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Introduction

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is now entering 
one of the most significant periods of reform since the intro-
duction of direct payments in the early 1990s. The European 
Commission’s Vision for Agriculture and Food, published 
in February 2025 (EC, 2025b), and its subsequent legisla-
tive proposals for the 2028-2034 programming period (EC, 
2025d, 2025f, 2025g, 2025i), have reopened fundamental 
questions regarding the objectives, governance and financing 
of agricultural policy in the European Union. While previous 
reforms generally modified existing instruments within a sta-
ble institutional framework, the current debate raises broader 
questions about the future purpose of the CAP and its place 
within an increasingly contested EU budget.

The Commission’s proposals have elicited unusually 
strong institutional reactions. The Council’s partial general 
approach on the National and Regional Partnership Plans 
(NRPP) Regulation broadly endorses the Commission’s 
objective of integrating agricultural expenditure within a 
wider framework for shared management funds and grant-
ing Member States greater flexibility in policy implemen-
tation (Council, 2026b). By contrast, the European Parlia-
ment has expressed concern that the proposed arrangements 
could dilute the identity of the CAP, weaken democratic 
oversight and accelerate a process of renationalisation 
(European Parliament, 2026). Parliamentary debates have 

repeatedly emphasised the importance of preserving a dis-
tinct CAP budget and maintaining the traditional two-pillar 
architecture.

These disagreements reflect more than institutional 
self-interest. They reveal deeper uncertainty regarding the 
rationale for a common agricultural policy in contemporary 
Europe. The CAP was originally built on the doctrine of 
agricultural exceptionalism, according to which agriculture 
required special treatment because of its unique economic 
characteristics, its role in food security, and the relatively 
low incomes of farm households. Over time, however, the 
CAP has acquired a much broader set of objectives, includ-
ing environmental protection, climate mitigation, rural 
development, territorial cohesion, animal welfare and, more 
recently, resilience and strategic autonomy. The result is a 
policy that seeks simultaneously to support farm incomes, 
sustain agricultural production, deliver environmental 
public goods, strengthen rural communities and enhance 
the competitiveness of the agri-food sector (Daugbjerg  
and Feindt, 2017).

The post-2027 reform debate takes place against a back-
drop of profound economic, environmental and geopolitical 
challenges. Climate change and biodiversity loss are increas-
ing pressure for agricultural transition. Fiscal constraints 
have intensified as new demands emerge for defence, indus-
trial policy and energy security. Geopolitical instability has 
renewed interest in food security and strategic resilience. 
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Structural change within agriculture has made the distribu-
tional consequences of agricultural support more visible, 
while successive enlargements have increased the diversity 
of farming systems and policy preferences across the Union.

This paper argues that the current CAP debate can be 
understood as a contest between competing rationales for 
agricultural policy. It describes the policy context for the 
other papers in this Special Issue that examine these issues 
within more modelling-oriented frameworks. The Commis-
sion’s reform proposals represent an attempt to construct a 
new political settlement capable of reconciling economic 
competitiveness, environmental sustainability, food secu-
rity and territorial cohesion. Whether such a balance can be 
maintained under conditions of increasing fiscal pressure 
and greater national flexibility remains uncertain. The paper 
advocates a wider application of the European value added 
test when assessing CAP expenditure. While there are sev-
eral rationales for agricultural policy that can justify public 
intervention, not every valid objective automatically justifies 
EU-level expenditure. The key issue is whether common 
European action generates value that Member States acting 
alone would underprovide. 

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section examines 
the factors that have weakened the traditional CAP settle-
ment. Section 3 analyses the Commission’s Vision for Agri-
culture and Food as an attempt to redefine the intellectual 
foundations of agricultural policy. Section 4 briefly reviews 
the principal elements of the Commission’s reform propos-
als. Section 5 examines the competing rationales shaping the 
debate through the lens of European value added. Section 
6 considers the political feasibility of the proposed changes 
and identifies the central challenges for European agricul-
tural policy going forward.

