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European agriculture in crisis
On one level, the agricultural sector is one of Europe’s greatest strengths. It ranks 
highly in natural resources, technical facility and market infrastructure, trading millions 
of tonnes per year domestically and internationally. EU support helps make farming 
and food production far more lucrative than it is in most of the world.3 But European 
agriculture is facing an unprecedented combination of challenges that amount to the 
crisis being played out in the political arena.

INTRODUCTION
Agriculture has always been a central concern of EU politics, but it is especially 
important today. Thousands of farmers and their supporters are protesting across 
the continent about suffocating market conditions as well as national and European-
level legislation that they see to be threatening their livelihoods.1 These protests have 
brought several major cities to a standstill and have already drawn a response from 
policy-makers that includes legislative concessions.2 

Whilst the protests have subsided, a fundamental rupture between much of the 
agricultural community and the power-holders in European society has been exposed. 
In light of this, it is important to understand and respond to the relational dynamics at 
work by establishing a new vision for agriculture in the EU. This goes beyond the quick 
fixes and ad hoc structural adjustments being offered in the run-in to the European 
parliamentary elections in June 2024.
This paper outlines key challenges EU agriculture, casts a relational vision equipped 
to address these challenges and highlights important but overlooked policy areas that 
will be key in making progress towards this vision. 
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1. Undervaluing farmers in the food chain: economic challenges

- Farming is economically unproductive and accounts for only around 1.4% of 
 the EU’s GDP.5
- Numbers of agricultural sector workers in employment or training are 
 declining sharply.6
- Global forces are increasingly determinative and, at the same time, 
 unpredictable (e.g. cheaper imports and blocked supply chains due to military 
 or political conflict).

2. Increasingly poor conditions for growth: environmental challenges

- Topsoil degradation and erosion is first and foremost a problem for farmers 
 themselves. Loss of good soil is accelerating with urban growth as well as 
 certain agricultural practices.6
- The climate is becoming hotter and drier in Southern Europe and wetter in 
 the north.7

3. Working on laptops in coffee shops: socio-cultural challenges

- Social aspirations (as expressed through the education system) are for jobs 
 with flexibility and digital interaction, with manual (especially agricultural) 
 skills systemically undervalued. 8
- Food consumption is determined by convenience rather than nutrition or 
 local culture. 9
- As a corollary of the two factors above, people are increasingly disconnected 
 from the sources of their own food and from local farms (both farmers and 
 the land tself ).10
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Beware the gap: a relational 
analysis of the crisis

Political debates around the crisis in 
European agriculture and attempts 
to solve it through technical means 
generally focus on its economic and 
environmental elements. However, 
socio-cultural factors are equally as 
important. Relational thinking takes all 
these factors into account, analysing 
the situation on the basis of the whole 
human person so as to address it fully.11  
The dynamics underlying the crisis in 
European agriculture are summed up in 
this relational reality:
There is a growing gap between the leaders 
of mainstream society who control urban 
financial or administrative institutions 
and the farming communities in Europe’s 
regions.
This gap is social and cultural as well 
as economic and political and must 
be analysed relationally. The European 
Green Deal (EGD) focus on environment 
(Biodiversity Strategy), food justice (Farm 

to Fork Strategy) and local development 
(via CAP and Cohesion Policy within the 
EU Rural Vision) has not addressed this 
relational disconnect and will continue to 
have limited success as a result.

1. 
Socio-cultural lack of value
EU policy treats agriculture only in terms 
of economic and environmental cost or 
benefit; there is no need for farmers in 
a certain area if food can be produced 
more sustainably and cheaply elsewhere. 
This may sound reasonable, but the 
implication is that farms can be taken 
away from any particular community, 
region or even nation without harming 
the social fabric. However, farmers value 
their way of life beyond its instrumental 
value and farming, together with 
local food culture, is a key aspect of 
regional identity (hence geographical 
indication protections).12  This value 
goes unrecognised when agriculture is 
treated as a form of activity that people 
need to progress away from instead of 
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potentially being one of the healthiest, 
most fulfilling and most valuable forms 
of work possible.13 And this is not all. 
We know that if we voluntarily rely on 
others to do everything for us (even 
if we pay them to do it), our human 
dignity is compromised. It is the same 
at a community level when we become 
completely reliant on being fed from 
elsewhere. Local food sovereignty (to at 
least some degree) is a matter of human 
dignity.

