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CAP simplification: State of play
SUMMARY

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) for 2014-2020, with a budget of €408.31 billion
and more than 7 million beneficiaries across Europe, was approved in 2013. At
Member State level, implementation began in 2015 and is still ongoing. In this context,
simplification of the CAP is an objective shared by the European institutions as well as
national administrations, stakeholders, and above all, farmers.

The Commission considers CAP simplification to be a key priority, even more today
than in the past, as confirmed by Agriculture Commissioner Phil Hogan's address to the
European Parliament Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development in
December 2014. The Commission has already started the simplification process, and at
the end of 2015 put forward a technical simplification package consisting of delegated
and implementing acts. Another simplification package is scheduled for spring 2016.

In May 2015, at the European Parliament hearing on 'How to simplify the Common
Agricultural Policy', some Members insisted that, if the Commission were serious
about simplifying the CAP and reducing bureaucracy, it would need to review the legal
text and not simply make changes by way of secondary legislation.

Nonetheless, it appears unlikely that a major restructuring of the basic architecture of
the CAP will take place in the current programming period. Instead, a fine-tuning or
light review of certain of its elements might be anticipated. More substantial proposals
for a post 2020 CAP might be presented only after 2017, in line with the
communication on the post 2020 Multiannual Financial Framework. In this context,
particularly regarding the political elements of the CAP, the role of the European
Parliament, as co-legislator, is significant and will be of utmost importance for an
effective simplification process.
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Background
The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 2014-2020, greener and more market-oriented
than in the past, with its budget of €408.31 billion (at current prices) and more than
7 million beneficiaries across Europe, was approved in 2013. At Member State level the
implementation of the reformed CAP began in 2015 and is still ongoing. There were
some delays and difficulties for farmers and national administrations, especially in the
implementation of the new direct payment schemes and new rural development
measures. There is wide agreement that the CAP should be simplified, in order to
ensure that it is never more complex than necessary to achieve the intended objectives.
Indeed, CAP simplification is an objective shared by the European institutions, as well as
national administrations, stakeholders, and above all, farmers. However, major
questions remain open, such as which elements could be simplified and in what way.

Moreover, an essential distinction should be made between a merely technical and an
overall policy simplification. As defined in the 2005 Commission Communication on
Simplification and Better Regulation for the Common Agricultural Policy, technical
simplification implies a revision of the legal framework, administrative procedures and
management mechanisms without changing the underlying policies, to achieve
streamlining and greater cost-effectiveness and attain existing policy objectives more
effectively. Examples include revising a legal document to make it clearer, streamlining
administrative procedures, or simplifying forms by reducing requests for detailed
information on applications and reducing reporting or monitoring requirements.

It is worth noting that the annual cost of the administrative burden in agriculture is
around €5.3 billion, as estimated in the 2014 final report of the High-level Group on
Reducing Administrative Burdens.

On the other hand, political simplification means reducing complexity through
improvements to the agricultural support and rural development policy instruments. It
may be described, according to the Commission, as 'policy development with
simplification implications'. This can occur through the modification or abolition of rules
and schemes (e.g. abolition of the Energy Crops Scheme1 during the Health Check,2 or
the elimination of production quotas in dairy and sugar which does away with the need
for complex legislation to control supply). It might also occur by exempting certain
beneficiaries from obligations under particular schemes (as in the exemptions for small
farmers from greening requirements and reductions in cross-compliance obligations).3

European Commission
For the Agriculture Commissioner Phil Hogan and the Commission as a whole, CAP
simplification is a key priority, even stronger than in the past, as confirmed when he
addressed the European Parliament Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development
(AGRI) in December 2014. Currently, the Commission is assessing all the simplification
proposals on the basis of the following guiding principles:
 respect of the 2013 CAP reform, i.e. no change to the basic political decisions

made and focus on what is possible within the current policy framework;
 priority for areas of most concern to farmers and other beneficiaries, with the

main aim of reducing the administrative burden;
 maintaining sound financial management and preventing the CAP from

becoming more prone to errors.

