government as custodians of the landscape, guaranteed to receive a minimum price for crops planted.   

More than 116,000 farmers across the country were supposed to have received their subsidies by mid-2006. By February this year, however, 25,000 cases were still under review, with the sums involved ranging from a few hundred pounds to tens of thousands. About 10,000 farmers have not yet received anything.   

This has cost debt-ridden farmers big sums in bank interest, and contributed to a huge rise in the numbers struggling to survive. Calls to the Farm Crisis Network from farmers asking for financial and psychiatric help rose by 60 per cent last year to the highest level since the foot-and-mouth outbreak in 2001.   

Prince Charles faced criticism for receiving pounds 94,000 in taxpayers' handouts for his own farming activities last year. He has also been criticised in the past for meddling in politics. But Christopher Jones, the FCN's national co-ordinator, welcomed his comments.   

He said: "Farming families provide continuity in rural life, but at the moment they are preoccupied with survival. A series of mistakes made by the Government has cost us dear. It has been calamitous.''   

A National Farmers' Union spokesman said: "We share the Prince's concern. We deplore what has happened. The amount of time it has taken to make the payments has been disgraceful.''   

A Defra spokesman admitted that the "implementation of the single payment scheme had caused distress to the farming industry and the wider rural community''.   

She added: "A new management team is in place at the Rural Payments Agency... There will be no let-up in putting in place further measures aimed at delivering a stable and reliable payment system in the years ahead.''   

Technology: Bad maps are key factor in farming fiasco: Free our data: Farmers are down pounds 20m because of the fudged implementation of the single payment system. What lessons can be learnt?   

Michael Cross   

Publication date: 19 April 2007

Source: The Guardian

One accusation we face at Technology Guardian's Free Our Data campaign is that public sector information is a minority interest. Why should any normal person, let alone a busy government minister, be interested in subjects like free access to geospatial information?   

A simmering political row over a fiasco that cost English farmers pounds 20m and a senior civil servant his job may move the issue up the agenda. The National Farmers' Union said this week that geographical information was a key factor in the latest fiasco involving government IT to hit the headlines: the disastrous attempt to introduce new "single payment" European Union subsidies for farmers in England. The scheme entitles anyone keeping certain classes of land in good agricultural condition to apply for payments based solely on area.   

In implementing the reforms, senior executives at the Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs (Defra) and its Rural Payments Agency ordered most ingredients in the recipe for a government IT disaster.   

Investigations by the National Audit Office and the House of Commons rural affairs committee found that implementation was rushed, partly for political reasons, and reforms were introduced at the same time as a pounds 130m "change programme" involving cutting the Rural Payment Agency's staff numbers by half.   

The agency's confidence was based on its appointment of a high-profile director of information systems on a salary of pounds 225,000, and the contracting of a leading IT services firm, Accenture, to supply the claim processing system.   

Sheer volume   

Accenture executives told subsequent investigations that the IT worked as specified. But the system could not cope with the volume of inquiries from farmers - at least 10 times greater than expected. One reason was that, unlike in countries such as Germany, there was no minimum payout. The agency had to handle 14,000 claims for less than [currency]100 each.   

However the biggest reason for the overwhelming traffic was to do with mapping. The system set the minimum size of a parcel of land as 0.1 hectare, three times smaller than that permitted by the European Union. In all, there were 1.7m parcels of land on more than 75,000 farms. Calculating payments on these parcels required a sophisticated mapping system, involving digitised satellite images and aerial photography aligned up with conventional mapping data. The geographical data came from private sources, including the specialist firm Infoterra, as well as the state-owned Ordnance Survey.   

Maps printed from the Land Register were sent to every farmer claiming subsidy to check. According to Julie Robinson, a lawyer with the National Farmers' Union, this is where the system went wrong. "Many of the maps sent back to farmers to check turned out to be seriously inaccurate." The maps missed land lost to floods, hedges and shadows from lines of trees. "It is all at the mercy of accurate mapping. The farmer depends on them to get it right." The main problem, she says, was that the system was not matched to the needs of the users.   

The Agriculture Committee agreed that the agency "was working to an unnecessarily high level of accuracy, which caused inconsistencies in the maps at boundaries".   

The single payment fiasco cost farmers about pounds 20m, the agency's chief executive his job and began a top level political row which rumbles on, not least because the minister responsible, Margaret Beckett, was promoted to foreign secretary.   

Complex mess   

Could free mapping data have prevented the disaster? Probably not - mapping was only one factor in a complex mess of policy and management failures. But the fact that Defra was allowed to commission its own geographical database to an unworkably high specification suggests flaws in the government's current way of working.   

There are two opportunities for change. One is a new geographical information strategy for the UK, now before ministers and expected to be published this summer. The second is the process of implementing the European Inspire directive, to create a "geospatial data infrastructure" across Europe. The lead department in transposing this directive into UK law is Defra. We suggest that when implementing Inspire it errs on the side of openness.   

Freely available mapping data might not have prevented the rural payments fiasco - but it would have given all parties more warning that it was coming.   

Join the debate at the Free Our Data blog: freeourdata.org.uk/blog ?   

It's time Defra tried a bit of mud-slinging   

By CHRISTOPHER BOOKER   

Publication date: 1 April 2007
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Last week a Commons committee produced as damning a report on a Government department as anyone could remember. After investigating the incredible shambles made by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and its Rural Payments Agency over the handing out of subsidies to farmers, under the EU's new Single Farm Payment scheme, the MPs suggested in diplomatic language that the three people ultimately responsible for this "catastrophe'' - including the former secretary of state, Margaret Beckett, and her former senior civil servant, Sir Brian Bender - should resign.   

It was Mrs Beckett who decided to opt for the unworkably complex system which has so far cost pounds 500 million, of which pounds 305 million must be paid by us taxpayers in fines to Brussels. Yet, far from being sacked for such embarrassing incompetence, as we all know, Mrs Beckett has been promoted to become our almost equally embarrassingly incompetent Foreign Secretary.   

One group of people who would not have been surprised by this horrendous saga were our 350,000 farmers, who have come to recognise over the years that Defra, in everything it does, displays an incompetence beyond imagining. To those who suffered through the foot and mouth crisis in 2001, arguably the greatest act of Government maladminstration in our history, the chaos over the Single Farm Payment was par for the course. So arrogant and high-handed are Defra's officials, so remote from the everyday realities of farming, that there is no question farmers ask of them more often than: what planet are they living on?   

A tiny vignette of this was the bafflement of Robin Page, a Cambridgeshire farmer, who last year received five booklets from Defra, totalling 243 pages, on the workings of the new payment scheme. He also received three booklets, totalling 42 pages, from the Environment Agency, on new rules laid down by the EU for the disposal of agricultural waste.   

One of any farmer's regular winter duties is cleaning out his ditches. Since time immemorial, this simple if arduous task has involved shovelling mud from the ditch and chucking it on the bank. Under EU rules, however, a farmer must now ask the Environment Agency's permission to dispose of "waste'' in this fashion, without having to pay pounds 20,000 for a "waste management licence''. Armed with this "exemption'', Mr Page was told by the agency that he must spread his "dredgings'' nowhere but "on the bank''.   

According to Defra, however, if "dredgings'' are placed any nearer to the ditch than "two metres'', this is an offence under the new "cross-compliance rules'', for which the farmer can lose part or all of his subsidies. So, according to the agency, to put the mud anywhere but on the bank is a criminal offence (fine up to pounds 5,000), while under Defra's rules this means losing the subsidy.   

When I asked Defra and the EA to resolve this conundrum they insisted that there was no contradiction. It was simply a matter of placing the mud on the bank, so long as this was more than "two metres'' from the ditch.   

Fine. Have any of these officials ever actually stood in a deep ditch, trying to throw heavy shovelfuls of wet mud more than six feet? I thought not.   

This may seem wholly insignificant compared with losing pounds 500 million over the payments disaster, let alone the many other blunders by Defra which get reported in this column. But it reflects the same dissociation from reality that characterises Defra's mindset at every level, from top to bottom.   

In the same week that those MPs called for Mrs Beckett's resignation, Defra hit back by quoting a Cabinet Office "Capability Review'' commending it for the great strides it had made since 2001. According to Defra's new permanent secretary, Helen Ghosh, "as a result of this Strategy Refresh, Defra now has a clear sense of direction built around a new mission of 'one planet living', supported by high level goals'', which are "delivered through high impact policies''.   

"One planet'' Ms Ghosh and her colleagues may be living on, but it certainly isn't the one on which Mr Page is clearing his ditches.   

MPs want officials to answer for farm payments blunders   

by ROBERT WATTS Whitehall Correspondent   

Publication date: 1 April 2007
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OFFICIALS WHO presided over failures that pushed thousands of farmers to the brink of bankruptcy should be held responsible, says a panel of MPs.   

Members of the environment, foods and rural affairs select committee are calling for Sir Gus O'Donnell, the cabinet secretary and head of the civil service, to investigate officials responsible for the late payments of pounds 1.5 billion worth of EU subsidies to 116,000 people.   

Farmers are furious that nearly all senior politicians and civil servants at the Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) have remained in place - or even been promoted - since the blunders.   

Michael Jack, the committee's chairman, said that a succession of errors by civil servants at Defra and the RPA had been so serious that he had taken the "highly unusual'' step of naming several officials in the committee's report into the fiasco. "The total cost to the taxpayer for this mess could be as high as pounds 522 million,'' he said. "If a public company had lost that much, heads would have rolled - none of the board would have survived.''   

The RPA was established in 2001 to pay European Union subsidies to farmers. However, its computer system failed to cope. As a result, 25,000 farmers received their entitlements more than six months late and the Government is expected to receive a pounds 300,000 fine.   

Sir Brian Bender, Defra's most senior civil servant at the time, had been told before the launch of the new payments system that it had only a 50 per cent chance of working. He has since been promoted to a job in the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). Sir Brian was paid pounds 160,000 a year at Defra and receives a similar package at the DTI.   

Margaret Beckett, the then Secretary of State, was promoted to Foreign Secretary last May. Despite a catalogue of errors over the payments, she arranged just one meeting with Johnston McNeill, the RPA chief executive she later sacked, in her five years at the department.   

The committee's report recommends a reappraisal of the work of past and present members of Defra's senior management team to determine whether they should keep their present jobs. "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,'' say the MPs.   

Alan Lebrecht, the director general of sustainable farming for Defra, was paid around pounds 115,000 last year. Mr Lebrecht remains on the staff roll today.   

The individual who earned most during the fiasco is said to be Alan McDermott, a senior official responsible for IT, who was paid pounds 225,000 a year while at the RPA.   

The president of the National Farmers Union, Peter Kendall, said: "If accountability is to mean anything, then the position of the people responsible for this debacle needs to be questioned.''   

Farming fiasco 'should have cost Beckett's job': Defra wasted pounds 500m over reform of subsidies: MPs say only one person was held responsible   

Tania Branigan, Political correspondent   
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Margaret Beckett should have been demoted from her job as environment secretary - not promoted to the Foreign Office - because of her role in the fiasco of reforming farming subsidies, an all-party committee of MPs says today.   

A damning report from the environment, food and rural affairs committee says the introduction of the single payments scheme was a catastrophe which wasted up to half a billion pounds and left many farmers struggling to cope.   

It warns of failures from the top of Defra to the Rural Payments Agency, with crucial decisions being made jointly. The RPA had warned the department repeatedly that its payment method was complex and high-risk, but the only person held responsible was Johnston McNeill, who lost his job as chief executive of the RPA.   

"If accountability is to mean anything the position of others must now be seriously questioned. Those involved should examine their consciences about the role they played in this failed venture which could well cost Defra and farmers up to half a billion pounds," the MPs conclude.   

"When a department fails to deliver a key programme right at the heart of its fundamental responsibilities the . . . secretary of state should not be rewarded with promotion but its reverse. New ministerial guidelines should now be drawn up to make it even clearer that if individuals are prepared to accept the glories that come with high office they also know what to do if departmental failure occurs."   

It also calls for the head of Sir Brian Bender, then permanent secretary at Defra and now the senior civil servant at the Department of Trade and Industry. "If a failure to deliver on such a scale had occurred in a major plc, the chairman and the senior operating executives would have faced dismissal from post. With this in mind the committee continues to be astonished that Sir Brian Bender continues to hold the rank of permanent secretary. If he does not tender his resignation the head of the home civil service [Sir Gus O'Donnell] should explain why a failure such as this results in no penalty."   

The MPs warn that if ministers and senior officials are not held personally accountable, there is a serious risk of further failures.   

The report raised eyebrows, given its timing - Ms Beckett is handling the crisis over the British hostages in Iran - and surprised colleagues, given her reputation for competence. A spokeswoman for Ms Beckett said: "She has not yet received a copy of the report. At Defra, she took decisions in good faith based on the information and expert advice given to her."   

A Defra spokesman said the department would consider the report. "Defra has apologised for the problems farmers have experienced as a result of the implementation of the single payment scheme. "A new management team is in place at the RPA. There will be no let up in putting in place further measures aimed at delivering a stable and reliable payment system."   

The Cabinet Office said: "Sir Brian Bender continues to enjoy the full confidence of the prime minister, his secretary of state and Sir Gus O'Donnell."   

guardian.co.uk/politics ?   

MPs demand Beckett's head over Pounds 1.5bn green farm payments fiasco   

Valerie Elliott, Countryside Editor   
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* Inquiry highlights ministers' failures   

* Top civil servants were also to blame   

Margaret Beckett faces calls for her resignation today for presiding over the bungling of Pounds 1.5 billion green payments to English farmers.   

The Foreign Secretary is also accused by a Labour-dominated parliamentary inquiry of being prepared to accept "the glories" of high office without knowing when to resign over a fundamental departmental failure. The former Rural Affairs Secretary is also bluntly told that saying sorry was not enough in the circumstances.   

The attack against one of the most senior politicans in the Government is made in a report from the Commons Select Committee on Environment Food and Rural Affairs over the farm payments fiasco.   

It is also one of the most excoriating commentaries by MPs on a failure of ministers and senior civil servants to deliver a key policy that may have cost Defra and farmers about Pounds 500 million. The committee's findings were unanimous.   

The committee also suggests that Mrs Beckett should not have been promoted to her top job at the Foreign Office after last year's farm cash debacle. This cost English farmers some Pounds 20 million out of their own pockets in overdraft fees and interest on loans to cover them for the delay in receiving hand-outs under the Common Agriculture Policy.   

In future, Cabinet ministers should also be given official guidelines on the circumstances in government that demand resignations, the MPs said.   

Their findings also make bleak reading for Sir Brian Bender, Permanent Secretary at the Department for Trade and Industry, and Andy Lebrecht, director of sustainable farming, food and fisheries at Defra, who are also both urged to resign.   

The committee does not think it fair that Johnston McNeill, former chief executive at the Rural Payments Agency, should be the scapegoat for the catastrophe when joint responsibility for paying farmers rested with Defra. The MPs do believe it right that he had to bear the responsibility for the RPA's failure to pay on time.   

The MPs also recommend that Sir Gus O'Donnell, the Cabinet Secretary, reappraises the work of the two civil servants to establish whether they should remain in post.   

Michael Jack, Tory chairman of the committee, defended the report's "plain-speaking" and said: "The reason we are calling for people to consider their positions is because of Defra's failure to carry out one of its principal core functions.   

"Whatever one's view about the CAP, Defra has a duty to ensure that farmers receive the payments to which they are entitled. In this case Defra failed to do this on time and on budget."   

He said that, so far, only Mr McNeill had paid for the failure by losing his job and added: "We believe if accountability is to mean anything, then the position of others must now be seriously questioned. If there is a failure in a central function, just saying sorry is not enough."   

Mr Jack added: "In the end the wheels fell off big time. The idea that this was just the responsibility of an arms length agency was given the lie by the fact that senior officials at Defra had part ownership of the whole process. They should accept responsibility for what happened, not just one man."   

Lord Bach, former Food and Farming Minister, has said that he believes the blunder was partly responsible for him losing his job last year.   

The payment delays were experienced only by farmers in England   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Farm subsidy fiasco 'could reach pounds 500m'   

By Charles Clover Environment Editor   
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THE total bill for the Government's failure to pay English farmers their subsidies on time over the past two years could reach pounds 500 million, a committee of MPs is expected to say today.   

The cost includes up to pounds 305 million in fines from Europe, pounds 156 million on "fixing'' the failures at the Rural Payments Agency and pounds 21 million in interest payments to farmers last year.   

In a long-awaited report which is expected to be critical of the Government, MPs on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs select committee are expected to determine whether responsibility should rest with a wider range of ministers and officials than who have lost their jobs so far.   

While Lord Bach, the junior minister responsible, and Johnson McNeill, chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, were sacked, Tony Blair promoted Environment Secretary Margaret Beckett, who bore ultimate responsibility, to the Foreign Office.   

Mr McNeill was eventually paid off by Defra after drawing his pounds 114,000 salary for nearly nine months but Sir Brian Bender, the Defra permanent secretary, to whom Mr McNeill reported, was promoted to the Department of Trade and Industry.   

Sir Brian was one of a group of officials who was told by Government business advisers six months before the system went live that it stood only a 40 per cent chance of working.   

The role of Andy Lebrecht, the senior official responsible for the payments policy, who briefed ministers on whether the complicated system chosen to make the payments would work may be examined. He still works at Defra. MPs are expected to ask whether there is sufficient accountability for mistakes in modern government when officials and ministers move quickly from job to job.   

MPs were told that the failure to pay 116,000 British farmers pounds 1.5 billion worth of single farm payments by the EU's legal deadline of the end of June happened partly because of the choice of a more complicated payments system.   

Ministers and officials persisted with the system known as the "dynamic hybrid,'' because it was designed to absorb reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy from year one, despite other countries choosing to base their payments initially on historical claims.   

Last month David Miliband, the Environment Secretary, admitted that nearly 25,000 farmers have still not been paid properly.   

A Defra spokesman said that 70 per cent of the pounds 1.54 billion due to be paid this year had been paid.   

And from that (virtual) farm he made a pile, e-i-e-i-o;Rural policy has be en reduced to an absurdity;Comment;Opinion   

Magnus Linklater   
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They brought in a Bill in Scotland last week to prevent gun dogs having their tails docked. It is the kind of law that governments pass when they haven't got anything better to do -ignorant, well-meaning, self-defeating.   

Anyone with a working dog knows that you cut the tail off when it is a puppy to prevent it being injured later on; a dog charging through the undergrowth with a long wavy tail is more likely to get hurt than one with a trim backside.   

Parliament was told all about this, but MSPs passed the Bill anyway, because tail-docking sounds cruel. Spaniels will now have to be taken south so that vets can carry out the operation in England instead.   

Why are politicians so clueless when it comes to rural matters? Why do they impose regulations that don't work, using a bureaucracy that can't implement them? The Pounds 300 million fine that the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) had to pay to the EU because its single farm payment scheme was so badly handled is the kind of scandal that used to bring ministers down instead they are promoted, like Margaret Beckett, to be Foreign Secretary. The Rural Payments Agency, which handles agricultural subsidies in England, is so behind with its funding that it has asked farmers not to telephone about their claims - some of them are still waiting for money due to them from 2005. Meanwhile, the bureaucracy expands inexorably: protecting the rural environment in Scotland alone requires two quangos and nearly 2,000 staff, whereas in Norway they do the same job with just 400 people.   

The answer, I think, is that the countryside is alien territory to most ministers.   

Caught between the cumbersome Common Agricultural Policy, with its raft of directives, and an industry that they neither understand nor particularly like, they prefer to control it with red tape rather than listen to real experts, with proper hands-on experience, to explain to them how things actually work.   

The latest absurdity -revealed in The Times yesterday -is a case in point.   

Because farmers are now paid to "manage the environment" rather than produce more food, they have discovered a lucrative sideline in trading their subsidy entitlements. Anyone can buy them. Even if you have never ventured from behind a city desk, all you need is to be classified as a farmer, which you can do through the simple expedient of taking out a lease on less than two acres of land, and holding it for ten months. Armed with the classification you can claim subsidies of anything between Pounds 100 and Pounds 1,000 an acre per year.   

It is becoming big business, particularly in Scotland where the single payment system is more advanced than in England. One dairy farmer near Stirling now earns up to a million pounds a year, quite legally, by trading in milk quotas, which are handed out under an EU compensation scheme. I know of one landowner in the Highlands who rents out his largely unproductive land to "farmers", who then use it to apply for grants. They never go near the land itself, but make substantial profits from claiming payments on what are known as "naked acres". Meanwhile, the landowner is making up to Pounds 70,000 a year.   

This is the ultimate absurdity -a form of "virtual" farming which reduces a once staple industry to a shabby scam. It is worse than that, of course, because it makes a mockery of the new environmentally friendly policy that is meant to govern European agriculture. It gives big farms, which already earn substantial EU grants, the opportunity to expand even further, while offering small farmers an incentive to go out of business altogether. Why try to hang on in a hill farm in Cumberland, for instance, when you can sell your entitlements to a city stockbroker and retire in comfort?   

And yet, as most experts who have looked at the future of farming agree, this is the very reverse of what is needed. As oil production peaks, and reducing carbon emissions becomes a key target in the battle against global warming, the demand will be for more local production rather than the long-distance trade in cheap food from abroad that keeps our superstores supplied at present. Neither Gordon Brown nor David Cameron mentioned it when they unveiled their separate green policies this week, but encouraging "localisation" -smaller units, less trucking of long-distance food, more self-sufficiency in farm production -is vital to a successful rural economy and essential if carbon emission targets are to be met.   

A recent conference held by the Soil Association heard from a range of experts, all of whom emphasised the dangers for Britain in running down its smaller farms.   

They called for a radical reduction of fossil fuel inputs to agriculture, less reliance on transport, more production geared to local consumption. Far from recommending empty fields and deserted farms, they envisaged what they termed "re-ruralisation," reversing the population drain to towns and cities, and encouraging policies that would entice young people back onto the land. One speaker even suggested that the global energy crisis confronted British agriculture with a challenge as great as any since the Second World War.   

Two things are needed to make sense of all this. The first is to press on with reform of the CAP, which everyone agrees is holding farming back. The second is solid, down-to-earth advice from experts who know how farming works, and can see how it might develop over the next few decades. Both mean long-term thinking and both are needed badly, and needed now, before the desiccated decision-making that currently passes for rural policy reduces our farming industry to a piece of slick accountancy.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007    

Problem pastures for Government  
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SIR - I was encouraged to read your headline "25,000 farmers still waiting for subsidy'' for 2005. It can be lonely down on the farm, talking to the Rural Payments Agency in Newcastle, and not getting anywhere. Now I realise there are many more farmers in the same field.  

As an arable farmer, I have been writing to and telephoning the RPA since May 2006, concerning my claim for protein crop premium. This is an extra payment to urge farmers to grow field beans as a source of vegetable protein.  

After much contradictory information from the RPA - sometimes I am due the payment, sometimes I am not - they have validated my claim, but still seem unable to pay up. They quote calculation problems and computer glitches. I believe a schoolboy could calculate this area-based payment.  

I had previously read that the RPA was "getting on top of the job'' on single farm payments. This is clearly not the case, with 25,000 claims still outstanding from 2005.  

Geoff Cook  

Wigan, Lancs  

25,000 farmers still waiting for subsidy  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 23 February 2007
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NEARLY a fifth of England's farmers have still not been paid the correct amount of subsidy for 2005 as a result of the continuing farm payments fiasco, David Miliband, the Environment Secretary, admitted yesterday.  

He told the Commons that the Rural Payments Agency was currently reviewing 25,000 cases where farmers or the agency still believed the payment was incorrect, because incorrect information had been included in computer software.  

All the cases involve 2005 single farm payment cheques that were supposed to have been paid by June 30 last year. Mr Miliband said adjustments had been made to resolve 8,000 cases to date.  

The sums involved are believed to range from a few hundred pounds to tens of thousands.  

Mr Miliband admitted there would be "continuing challenges'' if the agency was to meet the deadline for the 2006 payments by the EU's legal deadline of the end of this June.  

He explained that this was because in many cases the discrepancies over the 2005 payment would have to be resolved first. Some 87 farmers have had no payment for 2005 and 92 claimants have only received a partial payment. But it is the scale of the caseload that remains unresolved that has shocked farmers.  

Julie Robinson, the chief legal adviser to the National Farmers Union, said: "This is an enormous admission - that 25,000 cases remain under review from last year. Thousands of those are minor discrepancies but some are significant sums of money. We have just resolved one of more than pounds 20,000.''  

Peter Ainsworth, the Conservative environment spokesman, said that 25,000 unresolved claims was a huge number.  

"It is illustrative of the continuing chaos at the Rural Payments Agency that they thought it was 19,000 only two months ago.  

"David Miliband needs to get a grip on this as a matter of urgency. His reputation is on the line.''  

Mr Miliband said that full payments for 2006 began in January this year with a total of 40,697 being made to date. Partial payments began last week with 43,270 being made to date.  

To date pounds 919 million, or 59 per cent of the pounds 1.54 billion pot set aside for this year has been handed out. His department faced criticism for "financial mismanagement'' from MPs yesterday after it disclosed that it has asked the Treasury for pounds 305 million to cover fines from Europe for failure to pay farmers on time this year and last.  

Defra previously earmarked pounds 131 million for the fine.  

It has now emerged that a pounds 200 million shortfall in Defra's budget was not as a result of the fines, but because of a number other problems including extra spending on the Rural Payments Agency, bird flu and miscalculations of how much money it would get from the Treasury.  

The environment, food and rural affairs select committee said Defra had been "careless'' and "optimistic'' about the amount of money it would get.  

The result of the shortfall was "sudden, unplanned, poorly explained and highly disruptive'' to budgets.  

Among those affected was the Environment Agency which said the cuts would increase the risk of flooding and could lead to an escalation in pollution incidents.  

The committee expressed concern that Defra's spending would continue to be "very tight''.  

Defra bailed out with pounds 300m of taxpayers' cash  

David Hencke, Westminster correspondent  
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Gordon Brown has bailed out his cabinet colleague David Miliband with more than pounds 300m of taxpayers' money to pay for the Whitehall computer fiasco last year, which left thousands of farmers without cash subsidies from the European community, it has emerged.  

The payment was slipped out on Tuesday from the Treasury's contingency fund, which is normally used to cover unforeseen disasters and top up spending on the Iraq war and security.  

The failure of the computer system, classed as a high-risk project by the Treasury, meant it was unable to cope with a new EU single payment system which should have distributed pounds 1.5bn to farmers last spring. Instead, farmers were left to wait up to six months for payments, missing a deadline for the government to claim the money back from the EU.  

Tuesday's figures reveal that taxpayers may have to meet up to pounds 305m of the payments - one fifth of all EU grants to English farmers, and nearly triple the original sum estimated by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.  

The scandal at the ministry's rural payments agency led to a highly critical report from the National Audit Office, the suspension from duty of the agency's director, and the agency and the ministry facing a grilling from MPs on the Commons public accounts committee.  

The department confirmed last night that it had been bailed out by the Treasury, but said that the money allocated was an estimate of the cash the ministry might have to pay if it is "fined" by the EU for not making the payments on time.  

Richard Bacon, Conservative MP for Norfolk, South, and a member of the Commons public accounts committee, said: "The sheer incompetence and ineptitude of this government in handling [the matter] has now been compounded by them screwing the taxpayer as well."  

EU fine over farm cash fiasco could be pounds 305m  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  
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MINISTERS have asked the Treasury to set aside pounds 305 million to cover fines imposed by Brussels because of the Government's continued bungling over paying subsidies to English farmers.  

The sum, more than double the previous estimate, was quietly slipped out by Barry Gardiner, the junior environment minister, yesterday in a written "spring supplementary estimate''. It is expected that farmers will fail to get their payment by the legal deadline for a second year.  

The problems at the Rural Payments Agency stem from a decision by Margaret Beckett, when Environment Secretary, to pay farmers in England in a complicated new way different to Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland.  

James Paice, the Tory agriculture spokesman, said that it "was absolutely outrageous'' that the British taxpayer could be forced to pay for the agency's incompetence.  

Quizzed in secret  

Publication date: 16 January 2007

Source: The Times

The former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, who was sacked last year over delays in paying Pounds 1.5 billion in farm subsidies, gave evidence in secret to MPs after he said he was suffering from stress. Johnston McNeill was questioned by a sub group of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007   

Sacked farm official is questioned in private  

Greg Hurst and Valerie Elliott  

Publication date: 16 January 2007

Source: The Times

A civil servant dismissed over delays in paying farm subsidies has given evidence to MPs behind closed doors because he has suffered stress.  

Johnston McNeill, dismissed last year as chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, was questioned yesterday by a sub-group of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee in camera with no members of the public or journalists present. MPs have been anxious not to hound Mr McNeill, who has been suffering stress over the episode and sent a doctor's certificate excusing himself from previous hearing dates.  

A Commons source told The Times that during the session, which lasted well over two hours, Mr McNeill told MPs he had warned the Government that its approach to deciding the farm payments, a so-called dynamic hybrid scheme, was the most risky of the options but ministers went ahead.  

Such private hearings would normally be reserved for defence or security matters.  

Mr McNeill was on "gardening leave" on full pay for eight months before his employment was terminated in December.  

His dismissal came after controversy over the agency's failure to process payments to tens of thousands of farmers made for more environmentally sustainable farming initiatives.  

The committee's chairman, Edward Leigh, had threatened to report Mr McNeill to the Commons authorities over his refusal to respond to a summons by Parliament.  

Instead it was agreed that a sub-group would question him with only staff present.  

A transcript will be published tomorrow.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007   

Defra threatens to let canals go to ruin   

By Christopher Booker   

Publication date: 14 January 2007
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There have been few more bizarre examples of our Government's incompetence than the shambles made by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in the handing out of pounds 1.5 billion in EU farm subsidies, resulting in a Brussels fine of pounds 130 million. But no one could have predicted that this would lead to a crisis for our 2,400 mile canal system, which has been such a success in recent times. (Last year, for example, our canals received nearly 300 million individual visits.)   

To meet a pounds 200 million deficit on its own spending, Defra has, among other cuts, slashed the budget of the British Waterways Board (BWB) by pounds 50 million over the next five years. This has forced the board to cut back drastically on the maintenance needed to keep many popular canals in working order. A particular worry of those involved, such as the Inland Waterways Association - which will be highlighting the crisis on Tuesday, with a flotilla of boats lined up across the Thames by the Palace of Westminster - is the refusal of ministers to guarantee emergency funding if canals are breached, causing their water to drain away. This threatens havoc not just to the canal system itself but to water supplies for nearby towns that depend on it.   

In a debate on this crisis before Christmas, one of the 16 MPs of all parties who spoke (a Westminster Hall record) was Owen Paterson. He has three canals in his North Shropshire constituency, including part of the Llangollen canal (which crosses Thomas Telford's world famous Pontcysyllte aqueduct just over the border in Wales). Due to landslips, the Llangollen, which supplies water to Cheshire, is particularly vulnerable to breaches - two last year alone. One of four major breaches in the past 60 years swept a train away.   

Despite Mr Paterson's repeated attempts to get assurance that contingency funding would be available to repair any serious breaches in the canal system, ministers persistently brush his requests aside. They merely insist that this is "a matter for British Waterways'', even though, following Defra's cuts, the board has no reserve to spare, after the works to which it is already committed.   

Ben Bradshaw, Defra's minister of state, who fielded the Westminster Hall debate in the absence of Barry Gardiner, the minister supposedly responsible for canals, seemed more anxious to deny that the cut in the BWB's budget was due to the shambles over farm subsidies than to express any sympathy over the crisis facing our canal system. Mr Gardiner himself said later: "It would be completely inappropriate for any Minister to override the managerial responsibilities of British Waterways by giving guarantees of the kind that the honourable gentleman requests.''   

Mr Bradshaw is of course right that there were other reasons than the farm subsidy chaos for Defra's pounds 200 million deficit, such as the ludicrous sums it spent on the avian flu scare. But so crazily incompetent was the handling of the subsidy fiasco by Defra's Rural Payments Agency (having paid pounds 18 million to Accenture, formerly Arthur Andersen, to organise the subsidy payments, it then cheerfully handed Accenture another pounds 19 million to sort out the resulting mess) that, along with that pounds 130 million Brussels fine, it cannot have helped. When canals start closing because of holes in their banks, we shall know who to thank.   

 How Cameron can save the countryside  

By Clive Aslet  

Publication date: 4 January 2007

Source: The Daily Telegraph

It's amazing what awful truths politicians can let slip without meaning to. Yesterday, in the course of an innocuous speech to the Oxford Farming Conference, David Cameron observed that the Common part of the Common Agricultural Policy has ceased to apply to the United Kingdom. English farmers are treated differently from the rest of Europe. By rest of Europe, as he made clear in an aside, he meant to include Wales and Scotland, which now have their own rules for agriculture. Unlike Margaret Thatcher, Tony Blair cannot go to Brussels and bang the table for Britain about farm rebates.  

Control over a kingdom and a principality within the union has been given away by ill-framed devolution. English farmers have every reason to feel aggrieved. Last year, Scotland and Wales managed to pay the single farm payment on time. Defra, under Margaret Beckett, chose a vastly more complicated system, and fell into a cowpat.  

This should have been the end of Mrs Beckett, but, like some goddess in a painting by Rubens, she has ascended into the Empyrean of the Foreign Office, where, in the words of one industry insider, she can upset all Britain's allies around the world, not only those around the farm ministers' table in Brussels. Meanwhile dairy farmers continue to go bust as monopolitistic dairies and supermarkets pay them less than the cost of production for milk.  

I dwell on Mrs Beckett because it is she we have to thank for the farming fiasco. By which I mean not just the disaster of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA), but Defra itself. It is a child of her ego. Maff wasn't big enough for her when Mr Blair offered it in the 2001 reshuffle. The challenges of BSE and foot and mouth were insufficient for this tigress to sink her teeth into. So Mr Blair cobbled in the environment and rural affairs. In order to make quite clear what New Labour thought of farmers, any reference to agriculture was dropped from the title. It was a bad start.  

Five years on, nobody in the rural world has a good word to say for Defra. It takes EU legislation, gold-plates it, follows up with a mountain of form filling and rounds off with an aggressive inspection regime against which the poor, bullied farmer has no redress. One little mistake by a farmer and all hell breaks loose One mistake by Defra, however whopping... but whoever heard of Defra making only one mistake? Its cock-ups are so numerous they're not even funny.  

Rural England has paid twice for the RPA debacle. The chaos was so great that the EU imposed a pounds 131 million "disallowance'' fine on the Government. The Treasury clawed the money back from the offending department. So the agencies through which Defra delivers its policies have had their budgets slashed. The new countryside agency, Natural England, has been still-born. Kew Gardens, British Waterways (which runs the canals), the Drinking Water Inspectorate - these and other admirable bodies are paying for ministerial incompetence.  

Yesterday, David Miliband, the new Defra Secretary, following the other David on the Oxford podium, in the very building where they had both sat their finals in consecutive years, looked uncomfortable. By contrast, Mr Cameron spoke with assurance. His father-in-law farms, he himself represents a large rural constituency and he is a card-carrying member of the Countryside Alliance. This last rare example of principle plays well with the rural community, if not the electorate at large. He should have the standing to take Defra by the scruff of the neck if he wins the next election. And shake it, some would say, until it is dead.  

Abolishing Defra would not be the solution. But farming, as Mr Miliband has found, is a complex subject. It needs a minister from a rural constituency, preferably a rural background, to preside over it. Trust between Whitehall and the countryside has collapsed. The Tories' first objective should be to rebuild it. In 1997, Jack Cunningham severed the Secretary of State's hotline to rural opinion and knowledge by abolishing the old advisory panels of landowners and farmers. They should be re-established. The disasters of BSE and foot and mouth show that the Whitehall-Knows-Best approach does not work. A supervisory culture is needed: one that sets and monitors farm outcomes, but does not insist on inspecting every step of the way.  

Labour likes to see farmers as supplying a beautiful countryside, full of golf courses and bed and breakfast establishments, which the urban majority can enjoy. But the perspective is shifting. Very soon the four fifths of Britain that is still more or less rural will come to be valued in the new context of climate change. Surprisingly, agriculture contributes as much to Britain's greenhouse gas emissions as transport (all that methane from cows). But it also has an important role in mitigating some effects of global warming. Land can be used to grow green energy crops for bio-ethanol, bio-diesel and biomass. Green fuels should be promoted with the same sort of tax incentives once used to popularise unleaded petrol.  

For a time, some farming will become part of the energy industry, much as Victorian farmers who grew oats and hay for the thousands of horses in London were part of the transport industry.  

I suspect this phase won't last long. Anyone who can see beyond the end of his nose must be aware that world surpluses, where they exist, will soon be sucked up by increased demand from China and other expanding economies. At the same time, global production will fall as previously productive areas become deserts and rising sea levels flood coastal plains.  

Farming may not be economically important to Britain in 2007; but a responsible government would keep the land in a potentially productive state (not built over) for the needs that will arise in 10, 20 or 50 years. That means keeping skills, too.  

Meanwhile, British farming deserves another fillip from climate change. At present, the big five, over-powerful supermarket chains are hammering farming into the ground. (Fair Trade exists for Colombian coffee growers, not for British dairy farmers.) A green, Tory government should force the supermarkets to bear the cost of their centralised distribution systems - pounds 9 billion according to a recent Defra report. It would externalise the cost of food miles, making mangetouts from Kenya reflect the environmental damage caused by air freight.  

Globalisation has been Tony Blair's buzzword; localism should be David Cameron's.  

Clive Aslet is Editor-at-large of Country Life  

Reaping what we sow   

Publication date: 4 January 2007

Source: The Independent

EDITORIAL & OPINION | LEADING ARTICLE ++ FARMING   

Those attending the farming in-dustry's annual conference in Oxford yesterday were treated to speeches from two politicians who have placed the environment at the heart of their political profiles. The Environment Secretary, David Miliband, told his audience that they must diversify into the production of bio-fuels and satisfy the public's appetite for local produce. The audience got pretty much the same message when the Conservative leader, David Cameron, rose to speak. Neither speech was likely to win much applause. But both were essentially correct in their analysis.   

No one can reasonably argue that farmers in this country have prospered in recent years. And the incompetence of the Government has not made their lives any easier. In 2001 came the disastrous foot and mouth outbreak and its gross mismanagement by the Department for the Environment. More recently farmers have been penalised by the late payment of their European Union farm subsidies from the Rural Payments Agency.   

But farmers would do well to accept that they are going to face more disruption in the future. Most significantly they will have to adjust to the end of the Common Agricultural Policy. This subsidy mechanism is responsible for a great injustice in the developing world. It undercuts agricultural exports from poor countries and then floods their domestic markets with dumped surpluses. It is true that the CAP has been modified, with the link between some subsidy payments and production levels broken in 2003. But this does not go far enough.   

Scrapping the CAP will not be painless for our farmers. But it need not be ruinous either. More food overall would probably be imported.   

But a good deal can still be grown domestically. As Mr Cameron argued yesterday, there is an increasing appetite for local produce. Farmers' markets are growing in popularity. Farmers must attune themselves better to what customers want. And as Mr Miliband pointed out, energy crops represent a major opportunity for agricultural entrepreneurs. There is no reason why all those fields of subsidised sugar beet and oilseed rape that carpet our countryside should not be used to produce bio-fuels.   

If they are to continue to be subsidised by the public purse, farmers will have to devote more of their energy to their role as "stewards of the countryside", rather than as food producers. They will also be expected to make greater use of biogas installations, which process the methane emissions from animal waste. Farmers can play a significant role in forestalling climate change.   

The shift to "green farming" will be a struggle. But it will be necessary if British agriculture, as we know it, is to survive.   

No further aid for food, minister to tell farmers  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  
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Source: The Daily Telegraph

FARMERS in the future will not be given any support for food production, the Environment Secretary, David Miliband, will say today.  

Instead they will be helped to maintain landscapes and tackle climate change.  

However, the latest Government figures show that some farmers are waiting months to be paid for green schemes.  

Mr Miliband, in a speech to the Oxford farming conference, will say that within 20 years there will be no subsidies for food production and that it will be left to the market and the skills of British farmers to produce food, "not the generosity of the taxpayer''.  

But he will tell them he accepts the case that there must be payments for "environmental security'' - tackling global warming through the growing of energy crops, protecting the landscape and reducing methane emissions which, worldwide, contribute more to climate change than transport.  

Mr Miliband will tell them: "Adapt and seek prosperity, or refuse to change and face slow decline.''  

He is likely to face a hostile reception because the latest Government figures show that the green farming schemes that he believes will continue to be key to the reform of European farm policy have been hit by a version of the late payment fiasco that happened to English farmers' subsidy cheques last year.  

Figures obtained by The Daily Telegraph show that more than 28 per cent of the farmers who should have been paid in November for carrying out work such as installing skylark plots and planting hedges have not yet received a cheque.  

Only 71.8 per cent of farmers have been paid what they were owed in November under the entry level stewardship scheme.  

The scheme pays farmers pounds 12 an acre for a basic level of environmental work, such as looking after declining species such as the skylark, historic landscapes and archaeological sites.  

