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Transition to an Irish Vegan Agricultural System 

Just as we need to eliminate subsidies for coal and other fossil 

fuels we need to eliminate subsidies for meat and dairy products 

and for animal feeds and instead subsidise plant based foods for 

direct human consumption and ecological restoration. 

 

Global and European Agricultural Subsidies 

The Lancet Commission Obesity Report outlines how “global sub-

sidies in 2015 from governments to the fossil fuel industries were 

about $5.3 trillion each year (6.5% of global GDP) and nearly half 

a trillion dollars go to agricultural subsidies in the top 21 food-

producing countries every year.  Subsidies are predominantly for 

beef and dairy and a small number of grains, such as corn, wheat, 

and rice, that are used for animal feed or form the basis of most 

ultra-processed foods.  The costs of the environmental damage 

from these industries, through greenhouse gas emissions, water-

way degradation, and soil erosion, as well as the health costs from 

their products, will largely be paid by the taxpayers and rate-

payers of current and future generations.  The dynamics of the 

operating conditions for businesses, and corporations in particu-

lar, must be fundamentally transformed if we expect business to 

contribute to the solutions for health, obesity and Climate Chan-

ge.“ 

 

The Lancet calls for 'Big Food' to be treated like Big Tobacco, and 

says industry leaders should be barred from lobbying govern-

ments, as their interference is having a negative impact on people 

and the planet.  The report recommends that Beef and Dairy subsi-

dies should be scrapped and redirected to 'sustainable farming for 

healthful food'. 

 

The Commission recommends that governments redirect these 

subsidies into more sustainable energy, agricultural, and food 

system practices.  A Framework Convention on Food Systems 

would provide the global legal structure and direction for coun-

tries to act on improving their food systems so that they become 

engines for better health, environmental sustainability, greater 

equity, and ongoing prosperity. 

 

EU Common Agriculture Policy 

International trade and agricultural policies have played a key 

role in the growth of animal agriculture.  The EU’s trade policies 

and agricultural policies have ensured the availability of cheap 

feed, maintained prices of animal products competitive in the 

international market via export subsidies and import tariffs, and 

regulated the market through production quotas and buying ex-

cess agricultural products if prices are in danger of falling.  A num-

ber of EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) reforms, to address 

market distortions, transformed subsidies into income support 

mechanisms.  In the 1990s payments were still coupled to produc-

tion, compensating farmers for lower market prices.  After 2003, 

the majority of CAP funds (around 90%) became increasingly 

decoupled from production, linked only to the amount of land 

farmed.  According to Commission figures, CAP subsidies reach 

nearly 7 million farms, covering 90% of total European farmland. 

 

69% to 79% of EU CAP direct payments is for animal  

agriculture 

According to a Greenpeace 2019 Report: “Between 69% (€28.5 

billion) and 79% (€32.6 billion) of the CAP direct payments is 

directed to producers of fodder for animals, or goes directly to 

livestock producers as coupled support.  That’s between 18% 

and 20% of the EU’s €157.86 billion budget in 2017.  This esti-

mate only includes CAP direct payments and excludes funds for 

the Rural Development Programme so the amount of total CAP 

funding supporting the livestock sector is higher than these figu-

res.“ 

 

Revision of the CAP 

In June 2018 the European Commission presented its proposal 

for the CAP post 2021.  The Commission claims that the new CAP 

proposal introduces a new plan for direct payments that is bet-

ter targeted, fairer and greener.  However, despite criticism by a 

wide range of stakeholders on direct payments, the proposed 

plan leaves them untouched.  The EU budgetary watchdog, the 

Court of Auditors, recently highlighted that the CAP proposal 

“continues to impose on Member States the use of direct 

payments based on a given amount of hectares of land owned or 

used.  This instrument is not appropriate for addressing many 

environmental and climate concerns, nor is it the most efficient 

way of supporting viable farm income.”  Greenpeace commented 

that: “The Commission proposal thereby provides EU govern-

ments with a blank cheque, allowing them to maintain unaltered 

the current CAP payments, benefiting the most powerful agri-

cultural players and underpinning an unsustainable farming 

sector.“   

 

Payment for Ecosystem Services 

Ecosystem services are the many and varied benefits that hu-

mans freely gain from the natural environment and from prop-

erly-functioning ecosystems.  Such ecosystems include, for ex-

ample, forests, grasslands, wetlands and aquatic ecosystems.  

Collectively, these benefits are becoming known as 'ecosystem 

services', and are often integral to the provisioning of clean 

drinking water, the decomposition of wastes, and the natural 

pollination of crops and other plants, etc. 

  

Ecosystem services are often grouped into four broad categories 

(as shown in the diagram on the following page): 

 

Provisioning, such as the production of food and water; regulat-

ing, such as the control of climate and disease; supporting, such 

as nutrient cycles and oxygen production; and cultural, such as 

spiritual and recreational benefits.  To help inform decision-

makers, many ecosystem services are being assigned economic 

values.   