Pressures on the traditional CAP 
settlement

For much of its history, the CAP rested on a relatively 
stable political and intellectual foundation. Agricultural 
exceptionalism provided the central justification for market 
intervention, border protection and income support. Agri-
culture was viewed as a sector characterised by production 
risks, unstable markets, low incomes and strategic impor-
tance for food security. Public intervention was therefore 
regarded as both economically justified and politically nec-
essary. Although the CAP has undergone successive waves 
of reform, this underlying rationale has remained largely 
intact. What has changed in recent decades is not simply the 
design of policy instruments but the assumptions on which 
the policy’s legitimacy rests (Lovec, 2016).

One important development has been structural change 
within agriculture itself. Agricultural production and land 
ownership have become increasingly concentrated in a rel-
atively small number of holdings. The 2020 Agricultural 
Census showed that just 676,000 holdings over 50 ha now 
manage two-thirds of agricultural land and account for over 
half of agricultural output (Eurostat, 2026). While average 

farm incomes have generally improved relative to other 
sectors, income disparities within agriculture have become 
more pronounced. These developments have made the dis-
tributional consequences of CAP expenditure increasingly 
visible. Area-based payments that were initially justified 
as compensation for reductions in market support are now 
frequently criticised as mechanisms that disproportionately 
benefit larger landowners and commercial farming oper-
ations. At the same time, incomes on many farms remain 
under pressure, exacerbated by recent unfavourable move-
ments in energy and fertiliser costs relative to commodity 
prices.

Changes in rural society have also weakened traditional 
justifications for agricultural support. Earlier conceptions 
of the CAP often linked farm support to broader objectives 
of maintaining rural populations and sustaining rural com-
munities. Yet demographic decline, ageing populations and 
the concentration of economic activity in urban centres have 
continued across many rural regions despite decades of agri-
cultural expenditure. Increasingly, the determinants of rural 
development lie in infrastructure, public services, housing, 
education and digital connectivity rather than in agricultural 
policy alone.

Environmental and climate concerns have generated a 
further source of tension. Since the 1980s, CAP reforms have 
progressively incorporated environmental objectives (Hasler 
et al., 2022). The European Green Deal (EC, 2019) and 
particularly the accompanying Farm to Fork Strategy (EC, 
2020) represented the most ambitious attempt to align agri-
cultural policy with climate and biodiversity goals. However, 
this process exposed tensions between production-oriented 
objectives and environmental ambitions. Farmers perceive 
environmental requirements as imposing additional costs 
and administrative burdens, while environmental organisa-
tions argue that agricultural support remains insufficiently 
linked to measurable environmental outcomes.

At the same time, the geopolitical environment has 
changed dramatically. Previous CAP reforms that shifted pol-
icy in a more market-oriented direction were undertaken in 
the context of an increasingly integrated global economy and 
a relatively stable rules-based trading system. Both assump-
tions have become less certain in recent years (Santeramo, 
2025). The COVID-19 pandemic exposed vulnerabilities 
in supply chains. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine highlighted 
dependencies in food, fertiliser and energy markets. More 
broadly, concepts such as strategic autonomy, resilience and 
economic security have moved to the centre of European 
policy debates (EC, 2025h).

Fiscal pressures have added further strain to the tradi-
tional CAP settlement. Agriculture no longer occupies the 
privileged position within the EU budget that it enjoyed 
in earlier decades. New demands associated with defence, 
industrial competitiveness, migration and energy transi-
tion have intensified competition for scarce resources 
(EC, 2025a). As expectations regarding the CAP continue 
to expand, pressures to demonstrate clear public value for 
money have increased.

Finally, successive enlargements have increased the  
heterogeneity of the European Union. Differences in farm 
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structures, income levels, production systems and environ-
mental conditions have strengthened demands for greater 
national flexibility. The prospect of Ukrainian accession 
would amplify these challenges further (Shubravska et al., 
2024). The question is no longer simply how to operate a 
common agricultural policy but how much commonality 
remains both desirable and politically sustainable.

Some of these developments have increased the salience 
of agricultural exceptionalism. Concerns regarding food 
security, strategic autonomy, supply chain vulnerabilities 
and farm income volatility have reinforced arguments that 
agriculture remains a special sector requiring public support 
and policy attention. However, the policy is also expected 
to address a much wider range of objectives than those that 
motivated its creation. Environmental sustainability, climate 
action, territorial cohesion and competitiveness have become 
increasingly important sources of legitimacy for agricultural 
expenditure. As a result, the debate is no longer primarily 
about whether public intervention in agriculture is justified, 
but is instead about which objectives should take priority and 
how limited resources should be allocated among them.