http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/policy-perspectives/policy-briefs/05_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52005DC0509
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/refit/admin_burden/docs/08-10web_ce-brocuttingredtape_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/commissioner-speeches/pdf/hogan-cor-plenary-13-10-2015_en.pdf
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A technical simplification package consisting of delegated and implementing acts is
expected to be adopted at the beginning of 2016. In particular, it will simplify the young
farmers' scheme, namely the legal person definition and the voluntary coupled
support, allowing flexibility in the use of resources and the possibility to set a digressive
amount of payments. It will aim to improve the integrated administration and control
system (IACS)4 through procedural simplification, amendments of the farmers'
applications after preliminary checks performed by the Paying Agencies, collective
claims, control rate for the greening payments and reduction of control rates from 5%
to 1%, when the error rate is below 2% and the Member State Land Parcel identification
system (LPIS)5 is up-to-date. If adopted in time, it could be implemented in time for
farmers' applications in 2016.

Another simplification package is scheduled for spring 2016, with the aim of reviewing
some technical elements of the greening measures and cross-compliance rules.

In this regard, in December 2015, the Commission launched a public consultation on the
'Greening' measures of the CAP, after the first year of implementation experience of the
greening obligations under the direct payment scheme.

Regarding market measures, the Commission aims to reduce the number and
complexity of the market measure rules of the new single Common Market
Organisation (CMO) as well as to provide simplification for farmers and operators. It
would include public intervention and private storage measures, wine support scheme,
fruit and vegetables schemes, trade licenses and Member State reporting and
notifications. A package of modifications to the relevant delegated and implementing
acts is planned for mid-2016. It will cover carcass classification, national support
programmes for wine, fruit and vegetables, marketing standards and trade
mechanisms.

On rural development, the simplification process will start only when the approval
process of the 118 rural development programmes (RDP) is completed. At the beginning
of 2016, 118 out of 118 RDP have been approved. The screening will focus on better
implementation at regional and national level, better use of the standard cost6 option,
e-governance and streamlined use of financial instruments in agriculture.

Stakeholders' views and advisory committees
On 12 October 2015, the Committee of the Regions adopted an opinion on the
simplification of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) which stated that any
simplification of CAP rules needs to ensure that competitive food production is
guaranteed while farmers can obtain a fair outcome from the market. The opinion
warns that simplification of the CAP cannot be used in a way that would dismantle the
wide range of public goods, particularly environmental ones, that the CAP is meant to
deliver. Moreover, it insists on the need for more consistency and complementarity
between CAP pillars and other EU policies, such as the environmental policy and the
European Structural and Investment funds (ESI), based on the Europe 2020 strategy.

Copa-Cogeca, the representative organisation of EU farmers, requested a simplification
of the complicated CAP rules. According to Copa-Cogeca, the priority should be to
reduce red tape and ease the 'draconian' penalties imposed on farmers and their
cooperatives. Without this, innovation and competitiveness are jeopardised.
Additionally, it is not acceptable for farmers to take up to 30% in greening payments
when the rules are still unclear and the errors relate to delays in advice provided by

http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/consultations/greening/2015_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/consultations/greening/2015_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rural-development-2014-2020/country-files/index_en.htm
https://webapi.cor.europa.eu/documentsanonymous/COR-2015-02798-00-00-AC-TRA-EN.docx/content
http://www.copa-cogeca.be/Download.ashx?ID=1370203&fmt=pdf
http://www.copa-cogeca.eu/Download.ashx?ID=1436252
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local authorities, nor to go beyond the 30% payment cut in 2018. They consider that
simplification must not result in fundamental changes to the basic act and rules under
the CAP 2014-2020, to give farmers some stability and enable them to plan ahead.