Mr Miliband will say today it is part of the Government's agenda for EU farm policy reform to divert more public funds away from production and into "public goods''.  

Farmers enter into a 10-year contract with the Government, but the figures show many of them are waiting two months to be paid.  

Environmental stewardship schemes have about 28,000 farmers in them so far and the entry level scheme is intended to cover 67 per cent of the English countryside by the end of this year.  

A smaller number of farmers are eligible for more money under the higher level stewardship scheme which carries out more elaborate works such as restoring grazing marsh. Many of them have not been paid either.  

Frank Langrish's family farms 1,500 acres at the west end of Romney Marsh, near Rye, Sussex. Their land includes a low-lying area with dykes and a viable population of water voles. The Langrishes' farm is part of the entry level and the higher level scheme. The payments are for farming with fewer livestock and raising water levels for resident and migratory birds.  

Payment was due on Nov 15 but the Langrishes have received nothing, even though they have invested heavily in equipment to control the water level in the dykes.  

Mr Langrish said: "They have told me everything is in order but I got a call before Christmas to say there is still a glitch.''  

The scheme is administered by the Rural Development Service, which comes under the new agency Natural England. But the RDS has similar problems with its Genesis software to those that plagued the Rural Payments Agency and its mapping system.  

David Theaker farms 550 acres near Sleaford, Lincs, of which 180 acres is in the entry level scheme. He says he is owed pounds 3,500 which was due in November.  

Fiona Howie, of the National Farmers Union, said: "Our concern is that farmers have gone into this on an undertaking from the Government that they will be paid every six months. It all combines into a cash flow crisis for farmers.''  

Officials at Natural England were unable to explain where the IT problem lay because those responsible were not working between Christmas and New Year.  

Meanwhile, some 1,734 farmers' single farm payments in 2005 - out of a total of around 116,000 farms - were outstanding in mid December, six months after they were due.  

Of these some 480 claims were for full payment and 1,254 had received a part payment. The 480 unresolved claims are understood to involve cases of probate or business partner disputes.  

The Government has said single farm payments for 2006 will begin to be paid in mid-February. Where full payments are not possible, partial payments will be made.  

Farmer payments chief is dismissed  

Publication date: 8 December 2006

Source: The Times

The former head of the Rural Payments Agency, which bungled Pounds 1.5 billion worth of payments to British farmers, has been dismissed after 8 months on paid gardening leave totalling Pounds 80,750. Johnston McNeill also received a lump sum of Pounds 99,000 and is entitled to a pension of Pounds 12,000 a year. A spokesman at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs said that his removal from the post on December 1 had been delayed because Defra had "a duty of care" to the civil servant. His pay deal will infuriate many farmers, who are being made to wait until February, at the earliest, for their cash.  

Sack for head of farm cash agency   

By Charles Clover Environment Editor   

Publication date: 8 December 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

THE former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency at the centre of the farm payments fiasco has been sacked nearly nine months after he was suspended on his pounds 114,000-a-year salary.   

Johnston McNeill, who presided over the agency in the run up to its failure to pay England's farmers their subsidy cheques on time, has been paid pounds 57,000, or six months pay.   

Mr McNeill, who with his board is likely to have incurred pounds 131 million in fines from the EU because payments were late, will get a pension of pounds 12,000 a year for life and a payment of pounds 42,000.   

This week Helen Ghosh, Defra's permanent secretary, revealed that his contract had been terminated with no settlement. "He was paid his contractual entitlement,'' she said.   

Mr McNeill declined three times to give evidence before Commons committees inquiring into the farm payments fiasco, stating that he was suffering from stress.   

It also emerged yesterday that Alan McDermott, the agency's pounds 225,000-a-year inf-ormation services director, had also left the RPA.   

Mr McDermott was responsible for managing the computer system which was supposed to map all English farmers' land and pay them their cheques by the deadline of June 30 this year.   

Michael Jack, the Conservative chairman of the Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs select committee, said: "This saga tells me that there is a much greater need for expertise within government. They needed a knowledgable independent person who could say to ministers, 'Look, in my considered opinion, things are going wrong.''   

David Miliband, the Environent Secretary, has set the "challenging'' target of paying 96 per cent of farmers' 2006 subsidies by the end of June next year.   

Defra faces pounds 63m EC fine over subsidies 'chaos'  

by ROBERT WATTS  

Publication date: 26 November 2006
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THE Government is expecting to be fined at least pounds 63.5m by the European Commission for its chaotic administration of subsidy payments to farmers under the Common Agricultural Policy.  

According to departmental accounts filed on Friday, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) has made provision for a future "disallowance'' of pounds 63.5m due to "partial and late payments'' of the Single Payments System (SPS) by the Rural Payments Agency (RPA).  

Such a colossal fine would be equivalent to the annual salaries of 4,100 newly qualified nurses.  

Defra's accounts provide further evidence of the scale of the administrative meltdown at the RPA earlier this year, showing that nearly 6,000 farmers had not received their SPS payments by the end of June, the statutory deadline.  

The documents also shed light on the way ministers sanctioned "partial payments'' to farmers without proper "validation'', which is also expected to attract the ire of the European Commission.  

Brussels itself is no stranger to inaccurate financial management. Last week, the European Court of Auditors announced it had been unable to sign off the Commission's accounts - for the 12th successive year.  

Ed Balls, the City minister and close ally of the chancellor Gordon Brown, spoke of the "disappointment'' that the Commission's accounts had not been signed off.  

Balls said the Commission's accounts had become an "annual embarrassment'', and suggested that Britain should "take a lead in providing a model of effective budgetary supervision . . . to improve the quality and accuracy of the EU accounts''.  

However, Julia Goldsworthy, the Liberal Democrats' shadow chief secretary to the Treasury, urged Government ministers to "sort out the disarray in their own accounts'' if they wanted to "sound credible when criticising the state of the EU budget''.  

A new investigation carried out by the Liberal Democrats shows that the public spending watchdog, the National Audit Office, has censured 110 government accounts since New Labour came to power.  

The report shows that on average 15 government accounts have been qualified each year over the past four years. This compares with an average of 10 a year in the final four years of John Major's administration.  

The National Audit Office has been unable to sign off the Department for Work & Pensions' accounts in every year since Labour came to power.  

Last year the debits and credits recorded by the Home Office's accounting system totalled pounds 26,527bn - 1.3 times the GDP of the planet. Even after this error was spotted, the accounts revealed a discrepancy of pounds 1bn.  

Goldsworthy said: "It is completely hypocritical of the Treasury to argue that they are 'cracking down' on waste and fraud, when so many government accounts have been qualified since Labour came to power.  

"Before they start shouting about other people's errors, they should learn to practise what they preach.''  

Gone to ground.  

By MAGGIE URRY  

Publication date: 22 November 2006

Source: Financial Times    

Another no show from Johnston McNeill, former head of the Rural Payments Agency, who was due to give evidence to the Commons environment, food and rural affairs committee on Monday. The man who presided over the fiasco of the new system for paying subsidies to farmers is still suffering from the stress that prevented him appearing before the public accounts committee last month.  

Michael Jack, the Tory chairman of the environment committee, is sympathetic but would still like to talk to him before the committee gets down to writing the report, which is expected to be more than a little critical of what went on at the agency. "I would have thought McNeill would want to explain his side of the story," he says with just a slight edge to his voice.  

Jack hopes he can tempt McNeill to give his evidence in a less stressful forum than the grilling normally meted out to witnesses.  

McNeill is understood still to be discussing departure terms with his employers - he has been on leave on full pay since March. Jack is fully aware that once McNeill is no longer a public servant, there is little the committee could do to oblige him to attend a hearing.  

Fishing around for excuses  

Publication date: 13 November 2006
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SIR - Your correspondents on the Rural Payments Agency are angry and perhaps surprised by its inefficiency. These correspondents cannot be anglers.  

Anglers are forced to buy rod licences from the Environment Agency. I have done so for the past two years via its website. I shall not be doing so again.  

I first used it in April 2005, but failed to receive my licence. When I telephoned, I was told the demand for licences at the start of the season had flooded the system, but that mine would arrive within a few weeks.  

High demand for licences at the start of the fishing season is not something the agency could have predicted, of course.  

This year I tried again to buy a licence online. At the time of writing, in effect beyond the end of the season, I still await it. Next year I shall go to the Post Office.  

A.C. Renny  

Beckenham, Kent  

'Hard-up' Defra has underspent by pounds 747m  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 13 November 2006
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THE Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, which says it has run out of money for emergency flood defence work this year, has underspent its budget by pounds 747 million since it was formed.  

The department had to cut pounds 200 million off its pounds 3.6 billion budget this year because of fines levied by the EU for late subsidy payments to English farmers by the Rural Payments Agency, as well as preparations for bird flu.  

These cuts have affected the amount of green farming schemes that Natural England, the new conservation body, can afford and have meant no new spending on coastal defence schemes this year - even though insurers say spending must increase to cope with rising sea levels.  

Defra's underspend was revealed in a written answer to Baroness Byford, the Conservative peer.  

It has underspent every year since it replaced the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food in 2001-2. So far this year, Defra has underspent by pounds 1 million.  

A Defra spokesman blamed much of the discrepancy on the difficulties of calculating the cost of the foot and mouth outbreak.  

Lost farm payment  
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SIR - I am pleased your correspondents are highlighting the gross incompetence of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) in respect of farm subsidy payments (Letters, November 6).  

I am a victim of another aspect of its failure that I have not seen publicised. I submitted a claim in due time for 2005, but on inquiry was told that the agency could "find no trace'' of my claim - i.e. it had lost it. It not only refused to allow me to send a replacement claim, the time limit having by then expired, but also told me that, because I had not had a claim approved for 2005, I was disbarred from claiming for 2006 or any future year.  

Fortunately, my holding is of only a few acres, so the amount of money involved is small, but the principle seems extraordinary. My MP took the matter up most vigorously with Defra, and I have a reply from the minister responsible, Lord Rooker, saying - I paraphrase - that, while he sympathises, he is unable to help even if had he wanted to, because of EU regulations: another little bit of our sovereignty that those elected to govern us have given away.  

My anger is all the greater for knowing that the money for all these payments has apparently been paid by the EU to Defra, who are thus in effect embezzling what is owed to me and to many others.  

P. G. Spencer  

Crediton, Devon  

Foot-in-mouth Defra  
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In the Kafkaesque world of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, civil servants do not pay for their mistakes - they are paid handsomely for making them. Preside over the bungled payment of farm subsidies, which has caused hardship and uncertainty across rural England, and your pay packet bulges. More than pounds 7 million in bonuses has been handed out to Defra bureaucrats since this fiasco began. It seems they are being generously rewarded for clearing up a mess of their own creation.  

Even the senior official who is in theory carrying the can for this debacle enjoys kid-glove treatment. Johnston McNeill, the former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, was removed from his job six months ago - yet is still drawing his pounds 114,000-a-year salary. He even received a pounds 21,000 bonus for drawing up this hopeless scheme in the first place.  

The National Audit Office is rightly appalled, not least because Defra received ample warning that its inordinately complex plans for single farm payments were a disaster waiting to happen. The then Secretary of State, Margaret Beckett, was warned seven months before the scheme was launched that it would not work. She pressed ahead anyway and, in a shameful act of ministerial neglect, failed to establish a contingency plan. Her punishment? Promotion to the post of Foreign Secretary, one of the great offices of state. To no one's great surprise, she is proving the most undistinguished occupant of that job in memory.  

The consequences of this fiasco extend far beyond the financial problems that it has caused individual farmers. By failing to make the payments on time, Defra faces EU penalties of more than pounds 130 million as well as compensation payments of more than pounds 40 million. It is finding the money by slashing the budgets of the state veterinary services that are the first line of defence against livestock diseases. Has this Government forgotten so quickly the lessons of foot and mouth? Once again, the sheer incompetence of New Labour takes the breath away. A government that cannot even give away money efficiently has surely forfeited the right to govern.  

pounds 7m bonuses for staff in farm cash fiasco  

By Brendan Carlin and Charles Clover  

Publication date: 9 November 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph    

CIVIL servants overseeing the fiasco of the Rural Payments Agency, which has left many farmers facing bankruptcy, have been awarded more than pounds 7 million in performance-related bonuses.  

Senior managers were awarded substantial payments after trying to sort out the much-criticised scheme.  

The bonuses come on top of the pounds 21,000 paid out last year to Johnston McNeill, the agency's suspended chief executive. Mr McNeill, who received pounds 40,000 bonuses in the previous two years, is still drawing his pounds 114,000 salary more than six months after he was told to stand down.  

The RPA, set up to distribute pounds 1.5 billion of annual subsidies to the nation's farmers, has been mired in incompetence and delays for thousands of farmers who depend on the subsidies.  

A recent National Audit Office report found that the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) had made provision to pay about pounds 131 million to the EU for failing to meet the legal deadline this year for distributing the new single farm payments.  

Only this week, the Government effectively conceded that the fiasco would run on into the New Year.  

Lord Rooker, a Defra minister, admitted last night that the original rural payments system was "an absolute disaster. It was in the pits.''  

But in response to a question from Vince Cable, the Liberal Democrat Treasury spokesman, Barry Gardiner, a Defra minister, disclosed that, between November 2004 and March 2005, pounds 179,879 was paid out in bonuses to 513 staff. The following year, April 2005 to March 2006, the bonus figure soared to pounds 3.3 million, given to 3,535. The highest individual reward was pounds 34,040.  

Between April and October this year, another pounds 1.3 million was paid out. Just over 1,000 Defra staff received bonuses with a highest individual payment of pounds 15,000. As of this month, pounds 2.9 million is waiting to go out in performance rewards to 1,680 people.  

Lord Rooker said last night that although the bonuses related "exclusively'' to Defra's central staff, they included rewards for four people working on the RPA project. Speaking on BBC Radio 4's PM, he said that "four of the top six managers'' working to turn around the RPA received bonuses.  

"Not all the top management got bonuses,'' he said. "Some people had to pull the system round. It was an absolute disaster. It was in the pits in March when the previous Secretary of State [Margaret Beckett] effectively fired the chief executive and made other management changes.''  

Despite that, Lord Rooker admitted that the payments system was still "poor''.  

Defra was last night unable to clarify whether the department's highest-ranking civil servants, such as Helen Ghosh, the Defra permanent secretary, were among the senior managers rewarded in connection with the RPA.  

A Defra spokesman said that the bonuses averaged out at pounds 900 for junior staff and pounds 6,000 for senior civil servants for a series of achievements such as lifting the ban on exports of beef and cattle to the EU, increasing rates of household recycling, and giving more powers to councils to tackle fly-tipping, litter and abandoned vehicles.  

Last night, Mr Cable, who has uncovered huge staff bonuses at other departments, including the Home Office, said: "If the minister had any self-respect, he and the senior officials who received these bonuses would take a pay cut.  

"It is absolutely unconscionable that senior civil servants should get generous bonuses for failure.''  

bcarlin@telegraph.co.uk  
Chaos over subsidies for farmers to continue  
By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 8 November 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

THE fiasco surrounding the payment of pounds 1.5 billion worth of annual subsidies to English farmers is to roll on for another year, the Government admitted yesterday.  

The announcement raises the prospect of further costs for farmers and further substantial cuts in state funding across the rural economy to pay more fines from the European Union.  

The expected cuts will come on the heels of pounds 200 million in cuts to nature conservation, land drainage and coastal defence this year.  

David Miliband, the Environment Secretary, told the Commons that the acting chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency had told him that they could not guarantee to deliver full payments to farmers by the EU's legal deadline of June 30.  

Mr Miliband had set the agency a "challenging'' target of paying 96 per cent of valid claims from farmers for their 2006 payments by June 30. In the meantime, he had made provision for partial payments of not less than half the sum farmers were entitled to. These would start in mid February for claimants entitled to more than 1,000 euros ( pounds 670).  

"Our aims can be simply stated,'' he said. "First we want to maximise payments that arrive on a timely and predictable basis. That means making full payments where possible and partial payments where necessary.  

"Second, we want to minimise the risk of late payment penalties and disallowance.''  

A recent National Audit Office (NAO) investigation found that the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) had made provision to pay fines known as "disallowance'' to the EU totalling around pounds 131 million for its failure to pay farmers their subsidies by the legal deadline this year. This figure came on top of the pounds 122 million cost of the single farm payments scheme.  

Peter Kendall, the president of the National Farmers Union, David Fursdon, the president of the Country Land and Business Association and Reg Haydon, the national chairman of the Tenant Farmers' Association, said in a joint statement: "This still leaves much of the industry in financial difficulties.''  

No one is to blame in age of ministerial irresponsibility  

SIMON CARR  

Publication date: 8 November 2006

Source: The Independent

POLITICS | THE SKETCH I've been introduced to the idea of an "acephalic society". I'm very excited by this. It means "headless". (But you knew that.) My anthropological adviser says we are increasingly heading towards headlessness. This explains a great deal about my experience of the House of Commons (Sketches passim). I knew the futility, the fatuousness, the obvious vapidity of the scrutiny process was more interesting than it seemed; its uselessness is almost overladen with meaning.  

In an acephalic society it's hard to know who's responsible for anything. James Paice used those very words with regard to the Rural Payments Agency fiasco. "No single person could be responsible," he said, for so large a mess.  

Not nice young David Miliband, he's only just taken over.  

Was it Margaret Beckett's fault? If ministerial responsibility meant anything she would have resigned but she got the head of the agency to resign instead. Will current failures be pinnable on Miliband? He'll have moved on. He won't be responsible any more than he is now.  

One quality of headlessness is the lack of clear, consistent direction in the rest of the entity. Acephalic theory would predict that different parts of the headless thing will be doing quite contradictory things. So I was delighted to see in Local Government questions, that there is to be far greater freedom for local authorities to experiment with their own ways of doing things. This is very much at odds with (let's pick an Act at random) the Schools Inspection regime. This Act takes 120 words to say (I know this because I was browsing through it over the weekend) that local authorities should reply to parents who write in about their children. That is on the statute books. Far from liberating councils, central government is using an Act of Parliament to give them tips on how to run their correspondence.  

But then, there aren't penalties laid down for noncompliance with this piece of legislation. It's more of an assertion of how life ought to be, written up in the emptiest legalese. If people were personally responsible for the work, responsible to some head, this sort of thing simply wouldn't happen. It is so indefensible that you could only say you were doing what was wanted but that no one could be found to tell you what it was. That's what acephalic means.  

This is a very fine principle on which we can hang a good deal of decoration.  

NB: And as a bonus, a collectable David Miliband quote: "The honourable gentleman doesn't understand how government accounting works. That figure of £131m is a non-cash figure."  

Farm payments   

Publication date: 6 November 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph    

SIR - The Single Farm Payments crisis this year was all the proof we need that this Government is not only incompetent, but also contemptuous towards our farmers.   

The damage caused by the failure to pay farmers on time will take years to repair, so surely somebody senior should have lost their head because of the blunders? Instead, the chief of the Rural Payments Agency was put on gardening leave, where he still receives more than pounds 100,000 per year from the taxpayer; and the secretary of state, Margaret Beckett, has escaped responsibility altogether by moving to the Foreign Office.   

Like most farmers, I would like to see someone held to account for this fiasco, but I would also like to know that the Government is pulling out all the stops to prevent this happening again.   

Neil Parish MEP   

Conservative agriculture spokesman in the European Parliament   

Brussels   

Farm payments   

Publication date: 6 November 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

SIR - The Rural Payments Agency had said they would pay interest on overdue Single Farm Payments. We have received a letter from them informing us that, as the interest due was less then pounds 50, they would not be paying us.   

Does this mean that I can tell the bank or any other companies that I will not be paying interest if the amount is less than pounds 50?   

Barbara Sealy   

Chippenham, Wilts   

A tale of two ministers: the marvellous Mrs Beckett, and the pointless Mr Hoon  

DOMINIC LAWSON  

Publication date: 3 November 2006

Source: The Independent

EDITORIAL & OPINION I have become captivated by Margaret Beckett. It's certainly not because of her political views or achievements. I can't think of any opinion we hold in common. Her career in national politics was forged by ousting one of my heroes, Dick Taverne, from the House of Commons. In her last job before becoming Foreign Secretary she presided over the fiasco of the Rural Payments Agency, which has driven some of my neighbouring farmers into even more than their usual despair.  

Oddly, it was Mrs Beckett's performance at the dispatch box this week as she fought off the calls for an immediate enquiry into the Iraq War that brought home to me just what I find so attractive: her complete lack of condescension or faux emollience. These are the two principal characteristics of the modern school of politician. They make my flesh crawl. In contrast, Mrs Beckett's palpable tetchiness as she dealt with a curious cabal of Conservatives and Celtic nationalists was a joy to witness; there was none of that ghastly "I share the honourable gentle-man's concerns, but .".  

The Times accused her of "delivering her message with a dismissiveness that no schoolteacher could afford". On the contrary, Mrs Beckett has exactly the manner of a good old-fashioned schoolteacher - one who keeps her classes in order and silences the disruptive squirts at the back. That same newspaper seemed outraged that "a well-aimed question from Kenneth Clarke was dispatched with, 'I'm surprised he can't understand what I'm saying because it is absolutely plain and simple'." That's my girl! Besides, does Ken Clarke strike you as a person in need of sensitive handling?  

Margaret Beckett is especially refreshing when heard being interviewed on the Today programme. The normal New Labour style - and it tends to apply to women as well as men - is a measured tone of such unctuous smoothness that it's hard to keep one's breakfast down. Mrs Beckett, however, always sounds as if she is furious to have been woken up in order to have to listen to such questions, and bites the head off any interviewer who tries to interrupt her answers. Neither woman would appreciate the comparison, but there are slight echoes of what made Margaret Thatcher such a formidable interviewee.  

Also like that other Margaret, Mrs Beckett comes in for the sort of misogynistic mockery which still disfigures the mostly male political world. She is regularly criticised for her dress sense - as if female cabinet ministers were meant to be catwalk models. Most unpleasantly of all, she is subject to constant sniping about her looks - as if all the male politicians at Westminster were greatly favoured in that department.  

I imagine that Mrs Beckett herself is not too troubled by the annual jokes made at her expense when she takes her summer holiday with her husband, Leo, in their caravan. It has even been suggested that it is not fitting for Her Majesty's Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs to holiday in such fashion - but it's all of a piece with the fact that Mrs Beckett has retained her home in one of Derby's poorer areas, next door to a pub. If every New Labour Minister had been as uninterested in wealth and fine homes as Margaret Beckett, then the party's reputation for probity would be much higher.  

It is in fact with a neighbouring MP from a grander part of Derby, Mr Geoff Hoon, that Mrs Beckett is now displaying her magnificent irascibility - to almost comic effect. Mr Hoon, you might recall, is a most peculiar anomaly - a minister who attends Cabinet, but has no Cabinet rank. Despite - or perhaps because of - his slavish cleaning up of various of the Prime Minister's messes over the years (starting as Derry Irvine's bagman in the Commons)  

Mr Hoon was demoted in last May's reshuffle from Leader of the House to Minister for Europe. He came out of that Downing Street meeting believing that he had retained his Cabinet rank, and apparently it took some time for Hoon to understand just how much he had been humiliated by the Prime Minister.  

Anyone who watched Mr Hoon being interviewed by David Dimbleby on the night of the last council elections will immediately understand why the truth took so long to penetrate his carapace of self-esteem.  

Discussing the imminent reshuffle, Mr Dimbleby asked: "Will you be standing by your phone, Mr Hoon?" Instead of the studiedly modest response that one would expect to such a question, Hoon replied: "I suspect I'll be doing rather more than that. I suspect I'll be heading for Downing Street in the morning." The smug smile accompanying that gratuitous remark suggested to the other guests in the studio that Mr Hoon was in line for a promotion.  

In fact, it was Mrs Beckett who was promoted - to Foreign Secretary. She herself has admitted that when Mr Blair broke the news to her she let out an immediate "Oh, fuck!". This, it seems to me, speaks of a certain modesty rare in a politician: she was shocked that she had been entrusted with such a responsibility. I am confident that Geoff Hoon would not have said "Oh, fuck". He would doubtless have purred: "Delighted to accept, Prime Minister" and the even more than usually tangible waves of self-regard emanating from him might well have activated most of Downing Street's hypersensitive electronic alarms.  

Since that débâcle, Mr Hoon has been in a permanent semipublic sulk, which blew up into a proper tantrum over the issue of Foreign Office Questions in the House of Commons on Wednesday. At a meeting with civil servants to prepare for the session, Mr Hoon let it be known that, as Minister for Europe, he would naturally be answering the two questions within his presumed area of competence: on the revival of the EU Constitution and on the curbs on work permits for Romanians and Bulgarians. Mrs Beckett declared that she would answer these questions, and when Mr Hoon asked for a reason, she is reported to have snapped - and can't you just hear her saying it? - "Because I am Foreign Secretary." Then, in a blissful moment of inspiration, which reminds us that Mrs Beckett was in the ministerial game when Hoon was barely out of student politics, she suggested to her puffed-up colleague that he "could answer a question about the political situation in northern Uganda" instead.  

According to one report, when the first of the two questions on Europe was asked, "Mr Hoon appeared to rise at the same time as Beckett but then thought better of it." So he's a wimp, too. Following this episode, the Tory MP Keith Simpson has put down a further parliamentary question. It simply asks: "What is the point of Geoff Hoon?" Damned if I know; neither do I think that the marvellous Margaret Beckett will be wasting her time to think of an answer.  

Rural agency head faces action  

Valerie Elliott  

Publication date: 1 November 2006

Source: The Times

The former head of the Rural Payments Agency, which bungled cash payments to farmers, is being threatened with action by a Parliamentary watchdog after missing a hearing (Valerie Elliott writes).  

Johnston McNeill, from Northern Ireland, who has been on gardening leave on his Pounds 114,000-a-year salary since being removed from his post seven months ago, told the powerful Public Accounts Committee that he was suffering from stress and was unable to be quizzed by MPs. The committee has now summoned him to appear on November 20.  

If he fails to attend on that date -the same day Mr McNeill is also due to give evidence to MPs on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs select committee the PAC has said that it will report him to Commons authorities for wilful refusal to attend. He may then even be called to explain himself before Michael martin, the Speaker, at the bar of the House of Commons.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

McNeill in need of a rural rest cure THE WAY WE LIVE NOW - MAGGIE URRY.  

By MAGGIE URRY  

Publication date: 1 November 2006

Source: Financial Times

Hardly surprising, perhaps, that Johnston McNeill, the former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, was too ill to give evidence to the Commons public accounts committee on Monday.  

Apparently he is suffering from stress and sent in a doctor's note to the committee which wanted to grill him over the fiasco at the agency, which was slammed in a report from the National Audit Office last month. McNeill was suspended from his job in March, but the NAO report revealed he was still being paid his full salary of nearly Pounds 114,000 a year.  

Farmers may think that they too are suffering from stress after problems at the agency, which was set up to distribute the new "single payment" subsidy, left them waiting months for their money. Although most have now been paid, they heard last week that the system still won't be working properly next year.  

However, McNeill may not recover soon. He is due to appear before the Commons environment, food and rural affairs committee on November 20, and the PAC has asked him to pop round to them afterwards. The prospect of being questioned by both committees on the same day would give anyone stress.  

Farmers still waiting   

Publication date: 19 October 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

SIR - Reading about the continuing payment of Johnston McNeill as former head of the Rural Payments Agency coincided with me finding the first RPA document, issued in 2001, containing the following: "Our customers will always be the focus of our activities and I am determined that we will be the best paying agency in Europe, recognised for our efficient and effective administration of CAP schemes.''   

For this he is paid pounds 114,000 a year, plus bonuses. I calculate three staff could have issued payments to the 116,000 claimants still outstanding on March 31 - one to convert the euros to pounds (why were we advised of our payment in a foreign currency?), one to address the envelopes and one to write the cheques.   

Mr McNeill could have earned his bonus by doing overtime with them.   

Colin Boardman   

Ashorne, Warks   

pounds 1bn farm cash fiasco criticised by MPs  

David Hencke, Westminster correspondent  

Publication date: 18 October 2006

Source: The Guardian

The government failed to pay out over pounds 1bn of European Community aid to farmers on time this year because of a computer fiasco, the National Audit Office reveals today. Ministers will have to pay over pounds 22m to farmers to cover loans taken out to replace the missing cash and taxpayers could have to fork out a further pounds 131m because the European Union is likely to disallow some of the sums that were paid out in such a chaotic way.  

In addition, plans have been deferred for 1,800 job cuts at the agency in charge of payments. The failure to introduce a simplified payments scheme also cost the job of Johnston McNeill, chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency. The pounds 114,000-a-year civil servant was suspended on full pay last March. The fiasco brings strong criticism from the head of the NAO and MPs on the Commons public accounts committee today.  

In his report Sir John Bourn, head of the NAO, says: "In paring back the work required to get the single payment scheme ready on time the agency underestimated the effort involved in processing claims, but also left itself without the management information it needed to take control of the situation." Edward Leigh, chair of the Commons public accounts committee, says the agency made "a pig's ear" out of paying the subsidy: "The dismal handling of the scheme should be recorded in a civil service textbook - as an example of what not to do."  

The report says that the worst affected people were hill farmers relying on the payments to stay in business. It also reveals that the agency ignored warnings from the Treasury that its computer system was not able to handle the payments.  

Farms error official on gardening leave at Pounds 114,000 a year  

Valerie Elliott, Countryside Editor  

Publication date: 18 October 2006

Source: The Times

THE senior civil servant who was removed from office seven months ago for the bungling of Pounds 1.5 billion in "green" payments to farmers is still on the government payroll, earning Pounds 114,000 a year.  

While more than 3,000 farmers are still waiting for last year's cash for looking after the landscape, Johnston McNeill, former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, even received a bonus of Pounds 21,062 for overseeing the new cash system after the Common Agricultural Policy was reformed.  

Since March 16, when he was ousted from his job by Margaret Beckett, who was then the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Secretary, Mr McNeill has been on "gardening leave". This largesse, cour-tesy of the taxpayer, is highlighted today in a report from the National Audit Office, the public spending watchdog. Mr McNeill's tenure at the agency resulted in such financial and bureaucratic chaos that costs for the farm cash scheme may end up almost five times over budget.  

The original estimate of Pounds 75.8 million has been revised to a total cost of Pounds 258.3 million, without including fines imposed by Brussels for failing to pay 116,000 farmers in England by the end of June this year.  

The salary arrangements for Mr McNeill are criticised as unsatisfactory by Phil Gibby, a director at the NAO, who said: "Allowing someone to remain on full pay for so long does not represent value for money."  

The sums are particularly galling for farmers who have already been told that there will be problems in payments for this year, normally due in December, and that it could take at least 18 months before computer systems are operating properly. A spokesman for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs confirmed that Mr McNeill was on paid leave "until the department is in a position to determine and agree the terms of his departure".  

The events at the agency are to be the subject of public hearings when Lord Bach, the former Farms Minister, and his predecessor, Lord Whitty, are questioned by MPs next week.  

Mr McNeill, who is thought to be living in Northern Ireland, is to speak publicly for the first time about the events at a hearing on November 20. He was unavailable for comment yesterday.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Farms fiasco chief is still being paid  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 18 October 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

JOHNSTON McNeill, the former chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, is still drawing his pounds 114,000 salary more than six months after he was removed from the post, a report revealed yesterday.  

National Audit Office investigators said this was "unsatisfactory'' and called on the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs to "resolve his status'' as soon as possible.  

It was also revealed that Mr McNeill received a pounds 21,000 bonus last year, a few months before a review found that the complex scheme for paying single farm payments in England over which he presided was unlikely to work.  

Mr McNeill also received bonuses totalling pounds 40,000 between 2002 and 2004.  

A National Audit Office investigation found that Margaret Beckett, who was Environment Secretary, and Lord Bach, the farming minister, were both warned that the scheme would not work in June 2005, seven months before it was due to come into action. But they did not invoke a contingency plan.  

By the end of March, only 31,000 farmers had been paid out of 116,000 and pounds 225 million out of the pounds 1,515 million owing. Investigators say it has caused distress to a significant minority of farmers.  

A further pounds 131 million may have to be paid out because the agency did not meet the European Commission's legal deadline of the end of June for paying farm subsidies.  

A scheme to fix all the problems in the payments scheme will not be in place until 2008, according to the report.  

Sir John Bourn, head of the NAO, said: "In paring back the work required to get the single payment scheme ready on time, the agency underestimated the effort involved in processing claims.''  

A Defra spokesman said: "Mr McNeill is on paid leave of absence until the department is in a position to agree the terms of his departure. As regards the bonuses, these were measured against specific public performance targets published in the agency's annual report with accounts.''  

Defra agency failures hamper efficiency drive - RURAL PAYMENTS.  

By JOHN WILLMAN   

Publication date: 18 October 2006

Source: Financial Times

Management failures at a Whitehall agency have forced it to take on extra staff when it had been expected to cut jobs as part of the government's efficiency drive, and added Pounds 387m to the cost of a new scheme for paying subsidies to farmers in England.   

A report from the National Audit Office said the Rural Payments Agency, part of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, had planned to cut 1,800 of its 3,950 staff, the lion's share of the 2,400 posts due to go at Defra following the Gershon Review.   

The agency's headcount was reduced by 1,000 permanent staff ahead of the introduction of the Single Payment Scheme, which replaced 11 previous European Union subsidies. But when the introduction of the new scheme ran into difficulties, the agency's headcount rose to 4,329 to handle the backlog of work - withmany of those brought in being expensive agency workers.   

The NAO report, published today, is the latest to criticise a Whitehall computer project. Philip Gibby, director of Defra value for money studies at the National Audit Office, said the agency's difficulties bore many similarities to the problems created at the Passport Office when new arrangements for processing applications led to lengthy delays in issuing passports in 1999.   

It said management at the agency had adopted an ambitious strategy for introducing the new scheme, and set an earlier deadline than required under EU law. But it failed to grasp the risks and complexities of introducing the new scheme, in spite of repeated warnings from the Office of Government Commerce that it was in danger of failing, and hadno contingency plan ready in case delays becameapparent.   

As a result, only 25 per cent of the Pounds 1.5bn had been paid out by the March 31 deadline, leaving most of the 116,000 farmers eligible for the subsidies waiting for months. A significant minority, the NAO said, were left in distress, facing additional costs in interest and bank charges.   

"It has not provided value for money because it cost a lot more than it should have done, planned efficiency savings will not be achieved and relationships with the agency's customers have been damaged," said Mr Gibby.   

There was also a substantial risk that the European Commission would refuse to reimburse Defra fully for the cost of the subsidy, because of errors and procedural mistakes. The department has already estimated that up to Pounds 131m might be disallowed.   

The NAO said efficiency savings from the new scheme might be only Pounds 7.5m over the four years to 2009, compared with the Pounds 164m forecast by the agency.   

Still reaping the rewards THE WAY WE LIVE NOW.  

By MAGGIE URRY  

Publication date: 18 October 2006

Source: Financial Times

Yesterday's critical National Audit Office report on the fiasco over subsidy payments to farmers - which left thousands of them waiting months for their money - included the nugget that the chief executive removed as head of the Rural Payments Agency on March 16 remains on the payroll.  

Johnston McNeill is on leave of absence on full pay of almost Pounds 114,000 a year - a matter that the NAO expects will be resolved before the top mandarins at the environment, food and rural affairs department are interrogated about the scandal by the Commons Public Accounts Committee on October 30.  

Philip Gibby of the NAO summarised the reasons for the agency's failures succinctly: "It had a can-do attitude, but behind the scenes, they couldn't."  

Farmers still waiting   

Publication date: 14 October 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

SIR - Some 7,000 farmers have yet to receive their full payments for 2005, and tenant farmers are hardest hit, having received only about 35 per cent of what is owed to them.   

Apparently it will take until 2008 to get everything right - utterly disgraceful. How are bills and overdrafts, incurred as a result of the incompetence of the Rural Payments Agency, to be paid? No one is ever "responsible'' or dismissed for failed policies, yet the public are expected to pay for others' failures, struggle to keep going through problems not of their making and, often, bankrupt.   

The Government should be ashamed -it is clearly not fit for purpose. No wonder people talk of a conspiracy to get rid of farmers, just like the post offices.   

B. A. Bence   

Kingsbridge, Devon   

Miliband regret at wildlife agency cut  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 12 October 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

DAVID Miliband, the Environment Secretary, last night admitted that he "regretted'' budget cuts which have left the new agency, Natural England, with a ban on any conservation project costing more than pounds 5,000.  

Some pounds 12.9 million has been cut from the landscape and wildlife agency budget for this year because the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs needs to save pounds 200 million.  

At the launch of the agency, which unites responsibilities for wildlife, landscapes and access in one body, Mr Miliband said: "I do not want to dodge the budgeting question. Defra has to live within its means and a combination of accounting changes, avian flu, and difficulties at the Rural Payments Agency have caused real problems.  

''I recognise the power of Natural England's case for a funding rise on this year's final allocation; I plan to deliver this.''  

Sir Martin Doughty, Natural England's chairman, said the ban would mean that "more things may have to be pushed into next year''.  

Consultant provides a fresh slant on information;Rural payments agency;Consultancy special   

Carol Lewis   

Publication date: 26 September 2006

Source: The Times

GOVERNMENT departments can be secretive places, often with good reason. Staff at the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) are wary of divulging information about the payments they make to farmers or landowners.   

So when the Freedom of Information (FoI) Act came in, it is no surprise that only 2 per cent of the RPA's 3,500 or so employees were aware of the Act and none had any in-depth knowledge of it nor how they should deal with requests generated by it.   

This is when Roger Gaskin, management consultant at LogicaCMG, joined the team.   

"Staff had an obvious and laudable resistance to divulging information willy-nilly," he says.   

Challenging the notion that consultants turn up en masse, Gaskin worked alone within the RPA team. His remit was to help the agency to put together a communications strategy to educate RPA staff about FoI. Alan Wheeler, the strategic communications manager at RPA, says: "He provided another perspective and brought some private sector experience, which is always a help." The strategy that Gaskin helped to implement included workshops, roadshows and poster campaigns. It also included development of an interactive questionnaire to test staff knowledge of FoI. The team also organised anonymous callers to request information from the agency.   

And it worked: surveys after the programme showed that 91 per cent of staff were aware of the FoI, 74 per cent had knowledge of it and 72 per cent were confident that they could answer a query posed under the Act.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    

Farm subsidies more than Pounds 1.8bn NEWS DIGEST.  

By FIONA HARVEY  

Publication date: 2 September 2006

Source: Financial Times

More than Pounds 1.8bn was doled out in UK farm subsidies last year under the Common Agricultural Policy, according to figures from the Rural Payments Agency.  

Tate and Lyle was the biggest winner, receiving Pounds 124m in total. Among the others receiving most cash were Grosvenor Farms, the Duke of Westminster's company, which received Pounds 421,482 and the Blenheim Farm Partnership of the Duke of Marlborough, which netted Pounds 473,195.  

The Liberal Democrats called for a windfall tax on the biggest recipients of subsidies. Fiona Harvey  

Weekend: A to Z: GOING WILD IN THE COUNTRY   

ALEXANDER CHANCELLOR   

Publication date: 19 August 2006

Source: The Guardian

I have a bit of parkland in Northamptonshire and receive subsidies from the European Union, via the British government, for making it look pretty. A part of this land used to have beans growing on it but, thanks to the subsidies, it has been grassed over and planted with park trees. This accords with the prevailing official view of the countryside, which is that it should be an attractive leisure amenity rather than produce anything useful like food.   

This suits me fine, except the subsidies haven't always been paid on time and I have had to fork out money I don't have to carry out the restoration programme agreed with Defra. In common with thousands of other British farmers and landowners, I have been a victim of a colossal shambles at the Rural Payments Agency, which pays the subsidies on behalf of the government.   

The RPA has been in crisis for months. Its already creaking computer network couldn't cope with a new payments system introduced by Margaret Beckett when she was in charge of Defra. It has paid many farmers too little too late, and some of them too much, which it wants back. Hordes of consultants have been brought in and administrative costs have risen spectacularly.   

So how have the hard-pressed civil servants of the RPA responded to this desperate situation? Well, in its Newcastle office at least, some of them have gone off their heads. Four were sacked last week and five disciplined after allegations of some of the most deranged behaviour ever witnessed in a government office, with the possible exception of that of the deputy prime minister.   

It was alleged they took drugs, made love in the lavatories, held breakdancing competitions during working hours, vomited into tea mugs that were left to fester, and leapt naked from filing cabinets. An inquiry found some of these claims were exaggerated, and the idea of civil servants leaping naked from filing cabinets does stretch credulity: did they squeeze into them naked first? But their behaviour was nevertheless deemed so "unacceptable" that four of them lost their safe jobs and index-linked pensions.   

The thing that puzzles me is what can have led these stolid provincial government employees to emulate the worst excesses of Ancient Rome. I conclude they must have been suffering from extraordinary stress. I hope they didn't crack under the strain of calculating how much money they ought to pay me. More probably, the fault lies with Margaret Beckett. It was she who rushed through the single payment scheme under which farmers are supposed to receive one annual sum, determined by land area and past receipts, as opposed to a series of payments throughout the year. The change turned out to be immensely complicated and beyond the capacity of the bureaucrats or their computer to handle. Following this disaster, Mrs Beckett was put in charge of the Foreign Office and now foreign policy is in a shambles. Let us hope our diplomats are made of sterner stuff than their civil service colleagues in Newcastle.   