We are not raising culture over material 
reality. Long-term, it is beneficial both 
environmentally and economically 
necessary to have higher levels of local 
food sovereignty. This should mean we 
prioritise farming communities, but 
these are not even mentioned in key 
EU agricultural policy documents.14 
Prevailing socio-cultural values still 
place freedom of movement (often to 
the economic centres) over attachment 
to particular places with the result that 
local communities’ natural and cultural 
heritage are unprotected and eventually 
lost, with serious consequences. 15 

2. Political power imbalance
This relational gap is not only ‘soft’ but 
constitutes a political power imbalance. 
Such imbalance causes resistance even to 
regulations that would improve farmers’ 
long-term outlook (as GAECs would). 
This is compounded by the fact that none 
of the EGD regulations are managed 
by DG Agri, which had developed a 
working relationship with the farm 
unions.16 There is even suspicion that 
the technical, administrative and 

financial demands of keeping them are 
not just the unrealistic expectations of 
bureaucrats but are deliberately designed 
to put them out of business and give up 
their land to the agri-businesses allied 
to the political leadership.17 This is not 
a ‘conspiracy theory’ but a legitimate 
concern based on common patterns of 
power accumulation. 

3. Economic extraction from 
top to bottom
Our economic system operates by 
treating land, labour and capital as 
commodities to be traded. Though 
there is some regulatory control over 
environmental and human mistreatment, 
profit is still valued over the often 
immeasurable wellbeing of people and 
planet. Farms (both the workers and the 
land itself ) are treated as resources from 
which value can be extracted by value-
adding industries and ultimately the 
shareholders. This is the general problem 
that the unique contribution of relational 
thinking around stakeholder economy 
addresses.18

Economic disparity is a relational 
issue and the gap between the top and 
bottom of the value chain is part of 
what farmer protests expose. In fact, the 
three factors highlighted here cannot be 
separated from one another. If farming 
communities are devalued, they are 
kept economically poor and politically 
disenfranchised, which undermines 
any (necessarily collaborative) efforts to 
conserve local natural ecosystems. Thus 
our relationship to each other – socio-
cultural, political and economic life – is 
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connected to our relationship to the 
environment, and current relational 
dynamics widens this gap. Can we offer 
a better vision?

Farms provide a unique context in which 
people can exercise their relationship to 
the land and animals that sustain them. 
Humans have no choice but to cultivate 
the limited amount of soil we have 
so that it yields food; the only reason 
it seems limitless is because we have 
not quite reached its limits on a global 
scale. Rather than being constraining 
and draining, 19  the repeated processes 
of farming one’s own place is life-giving 
is regenerative for both people and 
planet.20 When managed properly (which 
includes periods of rest for all involved), 
farms can ensure flourishing for all 

involved perpetually.21 A place where 
humans work in partnership and live 
with the myriad non-human creatures 
in harmonious relationships from 
generation to generation is what we call 
‘home’. This is way of functioning is not a 
utopian eco-dream but is written into our 
humanity, as the creation stories ascribed 
to most of the world’s population make 
clear.22 Christianity recognises the work 
of Jesus Christ in restoring this reality 
back to human reach. 23 

Farms are already a ‘common home’ for 
its occupants, but its relational network 
stretches to additional stakeholders. 
This directly includes employees and 
consumers as well as those involved in 
related secondary or tertiary industries 
and the local community as a whole. 
Decisions on how farmers manage the 

Healthy Farming 
Communities, Healthy 

Society: A relational vision 
for agriculture
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land (e.g. conserving biodiversity and 
discharging agricultural waste) are of 
public interest, since whole regional 
ecosystems benefit from increased 
biodiversity, soil health and purity of 
water sources. But equally of public 
interest is the existence of farms as 
providers of healthy food, employment 
and connection to nature. As such, 
farms could ideally act as community 
hubs where people learn to relate well to 
people and planet.

For society as a whole to benefit, farming 
communities need to be promoted 
universally and networked for trade 
and knowledge exchange. It is naïve to 
imagine that such transformation could 
be total or immediate and it would 
be politically, environmentally and 
economically disastrous to force sudden 
change. But human factors rather than 
insufficient natural resources limit the 
scale of Europe’s local food systems.24 
And the ‘normal’ scale of production is 
very inefficient (the EU already wastes 
more food than it imports). 25  Change is 
not beyond our reach.

