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Examination of witness
Witness: Rt Hon. Michael Gove MP.

Q94 Chair: Good morning, Secretary of State. You are absolutely bang on 
time and, as we are televised, we are being televised now, so very much 
welcome.

Michael Gove: Thank you.

Chair: We are very pleased to have you before us. We have quite a 
wide-ranging lot of questions this morning. I am sure you will be more 
than capable of answering them, so shall I get straight into the 
questions? The first one I want to say to you is: are you confident that 
Defra will achieve everything it is set to do in the Parliament? We have 
taken on an awful lot more extra staff. I am just quite intrigued as to the 
management of those extra staff and how you feel it is all generally 
going.

Michael Gove: Well.

Q95 Chair: Could you expand a little bit on that?

Michael Gove: Yes. The first thing to say is that it is just over a year 
since I was fortunate enough to be appointed to this post. During that 
time, my admiration for the staff in Defra and across the family of 
arm’s-length bodies for which Defra is responsible has only increased. 
Under the leadership of Clare Moriarty, the Permanent Secretary, we 
have been able to add to our numbers. Of course, it is invidious to name 
names but there are people who have come from the Cabinet Office, from 
the Treasury and from other Government Departments of the very 
highest calibre to join those already there.

I set out seven areas that are personal priorities for me where we want to 
see change, and we can perhaps touch on those during the course of our 
time together. I have been struck by the fact that we have been able to 
make progress in all of those areas, and, of course, that is as well as 
performing what one might call the business-as-usual functions: those 
things that Defra has to do anyway, irrespective of the ambitions or 
hopes of any particular Minister or Prime Minister.

There are, of course, areas where Defra performance in the past has 
been weaker—the delivery, for example, of Countryside Stewardship—
but, again, changes are in train in order to ensure that we can better 
deliver on those areas where we have been weak or patchy in the past.

Q96 Chair: On the stewardship schemes, and sometimes with the Rural 
Payments Agency, the problem we have is that it has gone on rather a 
long time and it seems to be rather repetitive. We seem to get the same 
old problems reoccurring, very often created by themselves: by the 
agencies, not just by farmers and landowners making the application. I 



 

would make a plea that, at some stage, we really do have to get to grips 
with it.

Michael Gove: Yes, you are absolutely right. There are different but 
overlapping issues with Countryside Stewardship and with the BPS 
scheme. Some of the problems—and we will touch on all sorts of 
questions, I know, related to our departure from the European Union—
arise not necessarily intrinsically from our membership of the 
European Union but because of decisions that have been taken during our 
time as members of the European Union.

Q97 Chair: Yes, and I know some of the rules of the European Union do not 
help, but there are times when we do not help ourselves as well, and you 
would probably accept that.

Michael Gove: Very much.

Q98 Chair: On the stewardship scheme, we will talk a bit more about it later, 
but there is a line of thought now that there are schemes coming up for 
renewal now—this year and next year—so would it be better to roll those 
schemes on until 2021 and then do the new schemes rather than try to 
reallocate them and do them? 

The trouble is, Secretary of State, that farmers are finding them very 
complicated. They are still waiting. I had a farmer who made an 
application in September and still has not heard whether they have been 
accepted. What worries us is that you might get people leaving the 
stewardship schemes when you probably want more people in them as 
we move to this new agriculture policy, which leads me into my next 
question, in some ways. Have you given that consideration?

Michael Gove: Yes, absolutely. You are right. One of the big problems 
that we have is that the imperfect delivery of existing Countryside 
Stewardship schemes has meant that people who would otherwise be 
undertaking environmental enhancement and improvement, and being 
rewarded for it, are not in those schemes and are wary about future 
schemes as well, absolutely.

Q99 Chair: This is absolutely fundamental to your thoughts, I would believe, 
on a new environmental and agricultural policy. If we are going to take 
the farming community and the rural landowners with us, they have to 
have more confidence than they do at the moment in the agency 
delivering. There is very little confidence out there on the ground, 
because of the time and the complexity. They just do not hear from the 
agency for months, and then, when they ring them, they get different 
people all the time. 

I know you cannot organise all that but certainly, within the Rural 
Payments Agency before now, there have been dedicated case officers 
and others. It is no good just saying—dare I say it—that it will get better. 
It has taken an awful long time to get better and I do not really see any 
signs of it getting better. That is the trouble.



 

Michael Gove: You have put it perfectly. I would not disagree with that.

Q100 Chair: We can be confident that, when you next come here in a few 
months’ time, it will all be perfect.

Michael Gove: No, it will not be perfect but there are changes coming. I 
hope the Committee will approve of those changes but you will certainly 
be hearing about them before the next meeting.

Q101 Chair: You are naturally very much aware of the situation.

Michael Gove: You betcha! I do not want to go into some of the 
conversations that we have had, but there have been some tough 
conversations about the failure to deliver so far.

Q102 Chair: Your PPS is smiling behind you, so I think there probably have 
been one or two conversations. We will say no more. The next question is 
on the agricultural Bill. What is the next stage in the development of the 
agricultural Bill? How long are Health and Harmony, and all the 
responses, going to be monitored? When will we see the great Bill itself?

Michael Gove: I hope that the Bill will be published before the recess. 
That is our aim.

Q103 Chair: Before the summer recess?

Michael Gove: Yes. That is our aim. Therefore, as you will appreciate, 
with 44,000 responses and with some binary policy questions—you either 
go for A or B—as a result of that, we are working through those. We have 
recruited some brilliant people from across and from outside the Civil 
Service to help make sure that we are in a position to bring forward 
legislation that will meet the scale of the challenge ahead.

Q104 Chair: A lot of people are sometimes a little cynical when you have a 
consultation as to whether their views ever get through Government and 
get through, so can you reassure us all this morning that the points that 
have been made in those 44,000 submissions will be monitored 
thoroughly? It is whether they are taken into consideration at the end, 
really.

Michael Gove: To give you a case in point, right at the very beginning, I 
had argued that one of the inherent unfairnesses in the BPS system is 
that it allocated more money on the basis of the size of productive 
agricultural landholding to people who were already wealthy. I thought 
that the right thing to do was to have some form of cap. One thing that 
has come through very strongly in the evidence from people across 
farming is that they would prefer there to be the same proportionate 
reduction for all farmers who are in receipt of BPS. We are looking at that 
argument and at potential alternatives between the two.

Q105 Chair: You are looking at a form of syphon, really, but a percentage one 
across all payments.



 

Michael Gove: Exactly. A strong argument has been made. We were 
discussing with officials in the Department on Monday and we are having 
another meeting to look at the different impacts on different sectors, 
much as you recommended in your report, to make sure that, if we do 
take things forward, we can justify them in public policy terms, but we 
can also know what the impact is on the ground.

Q106 Chair: You are now doing impact assessments, sector by sector, are you? 
We felt this was a slight weakness within Defra at the moment. We have 
not really seen any details of that, so can we be reassured that that is 
being done?

Michael Gove: Yes. Again, to be fair, a lot of work was already going on. 
Since I have arrived, we have refreshed the team of non-executive 
directors. Again, without naming names, some of our new non-executive 
director team have direct, hands-on experience of farming. 

We have benefited from one of the non-executive directors pointing out, 
from the point of view of a beef farmer, what some of the consequences 
of the proposed changes might be. We were already thinking about the 
ways in which our changes would have—again, as your report brought 
out—particular impacts on the livestock sector, particular impacts on 
cereals and, as we had already make explicit, particular impacts on 
upland and, in particular, sheep farmers as well.

Q107 Chair: The issue with the basic farm payment is that, if you have a very 
intensive business with a big turnover—say, a large dairy unit—your basic 
farm payment is important but it is nowhere near as large a percentage 
of your income as it would be for an extensive beef or sheep farmer. That 
is the bit where, sector by sector, there really are some differences. Quite 
how we deal with that when we look at it, I am not certain, but it needs 
to be really flagged up. I can be reassured that the Department is doing 
that.

Michael Gove: That is exactly what we are wrestling with at the 
moment, yes.

Q108 Julian Sturdy: Michael, I wanted to touch on something you just said 
regarding the evidence that has come in. You are saying, basically, that 
you are relooking at the capping system and that it might syphon down, 
so everyone who gets payments will lose a certain percentage of their 
payments.

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q109 Julian Sturdy: If you decide that that is the route to take—and you say 
that evidence has come in through the inquiry that might push you down 
there—would that not have a much bigger impact on those smaller 
farmers who are much more reliant, whether it is livestock or small 
tenant farmers, on these payments than the larger landowners, who are 
much more efficient, which is a good thing, but are generally less reliant 
on that payment to keep their businesses going?



 

Michael Gove: You have put your finger on it. One of the reasons why I 
originally put the case forward for a cap was precisely the argument that 
you have outlined. We are holding these things in balance, so no 
definitive decision has yet been made; we are just debating it. The 
interesting thing is that, when I went to a consultation at the NFU 
organised in Warwickshire, but more particularly when I had 
conversations last night with farmers who had come down from County 
Durham—three out of the four of them upland sheep farmers, and one of 
them a lowland arable farmer, but all from north-west Durham—as it 
happened, they were all in favour of everyone taking, proportionately, a 
small slice in reduction. Their argument was: we see farming as a chain; 
we do not see ourselves operating in isolation.

Their other, related argument was: everyone has to recognise that 
change is going to come, so a small reduction—but a reduction for 
everyone—means that nobody can be under any illusions that they have 
to think about what that change might be. I was very struck by the fact 
that these guys were precisely the sorts of farmers about whom you have 
expressed concern, and they were clear in their view. As I say, that was 
just one group.

Q110 Chair: “Small reduction” is an interesting phrase. What do you mean by 
a “small reduction”—5%, 10%, 20%? Where are you, Secretary of State?

Michael Gove: Not as big as 20%. That is what we are modelling at the 
moment: what the proportionate change would be in order to release the 
money that we talked about in Health and Harmony, in order to create 
some of the pilot schemes, which, going back to your earlier point, we 
need to make sure are well designed if people are going to adopt them.

Chair: I accept that you need money if you are to be able to change the 
system, but “a small percentage” is an interesting statement; that is all. 
We will await with interest as to what percentage that is. 

Q111 Alan Brown: In the same kind of thought process that Julian had there, 
if you think a cap is needed because the wealthy are making too much 
money, and then everybody just takes a small proportion, surely that is 
still disproportionately allocating money to the wealthy landowners, who 
you seem to think do not require that money. Surely, a straight cut 
across the board is too blunt an instrument as well.

Michael Gove: My starting point was your starting point, but the 
interesting point about having a consultation is that, if you have 
farmers—large and small—making a particular case, we need to bear it in 
mind, although no definitive decision has yet been taken. If it was simply, 
for the sake of argument, a group representing the larger landowners 
that was making that case, naturally, like you, I would be a bit wary. 
What was interesting is the extent to which that was the view of the NFU 
as a corporate body, but also the view of a number of smaller farmers, so 
it is something that we are weighing at the moment.

Q112 Alan Brown: How do you weigh up what the appropriate small, 



 

proportionate cut is in order to recirculate the savings into the other 
schemes?

Michael Gove: That goes back to the point that the Chairman made, 
which is that we are looking at models of what impact these changes 
might have on particular sectors, and what our future model of funding 
might do for particular sectors as well. As I have said and as George 
Eustice has said in front of the Committee, the future for individual 
sectors does not depend simply on the support they get from the state 
through BPS or any successor set of schemes; there are other things that 
we can do or other things that will influence the profitability of those 
businesses, but it is a big part of it.

Q113 Dr Johnson: You talked about the percentage being across the board, so 
do you envisage a system like the income tax system, where those 
smaller farmers get a smaller percentage reduction than the larger 
farmers, or do you envisage the same percentage being applied to 
farmers of all size? As a follow-up to that, do you envisage a level of 
support below which you would not go?