Four broad rationales can be distinguished. The first 
emphasises food security, resilience and strategic autonomy. 
The second emphasises environmental sustainability and the 
provision of public goods. The third emphasises territorial 
cohesion and the social contract between society and farm-
ers. The fourth emphasises competitiveness and innovation. 
Contemporary agricultural policy attempts to accommodate 
elements of all four. Yet they imply different priorities, dif-
ferent policy instruments and different criteria for evaluat-
ing success. The post-2027 reform debate can therefore 
be understood as a contest over which of these competing 
rationales should shape the future evolution of the CAP.

The Commission’s Vision for 
Agriculture and Food

The Commission’s Vision for Agriculture and Food can 
be interpreted as an attempt to construct a new framework 
capable of reconciling these competing rationales. Published 
in February 2025, the Vision does not propose a fundamental 
reordering of policy objectives. Rather, it seeks to combine 
them within a single strategic framework centred on the 
concepts of competitiveness, sustainability and resilience. 
The Vision identifies seven broad objectives for European 
agricultural policy: viable farm incomes, food security and 
strategic autonomy, competitiveness and innovation, envi-
ronmental sustainability, resilience and crisis preparedness, 
generational renewal, and vibrant rural areas. Underpinning 
these objectives is a commitment to simplification, greater 
flexibility for Member States, increased reliance on incen-
tives rather than regulation, stronger policy coherence and 
enhanced dialogue with stakeholders.

The document reflects the political lessons drawn by 
the Commission in recent years. Most notably, it acknowl-
edges growing resistance to approaches perceived as relying 
excessively on regulatory obligations. The Vision therefore 

signals a shift away from the language of transition through 
regulation towards a greater emphasis on incentives, invest-
ment and partnership. Environmental objectives remain 
important, but the means of achieving them are reframed 
and, in the eyes of many, weakened.

The Vision also reflects the increasing influence of food 
security and resilience considerations. Earlier CAP reforms 
often treated food production as one objective among many. 
In contrast, the Vision places greater emphasis on agricul-
ture’s contribution to strategic autonomy and economic 
security. This reflects broader developments within EU pol-
icy, where resilience has become a central organising princi-
ple across multiple sectors.

At the same time, the Vision seeks to integrate com-
petitiveness more explicitly into agricultural policy. The 
emphasis on innovation, technology, digitalisation, research 
and generational renewal reflects an understanding that long-
term sustainability depends on maintaining a productive and 
adaptive agricultural sector. This marks a subtle but import-
ant shift away from debates focused primarily on income 
support and redistribution.

Yet important tensions remain unresolved. The Vision 
assumes that competitiveness, sustainability and resilience 
can be pursued simultaneously. In practice, trade-offs are 
often unavoidable. Measures that maximise short-term 
production may conflict with environmental objectives. 
Greater flexibility for Member States may weaken common 
standards. Incentive-based approaches may require greater 
public expenditure at a time of increasing fiscal pressure. 
The significance of the Vision therefore lies less in its reso-
lution of these tensions than in its attempt to establish a new 
political framework within which they can be managed. The 
legislative proposals that followed in July 2025 represent the 
Commission’s effort to translate this framework into opera-
tional policy.

The Commission’s reform proposals

The Commission’s legislative proposals for the 2028-
2034 programming period seek to operationalise the prin-
ciples set out in the Vision. While many familiar CAP 
instruments are retained, the proposals introduce important 
changes in governance, budget architecture and implementa-
tion. Their significance lies less in the introduction of new 
policy instruments than in a rebalancing of responsibilities 
between the European Union and Member States, a stronger 
focus on targeting and differentiation, and the integration of 
agricultural policy within a broader framework of strategic 
national planning. We summarise here the main innovations 
(more detailed discussion can be found in Régnier et al., 
2025 and ECA, 2026). 