Still waiting Spy  

By Celia Walden  

Publication date: 15 August 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Last summer, Spy revealed that (then) Labour peer Lord Haskins had donated money to the general election campaign fund of his Lib Dem friend Danny Alexander - who succeeded in ousting a sitting Labour MP.  

This resulted in Haskins - businessman, landowner and farmer - being thrown out of the Labour Party. So there's a touch of irony about the fact that the peer - who has variously been Tony Blair's rural recovery co-ordinator and rural delivery adviser - is now one of thousands of farmers still awaiting overdue subsidies from the Rural Payments Agency.  

"It's a disgraceful piece of blundering bureaucracy,'' he huffs. "We got a letter three months ago telling us we'd received 80 per cent of the payment. It was actually only 35 per cent: we're still waiting for the rest.  

"We've written to them to try to sort it out, but we just can't get any sense out of them.''  

Civil servants sacked over office escapades   

Valerie Elliott   

Publication date: 10 August 2006

Source: The Times

CIVIL servants took part in disgusting behaviour that included leaving cups full of vomit in filing cabinets and smearing walls with human excrement, a government inquiry has found.   

Women's sanitary products were found behind a drinks cooler and other parts of the office and spit was daubed on desks. But officials have failed to identify the culprits at the Rural Payments Agency in Newcastle upon Tyne.   

They have, however, cleared staff of claims that they had been caught on CCTV leaping naked from filing cabinets, having sex in the toilets, taking drugs, brawling in reception and holding breakdancing competitions when they should have been calculating state handouts for farmers.   

One official said that he had twice demonstrated dance moves to colleagues during breaks and was spoken to about this by his line manager. But he has since left the agency of his own accord.   

The alleged antics, disclosed by a whistleblower two months ago, embarrassed ministers and senior mandarins who were trying to deal with a backlog in farm payments.   

Four male civil servants have been dismissed and another five face disciplinary action after the inquiry uncovered evidence of other incidents and a lack of vigilance by managers.   

A handful of staff confessed to putting on fancy dress to pose for photographs for a colleague's leaving present, but the agency described their fun as the type of activity seen during a student rag week. The men involved have been given verbal or written warnings.   

The sackings, however, were nothing to do with the lurid behaviour. Two men were dismissed for switching on hot plates in the kitchen during the night shift in breach of health and safety rules. One was dismissed for stealing a laptop and a fourth for circulating derogatory remarks about various farmers that had been written by a temporary worker.   

Comments leaked to a website included: "Yada Yada Yada Yah. Also ring farmer he's mental!! He's trying to establish more than field size what a nutter! I can't believe it, crazy unhinged man." Another said: "The problem here seems to be that the farmer was suffering from malingering head trauma and filled in the same field twice! Bless. Understandable though as the form is so boring repetition seems a natural, right reaction."   

Senior mandarins have ordered a stricter management regime and increased supervision. After the claims made the headlines in June, a whistleblower also accused staff from the office of going on a drinking binge to celebrate their notoriety and swearing regularly, and night staff of spending their time surfing the internet. These claims were all false, according to an executive summary of the investigation published yesterday.   

Tony Cooper, chief executive of the agency, said: "I am 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. We have taken this matter very seriously and the action taken as a result of the investigation draws a firm line under all this."   

Chris Huhne, the Lib Dem Rural Affairs spokesman, said: "The little people should not be carrying the can for the big mistakes. No senior heads have yet rolled on the biggest case of bureaucratic bungling in the department's history to date.   

"It's disgraceful that the former RPA chief, Johnston McNeill, is still being paid five months after being sacked, and that Margaret Beckett was promoted after her role in this fiasco."   

Robert Hunter, 22, is the only civil servant known to have been disciplined, for instigating and encouraging his colleagues to take part in pranks.   

Civil servants sacked in wake of lurid claims   

Paul Watson   

Publication date: 10 August 2006

Source: The Guardian

Four civil servants have been sacked and a further five disciplined after an investigation into claims that staff had sex in the toilets, jumped naked from filing cabinets, and held breakdance competitions in a Rural Payments Agency office.   

The alleged antics, and claims of drug taking at work, came at a time when the agency, set up to make agricultural payments from EU subsidies, left thousands of farmers unpaid because of a huge backlog.   

The lurid claims, made by a whistleblower in June, led to an in-depth investigation that triggered the disciplinary action. Management procedures are now being tightened, further liaison with employment agencies is being carried out, and letters and briefings are being issued to all staff as a reminder of their code of conduct at work.   

The agency, part of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, said the inquiry had found no evidence of naked leaps from filing cabinets, sex in the toilets, drug taking at work or breakdance competitions, but that some inappropriate behaviour had taken place.   

Its chief executive, Tony Cooper, said: "I am 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.   

"We have taken this matter very seriously and the action taken as a result of the investigation draws a firm line under all this.   

"Staff at Newcastle and RPA offices across the country are hard-working and dedicated to performing a very important job for the farming industry. We are focusing all our efforts on paying subsidies to farmers and other crucial work."   

Farmers overpaid by pounds 20m   

By Charles Clover   

Publication date: 4 August 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

THE botched delivery of farm payments took on a new twist yesterday when the Rural Payments Agency admitted it had overpaid farmers by pounds 20 million and then asked for the money back.   

Around 1,300 farmers have been overpaid in the past two months as the agency has resorted to a system of part payments in a last-ditch attempt to get the money out.   

Over the past few days, 515 farmers have received cheques worth pounds 15 million intended to ''top up'' initial payments that have since been cancelled.   

It emerged after the cheques had been dispatched that the farmers in question had been overpaid or had already received their top-up payment. The agency is trying to contact them to ensure they have not tried to spend the money. It also overpaid 762 farmers in June to the tune of pounds 5 million.   

English farmers are paid 95pc of EU subsidies  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 1 July 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

ENGLISH farmers had last night been paid about 95 per cent of the EU subsidies owed to them by the rural payments agency.  

The Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs would give only a rough estimate of the amount paid by today's deadline, after which Britain could face fines for late payment.  

Defra said it would not be possible to say until next Tuesday whether the Government had reached the threshold of paying farmers 96.1 per cent of their 2005 subsidies, which would rule out disciplinary action from Europe over the IT fiasco that has held up payments this year.  

A Defra spokesman said that even if the target was not reached, it did not automatically follow that the EU would take action.  

Take the axe to the naked civil servants  

Philip Hensher  

Publication date: 14 June 2006

Source: The Independent

If you have ever wondered what Tony Blair's new army of civil servants do all day long, an extreme answer was provided by some of the employees of the Rural Payments Agency, an agency of Defra. An internal memo was sent by some staff at the agency to managers, saying they were "appalled at the level of depravity". They talked about "sick, shocking and obscene behaviour", which they called "misconduct", though any observer might think that description hardly goes far enough.  

Some of the behaviour described includes sex in the toilets, drug taking in work hours, leaping from filing cabinet to filing cabinet both in the civil servant's underwear and naked, and a charming habit of vomiting into official cups and leavingthe result in cupboards until they are discovered by the stench. It sounds quite incredible, but a lot of it has been captured on CCTV. One person has been dismissed, and disciplinary pro-ceedings against others are underway.  

Well, anyone who has worked in the public service knows that a certain amount of eccentric behaviour is to be expected from your colleagues. When I worked in the House of Commons, some of my colleagues were decidedly odd, to say the least. But these episodes from the Rural Payments Agency are really not very amusing at all if you know that one of the agency's jobs, the distribution of £1.5bn of European subsidies to English farmers, wasn't carried out on time this year, leading to terrible individual cash flow problems and, after one week, the sacking of a minister, Lord Bach.  

This comes on top of the case of the Home Office immigration official who was recorded inviting an attractive applicant to have sex with him in return for favours. That, too, hardly looks like an isolated case, but, according to anecdotal evidence, a problem of the culture. What on earth is happening to the British civil servant?  

The answer, of course, is that there are a lot more of them. The number of civil servants has increased steadily since 1997. There are now 1.25 million people employed in central administration. In the past year alone, the number has gone up by 45,000. The hilarious thing is that in 2004, Sir Peter Gershon, the "waste tsar" announced a programme which was supposed to cut government jobs by more than 100,000 by 2008. In fact, in many departments, the number of posts has actually risen.  

And "civil servant sacked" is still a rare enough occurrence to make the newspapers. It doesn't take a lot to guess what the end result would be of a situation where tens of thousands of undereducated people are given jobs which they know they would never be sacked from, and here it is' bored people taking drugs in the office, leaping naked between filing cabinets, offering helpless members of the public favours in exchange for sex, and so on.  

Since nothing else seems to be working, wouldn't it be nice if Sir Peter realised that the only way he is going to get his cuts is to insist that next year, the least productive and efficient 10 per cent of every government office is summarily sacked, and the exercise repeated until we see an end to these, frankly, terrifying stories? There doesn't seem to be any other way to attain an end which we all know to be necessary. At any rate, that would certainly put an end to the naked official antics in Newcastle upon Tyne.  

A family of Bangladeshi origin is woken in the middle of the night by hundreds of police officers. In terror, one of them is shot. Their family, friends and community express astonishment that anyone could consider them terrorists, and in a week, the police agree, releasing them without charge. The only thing the police have to say is that the information was credible and specific.  

And wrong. The very least we can expect, when this sort of thing happens, is to demand that the police explain exactly what the information was. If it was baseless, it can hardly be regarded as a matter of security any longer. If we don't want the police to start bursting through our own innocent doors at 4 am, I think we can start to insist that they will, at some stage, be held accountable for this ugly error of judgement. It is by sheer chance that Muhammad Abdul Kahar is recovering from his bullet wound, and not dead.  

Farm frolics  

Publication date: 14 June 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

SIR - Reports (June 12) of bad behaviour at the Rural Payments Agency make one realise why our single farm payments are so very late in coming.  

James Edgar  

Bromyard, Herefordshire  

The 'depravity' of our naked civil servants   

Alan Hamilton   

Publication date: 13 June 2006

Source: The Times

WHEN the Government's Rural Payments Agency advertises for staff it commends the generous leave, flexible working hours and modern offices.   

What it fails to mention are the naked furniture diving, sex in the lavatories and vomiting in coffee cups then leaving them to fester in filing cabinets.   

Civil servants at the agency's office in Newcastle upon Tyne have been officially disciplined, and at least one dismissed, after one of their colleagues blew the whistle on their antics.   

"I am appalled at the level of depravity that is being tolerated in my workplace," the whistleblower wrote in a letter to his managers.   

He told them that the "sick, shocking and obscene behaviour" had been caught on closed-circuit television. "Activities have been captured on official cameras.   

Specifically these activities refer to leaping from cabinet to cabinet in underwear and -believe it or not but the evidence exists -naked.   

"There is a horrific new craze of vomiting into official cups and leaving the cups to fester in cupboards until discovered through the horrendous smell." The smell became so overpowering on occasions that offices had to be evacuated.   

"There is a list of shocking and awful acts in work time; sex in the toilets, drug-taking and swearing are rife," he said.   

There were also break-dancing contests and brawling in the reception area.   

The agency responded with a memo to staff referring to "specific behavioural problems". "Although the staff obviously feels it's a great laugh...this represents misconduct," it said.   

The agency confirmed yesterday that there had been a breakdown of standards and that allegations of serious misconduct were being investigated.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006    

Home News IN BRIEF: Civil servants 'had sex at work'  

Publication date: 13 June 2006

Source: The Independent

Civil servants were under investigation yesterday after complaints about behaviour at a Newcastle office of the Rural Payments Agency. Staff allegedly took drugs and had sex in toilets, leapt naked from filing cabinets and hid tea-cups containing vommit in the office. One employee has been sacked and others face disciplinary action.  

Civil servants 'jumped naked off filing cabinets'  

By Paul Stokes  

Publication date: 13 June 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

STAFF at a government agency office have been reported leaping naked from filing cabinets and carrying out stomach-churning pranks.  

Civil servants are said to have had sex in the lavatories, taken drugs, used foul language, brawled in the reception area and held break-dancing contests in working hours.  

Some of the goings-on at the Rural Payments Agency, a branch of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, in Lancaster House, Newcastle upon Tyne, are believed to have been captured on CCTV.  

One person has already been dismissed and disciplinary proceedings against others are under way.  

An investigation was begun after an internal memo was sent to managers by staff sickened by the behaviour.  

It stated: "I'm appalled at the level of depravity that is being tolerated at my work place.'' The authors refer to "sick, shocking and obscene behaviour'' and identify specific problems.  

They wrote: "We have particular concerns about the activities that have been going on and which have been photographed.  

"Although the staff obviously feels it is a great laugh, by anyone's standards in the workplace setting this represents misconduct and may not be allowed to go unchallenged.  

"Activities have been captured on official cameras. Specifically 'these activities' refers to leaping from cabinet to cabinet in underwear and believe it or not - but the evidence exists - naked.  

"There is an horrific new craze of vomiting into official cups and leaving the cups to fester in cupboards until discovered through the horrendous smell. There is a list of shocking and awful acts in work time including sex in the toilets, drug-taking and swearing is rife.''  

The Rural Payments Agency is responsible for allocating funds in rural areas, conducting inspections and livestock tracing.  

An RPA spokesman said: "Allegations of serious misconduct by some agency and permanent staff at our Newcastle office are the subject of an ongoing internal investigation.  

"Disciplinary action and a dismissal have already taken place and further action is pending.''  

He added: "RPA expects high standards of its staff, who have very important and responsible jobs to do for the farming industry, and will not tolerate breaches such as those described.''  

Last month Lord Bach was moved from his post as farms minister after a week in office because of the Rural Payments Agency's failure to pay pounds 1.5 billion of European subsidies on time to English farmers and landowners.  

The fiasco has pushed many farmers to the brink of bankruptcy.  

Naked civil servants prompt inquiry at Defra offshoot  

David Ward  

Publication date: 13 June 2006

Source: The Guardian

The Rural Payments Agency exists to hand over cash to farmers, carry out rural inspections, keep track of cattle movements and ponder subjects such as milk payments and the reform of the common agricultural policy.  

Important work, if a little lacking in excitement. So staff can be excused if they are sometimes tempted to liven things up a bit. Throw the odd paper clip, flip a rubber band, that sort of thing.  

But an inquiry is now under way after claims that civil servants at the office of the Rural Payments Agency in Newcastle may have gone rather too far, with behaviour too earthy even for a department whose dealings are so close to the land.  

A whistleblower has alleged that staff leap naked from filing cabinets, vomit into cups which are left to fester in cupboards until the stench is overpowering, take drugs and have sex in the toilets, swear a lot, fight in reception areas and hold break dancing competitions during work time.  

The claims were first made by a whistleblower who contacted the Evening Chronicle in Newcastle.  

A spokesman for the office, an executive agency of the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, confirmed that after an inquiry one employee had been sacked and another was facing disciplinary action.  

He added: "Allegations of serious misconduct by some agency and permanent staff at our Newcastle office is the subject of an ongoing internal investigation."  

Business & Media: Business: Who's creaming off EU subsidies?: Exports of cheap European dairy products are crushing the livelihoods of developing world farmers  

Heather Stewart  

Publication date: 21 May 2006

Source: The Observer

British-based exporters, including Nestle and Dairy Crest, have claimed pounds 126m of taxpayers' money over the past two years for sending surplus butter and milk powder to poor countries such as Nigeria and Bangladesh, according to a new report obtained exclusively by The Observer .  

Export support for British dairy products is only a tiny part of the complex euros 43bn web of farm subsidies that stretches across the European Union. But by anatomising this one subsidy in detail, the figures provide a startling picture of how the Common Agricultural Policy (Cap) works to prop up prices within Europe, with reverberations far beyond the farms of the home counties and Northern Ireland.  

The data, obtained by Jack Thurston of campaign group farmsubsidy.org, using Freedom of Information requests to the government's Rural Payments Agency, shows that most of the recipients of the cash are large agribusinesses.  

The biggest winner, Fayrefield Foods, was able to bank more than pounds 22m over two years, 2004 to 2005. Philpot Dairy Products, the export arm of Dairy Crest, which owns well-known brands such as Country Life and Clover, also claimed a total of almost pounds 22m. These levels of subsidy are enormous relative to the size of the companies: the pounds 10m claimed by Fayrefield Foods in 2004 was worth almost 10 per cent of its turnover, for example, and dwarfed its profits, which were less than pounds 1m. Nestle, whose export of skimmed-milk powder to developing countries has long been controversial, received more than pounds 7m.  

The total cost of the dairy subsidy regime across the EU is more than euros 1bn. Dairy farmers receive some subsidies directly, but much of the money goes to processors and exporters - who are paid by EU taxpayers - to underpin prices.  

To maintain these artificially high prices, cheap dairy products from more efficient producers, such as New Zealand, are kept expensive using import taxes. At the same time, the processors are given financial help to offload their surpluses.  

Until the 1980s, the EU simply bought any extra production and piled it up in warehouses, forming what became known as the EU 'butter mountain' ('wine lakes' were another manifestation of the same problem). But after a barrage of criticism of this very visible waste, Brussels switched its attention - and its cash - towards exporting the products.  

Since the EU price is so much higher than the world average, farmers are given a refund for each kilogram of butter or skimmed-milk powder they export, so that they can sell at something closer to the market price and avoid making a huge loss on the transaction. This year the subsidies are euros 109 (pounds 73) for every 100kg of butter exported.  

Trade campaigners argue that the scale of the exports - pounds 47m was spent on refunds in the UK alone last year - means rather than smoothing out fluctuations in dairy production, the export subsidies have created an entire industry out of dumping cut-price products in poor countries, often damaging the local agricultural industry, and driving other potential producers out of the market.  

Many of the countries revealed as major destinations for exports are surprising. British firms were handed pounds 11.8m over the two-year period for sending milk products to Nigeria, for example, and almost pounds 6m for sending products to Cote d'Ivoire.  

A recent report by Cafod found that imports of cheap, EU-subsidised milk powder had devastated the Jamaican dairy market, for example, causing domestic production to plunge, and damaging the livelihoods of small-scale, local producers.  

For the consumers of the butter and milk powder, the cut-price products can be a bonus: that's one argument often used to defend the subsidies. But in any other industry, the idea of the European taxpayer paying producers to sell goods abroad at lower prices than in Europe's shops would seem odd to say the least.  

Campaigners complain that shifting the butter mountain into developing countries stifles agricultural trade, by crowding out domestic farmers who can't compete with the might of the EU.  

'In many of these countries, buying a cow is one of the most reliable ways of lifting yourself out of poverty,' says Thurston, who is trying to compile a Europe-wide directory of how Cap subsidies are spent.  

Sheila Page of the Overseas Development Institute says small-scale farmers in Bangladesh or Indonesia would probably not be the beneficiaries if the subsidies were removed; but more efficient exporters, such as Argentina and Australia, could win such markets in fair (unsubsidised) competition.  

'If they weren't getting it from the EU, they would be getting it from somewhere else - Argentina, South Africa, Australia,' she says.  

Peter Mandelson, who negotiates on behalf of Europe in the current 'Doha Round' of World Trade Organisation talks, agreed in December that Europe would give up its export subsidies by 2013. However, it it is not clear how the phase-out will happen.  

Page says that's little help for farmers in poor countries who have been driven out of business by the existence of the subsidy regime. 'They're being damaged now, and the fact that the subsidies won't exist after 2013 won't be much comfort.'  

Britain argued strongly for an earlier deadline for the abolition of export subsidies, but Mandelson made it clear that he saw the 2010 deadline advocated by some campaigners as 'unrealistic'.  

A spokesman for the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, which administers the payments on behalf of the EU, said Britain would like to see them abolished.  

'We would prefer that export refunds disappeared as soon as possible; but as long as they are there, British farmers are entitled to claim them just like all EU farmers,' he said. He added that the gap between the fixed EU price and the world price had narrowed in recent years, and argued that the amount spent on export refunds had been 'withering away'.  

Britain's small-scale dairy farmers, many of whom have been driven out of business recently, see little of the benefits from the subsidies. They sell their milk to processors and supermarkets, which often have a strong position in the market place, driving down farmers' margins. A recent report by aid group Cafod found that farmers were paid less than the cost of production for their milk. Even the EU admits that the export subsidies are unfair, and agreed to phase them out - though not for seven years.  

But in the ongoing WTO talks, Mandelson is battling, on the EU's behalf, to cling on to most of the lavish Cap system. Uncovering the details of the dairy export regime, just one small corner of the Cap, confirms that any system aimed at fixing the market creates strange anomalies, and knock-on effects elsewhere.  

The new figures also powerfully confirm campaigners' claims that the small farmers who are meant to be protected don't see much of the cash: and in a globalised marketplace, a scheme dreamed up in Brussels has ramifications thousands of miles away, including in some of the world's poorest countries.  

'Milking The System' is available at farmsubsidy.org  

Acres and acres of madness - and they call this reform  

By Boris Johnson  

Publication date: 11 May 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

At the bottom of the garden we have a paddock, and on evenings like this I can think of no lovelier place on earth. The buds have budded. The trees are in leaf. The lambs are making a racket. The rabbits show a boldness that verges on insolence. Everywhere I look I see nature transpiring at every pore with the green joy of photosynthesis. I see the hawthorn blossom, rolling for miles in great gunsmoke clouds. I see the shade starting to lengthen from the old oak, and the lovely rickety fence, on which I sometimes balance champagne bottles and shoot them off with an airgun, and I lie down on the springy grass and look up at the pale moon in the blue sky and I breathe a sigh of deep and unchallengeable contentment.  

Sometimes, you know, I just can't believe my luck. Because it turns out that I am not only the possessor of a magnificent paddock. I am a farmer. Yes, folks, I am a Tibullan agricola. I am Marie-Antoinette. I have managed to hitch my wagon to the gravy train of the CAP and clamp my jaws about the hind teat of Defra.  

By virtue of possessing 0.3 hectares of grass, excluding the dilapidated outside privy, I am apparently eligible for subsidy! You think I am mad; but read the 98-page booklet provided by the Rural Payments Agency and you will find your lungs tightening and your lips blibbering into a pant-hoot of pure amazement at the insanity of our masters. The government - Brussels - the taxpayer - whoever - is seriously going to pay me 10 euros a year merely for being the owner of this blissful patch of grass and rabbits. I don't have to farm it, in any meaningful sense.  

I don't even have to graze a pony, though I could. I can use it for clay pigeons. I can use it for hot-air ballooning, it says here in the pamphlet. I can organise motocross events or nature trails across the paddock. Provided I don't do it for more than 28 days a year, I can even have car-boot sales. I can invite Billy Smart's circus to pitch their big top in the paddock, or I can let it out as a location for television.  

Year after year, the cheque will come in from Brussels via Defra, 10 princely euros, as a thank you to me and my family for doing - well, for doing absolutely nothing except luxuriating in the existence of this paddock.  

Weeping with laughter, I decide to ring the Rural Payments Agency to find out if I can possibly have read this right. Yes, they say, it sounds like you qualify. Yes, they say, there are plenty of people who have been given subsidy entitlements for having pony paddocks, just like the one you describe. Yes, it is OK to mow it. Yes, it is acceptable to use the land for having barbecues, playing rounders or nude sunbathing. Yes, says the Rural Payments Agency, you can have a pony paddock and attract the subsidy, without going to the trouble of having a pony. Yes, says the agency (now with a tremor of exhaustion in its voice), you are right in thinking that you are getting the money for nothing at all except keeping the land in "good environmental condition''. Fantastic! I say. Where do I send the form?  

And it is only then, of course, that I discover the catch. My paddock qualifies in every respect. This beautiful, if tiny, corner of Oxfordshire is entitled to all the dignity that goes with being a CAP-funded estate - except that, like a complete fool, I missed the deadline, in May 2005, for registering my claim. Through sheer stupidity, I failed to grasp that last year the government changed the basis on which agricultural subsidy is to be paid. Under the reforms of the CAP, farmers are no longer rewarded for growing barley or rearing suckler cows. It is the end of paying Greeks for growing acres of fictitious olives. Under the brilliant new single farm payment, the Greeks and the rest of us are to be rewarded simply for having grown acres of fictitious olives in the past. You no longer need even to pretend to grow the olives; you simply have to show that you have title to the land and that you are keeping it in good nick, olives or no olives; and that is why the pony paddocks of England are now accompanied by EU subsidy.  

If I missed the deadline, there were thousands of paddock-owners who were quicker off the mark, who whanged those forms into the Rural Payments Agency - and who caused the monumental chaos with which you will be familiar. Across Britain there are farming families who have been driven deep into debt, and farmers who have contemplated suicide, because of the government's disastrous failure to send out the single farm payments. They were told they could expect the payment in December; then it was February; then March; and when, by mid-March, Margaret Beckett was forced to come to the Commons and apologise, it was obvious that the system was in meltdown.  

And the reason it was in meltdown was at least partly because no one had predicted that the number of subsidy claimants would rise - from 80,000 to 120,000 - as the paddock-owners, the raspberry-growers, the filbert-growers and the possessors of 0.3-hectare marrow patches piled in to register their land.  

And, of course, there will be some optimists who point out that the expense can't be overwhelming, not at 10 euros a paddock. But if you look at the Rural Payments Agency booklet, you will see how ever more of our countryside is now being sucked into a bureaucratic vortex of madness. If you claim a subsidy for your orchard (as you may), you have to prove that your trees are 10 metres apart and that the trunks are one metre in circumference; and if you have more than 50 trees a hectare, you've got to prove to the inspector that the bases of the trees have previously been nibbled by sheep.  

You can grow cucumbers, cabbages and cauliflowers, but not strawberries or mint! Think of the new legions of bureaucrats being created, who will have to check whether or not you are running your subsidised nudist colony for more than 28 days. Forty thousand new dependants have been created! Untold acres are now under new and pointless subsidy! And they call this reform? No wonder Margaret Beckett was promoted.  

Boris Johnson is MP for Henley  

Farm debt rises by 9% amid delay in subsidy payouts - AGRICULTURE.  

By FIONA HARVEY   

Publication date: 11 May 2006

Source: Financial Times

Farmers' debt rose by 9 per cent, or Pounds 862m, in the past year, partly because of the delay in subsidies caused by problems at the government agency responsible for distributing the payments.   

Figures from the Bank of England showed yesterday that total borrowing by farmers rose to a record Pounds 9.3bn at the end of March, up from Pounds 8.5bn a year ago.   

Tim Porter, director of agriculture at Lloyds TSB Business Banking, said: "It has been a long, hard winter and it is regrettable but not surprising that, as at end of March, we have seen a further increase in farmers' net debt levels. This arises, principally, from an increase in overdraft borrowing due in no small part to the delayed single farm payment."   

The system of farming subsidies changed last year with the introduction of reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy. Farmers were promised by the government that they would be paid by March this year. Serious problems at the Rural Payments Agency. however, meant many farmers have still not been paid.   

As most farmers used to receive their subsidy payments under the old system in November, the delay means many have not received subsidy payments since November 2004.   

The government said this week that 85 per cent of payments had been made. Half of farmers have been paid the full subsidy owing to them, amounting to Pounds 552m of the Pounds 1.5bn in total subsidies for last year, while Pounds 730m in stopgap payments have been paid to other farmers. The government has come under heavy fire from farmers in recent months over the delay in the payments, which were promised for March.   

Leading banks have said they will continue to lend to farmers with "viable businesses", following talks with the government.   

The average farmer is selling food at below the cost of production, according to Deloitte, the professional services firm, and subsidies can make the difference between profit and loss.Mr Porter said: "Trading conditions have remained difficult with a little optimism now beginning to creep into some grain prices. Livestock farmers are also looking towards the opening up of European markets for beef and a stronger demand for lamb."   

He said that farmers were still seeking alternative sources of income, such as tourism and sports.   

New farms minister quits after a week  

By Brendan Carlin  

Publication date: 10 May 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

LABOUR's stewardship of the countryside was branded a "total shambles'' yesterday after Tony Blair's new farms minister left after a week in office.  

And, in a further sign of disarray, the interim chief executive of the much-criticised Rural Payments Agency is to move after less than three months to be replaced by another part-time manager.  

Baroness Ashton replaced Lord Bach in last Friday's reshuffle as food and farming minister even though she was to remain a minister at the Department for Constitutional Affairs.  

Lord Bach was effectively sacked over the Rural Payments Agency's failure to pay pounds 1.5 billion of European subsidies on time to English farmers and landowners.  

Downing Street was seen to acknowledge the error yesterday when it named a new farms minister in the shape of Lord Rooker, who moves from the Northern Ireland Office to Defra.  

Separately yesterday, it emerged that Mark Addison would leave as RPA interim chief executive less than three months since he took over and will be replaced by another temporary leader - Tony Cooper.  

Last night, Jim Paice, the Tories' farms spokesman, said it was "typical of the shambles'' of Labour's rural policy.  

Comment & Debate: The Yorkshire moors is the place to learn about our new foreign secretary: Under Margaret Beckett, farmers have been the victims of incompetence to match anything at the Home Office  

Madeleine Bunting  

Publication date: 8 May 2006

Source: The Guardian

It's lambing time on the North York Moors, but the dry weather has left fields nibbled to the quick, so sheep farmers such as Mark Graham are having to fork out for feed. That's bad enough for a hill farmer at the best of times, eating into wafer-thin profit margins on their small flocks, but this spring it could be disastrous - thousands of farmers are waiting for government payments they are owed from 2005, which are now nearly five months late. Graham has just got the thick pile of application forms for this year; they are late, and he has just over two weeks to fill in the 30-odd pages, although it is his busiest time of year. At his feet, one of the orphan lambs he's feeding is curled in a cat basket beside the Aga. That's modern farming for you: a nasty mix of paperwork and the sheer sweat of 70-plus hours a week for an annual income that won't edge beyond pounds 15,000 on Graham's kind of moorland tenant farm.  

Late subsidy payments are estimated to be costing farmers around pounds 10m a month in extra interest on debts to cover the bills. The government last week said it was negotiating with the European Union to extend the June 30 deadline for payment into October, such is the chaotic backlog. To help farmers cope with the prospect of up to another six months of delay, Margaret Beckett gave out pounds 100,000 to rural-support organisations offering counselling before she was reshuffled. Yes, counselling.  

To add to the chagrin of English farmers, their neighbours north of the border in Scotland or those in Wales received their payments without a hitch months ago. The system agreed in 2003 has gone smoothly across Europe; even Poland has paid its 1.5 million farmers on time. But not England.  

Beckett's reputation has miraculously escaped the battering inflicted on that of her former cabinet colleague Charles Clarke, but the grisly displays of incompetence at her erstwhile brief, the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), more than match those at the Home Office. David Miliband will have a huge task in his new job at Defra to unravel a monumental mess that bears all the hallmarks of New Labour's style of government: over-centralisation, inflated expectations of IT, ruthless job cuts, overpaid senior executives and ballooning numbers of temporary staff.  

The litany of mistakes beggars belief, and one thing underlies them all - hubris. An impatient ambition and a refusal to listen to anything they didn't want to hear is what led the politicians to insist that the benighted civil servants of the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) simultaneously implement three huge projects involving the distribution of pounds 1.5bn of public money.  

First, the single payment system is the biggest reform of agricultural subsidy in a generation, and its loose eligibility criteria led to a 50% increase in claimants to 120,000. Second, Accenture was brought in to set up a new centralised computer system designed to process applications without any manual involvement. Third, a euphemistically named "change programme" set a target of halving the staff and the number of regional offices in the RPA by 2006 as part of a complete reorganisation. This also involved a new mapping system that required farmers to account for every scrap of their land - including hedges, ditches, and woodland - down to the last tenth of a hectare (and even the size of manure dumps). Not one of these initiatives seems to have been properly piloted.  

Given that recipe for chaos, what happened next was no surprise - not to some senior civil servants within both Defra and the RPA. But their warnings went unheeded, and the message that went down the line to middle managers was, according to the Public and Commercial Services Union: "We will not tolerate being told you can't deliver." What almost all seem to agree on is that the RPA staff have been working hugely long hours (even Christmas Day) to sort things out; and given the draconian job cuts and site closures, they probably felt they had little choice.  

The fallout included the fact that the IT contract with Accenture doubled in cost pretty promptly (it is now running at pounds 37m) and it still isn't working - data has to be put in manually rather than scanned. To do that, there's been a scramble to hire agency staff - even sixth-formers have been roped in for evening work in the North Yorkshire town of Northallerton; there are now as many temporary as permanent staff in the RPA. Meanwhile, more than 60,000 applications have got snarled up in the new mapping system (fields have disappeared, then appeared in the wrong place and so on).  

One of the worst problems was that eligibility for the subsidy was drawn ridiculously widely, so that someone with as little as 0.2 hectares of agricultural land can claim. That pulled in anyone with a pony paddock or an orchard, not to mention the Newmarket horse breeders' multimillion-pound stables. Few of these applicants need the payment, and most depressingly, the payment probably amounts to less than the cost of processing the application. This was an issue Defra failed to predict, let alone ensure was avoided in the original EU negotiations. We've had butter mountains and wine lakes thanks to the common agricultural policy; now we've got a paperwork forest, a data jungle, thanks to the single payment system.  

So what do senior managers do in such crises? They mouth a meaningless Panglossian mantra: all will be well. That was what Johnston McNeill, the head of the RPA, told the National Farmers' Union on February 21, and within three weeks Beckett had sacked him (although he is still drawing his pounds 160,000 salary). He was replaced by Mark Addison, whose letter to "customers" on April 21 is a masterpiece of energetic-sounding waffle in which he promised to stop making payments in order to make partial payments - which may be recouped if they prove to be overestimates. You couldn't make it up.  

The intriguing thing is how the politicians have got off so lightly. Beckett gets promoted to foreign secretary, leaving all the mess behind. Lord Bill Bach breezily assured the Defra select committee that no "viable" business would fail because of late payment, and that the increases in interest on bank overdrafts were a fraction of total debt. Beckett was lucky: she was able to bury her bad news beneath the travails of Charles Clarke and Patricia Hewitt; and she benefited from the pervasive lack of sympathy and interest in urban England for farmers, or indeed anything rural.  

The fiasco at the RPA has attracted a fraction of the attention it warrants. It is another unedifying chapter in the ongoing collapse of English farming that urban England will suddenly wake up to and find gone, taking a familiar landscape, and a low-air-miles food supply, with it. It is also a textbook case of how politicians and Whitehall, seduced by the dream of total microscopic control on their computer screens, fell in love with management theory - the snake oil of consultants - and used taxpayers' money to impose their fantasy solutions on long-suffering civil servants and farmers.  

The twilight of Tony Blair is haunted by devolution and other bright ideas  

Publication date: 8 May 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

SIR - The new Foreign Secretary, Margaret Beckett, was Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural affairs for five years, and only recently called for a review of the Rural Payments Agency. One of the terms of reference was: "What should a first-class payments agency look like?'' What hope is there now for the country's security in foreign affairs?  

Sir Jeremy Bagge  

King's Lynn, Norfolk  

The Yorkshire moors is the place to learn about our new foreign secretary: Under Margaret Beckett, farmers have been the victims of incompetence to match anything at the Home Office  

Madeleine Bunting  

Publication date: 8 May 2006

Source: The Guardian
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Late subsidy payments are estimated to be costing farmers around pounds 10m a month in extra interest on debts to cover the bills. The government last week said it was negotiating with the European Union to extend the June 30 deadline for payment into October, such is the chaotic backlog. To help farmers cope with the prospect of up to another six months of delay, Margaret Beckett gave out pounds 100,000 to rural-support organisations offering counselling before she was reshuffled. Yes, counselling.  

To add to the chagrin of English farmers, their neighbours north of the border in Scotland or those in Wales received their payments without a hitch months ago. The system agreed in 2003 has gone smoothly across Europe; even Poland has paid its 1.5 million farmers on time. But not England.  

Beckett's reputation has miraculously escaped the battering inflicted on that of her former cabinet colleague Charles Clarke, but the grisly displays of incompetence at her erstwhile brief, the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), more than match those at the Home Office. David Miliband will have a huge task in his new job at Defra to unravel a monumental mess that bears all the hallmarks of New Labour's style of government: over-centralisation, inflated expectations of IT, ruthless job cuts, overpaid senior executives and ballooning numbers of temporary staff.  
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First, the single payment system is the biggest reform of agricultural subsidy in a generation, and its loose eligibility criteria led to a 50% increase in claimants to 120,000. Second, Accenture was brought in to set up a new centralised computer system designed to process applications without any manual involvement. Third, a euphemistically named "change programme" set a target of halving the staff and the number of regional offices in the RPA by 2006 as part of a complete reorganisation. This also involved a new mapping system that required farmers to account for every scrap of their land - including hedges, ditches, and woodland - down to the last tenth of a hectare (and even the size of manure dumps). Not one of these initiatives seems to have been properly piloted.  

Given that recipe for chaos, what happened next was no surprise - not to some senior civil servants within both Defra and the RPA. But their warnings went unheeded, and the message that went down the line to middle managers was, according to the Public and Commercial Services Union: "We will not tolerate being told you can't deliver." What almost all seem to agree on is that the RPA staff have been working hugely long hours (even Christmas Day) to sort things out; and given the draconian job cuts and site closures, they probably felt they had little choice.  

The fallout included the fact that the IT contract with Accenture doubled in cost pretty promptly (it is now running at pounds 37m) and it still isn't working - data has to be put in manually rather than scanned. To do that, there's been a scramble to hire agency staff - even sixth-formers have been roped in for evening work in the North Yorkshire town of Northallerton; there are now as many temporary as permanent staff in the RPA. Meanwhile, more than 60,000 applications have got snarled up in the new mapping system (fields have disappeared, then appeared in the wrong place and so on).  
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Have your say at commentisfree.co.uk/madeleine-bunting m.bunting@guardian.co.uk  

Blair turns to Beckett, a safe pair of hands  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  

Publication date: 6 May 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

IT IS a measure of the difficulties Tony Blair feels his administration to be in that he has made Margaret Beckett Britain's first female foreign secretary.  

In Labour's collective mind, Mrs Beckett is associated with one of the party's darkest hours, when despite a major setback, adversity was overcome and a successful future built.  

That was when John Smith died suddenly in 1994, leaving her, his deputy, to become the first female leader of her party.  

Suggestions that Labour was collapsing into a hell of factional fighting just as it was creeping forward in the polls were rebuffed almost daily by her no-nonsense tones on the BBC Today programme.  

As a minister, Mrs Beckett has been decent, scrupulous and unflashy to the point of tedium.  

Yet therein lies her skill. It is not her style to risk the negotiation for the sake of an epigram. Her skills are defensive rather than visionary, based on preparation not egotistical display.  

Yet she can do adversarial when she wants to.  

Privately she called the department of which she was the first secretary of state "Deathra'', for the career-ending disasters it is capable of producing at the drop of a hat. But she was almost never there when Defra loused up.  

She was strangely absent when one of her juniors published the deeply divisive Hunting Bill, or when another answered for the way she had messed up the manner in which the Rural Payments Agency was going to pay farmers their subsidies.  

However, she was always on hand to support some vapid initiative on climate change. Many attribute the judgment, and invisibility, she displays at such times to the fact that Mrs Beckett, 63, is not actually one person at all: she is two.  

Leo, her 79-year-old husband - and, famously, caravanning companion - nominally runs her House of Commons office but actually he is rather more than that. Able to string together whole sentences of jovial platitudes when sharing a drink with journalists without giving much away, Leo's skills resemble Denis Thatcher's.  

As ambassadors for their country, the Becketts could prove formidable - they have certainly shown a liking for foreign travel in the environment post. Mrs Beckett once famously asked for all business for the next two months to be submitted to her early because they were going to be out of the country.  

Unlike ministers with larger egos, the Becketts will travel out a day early to a big do such as the Johannesburg summit, to figure out the lie of the land and get over the flight. Resolutely old-fashioned, Leo pays his own way, even when it is first class.  

Despite "Ma Beckett's'' caution, she deserves some laurels for her part as chief negotiator in the 2002 CAP reforms - a softly, softly approach to a mid-term settlement, which turned into a more radical reform than many expected.  

Her part in the Johannesburg summit and the Montreal talks on climate change last year should similarly be judged by the outcome.  

She will be glad to have escaped the farmers, just before the National Farmers Union is to start baying for her head because of the fiasco over their payments.  

It will be interesting to see if her successor is as adroit at evading their ire.  

Reply Letters and emails: Human cost of farm payment delays  

Peter Griffith  

Publication date: 2 May 2006

Source: The Guardian

You were right to question why the bill from Accenture doubled without query from either Defra or the Regional Payment Agency (Leaders, April 28). The National Audit Office will investigate what went wrong with the Rural Payments Agency and the single payment scheme in England: why the agency experienced difficulties in making payments, the impact on the farming sector, and what has been done to remedy matters.  

