|

7/ “““\\\ A ECO" SEARCH

% // RESEARCH IN AGRICULTURAL & APPLIED ECONOMICS

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search.

Help ensure our sustainability.

Give to AgEcon Search

AgEcon Search
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu
aesearch@umn.edu

Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only.
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C.


https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu







CENTRE FOR EUROPEAN AGRICULTURAL STUDIES

THE DEVELOPMENT OF AGRICULTURE
IN GERMANY AND THE UK

2. UK AGRICULTURAL POLICY 1870-1970

John. H. Kirk

Emeritus Professor, University of London

WYE COLLEGE, ASHFORD, KENT, ENGLAND.

Miscellaneous Study No. 3

© Copyright CEAS 1979

Pricé: £4.00




UK AGRICULTURAL POLICY 1870-1970

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
FOREWORD

NARRATIVE AND DESCRIPTION

Chapter I Introduction
II . 1870-1914
World War
The 1920s
The 1930s
World War
World War
1945-1955
1955-1970

PART II: CRITIQUE AND APPRAISAL

Chapter X 1870-1945
XI 1946-1970

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Contents and Foreword translated into French and German

(Table des Matiéres: Gentse: de 1l'Etude)

(Inhaltsverzeichnis: Hintergrinde und Kurzfassung)




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This monograph is one of a series of companion reports stemming
from a study of the contribution made to the economies of West Germany

and the United Kingdom by their respective agricultures.

This work has been made possible by the generous financial support
of the Anglo-German Foundation for which the Centre for European

Agricultural Studies is most grateful. This has been a significant

factor in the initial stages of the Centre's development.

Much of the work has been done in collaboration with the Institut
flir Agrarpolitik, Marktforschung und Wirtschaftssoziologie der
Universitdt Bonn. Special thanks are due to Professor Dr. W.
Henrichsmeyer, Professor Dr. E.E. Lipinsky, and Dr. H. Schrader. The
‘volume "Comparative Time Series 1870-1975" owes much to the work and
help of Professor Dr. Adolf Weber of the Institut fir Agrarpolitik der

Universitdt Kiel.

Thanks must also go to Professor Denis Britton and Dr. Berkeley Hill
of the Agricultural Economics Department, Wye College, for their
major contribution to that part of the study dealing with the analysis
of the relationship between size and efficiency in the farm businesses

of the two countries.

Grateful thanks are extended to Sir Con O"Neill, Christopher Ritson
and Professor Dr. S. Tangermann for their patient reading and

penetrating criticism of draft manuscripts.




FOREWORD

Agriculture plays a fundamental role in the social, economic and
political development of nation states, and is, therefore, seen by the
Anglo-German Foundation as a field of research appropriate to its general
terms of reference: to study the problems of western industrial society.
This has additional relevance today because Western Society isAconéefned
with the role of agriculture in not only the nation-state but also in
the supranational organisation :0f the European Economic Community.
Furthermore the contrasting traditional political attitudes towards the

agricultural sector which are currently manifest in West Germany and the

ﬁnited Kingdom give added point to the story contained in these companion

reports.

The reports are aimed at increasing our knowledge of the historical
background behind the attitudes and positions taken by their respective
citizens, farmers, politicians, businessmen and government officials in
the development of the Common Agricultural Policy of the EEC. By that

deeper knowledge it is hoped to foster a more tolerant understanding.

Agriculture is a supplier of resources as well as a competitor for
them, and as such is a fundamental element in the increasing urbanisation
and industrialisation of Western Society. 1In studying agriculture as a
competitor for resources, one is led directly into the problems of
marginal productivities, net added value and of the mobility of

resources between economic sectors. Questions of relative efficiency

arise.

Efficiency, however, may be defined in relation to technical,
economic or social goals. It can be defined as a measure of the
relationship between inputs and outputs in an economic or technical
sense. It can also be defined as the degree.to which stated aims have
been achieved. The aims can be stated by the individual entreprenenr.
They may also be set down in the statements of policy agreed to by the
legislature and government of a country. It is this latter definition
of efficiency which led to the decision that it was necessary to study

the dévelopment of agricultural policy and hence of government




intervention before one could pronounce upon the current comparative

efficiency of the two agricultural sectors.