Michael Gove: Yes. The analogy with the income tax system is a very 
good one. We are thinking that, yes, even if we say all farmers, perhaps 
there is a point beyond which you would not go in terms of viability. Then 
the other argument is, exactly as you say, that nearly all farmers face a 
percentage cut, apart from those below that threshold, and then larger 
farmers face a slightly larger percentage cut—a higher band, as it were.

Q114 Chair: Would it be 20% tax and 40% tax? You have been given an 
analogy.

Michael Gove: It is an analogy, but not those figures. Another argument 
is that some of the schemes we have done in the past have just been 
overcomplicated. If we are going to have reductions, let us not 
over-engineer it. It is always the case that, whatever scheme you design, 
there will be people either side of a cliff edge or either side of a taper. 
Maybe it is simpler to have a straightforward, albeit small, percentage 
reduction for all. This is what we are wrestling with at the moment.

Q115 Dr Johnson: Would you suggest that, if you did cut it for everybody by 
the same amount, the larger farmer or the larger landowner is perhaps 
better set up to have people to work on how to get involved in these 
stewardship schemes? Therefore, it might end up that more money 
comes from the smaller farmers to the larger, wealthier farmers, because 
they are better set up to enter your stewardship schemes.

Michael Gove: There are two things I would say. First, there are some 
farmers—for example, there are some large tenant farmers—where the 
individual or the business concerned is in receipt of a significant amount 
of BPS money, but it is not a supremely well capitalised or extremely 
profitable business. It is not automatically the case that a large amount 
of BPS payment correlates to someone who is relatively wealthy—not 
always—and that is the complication. 



 

Q116 Dr Johnson: They have the opportunity to be, if they run their farm 
properly. 

Michael Gove: Yes. The second point is a fair one as well, which is that it 
will often be the case that, if you operate at scale, you are more capable 
of delivering some environmental benefits. That does not necessarily 
mean that that is an option available only to an individual, family or 
business that owns a large estate; it is also the case that groups of 
farmers working together can secure the right sort of relationship, which 
means that they can unlock quite a lot in terms of environmental 
payments. 

For example, I was privileged, with the Chairman, to visit Exmoor last 
week. One thing that farmers on Exmoor are doing—and they are of 
variable size, some smaller, some larger—is thinking hard about how they 
can work together to make sure they can unlock some of the payments 
that you described accruing to those people who can put into the pot a 
little bit of the energy, time and expertise to unlock these payments.

Q117 Dr Johnson: But it is much more difficult, you would accept, for a small 
farmer to do that.

Michael Gove: For an individual, isolated, smaller farmer, there is a 
challenge, yes.

Q118 Chair: By the way, Secretary of State, can I thank you very much for 
that visit both to Exmoor and into Devon? We really appreciated it, so 
thank you. We were looking at the farming connected to the 
environment, and you saw how related the agriculture is to that great 
environment, so it was great to have you there. One final question before 
I move on to the next is about the opportunity for us to undertake 
pre-legislative scrutiny of the ag Bill. Where do we stand as far as that is 
concerned?

Michael Gove: If I may, I will talk to your team about giving you as 
much opportunity as possible to look, whether it is clause by clause or 
groups of clauses together, at what we have proposed to bring forward. 
The other thing is that, even at its most ambitious, at the very outset of 
our ambition, the most that we could do is to have a Second Reading of 
the Bill before the summer recess. We would not be able to go into 
Committee before then. If we had that Second Reading and then we went 
into Committee in September, prior to it going into Committee or even 
thinking about what might happen in Committee, we could ensure that 
the first sessions of Committee are appropriate evidence sessions.

Chair: That has stimulated some discussion. 

Q119 Kerry McCarthy: In the Health and Harmony command paper, the bit 
about what might be in the Bill is quite a small part of that. Will there 
also be a separate Government response? You say you have had 44,000. 
Not all of it is going to end up in the Bill, and I just wondered if you could 
give a bit of a steer as to what the scope of the Bill would be, as opposed 



 

to how you take forward all the other things that are mentioned in there. 
I am particularly keen on the public health side of things.

Michael Gove: You are absolutely right. The Bill will be, in broad terms, 
a framework Bill, in that it will outline some of the powers that Defra will 
have in order to make payments, attach conditions to those payments, 
inspect appropriately and so on. However, there are all sorts of other 
aspects of policy, some of which will be spelt out in the subsequent 
secondary legislation that the Bill will make provision for, but some of 
which will be outside the scope of the Bill and which we will need to say 
more about.

One of the things that you are right about is that there is more to be said 
about public health, but one of the strong messages from the response to 
the consultation is that people wanted Defra to play a bigger role in the 
public health debate. Again, we are still a long way from doing it, but one 
thing that we hope to do is to produce a food strategy document, which 
will look at everything from improving Government procurement to 
considering what the right steps are in order to help lead to more 
responsible and sustainable food production, and to help encourage 
people towards a better diet. One of the things about that, as the 
Committee knows, is that the Department of Health’s role and the 
Department for Education’s role are critical in this as well.

Q120 Kerry McCarthy: You said you are still a long way from doing it. Do you 
have a rough timescale or is that a hostage to fortune?

Michael Gove: One of the jobs that I have given to one of our new 
non-executive directors, who has a background in food, is specifically to 
lead on this. He had some experience beforehand as a co-author of the 
school food plan, and he is setting to work at the moment, talking to a 
variety of businesses and people beyond the Department, with the hope 
that we can produce something during the course of this year.

Kerry McCarthy: Excellent.

Q121 Angela Smith: Secretary of State, you just outlined the potential for 
pre-legislative scrutiny on the basis of the Bill being presented in the 
summer for Second Reading. Surely, what is important here is the 
principle of pre-legislative scrutiny, rather than whether or not we can do 
it according to when the timing of the Bill’s introduction is, because we all 
know that best practice now indicates that pre-legislative scrutiny should 
take place, particularly on Bills of this importance, and we know it makes 
for better legislation. Really, I am looking for—and I am sure the 
Committee would agree with me—a commitment to thorough 
pre-legislative scrutiny, whenever the Bill is introduced in the Commons 
or the Lords.

Michael Gove: Wherever it might be. I would like to give you as much 
opportunity to scrutinise the Bill as possible but, without the “by your 
leave” of our business managers, I cannot give you that promise.



 

Q122 Angela Smith: That is astonishing. Ordinarily, we know that best 
practice indicates that Parliament should get the opportunity, via its 
Select Committee, to scrutinise this legislation thoroughly. Surely, it is 
not that difficult for the business managers to fit into the schedule a 
commitment to pre-legislative scrutiny.

Michael Gove: My view is that there is more than one way to skin a cat 
and that the most important thing is that you have an opportunity to 
scrutinise the legislation.

Q123 Angela Smith: In which other way could we skin this particular cat? 
Either we have the Bill before us to scrutinise before it goes into 
Committee, or we do not. Which other way is there to scrutinise the 
legislation?

Michael Gove: There are 101 different ways to scrutinise the legislation.

Q124 Angela Smith: Really? Would you like to indicate two or three of them to 
us?

Michael Gove: Yes. By being on the Bill Committee.

Q125 Angela Smith: That is not pre-legislative scrutiny.

Michael Gove: No, but it is scrutiny.

Q126 Angela Smith: You know full well that it is not pre-legislative scrutiny.

Michael Gove: No, but it is scrutiny.

Q127 Angela Smith: It is not scrutiny. Pre-legislative scrutiny is what we are 
looking for.

Michael Gove: That is the whole function of being on a Bill Committee: 
to scrutinise legislation.

Q128 Angela Smith: I find that quite astonishingly arrogant, Secretary of 
State.

Michael Gove: No, it is perfectly fair. Your Whips will, I am sure, hear 
your plea to be on the Bill Committee in order to give it appropriate 
scrutiny.

Q129 Chair: We also would need a draft Bill first, if we were going to do proper 
pre-legislative scrutiny. Do we expect that or not?

Michael Gove: Not under the timescale, no. The thing is that we want to 
publish a Bill, ideally before the summer recess. We want to get on with 
it.

Q130 Angela Smith: We can take it for granted that we are not going to be 
offered the opportunity for pre-legislative scrutiny, which is not being in a 
Committee, as the Secretary of State well knows.

Michael Gove: Not saying yes does not mean saying no.



 

Q131 Dr Johnson: Secretary of State, forgive my inexperience in this, but can 
you explain why it is up to the business managers, and not up to you as 
Secretary of State, how that process works? Presumably, you are setting 
the direction of how it is written and what it says.

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q132 Dr Johnson: Can you not direct them to print it off more quickly? I do 
not understand.

Michael Gove: I will use an analogy from aviation. The business 
managers are air-traffic controllers, who need to ensure that planes take 
off and land at the right time. There are only so many days in the 
parliamentary year. There are only so many opportunities to ensure that 
bills can be introduced. We want to introduce the Bill and to give people 
plenty of opportunity to debate, scrutinise, propose amendments and so 
on. Pre-legislative scrutiny is a wonderful thing to have but, of course, we 
have an opportunity via all sorts of different ways, including open public 
debate, committee hearings and the Bill going through its Committee 
stages, in order to provide appropriate scrutiny for it.

Q133 Dr Johnson: I get the process now but, if you have written the Bill, I do 
not understand why you cannot say, “Okay, it is now going to the 
business committee” or whatever. “We are going to put it in on a 
particular date. We will ensure that it is available a fortnight before or a 
few weeks before for someone to look at”. I do not understand why that 
is not in your gift.

Michael Gove: First, we are at the moment—as we have just been 
discussing, and I have been very open with the Committee—discussing 
some of the issues. If Members of the Committee have concerns or points 
that they want to make, as they have done, about each of those 
deliberations, we are always happy to take them onboard. If it is the case 
that we are going to introduce the Bill, which we hope to, before 
Parliament rises in July, we need to make sure that we have concluded 
some of the policy discussions and introduced the Bill in a timely way. It 
may be or it may not be that there is time for pre-legislative scrutiny 
before that, but I do not want to issue a promise that I cannot 
necessarily guarantee that I will fulfil.

Q134 Dr Johnson: Is it written yet?

Michael Gove: No, by definition. If it were written, it could be 
introduced.

Q135 Chair: One of the points with pre-legislative scrutiny is that, if there are 
mistakes in the Bill, it is a friendly way for us to say to the Department 
and to you that we think there is a problem. This is all part of our role. 
We will scrutinise the Bill, one way or the other.

Michael Gove: Absolutely.

Q136 Chair: Of that I can assure you, Secretary of State, even if it is by 



 

running an inquiry alongside it. But I still think it would be better, 
wherever we can co-operate, to have the maximum of scrutiny. It is quite 
obvious, from what you have said, that there is not time or you are not 
going to give us time for pre-legislative scrutiny. There is no point in 
arguing about that all morning. I would like the reassurance from you 
that we can have as much scrutiny of this Bill as possible and it can be as 
open as possible. 

Michael Gove: Yes, of course.

Chair: As I have described to George Eustice, Government policy is like a 
cement mixer: it is all going round and it is all very fluid, and then all of a 
sudden you tip out the concrete, and in five minutes it is set and policy is 
completely set.

Michael Gove: That is a very fair point.

Chair: That is what we are interested in: to make sure that, as that 
cement is going round in the mixer, we can make some changes to it 
before you pour out the mix, it is all concrete and you say, “It is too late 
now; it has been done”.

Michael Gove: I completely agree. I completely understand.

Q137 Chair: You may agree with the comment, but what are you going to do 
about it?

Michael Gove: We will make sure that this Committee, the whole House 
and, more broadly, the public and those affected have as much chance as 
possible to debate, shape and influence the future legislation. But simply 
to wave a piece of paper and say, “We must have pre-legislative scrutiny 
in this way and everything else is somehow imperfect” is to make the 
perfect the enemy of the good. That, in itself, is a mistake.