But in part the fault lies with Defra for failing to realise the new system would introduce a raft of new claims: 120,000 claims for the single farm payment have been made, yet there are only 68,000 farm holdings over 20 hectares within England. This is the recognised minimum hectarage to sustain some form of farm income. There are probably only 45,000 farmers in England who rely on farming as their main source of income. These are the people who have not been paid and are now suffering. There is now the highest ever on-farm debt - exceeding pounds 10bn - which is affecting all sectors of the agricultural and rural sector.  

These are not farm subsidies, these are payments to maintain farmland in good agricultural and environmental condition, and thereby preserve the inherent characteristic of the English countryside. These are down-payments for the maintenance of the health of our regional environment. To date the RPA has been paying the wrong people; 40% of the claimants paid with 30% of the total subsidy shows these are not the main players. A survey of farmers, carried out by Farming Online, shows that to date only 17% have received this payment. England is the only country within the EU that has failed to pay its primary food producers to protect the environment. This is causing unnecessary hardship throughout the rural economy.  

Peter Griffith  

Director, Farming Online  

Leading article: Future of farming: A cold spring on the land  

Publication date: 28 April 2006

Source: The Guardian
Farmers tend not to be Labour voters and there is scant sympathy around Westminster for their plight. This is shortsighted. If the food revolution for which this newspaper has called in reports this week is to happen, it must be led by Britain's farmers, many already operating at the very margin of viability. The average annual income of a full-time farmer last year was pounds 12,500. For many small family farms, often on marginal land, life is harder. This spring, they are having to cope not just with familiar pressures, such as the weather and low-paying supermarkets, but a disgraceful additional challenge inflicted by central government: a chaotic new system of farm subsidies.  

This is now so far behind its own schedule that the government is likely to be fined by the EU. That will bring little cheer, however, to farmers suffering a cashflow crisis, some now being tipped over into bankruptcy. The guilty party is the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, which was rightly enthusiastic about the transfer of European farm subsidies from production to sustainablility, but which decided to introduce the new scheme at full tilt through a complex hybrid taper of the old scheme and the new. The scheme involved a completely redrawn land register. No initial sampling was done, so it came as an unpleasant surprise to find it generated 10 times as many changes to information as had been expected. The cost of the contract with Accenture - whose boss has been one of the casualties of the peerages scandal - doubled without questions being asked. Last month, the boss of the Rural Payments Agency was sacked.  

The cross-party Defra select committee has already produced one damning report using language almost unprecedented in documents often soporifically anodyne. So far payments have reached only two in five farmers, and the amount paid is out is not even a third of the pounds 1bn total. Margaret Beckett, the secretary of state, admits this is unacceptable and has authorised interim payments. The farmers' union is demanding her head. The more likely scapegoat will be Lord Bach, who stands accused of a complacent disregard of the mounting problems. That would be the easy option. The department, created in the wake of the foot-and-mouth crisis, has a huge agenda, ranging from bird flu to climate change. It is too unwieldy. The environment brief is too important to be tainted by the mishandling of rural affairs, and rural affairs are too important to be submerged by environment. Meanwhile, farmers are begging their banks for the funds to survive.  

Farmers may have to wait till autumn for Euro payouts  

By Charles Clover and Brendan Carlin  

Publication date: 28 April 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

ENGLISH farmers may not now receive full payment of their European Union subsidies until mid-October, it emerged yesterday.  

Margaret Beckett, the Environment Secretary, has formally applied to the European Commission to extend the payment deadline for single farm payments to Oct 15 to avoid paying fines to Brussels.  

Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel told members of the European Parliament's Agriculture Committee that she was "examining this request''.  

Britain starts paying fines to the EU after June 30 on any money not paid by then as a result of the slow processing of claims in England by the Rural Payments Agency.  

Lord Bach, the rural affairs minister, has said he hopes to make either full payments or substantial partial payments - expected to be 80 per cent - to claimants by the end of June.  

James Paice, the Conservative rural affairs spokesman, said the extension request meant that some farmers might not now get all their subsidies until mid-October. ''The fact that Mrs Beckett has applied for this means she expects that it could take that long,'' said Mr Paice.  

He said that even if all the money was paid by the end of July, the EU would impose a fine of pounds 20 million for the delays. He also said it was "disgraceful'' that the Environment Secretary had made the request on April 12 but made no mention of it in subsequent statements to the Commons. Only pounds 432 million out of pounds 1.6 billion had been paid out by Tuesday.  

Defra claimed that amounted to 44 per cent of eligible claimants who had received the new-style single farm payments.  

In a sign of growing anger, the National Farmers' Union has a standing resolution that it will call on Mrs Beckett to resign if the payments are not paid in full by June 30.  

Neil Parish, the Tory Euro-MP for the South-West of England, said last night: "How on earth can our farmers be expected to remain economically viable if they are not paid until October?''  

A Defra spokesman said: "It is only prudent that the UK seeks an extension to the latest possible point that the Commission might consider to help avoid penalties which would fall on the UK taxpayer.''  

Delay in farm payments;Letter  

Publication date: 28 April 2006

Source: The Times

Sir, The effect of the delay in the single farm payment to farmers in England is perhaps more wide-reaching than has been appreciated. Ministers are in talks with the main banks asking that they be supportive towards farmers who are struggling as a result of the delays. Quarterly bank interest was due at the end of last month, which will have worsened the indebtedness of the industry.  

It is apposite that figures were announced on March 28 showing farm debt going through the Pounds 10 billion barrier for the first time and on the same date this Government owed the industry Pounds 1.4 billion in delayed single farm payments, the "bulk"' of which it had said would be paid by this time.  

In many cases where farmers have reached their borrowing limit, they are having to ask their suppliers for extended credit on their outstanding bills. Farmers also run the risk of losing their tenancy if rent is delayed to the landlord; in most tenancies this was due on March 25 and normal payments of PAYE and VAT will have to continue both by farmers and the ancillary industry with no deferral allowed without penalty.  

The supply industry is faced with the dilemma of needing to support its farming customers through this appalling mess while also appeasing its own bank and creditors.  

This industry is attempting to adapt to the new era of unsupported markets and low commodity prices and this requires careful and detailed budgeting. The industry kept its side of the bargain by completing the forms on time and making the environmental commitments; this Government has failed to honour its side and the cost to this struggling industry will be high.  

We urge the Government to make the intended interim payments to farmers at a high percentage and as soon as possible. The historic data is available and that could be used as the basis for such payments to the farms most disadvantaged by the Rural Payments Agency's failure to meet the target payment dates.  

ANDREW CHRISTIE-MILLER Chairman, Grainfarmers plc  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Country diary  

By Robin Page  

Publication date: 22 April 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

Do Bob and Tony read The Daily Telegraph? When I write Bob and Tony I mean, of course, those great humanitarians Bob Geldof, the Boomtown Rat, and our leader, Tony Blair. I want them to explain to me exactly what they mean by "make poverty history''.  

The reason I ask is simple. At the moment British farmers are receiving pounds 72 a ton for milling wheat (bread wheat) and, if I understand Bob and Tony correctly, British farmers are considered to be rich. But not as rich as New Zealand farmers are, it would seem, who are currently getting pounds 110 per ton.  

So how are farmers in the developing world getting on? Well, the going rate in Kenya for a ton of Kenyan-grown wheat is pounds 151. No wonder wheat is looking increasingly attractive to the Masai, many of whom now think that combine harvesters charging across the plains are a far better financial proposition than migrating wildebeest. This also explains why wheat fields are forming an ever-tightening noose around the Masai Mara game reserve.  

People whose incomes do not depend on the world market - accountants, solicitors, pop singers and prime ministers - are now telling farmers they should not get subsidies; instead they should become "more efficient'' as they trade on the world market.  

Yet most people in the world seem to be getting better prices than us. British farmers receive pounds 67 a ton for livestock-feed wheat. The world price is pounds 78. British farmers receive pounds 72 per ton for milling wheat. The world price is pounds 101.  

There are even more interesting facts available. Where does British milling wheat go once it has been harvested? The obvious answer is into bread, cereals and biscuits. So, in a packet of wheat breakfast cereal costing pounds 1.50, how much does the farmer get for his wheat? Answer: 5p. What about the remaining pounds 1.45? If wheat was making pounds 90 per ton, a figure that would do away with the need for subsidy (the dreaded Single Farm Payment), the amount to the farmer per packet would be 6.75p. So who is making and taking all the money?  

Tales from livestock farmers are just as bad and go to show why British farmers need their Single Farm Payment (SFP). The money most of them receive for their produce is simply not enough to live on. I would rather the supermarkets paid a fair price for their food, but sadly in Britain there is no longer a "free market'', just a few monopoly buyers. Until a proper market returns, we will all have to depend on our subsidies.  

But the next question to Bob and Tony, as they "make poverty history'', is: what about our Single Farm Payment? It was promised in early March, but has still not turned up. The Scots and Welsh have received theirs; in England there is just a mass of red tape and delay. As a result, many farmers have a choice: go broke or increase your borrowing.  

The SFP, as chosen by Margaret Beckett, is the most complicated system of administering Common Agricultural Policy money in Europe. Friends completed all my Defra forms, as I did not understand a word of them. Astonishingly, too, the payments are based on land ownership in the years 2000, 2001 and 2002. This means that there are people no longer farming, who do not even live in England or own land, who will receive money. How barmy is that?  

Some time ago, the Countryside Restoration Trust (CRT) bought some land from Cambridgeshire County Council. Incredibly, the County Council will now get the SFP and not the CRT's tenant, Tim Scott, who needs it. Elsewhere, because Scott has taken about 30 acres out of production as a contribution to wildlife-friendly farming, he has been penalised on those 30 acres and will receive no SFP. Prairie farmers who cultivate every square inch of their land will get the full amount.  

The money was promised, according to Defra's own newspaper, Farm Link, in early March. Because of the chaos, the head of the Rural Payments Agency has been suspended. The average farm income is just pounds 16,000 per year.  

The woman who is in overall charge of farming in Britain receives a salary of pounds 74,902 plus expenses of pounds 69,757. She has three residences and, of course, a caravan. Surely, after this latest shambles, Margaret Beckett should be sacked.  
Farmers to receive subsidy stop-gap NEWS DIGEST.  

By FIONA HARVEY  

Publication date: 20 April 2006

Source: Financial Times

Farmers are to receive interim payments from the government because their full subsidies have been delayed owing to serious problems at the government agency involved.  

Margaret Beckett, the environment secretary, was forced to admit to the Commons yesterday that many farmers would probably have to wait for full subsidies, amounting to Pounds 1.6bn, until after the June 30 European Union deadline.  

Farmers are likely to receive up to 80 per cent of their total claim before then as an interim payment, although it is not yet known when these will be made. About 60 per cent of the 120,000 claimant farmers in England are still waiting for payment. However, farmers in other regions have been paid. The move to interim payments is designed to relieve some of the pressure on farmers, who were told last year they would be paid by the end of March. Many have been forced into increasing debt by the delay, which has been caused by computer problems at the Rural Payments Agency.  

Many farmers have not received a subsidy payment since the autumn of 2004. Subsidies often make the difference between profit and loss for farmers.This is the first year of a new subsidy regime under which 11-year-old subsidies have been scrapped in favour of a single payment. Fiona Harvey  

Auditors step in over unpaid farm subsidies  

Helen Nugent  

Publication date: 19 April 2006

Source: The Times

AN INVESTIGATION into the Government's failure to pay subsidies to English farmers on time, leaving tens of thousands of agricultural workers struggling to settle bills, has been started by the National Audit Office.  

About 75,000 farmers and growers are paying Pounds 13 million a week in interest on overdrafts and loans.  

The Government had promised 96 per cent of the Pounds 1.6 billion subsidies would be made by March 31. But the latest figures from the Rural Payments Agency, part of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and responsible for paying farmers on behalf of the European Commission, show that only Pounds 358 million has been sent out.  

The agency blames the complexity of the single-payment system, which replaced 11 separate payment regimes. It says that increased take-up of the new subsidies and the late implementation of legislation also hampered progress.  

Farmers are urging the Government to make interim payments, emphasising the knock-on effect on the wider rural economy.  

Richard Betton, 51, of Middleton-in-Teesdale, Co Durham, has been a hill farmer for 33 years and is owed Pounds 25,000 in unpaid subsidies. He said: "Bills are coming in, but there is not a lot to pay them with."  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Down on the farm;Letter  

Publication date: 17 April 2006

Source: The Times

Sir, More than 70,000 farmers are expecting payment for their Single Farm Payment (SFP) claims which are processed by Defra and the Rural Payments Agency (RPA).  

According to the organisation Farming Online, on April 11, only 46,389 of the validated claims had been paid, which had been promised in February and again in March.  

If this were any other industry, people would be up in arms. Farmers themselves have not been demonstrating because they do not have the energy or the capital to do so.  

Margaret Beckett chose to use a method to orchestrate SFP that is far too complicated. Interim payments should be made to help farmers while the RPA sorts itself out.  

Our problem is that of not only the non-payment of SFP but of Entry Level Stewardship. This payment was promised to us by the RPS by March 1 and yet still the money has not arrived. My parents have spoken to John Adams, the chief executive of the RDS, and not even he can promise us our money in the foreseeble future. When the chief executive of the RDS does not know what else to do to speed this payment up, how can anyone have any faith in Defra?  

LAURA CARR (15)  

Jordan Castle Farm  

Wellow, Notts  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Taxpayers face big bill for farm chaos NHS in crisis 7,600 Job losses so far   

By Charles Clover Environment Editor   

Publication date: 12 April 2006
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THE taxpayer is facing a potential bill of hundreds of millions of pounds because of the Government's failure to pay English farmers their subsidies on time.   

The delay, which is costing farmers pounds 13 million a week in interest, has been compared with the foot and mouth crisis in terms of misery caused, but the Government has now admitted that taxpayers could effectively end up paying twice.   

Yesterday Mark Addison, the senior civil servant brought in to sort out the mess at the Rural Payments Agency, told farmers that the agency "could not be as confident as it would have liked'' that it would complete payments by the June 30 deadline, after which European Union fines take effect.   

The ruling council of the National Farmers' Union has warned Margaret Beckett, the Environment Secretary, that it will demand her resignation if the 120,000 payments are not made by June 30.   

Mr Addison, a former acting permanent secretary of the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, admitted that "large sums of public money'' were at stake.   

After the seven-month "window'' established by the EU closes, one per cent a day of the outstanding payments has to come from the Treasury. After three months, all of it will have to.   

By yesterday morning, only a fifth of the pounds 1.6 billion owed to English farmers had been paid because of the crisis caused at the RPA by the complicated way ministers chose to administer the payment in England. Mr Addison told farmers that contingency plans were being drawn up to make "part payments'' which would be topped up later, but even that would take weeks, as the system needed to be set up.   

He apologised and said he understood the great difficulties the delays were creating for businesses and families.   

After the meeting with Mr Addison, Peter Kendall, the NFU president, said he believed that the crisis would drag on until the autumn.   

"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,'' he said. "So it is she who has the responsibility for sorting out this appalling mess.''   

Mr Kendall said the debate among his council, which followed the NFU's meeting with Mr Addison, was "a reflection of the anger and frustration, verging in some cases on desperation, that farmers have been expressing at the complete fiasco, from conception to delivery, that the single payment scheme in England has become''. NFU officials said the crisis could now cost "tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of pounds''.   

Defra said: "Protection of taxpayers' money is a top priority. Ministers remain focused on getting the payments out as quickly as legally possible.   

"They have sanctioned the Rural Payments Agency to develop a partial payments system to use if a further increase in the rate of payments is not achievable.'   

Beckett's deadline  

Publication date: 12 April 2006
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The single farm payment was supposed to simplify matters. "Decoupling'' subsidies from production was supposed to ensure that farmers received an income appropriate to their farms. In fact, the new system has degenerated into a bog of complications. Only 22 per cent of the total subsidy has been paid, two weeks after the deadline at which full payment had been promised.  

The National Farmers' Union, as befits an organisation representing an industry that is reliant on state support, is generally rather supine towards the Government. But now the tap of taxpayers' cash has become blocked, and the new NFU president, Peter Kendall, is demanding that, unless all payments are made by June 30, Margaret Beckett, the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Secretary, must be sacked.  

June 30 is the European Union deadline for making payments (our farmers are paid under EU rules and out of EU budgets, albeit that British taxpayers pay more into the common pot than our farmers get out of it). After that date, the rules state that the Government must make good some of the unpaid subsidy, so that we will in effect pay twice. The outcome of government bungling, therefore, will not just be financial anxiety - in some cases disaster - for hard-pressed farmers, but also an unnecessary bill running into tens of millions of pounds for taxpayers.  

Mrs Beckett has already sacked the chief executive of the Rural Payments Agency, the quango responsible for processing payments. And we do not hold out much hope for the survival of Lord Bach, the Defra minister with the farming brief. But it was Mrs Beckett who agreed the complicated rules under which the RPA has been labouring - rules that Scotland, Wales and Ireland did without: they have therefore made payments on time. The Prime Minister must give her until June 30. If she misses the deadline, she must go.  

Banks in pledge to aid farms awaiting subsidies.   

By FIONA HARVEY   

Publication date: 4 April 2006

Source: Financial Times

Leading banks have promised farmers that "no viable business" will be refused financial support in the crisis caused by delayed payments of agricultural subsidies.   

At the end of last week, the government met the banks to ask for their help in lending money to farmers, three-quarters of whom have been left without their subsidy payments after a series of problems at the government agency responsible.   

Farmers have warned the government that they are at breaking point.   

George Dunn, chief executive of the Tenant Farmers Association, said of his members: "They are up to the limits on their overdrafts, and beyond, they are borrowing money from family members, they are getting their supplies on credit.   

"Everywhere you look people are heavily borrowed. If this continues, you are going to see pressure on individuals to declare themselves insolvent."   

The extra interest, fees and penalties paid by farmers could amount to Pounds 25m to the end of March, according to Euryn Jones, head of agricultural policy at Barclays.   

About 90,000 farmers are still awaiting the payment of their subsidies, totalling Pounds 1.6bn, which had been promised for March, after IT failures at the Rural Payments Agency.   

The government is still unable to say when subsidy payments will be made. This is the first year of the new scheme, following the scrapping of 11 subsidies in favour of a single payment.   

The Rural Payments Agency said the delay was caused by the complexity of replacing the old subsidy system. It said the contract with Accenture for its IT programme was signed in January 2003, before full details of the reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy were known.   

The European Union published its guidelines in April 2004 after a delay of several months, then revised them significantly that October. This meant the computer systems had to be redesigned, doubling the cost from Pounds 18m to Pounds 37m.   

The Rural Payments Agency stepped up its payment rate last week, making payments of Pounds 119m, in contrast to the Pounds 87m paid in the previous month.   

Nearly 30,000 farmers have now received their subsidies, but the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs said it was uncertain whether this rate could be sustained. The problem only affects England as most subsidies in Scotland and Wales have already been paid.   

The average farmer is already producing food at a loss, says Deloitte.   

Richard Betton, a hill farmer in County Durham, said the delay was causing "no end of hardship".   

"I am angry and annoyed. We are borrowing a lot more money than we were in the past and the banks charge fees and interest," he said. "This is a monumental dis-aster and it was quiteavoidable."   

Difficulties with Defra  

Publication date: 3 April 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

SIR - I can offer an explanation for the problems with the Rural Payments Agency. I have a single holding of some 600 acres in Gloucestershire, all arable, with no livestock. I have been allotted four separate numbers for my single holding, an SBI number, an IACS number, vendor number and my original national holding number.  

In the past year, I have had to correspond with Defra offices in Worcester, Exeter, Bristol, Newcastle, Reading, Leicester and London. Last week, I tried to phone Defra, and after some 30 minutes of being passed from one automated answer to another I finally spoke to a person. He admitted that he had no idea when I would receive the payment due; neither could he provide any estimate. He was based in Northallerton.  

The problem is obvious, the solution less so.  

Michael Parry  

Cheltenham, Glos  

Defra sits on farmers' cash  

By Christopher Booker  
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The Rural Payments Agency has made such a shambles of handing out EU subsidies - worth more than pounds 1 billion - to English farmers that the agency's Northallerton office has had to recruit dozens of sixth-formers from the local comprehensive to come in, between six and nine each evening, to help sort out the mess.  

This is easily the worst administrative fiasco the Government has created in farming since the foot and mouth epidemic in 2001. Farmers submitted their application forms, under the EU's new Single Farm Payment scheme, 11 months ago. However, thanks to the unique complexities of the system devised for England by Margaret Beckett, and the collapse of the computer system devised by Accenture (the same company that is responsible for the chaos engulfing a pounds 6 billion computer system for the NHS), the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has sitting on the money for months. Meanwhile farmers hav been paying an additional pounds 13 million a month in interest on what they borrow to make up the shortfall.  

When it became obvious that payments may not be forthcoming until midsummer, Mrs Beckett suspended Johnston McNeill as head of the RPA (he continues to draw his pounds 160,000 a year salary). Meanwhile, the real architect of this disaster, Mrs Beckett herself, remains unscathed.  

pounds 225,000 salary of man at centre of row over farm pay-outs   

By Charles Clover Environment Editor   

Publication date: 1 April 2006

Source: The Daily Telegraph

THE executive responsible for information technology at the troubled Rural Payments Agency, which has failed to pay most English farmers their subsidy cheques on time, is drawing a salary of more than pounds 225,000 a year.   

Alan McDermott, the agency's information systems director, draws a salary larger than Tony Blair, who earns pounds 183,932, and pounds 100,000 more than the agency's chief executive, Johnson McNeill, who was relieved of his job two weeks ago.   

Mr McDermott joined the agency as information systems director in August 2001, having been Group IT director at Group 4. The agency said yesterday that it had hired Mr McDermott at market rates within a competitive and specialist IT market and because he was not an established civil servant he had to pay for his own pension.   

The disclosure of Mr McDermott's salary provoked intense criticism yesterday and renewed calls for the resignation of the minister responsible, Lord Bach.   

Lord Bach told the Lords on Thursday that the present problem was in the number of discrepancies between the computer mapping of farms by the agency and what farmers believed was the accurate picture of their holdings.   

Only 13 per cent of the pounds 1.6 billion payments due had been paid by the end of last month, the deadline given by ministers for 96 per cent of all single farm payments.   

Scotland and Wales, which worked out payments on a simpler, historical basis, have paid 90 per cent of their farmers. Sweden, which chose a hybrid system, similar to England's, had paid 90 per cent of its farmers by Jan 2.   

Defra ministers refuse to confirm that they will be able to pay farmers by the end of June, after which Britain will be in breach of European law.   

Anthony Gibson, of the National Farmers' Union, said: "We are calling for an independent inquiry on this whole fiasco. We would expect the performance and remuneration of senior staff of the agency, where relevant, to be included in the scope of this investigation.''   

Lady Mar, a crossbencher, said: "This is an astonishing amount of money for someone working within an area of the civil service to be earning, especially when his colleagues are from the civil service.''   

A spokesman for the Rural Payments Agency said: "The recent announcement concerning the performance of the agency in making single farm payments reflected the size and complexity of implementing the biggest change in CAP reform in over 30 years.   

"The customer base increased by 50 per cent to 120,000 and land-mapping work involved increased by over 1,000 per cent. So it is generally acknowledged to be a complex problem of which the IT aspect is only a part.''   

An unsustainable policy for farmers  
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Last year, Lord Bach, the "minister for sustainable farming and food'', said that all payments due to English farmers under the Common Agricultural Policy would be made by the end of March. In January this "all'' was altered to "most''. In the event, only 13 per cent of payments have been made. Meanwhile, 90 per cent of Welsh and Scottish farmers, who enjoy a different administration, have received their money.  

Yesterday, it emerged that a director of the Rural Payments Agency has enjoyed an annual salary since 2001 of more than pounds 225,000 - larger than the Prime Minister's. Yet Defra is still unable to say when the final farm payments will be made. As the National Farmers' Union has calculated, at the current rate it would take until the end of June for the job to be done - which according to the rules governing the CAP is the far limit of legality. If this deadline is missed, there is a risk that some farmers will not be paid at all.  

The problem is partly technical. In January, the old production-based subsidy system, channelled through a variety of grants, ended, and the single farm payment, based on the amount of land under cultivation, was introduced. A simplification, to be sure - but that was before officials had been put in charge of its implementation. It emerges that the maps used by Accenture, the consultants hired to oversee the transition, did not tally with the facts on the ground: but it was only yesterday that Lord Bach authorised civil servants to make direct contact with the farmers whose demesnes they are delineating.  

For the sake of English farmers it is of the utmost urgency that payments are made as soon as possible; there is also a strong case for compensation for those farmers who have taken out loans to cover the delay.  

But there is more at issue than administrative mess. For years, farmers have acquiesced in the Common Agricultural Policy, believing that a European system which, however mismanaged, is at least biased in favour of farmers would be better than a British system biased in favour of urbanites. Now it is dawning on them that almost any system would be better than the CAP. British farms are large and efficient, and we are net importers of food: this means that we get less in subsidies and that our CAP contributions go to support our competitors.  

Ministers have ordered a "fundamental review'' of the Rural Payments Agency. A really fundamental review would consider why we are in the CAP at all.  

Farms cash crisis  
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SIR - The latest "forecast'' for settlement of Single Farm Payments is probably the end of June, but on the past record of broken promises by Defra, July or August seems more realistic.  

It now transpires that other payments are delayed too, such as the Hill Farm Allowance due for thousands of upland farmers and the new Environmental Scheme payments. Failure to meet the EU payment deadline of June 30 will mean a European fine, which once again will be down to taxpayers, who seem increasingly to be subsidising utterly incompetent government departments and their ministers.  

The latest Rural Payments Agency fiasco has already cost pounds 18 million - double the original estimate - and one is left wondering if, yet again, the IT system is not up to the job.  

Suzanne Greenhill  

Cockermounth, Cumbria  

Commons sketch Something nasty in the woodshed? Not at all . . . it's just Margaret Beckett  

BY Andrew Gimson  
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MARGARET Beckett is tougher than the roughest, gloomiest, most recalcitrant and self-pitying inhabitant of Cold Comfort Farm.  

The trouble down at the farm used to be something nasty in the woodshed, but nowadays it is the non-appearance of the cheque from the Rural Payments Agency.  

Honest folk, including honest farmers, might suppose that Mrs Beckett, with her grand title of Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, bore some sort of responsibility for the administrative disaster that means that the cheques have not appeared.  

But Mrs Beckett did not get where she is today by allowing herself to take the blame for the failure by hapless bureaucrats to master the absurd and highly complicated system presented to them by her department.  

Mrs Beckett started by telling the House: "I deeply regret that this unacceptable situation has arisen.'' She sounded as if she was regretting something over which she had absolutely no control, such as the cold weather in March.  

The minister generously added that she would "avoid making matters still worse in the future'' by giving any indication of when the chaos in the Rural Payments Agency would be sorted out.  

James Paice, from the Tory front bench, pointed out that only six days ago farmers received a "newspaper'' from Mrs Beckett's department that assured them that the payments would be made on time. Mr Paice said Lord Bach, the junior minister who was supposed to deal with agriculture, "has lost all credibility in the industry for which he is responsible and should go''.  

Mrs Beckett admitted that she was "embarrassed by the issue of the newsletter'', but she said it in the least embarrassed tone imaginable.  

Mark Pritchard (C, The Wrekin) asked the minister what he should tell farmers in Shropshire if they asked him about the doctrine of ministerial responsibility. Mrs Beckett replied that "a bold move was made in the 1980s'', namely the setting up of agencies.  

This shameless attempt to shift the blame to another Margaret - Thatcher - did not go unchallenged. Keith Simpson (C, Mid-Norfolk) accused Mrs Beckett of sloughing off "any ministerial responsibility'' and asked: "Where does the buck stop?'' The answer is that the buck has so far stopped with the head of the Rural Payments Agency, who has been sacked. As Mrs Beckett put it, "I am taking responsibility and that is why I removed the chief executive.''  

We could not help admiring the sang-froid with which Mrs Beckett stood up for herself: like Lady Thatcher, she is a politician who neither asks for nor requires any favours on account of her sex. But her doctrine that ministers are not responsible for agencies seems to conflict with her power to remove the chief executive.  

The delay with the cheques seems in part to have been caused by a rush of new applications from landowners not previously in receipt of any agricultural subsidies. One can get money just for owning a paddock or a bramble patch. It is a ludicrous situation, but we would like to emphasise that Mrs Beckett is not to blame.  

Farm payments  
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SIR - I am a small farmer and thankful that I do not have to rely on agriculture to make ends meet. I am also a county and a district councillor in Dorset and, as such, aware of local hardship.  

English farmers have been owed money since November and almost all have had nothing. The head of the Rural Payments Agency was sacked last week, but this is of little comfort to those farmers in desperate financial straits because of the callous incompetence of Margaret Beckett and Defra in their handling of Single Farm Payments.  

Farmers in Scotland and Wales were paid last autumn, but many English farmers and associated businesses must be close to the point of financial collapse. My farm secretary attended a meeting with more than 100 others and only one had a client who had been paid. The whole system is in chaos and there seems no realistic prospect of payment in the near future.  

Lady Day is fast approaching, when farm rental payments come due. The money is in government hands and is, no doubt, accruing interest while farmers and their suppliers pay loan charges and, in some cases, face insolvency.  

Here is yet another example of criminal incompetence and callous indifference to the plight of those who live and work in the country. Such indifference to the wellbeing of this hard-pressed minority has become a hallmark of our current administration.  

Angus Campbell  

Blandford, Dorset  

Farmers face debt crisis as agency fails to pay out Pounds 3bn  

Valerie Elliott, Countryside Editor  
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AT LEAST 100,000 farmers are facing financial hardship and mounting debt after chaos and bungling at the Rural Payments Agency, which has failed to issue Pounds 3 billion in farm payments to the rural economy.  

The system is in such disarray that Margaret Beckett, the Rural Affairs Secretary, announced yesterday that she had dismissed the agency's chief executive.  

She was told on Tuesday that the agency was unable to cope with the new system of payments after assuring farmers that most of the money would be in bank accounts by the end of this month.  

Mrs Beckett and Lord Bach,the Farming Minister, are angry and embarrassed at the scale of the muddle presided over by Johnston McNeill, whose salary topped Pounds 100,000 a year.  

He told them that it would be impossible to pay farmers before April. They also learnt that only 8,500 cheques had been sent out to the 120,000 eligible farmers.  

Ministers are now anxious to get the cash to farmers as soon as possible. This is the first time that they will be paid for greener farming methods after reform of the Common Agriculture Policy.  

The situation is exacerbated by some banks refusing to extend overdrafts to farmers. A number are selling cattle to help their cash flow and taking part time jobs.  

Farmers in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland received their money before Christmas. But in England there have been problems over the mapping of farms, the type of land and the animals kept.  

Mark Addison, a senior official at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, has been sent in to unravel the mess at the Reading-based agency, which was set up six years ago. He has been given five days to advise ministers on how best to sort out the chaos and to head off the farmers' financial crisis.  

Mrs Beckett, in a statement to MPs, did not attempt to conceal her fury with Mr McNeill. She called for "urgent action" over the administration of farm payments, which she described as "an unacceptable situation". She added: "Urgent action is needed to strengthen the leadership of the agency."  

Leaders of the Country Land and Business Association and the National Farmers' Union will meet Lord Bach early next week to try to thrash out an emergency rescue package for farmers.  

Mr McNeill was unavilable for comment yesterday and was said to be considering his future.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2006   

Calls for Beckett to quit over farm subsidy crisis Agency chief is sacked as promise of cheques by this month is broken  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  
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THE Environment Secretary, Margaret Beckett, faced calls to resign last night after admitting that only a fraction of England's 120,000 farmers will receive vital annual subsidy payments by the end of this month as promised.  

She and her junior ministers had promised that "the bulk'' of the new single farm payments would be paid by the end of March but it emerged yesterday that, with two weeks to go, less than seven per cent had been paid.  

While farmers in Scotland and Wales have already received their annual payments and at least one EU country paid their farmers in December, most English farmers will wait to be paid until a meltdown at the Rural Payments Agency is sorted out.  

Peter Kendall, president of the National Farmers' Union, said he was "dismayed'' at the agency's "incompetence'' and added the delay would cause "real hardship''.  

The news emerged in a written statement to the Commons in which Mrs Beckett announced that the head of the Rural Payments Agency, Johnston McNeill, had been sacked and replaced by Mark Addison, the former acting permanent secretary of her department, while a successor is found.  

She said: "Ministers have throughout have been advised that the agency expected to make the bulk of payments by the end of the month. Late on Tuesday afternoon the chief executive informed me that their latest assessment of the position was that this would no longer be possible. This is an unacceptable situation.''  

Mrs Beckett said she had asked Mr Addison to report back by Tuesday on the immediate steps necessary to get back on track. She also announced a "fundamental review'' of the agency's current and future functions.  

She said farmers would be "as disappointed as I am'' and promised that a successful conclusion of this year's round of single farm payments "will remain one of the department's highest priorities''.  

Critics blamed the crisis on the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs' choice of an over-complicated system for paying farmers and its failure to heed earlier warnings from farmers that the agency was unable to cope.  

It emerged yesterday that 99 per cent of farmers in England have got entitlement statements, as promised. Bizarrely, most are "unvalidated'', which means the payments cannot be made.  

Bill Wiggin, the Tory agriculture spokesman, said: "What is sad about this ongoing tragedy is that farmers are borrowing money to go on funding their businesses based on a Government promise and the agency is letting them down.  

"If Mrs Beckett had principles she would resign over this. God help us if we get bird flu with her in charge.''  

David Fursdon, president of the Country Land & Business Association, said: "Mr McNeill's going is a step in the right direction but the CLA will not rest until its members have the payments to which they are entitled.''  

Chris Huhne, Liberal Democrat environment spokesman, said: "It is extraordinary that a Defra minister should assure the Commons last Thursday that the Rural Payments Agency is on track to make its payments as scheduled, and then sack the chief executive a week later.  

"For those farmers who have substantial debts to service, this is the worst possible news.''  

Delayed subsidy payments threaten to put farmers deeper into debt AGRICULTURE.  

By FIONA HARVEY  

516 words
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Tens of thousands of farmers have been left facing mounting debts as ministers admitted yesterday they did not know when subsidy payments would be made.  

Farmers will not be paid this month, as they had been promised by the government last year, because of problems at the Rural Payments Agency, which distributes the single payment that has replaced subsidy systems.  

The delay will infuriate farmers and could drive some out of business. Peter Kendall, president of the National Farmers' Union, said: "You cannot run a business on a promise. This mess will leave many farmers facing serious hardship."  

The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs admitted that ministers did not know when the Pounds 1.67bn payments, agreed by the government for last year, could be made.  

Under European Union rules, the deadline for payments is June. If the government fails to make the payments by then, it could face legal action from the EU.  

The problems at the agency were underlined yesterday by the departure of Johnston McNeill, the chief executive. His duties will be carried out by Mark Addison, a former acting permanent secretary at Defra, until a replacement is found.  

Margaret Beckett, environment secretary, told MPs in a written statement: "I know that this House and everyone in the farming community will be as disappointed as I am about the announcement I have had to make today, but (payments) will remain one of the department's highest priorities."  

The work of the agency would be subject to a "fundamental review", she wrote, which would look at current and future functions. The government, however, could not promise when the payments would be made.  

Almost all farmers have now received an entitlement statement, notifying them of the subsidy they can expect, and nearly 8,500 have received their payments, totalling Pounds 61m. But more than 90 per cent of the 120,000 subsidy claims remain unpaid.  

The agency has been plagued with troubles, including computer project failures, for more than a year. At the NFU conference in early 2005, Mrs Beckett said she was "bloody livid" at the delays in the system of payments, which were already becoming clear. At last month's NFU conference, she was heckled by farmers angry at the likely delays.  

The payments agency has struggled with reforms to the common agricultural policy, which replaced a complex system of more than 10 subsidies with a single payment for each farm, based not on how much a farmer produces but how much land is farmed. This is the first year of the new single payments.  

Farmers' leaders had been pushing for payments to be made last year, in order to help farmers stay out of debt. Since farmers pay for supplies such as feed and fertiliser upfront, many have to rely on bank loans until their subsidies arrive.  

Farmers have been hit hard by higher fuel costs, which have pushed up fertiliser prices, and accuse the supermarket chains of driving down produce prices.  

Activists fire first shots in battle for farm union   

By Amy Iggulden   
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RADICAL members of the National Farmers' Union will today begin a campaign to seize control as the most hotly-contested leadership election in 50 years coincides with falling farm incomes.   

The group Better NFU, which is supported by the environmentalist Zac Goldsmith, hopes to mobilise frustration among England's 120,000 farmers.   

It is fielding candidates for the top two positions in the NFU, which has been criticised for failing to represent farmers at a time of agricultural crisis.   

The union's current president, Tim Bennett, also faces unexpected competition in the biennial election from his deputy, Peter Kendall.   

Alistair Driver, the political editor of the Farmers' Guardian, said: "It is almost unprecedented for an incumbent to be challenged or defeated while in office. There is a real battle for the future of the NFU and the public perception of farmers. It is going to be a close race.''   

Richard Haddock, the NFU's livestock board chairman, said it was the "most crucial'' challenge since the 1947 Agriculture Act. "Farming is in its most important transition for more than 50 years, and this election is the most crucial in determining the future since then.''   

All three candidates for the top job will face a vote on Feb 28 at the annual conference.   

Observers say it would be highly unusual for a sitting president to be defeated, yet support for Mr Kendall has been growing steadily since he was nominated before Christmas.   

The third candidate, David Handley of Better NFU, admits that he will struggle to win, but even if he is unsuccessful, he predicts that a "dynamic'' counter-organisation will arise as an alternative to the NFU. The debate over who should lead the union is being driven by fears that not enough is being done to rescue farming from its current crisis. About 25 dairy farmers are said to be leaving the industry each week, and experts predict that 50,000 agricultural jobs will be lost in the next two years.   

There is deep dissatisfaction over supermarket buying power, and concern that the NFU is failing to communicate farmers' issues to the public.   

Fears over income and profit, which fell by almost 20 per cent last year, also escalated last month when technical errors at the Rural Payments Agency caused a delay in subsidy payments.   

The Single Farm Payment is not now expected until at least the end of the month, and the delay could cost farmers pounds 25 million in interest payments.   

Mr Handley, 53, a proponent of direct action protest, will today unveil a poster and roadshow campaign attacking the union's "old guard'' for not tackling these issues adequately. The chairman of Farmers For Action said: "Farming businesses are in desperate decline yet the NFU appears to be doing very little. The NFU has become weak and ineffective, and people are just not prepared to wait for another two years of quiet talking and falling incomes.''   

Mr Kendall, 45, is also claiming to offer a change of direction for the NFU. "There needs to be a movement to the next generation of farmers. We want to move away from the period where farmers were seen as a problem, with BSE, foot and mouth and environmental damage.''   

But Mr Bennett, who was elected president in 2004, said that only he had enough experience to lead the industry in its current state.   

aiggulden@telegraph.co.uk   
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SIR - Farmers all over the country will tell Alan Brown (Letters, February 1) that it is definitely not worth the bother staying in farming and selling sheep's fleeces. It is being made impossible to run any branch of British agriculture without the interference and control of the Government through its agencies.  

All animals are now to be double-tagged, each with its own passport, every movement to be logged both at home and with Defra.  

We may not dispose of casualties without transporting them to approved premises, and paying at least pounds 20, sometimes up to pounds 80, per animal for the privilege, thus twisting the knife after an expensive loss. Once, fallen stock could have been disposed of in a lime pit on the farm, without expense or risk of disease to man or beast. No longer.  

We continue to import food from countries that suffer foot-and-mouth disease and BSE, and do not exercise control over their food producers, while our own farmers are being shot down right, left and centre.  

This week, one of the major milk processors has informed its suppliers that the price paid is to be lowered by 0.9p per litre, probably the last nail in the coffin of dairy farmers.  

You report that the single farm payments begin at the end of this month, two to three months later than in the past. The rural payments agency has treated farmers abysmally in recent months by repeatedly sending maps for completion, and farmers have had to spend time and money on professionals to help them sort out the confusion. There is no redress.  

All this is going to matter to the man in the street only when he can no longer drink British milk, eat British fruit and vegetables in season, or dine healthily on British beef, pork and lamb. I could go on, but, as Alan Brown so rightly says, is it worth the bother?  

Sally Puxted  

Tenterden, Kent  

Pledge on pay-outs to farms renewed.   

By WILLIAM BACH   
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From Lord Bach of Lutterworth.   

Sir, I am concerned that farmers awaiting money under the single payment scheme may have been caused needless anxiety by a Commons select committee report ("MPs criticise farm subsidy handling", News Digest, January 24). As the minister responsible for agriculture I am determined that payment to farmers and growers will begin next month. This is the timetable we announced more than a year ago and we have not deviated from it.   

I will consider the report from the environment, food and rural affairs committee in detail but it is already clear to me that several of its assertions are nonsense, not least the accusation of government complacency.   

I am acutely aware of the importance of these payments to farmers and that the Pounds 1.7bn of taxpayers' money is properly accounted for. This is why we are working closely with the Rural Payments Agency, industry representatives including the National Farmers' Union, banks and individual farmers to ensure payments are made accurately and as soon as possible.   