The task of describing the development of agriculture and its
adherent policies was entrusted to two authors. The German story is
told by Robert Cecil, the British by John Kirk. The difference in their
professional experience has inevitably led to differences in approach,
content and presentation. Robert Cecil served in the Foreign Office
from 1936 until 1967 including a period at the British Embassy in Bonn.
In 1968 he was appointed Reader in Contemporary German History and
finally became Chairman of the Graduate School of Contemporary European
Studies, University of Reading. Here is a picture of Germany as seen by
an "outsider", trained to analyse the political, social and economic

significance of events and ideas.

John Kirk joined the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (as it
was then named) in 1932, just when there was a fundamental change in
attitude with a consequent outburst of government intervention in
British agriculture. He remained with that Ministry for some thirty
years, becoming head of the Ecdnomics and Statistics Division, and was
then appointed the first Professor of Marketing at Wye College. Thus
his story is that of an "insider" who was closely associated with the
discussions and decisions throughout the period when governmént
intervention became a dominant feature in the development of British
agriculture. His contribution is therefore a unique record and of

immense interest to economic and political historians.

In any historical review, a starting date is required. With regard
to the development of agriculture and agricultural policy in West Germany
and the United Kingdom, circa 1870 is a convenient point. Both countries
were faced with a common external phenomenon - the advent of cheap grain
from North America and livestock products from the Southérn Hemisphere.
In the event, each nation took a different decision as to how it should

deal with this common externality.

The United Kingdom chose the path of Free Trade and a cheap food
policy, which would strengthen its competitiveness in manufactures as

well as its ties with its overseas Empire which was a major supplier of




primary products and foodstuffs. The legacy of this mode of thought cah
be seen in the system of Imperial Preference of the 1930s and even in
the special arrangements made for New Zealand dairy products and-
Commonwealth sugar in the negotiations for UK accession to the European

Economic Community.

Germany pursued a policy of Protectionism in both agricultural and
its manﬁfactured goods. As Cecil points out "the Tariff Acts of 1879-80
brought both heavy industry and the great estates into line behind
Bismarck. The effect was to affirm the political power of the Jﬁnkers,
as well as to preserve a substantial agricultural sector within the

economy" .

One hundred years later, the fundamental attitudes of those
divergent policies remain. They are strongly represented in the postures
and statements made in the Council of Agricultural Ministers of the
European Communities. Josef Ertl and John Silkin, the present Ministers of
Agriculture in the Federal Republic of Germany and of the United Kingdom
respecfively, are both prisoners of their countries' histories as well as

being spokesmen of current political power.

If Free Trade is taken to represent a policy where the forces of a
market'economy are allowed to dominate, then, in the words of John Kirk,
"the most important general cases in which the market may be over-ridden,

and often has been, seem to be these:-

a) to achieve greater self-sufficiency, primarily as an

insurance against war-time blockade;

b) to bolster up a weak economy by substituting home food

production for imports;

.c) as a matter of equity or social justice, to achieve

higher incomes for farmers or farm workers;

d) to remedy the inadequacies and inefficiencies of various
social or economic institutions, inadequacies that have developed
within a market economy and persisted as a result of either

inertia or privilege;




e) to correct the tendency of market decisions to be unduly

short-term."

The common thread of these two very different presentations of
developments‘in German and British agriculture is, in fact, the story
of why and by what means the market forces have been over-ridden and
how these forces have shown themselves in the structure of agriculture

and its adherent institutions.

In the period 1870 to 1933 successive German governments
intervened in ways which directly affected the development of
agriculture. Subsequently Germany set about developing an economic
autarky in preparation for war. Its whole economy became managed by the
State to a degree unknown in peacetime by any other Western nation.
German agriculture and its institutions came in for detailed regulation
and regimentation, such as to suggest, from Robert Cecil's description,
German rather than French or Dutch parentage for the shape and form of

the managed market regimes of the Common Agricultural Policy.