BirdLife Europe said that in the name of flexibility and subsidiarity, Member States have
asked for derogations and exemptions that have made the policy difficult to implement.
Now those responsible for the complexity of the CAP want it simplified, even before the
policy has been properly implemented.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in its
'Agricultural Policy Monitoring and Evaluation report for 2015', said that direct payment
schemes, if linked to clear objectives and beneficiaries, and well-tailored to the problem
in question, can be an efficient alternative to achieve a wide range of public goals,
including those related to obtaining environmental benefits. It suggested that concerns
about the negative impacts of farming on the natural environment should be addressed
through a mix of market-based solutions, regulation and taxation.

Council and some simplification options
In this section some simplification options are presented, based on the Council
conclusions on the simplification of the Common Agriculture Policy of May 2015 and
suggestions by Member States' Paying Agencies.

Direct payments
Regarding the definition of active farmers, more flexibility has been requested to limit
the access of so-called 'sofa farmers' to direct payments, considering that only six
Member States implemented the additional criteria foreseen under the 2013 reform to
prove significant agricultural activity.

On the young farmers' scheme, the Commission has already provided flexibility in the
definition of the legal person, but the definition of young farmers, which differs
between pillars I and II, could be simplified and harmonised.

Concerning greening measures, farmers are still trying to familiarise themselves with
the three agricultural practices that it entails: diversification of crops, maintaining
permanent grassland, and allocating 5% of land to Ecological Focus Areas (EFA).7 These
are the three new rules of the latest reform that farmers must satisfy in order to be fully
eligible for direct payments (greening counts for 30% of direct payments allocation). As
provided by Article 46 of Regulation (EU) No 1307/2013, by 31 March 2017 the
Commission has to present an evaluation report to the Parliament and the Council on
the implementation of EFA. Some Member States have proposed to harmonise the
hectare thresholds for crop diversification and EFA at 15 hectares (they currently stand
at 10 and 15 hectares respectively). All the landscape feature dimensions for ditches,
field margins, buffer strips, forest edges without production, ponds, land lying fallow,
and terraces, should be harmonised, as well as the weighting factor for nitrogen-fixing
crops, catch crops and short rotation coppice.

http://www.birdlife.org/europe-and-central-asia/policy/agriculture
http://www.oecd.org/tad/agricultural-policies/monitoring-evaluation-2015-highlights-july-2015.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/05/11-agri-conclusions-simplification-cap/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/05/11-agri-conclusions-simplification-cap/
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9056-2015-INIT/en/pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1447167296631&uri=CELEX%3A32013R1307
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Figure 1 – Examples of conversion and weighting factors for the calculation of the EFA area

Source: Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) No 639/2014 of 11 March 2014 supplementing Regulation (EU)
No 1307/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing rules for direct payments to farmers under
support schemes within the framework of the common agricultural policy and amending Annex X to that Regulation.

The small farmers' scheme was the main simplification of the 2013 reform, allowing
farmers receiving up to €1.250 of direct payments to be exempted from the greening
measures and not to be subject to the cross compliance reductions. Farmers may also
be allowed to join the scheme in 2016 and submit a multi annual application when the
national authorities have all the information needed at their disposal. A report on small
farmers towards a simplification8 noted that a clear definition should be considered, as
small farmers could be defined by a combination of several factors (for example, the
number of eligible hectares and the amount threshold of direct payments).

On voluntary coupled support (specific support coupled with production), in line with
the WTO blue box9 rules, it should be easier to review the schemes and adjust them
according to the characteristics and needs of each sector, to improve the effectiveness
of the funds as well as to set digressive amounts for schemes.

Market measures
Considering the number and complexity of the market measures rules, simplification in
lightening reporting requirements and revision and updating of the marketing standards
is seen as necessary. The requirements for operational programmes and producer
organisations in the fruit and vegetable sector could be streamlined, inter alia to avoid
undue burdens. This could imply revision of provisions concerning environmental
framework, simplification of annual reports, monitoring and evaluation of operational
programmes, national strategies, etc.