This new financial system is part of the reform of the Common Agricultural Policy which signals the biggest shake-up in farming for more than 30 years. The single payment scheme increases farmers' freedom to innovate and respond to changing consumer demand. Additionally they now have to meet new standards for agriculture and environmental protection.   

This is why these reforms have won such widespread support from the industry and parliament.   

William Bach,   

Minister for Sustainable   

Farming and Food,   

Department for Environment,   

Food and Rural Affairs   
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SIR - Being a farmer, there are many things in life that astonish me. The most recent hits the top of the list.  

We are constantly told that we must do our income tax returns and payments by the end of January or risk a fine. Fair enough, I suppose. But wait a moment, what about the single acreage payment due at the end of last year from the Rural Payments Agency under the reform of the CAP? Delayed until "some time'' in February. But now we are told that it will be delayed still further. No fines payable by them. No threats to them. No action. Is that a level playing field?  

Henry Fell  

Horkstow, Lincs  

IT debacle 'puts farmers in danger of going bust'  

By Charles Clover Environment Editor  
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AN information technology fiasco in the Rural Payments Agency means that England's 120,000 farmers may get only part of their new subsidy payments next month, a minister admitted yesterday.  

Lord Bach, the farming minister, said there had been continuing problems with the IT system chosen by the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs to administer the new single farm payment in England.  

He was responding to criticisms voiced in a Commons committee that blamed him for showing "an unacceptable degree of complacency'' about the likely financial impact on farming businesses of late payment of the new European Union subsidies.  

The Environment, Food and Rural Affairs select committee said it was "deeply unimpressed'' by the failure of ministers and the agency to plan the introduction of the payments properly.  

Farmers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have already been paid their single farm payments in part. They cannot be paid in full because this has to wait until England has worked out each of its farmers' entitlements.  

The committee said that payments to Accenture, the consultancy given the job of writing the software and making it work, had risen from pounds 18 million to pounds 37 million.  

MPs said the decision, by Margaret Beckett, the Environment Secretary, to go for a more complicated system for England than that chosen for other parts of the country was the reason for the delays. Both the single payment and new environmental schemes are dependent on the software, which maps each farm.  

Michael Jack, the chairman of the committee, said: "My members were taken aback at the lack of appreciation, in planning the system, of the extra work it would create.''  

MPs gave warning that the effect on farmers had been underestimated: "For individual businesses the added costs of interest and arrangement fees could be too much to bear,'' their report said.  

Though Defra initially promised to pay farmers as soon after December as possible, it remains unclear when individual English farmers will be paid.  

Lord Bach told Radio 4's Today programme: "We hope they will be full payments, but if they can't be full payments they will be substantial partial payments beginning in February 2006.'' He said 96 per cent of payments should have been made, in part at least, by the end of March.  

Lord Bach was highly critical of the MPs' report, implying that the committee, which has a Labour majority, had been unduly influenced by its Conservative chairman.  

Tim Bennett, the president of the National Farmers' Union, said: "The agency's bungling has placed a massive financial burden on farmers and some are in grave danger of sinking as a result.''  

David Fursdon, the president of the Country Land and Business Association (CLA), said: "The select committee has, rightly, raised questions about the RPA's competence and commitment to agriculture. The CLA has been shocked at the over-confidence, bordering on arrogance, shown by the RPA.''  

MPs attack payments handling NEWS DIGEST.  

By FIONA HARVEY  
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A committee of MPs has accused the government of mishandling farmers' subsidy payments, which will not be paid until February at the earliest after a series of mishaps, including computer problems. The Commons committee on the environment, food and rural affairs will publish a report today accusing the government of complacency in introducing the single farm payments, part of a reform of the common agricultural policy by which farm subsidies are separated from the production of agricultural goods.  

Tim Bennett, president of the National Farmers' Union, blamed the government's Rural Payments Agency for a record rise in farm borrowing. "This report simply confirms what we have known all along: the RPA's bungling has placed a massive financial burden on individual farmers and that some are in grave danger of sinking as a result."  

Fiona Harvey  

Food subsidies: Multinationals, not farmers, reap biggest rewards in Britain's share of CAP payouts: Manufacturers of bulk fats and sugar receive millions: Agency refuses to say why firms qualify for payments  
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The largest individual payments made to the UK under the much criticised common agricultural policy are going to multinational food companies and not, as commonly assumed, to farmers. A Guardian investigation into CAP payments has found that millions of pounds are being paid to manufacturers of bulk fats and sugars used to produce processed foods.  

As Britain clashed with other European countries again in Brussels yesterday over its attempt to link cuts in the UK rebate to reform of EU agricultural subsidies, our analysis of figures obtained under the Freedom of Information Act shows where the CAP money has been going.  

The largest UK recipients of money include companies such as Tate & Lyle, Nestle, Cadbury's, Kraft and a host of manufacturers of bulk animal fats, sugars and refined starches. Further information requests reveal a similar pattern of the largest individual payments going to multinationals in other European countries. France, which remains set against CAP reform, has refused to release details of its payments.  

The largest recipient of payments in the UK for 2003-04 was Tate & Lyle and its subsidiaries which took over pounds 227m over two years from the CAP. Meadow Foods, a leading manufacturer of bulk fats and proteins for ice cream, spreads, sports drinks, processed meats and confectionery, received nearly pounds 26m in 2003-04. Other large dairy manufacturers supplying the processed food industry dominate the list of top recipients of money paid by the Rural Payments Agency, which administers CAP payments in this country.  

Our analysis of the full list of RPA payments has also unearthed a number of anomalies. They include:  

* Gate Gourmet, the airline catering company whose industrial dispute brought British Airways to a halt this summer, received over pounds 500,000 from the CAP last year for flying tiny, individual helpings of milk and sugar into international airspace, thereby qualifying for an export subsidy.  

* Premier Foods, the company at the heart of the Sudan 1 contamination crisis earlier this year involving illegal food colouring received over pounds 60,000, believed to be in export subsidies.  

* Eton college received pounds 2,652 last year but admitted that what it was for was "a bit of a mystery". Although it tried, it was unable to obtain information from the RPA to explain the payment.  

* Drug companies, including GlaxoSmithKline, Boots, Reckitt, and ACS Dobfar received substantial payments for using sugar in the manufacture of pharmaceuticals.  

While most people still believe that Europe's agricultural subsidies have been used to protect farmers, particularly small farmers, it is emerging that among the main beneficiaries are large multinationals. The CAP accounted for nearly half of the total EU budget in 2004, costing taxpayers euros 43.6bn (pounds 29.5bn). While the largest part of the CAP budget was made up of direct aid to farmers (euros 30bn), most of that went to the largest farmers, and nearly euros 14bn went on other schemes such as export refund s to large companies, storage payments and BSE payments to large-scale renderers and abattoirs.  

The UK received euros 4bn in agricultural payments in 2004.  

Until recently the names of those receiving CAP money had been kept secret. Earlier this year the Guardian led a compaign together with the Foreign Policy Centre thinktank to force disclosure of CAP payments under freedom of information legislation.  

While the RPA has now released figures identifying who receives what in the UK, it still declines to say why the companies listed qualify for payments, saying the information is commercially confidential. Several of the companies contacted by the Guardian refused to say why they received payments, or said they simply didn't know why they did. The two countries that blocked more radical reform of the CAP in the last negotiations in 2002 and remain intransigent on reform, France and Germany, have refused to release information about where their CAP money has gone. "The CAP is not a small farms policy, even though most people still think it is," according to Jack Thurston, a former government special adviser on agriculture. "There has been tremendous resistance to publishing the figures in France, but most of it will be going to agribusiness and the really big farm companies, not small farms."  

The largest recipient in the UK was Tate & Lyle with over pounds 227m over two years. The international sugar trader, Czarnikow, is also in the top 10 recipients with pounds 19.6m in 2003-04. Nestle received pounds 11.3m in UK payments that year but also received payments in other countries such as the Netherlands and Belgium. In addition to sugar export refunds for Tate & Lyle Eu rope, Tate & Lyle's citric acid division received nearly pounds 20m between 2002-04. T&L's citric acid is used in production of carbonated and dilutable beverages, sports drinks, teas, confectionery, detergents, fertilisers and pharmaceuticals.  

Many of these multinational companies qualify for payments known as export refunds because the CAP guarantees artificially high prices to EU producers.  

Tate & Lyle and Czarnikow say that the export refunds they receive have simply been passed back in the form of higher prices paid to farmers, including some in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific who have preferential access to the EU markets. But campaign groups such as Oxfam argue that the CAP has given a handful of monopoly multinational companies fixed prices and guaranteed markets while encouraging excess production. Just six sugar traders control most of the EU sugar market and between them have been able to claim EU export subsidies amounting to between euros 1.2bn and euros 1.4bn annually.  

Agreement to reform the EU's sugar regime was finally reached earlier this month, but only after developing countries took the EU to court for breaking WTO rules. A cut of 36% in the artificially high price of EU sugar has been agreed, but the European industry's refiners, traders and producers will still receive euros 7bn over the next four years from the EU budget to compensate for this reduction in their income.  

Nestle UK, which also receives large refunds for sugar exports, said it was in favour of broad reform of agricultural policies. "Nestle UK receives export refunds mainly for milk and sugar, raw ingredients used by its confectionery and milks business, in compensation for the artificially high prices they have to pay for raw materials under CAP," a statement said.  

Multinational companies exporting processed dairy ingredients for food manufacturing also dominate the list of top CAP payment recipients on the UK list. In the UK in 2003-04 Meadow Foods received pounds 25.9m. Meadow Foods is a leading manufacturer of dairy ingredients for food manufacture in the UK, Europe and the US, supplying over 100,000 tonnes of ingredients a year, from fat for ice cream, spreads, and chocolate making to milk proteins for coffee whiteners, low fat spreads, sausages, and yoghurts, and whey proteins for sports drinks, processed meats, soups and confectionery, as well as label glue and leather finishes.  

Philpot Dairy Products received pounds 14.8m. It is the export arm of Dairy Crest Ingredients and supplies bulk fats, cheeses, dairy powders and concentrates to processed food manufacturers. Fayrefield Foods Ireland received pounds 14.4m, and Dale Farm Ingredients pounds 11.3m from the RPA. They similarly supply bulk raw ingredients to food manufacturing.  

"It's the processors that have benefitted from CAP," the National Farmers' Union policy director, Martin Hawarth, said. "If you look at who receives the payments it all comes down to manufacturing ingredients. These are the things that are in nearly all processed products around the world."  

Additional research by Susannah Osborne. Original FoI reporting by Rob Evans  

www.guardian.co.uk/politics/foi  >  

Footnote  

CAP  

The common agricultural policy accounts for about half of the total EU budget. In 2004 CAP paid out euros 43.6bn (pounds 29.5bn).  

UK rebate  

The money paid back to the UK from its EU budget contribution. Negotiated by Margaret Thatcher in 1984, it is currently worth pounds 3bn.  

Export refunds  

The CAP guarantees artificially high prices to EU producers. When manufacturers export sugar or processed goods they are entitled to refunds on the difference between the EU price they have to pay and the lower world market price.  
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pounds 227m  

The amount received by Tate & Lyle over 2003-04 from CAP in export refunds for its sugar. Six sugar traders control the European sugar market and have claimed over euros 1.2bn (pounds 810m) in export subsidies annually. Under a new deal supposed to cut sugar subsidies, the industry will actually receive euros 7bn over four years  

The largest individual payments made to the UK under the much criticised common agricultural policy are going to multinational food companies and not, as commonly assumed, to farmers. A Guardian investigation into CAP payments has found that millions of pounds are being paid to manufacturers of bulk fats and sugars used to produce processed foods.  

As Britain clashed with other European countries again in Brussels yesterday over its attempt to link cuts in the UK rebate to reform of EU agricultural subsidies, our analysis of figures obtained under the Freedom of Information Act shows where the CAP money has been going.  

The largest UK recipients of money include companies such as Tate & Lyle, Nestle, Cadbury's, Kraft and a host of manufacturers of bulk animal fats, sugars and refined starches. Further information requests reveal a similar pattern of the largest individual payments going to multinationals in other European countries. France, which remains set against CAP reform, has refused to release details of its payments.  

The largest recipient of payments in the UK for 2003-04 was Tate & Lyle and its subsidiaries which took over pounds 227m over two years from the CAP. Meadow Foods, a leading manufacturer of bulk fats and proteins for ice cream, spreads, sports drinks, processed meats and confectionery, received nearly pounds 26m in 2003-04. Other large dairy manufacturers supplying the processed food industry dominate the list of top recipients of money paid by the Rural Payments Agency, which administers CAP payments in this country.  

Our analysis of the full list of RPA payments has also unearthed a number of anomalies. They include:  

* Gate Gourmet, the airline catering company whose industrial dispute brought British Airways to a halt this summer, received over pounds 500,000 from the CAP last year for flying tiny, individual helpings of milk and sugar into international airspace, thereby qualifying for an export subsidy.  

* Premier Foods, the company at the heart of the Sudan 1 contamination crisis earlier this year involving illegal food colouring received over pounds 60,000, believed to be in export subsidies.  

* Eton college received pounds 2,652 last year but admitted that what it was for was "a bit of a mystery". Although it tried, it was unable to obtain information from the RPA to explain the payment.  

* Drug companies, including GlaxoSmithKline, Boots, Reckitt, and ACS Dobfar received substantial payments for using sugar in the manufacture of pharmaceuticals.  

While most people still believe that Europe's agricultural subsidies have been used to protect farmers, particularly small farmers, it is emerging that among the main beneficiaries are large multinationals. The CAP accounted for nearly half of the total EU budget in 2004, costing taxpayers euros 43.6bn (pounds 29.5bn). While the largest part of the CAP budget was made up of direct aid to farmers (euros 30bn), most of that went to the largest farmers, and nearly euros 14bn went on other schemes such as export refund s to large companies, storage payments and BSE payments to large-scale renderers and abattoirs.  

The UK received euros 4bn in agricultural payments in 2004.  

Until recently the names of those receiving CAP money had been kept secret. Earlier this year the Guardian led a compaign together with the Foreign Policy Centre thinktank to force disclosure of CAP payments under freedom of information legislation.  

While the RPA has now released figures identifying who receives what in the UK, it still declines to say why the companies listed qualify for payments, saying the information is commercially confidential. Several of the companies contacted by the Guardian refused to say why they received payments, or said they simply didn't know why they did. The two countries that blocked more radical reform of the CAP in the last negotiations in 2002 and remain intransigent on reform, France and Germany, have refused to release information about where their CAP money has gone. "The CAP is not a small farms policy, even though most people still think it is," according to Jack Thurston, a former government special adviser on agriculture. "There has been tremendous resistance to publishing the figures in France, but most of it will be going to agribusiness and the really big farm companies, not small farms."  

The largest recipient in the UK was Tate & Lyle with over pounds 227m over two years. The international sugar trader, Czarnikow, is also in the top 10 recipients with pounds 19.6m in 2003-04. Nestle received pounds 11.3m in UK payments that year but also received payments in other countries such as the Netherlands and Belgium. In addition to sugar export refunds for Tate & Lyle Eu rope, Tate & Lyle's citric acid division received nearly pounds 20m between 2002-04. T&L's citric acid is used in production of carbonated and dilutable beverages, sports drinks, teas, confectionery, detergents, fertilisers and pharmaceuticals.  

Many of these multinational companies qualify for payments known as export refunds because the CAP guarantees artificially high prices to EU producers.  

Tate & Lyle and Czarnikow say that the export refunds they receive have simply been passed back in the form of higher prices paid to farmers, including some in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific who have preferential access to the EU markets. But campaign groups such as Oxfam argue that the CAP has given a handful of monopoly multinational companies fixed prices and guaranteed markets while encouraging excess production. Just six sugar traders control most of the EU sugar market and between them have been able to claim EU export subsidies amounting to between euros 1.2bn and euros 1.4bn annually.  

Agreement to reform the EU's sugar regime was finally reached earlier this month, but only after developing countries took the EU to court for breaking WTO rules. A cut of 36% in the artificially high price of EU sugar has been agreed, but the European industry's refiners, traders and producers will still receive euros 7bn over the next four years from the EU budget to compensate for this reduction in their income.  

Nestle UK, which also receives large refunds for sugar exports, said it was in favour of broad reform of agricultural policies. "Nestle UK receives export refunds mainly for milk and sugar, raw ingredients used by its confectionery and milks business, in compensation for the artificially high prices they have to pay for raw materials under CAP," a statement said.  

Multinational companies exporting processed dairy ingredients for food manufacturing also dominate the list of top CAP payment recipients on the UK list. In the UK in 2003-04 Meadow Foods received pounds 25.9m. Meadow Foods is a leading manufacturer of dairy ingredients for food manufacture in the UK, Europe and the US, supplying over 100,000 tonnes of ingredients a year, from fat for ice cream, spreads, and chocolate making to milk proteins for coffee whiteners, low fat spreads, sausages, and yoghurts, and whey proteins for sports drinks, processed meats, soups and confectionery, as well as label glue and leather finishes.  

Philpot Dairy Products received pounds 14.8m. It is the export arm of Dairy Crest Ingredients and supplies bulk fats, cheeses, dairy powders and concentrates to processed food manufacturers. Fayrefield Foods Ireland received pounds 14.4m, and Dale Farm Ingredients pounds 11.3m from the RPA. They similarly supply bulk raw ingredients to food manufacturing.  

"It's the processors that have benefitted from CAP," the National Farmers' Union policy director, Martin Hawarth, said. "If you look at who receives the payments it all comes down to manufacturing ingredients. These are the things that are in nearly all processed products around the world."  

Additional research by Susannah Osborne. Original FoI reporting by Rob Evans  

www.guardian.co.uk/politics/foi  >  

pounds 2,652  

The sum Eton College received last year from the Rural Payments Agency, although it says it does not know what it is for. It has asked the agency for an explanation but has not yet received a reply  

pounds 500k  

Gate Gourmet, the airline catering company whose industrial dispute brought British Airways to a halt last summer, received over pounds 500,000 from the CAP last year for flying its airline flight helpings of milk and sugar into international airspace, thereby earning an export refund  

pounds 11.3m  

The amount Nestle received in UK CAP payments in 2003-04. Cadbury's and Kraft Foods also appear in the list of 100 largest recipients of payments. Mars and other confectionery makers received substantial payments in other countries  

Union backs case of cattle monitors  

Christine Buckley, Industrial Editor  

170 words

Publication date: 14 October 2005

Source: The Times

Page: 62

(c) 2005 Times Newspapers Limited. All rights reserved  

HUNDREDS of government workers who monitor the movement of cattle will stage a rally today to demand union recognition amid a wider union campaign for better treatment for agency workers.  

PCS, the civil service union, will stage the rally, arguing that many agency workers have been doing the same job as their permanent colleagues in the Rural Payments Agency for two years but receive poorer pay and holiday entitlements. The union says that an agency administration officer earns about Pounds 5.05 an hour compared with Pounds 8.52 for a permanent employee.  

Meanwhile, the TUC will release a report today claiming that many of the UK's 600,000 agency workers suffer abuse, including illegal low pay, unlawful deductions from wages and the withholding of holiday pay.  

However, Gareth Osborne, the managing director of the Recruitment and Employment Confederation, said that agency work was beneficial because it gave workers greater variety and flexibility.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   
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Gordon Brown refused to rule out increases in taxes as he remained under mounting pressure over the worsening state of the economy. In the Commons the Chancellor again pinned blame for the slowing economy on near-record oil prices and a lacklustre performance by the eurozone. Page 4   

The British Chambers of Commerce said that the Bank of England should consider cutting interest rates and warned the Chancellor not to attempt to raise taxes as it issued a gloomy survey of business conditions. The BCC's quarterly survey reported overall confidence over future sales among services and manufacturing firms at the lowest since the end of last year. Companies' confidence over profitability dropped to the lowest since 1999. Domestic orders for manufacturers fell to the weakest since early 2002. Page 4   

Hopes for a cut in interest rates were dented by testimony to the Commons Treasury Committee by two members of the Bank of England's Monetary Policy Committee. Page 4   

High energy prices led to an acceleration in French inflation in September, with the annual pace of increase in consumer prices rising to 2.4 per cent, from 2 per cent in August.   

Updated eurozone GDP figures in the second quarter confirmed estimates of growth of 0.3 per cent, down from 0.4 per cent in the first quarter.   

The French Government has complained to Britain as the current holder of the EU presidency that too many concessions over farm subsidies and tariffs have been offered by the European Commission in world trade talks.   

The US trade deficit widened by 1.8 per cent in August to $59 billion (Pounds 33 billion), its third-highest on record, as soaring oil prices added to America's import bill. US imports of textiles and other goods from China also set a record.   

China's trade surplus staged a sharp surprise decline in September to $7.6 billion from $10.6 billion in August, but analysts said the figure was probably erratic rather than the start of a significant trend.   

Refco, the scandal-hit futures broker, was fighting for survival last night after admitting that one of its subsidiaries did not have sufficient liquidity to carry on trading. Page 56   

Royal & SunAlliance, the insurer, has agreed a $119 million (Pounds 68 million) deal to buy Compania de Seguros Generales Cruz del Sur, the Chilean insurer, and its Argentine sister company.   

Small businesses are paying more in banking charges than they did three years ago, when the Competition Commission published proposals to bring down charges, according to Moneyfacts, the data provider.   

Citigroup, the US investment bank, has hired Matthew Wootton, chairman of the management board of AIM, the junior stock exchange, as a vice-president in its corporate broking unit.   

Gordon Brown's drive to encourage enterprise was dealt a blow by figures indicating a slowdown in firms achieving sufficient turnover to register for VAT.   

Page 62   

Companies with final salary pension schemes will today learn that they have won a reprieve from some of the tough rules governing the funding of the Pension Protection Fund, the Government's pensions lifeboat. Page 68   

Sources close to Saint-Gobain, the French building materials group which is bidding Pounds 3.7 billion for BPB, the British plasterboard maker, dismissed talk that it was the subject of a private equity-led break-up bid.   

A fifth of all British construction groups expect to benefit from contracts related to the 2012 Olympic Games, according to the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors. Page 66   

The Thames Valley, Britain's answer to America's Silicon Valley is continuing its recovery, with office take-up for 2005 expected to be 10 per cent up on last year, according to research from Jones Lang LaSalle. Page 62   

Quintain, the property company working on a Pounds 5 billion plan to redevelop land around the Millennium Dome, has agreed a deal to forward-sell a property derivative contract to a pension fund. Page 62   

Premier Foods, the UK food group, confirmed that it had agreed an Pounds 80 million deal to sell its Typhoo tea brand to Apeejay Surrendra, the Indian conglomerate.   

Fears that the EU will agree to cut import tariffs on food have prompted the French Government to make a formal complaint to Britain that Peter Mandelson, the EU Trade Commissioner, has exceeded his negotiating brief. Page 69   

InBev, the Belgian brewer behind Stella Artois and Beck's, plans to make 60 of the 400 staff at its Leuven headquarters redundant as part of a restructuring programme.   

Unilever, the Anglo-Dutch consumer goods group, is considering plans to outsource 2,500 administration jobs in Europe as part of a cost-cutting campaign. Page 66 LVMH, the luxury goods maker, is relinquishing the 49.9 per cent stake that it bought in Bonhams 1793, the auction house, in 2001.   

Honda, the carmaker, forecast that it would increase its sales in Europe of its Civic model by 50 per cent by 2007. Yesterday saw the 1.5 millionth car to roll off its production line at Swindon, which is the centre of its European operations. Page 66   

DaimlerChrysler, the carmaker, has launched the process for selling its MTU Friedrichshafen heavy diesel motor unit.   

The Serious Fraud Office raided the Swansea office of Energist International in its criminal investigation into Merlin Biosciences, the venture capital group run by Sir Christopher Evans. Page 63   

The European Medicines Evaluation Agency has backed the use of a new diabetes treatment from GlaxoSmithKline. The agency has also approved the use of Exubera, the inhaled diabetes treatment from Pfizer and Sanofi-Aventis, which they are developing with Nektar Therapeutics, the drug delivery group.   

Synthes, the Swiss surgical devices maker, reported a lower than expected rise in third-quarter sales.   

Baxter International, which earlier this year stopped the shipment of two lines of intravenous pumps to deal with various safety issues, said that US regulators had seized nearly 7,000 of the medical devices from its inventory.   

DuPont, the US chemicals group, plans to repatriate $9.4 billion (Pounds 5.4 billion) in overseas profits by the end of the year under an American scheme allowing such movements at a low tax rate to encourage job creation.   

DS Smith, the British packaging and office products group, reiterated its warning that it is struggling to absorb increased energy costs. Page 66   

Hilton Group, the hotel and gambling operator, is in talks over the sale of its hotel division to America's Hilton Hotels Corporation for more than Pounds 3.6 billion. Page 56 Tragus Holdings, the privately owned restaurant company, said there was scope to double the number of its Cafe Rouge venues in the UK to 160 and confirmed that it would consider a flotation. Page 69   

Betfair, the online betting exchange, is reportedly contemplating a delay to its planned flotation, which had been expected this year, until after next year's football World Cup.   

Vincent Bollore, the French investor, has raised his stake in Aegis, the UK media buying group, to 15 per cent. Aegis is at the centre of a takeover battle, with Publicis, the French advertising group, thought to be behind one approach.   

Tribune, US publisher of the Chicago Tribune and Los Angeles Times newspapers, reported an 82 per cent fall in third-quarter profits to $21.9 million (Pounds 12.5 million), but the results beat forecasts and its shares rose.   

Philip Collins, the new chairman of the Office of Fair Trading, promised to review the final draft of its ruling on the legality of the monopoly system of magazine distribution. The re-examination is likely to take several weeks.   

Television Corp, the independent television producer, admitted it had received an approach that could lead to an offer being made for the group. It said in a statement that it will undertake a strategic review to consider all its options.   

Shares in BHP Billiton, the world's biggest diversified miner, fell 5 per cent after it gave warning that oil production in the Gulf of Mexico would be substantially lower because of damage caused by Hurricane Rita.   

Nelson Resources, the London-listed Kazakh oil producer, agreed to a $2 billion (Pounds 1.1 billion) takeover by Lukoil, the Russian group, after independent advisers said that the offer was fair. Page 60   

Directors of Cairn Energy, led by Bill Gammell, chief executive, cashed in on the Edinburgh company's exploration success in India and a high oil price to sell Pounds 10.5 million worth of shares. Page 60   

BP, the oil group, has agreed to build an oil refinery in India, the British multinational's first big investment in the sub-continent and its first new fuel manufacturing plant for more than a generation. Page 61   

The turnaround by Kate Swann, chief executive at WH Smith, appeared to be delivering results as the high street book and stationery retailer topped forecasts with a 59 per cent increase in full-year profits to Pounds 73 million.   

Page 65   

Body Shop International reported a 7 per cent rise in first-half sales to Pounds 206.5 million, boosting its shares.   

Mothercare, the baby goods retail chain, said that same-store sales in the UK fell 1 per cent in the first half of its financial year. Page 75   

ERM, the environmental consultancy that worked on regeneration proposals for London's bid to stage the 2012 Olympic Games, is poised to agree a $530 million (Pounds 294 million) sale to Bridgepoint, the private equity group. Page 68   

Brambles Industries, the pallets supplier, has agreed a deal worth up to Pounds 387 million to sell its Cleanaway Germany business to Sulo, the German waste management company. Brambles also said that it is to buy Ausdoc, the Australian information management business, for Pounds 112 million. Page 66   

PCS, the civil service union, will hold a rally today to demand union recognition for workers at the Rural Payments Agency, the government agency which handles rural subsidies. PCS says that an agency administration officer earns about Pounds 5.05 an hour compared with a staff employee's Pounds 8.52. Page 62   

Nokia, the Finnish mobile phone handset maker, is to enter a partnership with China Putian, the Chinese technology group, to focus on 3G network systems.   

Google, the US internet search engine, has settled a dispute with Wall Street analysts over how it reports its results. It will now give operating figures excluding exceptional items, rather than just net figures.   

BT, the telecoms group, faces the prospect of a multimillion-pound penalty payment after it said that it had fallen behind schedule on a Pounds 996 million IT contract for the National Health Service. Page 60   

Alitalia, the Italian flag carrier, said that it had reached a long-awaited agreement with unions on improving productivity and efficiency to achieve annual savings of Euro 65 million (Pounds 45 million) per year.   

Comair, the regional unit of Delta Air Lines, the US carrier, plans to cut up to 1,000 jobs and reduce its fleet by up to 30 aircraft.   

Managers and workers at Drax, the power plant, will share a Pounds 100 million windfall if it is floated or sold. Page 60   

Endesa, the Spanish utility which is fending off a hostile takeover from Gas Natural, the Spanish group, has sent a complaint to the US Securities and Exchange Commission over the actions of Gas Natural and La Caixa, the savings bank.   

This newspaper adheres to the system of self-regulation overseen by the Press Complaints Commission. The PCC takes complaints about the editorial content of publications under the Editors' Code of Practice, a copy of which can be found at   www.pcc.org.uk   sectors@thetimes.co.uk = sector index percentage change.   
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F ARMERS in some of the richest parts of England pocket the lion's share of subsidies under the controversial Common Agricultural Policy, according to new figures released by the government.  

CAP's defenders argue that it supports small, poor farm ers, but data from the Rural Payments Agency shows that affluent Lincolnshire receives more cash than all of the North West, where there are three times as many farms.  

'These figures reveal the regional inequality at the heart of the CAP,' said Jack Thurston, an agriculture expert at the German Marshall Fund. 'Payments are skewed towards large, efficient agribusinesses and wealthy landowners. It is no surprise to see the intensive farms of East Anglia coming out on top.'  

The regional breakdown of payments to farmers in England, released under the Freedom of Information Act, shows that, while the South East received pounds 212m of subsidies last year, just pounds 86m went to the North West and pounds 96m to the North East.  

Tony Blair is keen to use Britain's presidency of the European Union to pursue wholesale reform of the pounds 30bn system of farm handouts, but world leaders meeting at Gleneagles this month failed to agree a deadline for abolishing subsidies. Both George Bush and Jacques Chirac pledged themselves to dis mantling subsidies but neither has so far been willing to sign up to concrete measures.  

A small proportion of subsidy payments under the CAP is now channeled towards the poorest regions, and to farmers who fulfil environmental criteria - but the figures, collected last year, show that much of the cash still goes to richer areas.  

'The fact that the CAP fails the key test of redistribution from rich to poor should strengthen the case for root-and-branch reform,' said Thurston.  

Business : Scrap the cap: SO WHO'S MILKING IT?: It's sold as a policy to help small farmers - but it's the agribusinesses that benefit most, reports Nick Mathiason   
Nick Mathiason   
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IT IS a handout that only the rich and powerful pocket. To get bucket loads of cash, you need farmland - and lots of it.   

In Britain, European Common Agricultural Policy subsidies are worth pounds 3.5 billion. They are doled out to royalty, the wealthiest of aristocrats, food manufacturers and major agribusinesses.   

Small rural enterprises, in Britain and in poor countries, go to the wall.   

Anyone thinking the CAP helps small business should be reminded that last year the Queen received pounds 545,897 for her farms on the Sandringham and Windsor Castle estates. Her eldest son, Prince Charles, did even better. He snaffled pounds 680,835 for his Duchy of Cornwall and Highgrove estates.   

The CAP handout is now enshrined in the value of rural land. In business parlance, it is capitalised. This is why, as land prices fall in most of the country, farm land has retained its value. It sounds very comforting unless you are a would-be farmer. The CAP, far from being redistributive, stifles competition.   

For years, the landed gentry have striven to keep secret the payments they received from Europe. But thanks to the Freedom of Information Act, which came into force this year, the government released details. Embarrassingly, they show that Britain's second-richest man, the Duke of Westminster, said to be worth pounds 5.6bn, trousered pounds 448,472 for his 6,000 acres owned by Grosvenor estate.   

John Fellowes, the fourth Lord de Ramsey, worth pounds 34m, got more than pounds 500,000. But the biggest individual beneficiary in the UK seems to be Sir Richard Sutton, who received pounds 1.17m for his 7,000- acre Benham estate in Berkshire.   

However, while the royals and aristos attract the flak, the UK's biggest CAP beneficiaries, by some way, are big business. It is thanks to the CAP subsidies and tariffs that developing countries are dumped on and locked out of fortress Europe. African cotton and sugar cannot compete with cosseted European farmers.   

Top of the handout list in the UK is Tate & Lyle, the sugar giant. Over the last two years, Tate & Lyle has pocketed pounds 227m - some four times the next on the list. Tate & Lyle says the money goes to sugar cane producers in poor countries rather than beet farmers in Europe.   

But campaigners argue that T&L is part of a corrupt system. 'Tate & Lyle dumps sugar on poor nations,' said Michael Bailey of Oxfam. 'Until it comes out and says the CAP is insupportable, we will be on its case.'   

Second comes Meadow Foods, one of the country's biggest dairy producers. Based in Chester, with interests all over the world, the company has a turnover approaching pounds 200m supplying more than 100,000 tonnes of ingredients a year.   

International food giant Nestle has received more than pounds 30m over the last two years from Europe. The controversial firm, long a bete noir of campaign groups, says it receives subsidies as compensation for buying high-priced ingredients from European farmers: 'EU dairy and sugar prices are around two and three times, respectively, those of world market prices.   

Many UK food processors, such as Nestle, are internationally competitive and would not require export refunds if they could source their raw materials on the world market. However, given current EU import tariff levels, these export refunds are necessary to maintain export competitiveness. Nestle UK receives export refunds mainly for milk and sugar - raw ingredients used by its confectionery and milks businesses.   

'Nestle SA is an advocate of a broad reform of agricultural policies, including the end to subsidies such as those received from CAP,' says the company.   

But campaigners point out that Nestle makes net profits of pounds 3bn and can easily survive without handouts. Peter Hardstaff, head of policy at the World Development Movement, said: 'There are some good reasons to subsidise agriculture in Europe, or anywhere else for that matter. For instance, protecting the environment or supporting smallscale local operations. But paying producers or companies to export is a disgrace.'   

The Co-op also receives money from Europe. Its farm subsidiary, Farmcare, got pounds 5m over the last two years. Critics say the Co-op, which has a strong ethical trade policy, should not be getting Euro pean handouts. But the Co-op said: 'Farmcare has had a well-known and longstanding opposition to the way CAP was structured to reward farmers for producing certain crops, regardless of their market value. Agricultural subsidies were introduced after the war to increase production and secure food supplies. How ever, over the last half century farmers have trebled agricultural output and food supply has ceased to be an issue.'   

Strangely, abattoirs are hefty recipients of the CAP. The Rural Payments Agency (RPA), responsible for administering CAP payments in the UK, has been paying money directly to cattle abattoirs since 2000, when the BSE crisis forced the government to introduce a scheme to compensate farmers who had to destroy their cows. When a cow is killed, both the payment for killing the animal and the producer's CAP subsidy goes straight to the abattoir. The abattoir then sends the CAP payment onto the beef or dairy farmer. So although a number of slaughterhouses appear on the list of CAP beneficiaries, some of the money is actually received by farmers. This helps to muddy the waters of who truly benefits from CAP payouts.   

But what we do know is that the CAP mostly fits the rich.   
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From Mr Bryan Norman  

Sir, I lodged a contract with the Rural Payments Agency, a major contributor to the agricultural community, dated 6.iv.04. It was returned because "the grower has not dated the form correctly".  

I have dated the month in Roman numerals on correspondence forms, cheques, etc, for 50 years. It has never been queried before. The arrival of Julius Caesar in this country predates the RPA by many centuries.  

BRYAN NORMAN Much Hadham, Hertfordshire  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   
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(Edited for space)           

COMMANDER (CBE)  

Hugh MacKinnon, ex-ops dir, Rural Payments Agency. 
They need a passport down on animal farm; Parliamentary Sketch; Environment; Opinion   

Ann Treneman   
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THE English countryside is in chaos. This was the frightening message delivered to the Commons yesterday. After an hour of questions on the environment and rural affairs, I was almost afraid to leave the chamber. It's mayhem out there: badgers want to rule the world, horses are queuing up for passports and pigs are worried about forms.   

The only thing stopping us from total meltdown is Margaret Beckett and her perfectly modulated sentences. Mrs Beckett has been around so long now that she has gone beyond "veteran" to "survivor".   

Yesterday began with the news that the Tory MP Hugo Swire has a new sow named Maud. "Hear, hear," cried the Tory benches. There is a chance that they think the name is spelt Maude, as in Francis.   

He is the Tory party chairman and so is an expert at making silk purses out of sow's ears. There is also a possibility that Maud (the sow) will want to run for Tory leader for it is a pig of a job. OK, no more pig jokes though I do not see why Mr Swire cannot oblige me by changing one consonant in his name. That would at least make him memorable.   

His only other moment of fame, I am told, was when he dated Jerry Hall about a million years ago. Now he will become known as that man almost named Swine who is trying to register a pig with the Rural Payments Agency. I had no idea that people did this: Mr Swire says the forms are a nightmare.   

Mrs Beckett explained, in a lullaby voice, that the Rural Payments Agency is in chaos is because every day it finds new parcels of land. (How the postman gets them through the letterbox, she did not say.) She claims that over the past few years the map of England has changed 700 per cent. "No one anticipated that," she noted, not unreasonably. This had led to "teething problems".   

Vince Cable, who is one of possibly only two sensible Liberal Democrats in the world, noted that the Rural Payments Agency has sent farmers ten separate documents about how to claim a payment. They added up to 357 pages. He quoted paragraph 139 of one, catchily titled "Calculation of Allocation", which told readers that they needed to go through the document and replace "increase" with "decrease".   

The Chamber then became obsessed with badgers. Once MPs start talking about badgers and TB, there is no stopping them. Labour MPs were fiercely defending their policy of not having a policy. "Not for the first time, the Conservative policy on rural affairs appears to be: if in doubt, kill something!" cried a Labour MP. This seemed a little unfair. It may apply to Tory leaders, but look at Maud. She's still alive.   

Actually, I may have the answer to the badger problem. Why not badger passports? The horses just love having them. We learnt yesterday that, since March, 580,000 have been issued. But the horses have an incentive. If they want to breed, they have to have a passport.   

It's a cunning plan. Apparently this is all part of a Labour crackdown on "indiscriminate breeding" among horses and ponies. Coming soon: government guidelines on equine dating. The motto? Just say neigh.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005    
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Hugo Swire has a swine. That sounds like a nursery rhyme, let"s start again. Hugo Swire told the House how hard it had been to register his pet swine. It"s called Maude, he added. It seemed reckless for a Conservative backbencher to call his swine after the Conservative Party chairman. Mr Swire will go far. If he hasn"t already gone.   

Naming swine is the least of farmers" troubles. As Vincent Cable noted, smallholdings get sent documents and booklets comprising 357 pages telling them how to apply for this and exclude themselves from that as long they haven"t precluded part A of the occlusion in paragraph 3 (iii). "As one example," he read out, "in an explanatory note to calculate the allocation of the Single Payment, it says "replace throughout the word "increase" with the word "decrease"."   

Back to the swine. If we"d ever really left. It seems the Rural Payments Agency is being reorganised. In an innovative practice for a payments agency, Edward Garnier pointed out, they weren"t making payments. Eight billion quid is coming from Brussels but farmers are having to wait until next year to get it. Serve them right, you say, for relying on governments for their livelihood? You lack charity. But of course you"re right.   

Margaret Beckett cast her usual gruel before the House. She was very, very conscious of the issue. She was keeping on top of the situation. She was dealing with it as speedily as may be. She had had discussions with several banks about the implications. But " and listen to this cautionary note " it was important "not to do anything that might delay the main payment". They were giving farmers exactly what they wanted, she went on (and on, and on). A simpler, more straightforward, less bureaucratic way of making payments. What farmers actually want is, of course, the money.   

Now then, you"ll enjoy this, if you"re students of the sugar subsidy regime. The Tories always miss the most important trick of the game. Anne Cryer placed the central moral fact of the Tories" opportunity: Kenyan sugar growers and factory owners are being put out of business by EU subsidies.   

If Tony Blair were in opposition he would have drafted a strategy full of passion and purpose, and enough tax payers" cash to compensate his sugar-growing constituents. Free trade is fair trade. The Euro-subsidy regime is behind hunger in a time of plenty. Tories can feed starving children and bash the EU at the same time. But they don"t. Their process of renewal hasn"t observably begun.   

NB: Oi! Buck up! No one from Labour was there for question time. Just 10 backbenchers were present " and that was only because we counted Ed Balls twice (old Treasury tradition).   

simoncarr75@hotmail.com   
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THE horrors of agricultural life can scarcely be imagined by those of us fortunate enough to live in towns. At questions yesterday to Margaret Beckett, who rejoices in the title of Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, we glimpsed a world of heartbreaking toil. The farmer is sitting in his office. He is on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Another 10 pamphlets about the Single Payments Scheme have reached him and, as Vince Cable (Lib Dem, Twickenham) reported yesterday, these documents amount to 357 pages, and one of them tells the farmer that throughout the information he has received so far he must replace the word "increased'' with the word "decreased''. Farmers spend their lives struggling to fulfil the demands of an invasive and incompetent bureaucracy. Several MPs complained about the deficiencies of the Rural Payments Agency. Hugo Swire (C, East Devon) said it had not even been much good at registering "my new sow Maud''.   