Kirk makes the point that over the same period, the UK's
agricultural‘policies did not accept self-sufficiency‘as a virtue in
itself or that the home farmer is entitled to absolute priority in the
home market. Such attitudes are thought to be derived from the
longstanding relative political power of agricultural interests in
continental Europe. It could be suggested, however, that closer
relationships with continental Europeans may, however, have begun to
influence British attitudes towards the priority of British

agriculture in its home market. One has only to cite potatoes and milk.

Where the endowment of natural resources is relatively similar
between two countries, differences in the social, economic or political
objectives set for the agricultural sectors of the two countries are
bound to give rise to differences in their structures and in their use of
resources. If, for example, one of them is striving to achieve a higher
degree of self-sufficiency in temperate foodstuffs than the other, this
will almost inevitably lead to higher relative prices being offered to
its farmers to bring forth these increased suppiies and to compensate for

the higher marginal costs which such action will incur. Such is now the

situation in the case of West Germany and the United Kingdom.




In 1870 the land areas, populations, and resource endowments were
significantly different as between the German Empire and the United
Kingdom. But for the past thirty years, there has been a remarkable
similarity in these basic factors, including the level of technology
available to agriculture and other parts of the two economies. Total
population is 61M in West Germany, 56M in the UK, and total land afea
devoted to agriculture and forestry differs by only some 6000 hectares.
Bearing in mind these basic similarities, comparisons of resource use
and resource productivities in agriculture in the two countries are all

the more interesting and instructive.

The third companion report brings together 38 "pairs" of
statistical time series relating to the development of the agricultural
sectors of West Germany and the United Kingdom during the period 1870-1975.

Forty such series for Germany had already been constructed by Professor

Adolf Weber of Kiel Universityl. It was therefore decided to attempt the

compilation of comparable series for the United Kingdom and to extend
both series to 1975. The reader may enhance his understanding of the
first two reports by reference to the relevant time series. The study
sets down the ways in which comparability has been achieved (or not as

the case may be).

The problems associated with the statisticgl analysis of multiple
time series, particularly when these are aggregates, are formidable,
and fall outside the scope of this study. However, the narrative
attempts to explain, with the use of certain additional data, the
relevance of this information to a comparison of agricultural
development in Germany and the United Kingdom. In addition, it is

hoped that this data will be a valuable source for fﬁrther research.

The starting point of our commentary was the entry of a common
economic factor - cheap grain from North America. It ends with the
~ introduction of a common political factor - the Treaty of Rome and the
establishment of the European Economic Community with its Common
Agricultural Policy. The overall problem for the future is how the
divergent agricultural policies of West Germany and the United Kingdom
can be fitted into the CAP. The UK reliance upon imported food coupled

with a deterioration in industrial competitiveness, despite its cheap

Weber, A., Productivity Growth in German Agriculture: 1850-1970,
University of Minnesota, Department of Agriculture and Applied
Economics, 1973,




food policy, have led to a constantly recurring balance of payments

deficit, relieved only temporarily by North Sea oil.

West Germany, on the other hand, has brought with it, as have the
majority of other Member States, the unresolved agricultural problems
of structure, high cost production and income disparity. However, to
quote Cecil, "in general high cost agriculture and high cost food are

not regarded in West Germany as intolerable, so long as industrial

production flourishes, high wages can bebmaintained and an expanding

labour market offers absorptive capacity for those wishing to leave
the land. Any major setback to the economy, however, could soon

precipitate a reappraisal of agricultural policy".

The persistence of the general economic recession in western
industrial society could well be the harbinger of such a reappraisal of
the CAP and of the national agricultural policies of individual Member

States.




PART 1

'CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The period over which UK agricultural policies are reviewed is
1870-1970, though most attention will be given to the later years.
Conventionally the expréssion "agricultural policies" relates to those
falling more or less into the economics sphere, as distinct from the

scientific. and technological. Naturally there are many borderline

cases, and it is not always easy to distinguish an act of agricultural

policy from a Government promoted change in infra-structure or
institutional arrangements which happened to have a substantial effect.
on agriculture. We have included these borderline cases of which the
effects were different from what would have been produced by the play

of the market or the normal pace of technological development.