Greater flexibility could also be provided for Member States in implementation and/or
removal of unnecessary rules and procedures concerning safety net measures such as
private storage and public intervention, as well as modernisation of the system of trade
mechanisms. Moreover, the wine sector rules for labelling and for oenological methods
could be simplified.

Rural development
Rural development is a targeted and flexible policy, but the programming and approval
of rural development programmes could be simplified and their monitoring and
evaluation made less burdensome. In particular, no further constraints should be added
during the programme approval process other than those provided for in the EU
legislation. As regards state aid, clearance should be given along with the approval of
the programme, avoiding overlapping notifications to the Commission.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1447171993529&uri=CELEX:32013R1308
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1447172050877&uri=CELEX:32013R1305
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Moreover, simplification of the rural development measures and better use of the
standard costs option is needed. In cooperation with the European Investment Bank,
financial instruments could be developed and simplified to help farmers to invest and to
cope with new challenges and risks.

Horizontal regulation
Regarding the horizontal regulation on financing, management and monitoring of the
CAP, there is scope to simplify the monitoring and control system. In particular, the
administrative checks could be improved and performed with more flexibility, using the
relevant information available from the Paying Agencies in order to detect and correct
errors contained in the farmer applications. When the quality of administrative checks is
appropriate, and the error rate in the expenditures is under control, the level of on-the-
spot checks should be reduced in order to reduce their cost. To finance the crisis
reserve,10 the system of yearly reduction and reimbursement by yearly financial
discipline should be eliminated. A simplified and more proportionate approach for the
calculation of reductions and administrative penalties in cases of greening non-
compliance, in particular regarding minor infringements, could be found. Tolerance
levels might be indicated for cases in which farmers are close to fulfil the commitments
and the concept of 'intentional non-compliance' in cross-compliance could be repealed.

The methodology for the calculation of error rates could be harmonised and the
guidelines from the Commission and the European Court of Auditors on this issue
revised.

European Parliament
Simplification of the CAP is a key priority for the European Parliament. Even before the
2013 CAP reform, the Parliament adopted a resolution on CAP simplification in
May 2010. The resolution underlines that further simplification of the CAP is necessary
to reduce its implementation costs for EU institutions, Member States and the
beneficiaries. The administrative burdens and the CAP implementation costs should be
reduced, to enable farmers to spend more time working on their land.

In May 2015, at the European Parliament hearing 'How to simplify the Common
Agricultural Policy', some Members insisted that if the Commission were serious about
simplifying the CAP and reducing bureaucracy, it would need to review the legal text
and not simply make changes by way of secondary legislation. Concerns were raised,
among other items, on the difficult animal welfare requirements for smallholders, and
differences in implementing the CAP between Member States, which were seen as
elements that needed to be reviewed under the planned simplification. Others called
for new risk management instruments and further efforts to support young farmers,
while the necessity to maintain the strengthened environmental dimension of the CAP
was also cited. Several Members raised implementation concerns from their own
constituencies across the EU, criticising the bureaucratic burden faced by individual
farmers.

Outlook
According to the 2016 European Commission Work Programme, the 2016 review of the
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2014-2020 could lead to a subsequent MFF
revision to better fund the EU's priorities. Taking into account the Council Conclusions
on CAP simplification of May 2015 and the last Commission Work Programme, it
appears likely that in the current programming period no major restructuring of the

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1447172157472&uri=CELEX:32013R1306
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2010-0172&language=EN&ring=A7-2010-0051
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/committees/video?event=20150504-1500-COMMITTEE-AGRI
http://ec.europa.eu/atwork/key-documents/index_en.htm
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basic architecture of the CAP will take place, but rather a fine-tuning or light review of
certain of its elements. More substantial proposals for a post 2020 CAP might be
presented only after 2017, in line with the post 2020 MFF communication. In this
context, especially for the political simplification of the CAP, the role of the European
Parliament, as co-legislator, is significant and will be of utmost importance for an
effective simplification process.
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Endnotes
1 Specific direct payments for crops which are grown for energy, rather than for food or fibre. They include oilseed

crops (e.g. oilseed rape, soya, sunflower), cereals (e.g. wheat, barley, maize, rye), sugar beet, sugarcane and
perennial crops (e.g. miscanthus, short rotation coppice, eucalyptus).