Q138 Chair: At the start of your conversation, you offered the fact of our team 
talking to your team. I would like to have the reassurance that we can 
genuinely talk through with your team what is in the Bill, and then 
genuinely put some input into that, before the concrete has set.

Michael Gove: Totally. If members of this Committee—individually, 
collectively or in groups—would like to make suggestions, submissions or 
recommendations, of course you can. If you would like to have access to 
any member of the team in Defra, either to get questions answered or to 
share thoughts, of course you can. The approach that the Department 
takes is pragmatic, flexible and open.

Chair: Everything that you have said, Secretary of State, has been 
recorded for posterity and we will take you up on it. 

Q139 Dr Johnson: As a point of clarification, I am a person who works to 
deadlines, so I understand that you have a month to do it but you do it in 
the last week. If you know that this Bill will have to be put before 
Parliament before the summer, because that is your aim, you are 
obviously getting towards having it finished by now. If the business 



 

people are telling you the likely date for putting it before Parliament is 
going to be 12 July or whatever, you know that, if you want to give us an 
opportunity to scrutinise it, your deadline is about 1 July or the end of 
June. What is outside of your control that prevents you from getting that 
deadline in an extra couple of weeks beforehand to allow the scrutiny?

Michael Gove: The Bill may not be ready on 1 July; it may be ready a 
little bit later.

Q140 Dr Johnson: You can work to that. If you genuinely want scrutiny to 
take place, and you are genuinely open and keen for it, that deadline is 
there for you to work to. I appreciate that you are a man of great talent 
and can achieve that.

Michael Gove: You would be inviting me to delay the introduction of the 
Bill until September. If the Committee would like that—

Q141 Dr Johnson: No, to complete it more quickly, in good time, so that it can 
be scrutinised.

Michael Gove: By definition, a casserole takes so many hours to cook. 
You cannot accelerate the cooking of a casserole. 

Dr Johnson: Are you likening the Bill to a casserole?

Michael Gove: I would say it is like a daube of beef. It is being 
slow-cooked in order to get the maximum amount of flavour out of it.

Dr Johnson: It is only being slowly cooked.

Michael Gove: You can microwave the casserole but, in so doing, you 
spoil it.

Chair: I hope the casserole is very tasty when it is finished, Secretary of 
State.

Michael Gove: It will be a mix of British beef and vegetables.

Q142 Chair: The interesting thing is when you talk about the timing of this Bill. 
Do not forget that the timing of this Bill has changed dramatically over 
the last few months. It was not too long ago, when I was having a 
conversation with you, when you thought it may not be in until 
Christmas. Now you are saying it is going to be published before we 
recess, and do we want it put back to September? We do not want it put 
back but we want some proper scrutiny. This is the final ball I will throw 
at you on this one: would it be possible for us to regularly, perhaps once 
a month, meet with the Bill team to discuss exactly what is in it?

Michael Gove: It will be a pleasure.

Q143 Chair: It will be a pleasure, will it? That will definitely be recorded. We 
will leave it there. We have given it quite a good airing and you know our 
strength of feeling.

Michael Gove: Absolutely.



 

Chair: We believe we should have pre-legislative scrutiny. We are not 
going to get it, but we will try to get as much scrutiny as possible and we 
will do it ourselves as well. Seriously, it is one of the roles of the Select 
Committee. Especially with a new world out there, where we are 
changing agriculture and environment policy dramatically, we have a very 
good role. All Select Committees have very good roles to play, but we 
have a particularly good one at the moment, where we can look slightly 
more widely sometimes than the Department can.

Michael Gove: I could not agree more.

Q144 Chair: I would much prefer to co-operate than not, really.

Michael Gove: Absolutely.

Chair: Let us leave it there, then. 

Q145 David Simpson: On the subject of Bills, you will know that the fishing 
federation is having a large lobby today in Committee Room 10. When do 
you intend to present the Fishing Bill to Parliament? Will it start in the 
Lords or the Commons? When would you hope to get that done?

Michael Gove: Our aim is to publish a White Paper on fisheries. We have 
completed the drafting of it. It is being shared with other Government 
Departments and will be shared, we also hope, subject to agreement 
across other Government Departments, with a representative of the 
devolved Administrations. Then we hope to publish our legislation in the 
autumn.

Q146 David Simpson: Will that be the timeframe for the Bill itself?

Michael Gove: Yes. In the same way as we published a command paper, 
Health and Harmony, on agriculture, and we had, as we discussed, 
various different responses, we want to publish this fisheries White Paper. 
As I say, a draft exists and we are fine-tuning that. There have been 
previous drafts in circulation, some of which have been leaked. 

Some of the leaks have been inaccurate and have not reflected where we 
want to be. We want to publish that White Paper as soon as possible. The 
things that we also have to bear in mind are the broader White Paper on 
our relationship with the European Union that the Government are 
publishing, and the June Council at which the Prime Minister will be 
taking the next stage in the negotiations. To go back to the question of 
timing and air-traffic control, the plane needs to be—

Q147 Chair: On which runway is going to land? Is it going to land on the 
Commons runway or the Lords runway?

Michael Gove: Probably the Lords.

Q148 Chair: That is the fishing paper.

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q149 Chair: What about the agriculture paper?



 

Michael Gove: Probably the Commons.

Q150 David Simpson: You mentioned there the input from the regions. What 
input have the regions had in relation to the fisheries Bill?

Michael Gove: So far, we have had an opportunity to hear from, and I 
have had the opportunity to talk to, people from all parts of the United 
Kingdom who have a particular interest. Again, one of your parliamentary 
colleagues, David, very kindly gave me the opportunity to talk to 
representatives of producer organisations from Northern Ireland. I have 
also talked to individuals, whether they are representing inshore 
fishermen from England or the pelagic fleet out of the north-east of 
Scotland. We have listened to all their particular views and we have also 
listened to the processors about their concerns.

Q151 David Simpson: Are you intending to visit Northern Ireland soon? 
Kilkeel, I think it is.

Michael Gove: That is my hope, yes. I am hoping to visit Northern 
Ireland in August.

David Simpson: Very good.

Q152 Chair: It will be really good if you can, because, naturally, the Northern 
Ireland situation, especially on the food and farming side of it, is huge.

Michael Gove: During my time so far, I have visited Northern Ireland on 
three separate occasions, and it is always a pleasure to do so.

David Simpson: Thank you. I will come back to Northern Ireland later.

Q153 Alan Brown: The fisheries Bill, you state, is going to start in the Lords. 
In the current climate, we keep getting told the Lords is only a revising 
Chamber, so why is the Department putting primary legislation through 
the Lords?

Michael Gove: It is a long-established tradition—again, people can argue 
whether or not it is a wise one—to have some legislation, often legislation 
that commands widespread support, start in the House of Lords. One of 
the things that we all recognise is that, whatever our other views about 
leaving the European Union, being able to take back control of our 
territorial waters is something that people are looking forward to, and 
there is a great potential for coastal communities and marine 
conservation as a result of that.

Q154 Alan Brown: Yes, but why not recognise the primacy of the Commons?

Michael Gove: We all recognise the primacy of the Commons. Indeed, 
one of the things that we are discussing this afternoon is whether or not 
the Commons should be asserting its primacy more vigorously in some 
areas.

Q155 Chair: Finally on the White Paper on fisheries, we had a look—we did not 
really look at the whole Bill—at the previous fishing Bill that you had, and 



 

we would like, when it is possible for us, to go and have a private look. 
Could we ask for that?

Michael Gove: Absolutely. Again, the fisheries team in the Department, 
under Neil Hornby, do a superb job. Again, if you wanted to come in for 
an informal briefing, they could take you through their thinking and 
discuss one or two of the legislative—

Q156 Chair: Yes, we might try to take the whole Committee at some stage 
perhaps in early September, when we come back, because we would like 
to have some idea of what is coming.

Michael Gove: Absolutely.

Q157 Alan Brown: Moving to rural broadband, you will be well aware of the 
issues around rural broadband, and rural mobile coverage and 
connectivity. I believe you have suggested before that, post-Brexit, some 
of the UK’s contribution that goes to Europe could be diverted. How much 
of the UK’s annual contribution to the EU is going to be spent on 
improving rural broadband, and mobile coverage and connectivity?

Michael Gove: Only yesterday, we were discussing within Government 
the Shared Prosperity Fund, which is the means by which money that is 
currently spent by the European Union on our behalf can be repatriated 
and spent by the UK Government. One of the key things that we want to 
do with that money is to improve productivity in areas that face particular 
challenges. 

Again, one of the things that the Government absolutely believe—it is an 
objective fact—is that rural and coastal communities are among some of 
those that face the biggest productivity challenges, and that one of the 
biggest ways in which you can improve productivity is by improving 
educational outcomes and improving infrastructure. The critical 
infrastructure investment that will improve productivity in these areas is 
access to improved broadband and improved mobile telephone coverage, 
as part of greater interconnectivity.

Separately, I have had meetings with BT Openreach and with Matt 
Hancock as Secretary of State, in order to ensure that the existing 
programmes we have that are there to improve rural connectivity can 
work as effectively as possible.

Q158 Alan Brown: We all agree with that, and we know the problem. Have 
you had discussions with other Departments to identify how much money 
is required and, therefore, how much money is going to be allocated?

Michael Gove: That is what we are discussing at the moment. We are 
discussing the process by which the UK Shared Prosperity Fund would 
work and then the way in which that money could be allocated.

Q159 Alan Brown: How do you see the process working?



 

Michael Gove: One of the things that we want to do is to make sure that 
local communities can also set their priorities. This is something that we 
already do when it comes to allocating funding for broadband. That 
money in England is often distributed by counties. It is not that there is a 
tension, but while we in Defra can say “We think these are the 
communities that most need additional coverage”, if you have a respect 
for devolution, you sometimes have to acknowledge that the local 
authority or the other body that is distributing this money will have a 
closer fingertip feel for how money should be spent.

Q160 Alan Brown: It should be based on need, not population.

Michael Gove: These are all live debates.

Q161 Alan Brown: In terms of rural broadband, do you think the USO of 10 
megabits per second is adequate?

Michael Gove: No.

Q162 Alan Brown: Are you working with the Secretary of State for Culture to 
change that?

Michael Gove: Yes. It should be at least 30.

Q163 Angela Smith: My constituency is one of the bottom 10% in terms of 
connectivity and superfast broadband infrastructure, so it is slightly 
alarming to hear you talk, Secretary of State, about improved broadband 
rather than the delivery of superfast broadband, in accordance with the 
Government commitment to 95% of the UK being connected to 
high-speed broadband by 2022. I want to ask about your statement that 
rules on state aid have prevented us from investing in broadband. How?

Michael Gove: It has been the case that, because of the way in which 
the interrelationship between British Telecom in its provision of a public 
utility and the existence of British Telecom as a private enterprise has 
operated, in the past we have not necessarily been able to take some of 
the steps that we might, had we been outside the European Union, in 
order to invest in the extension of broadband to those who we believed 
were deserving recipients of it.

Q164 Angela Smith: How have countries like Spain managed to do it, then?

Michael Gove: Spain has different ownership structures in its telecoms 
businesses.

Q165 Angela Smith: On that score, why has the Government not engaged 
more quickly in liberalising the delivery of the fibre network that we know 
we all need?

Michael Gove: Again, these are appropriate questions.

Q166 Angela Smith: This is the other way of doing this. It is not all about 
state aid.

Michael Gove: No, indeed.



 

Q167 Angela Smith: By the way, I think that is more complicated than you 
suggest.

Michael Gove: Possibly.