 Mrs Beckett agreed that the RPA was "inadequate and unsatisfactory'', but promised that it was being "reformed and modernised'', and said part of the trouble was that farmers turned out to have "packets of land which have never been registered''. One can quite see that the soviet-style apparatus which attempts to control every aspect of farming cannot bear the idea that some packets of land might have escaped its vigilance. But while Mrs Beckett said the land should have been registered, James Paice, from the Conservative front bench, insisted that it had not hitherto been compulsory to register all land, "for example land used for equitation purposes''. Mr Paice added that one of the forms which our farmers have to fill in is 17 pages long, compared with seven pages in Germany. It should not, by the way, be imagined from Mr Paice's reference to equitation that horses have escaped the attentions of Mrs Beckett's bureaucracy. For as Desmond Swayne (C, New Forest West) pointed out: "Horses have greater need of passports than we do. They need them even to breed.'' Jim Knight, one of Mrs Beckett's sidekicks, rushed to the defence of horse passports: "They discourage indiscriminate breeding of horses and ponies.'' The Government is less eager to stop the indiscriminate breeding of badgers. Ben Wallace (C, Lancaster and Wyre) said the culling of badgers should go ahead in England "with some urgency'' to prevent the spread of bovine tuberculosis. Ben Bradshaw, another of Mrs Beckett's sidekicks, expressed great reluctance and asked "what a badger culling policy would look like''. Nick Palmer (Lab, Broxtowe) said Conservative policy on rural affairs "seems to be, 'if in doubt, kill it' ''. New Labour certainly regards the welfare of badgers as more important than that of cattle or of farmers, not that badgers particularly enjoy dying of TB. It was left to David Kidney (Lab, Stafford) to save the honour of his party by expressing some concern for people: "Farmers are positively suicidal when they see their whole herd destroyed because of bovine TB.'' Oliver Letwin, the Tory shadow to Mrs Beckett, gave warning of the "shock effect'' that can be expected from forthcoming changes to the "sugar regime''. Mr Letwin recently made a speech in which he said that "the aim of environmental policy'' is "nothing less than the achievement of beauty, both natural and man-made''. He will certainly find any amount of man-made ugliness in Mrs Beckett's department. agimson@telegraph.co.uk   
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Thousands of farmers face deductions from their subsidies for missing the application deadline for the re-formed payment scheme. 

Yesterday was the deadline for requesting subsidies under the scheme, the biggest upheaval in farming for many years. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs said 107,778 application forms had been received by 4pm, which left an estimated shortfall of more than 30,000. 

Defra estimated that 140,000 farms would be eligible for subsidy under the scheme, which substitutes a single payment for more than 10 previous farm subsidy schemes as part of the reform of the European Union's Common Agricultural Policy. 

Farmers who failed to meet the deadline will have 4 per cent docked from their subsidies for each day they are late. After June 10, no further applications will be accepted. If farmers fail to put in for the subsidy this year, they will find it difficult to apply again. 

Richard Wordsworth, single payment scheme adviser at the National Farmers' Union, said: "This is a busy time of year for farmers, and the change of the subsidy regime has been an added pressure. "It's difficult for people to come in after a night of lambing to fill in a complicated form that's different to previous forms." The penalties to be imposed on late applications were "harsh" compared with previous years, especially as some policy details were decided close to the deadline. 

The total value of farm subsidies in England under the scheme is expected to be Pounds 2.8bn, or Pounds 200 per hectare. 

Farmers have also ex-pressed concern about the timing of payments under the revised scheme. The Rural Payments Agency has said farmers must wait until next February to receive their money. This angered farmers' leaders, who said some would face hardship, and called for an interim payment. Defra said a decision on interim payments had not yet been taken. 

The revised scheme brings market forces to bear on farmers. It breaks the link between subsidies and food production, in order to end the incentives of overproduction of some crops that sparked criticism of the CAP. 

This will mean farmers must choose what to produce in response to the market's demands, instead of what will gain subsidies. Editorial Comment, Page 18  
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I have just bought a house with 25 acres, mainly pasture. I know that the deadline for applying for the new single farm payment is soon. If I miss this year can I still make a claim in the future? IMD, Powys   

You are right. The deadline to apply for a single farm payment under the Single Payment Scheme (SPS) is tomorrow (May 16), although the Rural Payments Agency (RPA) will accept applications until June 10. However, any payment for 2005/6 will be reduced by 4% for each day the application is late.   

The single farm payment, part of the reform of the Common Agricultural Policy, replaces all farming subsidies. It comes into effect this year, and is not based on output -ie, the volume of wheat produced, or how many sheep you have. Instead, it is a flat rate of roughly Pounds 50 per year, per eligible acre.   

If the land is already listed on the Rural Land Register (RLR), then you will be able to make a claim after the deadline. If your land is not registered, then you must make a claim now, to trigger a registration. Otherwise, you will lose any subsidy entitlement for the next eight years -which could have significant implications for future profitability.   

The RPA has been besieged with calls and has taken on extra staff to deal with inquiries. Although the original intention was that land should already have been registered by tomorrow, with applications for the SPS submitted at the same time, the RPA has had to relax the deadline for RLR registration because they will not be able to process all the applications in time.   

The application for the SPS can be made either by the landowner or the tenant, so you need to agree who will make the claim and receive the payment.   

Any payments will be subject to keeping the land in "good agricultural and environmental condition" and there are strict rules on what can be done on the land. The land must be used for "agricultural activity" -which can range from keeping it fallow to cattle rearing.   

For more information and an application form contact the Rural Payments Agency (08456 037 777,   www.rpa.gov.uk  ) or   www.defra  . gov.uk/farm/capreform.   

*Philip Eddell is a rural practice chartered surveyor with Knight Frank in Hungerford   

*Each week we select four answers from our panel of experts: antiques dealer, architect, builder, currency dealer, estate agent, interior designer, lawyer, overseas adviser, pest controller, planner, rural consultant and self-builder. Our experts cannot send personal replies.   

*Questions may be edited for reasons of space, and advice is given without responsibility. Please do not send original documents or SAEs   
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From the National Co-ordinator of the Farm Crisis Network  

Sir, Along with the extreme frustration farmers are experiencing with the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and in particular the Rural Payments Agency (letters, April 14, etc), there is a major reorientation of agricultural policy, a complete revision of all farm maps through the Rural Land Register, and yet another reorganisation within Defra. These processes are all coming to a climax as many farmers are juggling spring lambing, cultivations and long hours.  

There is a plethora of "guidance" publications with constant revisions, new maps with astonishing inaccuracies and a complex application process for the new Single Payment Scheme which will determine financial outcomes, affecting their businesses until 2013. The May 16 deadline is looming and all queries have to go to a central call centre which has been completely overloaded.  

Many farmers are terrified of making a mistake, fearing penalties and worrying about conflicting advice they are receiving which could jeopardise their applications. The strain of this situation on top of continuing low farm incomes is affecting farmers, their families, their local communities and ultimately the future of our wonderful countryside.  

We hope that the Government will have the grace to admit there are serious problems, will act swiftly to ensure Defra has all the resources it needs to address the situation and will have the flexibility not to penalise farmers unfairly.  

Yours faithfully, CHRISTOPHER JONES, National Co-ordinator, Farm Crisis Network, Manor Farm, West Haddon, Northampton NN6 7AQ.  

mail@fcn.org.uk  

April 14.  
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From the Reverend Robert Barlow.  

Sir, Some weeks ago I had a letter from the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs' Rural Payments Agency (RPA) with a 34-page form asking for details of how many hectares I had, what I grew on them, etc, so that it could assess me for the new Single Payment Scheme for farmers (letters, April 2, 6 and 12).  

It came with a lengthy booklet of explanation. While the booklet had many answers, it could not explain why, as a minister of religion, I had been sent the form.  

I spoke to a charming woman in the RPA, who was also mystified and could offer no explanation. I decided to ignore the form but to be grateful for receiving it as it meant that I could empathise with farmers and the forms they have to fill in.  

This morning's post contained a second letter from the RPA with the form again.  

I'm sure this will help me to empathise all the more.  

Yours sincerely, ROBERT BARLOW (Diocesan Chaplain for Agricultural and Rural Life), The White House, Ankerdine Hill, Knightwick, Worcester WR6 5PR.  

April 12.  
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Conservative claims:  

Health- Tories say they can save pounds 7,203m  

Education- Tories say they can save pounds 5,687m  

Defence- Tories say they can save pounds 3,800m  

Work and pensions- Tories say they can save pounds 2,085m Treasury- Tories say they can save pounds 953m  

Environment- Tories say they can save pounds 894m  

Transport- Tories say they can save pounds 890m  

World development- Tories say they can save pounds 809m  

* Save pounds 636m by removing commissioning role of primary care trusts for all planned care and devolving it to GPs  

* Reducing the number of so-called "arms length bodies" to save pounds 650m  

* Abolish the 28 strategic health authorities to save pounds 616.5m. Health staff cuts would net another pounds 108.5m  

* Reduce the scope of local education authorities and save money from other areas of administration  

* Cut the logistics and procurement budgets, saving pounds 900m. Reduce civilian staff  

* Abolish the New Deal to save pounds 666m a year while contracting out Jobcentre Plus to independent providers to save pounds 1,209m a year  

* Merge Inland Revenue and Treasury policy departments and improve management of staff and assets  

* Cut the Environment Agency and make savings at English Nature, the Forestry Commission and outsource the Rural Payments Agency to save pounds 122m  

* Cut staff to save pounds 54m and outsource some functions to the private sector to save a further pounds 100m  

* Reduce spending on policy for the Department for International Development, saving pounds 100m  

Labour and Lib Dem criticisms  

* Labour says these trusts normally have a small team of three to five people; removing them would save less than a 10th of what the Tories suggest. The same work also needs to be carried out elsewhere since transferring the work to GPs with no extra budget would leave GPs stretched  

* Labour is already cutting pounds 500m from these organisations and the additional pounds 650m saving could be found only by cutting bodies such as NHS Direct and the National Blood Authority  

* The Liberal Democrats point out that the SHA administrative budget is only pounds 137m.  

Labour claims abolishing them would severely weaken the performance of management  

* In reality, says Labour, LEA central administration costs pounds 500m  

* Labour says it has already saved pounds 1bn from equipment purchasing and says extra cuts would be dangerous  

* The proposal to cut the New Deal, says Labour, would put an extra 300,000 people on to benefits by the fourth year of a Tory government. That, it argues, would cost the government money - not save it  

* Most of these savings have already been made, says Labour, so the extra money is not there. But it admits that cutting Treasury administration will not affect frontline public services  

* Labour says EU rules prevent some planned Tory cuts while other savings are already being made and cannot be duplicated  

* Labour says many of the savings, such as outsourcing the driving theory test, have already been achieved  

* Labour says the DfID policy division is one of the best in the world - cutting it would be a disaster  

Benefits and pitfalls of the Common Agricultural Policy;Letter  
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From Mr Bruce Nicoll Sir, The rents paid by tenant farmers are often raised to take account of the subsidies they claim from Brussels. Some landowners therefore benefit from the Common Agricultural Policy to a far greater extent than the cheques that they receive directly from the Rural Payments Agency.  

Yours sincerely, BRUCE NICOLL, Upper West Wing, Tristford House, Harberton, Totnes, Devon TQ9 7RZ.  

March 23.  

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005   
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Tate & Lyle, the sugar company, received about Pounds 127m in export subsidies under the Common Agricultural Policy in 2003-04, according to figures released under the Freedom of Information Act. 

Rural Payments Agency data detailed Pounds 2.4bn of payments made by British agencies under various CAP schemes in the year to October 2004. The next biggest beneficiary was Meadow Foods, the dairy company, which received Pounds 25.9m. Nestle UK got Pounds 11.6m. 

Tate & Lyle said it was disadvantaged by the pricing structure of the European Union sugar regime - which is being reformed - and its only option was to export sugar it was unable to sell in the EU. The subsidies compensated it for the lower prices it received in the world market. 

The company said it used the money to buy cane sugar from producers in African, Caribbean and Pacific countries at above world prices. 

But Oxfam, the aid charity that campaigns for reform of trade rules, said that export subsidies enabled Europe to dump unwanted produce overseas, undermining local farmers. It said the EU agricultural system was skewed in favour of rich landowners and big companies. 

Yesterday's data also showed some of Britain's wealthiest people were among the biggest beneficiaries of farm-based subsidies. 

The figures are likely to revive the controversy over whether Europe's subsidy regime means taxpayers are giving handouts to landowners and large-scale farming operations that do not need them. 

The Duke of Westminster, one of Britain's richest men, received Pounds 448,000 in subsidies for Grosvenor Farms, while Blenheim Farm Partnership, owned by the Duke of Marlborough, got Pounds 511,000. 

Lilburn Estates, farmed by Duncan Davidson, founder of builder Persimmon, received Pounds 1.3m, and multimillionaire Sir Richard Sutton was paid Pounds 1.1m. The Earl of Plymouth estate got Pounds 459,000. 

The numbers relate to 2003-04, under the old EU farm subsidy regime. This year, a new single payment subsidy scheme was introduced, intended to break the link between subsidies and production. Instead, farmers have to demonstrate good farming and environmental practice. 

"If large businesses do a bit better, that is simply because they control more land," said Tim Bennett, president of the National Farmers' Union. If subsidies were aimed at smaller farmers, then public money would travel elsewhere in the EU to countries with fewer large-scale operations than in the UK. 

Sean Rickard, senior lecturer in business economics at Cranfield School of Management, said farmers were receiving "more or less" the same support they had in the past, regardless of the change in criteria from production to environmental management. 

The shift towards using environmental arguments to justify continued farm subsidies was a convenient way to make the payments harder to challenge through the World Trade Organisation, said Mr Rickard.  

Wealthy landowners benefit from farm grants. 

By LYDIA ADETUNJI 
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Some of Britain's wealthiest people are among the biggest beneficiaries of farm sub-sidies under the Common Agricultural Policy, according to figures released under the Freedom of Information Act. 

The details are likely to revive the controversy over whether Europe's subsidy regime means taxpayers are giving handouts to landowners and large-scale farming operations that do not need them. 

Rural Payments Agency data showed that the Duke of Westminster, one of Britain's richest men, received Pounds 448,000 in subsidies for Grosvenor Farms, while Blenheim Farm Partnership, owned by the Duke of Marlborough, got Pounds 511,000. 

Lilburn Estates, farmed by Duncan Davidson, founder of builder Persimmon, received Pounds 1.3m, and multimillionaire Sir Richard Sutton was paid Pounds 1.1m. The Rothschild family's Buckinghamshire estate received Pounds 364,000, and the Earl of Plymouth estate got Pounds 459,000. 

The numbers relate to 2003-04, under the old European Union subsidy regime. This year, a new single payment subsidy scheme was introduced, intended to break the link between subsidies and production. Instead, farmers have to demonstrate good farming and environmental practice. 

Tim Bennett, president of the National Farmers' Union, said farmers who claimed payments now did so for looking after the land. "If large businesses do a bit better, that is simply be-cause they control more land." If subsidies were aimed at smaller farmers, then public money would travel elsewhere in the EU to countries with more smaller farmers and fewer large-scale operations than in the UK. 

Sean Rickard, senior lecturer in business economics at Cranfield School of Management, said farmers were receiving "more or less" the same support they had in the past, regardless of the change in criteria from production to environmental management. The shift towards using environmental arguments to justify continued farm subsidies was a convenient way to make the payments harder to challenge through the World Trade Organisation. 

Mr Rickard said the argument that bigger farmers and landowners should be paid to look after the countryside was "cobblers". He added: "No one has asked 'if (they weren't paid), would the countryside look any different?' They do look after the land but a lot of what they get paid for they would do automatically." 

The information released yesterday also covered companies that received other kinds of subsidies under the CAP, such as refunds on exports. Tate and Lyle, the sugar producer, and its subsidiaries received the most subsidies overall, having received more than Pounds 127m in total. Nestle UK received Pounds 11.6m. 

Oxfam, the aid charity, said recent reforms had not gone far enough to address the issue of subsidy distribution, with big farmers remaining the winners. Export subsidies undermined farmers in the developing world, it said.  

Named: the farmers who make hay by handouts   

Valerie Elliott, Countryside Editor   
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THE scale of handouts from Brussels that line the pockets of some of the country's richest people, including the Queen and the Prince of Wales, was exposed for the first time yesterday.   

The biggest landowners, including members of the Royal Family, a clutch of dukes, and agrifood companies, are able to pick up hefty amounts of cash under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).   

Tate & Lyle topped the payments league with more than Pounds 127 million, while Farmcare Ltd, a subsidiary of the Co-operative Group, received the most in direct farm handouts. The company was paid a total of Pounds 2,601,757.   

The Queen received Pounds 545,897 for farming interests on her Sandringham House and Windsor Castle estates, and the Prince of Wales received Pounds 134,938 for his Duchy of Cornwall estate and Pounds 90,527 for the Duchy Home Farm on his Highgrove estate.   

The Duke of Westminster, ranked second in The Sunday Times Rich List, was also paid Pounds 448,472 for his 6,000-acre estate through Grosvenor Farms Ltd.   

All the payments were made during the financial year 2003-04 - the most recent for which figures are available. This cash costs the taxpayer Pounds 3 billion and adds some Pounds 800 a year to the food bill of a family of four.   

The biggest individual beneficiary appears to be Sir Richard Sutton on behalf of his Settled Estate with more than Pounds 1 million. Sir Richard, 66, received Pounds 1,117,139 for his 7,000-acre Benham estate, in Berkshire, and farmland in Lincolnshire.   

According to the Rich List he is worth some Pounds 120 million and is ranked 321st richest in Britain. He was not available for comment last night.   

It is understood, however, that his estate, like many landowners, last week attempted to block the disclosure of details of the payments.   

The decision to expose the cash handouts was made by ministers at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs last week. They agreed to lift the lid on the payments after a request for the details under the Freedom of Information Act by The Times and other organisations. A CD-Rom listing 100,000 individual payments including 31p for an anonymous Mr Kelman was sent yesterday.   

The decision has provoked uproar among farmers and landowners and hundreds contacted the Rural Payments Agency requesting that their details remained confidential.   

Their anger has increased because the Scottish Executive and the Welsh Assembly were unable to release the cash payments made to their farmers after legal advice.   

Under the rules the farmers who own the most land, keep the most farm animals and grow the most cereals receive the highest payments.   

It is not surprising therefore that the leading dukes are all being paid six-figure cheques. The Duke of Marlborough, who owns Blenheim Palace and estate in Oxfordshire, receives Pounds 511,435 through the Blenheim Farm Partnership. The Duke of Richmond, who is ranked 865th in the Rich List and is worth Pounds 45 million, was paid Pounds 456,404 for his 12,000acre West Sussex estate through the Goodwood Estate Company. The estate is also home to Goodwood racecourse.   

Oxfam said that the data vindicated its campaign to expose the fat cats in the payment system. Phil Bloomer, head of its Make Trade Fair campaign, said that big farmers are the winners from a system that fails everyone else.   

"East Anglian grain barons and the landed gentry enjoy a bumper cash harvest while small British farmers struggle to get by. British taxpayers pay out more than Pounds 3 billion a year to support the CAP, which destroys poor farmers overseas by encouraging overproduction and dumping. It also damages the environment and hurts consumers through higher prices."   

WHO MADE WHAT   

COMPANIES. Pounds   

Tate & Lyle Europe. 97,559,905.10   

Meadow Foods Ltd. 25,928,211.37   

Tate & Lyle Europe. 20,486,597.30   

C Czarnikow Sugar Ltd. 19,559,518.38   

Granox Ltd. 17,575,049.90   

Nestle UK Ltd. 11,609,923.80   

Dale Farm Ingredients Ltd. 11,319,317.40   

Beesons Ltd. 9,516,927.92   

Alec Jarrett Ltd. 9,296,010.04   

Tate & Lyle Citric Acid (a division of T&L). 9,278,211.46   

FARMING*   

Business Link Devon and Cornwall Ltd. 3,048,002   

Farmcare Ltd. 2,601,757   

Yorkshire Rural Community Council. 1,788,011   

Strutt & Parker (Farms) Ltd. 1,635,134   

Business Link South Yorkshire. 1,586,929   

Duchy College Home Farm. 1,524,165   

Meat & Livestock Commission. 1,500,000   

South West Tourism. 1,437,122   

Sir Richard Suttons Settled Estates. 1,117,139   

Blankney Estates Ltd. 986,594   

Vestey Family Trust. 906,406   

ROYALS   

Queen, Sandringham. 399,440   

Windsor. 146,457   

Prince of Wales, Duchy of Cornwall. 134,938   

Home Farm, Highgrove. 90,527   

ARISTOCRACY   

The Duke of Marlborough. 511,435   

Earl of Radnor, 476,587   

The Duke of Richmond. 456,404   

The Duke of Northumberland. 450,740   

The Duke of Westminster. 448,472   

The Duke of Bedford. 365,801   

Lord Iliffe. 356,609   

Marquess of Cholmondeley. 306,619   

Sir Richard Fitzherbert. 245,215   

*Also paid for environmental improvements, marketing and rural development   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005    

Revealed: the rich landowners making hay on EU subsidies  
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THE SYSTEM of allocating vast EU subsidies to wealthy landowners was criticised yesterday as deeply flawed for failing to benefit farmers in need.  

New figures revealed that estates owned by Britain"s wealthiest men were among those to have received hundreds of thousands of pounds in subsidies.  

The extent of the subsidies came to light in figures released by the government"s Rural Payments Agency under the Freedom of Information Act.  

The Duke of Westminster"s estate received £448,000 under the EU"s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) between 2003 and 2004, while the Duke of Marlborough received £511,000 and the Duke of Bedford £366,000 in the same period.  

Oxfam called for "radical overhaul" of the system which it described as flawed for failing to close the gap between struggling farmers and the wealthiest landowners in Britain.  

Phil Bloomer, Head of Oxfam"s Make Trade Fair Campaign, said: "These figures confirm what we already suspected: the EU"s agricultural subsidy scheme is skewed in favour of the richest landowners and biggest companies.  

"While these people rake in millions, poor farmers at home and abroad are going under. This information shows just how rotten our agricultural trade system is and paves the way for urgent and radical reform.  

"We want the EU to change agricultural trade rules in a way that benefits the poorest farmers both at home and abroad. The immediate elimination of export subsidies and a radical overhaul of the sugar regime, would be a good place to start."  

The figures also revealed that the Prince of Wales" Duchy of Cornwall estate received nearly £135,000 in subsidies for 2003-2004.  

A Clarence House spoke- sman said the Prince would not have received the money: "The Duchy of Cornwall does not receive single payment subsidies as they are paid directly to the tenants."  

The National Farmers" Union insisted the information related to a system which has now been abolished and replaced by a system based on a new set of criteria.  

NFU president Tim Bennett said: "Now in 2005 farmers receive support for helping to manage the countryside.  

"All payments from now on are subject to tough environmental conditions. The public get real value for money. Farmers will receive £1.7bn, which equates to only 0.14 per cent of total public spending, in return for managing 75 per cent of land in England.  

"The subsidy "rich list" that no doubt will be reproduced by the media do not reflect the reality for many farmers," he said. "The average net annual earnings for farmers in the years for this information was only £13,000. The total is a fraction of total public spending of £1,200bn."  

The NFU next week launches an environmental campaign including a survey showing 74 per cent of people support giving farmers public money for managing the countryside.  

THE BIG BENEFICIARIES  

Subsidies in the EU"s Common Agricultural Policy for 2003-2004:  

w Estate owned by Duke of Westminster: £448,000  

w Estate owned by Duke of Marlborough: £511,000  

w Estate owned by Duke of Bedford: £366,000  

w Estate owned by Earl of Plymouth: £459,000  

w Estate of Marquess of Cholmondeley: £306,000  

w The Prince of Wales" Duchy of Cornwall estate: nearly £135,000  

Co-op cashes in with pounds 2.6m Euro dividend   

By Becky Barrow and Charles Clover   
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A PREDICTABLE array of royals, dukes, barley barons and agri-business companies adorn the list of 100,000 farmers in England whose subsidy cheques are disclosed today for the first time. It is not, however, the Duke of Westminster, one of the country's richest men, who heads the list of rural grandees benefiting from the Common Agricultural Policy, but the Co-op, whose farming activities receive pounds 2.6-million a year. The largest private farming business, measured by the taxpayer subsidies, is not the Queen but Strutt & Parker farms, the farming business formed by the heirs of the founders of the estate and land agency company. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and the National Trust each receive more than pounds 500,000 a year. Bottom of the list is a farmer who sold all her stock and in 2003-04, the year for which figures have been released, received only 31p.   

 What has muddied the task of sorting the landed gentry from new agri-businesses is the Rural Payments Agency's decision to lump together what are known as Pillar 1 subsidies, such as farm payments, and Pillar 2 subsidies, for rural development. So Business Link Devon and Cornwall, which helps small businesses, confusingly heads the list of farm payment recipients, with the pounds 3-million it is understood to receive for rural development.   

Who gets what   

Farmcare Limited pounds 2.6 million Part of the Co-op Group. Manages 16 estates with a turnover of around pounds 21 million. The biggest commercial farmer in Britain, mainly arable, fruit and vegetables. Yorkshire Rural Community Council pounds 1.8 million An independent voluntary organisation based in Skelton which works to ``improve the quality of life for all people living and working in rural Yorkshire''. Strutt & Parker (Farms)Ltd pounds 1.64 million A privately owned company with only historical links to the estate agency business of the same name which belongs to the descendants of the founders, Edward Strutt and Charles Parker. More than 18,200 acres in Essex and Suffolk divided into six farms. Thurlow Estate Farms pounds 906,406 A 17,000-acre estate owned by the family trust of Edmund Vestey whose family fortune was made from the meat trade. Elveden Farms Ltd pounds 743,211 A 22,500-acre estate in Suffolk which has been owned by the Earls of Iveagh since 1894 when it was bought from the estate of a Maharajah. Blenheim Farm Partnership pounds 511,435 Operating from the Blenheim Estate in Woodstock, Oxfordshire, it is owned by the Duke of Marlborough. Stowell Park Estate Ltd pounds 464,720 Another family estate belonging to another branch of the Vestey family. Owned by Lord Vestey, it is a private agricultural and sporting estate set in one of the most beautiful parts of the Cotswold Hills. Grosvenor Farms Ltd pounds 448,473 Owned by the Duke of Westminster, who is one of the richest men in Britain. Sandringham Estates pounds 399,440 Low down the list, sandwiched between Paul Rackham Ltd and Thelveton Farms, lies the Queen's Norfolk estate, which includes a 600-acre country park and produces its own apple juice. Waddesdon Farms pounds 364,004 The farms linked to the manor house built by the Rothschild family in the style of a French 16th-century chateau which was bequeathed to the National Trust in 1957.   

The Government"s right to keep us in the dark  
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In a modern democracy we should not have to go begging for scraps of information  

Yesterday"s publication of the Common Agricultural Policy farm subsidies in England marks one of the first major successes for freedom of information. The public pays £4bn toward this system, so it might seem obvious that it has an interest in knowing how this money is spent. I campaigned for the release of these figures in my book Your Right to Know, but it wasn"t until formal requests were filed under the Freedom of Information Act and the new Environmental Information Regulations that government departments took seriously the public"s right to this information.  

The Rural Payments Agency, responsible for doling out cash to farmers in England, is releasing the names of subsidy recipients and the annual amount that has been paid to them in the last two years. It will be supplemented in a few weeks time with information broken down by region.  

This is admirable, but the Scottish and Welsh agricultural departments are refusing to release even these basic details, citing the privacy rights of individual farmers. Without names, the subsidy information is neutered. Names are essential for gauging the fairness of the system. Are the richest landowners getting the biggest handouts? In England at least, the answer is "yes". Is this the way we want our tax money spent?  

The other problem is availability. If you want to look at the raw data, you must contact the Rural Payments Agency (e-mail atihelpdesk@rpa.gsi.gov.uk) and they will post a disk to your address. There are no plans to put the data on their website or make it widely available. The agency says it is "looking into solutions", but, let"s be frank, it is not rocket science to put two 8.7MB Excel spreadsheets online.  

Detailed data on farm subsidies has been public in the US since 1996, when The Washington Post, after being turned down on a series of Freedom of Information Act requests and appeals, won a lawsuit against the US Department of Agriculture. Since then, the USDA has released whole databases on farm subsidies to the public. Non-profit organisations such as the Environmental Working Group have taken this raw data and put it on their websites in a form that is accessible and easy to search. ( http://www.ewg.org/farm/ ).  

Could we see Oxfam or Friends of the Earth doing something similar? Possibly, but Crown Copyright presents another obstacle in the way of freedom of information that the Americans don"t have to worry about. In the US, the people are deemed to own all the work created or paid for by taxpayers" money so it cannot be copyrighted. Copyrighting government information stifles both democracy and business development. If Oxfam, or anyone else, wants to use the farm subsidy data, or any similar type information, they first have to ask the UK government for permission.  

The Data Protection Act has become one of the most oft-cited reasons for refusing information to the public. Remember this is the law that led police in Humberside to destroy records of sexual allegations made against the Soham murderer Ian Huntley. British Gas believed it would have been a violation of DPA to notify social services when they cut off the gas supply to an elderly couple (both of whom subsequently died, one of hypothermia).  

As early as 2002, the European Ombudsman warned that the EU data protection rules (on which our Data Protection Act is based) were "being used to undermine the principle of openness in public activities". And so it has come to pass. The DPA was meant to protect the rights of private citizens going about their private business from powerful organisations such as the Government and corporations. Instead, the powerful have hijacked the law and are using it as a shield to hide from public accountability.  

With no hint of irony, the Government is now introducing more ways of collecting, storing and sharing information about us, the private citizen going about our private business, while we are left in ignorance about how billions of pounds" worth of public money is spent by Scottish and Welsh agricultural departments. These are not small sums, either. One farming business in Scotland received more than £950,000 in subsidies in 2003, and in total, 64 businesses, received more than £250,000. Farmers are private individuals, but when they accept such huge chunks of public cash they cannot expect to remain anonymous. This is called accountability.  

Battles are currently raging for the release of the thousands of food safety inspections that local councils conduct on supermarkets, the food industry and restaurants. After BSE, foot and mouth and the Sudan-1 food- dye scare, it boggles the mind how public authorities can persist in their arrogant belief that they know best. Clearly they don"t, yet they are putting up a fight to keep secret such important public health documents.  

Such secrecy shows a profound disrespect for the British public. In a modern democracy we should not have to go begging for information scraps from the table of government.  

heather@yrtk.org  

Heather Brooke is the author of "Your Right to Know" (Pluto Press £12.99)  www.yrtk.org 
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British Hallmarking Council Hearing Aid Council National Weights & Measures Lab Office of Fair Trading Food Standards Agency Wine Standards Board Health and Safety Executive Adventure Activities Licensing Authority Coal Authority Engineering Inspectorate Gangmasters Licensing Authority Environment Agency British Potato Council Countryside Agency Dairy Hygiene Inspectorate Drinking Water Inspectorate Egg Marketing Inspectorate English Nature Fish Health Inspectorate Homegrown Cereals Authority Horticultural Marketing Inspectorate Plant Varieties and Seeds Division Rural Development Service Sea Fish Industry Authority State Veterinary Service Veterinary Medicines Directorate Wildlife Inspectorate National Bee Unit Pesticides Safety Directorate Plant Health and Seeds Inspectorate Rural Payments Agency Consumer & Trading Standards Agency Food Standards Agency Health and Safety Executive Environment Agency New agricultural inspectorate New animal health agency New integrated agency covering 

nature conservation, bio-diversity, landscape, and countryside access  

Budget 2005: Time called on inspectors: Regulation Private and public sector agencies to be scrapped   

Mark Milner, John Carvel, Matthew Taylor, Alan Travis and Felicity Lawrence   
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Gordon Brown yesterday announced plans for a shake-up of the way Britain regulates business and the public sector with a cull of the number of inspectorates examining organisations from healthcare and the prison services to trading and food standards and nightclub bouncers.   

Business leaders welcomed the chancellor's plans for the private sector - based on a review by J Sainsbury chairman Philip Hampton - to cut red tape and slash the regulatory burden on business.   

However, there was some disquiet over public sector plans to introduce single inspectorates for criminal justice, education and children's services, social care and health, and for local services.   

In his budget speech, Mr Brown said he was accepting the Hampton review recommendation that advocated a more flexible approach to business regulation while maintaining high standards.   

"Instead of a one-size-fits-all approach, which can mean that unnecessary inspections are carried out while necessary ones are not carried out, the best practice risk-based regulation now means more inspection only where there is more risk and a light and limited touch where there is less risk."   

His proposals will mean a single body for consumer and trading standards, merging 22 agencies covering food safety, the countryside, agriculture, animal health and environmental protection into five and placing agencies such as the gangmasters licensing authority, the coal authority and, at a later date, the security industry authority under the Health and Safety Executive. In all, the cull will see 35 existing agencies reduced to nine.   

Mr Brown is backing the new-look inspection regime with plans to cut the burden on business with a proposal - based on the Dutch system - under which government departments will have to come up with ways of reducing the regulatory regime every year.   

The chancellor said he believed the proposals would mean companies facing up to one million fewer inspections every year, "but for companies persistently breaking the rules there will be tougher penalties".   

CBI director general Sir Digby Jones backed the thrust of Mr Brown's proposals. "I applaud the deregulation measures outlined. This must be at the heart of the UK's battle to be competitive."   

The EEF took a similar line. Director general Martin Temple said: "The chancellor's pledge that the government would implement the . . . recommendations on regulation and enforcement was the high spot for business of an otherwise election-focused budget." However, parts of Mr Brown's plans to cut the number of public sector inspectorates from 11 to four were less than well-received.   

Consumer protection, trading standards and food safety inspection   

The Hampton review recommends that the plethora of different regulators and inspectors in this area should be consolidated into two bodies, an expanded food standards agency and a new consumer and trading standards agency.   

Ed Mayo, the director of the National Consumer Council, said it made sense to have a central body pulling together the enforcement that is undertaken by local authorities through trading standards officers and environmental health officers.   

Trading standards departments are patchy and under-resourced, and the nature of the enforcement has changed, he said. "You are talking about giant international companies involved in subtle forms of rip-offs, rather than local rogue traders, as in the past."   

He welcomed a move to inspect depending on the scale of risk different companies rate.   

The British Retail Consortium, which represents supermarkets and retailers, welcomed any reduction in "the burden of regulation" and wanted enforcement targeted towards rogue traders.   

Consumer watchdog Which? welcomed moves to streamline regulation, but warned that cutting too much red tape might reduce consumer protection.   

Graham Vidler, head of policy at Which?, said: "The government has unveiled an impressive package to cut costs for business, but it's important that we don't lose sight of the fundamental purpose of regulation - protecting consumers."   

Health and safety   

The Health and Safety Executive will take on responsibility for five bodies: the adventure activities licensing authority, the coal authority, the engineering inspectorate, which oversees the safety of power lines, and the gangmaster licensing authority. It is also set to take on the security industry authority, though that is not expected to happen for at least two years. Last night the HSE said it welcomed the responsibilities. "Many of the recommendations reflect our current strategy."   

Environment   

As well as the food standards agency, the government will introduce four new agencies: environment, animal health and agricultural inspectorate, and an integrated agency covering nature conservation, biodiversity, landscape and countryside access. They will replace an existing array of about 20 agencies, ranging from the national bee unit to the rural payments agency.   

Mr Hampton said: "Over the course of my review, I've seen too much practice that is just done because it's always been done. Regulators need really good risk assessment to make sure that unnecessary inspections do not take place and even more, necessary inspections do take place."   

Criminal justice   

The Treasury said yesterday that a consultation paper to be published next Wednesday will detail the merger plans for a single "justice and community safety inspectorate" to be set up within two years. It will bring together the inspection teams covering the police, crown prosecution, courts, probation and prison services.   

The proposed creation of a single inspection team for the criminal justice system provoked criticism from Anne Owers, the chief inspector of prisons, that her "robustly independent voice may be lost or muffled" as a result.   

Ms Owers has already made clear to ministers that the role of the chief inspector of prisons is to find out what is going on behind the closed walls of prisons and immigration detention centres based on human rights standards, rather than government targets or service standards.   

The merger of the five criminal justice inspectorates would also be complicated by the fact that Her Majesty's Inspector of Constabulary, which dates back to 1856, also has the official role as the home secretary's adviser on policing, including on senior police appointments.   

Health and social care   

The chancellor's plan to merge the health and social care inspectorates overruled a decision made only three months ago by the Department of Health to allow them a few years free from organisational upheaval to develop new regulatory regimes.   

Anna Walker, chief executive of the Healthcare Commission, gave the merger announcement a qualified welcome. But Dame Denise Platt, chair of the Commission for Social Care Inspection, said she was disappointed by the surprise announcement.   

"A further period of instability in the future of social care regulation for children and adult services has been introduced," she said.   

Merger of the two inspectorates was investigated and rejected during a review of "arm's length bodies" by the health minister Lord Warner.   

In a cull of quangos in December, he abolished the NHS university and 17 other health-related quangos in a bid to save pounds 500m a year by 2007-08. But promised the health and social care inspectorates enough time to introduce lighter touch regulation.   

CSCI inherited responsibility for regulating 30,000 independent care homes and other providers in April 2003. It took over this work from the National Care Standards Commission, which was given notice of termination only 17 days after it came into being in April 2002.   

Dame Denise said: "The commission was set up with a clear purpose - to promote improvement in social care through modernising the way these services are regulated, slimming down regulation so that it is risk-based and fit for purpose, and by putting the consumer at the centre . . . It will be very difficult for us to deliver this level of change without a period of stability."   

Ms Walker said: "Changes in structure must not hamper moves already in train to modernise regulation of health and social care services."   

Education   

The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) welcomed the decision to broaden its remit to cover all children's services and adult education provision.   

Ofsted was set up 13 years ago to report on standards in schools, and in 2001 it also became responsible for education of 16- to 19-year-olds and early-years provision.   

Yesterday the chancellor set out plans to widen its brief again, to coordinate inspections for all children's services, beginning in September.   

He also announced plans for it to take over inspections for adult education provision, at present overseen by the Adult Learning Commission.   

Last night the chief inspector of schools, David Bell, said: "Ofsted already inspects and regulates widely across the worlds of education and care and we stand ready to incorporate within Ofsted inspection and regulation work in children's services.   

"Whilst awaiting the outcome of consultation on the future of adult learning inspection we see the logic of incorporating this work within Ofsted's wider remit."   

He said the Ofsted had helped build an improving education and care system in England.   

"I am delighted with these developments, which are testimony to the work Ofsted has done to date and the government's confidence in our capacity to deliver on a broader front."   
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Margaret Beckett has told farmers she is "bloody livid" over the late payment of farm subsidies, which threatens to leave many of them facing cashflow problems. 

The environment secretary yesterday blamed a modernisation effort at the Rural Payments Agency for delaying payment of sub-sidies under the European Union's reformed common agricultural policy, which came into force this year. 

She told delegates at the National Farmers' Union annual conference in Birmingham: "This is a very complex changeover . . . But in the long term this is unquestionably to everyone's advantage." 

The government is talking to banks to encourage them to assist farmers. Those needing to pay for items such as feed and equipment this year, in advance of subsidies for 2005, are likely to add to farmers' debt, which in December 2004 reached Pounds 8.18bn, the highest for 20 years, according to the Bank of England. 

Tim Bennett, NFU president, warned that if other EU governments were quicker to hand over subsidies, there could be a "distortion of the single market (that would leave the UK at) a competitive disadvantage". 

The new single payment subsidy scheme was introduced this year to replace 11 existing subsidy systems and to divorce subsidies from particular food crops. Farmers will instead receive money for the land they farm and for following good environmental practices, leaving them free to choose their own crops on the basis of market demand. 

Mr Bennett reinforced the NFU's call for farmers to be more businesslike. He hinted this could give them more muscle in their relationships with supermarkets, which are blamed for squeezing farm margins. Previously, subsidies were linked to certain crops, meaning that supermarkets had a guaranteed and cheap supply of those foods. But under the new system, farmers can choose to ignore lower margin crops and grow only those for which they receive a good price in the market.  

Sowing the seeds of fairer farming - The Common Agricultural Policy rewarded overproduction but reform of the subsidy system will focus on free trade and the environment  

Charlotte Moore   
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It isn't only the hunting ban that is causing consternation among Britain's rural population at the moment. In agricultural centres up and down the land, farmers have been gathering to hear government officials explain the rules of the new "single payment scheme", which aims to "decouple" subsidies from production.   

On a dreary day in the Matford Centre in Exeter, farmers emerged from a session with the Rural Payments Agency disgruntled about the lack of details of the scheme. John Bright, a dairy farmer, said: "I learned nothing new today."   