Governance and budget. The most controversial ele-
ment concerns governance. The Commission proposes inte-
grating agricultural expenditure into a broader National and 
Regional Partnership Plan framework that would encompass 
most shared management expenditure under the EU budget. 
The existing distinction between the European Agricultural 
Guarantee Fund and the European Agricultural Fund for 
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Rural Development would disappear, with CAP expenditure 
financed through a single partnership fund alongside cohe-
sion, social and fisheries programmes.

The Commission presents these changes as a means of 
improving policy coherence, flexibility and administrative 
efficiency. The proposal also reflects a broader shift towards 
performance-based planning and strategic planning that 
began with rural development and extended to the whole 
CAP with the introduction of CAP Strategic Plans in the 
current programming period. Critics argue that they risk 
weakening the distinct identity of the CAP that began and 
increasing the scope for renationalisation. Greater flexibil-
ity may facilitate adaptation to national circumstances, but 
it also creates the possibility of wider divergence in policy 
implementation and support levels across Member States.

Budgetary issues are equally important. The Commis-
sion’s MFF proposal maintains spending on shared manage-
ment funds in current prices. It also proposed to ring-fence 
a share of this spending for what are now defined as income 
support measures under the CAP (essentially, all interventions 
where individual farmers are the ultimate beneficiaries). The 
ring-fenced amount would imply a significant reduction in the 
CAP budget also in nominal terms (by around 16%, see Mat-
thews, 2025a). The Commission emphasises that the overall 
agricultural envelope can be maintained or even expanded 
through national choices within the partnership framework. 

Since the original proposal, the Commission has made 
further concessions that would allow Member States greater 
leeway to add to the minimum CAP ring-fenced amounts. 
Overall, it is possible that, under the Commission proposal, 
the overall CAP budget will be maintained at its 2021-2027 
level in current prices, but the new funding arrangements will 
result in a significant redistribution of CAP funds between 
Member States (Matthews, 2026). The biggest threat to CAP 
funding is that the overall size of the MFF proposed by the 
Commission will be reduced in the Member State negotia-
tions within the Council. The first draft of the negotiating box 
with figures proposed by the Cyprus Presidency in June 2026 
maintained the spending allocated to the NRP Plans (Council, 
2026a) but it is not guaranteed that this will be the end result. 
Whatever the final outcome, the integration of CAP spending 
within the NRP Fund means that farmers have less certainty 
regarding future expenditure levels until the final NRP Plans 
are approved by the Council and Member States subsequently 
adopt the national rules that will determine eligibility. 

Direct payments. Direct payments remain the largest 
component of CAP expenditure. However, the Commis-
sion proposes several changes intended to improve tar-
geting and address concerns regarding the distribution of 
support. Existing basic income support schemes would be 
merged into a new Degressive Area-Based Income Sup-
port (DABIS) payment. Member States would be required 
to differentiate payments according to objective crite-
ria linked to income needs and structural characteristics. 
Degressivity and capping would become mandatory, while 
pension recipients would generally no longer be eligible for 
standard income support. The Commission also proposes a 
mandatory small farmer payment and stronger support for 
generational renewal.

These changes reflect growing political concern regard-
ing the distributional effects of area-based payments. The 
Commission seeks to shift support towards smaller and more 
vulnerable farms while maintaining income support as a cen-
tral element of the CAP. At the same time, coupled support 
remains available and, in some respects, is strengthened, 
illustrating the continuing importance attached to maintain-
ing production in specific sectors and regions.

Green architecture. The Commission presents its envi-
ronmental proposals as a transition from conditions towards 
incentives. The overall objective of promoting more sus-
tainable farming systems remains formally unchanged, but 
the mechanisms through which this objective is pursued are 
significantly modified (Baldock and Hart, 2025; Hart and 
Baldock, 2026).

The most important change concerns the replacement of 
existing conditionality requirements with a system of farm 
stewardship obligations defined more flexibly by Member 
States. While environmental and climate objectives remain 
embedded within the regulatory framework, national author-
ities are granted greater discretion regarding how these 
objectives are implemented. The Commission also proposes 
to merge eco-schemes and agri-environment-climate mea-
sures into a single intervention framework. New transition 
payments are intended to support farmers undertaking sig-
nificant changes in production systems, while support for 
extensive livestock systems and environmentally sensitive 
areas is strengthened.