The treatment is mainly chronological. A plan based on order of
importance of the various topics, or even the grouping together of
these into categories of similar topics, would in some ways have been
preferable. It would not however have been practicable since wé have
to cover a span of 100 years, and what was important changed from
decade to decade; also, constant dodging backwards and forwards from
one decade to another would soon have become tiresome. The choice of a
chronological plan must mean that much of this study has to be couched
in narrative form, but some criticisms and appraisals will be worked
into the narrative, while a concluding chapter, devoted to a few of the

most important topics, will consist of appraisal only.

The reader will have some acquaintance with the agricultural
geography and history of the UK*. The effects of -climate, topography

and soil type are not always immutable, but the cost-effectiveness of

Until 1920 the UK included Southern Ireland. Since then it has
embraced England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Each of
these three countries has in effect its own Ministry of Agriculture
for administrative purposes. For policy purposes the lead is
normally taken by the Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food
representing both England and Wales and the UK but he normally acts
in agreement with the Secretary of State for Scotland (responsible
for agricultural administration in that country) and with the Home
Secretary representing Northern Ireland.




policies which run counter to them is invariably low. The principal
geographical feature of the UK is its northerly latitude and situation
in the path of Atlantic depressions; hence the general aspect of the
British rural scene is that of a pastoral landscape, green for almost
the whole year. Since the immediate aftermath of the Napoleonic wars
farming has been based on livestock rather than crops, particularly in
the wetter and hillier regions of the north and west, and unlike the
rest of Europe, the sheep is an important animal. The flatter and
drier parts of Great Britain, which have a higher proportion of arable
farming, bear some resemblance to much of France and West Germany
(apart from their wine-growing districts), but there is no resemblance
to Italy or southern France. For historical reasons the structure of
UK égriculture is based on larger farms than are found elsewhere in
Europe, and also the persistence of a landlord-tenant type of tenure,
together with a semi-feudal relationship between landlord and tenant,
which lasﬁed until 1939. Although the extent to which a country is
self-sufficient in food may be difficult to measure, it is convention-
ally reckoned that the UK is 60 per cent self-sufficient at present,
and on the same basis the ratio would be about 35-40 per cent at the
beginning of this century. These low figures, lower than anywhere
else in Europe, were in part the outcome of past agricultural
policies and also affected the evolution of new policies because the
other 40 or 60 per cent, supplied from abroad, could never be

ignored.

Although self-sufficiency has much increased, the agricultural

population has declined relatively, from about 20 per cent in 1870 to

7 per cent in 1931 and 4 per cent at present. Figures for

agriculture's contribution to GDP are not available for most of the
period 1870-1970 but the percentages would be not greatly

dissimilar.




CHAPTER II

1870 - 1914

In the early 1870s British agriculture was undergoing a slow
transition from a largely arable farming system to a mainly livestock
one. The proportions between the two during earlier years (say 1850)
cannot now be known with any confidence, and the arable component was
exaggerated in popular and political discourse at that time, but
even so, it is likely that crops still accounted for 55-60 per cent
of the value of production. Liguid milk, eggs and pigmeat had
nothing like the importance that they have since assumed in the diet
or in the farming systems. For most of the population milk was so
expensive that its use did'not much extend beyond the feeding of
children for a year or so after weaning and beer was the more common

drink.

In 1873 occurred a severe fall in cereal prices, the result of a

general world-wide trade depression superimposed on a declining trend
of prices brought about by the opening up of the American mid-west and
the shipment of grain across the Atlantic. The recovery in cereal
prices that might have otherwise been expected as the depression wore
off did not occur* and indeed the decline continued so that British
agriculture (as also in Germany, France, etc.) had to adjust itself to
a new situation. France and Germany seem to have decided even as early
as 1880 on a protectionist course, designed to insulate their farmers
from cheap North American grain. But in the UK and Denmark (also to
some extent Norway, Sweden, Belgium, Netherlands) the adjustment took
mainly the form of a contraction of cereal acreages and an expansion of

herds and flocks of milk cattle, pigs and hens. These classes of

In fact cereal prices continued to fall until 1896 and then more or
less levelled off until 1913-14. Between 1873 and 1896 wheat prices
fell by nearly one-half, barley one-third and oats one-quarter. By
contrast, the prices of beef, pork bacon, milk and butter were not
appreciably lower in 1913 than 1873. Potatoes seem to have been an
anomalous case. For reasons that are obscure the price of this
commodity fell by more than one-half between 1873 and 1896 - though
this may, no doubt, have been an unfortunate choice of years.




livestock were increasingly fed, especially during the winter, on imported
grain, and thus what might have been a disaster for British\agriculﬁure was

at least in part turned into an opportunity.