The plan is that Common Agricultural Policy subsidies will no longer depend on how much farmers produce on their land. It is hoped this will stop EU overproduction of food, which is then dumped on the world's markets at subsidised prices. To qualify for the subsidies, farmers will also have to demonstrate that they are taking care of the environment. When these reforms were announced last year, they were hailed by the trade and industry secretary, Patricia Hewitt, as an excellent response. But campaigners said the concessions would not help poor countries to compete on the world market.   

Ask the farmers about the ethics of dumping cheap goods on developing countries and they concede it is hardly fair. But neither do they wish for every food product to be imported. "We produce some of the best food in the world," says Mr Bright. "Why do we need to ship it in from the other side of the globe?"   

This neatly sums up the complex emotions surrounding food production that has allowed Europe's agricultural sector to remain cosseted over the past three decades, swallowing half the EU's budget every year. Most people believe that poor countries should be given access to free trade but the idea of losing self-sufficiency is a concern to even the most rational.   

The government believes the new sys tem will force landowners to treat their farms as proper businesses and to continue producing only if it makes financial sense.   

Ron Scrutton, head of policy at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, said: "Decoupling is seen as very important to bring the farmers closer to the market. They will be freer to produce the volumes and the goods that the market actually wants."   

The National Farmers' Union agrees. Melanie Hall, senior food and farming adviser for the south-west, said: "Farming has got to stack up in terms of profitability."   

Oxfam is less convinced the changes are radical enough to stop overproduction. "There has been insufficient research to show this will cut production," said Amy Barrow, a spokesperson for Oxfam. Without a reform of export subsidies, the developing world will continue to be undermined, she added.   

One of the problems with the new scheme is that the subsidy allocations will be based on the size of the farm. Oxfam has already pointed out that in Britain a few wealthy farm owners with very large estates receive massive subsidies. In contrast, even with subsidies, the smallholder finds life difficult.   

To move money away from subsidising production, the new funds will be dependent on the farmer taking care of the environment. "We went into the reform process to move money from farm payment to rural development and environment," Mr Scrutton said.   

But there is criticism that the environmental guidelines have become too watered down while the reforms were discussed. The World Wildlife Fund said that the ecological conditions attached to the subsidy payments were not stringent enough. "At the moment the policy seems to say that we hope the subsidies will encourage farmers to plant more woodlands but we are not actually paying for the plantation of woodlands," said Adam Harrison, WWF Scotland's rural development policy officer.   

To add a further layer of complexity to agricultural reform, the UK is one of the few countries that is reforming this year. France is holding off until 2007.   

On the whole the farmers in Devon are optimistic about the future. Amanda Burden, a land agent, said: "I hope the agricultural industry of the future is balanced between environment, animal welfare and profitability."   

Peter Kendall, deputy president of the National Farmers' Union and a supporter of the reforms, in the grain store at his farm in Bedfordshire   

Photograph: Sean Smith   
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A NEW "spy in the sky" satellite is being deployed to snoop on farmers and trap cash cheats.The technology will be used this year to police the new system of farm payments to be introduced throughout the European Union, signalling the biggest revolution in farming since the Second World War.   

For the first time, following the reform of the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP), farmers are to receive handouts from Brussels for looking after the land instead of keeping animals for food production. The satellite will be able to ensure that they are looking after the land and encouraging wildlife habitats in return for Pounds 3 billion from the taxpayer.   

The camera is so powerful it can even pick out a farmer ploughing the land. It can see the furrows in a field, measure field margins and even check on the state of hedgerows and footpaths.   

The Times has been shown a digital image of a remote farm inspection and tracked down the owner of the farm. Jeremy Cooper, 45, who runs the 1,500-acre Chantry Farm, at Woodham Ferrers, near Chelmsford, Essex, mapped here, was shocked to learn that his farm has been inspected by the satellite as part of a trial. He looked at the image and immediately recognised every slope and corner of his land, his five-bedroomed brick farmhouse and outbuildings. The red areas indicate greenfield, woodland or other vegetation, the blue areas are ploughed field or soil and the purple shows crops growing in the fields.   

He was amazed by the detail, especially the tractor lines and the ponds in his fields. "I had no idea we had been spied on like this," he said. "I'm more than surprised and can honestly say I'm shocked by what you have shown me. I'm rather an easygoing kind of person but other farmers will definitely think this is Big Brother."   

His farm business receives about Pounds 76,500 in handouts under the CAP -the payments work out at about Pounds 85 an acre on 900 acres traditionally used for cereal production, mainly wheat, oilseed rape, peas and beans.   

Mr Cooper accepted that to continue to receive taxpayers' cash, farmers would have to accept the surveillance. "They have got us over a barrel if we receive state money. On the plus side this might also cut out the need for inspectors on the farm and get rid of some of the red tape."   

He has yet to decide which green farming practices to adopt to meet conditions for the new farm payments but knows that everything he does is now on full view. Tim Bennett, president of the National Farmers' Union, said: "I think this is a great anti-fraud measure, especially for countries where past administration of farm payments has not been as rigorous as in Britain. It will be really useful in this respect.   

"Most farmers are honest and want cheats to be caught. But we have to make sure there are safeguards on people's privacy."   

Richard Haddock, the union's livestock committee chairman, who rears beef in South Devon, was incredulous that the technology might be used on any farm. "I don't think farmers are aware of this. It is amazing how Big Brother this Government is getting. You realise you can be watched at any time by anyone."   

His land is crossed by numerous footpaths and he said: "I was talking to ramblers on my land about the satellite the other day and they really didn't like the idea that someone might be able to follow them and watch them." This satellite technology, however, is to be used by most European Union countries this year.   

Only Austria, Finland and Portugal are currently exempt, though they may sign up later.   

Simon Kay, a scientific officer for the European Commission joint research centre near Milan, which has been testing the satellite's value in policing the Euro 45 million farm budget, said it had been used by some countries for inspecting olive groves, cereal and vegetable farms."The privacy of farmers is not an issue. We are not interested in what individuals are doing. You can see a speck but you don't know if it's a person, an animal or a tractor."   

The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs could not say how much the images would cost but the money will come from the Rural Payments Agency. About 5 per cent of England's 70,000 farms will be inspected each year.   

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2005    
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Gordon Brown's plan to make savings by axing 84,000 jobs in Whitehall and relocating another 20,000 staff is largely an illusion, analysis by the Guardian shows. 

Not only will many staff be offered positions elsewhere in the public sector, but the job cuts form only a symbolic segment of projected savings that are intended by political parties to show they are getting tough on government waste. 

This week all three main parties made this the theme of the pre-election battle, with the Conservatives promising pounds 35bn in savings and 235,000 job cuts on Monday, while the Liberal Democrats want to scrap departments as part of their election package. 

But analysis of the chancellor's programme, available in 326 pages of action plans on the Treasury website, shows the changes are small beer. 

Nearly pounds 15bn will come not from Whitehall job cuts, but by squeezing profit margins for companies that supply government contracts, and by reorganising services run by the public sector outside central government. 

Of the remaining pounds 6bn or so, Whitehall jobs are unlikely to account for more than pounds 2bn in savings, with new technology counting for another pounds 2bn. The rest of the savings come from a miscellany of measures. 

The chancellor's cuts must also be seen against the recruitment of 75,000 extra employees in Whitehall since 1997, and plans to create another 250,000 jobs in other public services. 

John Oughton, chief executive of the Office of Government Commerce, the Treasury agency, and the man charged by Mr Brown with implementing the plan, told the Guardian that it was the "overlooked and unglamorous" area of procurement - the goods and services ordered by Whitehall - that was the front line. 

These changes were going ahead faster than the planned job cuts, some of which have been delayed until after the election. 

Mr Oughton could point to results of substantial savings on procurement. The most dramatic is pounds 1bn saved by the Ministry of Defence in renegotiating the contract to supply troops in Iraq. Mr Oughton said that not only had cash been saved, but the revised contract says equipment must be supplied within 24 hours rather than the present 80-hour deadline. 

A similar deal drawn up by the NHS for buying drugs would save at least another pounds 1bn. The NHS was also encouraging health trusts to come together and demand big cuts in prices on longer-term contracts for equipment and supplies. In a rare admission by a Treasury mandarin, Mr Oughton said: "In this respect we can learn a lot from local government ,which is ahead of the game." 

The job cuts are far less important, with two big exceptions: the MoD and Department for Work and Pensions. The two count for 50,500 of the 84,000 job cuts. With the merger of Customs and the Revenue accounting for a further 12,500, this leaves the rest of Whitehall to share 21,000 job cuts. 

The decision means severe cuts for both ministries and is being fought by unions - notably the Public and Commercial Services union, which is taking strike action to safeguard Benefits Agency jobs. 

How the government handles the cuts will be crucial and could be mitigated. The work and pensions department has a turnover of 9,000 staff a year, so in theory 27,000 jobs could disappear without pain. But the turnover could be in the wrong places. 

A more significant move out lined by Mr Oughton was a "jobs protocol" being drawn up by Alice Perkins, director general of the Cabinet Office corporate development group, and the wife of Jack Straw. 

Under the protocol, staff facing loss of their job would be notified of any suitable public job in their area - from local government to the police and universities. 

The aim is to balance the loss of 84,000 Whitehall jobs with the creation of 250,000 other public jobs. This scheme could face its first test in York: the work department is to close its centre in the city, but elsewhere in York there are unmet demands for extra public sector staff. 

The most difficult area to judge is the reliance of individual departments on one "big idea" to meet their target. 

Some are relatively easy - the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs aims to make its biggest saving by axing 1,600 jobs at the Rural Payments Agency in Reading. The replacement of the present complicated European Union farm subsidies with a single payments system makes this possible. 

Much more nebulous is the Home Office plan to save pounds 1bn in the police service, and a plan by the Department of Health to save more than pounds 3bn by better use of NHS staff time - predicated on expensive computerised filing and appointment systems. 

Other departments plan policy changes to save money. The Crown Prosecution Service is expected to drop more cases unlikely to succeed, and the Department for Constitutional Affairs is reorganising the legal aid budget. 

The Department of Trade and Industry is putting its effort into reorganising services to business, while the culture department is planning to save money on leisure and sport outside Whitehall. 

It will be these changes which have a direct impact on the public that will prove whether Mr Brown's scheme works, or whether it is largely a PR exercise. 

guardian.co.uk/politics 
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...and they go about it by creating all these new bodies ESTIMATED TOTAL SPENDING THIS YEAR pounds 22.737 billion   
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CULTURE Arts and Humanities Research Board Funds research projects in the arts (funding of pounds 70m p.a.); Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment Advises the Government on design (budget of pounds 10.2m); National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts Distributes Lottery funds to innovative projects (running costs are pounds 4m, and pounds 15m in grants are distributed annually); eight regional cultural consortiums (Total spending of pounds 1.5m); 30 sport action zones Local networks to promote sport (each has received pounds 70,000 from the National Lottery); Zoos Forum Advises on zoo policy (budget of pounds 37,000).   

 DEFENCE Defence Diversification Agency Promotes alternative uses of defence technology (budget of pounds 5.5m); Defence Communications Services Agency Provides communications technology (budget of pounds 160m and 3,050 staff oversee communications spending of pounds 1.2bn a year); Defence Geographic and Imagery Intelligence Agency Provides high-technology reconnaissance (budget of pounds 45m); Veterans' Agency Promotes the interests of ex-services personnel ( pounds 19m p.a.). DEVOLUTION Greater London Authority (cost of new building, pounds 43m; annual running costs of pounds 22.6m); Northern Ireland Assembly (running costs of pounds 36m p.a); Scottish Parliament (building cost pounds 431m; running costs are pounds 59m p.a.); Welsh Assembly (cost of new building pounds 59.5m; running costs pounds 45m p.a.). EDUCATION Adult Learning Inspectorate Monitors standards of adult education (budget of pounds 30m); 47 connexions partnerships Run local youth services (budget of pounds 450m p.a.); Children and Young Person's Unit Administers the Children's Fund of pounds 150m; Connexions Direct Advice service for young people (budget of pounds 2.2m); 150 early years partnerships Improves children's services (budget of pounds 41.5m); education action zones Local multi-agency groups to raise educational standards (spending in 2004/5 is pounds 61m); Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship Encourages graduates to set up businesses (receives pounds 700,000 p.a.); General Teaching Council Oversees professional standards in teaching (budget of pounds 11.2m); 107 early excellence centres Provide support for pre-school children (received pounds 13m this year); excellence in cities zones Raise standards in deprived areas (received pounds 306m this year; overall funding will reach pounds 1.6bn by 2006); Healthy Schools Network Promotes healthier eating in schools (budget of pounds 8m this year); Independent/State Schools Advisory Group Promotes dialogue between the two sectors (budget of pounds 1.2m); Learning and Skills Council Oversees post-16 education (funding has risen from pounds 5.39bn in 2001/2 to pounds 8.69bn in 2004/5); Learning and Skills Development Agency Improves post-16 education (budget of pounds 23m); Learning and Skills Research Centre Promotes and researches best practice in post-16 education (budget of about pounds 1m p.a.); National Anti-Bullying Alliance Promotes anti-bullying policies (budget of pounds 570,000 p.a.); National College for School Leadership Raises standards of head teachers (budget in 2004/5 of pounds 90.2m); National Education Research Forum Improves the quality of educational research (overall funding of pounds 10.4m); National Network of Science Learning Centres (seven in the UK with an overall budget of pounds 51m); National Grid for Learning Develops information technology programmes for schools (budget of pounds 700m); Office of Fair Access to Higher Education Widens access to universities (budget of pounds 500,000 p.a.); Prisoners' Learning and Skills Unit Promotes the education of prisoners (spending of pounds 97m p.a.); Qualifications and Curriculum Authority Monitors examinations and qualifications (now receives funding of pounds 136m, compared with pounds 32.6m in 1997/8 when it took over from the National Council for Vocational Qualifications and the Schools Curriculum Assessment Authority); 313 school sport partnerships Local networks to promote sport (each receives up to pounds 810,000 over three years); Standards and Effectiveness Unit Promotes higher standards in schools (costs for 2004/5 of pounds 3.6m); Sure Start Unit Administers the Sure Start programme, aiming to promote the interests of young children (the unit's budget is pounds 12.7m; the programme's funding is pounds 463m this year; the Sure Start programme will spend pounds 1.7bn by 2006); University for Industry Provides information on courses, particularly through the Learn Direct Service (funding of pounds 44m in 2004/5); UK Youth Parliament Promotes views of young people (budget of pounds 200,000 p.a.). EQUALITY Disability Rights Commission Combats discrimination against disabled people ( pounds 15.5m p.a.); Women and Work Commission Promotes women's equality in the workplace (budget of pounds 300,000); Women and Equality Unit Promotes gender and sexual orientation policy (budget of pounds 11.4m). HEALTH Commission for Patient and Public Involvement in Health Ensures patients' views are heard (budget of pounds 31m for 2004/5); Commission for Social Care Inspection Inspects care homes (budget for 2004/5 of pounds 147m); Council for the Regulation of Healthcare Professionals Professional standards watchdog (budget of pounds 2m); Food Standards Agency Gives advice and information on food quality (budget of pounds 119m); General Social Care Council The professional body of social workers (budget of pounds 13.1m in 2004/5); 26 health action zones Promote local health initiatives (budget pounds 52m p.a.); 350 healthy living centres Promote healthier living among the public (funded by pounds 300m from Lottery); Health Development Agency Establishes evidence of what works in health practice (budget of pounds 12m); Health Protection Agency (budget of pounds 195.7m); Healthcare Commission Inspects and audits health services (budget of pounds 71.5m); Independent Regulator of the NHS Foundation Trusts Monitors the new NHS Foundation hospitals (budget of pounds 5m); Medicines and Healthcare Products Agency (budget of pounds 67m); NHS Direct Advises patients (budget pounds 131m); NHS Logistics Authority (budget of pounds 709.2m); NHS Information Authority Oversees IT within the NHS (budget pounds 217m); NHS Appointments Commission Oversees recruitment (budget of pounds 3.6m); NHS Counter Fraud Service Combats fraud (budget of pounds 16.4m in 2004/5); NHS Modernisation Agency Advises clinicians on developments in treatment and healthcare (budget of pounds 161m); NHS Professionals Authority (budget of pounds 23m); NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency (budget of pounds 21m); NHS University Encourages learning among NHS professionals (budget of pounds 44.6m); National Institute of Clinical Excellence Advises NHS on effectiveness of treatments (budget of pounds 18.14m); National Clinical Assessment Authority Supports authorities where there are concerns about performance (budget of pounds 10.2m); National Patient Safety Agency (budget of pounds 17.5m); National Treatment Agency for Drugs (budget of pounds 4m); Post-Graduate Medical Training Board (budget of pounds 2m); Social Care Institute for Excellence Promotes good practice in social care (funding of pounds 2m); UK Transplant Responsible for the transplant service (budget of pounds 13.8m). HOME AFFAIRS AND JUSTICE Active Communities Unit Supervises Home Office programme to promote local community involvement (budget of pounds 84m in 2004/5); Action Against Crime Business Group (funding of pounds 900,000); 22 local arson task Forces Headed by the Arson Control Forum to tackle the problem of arson (funding of pounds 43m over three years); Assets Recovery Agency Recovers assets from organised crime (budget of pounds 13m); Benefit Fraud Inspectorate Tackles fraud by claimants (budget of pounds 6m); Central Police Training and Development Authority Centre of policing excellence (budget of pounds 66m for 2004/5); Children and Family Courts Advisory Service Looks after the interests of the child in family proceedings (budget of pounds 80m); 14 community cohesion pathfinders Promote better race relations in divided neighbourhoods (budget of pounds 6m); Connecting Communities Network Promotes partnerships within neighbourhoods (funding of pounds 4.6m); Civil Justice Council Watchdog for the civil justice system (budget of pounds 200,000 a year); Correctional Services Board Supervises the prison and probation services (budget of pounds 54m in 2004/5); Criminal Justice Integration Unit Promotes a joined-up approach to criminal justice (budget of pounds 3.6m); 376 crime reduction partnerships & 10 regional crime reduction teams The regional teams are led by crime-reduction directors and overseen by the Home Office's Performance and Strategic Management Unit (overall budget for crime reduction programme is pounds 340m, while another pounds 200m is being invested over three years in the 376 partnerships through the Communities against Drugs Programme); Dedicated Cheque and Plastic Crime Unit Combats card fraud (budget of pounds 1.4m); 155 drug action teams Multi-agency groups tackle drug abuse and support drug-users (funding of pounds 260m for 2004/5); Criminal Records Bureau Provides criminal vetting (Private Finance Initiative contract with CAPITA worth pounds 250m but has overspent; this year has had to be subsidised by pounds 68m); Frank Drugs Campaign Advice centres on drugs (budget of pounds 3m; Hi-tech Crime Unit Deals with computer crime (budget of pounds 25m); Home Office Equality Unit (budget of pounds 2m); Home Office Accounting and Finance Unit (costs pounds 4.1m); Independent Police Complaints Commission Deals with complaints against the police (budget of pounds 23m); Legal Services Commission Administers Legal Aid, the new Community Legal Service (CLS) and the Criminal Defence Service (CDS), which provide the public with legal representation (budget of pounds 80m). The Community Legal Service has established more than 200 local partnerships and has funding of pounds 640m. The Criminal Defence Service's Budget is pounds 1.14bn in 2004/5; 12 regional legal services committees Advise on the local work of the Legal Services Commission; Metropolitan Police Authority In charge of the Metropolitan Police (budget of pounds 2.6bn for 2004/5; the MPA's direct administrative costs are pounds 3m); 42 multi-agency protection panels Local boards to oversee the supervision of sexual offenders; National Criminal Justice Board & 42 local criminal justice boards Manage the criminal justice system (budget of pounds 339m in 2004; the board will also spend pounds 400m p.a. over three years to modernise information and management systems); National Asylum Support Service Assists asylum seekers (spending of pounds 1.1bn); National Asylum Support Forum Addresses concerns about care of asylum seekers; National Offender Management Service New service in charge of prisons and probation (budget of pounds 3.7bn in 2004/5); Office of the Information Commissioner In charge of Freedom of Information (spending of pounds 10.8m in 2003/4); Office of the Legal Services Complaints Commissioner Handles complaints against the Law Society (budget of pounds 1.3m); Office of Public Guardianship Gives financial protection to mentally incapacitated (budget of pounds 5m in 2004/5); Police Information Technology Organisation Develops information technology services (budget of pounds 35.3m in 2004/5); Security Industry Authority Improves standards in the private-security industry (budget of pounds 15m p.a.); Sentencing Guidelines Council Advises the Home Secretary on sentencing policy; Standards Board for England Monitors behaviour of local councillors (budget of pounds 8.9m for 2003/4); 42 witness care units Provides support to witnesses in court (funding of pounds 27m in 2004/5); Youth Justice Board Oversees the youth justice system (budget of pounds 342m in 2004/5); 77 youth inclusion and support panels Addresses concerns of young people in deprived areas; 155 youth offending teams Local teams supervising young offenders (funding of pounds 217m in 2003/4). INTERNATIONAL Commission for Africa Seeks solutions for the problems of Africa (budget of pounds 6m); Department For International Development (budget for 2002/3 of pounds 3.965bn, a rise of pounds 2.4bn on the budget inherited from the Foreign Office; pounds 187m spent on administration). NORTHERN IRELAND British Irish Council Ministerial meetings between UK and Ireland (no separate budget); North South Ministerial Council Promotes dialogue between Ireland's two governments (budget of pounds 500,000); Equality Commission for Northern Ireland Promotes equal opportunities (budget of pounds 7m); Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission Protects human rights (budget of pounds 750,000); Parades Commission Adjudicates on contentious parades (budget of pounds 1.3m in 2002); Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland Investigates complaints against the NI Police (budget of pounds 6.8m in 2003/4). REGENERATION AND RURAL 41 arms length management organisations In charge of local authority housing areas (funding of pounds 300m this year); British Potato Council Promotes the potato industry (budget of pounds 6.5m); Countryside Agency Works Improves the quality of the countryside (budget of pounds 95m for 2004/5); 13 employment action zones Boost local job creation (budget of pounds 58m); Regional Co-ordination Unit Oversees the work of the regional government offices network (running costs of pounds 9.4m in 2002/3; oversees a regional budget of pounds 96.6m); Neighbourhood Renewal Unit Tackles problems of deprived neighbourhoods (oversees programme worth pounds 975m in 2004/5); National Community Forum Advises government on tackling disadvantage; National Neighbourhood Management Network Advises neighbourhood groups on renewal strategies; 88 local strategic partnerships Local teams set up to combat urban deprivation (funded by the Neighbourhood Renewal Unit); 35 neighbourhood management pathfinders Promote local regeneration schemes and combat deprivation (cost pounds 82m over seven years; each receives pounds 350,000 p.a.); 39 new deal for communities boards In Britain's most deprived urban areas (funding of pounds 2bn over 10 years); eight Regional Development Agencies Promote regional economic strategies for growth (funding of pounds 1.8bn in 2004/5; to rise to pounds 2.3bn in 2007/8); nine regional housing boards Develop regional strategies for housing and planning; nine centres of regional procurement excellence Promote more effective supply purchasing by local authorities (budget of pounds 3.6m in 2004/5); Rural Payments Agency Oversees the system of countryside subsidies (budget of pounds 660m for 2004/5); Sustainable Development Commission Promotes green policies (budget of pounds 500,000); nine warden resource centres Promote local neighbourhood warden schemes (funding of pounds 91m over three years). ECONOMIC AND STRATEGIC Better Regulation Task Force Reduces Government red tape (costs of pounds 500,000 p.a.); Consumer Direct Provides on-line advice to consumers with work overseen by four Consumer Direct Pathfinder Regions (budget of pounds 11m in 2004/5); Forward Strategy Unit Carries out long-term reviews of Government policy (budget of pounds 7m); Low Pay Commission Advises on the minimum wage (budget of pounds 700,000); Manufacturing Advisory Service Includes 10 regional centres of manufacturing excellence to promote interests of British manufacturing (state funding of pounds 30m); National Composites Network Promotes use of composite technology in industry (funding of pounds 30m); Nuclear Decommissioning Authority Oversees decommissioning of nuclear sites (budget of pounds 2bn); Office of the E-Envoy Promotes better use of information technology by Government (budget of pounds 17.5m in 2003/4); Office of Public Services Reform (budget of pounds 4.2m in 2003/4); Prime Minister's Delivery Unit Ensures implementation of policy (budget of pounds 3.8m); Postal Services Commission Oversees work of the post office (budget of pounds 6m); Science Advisory Council Advises ministers on science policy; UK First Promotes interests of the furniture industry (funding of pounds 1.7m over 5 years); UK Skills Development Agency Oversees work of the skills councils (budget of pounds 49.5m in 2003/4); 11 UK sector skills councils Advance skills training in respective economic sectors (each SSC receives pounds 4m over three years); Small Business Council The voice of small businesses; oversees the Small Business Service (which receives pounds 18m p.a.); Social Exclusion Unit Develops strategies to combat deprivation (budget of pounds 2.5m); Technology Strategy Board Drives innovation and determines priorities for research funding of pounds 320m from 2005-2008; UK Centre for Marine Renewable Energy Promotes alternative energy sources from sea (funding of pounds 50m). TRANSPORT Aviation Health Unit Advises on health issues for passengers (funding of pounds 200,000 p.a.); British Transport Police Authority; Commission for Integrated Transport Provides the Government with advice on integrated transport policy (budget of pounds 2.2m); Marine and Coastguard Agency Oversees the coastguard service (budget of pounds 122m); National Cycling Strategy Board Advises ministers on national cycling policy; Rail Accident Investigation Branch; Short Sea and Waterways Forum (budget of pounds 360,000 over three years); Strategic Rail Authority Soon to be wound up and subsumed in the Office of the Rail Regulator (budget has risen from pounds 1.1bn in 1999 to pounds 3.25bn in 2004/5).   

Satellites to keep an eye on EU's farmers. 
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Europe will police its new agricultural support regime with ultrasensitive spy sat-ellites that can tell whether farmers are keeping their land in good environmental and agricultural condition. 

Technical experts and agricultural officials from all over Europe are meeting in Budapest today to discuss the satellite monitoring of Single Area Payments, which replace the EU's old production-based farm sub- sidies next year. 

The new weapon against mistakes and fraud in the distribution of payments worth Euros 40bn (Dollars 52bn, Pounds 28bn) a year will be "very high resolution" observations that can distinguish features less than a metre across - 10 times better than the previous generation of remote- sensing satellites. 

The EC Joint Research Centre in Ispra, Italy, carried out trials of very high resolution monitoring on 15,000 sq km last year and 50,000 sq km this year. Next year it expects to roll out an operational programme covering 150,000 sq km - about 10 per cent of the EU's total agricultural area. 

Single Area Payments break the link between production and support. Instead, farmers have to keep their land in good condition and meet various 'cross-compliance' conditions relating particularly to the environment. 

Very high resolution sat-ellite observations will enable the authorities to monitor whether farmers are meeting environmental obligations, such as maintaining hedges or leaving enough uncultivated land to support wildlife around field boundaries, says Simon Kay, a remote sensing specialist at the Joint Research Centre. 

The EU project uses images from several spacecraft - with the US QuickBird and Ikonos satellites making a particular contribution. 

"Although remote sensing has been used for agricultural monitoring for some time, the technology has come of age," Mr Kay says. "The images can now be used by farmers and administrators - and not just by specialists." 

Although scientists are developing ways to analyse the satellite images by computer, the human eye will be used for the foreseeable future to check irregularities in payment claims. 

"Very few member states want to give a computer the responsibility of a farmer losing his payments," Mr Kay says. And traditional on-the-spot checks, by inspectors visiting farms, will continue to supplement the satellite monitoring. 

"Everyone wants to know how much fraud there is," says Bill Duncan, who is responsible for administering EU support at England's Rural Payments Agency. 

"We believe that satellites combined with on-the-spot visits give us an effective control mechanism," Mr Duncan says. "Any control mechanism has a deterrent effect."  
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When I look out of the back window of my house, I can often see strange animals in one of my grass fields. They are large herbivores, each possessing four legs, a tail and an udder. During the winter I give them hay and usually at this time of year when they see me, they moo, in friendly recognition or greedy anticipation - I have not quite worked out the language. What they are, I have no idea. Until the other day I was under the impression they may have been cows but I appear to have been wrong. Recently, I have received various forms and letters from something calling itself the Rural Payments Agency, a subsidiary of Mrs Beckett's Defra - The Department for the Elimination of Farming and Rural Affairs - telling me that I have no cows. Strange, that, for not only do I have animals that moo, but I also have documents telling me that I have "Cattle Passports".   

 At the same time, I have received another letter from the same distant office in Newcastle telling me that as I am part of an "extensive" grazing scheme (extensive being the opposite to intensive), and to make sure that I am not cheating, they must check the number of (non-existent) grazing cattle on my farm through the "British Cattle Movement Service", the body that issues cattle passports. Complicated isn't it? All this nonsense is part of Mrs Beckett's famous CAP reform to bring all subsidies under a Single Farm Payment Scheme. This is a scheme which, despite the conservation hype, will almost certainly lead to much of Britain's farming becoming even more intensive, with a consequent loss of yet more wildlife. It amasses all the subsidies received by a farm into one historical payment, based on an average of the subsidies received from 2000 through 2002 inclusive. My problem, apparently, is that I didn't fill in the cow forms in 2001 and 2002. Either I didn't see them amid the great official paper deluge all farmers receive, or I didn't understand them. Yet although it is possible for the bureaucrats to check with the "British Cattle Movement Service" for a possible grazing fiddle - it appears to be impossible for the same bureaucrats to check with the same service that, yes, I did have cattle in 2001 and 2002. To my mind, this Single Farm Payment should be aimed at individual farms and farmers. Instead, though, large chunks go to the owner of the land during the key years - not to the person currently farming it. Consequently, hundreds of thousands of pounds are being paid to already wealthy institutions and individuals who need not be farming - or even owning - land. There are even examples of money being paid to people no longer living in Britain. Even the Countryside Restoration Trust is caught in the same trap. In 2001, it bought land for its Lark Rise Farm from Cambridgeshire County Council - a council with an appalling record of land stewardship. Now the County Council can claim some of the Single Farm Payment that, logically and morally, should be going to the CRT's farm tenant. The whole subsidy system is wrong. Farmers should receive no subsidy; supermarkets should pay the proper price for the produce they buy from farmers. In fact, didn't Tony Blair promise to break the "arm lock" of the supermarkets a couple of years back? I suppose he's been too busy bombing Iraq, discovering Africa and saving foxes. I'm sure his inaction is totally unconnected with the supermarket donations paid to the Labour Party.   

The Civil Service: A right old state: Why Oliver is asking for less: While Gordon Brown wants to put civil servants to the sword, the Conservative shadow chancellor plans to wield a chainsaw - even though his wife could be among his victims, reports Nick Mathiason  

Nick Mathiason  
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OLIVER L ETWIN 's wife is a senior civil servant, but family relations don't come into it. If the shadow chancellor had his way, his spouse, along with hundreds of thousands of her colleagues, would be out of a job.  

The Eton- and Cambridge-educated politician doesn't just want to take an axe to the civil service. He wants to be lumberjack-in-chief and chainsaw huge tracts of it out of existence.  

'To my mind, this is a moral necessity,' says the 48-year-old West Dorset MP in his Commons office. 'The government takes taxpayers' money. It owes those taxpayers a moral duty of care.'  

Letwin rails against Gordon Brown's record of adding what he claims is 50,000 civil servants since 1999. 'The problem is not one he inherited,' he points out in his paternalistic manner. 'It's a problem he has hugely created. Indeed, it has absorbed not the whole but a large part of a very considerable public spending increase and the taxes that have gone with it.'  

Letwin has a two-pronged attack when it comes to the civil service. It is increasingly becoming a major plank in the Tories' election campaign strategy. Firstly, he believes Brown's headline figure of 104,500 chopped civil servants is woefully misleading.  

'It now turns out that 20,000 of this comes from devolved administrations which he doesn't control. Second, it turns out more than 10,000 of the remaining 84,000 are from so-called switching of positions from back office to frontline. I've yet to find any genuine reason to believe this is a genuine operation.'  

When Brown announced his plans to reform Whitehall in July, many thought the Chancellor had brilliantly pulled the rug from underneath Letwin and the Tories, who were engaged on a similar mission. But the former Rothschild's investment banker says there is a clear blue water between the two parties' positions. Which brings us to his second 'Labour attack prong'.  

'The difference is that Brown takes it as read that the current functions of government and its agencies all need to be kept in place. So that immensely limits their scope for action. We're taking a conscious political decision, which is that the taxpayer deserves value for money and therefore we're cutting back on the number of things the government is doing.'  

But the state is now engaged on a sustained investment drive after nearly two decades of having to make do with unemployment as well as substandard schools, hospitals and roads. Isn't it obvious that civil servants have to be hired to improve all this?  

'Health and education are clear cases. Policing is another. Money has gone in. Both Gordon Brown and I agree that a considerable amount extra needs to go in. And we seem roughly to agree how much. A huge proportion of Labour's spending has been wasted. An immoral proportion has been wasted. Instead of putting [money] in the frontline through having systems which depend on competition and actually force the professionals to perform better and give them room to manoeuvre, we have this vast misguided apparatus of additional control. What we're saying is we don't need that.'  

What Letwin and the Conservatives would do should they form the next government is scrap local education authorities, statutory health authorities and most of the Department of Trade and Industry - and that's just the stuff we know about.  

At their conference next month, the Conservatives will reveal plans for more government departments which have 'unforgivably' wasted taxpayers' money. On the block will be the Department for Work and Pensions, the Ministry of Defence and the Office of Deputy Prime Minister, which controls regional and housing policy. It is possible that whole swathes of devolved government built up over the past seven years could go. Similarly, Regional Development Agencies could be chopped.  

But it is the decision to axe local education and statutory health authorities that has caused consternation. Scrapping LEAs could lead to an increased burden of administration on individual schools, which would work against Letwin's goal.  

But there is a bigger problem. One key teaching union leader said: 'Allowing successful schools to expand has been the fixation of free marketeers for decades. It has always eluded them and will do so this time because no one can work out what to do with the schools that fail. And what makes successful schools successful is that they are often small. Increasing their size will put at risk what makes them special and drive down standards.'  

Over health, Letwin asks why 'a very expensive and high-class private hospital in Britain today, one I happen to know well, employs one-fifth as many non-medical staff per bed as the NHS?'  

It might possibly have something to do with the vast range of services that the NHS offers, dwarfing the limited work of private hospitals, which tend to concen trate on hips, hernias, hysterectomies, hearts and haemorrhoids.  

So far, Letwin says his plans would save pounds 10 billion a year. That could easily double by the the time the David James review, named after the troubleshooting businessman casting a forensic eye over Whitehall's books, has finished.  

Meanwhile, Letwin's plans for the Department of Trade and Industry has angered the very people that normally support the Tories - Britain's bosses.  

The Confederation of British Industry has attacked Letwin's DTI plans, which would see 4,060 jobs go, leaving just 850. Even more controversially, export bureaucrats would be replaced by 50 high-flying business leaders paid the princely sum of pounds 150,000 a year. Never mind that these business leaders probably lobby overseas government for contracts in competition; surely this would be jobs for the boys.  

'On the contrary, that's an effort to get a quality of service which is meaningful,' Letwin responds. 'As an investment banker for 15 years working round the world, I've much too often seen our efforts, perfectly well-meaning, utterly negated by the fact that they aren't at a sufficient level.  

'You need a level of credibility and understanding to deal with a very impor tant minister or market. There's a relatively small pool of those in the civil service. There's a relatively large pool in the private sector.'  

Meanwhile, critics have labelled some of his plans unworkable. For instance Letwin advocates outsourcing the Rural Payments Agency. But under EU law this has to be a public sector body and would therefore be illegal.  

'Bunkum, bunkum, complete bunkum. This is a most interesting case of Sir Humphrey at work and it's an example of what we're going to have to deal with in government. We took the trouble when we made this announcement to establish that there would remain an office - a very tiny office of about 10 people - within the public sector that would control outsourcing. If you look at the the relevant directive, there's no reason why this should be illegal. We've taken legal advice and are more than happy to fight that in the European Court of Justice if it came to it. I don't think it would.'  

There remains a deep-seated mistrust of Letwin and the Tories when it comes to the public sector. While jabs about Labour's micro-management, control freakery and bulging state may hit home, voters can't find it in themselves to place faith in the Tories when it comes to looking after public services.  

Notoriously candid, Letwin has not exactly helped his party's cause. Earlier this year he claimed he would rather be a beggar than send his children to his local Lambeth state school and added that he would give his 'right arm' to pay for a private education for his young son and daughter. His lack of faith in the public sector seemed to go up a gear when he and Michael Howard walked through a room of full of card board cut-out, faceless, bowler-hatted civil servants in a publicity stunt to ram home a political point about 'bloated government'.  

'We don't denigrate those people. Because there's an implicit contract that when they're employed, they're giving up all sorts of things they could be getting in the private sector in return for a certain stability of expectations, because of that we're committed ourselves to no compulsory redundancies at all.  

'I disagree with Gordon Brown about this. We will buy people out on voluntary redundancy terms and use natural wastage only. This is precisely to make it clear that in our view it's not people who are the problem but what they're being asked to do.'  

So far Letwin has come up with his reform of Whitehall without all the facts available. He is relying on David James and a small army of volunteers to probe government agencies' accounts. 'When we're in government I have no doubt we'll be able to go much further.'  

Never mind that all voters want is a decent hospital and school in their neighbourhood - not one that 'competes' for patients or pupils - it seems the macho game played between the political parties over who can axe the most civil servants may have some way to run yet.  

'What we're talking about is not outsourcing this or that but getting institutions that have a real sense they can determine their own futures and are forced to compete for patients funded by taxpayers,' says the shadow chancellor. 'That's a profound shift in the model. The government has half tip-toed in that direction, but never gone there because it is never willing to let go.'  
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From Mr David N. James. 

Sir, Alun Michael's criticism of our arithmetic is a reflection of his own failure to study our proposals properly (Letters July 30). 

If Mr Michael would like to take the time to glance over our work again, he would discover that more than Pounds 100m of the savings identified in the Rural Payments Agency comes from scrapping the Over Thirty Months Scheme, which we believe is no longer necessary. When added to the Pounds 97m savings in the running costs of the RPA - which are substantially higher than comparable organisations - this gives the Pounds 210m total we have recommended should be saved. 

It is clear from our review that Defra consumes far more taxpayers' money than is necessary. It is a fat government department. It should be slimmed down and the money returned to the taxpayers who are paying for its excess. 

David N. James, Chairman, James Report  

Tory maths on Defra savings in need of Harry Potter touch. 
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From Alun Michael MP. 

Sir, It seems that the Conservatives have a real problem with basic arithmetic. Their plan to save Pounds 200m from the Rural Payments Agency's budget ("Howard under added pressure to change tack", July 26) is not just a sham, but an impossibility. A glance at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs' departmental report shows that the total running costs of the RPA were only Pounds 193m last year - Pounds 7m less than the total the Conservatives say they could save! 

In other words the Conservatives think they could do the mammoth job of getting Pounds 2.3bn a year out to farmers and others in England at a cost of minus Pounds 7m. They cannot do that by privatisation - they would need the sort of magic that would make Harry Potter proud. 

In fact, I am being generous to them, because our figure of Pounds 193m last year included Pounds 46m for common agricultural policy reform and for the RPA Change Programme that is leading to a cut in costs and an improved service to farmers. 

We have already done a lot of work to make the agency more efficient. The agency is modernising its systems, reducing offices from 12 to six and staff numbers from 3,750 to 2,000. Operating costs should be down by some Pounds 40m a year once these changes are complete. 

At the end of the programme the Rural Payments Agency will be the European leader in the delivery of subsidies under the Common Agricultural Policy in terms of its efficiency and its service to customers. The reduction in complaints in my postbag shows that while we have not yet achieved perfection, there have been massive improvements already in the efficiency and effectiveness of the service given by the RPA. 

Alun Michael, Minister for Rural Affairs and Local Environmental Quality, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs  

Howard under added pressure to change tack - PRE-ELECTION STRATEGY. 

By BEN HALL 
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Michael Howard is under mounting pressure to change the Conservatives' pre-election strategy after the latest opinion poll put the party on level pegging with the Liberal Democrats. 

A Populus poll for the News of the World provided further evidence that disaffection with the government was favouring the Lib Dems rather than the Conservatives, capping a bad end of term for the Tory leader. 

The poll showed 30 per cent would vote Labour in a general election, with the two opposition parties neck-and-neck on 28 per cent. 

There was no shortage of advice for the Tory leader from the left and right of the party yesterday, following its poor showing in two by- elections and Mr Howard's botched attempt to attack Tony Blair over Iraq. 

Lord Tebbit, the former party chairman, said the Tories "seem to equivocate on the gut political issues of tax, immigration and Europe" while Mr Howard needed to "fire up a far more ruthless and aggressive attack" on Mr Blair. 

Michael Portillo, the former leadership contender, said the Tories could only win if they occupied the centre ground but claimed the party had not yet shown it was willing to change. 