Nevertheless, the environmental dimension of the reform 
remains controversial. Environmental organisations and 
many analysts have questioned whether increased flexi-
bility, reduced regulatory prescription, increased national 
co-financing requirements, and the absence of dedicated 
ring-fencing for environmental spending will weaken envi-
ronmental ambition in practice. 

Resilience and innovation. The proposals also place 
greater emphasis on resilience, innovation and adaptation. 
Risk management, digital technologies, research, knowledge 
transfer and generational renewal all receive increased promi-
nence. The Common Market Organisation (CMO) proposal 
places greater emphasis on the element of preparedness in cri-
sis management. Farmers will welcome in particular the dou-
bling of the crisis reserve in the form of the Unity Safety Net 
financed by the EU Facility, though it is intended that this will 
be reserved in future for market-related and health disruptions. 
Compensation for damage caused by natural disasters and 
weather-related events will be covered by the non-ringfenced 
amount of the Fund using a cascade mechanism. 

The emphasis on innovation and resilience is reinforced 
by the proposed European Competitiveness Fund and the 
next Horizon Europe programme, which together provide 
substantial opportunities for investment in the agri-food 
sector beyond the CAP itself (EC, 2025c). Priority areas 
include biotechnology, digitalisation, artificial intelligence, 
climate adaptation, circular bioeconomy solutions, preci-
sion farming, animal health, supply-chain resilience and the 
decarbonisation of agricultural input industries. Support will 
be available through grants, loans, guarantees and equity 
investments, complemented by advisory services, SME 
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support and measures to leverage private investment. The 
Commission envisages close coordination between these 
instruments and the Agricultural Knowledge and Innova-
tion System (AKIS), the European Innovation Partnership 
for Agriculture (EIP-AGRI) and the National and Regional 
Partnership Plans, reflecting a broader shift towards viewing 
agricultural competitiveness and resilience as part of a wider 
European innovation and industrial strategy rather than as 
objectives to be pursued through the CAP alone.

Rural development. The treatment of rural development 
illustrates the broader shift in the Commission’s conception 
of agricultural policy. Historically, the CAP’s second pillar 
provided a distinct rural development dimension focused on 
diversification, local development, environmental manage-
ment and community capacity-building. However, non-farm 
rural development has always represented a relatively small 
share of CAP expenditure (around 4% of the overall CAP 
budget according to Becker, 2026), with most resources 
devoted to farm support and farm-related measures.

Several long-standing measures, including LEADER and 
cooperation interventions, are retained and remain manda-
tory components of Member States’ plans. However, unlike 
under the previous two-pillar structure, these measures are 
no longer financed from a distinct rural development fund 
within the CAP. Instead, they must be supported from 
resources outside the ring-fenced agricultural allocation 
within the broader partnership framework. This reflects the 
Commission’s view that rural development should increas-
ingly be addressed through integrated territorial strategies 
rather than through a separate CAP pillar. Many of the deter-
minants of rural vitality lie outside agricultural policy and 
depend primarily on cohesion policy, regional policy and 
national public investment. The integration of CAP expen-
diture into broader National and Regional Partnership Plans 
may therefore improve coordination between agricultural, 
regional and territorial policies. 

At the same time, the proposal appears to reduce the vis-
ibility of rural development as a distinct policy objective. 
Compared with the Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas (EC, 
2021), the emphasis is placed less on rural communities as 
such and more on competitiveness, resilience and agricul-
tural adaptation. The introduction by Commission President 
von der Leyen of a dedicated rural spending target is intended 
to ensure that rural territories continue to receive attention 
within these wider planning frameworks. The reform there-
fore reflects an unresolved tension between viewing rural 
development as a component of agricultural policy and 
viewing it as a broader territorial cohesion objective.

Competing rationales for the future 
CAP

The post-2027 CAP debate is often presented as a dis-
cussion about budgets and policy instruments. More funda-
mentally, however, it reflects competing views regarding the 
primary purpose of agricultural policy. The European Court 
of Auditors has argued that CAP expenditure should gen-

erate European value added by addressing challenges that 
cannot be addressed as effectively through national funding 
alone (ECA, 2026). The recitals to the NRPF Regulation 
(especially 7 and 10) also refer to the expectation that the 
funds allocated to Member States will contribute to Euro-
pean value added. This provides a useful benchmark against 
which the principal rationales for CAP spending can be 
assessed, although what is meant by European value added 
can also be contested.