2 The Health Check was an adjustment of some aspects of the CAP that took place in 2009. Since the CAP was
substantially reformed in 2003, a number of further challenges arose afterwards, such as the simplification of direct
payments; giving farmers more help to lower carbon emissions and to adjust their farms to the effects of climate
change; and further increasing the influence of market signals on the cropping and production decisions of farmers.

3 To receive direct payments and some other forms of support, farmers are required to respect certain rules. This
requirement is known as cross-compliance. These rules concern food safety, animal health, plant health, the
climate, the environment, the protection of water resources, animal welfare and the condition in which farmland is
maintained. There are two components of these rules: statutory management requirements and good agricultural
and environmental conditions. If a farmer is found not to respect these rules, his or her direct payments may be
reduced.

4 The Integrated Administration and Control System (IACS) is an obligatory system used by Member States for the
management and control of payments made to farmers under the Common Agricultural Policy, using advanced
techniques to check parcels by aerial or satellite photography, and to cross-check farmers' claims with computer
databases. Specifically, IACS ensures that payment irregularities are revealed and that queries are followed up. In
this way, payments to farmers are made correctly and any amounts which have been unduly paid are recovered.

5 The Land Parcel Identification System (LPIS) is a web database containing all agricultural areas that are eligible for a
direct payment under the Common Agricultural Policy. It is used to cross-check the parcels for which payments have
been claimed by the farmer. The land parcel identification system ensures that the farmer is paid for the correct
area and that overpayment is avoided.

6 A standard cost is a pre-estimated cost of a process, resource, or item used, entered in an account and compared
with the actual cost so that anomalies are readily detectable. For the 2014-2020 programming period the possibility
of using standard costs is encouraged. This should reduce the risk for the fund and also reduce the administrative
burden for the Member States.

7 Since 2015, every farmer in the European Union who claims a direct payment and has more than 15 hectares of
arable land is obliged to have 5% of their arable land covered by ecological focus areas. These are areas which bring
benefits for the environment, improve biodiversity and maintain attractive landscapes (such as landscape features,
buffer strips, afforested areas, fallow land, areas with nitrogen-fixing crops etc.).

8 EU Council document 14939/14 'Small farmers towards simplification', presented on 3 November 2014 at the EU
Council Special Committee on Agriculture (SCA).

9 The World Trade Organization Blue Box is an exemption from the general rule that all subsidies linked to production
must be reduced or kept within defined minimal ('de minimis') levels. It covers payments directly linked to acreage
or animal numbers, but under schemes which also limit production by imposing production quotas or requiring
farmers to set aside part of their land.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563386/IPOL_STU(2015)563386_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563386/IPOL_STU(2015)563386_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2014/529067/IPOL_STU(2014)529067_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2014/529067/IPOL_STU(2014)529067_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/committees/video?event=20150504-1500-COMMITTEE-AGRI
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/cap-post-2013/implementation/index_en.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/05/11-agri-conclusions-simplification-cap/
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10 A crisis reserve of €400 million per year (in 2011 prices) is established to secure the financial resources needed in
case of crisis in the agriculture sector, through deductions from direct payments by financial discipline, with unused
amounts reimbursed to the same farmers in the consecutive budget years.
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© European Union, 2016.

Photo credits: © lamio / Fotolia.

eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet)
http://epthinktank.eu (blog)

mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	Background
	European Commission
	Stakeholders' views and advisory committees
	Council and some simplification options
	Direct payments
	Market measures
	Rural development
	Horizontal regulation

	European Parliament 
	Outlook
	Main references
	Endnotes 
	Disclaimer and Copyright