Lord Heseltine, the former deputy prime minister, said Mr Howard would be making a "suicide decision" if he shifted to the right. 

Mr Howard is determined to use the summer and autumn to bring forward policy initiatives and a series of announcements on cutting bureaucracy, culminating in a strategy for tax cuts. 

The Tories will today attack the government's plans to cut civil service numbers, recommended by Sir Peter Gershon. And on Wednesday the party will announce proposed cuts to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in the next section of its rival review into Whitehall efficiency, led by David James, the company doctor. He concluded 3,200 jobs could be cut and a net Pounds 200m a year saved by outsourcing the work of the Rural Payments Agency, which channels European Union subsidies to farmers. 

However, there is rising frustration at the way in which the public spending strategy has left the Tories open to the charge that it only wants to cut services outside the National Health Service and education. 

Senior Tories believe Mr Howard's misjudgements over Iraq and failure to make an impact beyond Westminster have weakened his ability to stick to his chosen course, although there is no sign of a leadership challenge before the election.  

Defra's staff cut by half in efficiency shake-up. 
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Staff at the Departmentfor Environment, Food and Rural Affairs is to be cut from about 8,000 to 4,000 in a drive for greater efficiency. 

About 2,000 jobs would be lost entirely, officials said, with the same number redeployed to reorganised or newly created executive agencies. Defra would concentrate on setting policy, leaving delivery increasingly to external agencies. 

The measures - further details of which may be announced in Monday's spending review - are the combined effect of Lord Haskins's review of the department, Sir Michael Lyons's study on moving staff out of London and Sir Peter Gershon's efficiency drive. 

Most of the cuts will fall on the Rural Payments Agency, which administers the paying of farming subsidies. Some 1,500 jobs will go, partly as a result of reforms of the common agricultural policy. 

Back office functions such as human resources and finances will account for the bulk of the remainder. A new information technology contract will see about 200 staff transfer to an outside supplier. 

The headline figures assume the state veterinary service, employing 1,100 people, becomes an executive agency, although that is subject to consultation. 

Although the Gershon efficiency review has added urgency to the changes, some of the plans predate the creation of the department formed from the merger of the environment department with the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs in 2001. 

Proposals to create an integrated agency employing more than 2,000 people to handle land management and nature conservation will go ahead although Margaret Beckett, environment secretary, has yet to make detailed decisions. 

It will take over the rural development service, a body of 1,300 people which administers agri-environment schemes.  

BSE: "System for keeping track of cattle is obsolete"  
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THE GOVERNMENT"S system for tracing the movements of cattle, introduced after the BSE crisis of the 1990s, is obsolete and in serious need of improvement, MPs warn today.  

It was developed in haste and is more expensive and less efficient than systems used in other EU countries, according to a report from the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee. The system has suffered from serious technical difficulties in terms of access, ease of use, maintainability, adaptability and its link with other systems, the MPs say.  

In England, the Government spends £30m each year on livestock identification and tracking. The main bodies involved are the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, responsible for policy, and the department"s British Cattle Movement Service, now part of the Rural Payments Agency.  

The cattle tracing system requires notifications from seller, market and buyer. Where these fail to match, or not all are received, they result in an anomaly, and there are, at present, 1.2 million cases outstanding, the MPs say. Making markets responsible for reporting animal movements would reduce anomalies, and could save £1m in postage costs a year.  

Reducing errors by using more efficient notification methods such as the internet could save £15m a year, the MPs say. "The cattle tracing system in particular is inefficient, overly burdensome, and based on obsolete technology," said the committee chairman, Edward Leigh, "and it does not fully meet the needs of state veterinarians to control outbreaks of infectious diseases."  

Waste-buster aims to outflank Labour: An efficiency review for the Tories by David James is electorally crucial for Michael Howard, writes Cathy Newm. 
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Several hundred bureaucrats are employed by thegovernment to do little more than count sheep, according to David James, the Tory waste-buster, as the Conservatives step up their drive to rein in public spending. 

Mr James, the former Millennium Dome troubleshooter who is carrying out a Tory audit of government spending, revealed that a total of 300 inspectors count farmers' livestock and crops to check they qualify for European subsidies. The sheep counters "must have a hard job keeping awake", he told the Financial Times. 

The Conservatives are set to intensify their attacks over government waste in the run-up to the general election. But the party has to prove it can outflank Labour by delivering bigger efficiencies. 

Gordon Brown announced in his Budget that Labour would save Pounds 20bn a year by cutting more than 40,000 civil service jobs by 2008. 

It emerged yesterday that the Treasury was planning to cut some 150 jobs, nearly one in seven of its 1,000 staff, in its own submission to Sir Peter Gershon's efficiency review. Mr James said he had identified more than Pounds 20bn in savings, despite having completed his analysis on only a handful of departments. 

His team, divided into 16 groups to probe each of the main government departments, has found particular scope for savings at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. 

Mr James has also established that the number of Defra inspectors is likely to rise after reform of European Union farm subsidies. 

Payments are made to farmers according to how many animals they own. After the EU's common agricultural policy is overhauled, several subsidy schemes are to be merged into a system of payments based on the amount of land a farmer owns. 

However, far from cutting the head count, the complexity of the new scheme will have the reverse effect, Mr James and his colleagues believe. One said: "The reform of the CAP to introduce single farm payments was supposed to reduce the overall administrative burden but experts on the frontline have consistently told us they need more not fewer inspectors. The reality on the ground is a saga of mismanagement and incompetence not reform." 

An official at the Rural Payments Agency, the government body responsible for EU subsidy schemes, said it could not be certain about the impact of CAP reform on staff numbers. But the official added that the new system involved a lot of "environmental issues" and that as a result "there will be as many inspectors if not more . . . It will be a much bigger task". 

Michael Howard, the Tory leader, is to use Mr James's findings as a crucial weapon against Labour in the run-up to the next election. 

All three political parties agree on the need to save billions of pounds by curbing waste in the public services. However, they differ on how to go about it, and what to use the money for. 

Labour wants to plough back into the public services any cash saved, while the Tories want to spend at least a proportion of the money on tax cuts. 

The Conservatives risked being outmanoeuvred by the government when Mr Brown made his cost-cutting Budget pledge. But the scope of savings proposed by Mr James suggests they are fighting back. 

There are signs the government is preparing to water down its programme of public sector efficiencies. Sir Peter suggested the 400 local authority purchases could be reduced to as few as four. 

However, Nick Raynsford, local government minister, told a CBI conference last week it would be a "miracle" if the number of organisations buying goods and providing services for town halls could be rapidly cut to even half a dozen.  

MPs criticise speed of farming reforms EU SUBSIDIES. 
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The biggest element of farm reform in England was pushed through out of political expediency and with inadequate consideration of its impact on the industry, MPs said yesterday. 

Ministers failed to publish full impact assessments before agreeing on a new "single payment" system for paying Pounds 2bn of European Union farm subsidies, the Commons environment, food and rural affairs committee said. It warned that there could also be large administrative problems in making the payments. 

"The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs prides itself on its commitment to 'evidence-based policymaking'. Without obvious evidence to the contrary, we are forced to conclude that the department's decision about the basis of the single payment scheme was based on pragmatism and political expediency," it said. 

The committee also expressed concern over the decision not to put a ceiling on the level of subsidies to individual farmers. "There is concern that the single payment scheme will simply shift subsidies from grain barons to land barons, with little guaranteed gain for the environment," it said. 

Ministers' decision in February to chose a "hybrid" system of paying subsidies, which phases in payments related to land areas rather than production levels, was widely seen as the most critical it had to make over implementing reforms of the European Union's common agricultural policy. 

The National Farmers' Union warned the system would push the pace of reform too fast and cause many farms to go out of business. However, Lord Whitty, the farming minister, said NFU proposals to keep subsidies linked to historic production levels were politically unsustainable. 

The committee said ministers should publish more information on the redistribution of income within farming, continue to monitor the impact of the system and consider the caps on individual subsidies that other EU countries were to introduce. It should also be prepared to inject more cash into the Rural Payments Agency.  

The Budget: State of shock: civil servants try to come to terms with London jobs exodus: Whitehall Double blow hits staff as extent of cull is revealed  

David Hencke Westminster correspondent  
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Whitehall was yesterday facing its biggest upheaval since the late 1980s, when Lady Thatcher hived off tens of thousands of civil servants from London ministries into executive agencies and announced a cull of many of those remaining in the capital.  

Gordon Brown's "double whammy" - implementing proposals to disperse 20,000 civil servants from London and the south-east and simultaneously cutting 54,000 existing jobs in Inland Revenue, Customs and Excise and the Department for Work and Pensions - caught Whitehall unions by surprise.  

The job cuts, all intended to take place by 2008, will be even greater once other ministries have acted on their 5% administration savings targets. Examples include the Department of Health headquarters, which will be losing 650 jobs, and the Department for Education and Skills, losing 800, or nearly a third of its London staff.  

The Public and Commercial Services Union had been expecting the merger of the Inland Revenue and Customs and Excise and had already been informed about 18,000 phased voluntary redundancies at the DWP. Yesterday's decision to increase this to 40,000, with 10,000 redeployed, and to cut 14,000 existing jobs and redeploy 3,500 at the newly merged Inland Revenue and Customs and Excise, came as a bolt from the blue.  

"We are still in state of shock", a union spokesman told the Guardian yesterday.  

"We have no idea yet where the job cuts are coming from - we don't know whether they will be in London or outside London - or whether some of the people expecting to move to new jobs outside the capital will now find they are no longer there."  

Mark Serwotka, the union's general secretary, said: "For thousands of hard-working staff to hear that they are losing their jobs totally out of the blue without consultation is unacceptable.  

"We are not against a more efficient civil service - with more resources going to the front line - but it is difficult to see how services will improve with such swingeing cuts.  

"The manner in which these cuts were announced will do nothing to boost the morale of hard-working public servants who provide vital services to people from cradle to the grave. It's a case of a day of the long knives for public servants across the UK and we will are seeking an urgent meeting with ministers."  

A similar response came from Paul Noon, the general secretary of the professionals' union, Prospect. He said: "Nobody would argue with the need for genuine efficiencies, but not cost-driven cuts.  

"It is a myth that all public servants are bureaucrats working in backroom offices. Government priorities on the environment, transport, defence and health can only be delivered by professionals.  

"The government's programme of change will not succeed unless it takes civil and public servants with them. It needs to engage more effectively with its own staff and their representatives or their plans are doomed to fail."  

The full details of the new department to replace the revenue and customs - the merged staff would total 100,000 - were not known yesterday, despite the publication of a 184-page review by Gus O'Donnell, permanent secretary at the Treasury. It has no name and no chief executive and the management culture is still to be decided.  

It will inherit diverse and competing computer systems - some, like the tax credit system, with an appalling record of inefficiency and breakdown - along with a new 10-year Inland Revenue computer contract, Aspire, managed by strategic partner Cap Gemini Ernst and Young, which the O'Donnell review said had "the capacity to support future business change".  

The report says that "in the longer term, it would be possible to harmonise IT provision fully, though not without cost".  

Mr O'Donnell promised yesterday: "Instead of business having one set of records for customs and another for VAT, it will be a one-stop shop where they don't have to provide the same information twice. It should be good for business, particularly small businesses that have to deal with both; but if you are cheating on your taxes, we should be able more efficiently to sort that out."  

The plans for moving civil servants away from London, which were outlined in Sir Michael Lyons's report, were more detailed - mainly because they have already been foreshadowed in departmental business plans.  

The revenue and customs have plans for moving 1,950 posts away from the capital, including those associated with PAYE processing work, support services, law enforcement and call centre work. The Office for National Statistics will move 600 of its 1,000 London staff to offices in Newport, Bristol and Cardiff.  

The Department for Constitutional Affairs is expected to locate both the new judicial appointments commission and the new tribunal agency outside London.  

The Ministry of Defence will now close the army technical foundation college in Arborfield, Berkshire, and move the defence medical services training centre from Woolwich to Birmingham.  

The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs is outsourcing its information technology work, saving 409 jobs, and moving 350 back-office support staff from London. The department is also losing 450 jobs at the rural payments agency in Reading.  

The Department of Health is also transferring some 790 posts outside the south-east, with many going to its Leeds office; it also intends to move the dental practice board outside London.  

The Home Office will be merging the Prison Service and the National Probation Directorate headquarters, enabling 1,800 posts to be moved from London to a new headquarters outside the south-east. The Passport Office and the forensic science laboratory are expected to move from the heart of London to another location in the south-east of England.  

The Department for Work and Pensions was planning 5,000 job cuts in London and the south-east before the latest announcement. It also intends to disperse another 2,221 posts from the Child Support Agency, Disability Benefit Directorate, Jobcentre Plus and DWP personnel from the south-east to its offices outside London. The Health and Safety Executive is moving rail safety, with 130 jobs, from London to Merseyside and Aberdeen.  

The Foreign Office also intends to move some 456 jobs from Whitehall to Hanslope Park, near Milton Keynes, which is to be developed as a major centre. It points out that if it moved out of its mansion in Hanslope Park the site would have to revert to agricultural land - meaning the Foreign Office could not raise a lot of cash from its sale.  

These changes are only the beginning. Accepting Sir Michael's findings will mean that any new departments or agencies set up by the government are unlikely to be based in London.  

Sir Michael also wants the Treasury to look at cutting the London staff of the remaining public corporations - including the BBC, Channel Four, the Bank of England and the Post Office. Just as with the creation of executive agencies, this new upheaval in Whitehall will be part of government policy for years to come.  

Who gives these wealthy men pounds 1,000 a day each to subsidise their farms. The taxpayer: If the CAP fits, cash in How the wealthy benefit   

Charlotte Denny, Larry Elliott and Charlotte Moore   
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The Duke of Westminster, Britain's richest man, receives a daily handout from the taxpayer of pounds 1,000 under a welfare system for some of the country's biggest landowners provided through Europe's lavish farm subsidy regime.   

The duke receives the hourly equivalent of eight times the minimum wage from the common agricultural policy (CAP), according to research published today.   

In a report condemning the "perverse" CAP, the aid agency Oxfam says that payments from taxpayers to cover Britain's share of the costs of Europe's lavish subsidies amount to pounds 3.9bn a year - equivalent to one penny on the standard rate of income tax. The charity contrasts the subsidies with the pounds 7 a day a single mother receives in tax credits.   

Although taxpayers foot the bill, details of subsidy payments are a closely guarded secret between landowners and the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. Oxfam used data from the department's rural payments agency and the land registry to discover some of the largest beneficiaries of the system, which pays out pounds 3bn a year in Britain.   

The Duke of Westminster, who owns large chunks of the West End, in addition to his farmland in Cheshire, Lancashire and Scotland, heads a list of seven subsidy magnates highlighted in the report.   

Others enjoying the taxpayers' largesse include Sir Adrian Swire, whose company owns Cathay Pacific; the Dukes of Marlborough and Bedford, and the Earl of Leicester. Between them they earn pounds 2m a year in subsidies under the CAP. "Public subsidies to the country's richest farmers outstrip payments to its poorest people by a very wide margin," the report says.   

With an estimated net worth of pounds 4.9bn, the Duke of Westminster regularly tops Britain's rich list. Taxpayers keen to see how their hard-earned contribution is being spent can take a two-hour boat trip through the Eaton estate, near Chester, where the Grosvenor farm attracts pounds 37 an hour in subsidies from the CAP.   

Further south, the Blenheim estate, one of the country's largest farms and the birthplace of Winston Churchill, reaps around pounds 369,000 a year in subsidies for the Duke of Marlborough.   

"Large landed estates, created several centuries ago during the feudal era, have become lucrative sources for the collection of agricultural subsidies under the CAP," the report says.   

The subsidies encourage intensive farming with damaging side effects for the environment, while the resulting food mountains are dumped in the developing world, pushing down prices and destroying local farmers' livelihoods.   

Indefensible   

"The CAP costs British taxpayers nearly pounds 4bn a year, not to mention the extra costs to the environment, and to consumers through higher prices," said Adrian Lovett, Oxfam's head of campaigns. "It is indefensible that the public are not told how their money is being spent."   

Oxfam is urging that as part of reforms of the subsidy system, payments per farmer should be capped at pounds 50,000. All payments above pounds 20,000 should be disclosed so taxpayers can see who the biggest winners are.   

Last year's attempt by the European commission to overhaul the worst excesses of the CAP was hijacked by France and Germany, which insisted on the budget being fixed for another 10 years.   

After months of negotiation, agriculture ministers emerged last June with a com promise deal. To curb overproduction, payments will be made without regard to output, raising the bizarre prospect that the dukes and earls could leave their land fallow and still earn their annual stipend.   

In future EU governments will have the choice of handing over cheques based either on past payments or on the size of the farm. The powerful East Anglian grain barons who dominate the National Farmers' Union favour the first option, while the second is the choice of the Country Land and Business Association, which represents some of the biggest estate holders.   

The latter would "return large parts of the countryside to an almost feudal system under which households will be rewarded in proportion to the amount of land they own", according to Oxfam.   

The agency dismisses the commission's claim that breaking the link between subsidies and how much farmers produce will significantly reduce food surpluses. "In practice, multi-billion pound payments will influence production, both because they will provide an important source of capital, and because they provide a guarantee against risk," the report says.   

The NFU called the report "inaccurate and one-sided". "The reforms will bring a more market-focused agriculture industry, vast environmental benefits, a fairer trading system that will break down trade barriers, and potentially less bureaucracy," said Sir Ben Gill, its president.   

A spokesman for the Duke of Marlborough would not comment on the Oxfam report. Jane Sandars, head of corporate communications for the Duke of Westminster, said: "The subsidy protects the jobs of the over 100 people we employ [on the Grosvenor farm]."   

Leader comment, page 27   
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Society - On the moove - It's not just in the fictional world of TheArchers that farmers are having to learn computer skills. Rob Richleyreports.

Getting connected: Gerald Durston (above) encouraged his fellowSomerset farmers to put in £2.50 each for weekly IT training in a localvillage; PC skills enable farmers like Beverley Duckett (left) to savetime by completing paperwork electronically

Paperwork is the curse of Britain's small farmers. It piles up on thekitchen dresser and spills out of drawers: dog-eared bills from feedmerchants and backs of old envelopes scrawled with milk-yield numbers.Most businesses are now accustomed to using computers - but not thefamily farms that dominate Britain's rural west and north.

That picture is now changing in the wake of BSE and foot and mouth.More stringent rules on registering and moving livestock have beenbrought in, and the government is encouraging farmers to complete thenecessary forms electronically.

However, a lack of computer skills is hampering the move towardsfarming's digital age. Plenty of beef and dairy farmers still do notknow how to turn on a computer, and surveys suggest that computerownership among them is about 50%, compared to more than 90% for smallbusinesses generally. Where there is a PC on the farm, it is often usedonly by the farmer's children.

Over the past year, farmers have awoken to their skills gap. Hundredsof computer training courses aimed specifically at the farmingcommunity have sprung up around the country. Many are taught by peoplewith farming backgrounds and tailored to farmers' needs, with coursesheld outside lambing or haymaking times and at convenient venues.

Courses of six to eight weeks are being run in pubs, auction markets,farmhouse kitchens and even a cricket pavilion. Groups of eight or 10farmers meet weekly for training that is either free or inexpensive,thanks to funding from the European social fund, the government,regional development agencies and other sources.

The courses are designed for every skill level, from complete beginnersto those wanting to use databases, the internet and email. But there isone thing that all beef and dairy farmers want to find out: how to fileand check their livestock records online with the British cattlemovement service (BCMS). European cattle subsidies are paid only whenthese records tally.

The drive towards greater use of online services has encouraged a groupof Somerset farmers from a buying cooperative to pay £2.50 a week fortraining in a community IT centre in the village of Wedmore. Theirtutor is a local farmer's wife, Lynne Duckett, who manages the centrein a converted hayloft above a pub skittle alley.

The courses were the idea of Gerald Durston, who farms in theneighbouring village of Mark. "There are an awful lot of farmers whowant to learn computing, but are scared to do it," he says. "And thosewho say they aren't going to learn to use computers will regret it.

"The course is making our lives easier and overcoming a few fears - Iwas terrified when I started. My son and daughter do everything oncomputer, but I couldn't, and I was being totally left behind. Now Ijust love messing around with computers - I'm proud of myself."

Another farmer from Mark, Roger Tripp, now uses his PC for individualanimal records, livestock movements and recording the drugs given toeach animal. He is a member of Farm Assured British Beef and Lamb, andhis animal records are inspected annually by the scheme's officials,who can now check them on a printout. Tripp, who is learning how to usedatabases and spreadsheets, says: "It's freeing up my time becauseotherwise you can spend hours filling in forms."

Beverley Duckett - no relation to Lynne - is doing her third course incomputer skills. She farms at Mark with her husband, Pete, and startedher first three-month course in January 2002, followed by a second lastautumn. "Every time we want to move one of our 160 dairy cattle, wehave to send in a form to BCMS," she says. "These courses will enableme to complete the forms by computer." The couple have a PC, but up tonow it has been used mainly by their children for school work andaccessing the internet. "They know a lot more than I do," saysDuckett.

Two BCMS staff who administer the cattle passport scheme visitedWedmore to explain to the farmers how to use the online service. Basedin Cumbria, the scheme gives farmers a password to enable them to getaccess to their own livestock records - if they find any are incorrect,they can email the BCMS to have them put right.

In south Pembrokeshire, farmers have come up with the novel idea ofrunning computer courses in a pub - an initiative replicatedfictionally on Radio 4 in The Archers, which has Jolene Perks runningtutorials in The Bull. The first Pembrokeshire beginners' group of 10men and women completed a course earlier this year and a group of sevenis now having evening classes once a week.

Kate Coney, project coordinator for Pembrokeshire College at HaverfordWest, is delivering the course using laptops. The college is one of 10throughout Wales appointed by Education and Learning Wales (ELW) todeliver the courses, with funding from ELW and the European socialfund. The courses are so popular there are waiting lists. "Farmers'biggest need for using computers is to check that BCMS have got theircattle's details correct," Coney says. "Most of the farmers justchuckled when the pub venue was suggested, and it works really well."

Farmer Steve Ford suggested mixing business with pleasure by using thepub, the Lobster Pot at Marlowes. "Farmers think it's a great idea andthe courses are generating a bit of extra business for the pub," hesays. It also means they do not have to make a 30-mile round trip tothe college.

At the Appleby Online Centre in Cumbria, a free taster course for thefarming community is starting, funded by a local college of furthereducation. Marilyn Dunkelman, the training manager, says: "We decidedto introduce this course because so many farmers were asking similarquestions about computing. They feel there is a lot of paperwork andknow they can fill in the forms online instead of waiting for thepapers to arrive."

Across the Pennines from Appleby, livestock auctioneers Hexham &Northern Marts have installed a computer training room specifically forfarmers visiting Hexham market in Northumbria. Via learndirect, theonline training initiative, they can follow courses that are up to 95%funded by the government, which means that farmers can take as manycourses a year as they want for an enrolment fee of only £20.

"We decided to diversify and create the computer training room when theauction market was at a standstill because of foot and mouth," saysEdward Davy, who organises computer training at Hexham. "We get as manyas 20 people in on market days on Fridays, and our five PCs are fullyused. Farmers are looking to the future and realising they will have tocome to grips with information technology and the internet."

Fast track

Many farmers want to gain computer skills so they can check online thattheir cattle records held by the British cattle movement service (BCMS)are correct. The service operates the national cattle tracing register,designed to increase consumer confidence in British beef. The registercan check where animals have been throughout their lives and tracethose exposed to the risk of disease.

The service - part of the Department for Environment, Food and RuralAffairs (Defra) - registers all cattle births and deaths, issues cattle"passports", and records cattle movement information sent in byfarmers. Its importance for farmers is that EU payments such as beefcattle special payments (totalling £121m a year in Britain) are onlysent out by Defra's rural payments agency once it has checked thatindividual animals tally with records on the BCMS database.

The BCMS last month announced a target of 50% of livestock movements tobe recorded online by 2005, compared to 35% now.

Fast track.
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Many farmers want to gain computer skills so they can check online thattheir cattle records held by the British cattle movement service (BCMS)are correct. The service operates the national cattle tracing register,designed to increase consumer confidence in British beef. The registercan check where animals have been throughout their lives and tracethose exposed to the risk of disease.

The service - part of the Department for Environment, Food and RuralAffairs (Defra) - registers all cattle births and deaths, issues cattle"passports", and records cattle movement information sent in byfarmers. Its importance for farmers is that EU payments such as beefcattle special payments (totalling £121m a year in Britain) are onlysent out by Defra's rural payments agency once it has checked thatindividual animals tally with records on the BCMS database.

The BCMS last month announced a target of 50% of livestock movements tobe recorded online by 2005, compared to 35% now.
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The "appallingly lax" government controls that allowed a farmer to perpetrate a £157,000 fraud against the taxpayer are being lambasted by a Commons in-quiry today. Tougher and faster action against fraud, including potentially greater use of criminal sanctions, is called for by MPs. 

The report exposes the vulnerability to fraud of a Common Agricultural Policy scheme that paid out £860m to farmers in 2000-01. 

"Irregularities" involving £12m in 393 Cap claims, 34 of which involved suspected fraud, were reported by the UK in 2000 - the first year in which the European Union undertook such analysis. 

The potential for ripping off handouts was exploited by Joseph Bowden, a farmer jailed for 30 months in 2000 - the highest sentence ever imposed for such offences. 

The report on his case by the public accounts committee explains how Mr Bowden managed to claim compensation for a number of years for different crops grown on the same piece of land. 

Only 5 per cent of claimants under the arable area payments scheme were visited by inspectors and no cross-checks were done to prevent such multiple claims, the committee found. 

Mr Bowden's case only came to light following a tip-off. 

The Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food also agreed to meet an £84,000 application by Mr Bowden to construct a barn which had already been built. 

Even when the fraud was exposed, the lack of "sufficient vigour" in pursuing the case meant the ministry recovered only £1,325 of the £157,000 taken, the report states. 

"This is a tale of appallingly lax control systems. The public bodies involved were slow to identify the fraud, slow to determine its full extent and slow to take recovery action," said Edward Leigh, the committee's chairman. 

While the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs - Maff's successor - had improved control systems in the wake of the Bowden case, Mr Leigh said he was "still not satisfied that enough is being done". 

New measures to verify claims, which the department intended to have in place by 2004, needed to be implemented more quickly, the MPs said. Officials are also urged to check whether their use of criminal prosecutions against fraudulent farmers is "sufficiently robust" to deter others. 

The Rural Payments Agency - the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs' agency responsible for Cap schemes in England - said yesterday it welcomed the report and the acknowledgement by the committee that steps had been taken to prevent similar frauds occuring. 

London Edition 1.  

News - Lax officials paid grants for land in North Sea.
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Farming Correspondent

A DEVON farmer was able to carry out an audacious fraud involving crops grown on imaginary fields in the mid-Atlantic, the North Sea, Greenland and Iceland because of "appallingly lax controls" by Westminster.

A highly-critical report published by a committee of MPs today says that Joseph Bowden deceived officials for two years and made dishonest subsidy claims of £157,000.

He was able to claim at least twice for different crops on the same piece of land because there was no cross-checking of claims between the £860 million arable area payments scheme and the £8 million fibre flax scheme. Bowden then persuaded contractors that he was unable to deliver processed flax or seed corresponding to the subsidy payments because fires had destroyed his barns.

He also claimed £26,000 through private insurance for the fires. Government inspectors repeatedly visited his farm at Heanton, near Barnstaple, yet his fraud went unnoticed until an anonymous informer contacted the former Intervention Board.

But the bulk of Bowden's fraudulent activities came to light only through the chance transfer of a member of staff, who was aware of the tip-off, from the Intervention Board to the former Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries.

Bowden claimed £126,000 in subsidies for land that did not exist or which was many miles from Britain.

Bowden was jailed for 30 months in 2000 after admitting deception, attempted deception and false accounting between 1994 and 1996.

Only £1,325 was returned to the taxpayer. Since the case a new body, the Rural Payments Agency, has been set up to administer subsidies. It checks for duplicate claims.

Officials 'appallingly lax' over farm subsidy checks.

By Nicholas Watt Political correspondent.
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Government officials who exercised "appallingly lax" controls areblamed today for allowing a farmer to claim more than £130,000 insubsidies for imaginary land in Greenland.

In a strongly worded report, MPs on the Commons public accountscommittee round on officials from the former ministry of agriculture,fisheries and food (Maff) for failing to spot the fraud committed byJoseph Bowden, a Devon farmer.

Mr Bowden was jailed for 2 1/2 years in 2000 after he successfullyclaimed EU subsidies for land whose map grid references would haveplaced the fields in the North Sea, Iceland, Greenland and themid-Atlantic. He also claimed for different crops on the same land, ascam that led to his undoing after an anonymous tip-off in 1996.

MPs on the public accounts committee today blame officials from Maff,now the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, and fromthe intervention board, (now the rural payments agency), for failing topursue the irregular claims with "sufficient vigour".

The report says: "Joseph Bowden was able to perpetrate his frauds overa number of years because controls operated by the ministry and theboard were weak. There was no cross-checking of claims between thearable area payments and the fibre flax schemes.

"Until the tip-off, farm inspectors failed to identify that Bowden wasclaiming for different crops on the same piece of land."

MPs also criticised officials for recovering just £1,325 of the£157,000 claimed by Bowden.

The £130,800 he falsely claimed for imaginary land and for double cropswas supplemented by £26,000 from an insurance company for a barn fire.

Edward Leigh, the committee's chairman, said: "This is a tale ofappallingly lax control systems. The public bodies involved were slowto identify the fraud, slow to determine its full extent and slow totake recovery action.

"While important changes have since been made to the control systems Iam still not satisfied that enough is being done in key areas such asusing forensic evidence to check fire damage claims."

Another committee member, the Liberal Democrat MP, David Rendel, said:"This is just one example of a consistent failure by the government tocheck the authenticity of claims for agricultural subsidies.

Special report on rural affairs at guardian.co.uk/country.

Britain will be clear net loser, say farm leaders.

By Valerie Elliott, Countryside Editor.
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BRITISH farmers are being unfairly penalised by proposed farm reformsthat favour peasant farmers in the southern Mediterranean countries,farmers' leaders said.

They are concerned that the European Commission's plan for a shake-upin common agricultural policy (CAP) handouts restricts gains to smallfarms of up to 25 acres, which receive up to £3,200 a year for foodproduction and will continue to receive that amount.

The European Commission says that three quarters of Europe's sevenmillion farmers come into that category, but they receive just a fifthof the total subsidy payments.

In Britain, however, there are hardly any farms in that category - thetotal is believed to be fewer than 400 - and the impact of the reformswill fall heavily on medium-sized efficient family farms, which willsuffer progressive reductions in annual cash payments.

Farms of more than 2,000 acres, of which there are about 600, will alsosuffer because in future they will be paid a maximum of £193,500 ayear.

Ben Gill, president of the National Farmers' Union (NFU), accepts inprinciple the need to switch from food production payments to morerural development projects.

"The current CAP is long overdue for substantial change and the NFUwill actively participate to achieve reform that is beneficial for bothfarmers and society," he said.

He is unhappy, however, about the blueprint, which he saysdiscriminates against British farmers.

"Under these proposals, UK farmers will suffer a disproportionatelyhigh loss while getting an unfairly low amount of money back."

The proposals threatened to take 3 per cent from British farmers to putback into European coffers. He said: "Don't kid yourself that any morethan half that cash will make its way back on to UK farms."

Allan Buckwell, chief economic adviser at the Country Land and BusinessAssociation, agreed. "The UK is going to be disproportionatelyhardest-hit."

"Money will be switched from middle-sized British farmers who workfull-time and handed over to peasant farmers in Southern Europe, whoare dabbling in this and that, or maybe run a holiday cottage or two,"he said.

"How is that a sensible allocation for rural development? The proposalsare discriminating against well-managed, efficient, larger farms."

Dr Buckwell was also sceptical about guaranteed payments according tothe number of people employed on the farm.

Under the Commission plan, small farms will be guaranteed £3,200 ifthey employ two workers. Farms will also get an extra £1,900

for each additional worker employed.

Dr Buckwell said: "I believe this is an unworkable nonsense. How manymembers of a family are going to be allowed in on the scheme? Will itapply to part-time workers? It will be very difficult to check andmonitor.

"At the other end of the scale, does it mean a large arable farmer whoalso has a vegetable business can claim for all those staff?"

Both Mr Gill and Dr Buckwell expect a large number of legal wranglesfrom the country's biggest farmers. Many will seek to scale down theirfarm sizes to fall within the 2,000-acre limit, so that they are ablestill to claim the amount that they receive at present.

That, however, may be difficult. Under the reforms, the new payments tofarmers will be based on the average paid over the past three years.

If a British farmer decides to split his 6,000-acre property into threeseparate holdings, the Commission is likely to insist that each holdingcan receive only one third of the previous entitlement.

The Rural Payments Agency, which administers

the payments in Britain, also insists that divided holdings are run asseparate businesses.

A farmer cannot simply divide up a number of farms among his or herfamily unless each holding has separate bank accounts, management anddirectors.

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.

RSPCA demands more funds for new emergencies.

By Valerie Elliott Countryside Editor.
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The RSPCA last night called on the Government to allocate more cash forveterinary services so the country can cope better with any new animaldisease emergency.

The charity was reacting to the finding by the National Audit Office thatmillions of pounds of taxpayers' money had been squandered in theGovernment's handling of last year's foot and mouth epidemic. The charitywas particularly worried about a suspect new case in Leicestershire and saidvets had to have the resources to cope with any new alert.

Initial tests from the suspect pig were found to be negative. However, moretests will be carried out at the weekend and the Government hopes to be ableto announce an all-clear on Monday.

Vets are still checking for the virus on farms which sent animals to Selbymarket where the suspect pig is thought to have been sold. Twelve of the 34farms in Yorkshire have been cleared but 22 must still comply with strictcontrols and an animal movement ban. Restrictions are also still in place atthe market.

The RSPCA revealed that the suffering of animals on farms was so extremeduring the epidemic that in normal circumstances it would have prosecutedfarmers.

The charity is concerned about the methods of slaughter and the impact ofthe animal movement ban which allowed hundreds of animals to be kept incramped conditions.

Chris Laurence, the RSPCA director of veterinary services, blamed the formerMinistry of Agriculture and the new Department for Environment, Food andRural Affairs, for inadequate supervision of slaughters and high charges forspeedy slaughters.

He also attacked the welfare scheme set up to help farms which were free ofthe disease but which had to cope with the pressure of the movement ban.

In the first two weeks of the scheme in March last year, the Rural PaymentsAgency received 5,000 applications to deal with more than one millionanimals. By mid-May 335,000 animals were awaiting slaughter.

He blamed the Government for the generous welfare compensation scheme whichhad led to a surge in applications.

The Government had expected that farmers would use the scheme only as a lastresort but it became clear that the payments were an incentive for farmersto let their livestock become welfare problems. A total of £205 million waspaid for the slaughter of two million animals.

Mr Laurence said the high fees, bureaucracy and demand for the scheme led toanimals being trapped in waterlogged fields, overstocked sheds with limitedfood supplies.

He welcomed the audit office's report. "It casts doubt over theeffectiveness of contingency planning by MAFF (now Defra), the efficiency ofslaughter, the lack of communication with other stakeholders during theoutbreak, and the welfare problems caused by the country-wide ban on animalmovements."

(c) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2002.

Ministry criticised for failures over farm fraud given #130,000 subsidyfor bogus land subsidies for ...

By Chris Gray.
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Ministry criticised for failures over farm fraud given #130,000 subsidyfor bogus land subsidies for bogus land.

AN EXTRAORDINARY fraud perpetrated by a Devon farmer who successfullyclaimed #131,000 of subsidies for imaginary land located in Greenland,the north Atlantic and the North Sea was blamed yesterday on thefailings of officials at the former Ministry of Agriculture.

A report published today by the National Audit Office warns theDepartment of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) that newsafeguards put in place are not good enough to prevent a repetition offrauds carried out by Joseph Bowden.

It is sharply critical of methods used by the now-defunct Ministry ofAgriculture, Fisheries and Food to check the veracity of subsidy claimsand of the failure to spot Bowden's fictitious claims for fibre flax.They located the crop in Greenland, in the north Atlantic betweenScotland and Iceland, and in the North Sea between Britain andDenmark.

The report reveals that the Government has recovered only #1,325 of themoney given to Bowden, who was more than #170,000 in debt by 1998. Ithas given up any attempt to recoup more money. He was jailed in 2000after admitting deception, attempted deception and false accountingrelating to a total claim of #131,000 of public money and #26,000private insurance claims.

The head of the National Audit Office, Sir John Bourn, said the reporthighlighted what could happen when checks on subsidy claims were not"sufficiently rigorous".

"In this case the authorities successfully prosecuted a fraudster buthis illegal activities would have come to light earlier had theMinistry's checks been more thorough.

"Large sums of money are at risk under Common Agricultural Policyschemes, and although systems have been put in place to prevent arepetition of the fraud, the Department ... will have to maintain acareful watch," he said.

The NAO's findings will go to the Commons Public Accounts Committeenext month, when Brian Bender, the permanent secretary at Defra, andJohnston McNeill, chief executive of the new Rural Payments Agency(RPA), will be questioned over the new system to stop fraud. The reportwarns that although new computer systems have been introduced toimprove automatic checking of claims, they will not all be in placeuntil 2004.

A spokeswoman for the RPA accepted that new systems to digitally recordevery piece of land in England and to automatically cross-checkapplicants' names were not yet operational. But she said changesintroduced by the European Commission to bring different grant schemesunder the same administration system would prevent fraud.

The creation of the RPA meant there was now one body to supervisesubsidies when previously the task was split between Maff and theIntervention Board. She said: "We are confident that a fraud such asthat Bowden committed cannot happen again."

Bowden's deceptions, which are thought to be Britain's largestagricultural fraud, were discovered by chance when an officialtransferred between two subsidy schemes realised that Bowden hadclaimed twice for the same land.

The farmer successfully claimed for different crops he said he wasgrowing on the same pieces of land at his farm near Barnstaple inDevon. He also tried to get a grant for a barn he had already rebuiltusing insurance money after it burned down.

Bowden, who was jailed for two-and-a-half years, applied for a total of#415,000 from Government-administered Common Agricultural Policygrants, and received #222,000. He also claimed #195,675 from insurancecompanies for three separate barn fires and received #132,600.

The NAO's report said Maff failed to see through a "unique system"Bowden devised for Ordnance Survey grid references, which he used forreal and fictitious fields.

"Ordnance Survey experts have located his made-up references as beingin Iceland, Greenland, areas in the North Sea between the UK andDenmark, and another area between Scotland and Iceland.

"At a glance the map references he used may have appeared plausible -they had the right number of digits for example - but they were not infact checked for their authenticity," said the report.

The NAO found that during the two years from 1994 to 1996 in whichBowden's deceptions went undetected, Maff officials failed to carry outcross-checks between two grant schemes and did not spot that Bowden wasusing different names. Inspectors at his farm did not distinguishbetween linseed and flax, which look similar.

News - Farming ministers `failed to stop fraud'.
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MINISTERS FACE an embarrassing reprimand over the case of a farmer whoclaimed more than #150,000 in subsidies on "fields" in the middle of theNorth Atlantic.

An unpublished National Audit Office report details how lax Whitehallcontrols failed to prevent the fraud. Not only did Joseph Bowden claim aidfor crops grown on land with a map reference that placed it betweenGreenland and Iceland, the Devon farmer successfully applied for subsidiesto grow three crops on the same land simultaneously.

When inspectors from Maff queried his claim, they initially accepted hisexplanation that the crops had been destroyed in a fire - for which heclaimed insurance.

The Devon farmer was jailed for two-and-a-half years after pleading guiltyto four charges of fraud.

The NAO report is sharply critical of the Whitehall checks supposed toprevent fraud on the #1.1 billion in subsidies paid yearly. "Mr Bowden wasable to perpetrate the fraud because of incomplete controls by Maff and theIntervention Board ... which failed to identify irregularities and lack ofchecking on map references," the watchdog's report says.

The NAO will castigate Whitehall officials for the length of time it tookthem to get to the bottom of the fraud. "The board took two years tocomplete its investigations and the ministry was also slow to recover themoney."

MPs have called Brian Bender, the chief official at the Department forEnvironment, Food and Rural Affairs, which replaced Maff, to account for thebungle. The Commons Public Accounts Committee will question Johnson McNeill,the head of the Rural Payments Agency, the body that replaced theIntervention Board.

Officials are likely to be asked why it took three years for the fraud tocome to light. During his trial David Bartlett, the prosecuting QC, saidBowden had falsely claimed #156,945 in total. He received more than #105,000before the frauds were uncovered.

His most audacious fraud was to invent fields that did not exist and claimsubsidy on phantom crops. "There were different references and locationsgiven for the same fields. An expert in Ordnance Survey was called in and itwas found the grid reference for some of the fields gave a position betweenIceland and Greenland," Mr Bartlett told Exeter Crown Court.

When Maff became suspicious Bowden told investigators he was dyslexic andwas confused by the forms. He has been declared bankrupt.