Food as strategic infrastructure

Faced with supply chain disruptions and geopolitical 
uncertainties, an increasingly influential rationale in recent 
years has emphasised food security, resilience and strategic 
autonomy. The COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, disruptions to energy and fertiliser markets, and 
broader concerns regarding geopolitical fragmentation have 
all contributed to a reassessment of agriculture’s strategic 
significance. Food production is increasingly presented as 
critical infrastructure and an essential component of eco-
nomic security (European Parliament, 2022; EC, 2022). 
While food security has been a central justification for the 
CAP since its creation, the emphasis has shifted. 

Historically, the concern was primarily one of food avail-
ability: ensuring sufficient production to avoid shortages and 
reduce dependence on imports in a post-war context. The 
contemporary discourse places greater weight on resilience, 
preparedness and strategic autonomy. The issue is no longer 
simply whether enough food can be produced, but whether 
food systems can continue to function under conditions of 
geopolitical disruption, supply chain shocks, cyber threats, 
climate-related crises or other systemic risks. In this sense, the 
notion of food as strategic infrastructure represents a broader 
and more security-oriented interpretation of food security than 
the traditional focus on production and availability.

This rationale has proven attractive because it recon-
nects agricultural policy with concerns that resonate beyond 
the farming community. Expenditure on agriculture can be 
presented not simply as support for a particular sector but 
as an investment in societal resilience. Farm organisations 
and agricultural stakeholders have been quick to argue that 
Europe cannot afford to outsource food production and that 
maintaining a broad agricultural production base across the 
Union is a strategic necessity.

However, the concept of food security remains ambigu-
ous. Within the European Union, recent disruptions have gen-
erally reflected vulnerabilities in logistics, energy supplies, 
fertiliser availability and affordability rather than a lack of 
productive capacity. Existing CAP instruments are not well 
suited to address vulnerabilities of these kinds. There is also 
a risk that resilience becomes equated with self-sufficiency. 
Historically, international trade has played an important role 
in stabilising food supplies and mitigating local production 
shocks. A strategy focused excessively on food sovereignty 
could reduce rather than enhance resilience. Furthermore, 
short-term production objectives may conflict with invest-
ments needed to secure long-term resilience through climate 
adaptation, soil health and biodiversity conservation.
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While the food security rationale supports common action 
in areas such as crisis preparedness, risk management and 
supply chain resilience, it provides a less compelling justifi-
cation for broad area-based income support. Area-based pay-
ments are decoupled from production, but they will have a 
small positive impact on production due to their contribution 
to income, and because they keep more land in agricultural 
production than would otherwise be the case. But this effect 
is largely irrelevant to the food security challenges that the 
EU has faced or is likely to face. Safeguarding production 
through broad income support therefore targets the wrong 
margin of vulnerability.

Sustainability and environmental stewardship

A second rationale views agricultural policy primar-
ily as an instrument for providing environmental public 
goods. From this perspective, climate change, biodiversity 
loss, water quality degradation and pressures on natural 
resources represent the central challenges facing European 
agriculture. Public intervention is justified because mar-
kets alone will not generate the environmental outcomes 
desired by society. This rationale has strongly influenced 
CAP reform over the past three decades. Agri-environ-
ment schemes, cross-compliance, conditionality and eco-
schemes all reflect attempts to align agricultural support 
with environmental objectives. The European Green Deal 
and Farm to Fork Strategy represented the most ambitious 
expression of this approach.

The sustainability rationale possesses a strong economic 
foundation. Many environmental benefits and costs associ-
ated with agricultural production extend beyond individual 
farms and national borders. Climate mitigation, biodiversity 
conservation and water protection all involve externalities 
that justify public intervention. Environmental sustainability 
also contributes directly to the long-term productive capacity 
and resilience of agricultural systems. However, the nature 
of this public intervention depends on the distribution of 
property rights (Matthews, 2025b). If farmers are responsi-
ble for environmental damage, should they be asked to bear 
the cost of avoiding this damage, or is this something that 
society should pay farmers to do?