Q168 Angela Smith: That is interesting, but why have the Government not got 
on with the job, not just of separating Openreach out from BT 
structurally, but also liberalising the delivery of the network?

Michael Gove: I have come to this issue over the course of the last year 
with a determination to do better, but I will not necessarily look back in 
anger.

Q169 Angela Smith: Are you committed to effectively liberalising the delivery 
of the network? This is really important in my area.

Michael Gove: Yes, it is, and it is a matter for the Secretary of State for 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport.

Q170 Angela Smith: You can make representations, Secretary of State. I 
represent a rural area with small hamlets that have very little by way of 
connectivity.

Michael Gove: Absolutely.

Q171 Angela Smith: I am depending on you, and my communities are 
depending on you, to deliver this, by making sure that DCMS is 
committed to delivering that network as quickly as possible.

Michael Gove: DCMS is committed to delivering that network as quickly 
as possible, but I cannot bind or make decisions on behalf of another 
Government Department. What I can do, and what we are doing, is to 
work collaboratively with them, including on things—

Q172 Chair: Sorry to interrupt you, but you were very upbeat, I remember, at 
the NFU conference back in February, and there were quite a few 
promises there. We are looking for those to be delivered, if we could be 
so bold.

Michael Gove: Yes, and that is why I am working so collaboratively with 
the Secretary of State at DCMS, in order to do just that.

Q173 Chair: There is no timescale on when constituents can have their proper 
broadband.

Michael Gove: Watch this space. Angela has a particular policy 
recommendation, which is much to be recommended. To return to my 
phrase this morning, though, there is more than one way to skin a cat.

Chair: I am not sure about your analogy, talking about the skinning of a 
cat, when we are so strong on animal welfare, but carry on.

Q174 Angela Smith: Finally, Michael, are you, in principle, in favour of 
liberalising the delivery of this infrastructure? Frankly, I cannot see any 
other way of doing it; otherwise, we are going to get left behind 



 

internationally.

Michael Gove: I appreciate the force of the argument but I am not going 
to fetter my colleague.

Q175 Dr Johnson: I too represent an area where there are significant 
challenges with broadband and, as life becomes more and more online, 
particularly for Government Departments that we have to interact with, it 
becomes more of a problem for people and causes more productivity 
difficulties for my constituents. 

Also, as the Government have rolled out broadband in the way that they 
have, which has been great, and covered as many people as possible, as 
quickly as possible, it means that those people who do not have that 
superfast broadband are now more remote, more isolated from each 
other and, therefore, less able to group together to contribute towards 
getting broadband. 

Would you agree with me that, as the Government have more money to 
spend on broadband, they should focus on ensuring that those isolated 
homes and businesses are provided with a superfast standard of 
broadband, before we work on providing ultrafast to people in the cities, 
who already have an excellent service?

Michael Gove: I do not think that we should set them up in opposition, 
the one to the other.

Q176 Dr Johnson: You are happy to spend lots of money on providing that. It 
is a bit like, when somebody is starving and somebody else has a 
two-course meal, giving them pudding when the other person sits and 
starves.

Michael Gove: Yes, but I do not see that we should automatically say we 
are going to discriminate against urban dwellers.

Q177 Dr Johnson: We are not discriminating. We are providing equality of 
service.

Michael Gove: My original point is that you were inviting me to choose 
in a false dichotomy. It is not a binary thing.

Q178 Chair: Caroline is also saying to you that the rural population in these 
pockets that we have in all our constituencies—the Blackdown Hills is one 
of mine—really are suffering now. Ministers will come down and say that 
95% of the country is connected to superfast broadband, but it does not 
really mean much when 20% or 30% of one’s own constituency may not 
be. When you talk about faster and faster speeds, that gets them more 
and more cross.

Michael Gove: Yes, but I do not.

Q179 Chair: No, you do not, but Ministers do. You are all responsible, 
ultimately, and I hope you would accept that.



 

Michael Gove: That is why we work collectively together. All of us in this 
Committee are all too well aware of the challenges that are faced. We are 
also aware that one of the fastest ways of securing superfast broadband 
is by either using existing copper or the provision of new fibre networks. 
By definition—

Angela Smith: Copper is not good enough.

Q180 Chair: It is the fibre network that we need. The copper will not work 
because you will not get these fast speeds, ultimately.

Michael Gove: The cost of getting fibre—and Caroline makes the point 
fairly—to isolated communities is proportionately greater; therefore, the 
commercial return for companies in getting that fibre to those isolated 
communities is potentially lower; therefore, it is vitally important that 
there should be a method of state support in order to ensure, whether 
through fibre or by other means, that you get broadband to those areas. 

We are working with DCMS to consider what the best means of doing that 
is. It is already the case that we have a means by which we give support 
to organisations like Broadband for the Rural North. Indeed, more 
recently, as I think the Committee knows, we have collaborated with the 
Church of England in order to ensure that, while it is not the spread of 
fibre, we can get broadband transmission to more isolated communities. 

We are trying to do all of those things, but the note of caution that I 
would exercise is that it should not be either/or. It is also the case that 
we need to make sure that we get the best possible provision to 
everyone, and it will be the case necessarily that the state needs to 
subsidise that provision for people in rural areas in a way that it does not 
in urban areas.

Q181 Chair: Rural people are very patient but, after 2010, 2015 and 2017 and 
all these promises, they still do not have their broadband, and they are 
getting just a trifle impatient, Secretary of State.

Michael Gove: Yes, that impatience has been communicated to me, 
albeit in polite and stoical terms.

Chair: We really are not making much progress on our questions, but 
carry on.

Q182 Alan Brown: I am just trying to see what the endgame is here. 
Secretary, you said to me earlier on that money should be allocated by 
need. In answer to Caroline, you were saying that you cannot have a 
false dichotomy; you cannot spend more on rural and leave urban 
behind. Surely, if you are allocating money by need, you need to focus on 
the rural. 

Michael Gove: I take that point. 

Q183 Alan Brown: You touched on state aid, so surely that proves it. If the 
rural areas are so far left behind, surely they qualify for state aid anyway, 
so the real problem with state aid is not the EU but the UK’s delivery 



 

model. You are saying you have come to it late. Surely, arguing about EU 
state aid was a red herring. More importantly, you need to allocate 
money by need and start with the rural areas.

Michael Gove: It is not a red herring. It was a material fact in the way 
that we could or could not support the extension of rural broadband. As 
Angela acknowledged, it was not the only issue, but part of it was 
related, of course, to the structure of our telecoms industry.

Q184 Alan Brown: In Scotland, the Highlands and Islands qualified for state 
aid because they are rural. I am sure you could identify areas in England 
that would have qualified for state aid, had you chosen to do so.

Michael Gove: We are at cross purposes on the meaning of “state aid’. 
State aid is an explicit subsidy to private industry, which, under 
European Union rules, you are not allowed to allocate. State aid, as I 
think you are describing it, is the deployment of public money in order to 
ensure that a particular utility reaches a deserving community, and that 
is a separate thing. It is not state aid as governed by EU rules; it is 
simply, for the sake of argument, rural development funding. The two are 
distinct and different, so it is a category confusion. 

Within that, it is perfectly legitimate—and this was my point in response 
to Caroline—to ask for money, and I believe in allocating money, to 
ensure that people within rural communities have improved access to 
broadband and to internet connectivity. However, the suggestion that I 
took from Caroline’s question is that we should somehow go more slowly 
in providing superfast connections to people in urban areas. That is less a 
matter of public support and more a matter of the business model of 
individual companies.

Q185 Alan Brown: There are urban areas that are getting commercial rollout 
anyway, so the Government should be focused on other areas.

Michael Gove: That is where we are.

Q186 Alan Brown: Now that you agree that 10 megabits per second is too 
slow and it should be a 30 megabits USO, what do you think a timescale 
for that should be and how do you factor that into allocating money to 
needs for rural areas?

Michael Gove: As fast as possible and as quickly as we can.

Q187 Alan Brown: What does that mean?

Michael Gove: As fast as possible.

Q188 Alan Brown: That just means nothing.

Michael Gove: I would say two things. Firstly, the responsibility for the 
rollout of broadband—rural or urban—is for DCMS. What I can do is make 
a case; what I cannot do is bind or fetter DCMS, any more than I can 
bind or fetter the Scottish Government.



 

Q189 Alan Brown: What would be your ideal target deadline for the 30 
megabits?

Michael Gove: It is such a tempting question, but you are inviting me 
once again to say what I think Matt Hancock should do, and Matt is the 
appropriate person to answer that question, not me.

Q190 Dr Johnson: I just wanted to clarify that I did not suggest we should 
slow down superfast for one area out of preference for another. I 
suggested that, where some people have superfast already, providing 
them with ultrafast while others have nothing is perhaps not the best 
target for Government money. You said at the beginning that education 
and infrastructure were the biggest challenges for rural areas. I, as many 
of my constituents have, have had to return homework to school saying, 
“We cannot do this because our internet connection is not fast enough to 
support the homework websites that you have given us”. 

Surely, the two are linked and, if they are the greatest challenges for 
rural areas, your job is to make representations to Matt Hancock and say 
that the most important thing that we can do is to ensure that the basic 
minimum of superfast broadband of 24 megs or 30 megs—whatever is a 
usable connection—is provided to everybody in every constituency, no 
matter how remote their home is, before we provide 300 megabytes, a 
gigabyte or whatever to someone in a city. They do not have the 
challenges. They are not sitting at home unable to complete their tax 
return.

Michael Gove: I completely agree with your former point, but the final 
point is that one would always need to look at what the trade-offs and 
opportunity costs were that meant companies were operating in that 
particular way, and see how one could influence their model. Yes, overall, 
as an organising hermeneutic, I do not disagree, but I would want to 
know what the individual companies were doing in each individual case 
before pronouncing whether or not that was the right or the wrong 
decision.

Q191 Chair: We are saying that the priority for Government money must be, 
surely, for those who really do not have any connection.

Michael Gove: I completely agree with that.

Q192 Angela Smith: Farmers are going to be required, I suspect, to work with 
quite sophisticated IT systems to access the new support system that you 
are developing, Secretary of State, for public money for public goods post 
European Union membership. Can you guarantee that farmers will have 
the connectivity to allow them to access any IT system that is used for 
making applications and receiving payments under the new scheme?

Michael Gove: The new scheme should be simpler.

Q193 Angela Smith: That is not the point. Will they have the connectivity to 
access it?



 

Michael Gove: We want to improve connectivity overall anyway, but the 
premise of your question was: given that things are going to be so much 
more complex, can we have better connectivity? They are going to be 
simpler.

Q194 Angela Smith: No, that was not my question. The question is: there is 
going to be a new IT system for making applications and receiving 
payments. Will farmers have the connectivity required to be able to make 
use of that system?

Michael Gove: Again, you are repeating your premise, which is that 
things become more complex; my argument is that things should become 
simpler.

Q195 Angela Smith: The question is about connectivity. Will farmers be able 
to go online, make applications and receive payments? It is a straight 
question.

Michael Gove: Angela, the need to improve connectivity is clear, come 
what may, but, as I say, the premise of your question is misconceived.

Q196 Chair: We wait with great interest for the simplification and the delivery 
of this policy, really, because in the past we have not delivered.

Michael Gove: Quite.

Q197 Angela Smith: Farmers at the moment are having to drop the idea of 
making applications online under the present system. I do not care 
whether it is simpler or more complex; the point is that farmers are 
having to use a paper-based approach because they do not have the 
connectivity. Will that cease to be the case once you have the new 
system up and running, or when will it cease to be the case? That is 
another way of putting the question: when will it cease to be the case?

Michael Gove: It is the case that you have now acknowledged—you 
have changed the premise of your question—that the current system is 
not delivering as it should; therefore, that is one of the reasons why we 
want to simplify it. We also want to improve connectivity.