Although the pace of the switchover from arable to livestock was at
its fastest in the 1890s and 1910s it was a long continuing process. With
several changes in pace and a major interruption during World War I, it
" lasted until the late 1930s, by which time the proportion of total output
contributed by livestock farming had reached 70 per cent. Although both
the arable and livestock sectors have increased absolutely, the
proportion between them that had been established by 1938 has not
subsquently changed much except during and immediately after World War II.

Taking the whole period 1870-1937, the area of cereals fell by 47 per
cent (from 3.8m Ha to 2m) of root crops, 46 per cent (from 1.5m to 0.8m)

and of temporary (rotation) grasses by 19 per cent (from 1.8m to 1;5m).

To whatvextent can all this be described as a decision or set of
decisions capable of being described as policy? Either as decisions or
attitudes they were basically negative - in effect, decisions to abstain
from action. Névertheless, it must be recognised that whatever was
decided, or not decided, was so done in the teeth of the farming interest
in the lower House of Parliament, and of the even stronger landlord
interest in the House of Lords, and also in the face of the many examples

to the contrary from Continental Europe.

The prevailing attitude of successive British Governments can be
further illustrated by a remark attributed to the President of the Board
of Agriculture, about 1908: "The business of the Board is to preside over
the demise of British agriculture, and to make sure that it gets a decent
funeral". 1In fact he was wrong, because British agriculture was by no
means dying. - The decline in crop output, mainly cereals, was at least
balanced by an expansion of livestock output based on the conversion of
imported feedingstuffs, and by increases in the output of fruits and
vegetables; and by 1914 it is likely, though the poor state of agri-
cultural statistics at the time makes it difficult to prove, that the total

output of British agriculture was at least as great as during the 1850s

and 1860s, the so-called ' Golden Age' of British agriculture.




This favourable result may at first sight seem to explain why
Governments could afford to be so passive. But this was not so. The
maintenance or expansion of agricultural output seems to have gone
unrecognised, or would not have been thought particularly important.
There was little or no news value in increases in milk, pigs, eggs
or cabbages, but much more in decreases in wheat. Particular attention
was given to the distress of farmers, especially in the east énd south
of England, who were being undermined by cheap grain imports - having
at worst to give up farming and at best, faced with a painful reshaping
of their farming systems, and unable to pay the rents on which their
landlords and feudal masters depended. Yet in the end a further and
more powerful factor prevailed. This was the interest of the
industrial urban population in cheap food, and its evident intention -
made manifest at more than one General Election - of furthering that
interest by its voting power. The contrast with Continental Europe can
be further illustrated by the contrast in the key words used in
elections or expressions of Government policy: on the Continent it was

"wheat", in the UK "the loaf".

Except for a brief reversion during the 1920s, the laissez faire
attitudes illustrated in the previous paragraphs came to an end during
World War I. Henceforth virtually all agricultural policy decisions
became positive and affirmative ones. They may not have changed very
greatly in substance, but attitudes became different, and the pre-
World War I aristocratic attitudes of "it doesn't very much matter",
or "there is nothing we can do", became outmoded. Governments

increasingly needed to pretend to a willingness and ability to act, and

even the most conservative and unmoving of policies had somehow to be

given an air of action and progress. If one asks what happened to the
electoral interest in cheap food after 1914, by which time it was

clearly losing some of its force, the answer seems to be that as

manual workers increasingly became unionised, their attention became
transferred from cheap food to collective bargaining for higher wages.
Trade Unions have often enough made play with food prices when developing
wage claims but basically a deep concern with food prices is something

that goes with weak or non-existent unionisation.