 

On April 2nd, 2019 Members of the European Parliament voted 

on a CAP post-2020 reform.  This included a “min 20% of direct 

payments, 30% of rural development budget for environ-

mental actions.”    

 

In Ireland “Total Department of Agriculture, Food and the Ma-

rine spending was over €2.6 billion in 2017.....An estimated 

€1.81 billion was paid by the Department to 130,118 farmers in 

2017.”  Assuming the small farms payments of €220 million in 

2015 remained the same then large farms would have received 
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Current subsidies to large sustainable and vulnerable farms are as follows.  

€1.58 billion. 

 

We propose that all the payments to small farm are for ecosystem service only and that the viable large farms are converted to plant based 

agriculture.  Using the average farm type subsidy we estimate that current subsidies to large viable farms are as follows. 

 

When we use the average subsidy figures and farm numbers from Teagasc the total does not add up to €1.8 billion.  These figures are just an 

approximation. 

WWF, Living Planet Full Report 2018 

Ecosystem services are often grouped into four broad categories as shown in the above image. 
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If all the small farms and the sustainable and vulnerable large farms were converted to payments for ecosystem services this would amount to 

a total of €1 Billion (€790 plus €220) being allocated to payment for ecosystem services.  €800 million in subsidies would be paid to the re-

maining farmers.  We would recommend subsidies should not exceed a maximum of €50,000 per farm.  Only 1.4% of Irish farmers get pay-

ments over €50,000 but they account for almost 10% of all such payments.  This would allow the distribution of €180 million to smaller farm-

ers.   

Bramble–hazel woodland, Co. Cavan, Forest Service, Department of Agriculture. 

10.1  Recommendations to Redirect  

   Irish Agricultural Subsidies 
 
1. We recommend that the approx. 55,000 large farms that are 

either sustainable or vulnerable large farms would transition 

to payments for ecosystem services.  The remaining 37,720 

large farms would focus on plant based food producion.  This 

would reduce the agricultural land area for large farms from 4 

Mha to 1.7 Mha, a reduction of 2.3 Mha. 

2. If farmers can receive their current payments for Payment for 

Ecosystem Services then this can allow this transition to hap-

pen.  On average this would actually increase the income of 

large beef and sheep farmers as follows (2018 figures). 

 Cattle rearing farmers from an average income of €8,318 

to the subsidy of €13,109  

 Cattle Other farmers from an average income of €14,408 

to the subsidy of €16,257 

 Sheep farmers from an average income of €13,769 to the 

subsidy of €18,812.  

3. We would recommend that all small farms are converted from 

animal agriculture to payment for ecosystem services.  This 

would see the conversion of 43,600 small farms to ecological 

enterprises.  This could potentially increase the income of 

small land owners from approx. €3,000 to €5,500 and their 

time would be spent restoring the ecosystem services on their 

land.  This would potentially free up 0.46 Mha of land for res-

toration of native forestry, grasslands and wetlands. 

4. Overall total agricultural land use would be reduced from 4.5 

Mha to 1.7 Mha, a reduction of 2.8 Mha.   

5. A total of €1.07 Billion of subsidies would be allocated to pay-

ment for ecosystem services.  €730 million in subsidies would 

be paid to the remaining 37,720 farmers – a subsidy of 

€19,350. 

6. 1.7 Mha of this land would be converted to native forests and 

to reach the European average of 34% (2.5 Mha) forest cover.  

A further 1.1 Mha would be converted to native grasslands, 

meadows, and bog and wetlands.  Some of the existing mono-

culture coniferous forests, if planted in inappropriate areas 

(impacting high-status water ecosystems), should be cleared 

at the end of their lifetime and not replanted. 

7. While the income of sustainable and vulnerable farmers who 

transitioned to Payment for Ecosystem Services would stay 

the same or increase, viable farmers would need to generate 

income from plant based food, fibre and fuel crops.  Appro-

priate subsidies and technical and training supports would be 

needed to ensure that income levels are maintained and en-

hanced. 

8. We would recommend that no CAP payment should exceed 

€50,000 per farm.  “Only 1.4% of Irish farmers get payments 

over €50,000 but they account for almost 10% of all such 

payments.”  This would allow the distribution of €180 million 

to smaller farmers.  Very large profitable farms should not be 

subsidised. 

9. In the future, payments may not be tied to land area but to 

ensuring that all rural landowners are getting a living wage 

for contributing to meeting the state’s legal and ethical obliga-

tions to current and to future generations.  

Forest Service, Department of Agriculture 

https://www.irishexaminer.com/breakingnews/ireland/around-200-farms-to-be-affected-by-100000-cap-limit-884479.html