Q198 Angela Smith: The point, as you know full well, Secretary of State, is 
about connectivity.

Michael Gove: I do know that full well, Angela. You are constructing a 
“when did you stop beating your wife?” question and, therefore, I am 
going to reject the premise, as it is perfectly within my rights to do.

Q199 Angela Smith: Secretary of State, you cannot answer the question, 
because you do not know when farmers will be able to make proper and 
full use of IT systems, because we do not know when we are going to 
deliver the connectivity they need. Is that not the case? You have no 
sense of when farmers are finally going to be able to enjoy connectivity 
to broadband.



 

Michael Gove: Angela, you have written the question knowing the 
answer that you want, and I am not going to—

Q200 Angela Smith: Oh, right, so I can take it that I know the answer.

Michael Gove: You might as well ask the question, “When are we going 
to have sunny days every day in July?” The whole point is: what is an 
adequate level of connectivity?

Q201 Chair: You have more control over the delivery of broadband than you do 
whether the sun shines in July, Secretary of State.

Michael Gove: Yes, I know, but Angela is saying asking, “When is 
everything going to be perfect?’

Q202 Angela Smith: No, that is a very cavalier answer, Secretary of State. 
Farmers will not be impressed at the lack of commitment to making sure 
they are properly connected to broadband. 

Michael Gove: Again, Angela, I am very clear that we want to 
dramatically improve connectivity, and we have discussed some of the 
ways in which we are doing so but, as I say, you have framed the 
question in a particular way, based on the answer that you want.

Q203 Chair: The point that Angela makes and we all make to you—and I am 
sure it is not lost on you—is the frustration that it is all taking so long, 
and there are so many people still left out of that connectivity, but we 
have made our point and I think you probably understand it.

Michael Gove: You have made the point and it is a point of which I am 
all too well aware. That is one of the reasons why I said what I said to 
the NFU several months ago, one of the reasons why we conduct the 
conversations that we have and one of the reasons why, in response to 
Alan’s question, I discussed how the Shared Prosperity Fund might work.

Q204 Chair: A lot of those farmers listening to you in February, by the time 
they get to next year, will be expecting to have it, you see. That is the 
thing.

Michael Gove: Yes, but I do not want to make a specific pledge before I 
know that we have, to change the metaphor, all our ducks in a row.

Q205 Angela Smith: Can I just ask the Secretary of State to give us some 
evidence as to why state aid rules are getting in the way of delivering the 
funding that we need for connectivity?

Chair: That is fair.

Michael Gove: Yes, of course. 

Q206 Julian Sturdy: Secretary of State, I want to return to stewardship 
schemes, if we can. I know you touched on this in your opening remarks. 
Chair, I should probably refer at this time to my declaration of interests 
and my farming interests. Without going into too much detail on the 
actual schemes, I want to touch on what reports you have received of 



 

how many environmental management schemes are not going ahead at 
the moment due to the uncertainty of post-2022 funding. 

Is there also an element that you feel within Defra, if schemes are not 
going ahead, of a wait and see process going on at the moment, with 
farmers not wanting to commit until they see what a future policy might 
look like? They do not want to tie themselves to a five-year scheme and 
then find that the policy is very much different to that and they cannot 
adapt and change. Is that something you are taking on board? 

Michael Gove: Yes. I do not see much evidence of people declining to 
engage with the current scheme because they think that they will wait to 
see what comes along. There is evidence—anecdotal but still evidence—of 
people who have been involved in previous agri-environment schemes, 
who are not involved at the moment with Countryside Stewardship, 
because they find the process too bureaucratic and time-consuming.

Q207 Julian Sturdy: You have said quite clearly already in this session that 
you want to make things less bureaucratic and much simpler. On that, 
within the agri-environment schemes that might come forward and the 
simplification that might flow from that, is there going to be any support 
to farmers to get involved in these schemes?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q208 Julian Sturdy: I ask that and the cynic in me says that, quite often, a lot 
of these environmental schemes are driven by land agents wanting to go 
to small farms, sell them their advice and get them to sign up to these 
schemes, but charge a large amount of money to do that, so the farmer 
does not get the benefit from it and it puts some farmers off. That is a 
slightly cynical side of me saying that, but to really get the benefit of this, 
and the environmental benefit of it, we want as many farmers as 
possible, including the small farmers, to be signing up to it. Going 
forward, they will need that advice through Defra to be able to get 
involved.

Michael Gove: You are absolutely right. Making the system as accessible 
as possible, so that you do not need to pay an adviser or a consultant a 
significant sum to navigate your way through that process, has to be part 
of it, yes.

Q209 Julian Sturdy: What advice are you seeing or anticipating coming 
forward?

Michael Gove: Let me speak about an organisation that has been 
typically useful, and that is the Country Land and Business Association, 
which has come forward with proposals for how land management 
contracts might work: broadly, a universal approach that almost 
everyone can access, and then a specifically more sophisticated 
approach, which can reflect a higher level of ambition. I do not want to 
endorse its model and say that that is the model that we are 
automatically going to adopt, but it is an example of an organisation that 



 

has engaged with our proposition and come back with a very constructive 
potential way forward. 

Q210 Julian Sturdy: I have a last question on this specific area. You have 
talked in detail about how we need to protect and manage our soils going 
forward, and I agree with that principle. Is there a concern within Defra 
that we might be missing certain farmers within that going forward; that 
is, you have short business-farm tenancies and contract farmers who rent 
land who might not see that long-term benefit from the need to invest in 
soil, or the environmental benefits, so might not buy into the schemes? Is 
there a way around it? Is that something you are looking to address?

Michael Gove: Yes. There is a broader question about tenancy reform 
overall, which we have been discussing, but there is a recognition that 
the model that some farmers are either locked into or have chosen may 
mean that they are not eligible for or cannot participate in schemes that 
we might otherwise think would be good overall. Again, one of the things 
that we are seeking to model is what the consequences are for particular 
subgroups—not just sectors but particular subgroups—so that we can be 
clear, as we move to this model, about who may or may not face a 
difficult time and, therefore, what mitigating steps we might need to 
take.

Q211 Julian Sturdy: There is still, from what you are saying, quite a bit of 
detailed work still to go on about that.

Michael Gove: Yes, that detailed work is going on now, absolutely.

Q212 Julian Sturdy: Going back to the very beginning and the questions on 
the potential for an agricultural Bill coming forward in July, is the 
Department going to be ready for that coming forward?

Michael Gove: This goes back to our earlier question and, in response to 
Kerry’s point, I talked about the nature of the Bill. The idea is to have a 
framework, so that we say that we will provide support to farmers, land 
managers and landowners on a particular basis, pay for particular 
services, and explain what the restrictions on payments might be, and 
what the inspection and other regimes might be. By definition, our aim is 
to have a piece of a secondary legislation that would allow future 
Secretaries of State to say, “We have an environmental 
land-management scheme here. I have the power to allocate money to 
people who do certain things, but I want to amp up this or to turn down 
that in order to achieve particular outcomes”.

Q213 Julian Sturdy: Work will be ongoing, right the way through the process, 
to evaluate how it is working.

Michael Gove: Exactly.

Q214 Chair: Hopefully, we can also feed into that, and we had your assurances 
earlier on. 

Q215 Angela Smith: This is a slightly leftfield question, because it is the only 



 

question related to the environment. The 25-year environment plan is 
clear about delivering a net gain for biodiversity. The Government’s 
Making Space for Nature report in 2010 recommended that planning 
policy and practice should provide greater protection to other priority 
habitats, including particularly local wildlife sites and ancient woodlands. 
DCLG is consulting on a revised National Planning Policy Framework, 
which is effectively weakening the protection for local wildlife sites. Are 
you making representations to ensure that the protection enjoyed by 
local wildlife sites is restored and, indeed, improved?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q216 Angela Smith: You are making those representations.

Michael Gove: I have done so.

Q217 Angela Smith: In footnote 7, there is now going to be a definitive list of 
what should count against and a presumption of sustainable 
development. You are in support of delivering a place for local wildlife 
sites on that list.

Michael Gove: Let me look again at that list.

Q218 Chair: What about ancient woodland? I see your PPS behind you there, 
who is very interested in ancient woodland.

Michael Gove: I am not disagreeing with you on the point about local 
wildlife sites, but it is the case that, in the NPPF, there is already 
improved protection for ancient woodland.

Angela Smith: My question is not about ancient woodland, although I 
feel very strongly about ancient woodland as well.

Q219 Chair: Can I just ask you a very quick question? I do not want to take up 
too much time, and I am using my Chairman’s prerogative, but this is on 
the tidal lagoon that is a long way from your brief. I am quite in favour of 
the tidal lagoons, and I just wonder whether, beyond Brexit and now, you 
offer support for tidal lagoons. They have very high capital costs but, 
once you have them, the tide comes in and out and your fuel is for 
nothing. Compared to some of the nuclear projects, I still think they are 
quite effective. I do not know where you stand on those.

Michael Gove: I stand four-square behind the Secretary of State for 
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy.

Q220 Chair: I am not going to tempt you further than that.

Michael Gove: You can, but I will not.

Q221 Chair: It is one of those things that we are really quite keen to see 
happen, but we had better not diversify too far. 

Q222 Kerry McCarthy: My questions were originally intended to be about 
capping of direct payments, but we have done quite a lot on that, so can 
I ask more generally about the next round of CAP, as in the common 



 

agricultural policy?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q223 Kerry McCarthy: There is some concern that they are looking at a 
reduction in Pillar II, but then Commissioner Phil Hogan has also said 
some fairly positive things. I think he said that you had learnt from him 
on public goods, although I do not know how the conversation went, but 
where do you feel we are in relation to public goods as opposed to where 
the EU and the next round of CAP is? Can we try to ensure that we are all 
going down the same path, so that one side is not undercutting the 
other? We would want a race to the top.

Michael Gove: Yes. I absolutely take your point. The EU 27 have been 
discussing what the future of CAP will be. One of the challenges that they 
face—and they are honest about this—is that, when Britain goes, and 
Britain’s contribution to the overall EU budget goes, the money will be 
tighter. There are splits between individual EU nations, depending on the 
importance of agriculture and the type of agriculture that they have in 
their country. Commissioner Hogan takes a similar approach to the one 
that we take, but not every EU member state takes that approach. The 
split between Pillar I and Pillar II spending is something that they are 
discussing at the moment.

One of the consequences of our departure is that the EU 27, quite 
understandably, will say, “We want to have free trade arrangements but, 
when it comes to allocating our own method of domestic support, you are 
a separate country now, so your views may well be very interesting but 
please do not lecture us”. If I were to say that I had wholeheartedly 
endorsed Commissioner Hogan’s approach, I would not necessarily make 
his life easier.

Q224 Chair: The point is particularly on the capping, is it not? If Europe caps 
and we do not cap in 2021, there could be a distortion in payment. Do 
you see the capping taking place here in 2021?

Michael Gove: Do you mean capping of the total amount that we give to 
individual farmers or the total amount that we give in agricultural 
support?

Q225 Chair: To individual farmers, really, because the EU is talking about 
doing that, is it not?

Michael Gove: There were a number of ideas in play, and we will take 
account of them, as we would with the support that is given to any other 
country. We will reflect on any specific changes that they make and 
consider whether or not that means that we have to change. We have to 
try to work out what the best method of supporting our industry is, and 
then reflect on whether there are things being done across the Channel 
that should give us pause for thought.

Q226 Kerry McCarthy: Can I just ask about food prices? It is one thing 



 

subsidising farmers, and it is an important part of their income, but what 
happens if we see lower food prices as a consequence of trade deals that 
we enter into post-Brexit? There is a nod to that in Health and Harmony 
that has worried a lot of people; it says there is an opportunity for lower 
food prices. 