A General Reflection

This account of pre-1914 policies has been almost non-
quantitative and non-statistical. In part this absence of statistical
point and precision is a reflection of the:ﬁegative attitudes which
prevailed at the time: there was nothing much in the policies suitable
to be expressed as targets of net output, net income, self-sufficiency
or the like. But more than that, it was not part of the intellectual
equipment of the age to think statistically, and even an active and
forward policy would have had to be expressed in exhortations rather
than ;argets. In turn this was partly due to the poorly developed
system of agricultural statistics, in the UK as in almost all
countries. Since 1866 the UK has condﬁcted annual censuses of crops
and livestock, and later on data on crop yields and prices began to
be collected; but this simple material was not capable of being
elaborated into measures of intended or expected output for the
agricﬁltural industry as a whole. If one loocks at the separate

" commodities, probably wheat, barley, oats and potatoes were the only
ones for which production targets could have begun to make sense, since
in these cases, and only these, the statistics would have just sufficed

for the formulation of the targets and the measurement of results.

There remain a few further pieces of agricultural policy

initiated before World War I which need brief attention.

Smallholdings. This subject is now almost completely dead and it is hard

to credit the earnest and sustained attention it received, even as late
as the 1920s. A smallhélding is simply a small farm, small enough in
terms of area and capital requirements to be within the scope of a not
well-educated manual worker and his family. The object behind these
smallholding policies was to create a ladder up which farm workers could
rise to farming on their own account. At times a subsidiary motive
appeared, which was to create opportunities for industrial workers to
find places on the land. Successive Governments empowered, encouraged
and subsidised local authorities to buy, subdivide and equip land for

these purposes. These policies were successful in so far as most of the

. smallholdings still survive - and apparently most of them are




economically viable - but except in two or three counties their effect
on the agricultural landscape has been slight. Looking back, it is
difficult to resist a suspicion that so much fuss was made of small;
holdings policy because it created an impression of purposive

activity.

Co-operation. The 1880s and 1890s saw the effective birth of

agricultural cooperation in the UK. Although it owed much to the
inspiration and advocacy of a small group of agrarian reformers, mostly
with Irish connections, this can be considered as an act of Government
policy as well. The Industrial and Provident Societies' Act, 1893, was
passed to permit the incorporation of producers' cooperatives on terms
which made it easier to establish a cooperative than an ordinary limited
liability company, and jt also allowed some small tax advantages to the
former. Further comment on the progress of agricultural cooperation in

the UK will be made later.

Ireland. Up until 1920, Southern Ireland (now the Republic of Ireland)
was, as Northern Ireland still is, part of the UK. Both parts of
Ireland had long suffered from two distinctive evils - over-population
and absentee landlordism, and both were worse in the south than in the
north. These conditions were well beyond complete cure by agricultural
policies alone, but a number of agricultural measures were undertaken,
which gave partial relief. The only remaining one which has more than -
purely historical interest is the virtual ending of thé landlord—tenaﬁt
relationship, achieved by the Government buying out the landowners
towards the end of the 19th century, and recovering part of the cost
from the former tenants, now owner-occupiers, over a 60-year period.
Northern Ireland now has the type of ownership which one would generally
take to be appropriate to small-scale livestock farming - the prevailing
mode in that province. The motivation for these changes was socio-
political but the agricultural side-effects seem to have been

distinctly beneficial.

Landlord and Tenant. Several mentions have been made of the dominant

position on the agricultural scene of the rural landowner, but it is
necessary to record that legislation was passed in 1875, 1883, 1906 and

1920 to‘strengthen the rights of tenants vis-a-vis landlords. There is




no need to go into these in detail éince they have been incorporated in

later legislation and in any case were only small improvements by to-
day's perspectives, but nevertheless, they reflected and symbolised

some of the long continuing decline of the landlord interest and

power.




CHAPTER III

WORLD WAR I

Much could be written about policies between 1914 and 1918 but
little of this would now be relevant. One can briefly notice that
the possibilities of severe food shortage seem not to have been taken
seriously during the first two years of the war and that it was not

until 1916 that really stern measures were undertaken to increase

home-grown food supplies. These mainly took the form of ploughing

up pasture land and the planting of this to cereals and potatoes,
together with some reduction in iivestock numbers. The main effects
of these measures were seen in 1917 and 1918 and they also did much to

sustain food supplies during the continued shipping shortage of 1919.