Policies towards healthy 
farming communities for a 
healthy European society
In the political arena it can be tempting 
to move straight to policy development 
as the instrument for change. But for 
the relational vision of agriculture to 
take root in Europe, there must first be 
a fundamental shift in perspective. We 
must orientate our thinking around the 

value of farming communities rather 
than considering farms and farmers 
merely as units of (economic) production 
or (environmental) cost. The key message 
- that healthy farming communities are 
essential for healthy society - should 
form the backbone for our thinking on 
social reform. For this relational vision to 
move from abstract ideals into the reality 
of European life it must be worked out 
and communicated through concrete 
policies. 

The three chief areas within which this 
relational vision for European agriculture 
can be put into action are economic, 
environmental and socio-cultural policy. 
26 

1.Economic policy: 

incentivise locally based 
stakeholder business models

An economic paradigm shift seems 
daunting, but it can be achieved through 
a series of changes. To move from a 
shareholder-dominated economy of 
value extraction towards a stakeholder-
led economy of mutual value creation, 
the first change needed is the nature 
of business itself. There are already a 
number of models and legal forms that 
are designed with stakeholders, rather 
than primarily shareholders, in mind. 
It should be stressed that these do not 
negate profit, decent remuneration and 
share dividend receipt, but only restrict 
disproportionate gains in these areas. 
Such stakeholder models belong in the 
broad category of social enterprise, within 
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which farm businesses could function 
if their holistic benefits are pursued. 
Farms are especially suited to operate as 
social enterprises given that the majority 
of them are small and still often family 
owned (although their contribution to 
agricultural sector GDP and receipt of 
CAP funds is far less than large farms). 27  
Adopting co-operative ownership within 
farms as well as co-operative structures 
between them increases both local 
stakeholder participation and market 
power.28 Farms could also diversify 
their income through multifunctional 
agriculture, offering socially oriented 
services (such as care farming or 
alternative educational provision)29 or 
having other food-related (primary, 
secondary or tertiary) enterprises 
operating out of their farm. Practices this 
kind of would have the added advantage 
of connecting the public to local farms. 

A wide range of measures should be used 
to incentivise farms’ adoption of locally 
based stakeholder business models. These 
range from tax exemption, simplification 
of bureaucratic processes in registration, 
prioritised access to funding and 
investment (including allowing charitable 
giving for specifically social purposes) 
30  and extending financial reporting to 
more holistic and relational conceptions 
of human progress (which make social 
enterprises more competitive since they 
are already established with this purpose). 
Some of these measures are already 
being developed at EU level, but could be 
taken further. For example, the current 
benefits around corporate tax, VAT and 
income tax for donors could be extended 

across all member states and additional 
VAT reduction could be applied to locally 
produced food and drink that is also 
sold locally (extending the use of GIs to 
promote community food sovereignty by 
having a similar function as a food miles 
tax, which is much more challenging to 
administer). 31

2. Environmental policy: 
promote sustainable 
agriculture sustainably
At the heart of relational thinking is the 
prioritisation of people and planet and 
the conviction that they do not present 
mutually incompatible demands. In the 
long-term, what is good for the economy 
is good for the environment and vice 
versa. The EU was set up with the 
economy primarily in mind and the risk 
of ecological damage was subordinated 
to the need for rapid post-war recovery. 
Agriculture is key in redressing this 
balance towards sustainability and the 
broad aims to make it more beneficial 
for biodiversity, soil health and animal 
welfare whilst relying increasingly on 
renewable energy should be supported 
by all (and are not generally opposed 
by farmers).32 The problem is that 
the change towards more sustainable 
agriculture is itself not being pursued 
sustainably. Two policy goals should be 
adopted for managing this change.