Peter Kendall, who you will know is an ex-president of the NFU, speaking 
at an event earlier this week, said, “Trade deals are the biggest single 
worry for me as a farmer. We would be crazy to build a policy where we 
scavenge the world for cheap food”, which is what Health and Harmony 
alludes to, so can you help put farmers’ minds at rest? It is one thing 
saying that consumers might want cheaper food but food prices are quite 
low at the moment and farmers have to make a living.

Michael Gove: Yes. There is so much in that, so let me try to address it 
briefly. I absolutely understand that we do not want to have a situation 
where the protections that British agriculture and British consumers enjoy 
are removed, and we have run some of the iconic ways in which we need 
to maintain those protections. 

It is also the case that there are some non-temperate foodstuffs that you 
cannot grow in the UK and that we might be able to source from outside 
European countries as a result of trade deals, which will be cheaper for 
British consumers. It might also be the case that we can secure access to 
other markets for parts of the carcass that are not popular or favoured 
here and, as a result, we can increase production overall and then bring 
down prices that domestic producers can charge to domestic consumers, 
because they are running a more productive business overall.

Those are two potential benefits from free trade. But Peter Kendall is 
right and you are right to say that, while there are clear benefits that we 
can accrue, we must not have a deterioration in the high standards that 
we set in environmental protection and animal welfare, in pursuit of the 
cheapest possible food, because, again, as Peter Kendall and others have 
pointed out, the very cheapest food produced worldwide has 
environmental costs and externalities that are borne by others. It is 
something that I have touched on in front of this Committee before: that 
food is nominally cheap in terms of price, but we pay the price for it in 
other ways.

Q227 Kerry McCarthy: You mentioned externalities then, and there has been 
some research and some suggestion that, in the same way that natural 
capital prices in all those externalities, we need to look at that in the food 
chain as well. Is that something that you have looked at?

Michael Gove: I am interested in it, yes. To go back to your earlier 
point, it is the case that, as a country and as individual families, we 
spend less as a proportion of our income on food than at any time 
historically. As you and I both know, that does not mean that there are 
not people who face real difficulty in their lives as a result of poverty, and 
we need to support them in order to make sure that they can have 



 

access to a healthy and balanced diet. But you are also right that 
Government need to think—individuals already are—in a more 
sophisticated way about the cost of food.

Q228 Kerry McCarthy: I think £1 in every £10 in the NHS is spent on type II 
diabetes, which is clearly diet-related. It is quite frustrating. I appreciate 
what you are saying about the food plan, but it is frustrating that people 
do not take a long-term view. Changing the food system and what people 
eat could be the answer to where we get this extra money from for the 
NHS that everyone is talking about.

Michael Gove: I completely agree.

Q229 Chair: Secretary of State, if I could take you slightly wider on this one, 
affordable food is really important, and that is where 90% of our food 
goes through the big retail sectors. Health and Harmony talks a lot about 
the high end of food, which is great, but we have to make sure there is 
affordable food. I want to take you to the Sainsbury’s-Asda deal. The 
whole idea of bringing prices down by 10% is to reduce the price they 
pay to those producing the food, while not taking too much out of their 
system. 

Lidl and Aldi can give the farmers a good price and still deliver a good 
price to the consumer, so I would like to see you putting some pressure 
on the retail sector to say, “Not only do the farmers and the growers 
have to be competitive, but so does the retail sector”. I am just a bit 
worried that the beasts in the jungle getting bigger means that they bite 
the smaller beasts down the food chain, literally. I really am quite worried 
about this new monster that could be produced by bringing Sainsbury’s 
and Asda together. I do not know if you share some of my concerns.

Michael Gove: Yes, you have put it very well. I am sure there are all 
sorts of efficiencies that bringing Sainsbury’s and Asda together can bring 
to the consumer, but you are right to issue a warning note, not 
necessarily specifically to them but overall generally. In an effort to 
demand from contractors lower and lower prices, you risk those 
contractors no longer being around in the future. We have seen it, in a 
separate way, with Carillion, and I do not want to get into the Carillion 
case, but we know that, overall, in the provision of public services, if 
you—

Q230 Chair: Drive it too low.

Michael Gove: Exactly. Therefore, there needs to be fairness in the 
supply chain. Of course, one of the reasons why the Groceries Code 
Adjudicator was created was to try to ensure that there was fairness in 
the supply chain. The situation is not perfect everywhere, and you are 
also right to point to dairy as one area of particular concern because of 
some of the problems that we have had in the past. 

In the medium to long term, farmers—including dairy farmers—recognise 
that there is strength in being part of a good co-operative and there is 



 

also strength sometimes in thinking about diversification and where the 
milk might go. But, in the short term, we need to remain vigilant in order 
to make sure we do not have things happening in retail that put undue 
pressure on our primary food producers.

Q231 Chair: You raise an interesting point on the Groceries Code Adjudicator, 
because, naturally, we would like to see her powers broadened. With this 
Sainsbury’s-Asda deal coming forward, you will have over 60% of the 
retail trade in this country within the hands of two big supermarkets: 
Tesco and Asda-Sainsbury’s. If you are a supplier, a processor or a 
producer, it is very difficult for you to pop your head above the parapet 
and say, “They are treating me badly”, because they will find out who 
you are and you will be pushed out of that market if you are not at all 
careful. We really need to be aware of this.

Michael Gove: Yes. The role of the Groceries Code Adjudicator is critical; 
you are absolutely right. There is another thing as well, though, which is 
that consumers overall are more and more conscious of where their food 
comes from, and more and more attuned to whom they might shop with 
as a result. Of course, we all lead pressurised lives, and cost and 
convenience are the most critical factors, but we can shine a light on the 
companies that may not necessarily be playing fair throughout the supply 
chain. 

In the Department, we have set up, as one of the consequences of the 
25-year environment plan, a council for sustainable business, which will 
meet for the first time in just under two weeks’ time. The chairman and 
chief executive are from the retail sector, from Leon and from Iceland. 
The reason for that is that we want to bring together, under the ambit of 
Defra, a group of businesses involved in this area, so that we can make 
sure that we support people who are doing the right thing and that policy 
takes into account what they are doing.

Q232 Chair: Farmers need to be competitive; growers need to be competitive; 
everybody needs to be competitive, but so does the retail sector, and 
they must not abuse their powers. There is always the potential, when 
they are so big, for them to do that, and that is something that a lot of 
people are worried about. 

Q233 Angela Smith: The Ivory Bill is in Committee at the moment, which I am 
sure we are all pleased to see. Which countries still provide significant 
markets for ivory? We know there is a ban now in China and the US, but 
which countries still provide significant markets?

Michael Gove: It is still east Asian countries that tend to be the 
principal, ultimate market for ivory and ivory products.

Q234 Angela Smith: Can you specify?

Michael Gove: You mentioned the ban that exists in China and I do not 
want to criticise China per se. It is a good thing that they have had their 
ban but it is still the case that—



 

Q235 Angela Smith: Which other countries then? China has a ban—we know 
that—so which countries still provide significant markets?

Michael Gove: Again, other Asian and south-east Asian nations act as a 
magnet for ivory.

Q236 Angela Smith: Is there any one particular south-east Asian country that 
one might want to specify?

Michael Gove: I do not think it would be helpful in our efforts, not least 
in the run-up to the illegal wildlife trade summit in October, to name 
and/or shame any particular nation.

Q237 Angela Smith: That is surprising. Given that the UK, I hope, will be a 
world leader in terms of trying to ensure that we stop this awful, illicit, 
illegal trade, one would have thought that it is relatively straightforward 
and not particularly harmful to any summit later in the year to name 
those countries. I am sure NGOs could quite easily name those countries 
that provide significant markets still.

Michael Gove: I would not want to interfere with any NGOs choosing to 
do so, but I do not think—and maybe it is the wrong call—that it would 
be the right thing to do to name any country, when we want the 
maximum amount of goodwill and the greatest degree of support for our 
summit, and for the steps that we want to have taken as a result.

Q238 Angela Smith: What do you hope to achieve at this summit, Secretary 
of State? What do you want to see coming out of the summit later in the 
year?

Michael Gove: I would like to see, firstly, in Africa, the creation of green 
corridors, so that we have, across individual nations, protected spaces for 
elephants and other iconic species. It is also the case that we would like 
to see a commitment to ensure that online sales and cybercrime can be 
effectively dealt with on a multilateral basis. It is also the case that we 
want to have countries pledging together to change their approach 
towards tourism, so that we can also nip some of the illegal wildlife trade 
source roots in the bud. It is also the case that we want to have co-
operative working on international finance. There are three areas where 
we want to see a greater degree of international collaboration. 

It is also the case that it would be good to see overseas development 
spend from this country and others spent on initiatives like the Darwin 
Initiative that help to move people in developing nations away from 
exploitative and unsustainable economic activities, of which poaching 
may well be one, towards sustainable economic activity, which can 
ensure that their communities can be in a better place for the future.

Q239 Angela Smith: Will the summit be working towards trying to establish 
the kinds of bans that we now have in China and the US, to make sure 
that those bans also apply to these other countries that you do not want 
to name for us today? Will you be working on encouraging those 



 

countries to ban the trade?

Michael Gove: Yes. One of the reasons why we are introducing the Bill 
and we hope to have made the maximum amount of legislative progress, 
if not to have the Bill on the statute book, in advance of the summit, is in 
order to encourage others to emulate what we and other nations have 
done.

Q240 Angela Smith: How will you measure success?

Michael Gove: That is for the summit, in a way.

Q241 Angela Smith: You must have an idea about how it is going to measure 
success.

Michael Gove: Yes. For me, the principal measures of success will be the 
establishment of green corridors and the agreement of individual nations 
to collaborate in order to ensure that they exist; increased support and 
investment in anti-poaching initiatives; technology transfer to those 
countries that need it in order to support anti-poaching initiatives; and 
also measurable targets for the stabilisation in some cases, and the 
recovery in others, of species numbers.

Q242 Angela Smith: International co-operation in terms of criminal 
investigation is really important. I have worked with WWF on this in the 
past. We know that there is a connection between criminal trade in this 
respect and other kinds of criminal activity—terrorism and all the rest of 
it—so it is really important. 

Does that not indicate the importance of having a continuing close 
relationship with other European agencies? We have Europol and 
Interpol. Should we not continue to be closely connected to our European 
neighbours in terms of making sure that you can deliver some of the 
successes that you are looking for?

Michael Gove: The maximum level of co-operation is always to be 
desired. When I went to the United Nations in March, I was very grateful 
to the German mission to the United Nations for acting as hosts when we 
brought together a variety of European countries, as well as African, 
Asian and South American countries, to discuss this. Yes, co-operation is 
always welcome, absolutely.

Q243 Angela Smith: Are there any risks in the Brexit process to the 
continuation of the co-operation that we have now on security and 
criminal matters?

Michael Gove: As was pointed out by the Secretary of State for Exiting 
the European Union in his speech to RUSI last week, we make an 
unconditional offer to our European partners for continuing security co-
operation. Of course, it is up to our European partners to decide the level 
of co-operation they want in security and in other areas but, from our 
point of view, we have made them a Martini option: we will co-operate 
anytime, anyplace, anywhere in security matters.



 

Chair: Thank you. We look forward to making sure the Martini is shaken, 
not stirred. 

Q244 Dr Johnson: This Government have worked very hard on improving or 
getting rid of, essentially, single-use plastics. You have often been seen 
with a cup like this one, trying to do your own little bit in reducing the 
amount of plastic that is used.

Michael Gove: I am afraid it is the House of Commons canteen that 
provided this.

Q245 Dr Johnson: The Government have made great progress with reducing 
single-use plastic. One of the proposed schemes going forward has been 
the deposit-return scheme for plastic bottles. Can you tell us what 
progress you are making on that and when the consultation will be 
announced?