Corn Production Acts. There is, however, a further aspect of war-time

policies, which carries us forward to 1919 and 1920, though tHey were
germinated in 1917. Presumably as a result of the severe shipping
losses of 1916 and 1917, the Government decided in 1919 that the
expanded area of cereals should remain permanent. This was done by an
adaptation in 1920 of the Corn Production Act, 1917, so as to offer
high prices for cereals, supported by Government grants, plus a system
for adjusting prices from time to time in accordance with changes in
costs. In other words, a generous contract, inflation-proofed, and
containing an inbuilt incentive to lavish methods. In 1921, however,
the immediate post-war inflation was succeeded by a sharp deflation,
which also carried down cereal prices, so that the Government's
commitment to cereal growers soon came to appear intolerable, as well
as redundant in the light of revived world supplies. The Corn
Production Acts were therefore repealed in 1921, nothing being put in
their place. This action was seen by farmers, not only cereal growers,
as a betrayal: it left a legacy of bitterness that lasted for a
generation; and even as late as the 1950s the repeal of the Corn
Production Act could be offered as a justification for refusing to

undertake new investment.




CHAPTER IV

THE 1920s

The agricultural history of the 1920s needs to be prefaced by a
reference to the Commonwealth. The enhanced status of Canada,
Australia, etc. aroused in the minds of British politicians a fear that
these would gradually drift away from the Mother Country, and it
became an object of policy to bind together the Dominions, as they were
then known, by a system of recipfocal trade preferences. The bearing
of this on UK agricultural policy is that the only preferences of
interest to the Dbminions, as agricultural exporters, were preferences
on agricultural produce. Theoretically this would not have prevented
the UK from introducing high tariffs, as whatever margins of Commonwealth
preference had been negotiated could have been maintained; but in
practice the UK's obligations to the Commonwealth ruled out all but minor
and indirect protection for UK agriculture. This concern for
Commonwealth preference and Commonwealth ties reached a pitch of
intensity, for 15 or 20 years, which is difficult to comprehend today,
and in a muted form it even made itself felt (in respect of butter,

sugar, etc.) as late as the 1975 referendum on UK membership of the EEC.

The sharp trade recession of 1921-23 undoubtedly caused difficulty
and distress among farmers, especially in comparison with the boom years
1916-20, but the statistics available do not allow us to measure these
effects. The Government had repealed the Corn Production Act (which
preceded the Commonwealth preference era), and the onset of that era
prevented any substantial action on the protection front. So what

possibilities remained?

Sugar-beet. During 1924 an ingenious expedient was discovered. This
was the introduction to the UK (or rather, Great Britain in this case)

of the growing of sugar-beet. The obvious objections of Jamaica, etc.

could be met to some extent by arguing that the object of the sugar-beet

policy was not so much to benefit British agriculture or create a sugar-
beet industry for its own sake, as to relieve unemployment. Structural
and other unemployment was already heavy by 1924 and sugar-beet growing,

especially as practised in the 1920s, was labour-intensive. The method




which gradually evolved and found expression in the British Sugar (Subsidyf

Act, 1925, was subsidisation coupled with a system of incentives to
farmers to achieve higher yields and to beet-processing factories to
increase the proportions of sugar extracted, and generally improve their

cost-effectiveness.

During the first fifteen years of the sugar-beet policy, the success
it achieved was modest, and it would not have been astonishing to see it
cancelled some time during the 1930s. After World War II, however,
continuing technical progress both on the farm and in the factory amounted
almost to a break-through, and by the 1960s British sugar-beet growing
had become competitive with cane-sugar growing in the general run of cane-
sugar territories. The contribution of home-grown sugar to total usage
had reached about one-third. As might be expected, the technical
improvements alluded to were mostly labour-saving, and hence ran counter to

the original objective of creating employment.