Firstly, a roadmap for ecological transition 
must be established through proper 
engagement with stakeholders before 
targets are set so as to avoid making 
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concessions after the fact. This relational 
process must be tied to permanent local 
forums for sustainable agriculture rather 
than being focused in one centralised 
strategic dialogue geared to an election 
cycle. 33  

A viable roadmap must incorporate 
benchmark targets as well as regional 
adaptability. Timeframes for change 
(infrastructure development and 
alternative land management require a 
lot of labour), budgetary support needed 
and areas in which administrative burdens 
can be streamlined are only realistically 
assessed in close collaboration with 
farmers who understand these processes. 

Secondly, regulations making agriculture 
more sustainable must be consistent 
with policies in other sectors to avoid 
unfairly targeting farmers. This is most 
obviously the case with areas that affect 
farmers economically (e.g. regulations 
on food imports, preference in public 
procurement for sustainable European 
agriculture and agricultural input 
companies).34 But it is also true for the 
public sector and especially for those 
in political leadership. If they cannot 
lead by example and demonstrate more 
sustainable ways to do their jobs (by 
cutting down on carbon-emitting travel, 
for instance), why should others be 
expected to do so?

3. Socio-cultural policy: 
gear education towards 
sustainable agriculture
As it stands, the ideal to which children 

in Europe are geared to aspire makes 
farming careers seem like a second-rate 
option at best. This can only be changed 
by a broader shift in attitude across the 
board but education is a key sector to 
target. A deliberate effort to move farming 
into the centre of the curriculum, ideally 
visiting local farmers and farms, would 
build understanding and positively shape 
social perceptions. Not only so, but such 
engagement would benefit physical and 
mental health by greater engagement 
with food choices and the natural world. A 
new French Law proposed in the National 
Assembly on safeguarding agricultural 
sovereignty and promoting generational 
renewal in agriculture already makes 
steps in this direction.35 Other member 
states already have schemes that connect 
farms to education (which is part of the 
diversification of income streams already 
mentioned above).

In terms of training, there is a need to 
better integrate the sustainable and 
social aspects of agriculture into tertiary 
education curricula.36 In addition, 
farmers who have already trained (or 
not undergone formal training) need 
a cost and time efficient way to train in 
recently developed methods of farming, 
social engagement and business practice 
through extension services.37
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Farms are not just businesses that 
happens to be located in a certain place; 
they are at the heart of society. People 
are made to be connected to land for 
sustenance and a sense of belonging 
within community. When cultivated by 
skilled farmers in an economically and 
environmentally sustainable way, farms 
bring a diverse range of benefits to local 
human and natural ecosystems. The 
left-wing drive for economic justice and 
the right-wing commitment to specific 
place should both be equally mobilised 
by a social vision in which farming 
communities have inherent (not just 
instrumental) value and farmers are not 
at risk of losing their livelihoods and way 
of life.

Dr Matthew N. Williams, Lead Project 
Researcher

Conclusion
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a better and more effective 
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understand and address the 
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The challenge of climate change is one of 
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whole new generation of social activists, 
some of whom are going to extreme 
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Towards a Stakeholder Economy. By Dr. 
Stephen Backhouse, Dr. Eve Poole

ISBN:  978-94-92697-27-1

The aim of this report is to help us 
imagine a better common economic life, 
one which rewards all the stakeholders 
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but it will only do so when we move 
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Did you like what you read? 
Please consider a donation!

Your donation has real impact on Euro-
pean Society: every euro donated to Sallux 
will result in an additional 19-euro subsidy 
from the European Parliament.

Donate online or bank transfer
Bank transfer:  Rabobank Amersfoort.
Reference:  donation Sallux
IBAN:   NL75RABO 0153731095
BIC (SWIFT code): RABONL2U

What others say
“Sallux is an excellent and badly needed 
umbrella body for similar minded Christian 
organisations all over Europe. It is making 
a very important contribution to keeping 
Christian Democracy alive in Europe as a 
viable political idea.” 
David Quinn, director, Iona Institute, 
Ireland

“Our collaboration with Sallux has been 
tremendously fruitful, and we commend them 
highly for their wise and strategic investment 
in helping Christians to be more effective as 
salt and light in the European public square”. 
Jonathan Tame, former director, Jubilee 
Centre, UK

“Sallux has provided substantial and very 
valuable support to our promotion of 
the rights of the family in Europe at the 
Council of Europe, a 27 Member States wide 
European institution that rules over Human 
Rights in Europe.” 
Maria Hildingsson, former director, 
FAFCE, Brussels
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