Michael Gove: Yes. The deposit-return scheme and some of the other 
steps we have taken are individual parts of our waste and resources 
strategy. We hope to publish the waste and resources strategy in full this 
autumn, and that will outline the legislation that may be required and the 
other changes that we need to make in order to make sure that we can 
have a coherent approach, not just towards dealing with plastic but 
towards dealing with waste overall. 

One of the things about deposit-return in this country is that we have a 
higher proportion of on-the-go consumption of soft drinks, which 
generate bottles and cans, in comparison to other countries, particularly 
European countries, where the consumption tends to be more home or 
café-based. That means we need to think hard about how a deposit-
return scheme would work and how we can, for example, ensure that 
reverse vending machines, if that is the way in which we seek to go, can 
be installed in retail premises, because that is often the place where 
people will be buying and, indeed, rebuying these drinks. 

We are looking at all of those options at the moment and, as I say, I 
hope that we will explain in advance of the full publication of the 
resources and waste strategy our choices in each of those areas.

Q246 Dr Johnson: Who will bear the cost of that? If there is a cost to 
providing these schemes and to putting these reverse vending machines 
in, who will be paying for them?

Michael Gove: Ultimately, it will be the drinks companies, because they 
will be the people who will have the greatest incentive in order to ensure 
that material is recovered and recycled.

Q247 Dr Johnson: In what way will they be incentivised to do that?

Michael Gove: If it is the case that you bear a cost for using particular 
materials, but if you can recover as much of that material as possible you 
can get that cost back, as an organisation, whether you are Coca-Cola or 
whoever, you will want to make sure that you can get that material back, 



 

in order to claim back the amount that you had previously been 
responsible for investing.

Q248 Dr Johnson: Will there be a cost to Government?

Michael Gove: There may well be a cost to Government. If there is, it 
will be quantified in the course of the waste and resources strategy 
publication.

Q249 Dr Johnson: To move on to slightly different things, I should mention at 
this point that I am a farmer’s wife. It is a question about the RPA. Do 
you think the RPA is doing a good enough job of paying farmers on time?

Chair: That is, the Rural Payments Agency.

Michael Gove: No, but we now have a team in place. We are going to 
have a new chairman. I do not know if the individual’s identity has yet 
been revealed. The chief executive is taking appropriate steps to improve 
performance, and performance has improved over time. There has been a 
particular challenge as a result of mapping. The mapping issue is a direct 
result of the European Union, for understandable reasons, saying that it 
felt the existing mapping information was not good enough, and therefore 
subjecting the RPA and, indeed, the UK Government to a disallowance 
threat. 

One of the big problems that we have had with the RPA is not any lack of 
energy or focus on the part of the people who work there. It is that the 
nature of the disallowance threat has meant that both farmers and people 
working in the RPA have, to my mind, been compelled to jump through 
bureaucratic hoops that were not strictly necessary in order to ensure 
that fairness was being followed.

Dr Johnson: You have accepted that they are currently not paying 
farmers as quickly as they should do.

Michael Gove: In every case, yes.

Q250 Dr Johnson: Does that mean you think they will be capable of expanding 
their role to then administer these Countryside Stewardship type 
schemes after Brexit or not?

Michael Gove: Yes, they will. This is an interesting distinction, which is 
that at the moment the Countryside Stewardship schemes are 
administered by Natural England. I do not want to set up a tension 
between the two organisations, but one thing that, with the benefit of 
hindsight, was probably a mistake was the decision by Natural England to 
insist that it maintained control of Countryside Stewardship rather than 
having everything within the hands of the RPA. 

There are different component parts. Component part 1 is the quality of 
leadership in the team. There is a strong leadership and a strong team 
within the RPA. The second thing is how well designed the scheme has 
been, and often that is the fault of Ministers in seeking to overcomplicate 



 

or over-engineer, which is why we need to make sure that the schemes 
we have in the future are simpler. 

The third thing is the extent to which those schemes are then subject to 
cross-checking by a third party, in this case the European Union, that 
says, “You are going about things in the right way”. Outside the EU, we 
will not have that. The way in which we check that farmers are operating 
in tune with the expectations that attach to any of the schemes that we 
come up with will depend on a different inspection process than the one 
we have at the moment. Again, I hope to see more about that shortly.

Q251 Dr Johnson: I understand, therefore, why you have had to do the 
remapping, but I do not understand why it has been so often wrong and 
so complicated. I have had farmers say to me, “They have put a hedge 
on my farm. It is going to be easier to plant one and wait for it to grow 
than get the RPA to remove it from its map”. Why is it so complicated 
and why is it, when they phone up, every single time they get somebody 
different to talk to?

Chair: Sorry to butt in. Very often, when the satellite goes over it is in 
the wrong conditions, so farmers very often land up with very foggy 
maps with lines on them that have been drawn on them by the RPA, and 
not based on what was in the visual photograph. This is the problem. 
When they remap, they seem to cause more problems. When there has 
been a temporary electric fence put across the field, you then have four 
fields instead of one. 

These are things that are being created all the time by the Rural 
Payments Agency, and then the farmers have to put them right. I expect 
you to defend the Rural Payments Agency and Natural England, but I 
have to say to you, Secretary of State, if it was a private system, it would 
have gone out of business by now. We need to do better, as Government.

Michael Gove: I could not agree more, but the reason we have to 
undertake remapping is because of a European Union requirement.

Q252 Chair: We have to do the remapping, but it could be done better. Why 
should the users be confident that, when we have a new system, we can 
deliver it any better than we can deliver the existing system? It is not all 
Europe’s fault. It is the way we administer a lot of it. We will still be 
administering a new system.

Michael Gove: Yes, but we will not need to have mapping in the future.

Chair: There will not be any mapping in the future.

Michael Gove: We will not need to. That is one of the things that we can 
discuss. I absolutely take your point. The thing is that it is a fatal 
embrace, because we chose for entirely understandable reasons within 
the EU’s rulebook to say that we want to privilege certain environment 
outcomes, but doing that within the constraints of the EU meant that 
things became more complicated than they needed to be. One of the 



 

great benefits of being outside the EU—and, indeed, the EU itself might 
embrace an approach like this as it reforms its own CAP system—would 
be that you can have better environmental outcomes without some of the 
bureaucracy that attaches to them.

Chair: Caroline, I have been very generous.

Dr Johnson: I have one little thing to come back on. 

Chair: Come on, very quickly.

Dr Johnson: We had the leader of the RPA in here.

Michael Gove: Paul.

Q253 Dr Johnson: Yes, Paul. We said to him, “If you cannot work out how 
much farmers are entitled to, you give them 75% and they do without 
the rest of their income until you have worked it out”. He said the reason 
they could not give more than that was because of the EU. Does that 
mean that once we have left the EU, if we are still running a similar 
system, we will be able to give them a greater percentage, perhaps 90% 
or 95%, while we are waiting to sort it out?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Chair: The answer is yes. 

Q254 John Grogan: I will confine myself to a couple of questions. It is good to 
hear the waste and resources strategy is coming, and that will possibly 
be the first of the papers under the 25-year plan, or one of the early 
ones, anyway.

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q255 John Grogan: Obviously you will give your thinking then, but can I 
tempt you a little bit on something I have asked you before, both in the 
House and here: incineration and so on? There have been various papers 
suggesting we have an excess supply of incinerators now and it is 
deterring recycling and so on. There has been speculation about possible 
policy measures to deal with that. Can I tempt you to say a word on that?

Michael Gove: It is no secret that there are some who would argue for 
an incineration tax and that is something we have to look at. Sweden 
introduced an incineration tax. It did not have the effect desired, so the 
Swedish Government then decided to end the operation of the 
incineration tax. We are in a slightly different position. We should fairly 
look at the proposition, but when it comes to any tax measure we have to 
make sure that the Treasury is happy as well.

John Grogan: On a completely different subject, next year we celebrate 
70 years of the national parks Act, and I hope, as the sun comes out, I 
will be able to tempt the Committee to look at the national parks policy 
perhaps then.



 

Chair: I am sure you will be able to.

Q256 John Grogan: There was a recent report from the Campaign for National 
Parks, and I asked a couple of parliamentary questions following it up, 
which suggests that you have the power to appoint people on the 
national parks authorities and there are very few from the urban areas. 
This campaign suggested that there needs to be a bit more public 
transport to the national parks. The national parks have quite big budgets 
and virtually none of them work with the urban authorities to provide 
public transport there. Accessibility is key, is it not? Again, could I tempt 
to you to say a little about that?

Michael Gove: Those are very good points. You are absolutely right. One 
of the reasons why we are conducting a review of national parks and 
other landscape designations is to consider some of those issues. The 
whole point about national parks is to provide an opportunity for people 
from urban and suburban areas to enjoy natural beauty. 

Therefore, if there are questions about their governance or their 
accessibility that need to be addressed, I think Julian Glover will be more 
than happy to chat to you, John, and others about it. I am sure, Neil, if 
you want to invite Julian to come along once he has got his feet under 
the desk, I am sure he would be delighted to come and chat to you.

Chair: We will definitely take you up on that offer. 

Q257 Julian Sturdy: Secretary of State, I just want to touch on the IT system. 
Export certification demands are likely to increase dramatically as we 
move forward. What are you doing to ensure that the UK will be able to 
move smoothly to an efficient electronic certification system, to minimise 
future trade delays, both in fresh produce, which is going to be under real 
pressure if delays do happen, and with meat exports? 

Michael Gove: We are scaling up the number of vets that we believe will 
be necessary in order to ensure that the potential expected increase in 
export health certificates is met. One of the other things I have asked is 
at what level of qualification we need to have people who can issue 
export health certificates. Do you need a full-dress vet, or can you have 
someone who has lower qualifications than those currently enjoyed by 
people who have been through a full vet medicine degree in this country?

Q258 Julian Sturdy: What is the answer to that? Do you know yet?

Michael Gove: We are both taking steps to ensure extra vets are 
recruited and looking at the way in which we can fill the gap with people 
who do not have all those qualifications. I will be able to give the 
Committee answers on what level of qualification you need in order to 
issue an export health certificate as well. 

Q259 Chair: There might be some changes there.

Michael Gove: Yes.



 

Q260 Chair: That would perhaps free up some people who may not be vets 
who could be trained.

Michael Gove: That is exactly it.

Q261 Chair: Are you looking at that?

Michael Gove: Yes. There is a broader question. As you know, we have 
some of the best trained vets in the world. It is also the case that other 
countries have people who are skilled and valuable who fulfil a vet med 
function, but who are not trained to the same level. That is one of the 
reasons, for example, that in our abattoirs we often have people from 
other countries who do a great job, but who do not necessarily have the 
same level of qualification as full-dress vets here. One of the things that 
we need to think about is, in the field of animal health, how you can 
provide people with appropriate guarantees without necessarily—

Chair: Being a vet.

Michael Gove: Exactly. There are analogies with all sorts of other areas 
of service. The other thing we are seeking to do is to make sure that, in 
the trade negotiations we have with the EU, we minimise the need for 
any additional inspection at border inspection posts for UK produce going 
over to the EU. Again, it is part of a subset of some of the issues that we 
discussed in connection with trade overall, because the fact that we 
import more from the EU than we export to the EU means that there is 
an incentive for both sides to conclude minimal inspections as part of the 
freest flowing trade in agricultural produce.

Q262 Julian Sturdy: There are some companies that, to keep supermarkets 
supplied with fresh produce all year round, because they cannot do that 
with UK produce all year round, have farms abroad, in Europe and 
southern Spain, that are producing for them. They will have farms in 
north Africa producing for them at certain times of the year. Moving some 
of this fresh produce round is going to be extremely difficult going 
forward, to meet the timescales and to make sure it is not held up. If it is 
held up for 24 hours, that means that that batch or lot of fresh produce 
could be lost.