Farm Workers' Wages. The sugar-beet policy had been introduced by a Labour

Government, and the same Government introduced a system for regulating

farm workers' wages (Agricultural Wages (Regulation) Act, 1924). Indeed
the sugar and wage policies were politically represented as counterparts -
mutually balanced benefits for farmers and farm WOrkers. The new system of
prescribed wages called for them to be determined at intervals both
nationally and on a county basis, and for the enforcement of these

determinations to be carried out by an Inspectorate.

Opinions can differ on the extent to which the prescribed wage rates
exceeded the going (market) rates that would have prevailed anyway.
Probably one should give different answers for different periods. So far
as concerns the 1920s and 1930s it is the writer's view that, despite the
somewhat inflated language of the Agricultural Wages Act, its effects did
not go much beyond the uncovering by the Wages Inspectorate of some
pockets of gross underpayment and exploitation, and the exertion of some
pressure on employers to adopt labour-saving measures a few years earlier
than they would have done anyway. The golden‘age of wage regulation was

to come later, with continuing effects up to the present.

Credit. The 1920s saw the UK's first ventures into the agricultural credit
field. The devices introduced by the Agricultural Credits Act, 1923, based




on the idea of credit cooperatives, were an immediate and total failure.
A better fate attended the Agricultural Mortgage Corporations (England
and Wales, and Scotland) set up under Acts of 1928 and 1929. These
Corporations lend on the security of agricultural land for its purchase
or improvement, and are>required to do so on the most favourable terms
possible. These terms have never been favourable enough to enable the
Corporations to capture more than a small share of the business, most
of which remains in the hands of the ordinary banks and of private
lenders introduced to the agricultural borrowers by solicitors. Never-
theless the Mortgage Corporations have maintained themselves and slowly

expanded their spheres of operation.

Here is a big contrast with most European countries, which have set
up a variety of agricultural credit institutions and have used guaranteed
or subsidised credit as important instruments of policy. Indeed, if one

extends the comparison to the USA and the developed countries of the

Commonwealth, the UK must appear unique among developed countries.

There are several reasons for this. The proximate one is that
decisions have been in the hands of the Treasury, which in turn has been much
influenced by the Bank of England and other banks, which have always
detested special credit arrangements for any sector of the economy.
Beyond that lies the fact that in a small country agriculture and other
sectors are bound to be much inter-mixed, with many farmers and
landowners (probably more than half of both) having other occupations or
being concerned in other enterprises: hence it would be difficult to
ensure that credit given for agricultural purposes, probably on
concessionary terms, would be used for those purposes. Even so, the
negative attitude of successive Governments to agricultural credit would
probably not have been sustained except that the UK has long had an
exceptionally well-extended network of branch banking, carrying credit
even as far as large villages. There has therefore always been a fairly
ready availability of credit, either direct from bank to farmer, or
taking the route bank-merchant-farmer, together with the arrangements
for long-term credit already described, which seemed to make special
Government-inspired credit redundant. A small exception was admitted in
1964, but even as late as then there wa§ no significant change in

Government attitudes.




It does not of course follow that UK Governments have neglected the
objects for which State-sponsored or subsidised loans are granted in.
other countries. UK Governments, starting in the 1930s and increasingly
during the 1940s to 1960s, have developed the alternative of directly
subsidising the desired objective - e.g. a direct subsidy to encourage
and assist the construction of a grain store, rather than a loan on
favourable terms for that purpose. But this system of improvement grants
virtually excludes the purchase of land and it is probably a fair comment
that new entrants to farming, or those wishing to expand, have had to
depend on their own efforts to a greater extent than in many other

countries.

Advisory Services. The 1920s saw some strengthening of the‘advisory

(extension) services that had grown up ad hoc on a local basis in previous
decades. The principal change was the addition of science-based advisory

services administered by the Universities at the expense of the Central

Government.

Local Rates. Agriculture was a leading beneficiary of the major reform of
local government finance undertaken in 1929. This resulted, among other
things, in the total exemption from local rates of farm land and buildings
.(though not the farmhouse) and this has continued up to the present.

(Farmers do of course pay for special services such as the use of water

for irrigation).

-

Rural Electrification and Rural Roads. Rather o