The polluter pays principle is enshrined in the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the European Union (Article 191(2)). 
However, applying this principle to agricultural production 
has met increasing political resistance. Many farmers per-
ceive environmental requirements as imposing costs without 
generating corresponding market returns. Recent protests 
across Europe demonstrated the limits of a transition strategy 
perceived as relying excessively on regulation. The Com-
mission’s shift from conditions towards incentives reflects 
an attempt to respond to these concerns.

Among the competing rationales, this has perhaps the 
strongest claim to European value added. Many environmen-
tal benefits extend beyond national borders and would be 
underprovided if left solely to Member States. This provides 
a strong justification for common financing and coordination. 
The challenge is that incentive-based approaches generally 
require greater public expenditure if environmental objec-

tives are to be maintained. From this perspective, the Com-
mission’s greater reliance on flexibility and incentives may 
improve political acceptance, but the weakening of common 
environmental requirements raises concerns regarding the 
CAP’s capacity to deliver genuinely European outcomes.

Territorial cohesion and the social 
contract with farmers

A third rationale emphasises the contribution of agricul-
ture to rural communities, cultural landscapes and territo-
rial cohesion. In this perspective, the CAP forms part of a 
broader social contract between society and farmers. Public 
support reflects recognition that agriculture performs func-
tions extending beyond food production and contributes to 
the economic and social fabric of rural areas.

This rationale remains politically important because it 
connects agricultural policy to wider concerns regarding 
regional inequalities, demographic decline and the future of 
rural communities. It also underpins arguments that support 
should be distributed broadly across the agricultural sector 
rather than concentrated solely on environmental actions or 
competitiveness objectives. Support for the eastern border 
regions in particular has become more urgent due to multiple 
economic and security problems since the start of Russia’s 
war of aggression, and is reflected in the Commission pro-
posal to allow increased coupled income support for farmers 
in these regions (EC, 2026).

At the same time, this rationale faces important chal-
lenges. Decades of CAP expenditure have not prevented 
population decline, ageing and service withdrawal in many 
rural regions. The Commission’s stronger targeting of sup-
port towards smaller and more vulnerable farms may help 
sustain agricultural activity in disadvantaged regions and 
strengthen the territorial dimension of the CAP, although 
at the potential cost of foregoing opportunities to improve 
competitiveness. Also, many of the factors determining rural 
vitality lie outside agriculture itself and are more closely 
linked to infrastructure, public services, housing, connectiv-
ity and employment opportunities. To the extent that territo-
rial cohesion is the objective, broader cohesion and regional 
policies may often provide more effective instruments than 
agricultural support alone.

Nevertheless, some CAP-funded rural development 
interventions appear to generate genuine European value 
added. There can be a common EU interest in ensuring the 
continuation of agricultural production in specific disadvan-
taged areas including the eastern border region. Initiatives 
such as LEADER, cooperation measures and integrated ter-
ritorial approaches have facilitated experimentation, local 
capacity building and the exchange of experience across 
rural regions. These activities address a common challenge 
faced by many rural areas and may benefit from European 
coordination and networking in ways that purely national 
programmes would find more difficult to replicate. The chal-
lenge for future policy is therefore not whether territorial 
objectives should remain part of the CAP, but how support 
can be concentrated on those interventions where a clear 
European contribution can be demonstrated.
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Competitiveness and innovation

The fourth rationale has become increasingly prominent 
under the current Commission. It emphasises competitive-
ness, productivity growth and innovation as the foundations 
of a successful agricultural sector. In this view, European 
agriculture must adapt to a world characterised by techno-
logical change, global competition and shifting consumer 
demands. This perspective draws attention to investments 
in research, advisory services, education, digital technolo-
gies, precision agriculture, biotechnology and generational 
renewal. It emphasises the importance of enabling farmers 
to adopt new technologies and business models capable of 
improving productivity and resource efficiency. Both argu-
ments based on economies of scale as well as cross-border 
spillovers justify a significant EU budget to promote innova-
tion of this kind.

However, tensions arise regarding how competitiveness 
is interpreted. In practice, much of the current policy discus-
sion focuses on simplification and reducing administrative 
burdens (EC,  2025e). While unnecessary regulation can 
undoubtedly impose costs, simplification is not equivalent 
to competitiveness. The drivers of long-term productivity 
growth are more likely to be found in innovation systems, 
human capital, research, advisory services and structural 
adjustment than in the removal of administrative require-
ments alone.

There is therefore a risk that competitiveness becomes 
conflated with deregulation. The removal of environmental 
or administrative requirements may reduce costs in the short 
term, but it does not necessarily strengthen the long-run pro-
ductive capacity of the sector. Indeed, where simplification 
weakens incentives for innovation or environmental stew-
ardship, it may undermine competitiveness over longer time 
horizons. A stronger European value added case can be made 
for investments in research, advisory systems, innovation and 
generational renewal than for deregulation as an end in itself.

Taken together, these rationales do not provide equally 
strong justifications for all forms of CAP expenditure. The 
principle of European value added points towards a more 
differentiated assessment. The strongest case for common 
financing appears to arise where interventions address 
cross-border externalities, collective action problems or 

economies of scale, notably in environmental sustainability, 
crisis preparedness, research, innovation and knowledge 
exchange. EU funding can also be justified on redistrib-
utive grounds where there is a substantive EU interest, as 
in support for farmers in eastern border regions. The other 
rationales also contain elements that may justify EU-level 
intervention, but not necessarily through all existing CAP 
instruments. Food security provides a persuasive argument 
for common resilience and preparedness measures, while 
territorial cohesion may generate European value added 
through networking, cooperation and community-led devel-
opment initiatives even if broader rural development objec-
tives often depend on policies beyond agriculture. The chal-
lenge for the future CAP is therefore not simply to balance 
competing objectives, but to align expenditure more closely 
with activities that generate demonstrable European value 
added. Table 1 summarises some of the synergies and trade-
offs that can arise.

Political feasibility and prospects for 
reform

The Commission’s post-2027 reform proposal represents 
a serious attempt to adapt the CAP to a changing economic, 
environmental and geopolitical context. Its emphasis on 
greater targeting of support, strategic planning, resilience, 
innovation and closer integration with wider territorial pol-
icies can be seen as a move towards aligning agricultural 
expenditure more closely with activities that generate Euro-
pean value added. At the same time, the increased discretion 
granted to Member States and the weakening of some com-
mon safeguards raise questions about whether this objective 
can be achieved consistently across the Union. The proposal 
therefore combines a potentially stronger strategic rationale 
for CAP expenditure with a governance model that may 
make the pursuit of common objectives more difficult.

The future CAP is unlikely to emerge exactly as proposed 
by the Commission, yet neither is a complete reversal of the 
reform agenda likely. The Council has broadly endorsed the 
direction of travel implied by the Commission proposals, 
particularly the greater flexibility afforded to Member States 

Table 1: Possible contributions of CAP instruments to European value added.

Policy objective Policy rationale Potential CAP instruments EU value added justification?

Food security/
Resilience

Strengthen economic security DABIS, coupled payments, risk and crisis 
management, food security stocks

Limited evidence that direct payments are necessary 
to avoid out-sourcing food production, food system 
resilience mainly a function of off-farm interventions

Sustainability/
environmental stewardship

Promote environmental public 
goods and prevent natural resource 
degradation

Farm stewardship, agri-environmental 
and climate actions

Improves long-term resilience and thus collective eco-
nomic security, positive cross-border spillovers, issue 
is where to set the regulatory baseline

Territorial cohesion/rural devel-
opment

Support rural vitality and maintain 
agricultural production in less fa-
voured regions

DABIS, coupled payments, ANC pay-
ments. LEADER, co-operation measures

Targeted payments can slow rural out-migration 
but at possible expense of a more competitive farm 
structure, positive networking effects of local actions, 
redistribution towards regions with significance for 
broader EU, but needs to be closely linked with wider 
cohesion and regional policy

Competitiveness/innovation Improve productivity and encour-
age the uptake of innovations

AKIS support, EIP-AGRI, investment aid Improved productivity improves collective economic 
security and can help to minimise resource use, risk of 
widening inequalities

Source: Own compilation
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