Michael Gove: I talked to G’s, one of our biggest growers, about 
precisely this. I have fed some of their thoughts about how we can make 
sure we have absolutely as frictionless trade as possible into both our 
team and the broader EU negotiating team. The other thing G’s said, 
though, is that some of the produce it sources as part of making sure 
that we can have fresh fruit and vegetables comes from Sierra Leone. 
There are complex and intricate supply lines worldwide, but we do not 
want to add additional unnecessary friction if we can possibly avoid it.

Q263 Julian Sturdy: This is a quick follow-on, which is slightly linked. Kerry 
made a very good point about the fact that Peter Kendall was quoted as 
saying that the biggest worry he has going forward is about the future 
trade deals. I have a lot of sympathy for that comment. Linking to that, 



 

what recent conversations have you had with the Secretary of State for 
International Trade and how is your Department working with his 
Department?

Michael Gove: It is all the time. I have meetings, either bilaterally or 
with other Ministers, regularly with Liam. We were discussing this only 
yesterday just before Cabinet, and we both appreciate the vital 
importance of maintaining consumer assurance that the protections 
consumers currently have in this country form part of any trade deal that 
we have with any country in the future.

Chair: Also, if we are asking our producers to produce to very high 
standards, we do not want imports undermining them, do we?

Michael Gove: No.

Chair: I think you take that on board, Secretary of State.

Q264 Alan Brown: Secretary, you touched a bit of a raw nerve for me when 
you highlighted the shortage of vets and that you are looking to address 
that. At the moment, I have a business in my constituency that is trying 
to employ an Australian vet, somebody who is already living in the UK 
but is completely tied up in the myriad of immigration and visa control 
issues. Vets are only rated as a tier 5 visa, which you would assume 
given their qualifications would be much higher. Are you doing anything 
to speak to colleagues in the Home Office about addressing the 
immigration situation with vets from other countries, particularly 
Commonwealth countries?

Michael Gove: I talked to the Home Secretary only last night in the 
division lobbies about some of these issues and, indeed, some other 
issues that relate to our approach towards migration and making sure we 
have access to the labour and expertise that we need.

Q265 Alan Brown: How do you see that being resolved?

Michael Gove: One of the themes of this morning is how important it is 
for different parts of Government to work with Defra, but we can only 
work effectively if, my having shared with you that we have had this 
conversation, I give the Home Secretary the time and space to reflect on 
the best way forward.

Q266 Alan Brown: Will that be as fast as possible?

Michael Gove: As we have already seen in the few short weeks the 
Home Secretary has been in post, there are no flies on him.

Q267 Angela Smith: I am glad to hear the Secretary of State is being so kind 
to the Home Secretary. The ministerial direction issued by Clare Moriarty 
some time ago was met by the new Secretary of State with a statement 
to the effect that you expect these and all other preparedness projects to 
remain under continued scrutiny, to ensure that they deliver value for 
money for the taxpayer, while balancing the risk of taking no action. The 



 

projects that were authorised by the direction are really important, for 
example IT capability to enable registration and regulation of chemical 
substances, and licensing and marketing of veterinary medicines. They 
are really critically important projects. Are they delivering? Are they 
working to budget? Are you expecting these projects to be driven to a 
successful conclusion according to their end dates? Are you on track?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Angela Smith: With all of them?

Michael Gove: With those that you have mentioned, yes.

Angela Smith: What about the other ones? I could mention them all, but 
the Chair would not tolerate that.

Chair: Please do not.

Q268 Angela Smith: Are they all on track?

Michael Gove: Some of them are ahead of track, some of them are 
absolutely on track and some of them are a little bit behind. The situation 
changes weekly.

Q269 Chair: The best thing to do with this one, which is a very good question, 
is if you can drop us a line, please, in writing on those various aspects 
that need to be in place and where we are within Defra.

Michael Gove: Absolutely.

Q270 Angela Smith: Can we have detail as to those projects that are not on 
track and the reasons why as part of that?

Michael Gove: Yes, but as you would expect, whenever we see that a 
project is not on track, we take action.  By definition, sometimes a 
project is off track one week and back on track the next week.

Angela Smith: It would still be better to have that detail.

Chair: We would expect nothing less of you, Secretary of State, than 
doing that but, if you would not mind, let us have that in writing.

Q271 David Simpson: Secretary of State, I have what is known as the million 
dollar question. I know you will give me a very positive response to it. 

Businesses on both sides of the border, in the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland—I see you smiling—require certainty on how trade will 
be managed after we leave the European Union. We know the discussions 
that there have been about backstops and all the rest of it, but there is 
genuine concern within the agri food sector and other industries as to 
how that will look after we remove ourselves from the European Union. 
What assurances can you give to the companies, not only in agri food but 
others, that this will continue despite what the European Union is saying?



 

Michael Gove: I am late by eight minutes to see Michael Creed, the Irish 
Minister for Agriculture and Marine, to discuss precisely these issues. It 
could not be a higher priority for either of us. The determination of the 
British Government to not just talk about a backstop, but also to ensure 
that we do not need one because we have as frictionless as possible trade 
across the Irish border, is important to us and it is important to me 
personally. 

I am keen to do everything I can, for a host of reasons, to reassure 
businesses and individuals in Northern Ireland that the decision to take 
Britain out of the European Union, which so many voted for, is entirely 
consistent with maintaining strong ties across the island of Ireland, 
including commercial.

Q272 David Simpson: Absolutely. In your discussions with them, will you 
highlight the issue of the movement of live animals from the Republic to 
Northern Ireland and vice versa? Processers depend on that. We are 
concerned about disease control and all those other things, so that is 
something that needs to be there as well.

Michael Gove: Yes, you are absolutely right. The island of Ireland is 
treated as a single epidemiological area for animal health reasons. It is 
also the case that, as I know the Committee will appreciate, the 
production of iconic Irish products, like Baileys Irish Cream, depends on 
sourcing milk from both sides of the border at different times, because of 
the way in which farmers on both sides of the border operate. Nobody, 
and certainly not my mum, would thank me if I disrupted the smooth 
supply of Baileys Irish Cream.

Chair: I am conscious of time. We will try to wrap up in five minutes if 
we can.

Dr Johnson: The Animal Welfare (Sentencing and Recognition of 
Sentience) Bill is one example where we got to look at pre-legislative 
scrutiny.

Chair: We made some recommendations.

Dr Johnson: We came up with some recommendations, which you have 
noted, but we are not quite sure where “noted” is heading.

Chair: What is happening, basically?

Q273 Dr Johnson: One of the recommendations was that the animal 
sentencing part of it was so important and crucial to implement quickly, 
and so uncontroversial, that it should be separated off and pushed 
through Parliament as soon as possible. As for the other part about 
animal sentience, we all agree that animals are sentient beings. 

We all agree that being kind to animals is exceptionally important and 
being cruel to them is abhorrent, but the way the legislation was drafted 
had so many other implications as to make the process of Government 



 

quite difficult and you should think again about the way that was worded. 
Other than noting recommendations made, what progress have you 
made?

Michael Gove: We find the Committee’s arguments very well argued.

Q274 Dr Johnson: Are you planning to separate off the sentencing part and 
get it through as quickly as possible, so people who do these abhorrent 
crimes can be put in prison for longer?

Michael Gove: We will be saying more in response to the Committee’s 
recommendations shortly.

Q275 Chair: We are very keen to get that five-year sentencing in. We really 
are.

Michael Gove: Completely.

Q276 Chair: You are probably 100% behind that.

Michael Gove: Yes, and there is an excellent private Member’s Bill, 
which I believe stands in the name of Sir Oliver Heald, which will mean 
that a down payment on that progress will be made.

Dr Johnson: The second part of this is about the sentience. One of the 
examples was—

Chair: We are short of time here.

Q277 Dr Johnson: This will apply to all Ministers of the Crown. For example, 
were the Chancellor—and I have to be careful because I am PPS in the 
Treasury—to stand up and make a change in the budget, or were the 
Education Secretary to make a change to schools, that would be subject 
to judicial review should they not have properly duly considered the 
effect on animal sentience of something that could be considered in other 
respects entirely unrelated. That could then take time and prevent 
Government from working. What is your view on that? 

Michael Gove: People can always invent reasons not to act.

Chair: We have to leave that one there, Caroline, because time is getting 
short.

Angela Smith: When are we going to get the legislation?

Chair: It is shortly, is it not, Secretary of State?

Dr Johnson: In due course, or soon.

Q278 Chair: It is soon. Very quickly on air quality, what concrete measures 
have you put in place to improve joined-up working, especially across the 
transport sector through clean air? Naturally, we have done a lot of work 
on this. A lot of getting clean air, although it is a Defra ultimate 
responsibility, is in transport and local government in terms of vehicles. 
How is the joined-up government working, Secretary of State? Are you 



 

getting the co-operation from transport and local government that you 
need to clean up our air, especially in our hotspot inner cities?

Michael Gove: So far, definitely, yes. We have a joint ministerial 
committee. One of the reasons that, in the air quality strategy we 
published just before the recess, we were able to talk in detail about 
things like the Oslo effect, which is the particulate matter generated by 
brakes and by tyres, is because transport was incredibly energetic in 
taking forward steps to deal with that, as it was with, for example, 
thinking about licensing of ports and its approach towards to moving 
away from diesel on rail. The Road to Zero document about tailpipe 
emissions, which are particularly concerning, will be published shortly and 
we have been co-operating with the Department for Transport on that.

Q279 Chair: We would urge that co-operation because you cannot deliver it in 
Defra alone, can you?

Michael Gove: Again, as has been made clear by earlier comments, 
there are so many things that we want to do that rely on good working 
with other Government Departments.

Q280 Chair: The right to clean air and good air is a right of everybody, is not, 
wherever you are living? Our inner cities have a real problem. 

Very quickly, I never change my tune. Do you consider food production to 
be a public good or even a public merit? I am very keen that there is 
more about food and food production in our future agricultural policy.

Michael Gove: “Public good” is a specific term in economics. It is a bit 
like the discussion we had earlier about state aid. You can use the term 
precisely. If you move away from using the term precisely, of course it is 
a very good thing that a country should have a wide range of healthy 
food production businesses helping to make sure that the natural 
resources of that country are used in a way that promotes the health and 
the harmony of individual citizens. 

Q281 Chair: The public good you would say is very much an environmental 
issue. You have come to Exmoor and you have come to Devon recently, 
and you can see there that the way the countryside is managed and 
farmed through the sheep and cattle, and through the management of 
that countryside, is an environmental good, but it also produces food. 
Surely there is a link there, is there not?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Chair: There is.

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q282 Chair: You are going to promote that link.

Michael Gove: That is what I do every day.

Chair: Do you? I look forward to it, Secretary of State. Thank you very 



 

much.

Q283 Angela Smith: When can we expect to see publication of the 
Government’s proposals for dealing with food standards post-Brexit? This 
is really important. We have had very little, if anything at all, on what the 
regime will be for maintaining the highest possible food standards.

Michael Gove: Ultimately, that is a responsibility for the Department of 
Health and the Food Standards Agency, but I will ask my colleagues in 
the FSA and the Department of Health and Social Care to come back as 
quickly as possible in response to your question.

Q284 Angela Smith: You must have some idea of where it is going, Secretary 
of State. 

Michael Gove: Yes.

Q285 Angela Smith: The chair of the Food Standards Agency was here for 
today’s session, so clearly it is considered to be a major concern for the 
Department.

Michael Gove: It is very important, but I have to respect their operation 
and autonomy.

Q286 Angela Smith: This is about food safety. It is not the Department of 
Health necessarily. It is about standards in terms of food production and 
the food that goes on the shelf, so it is in Defra’s sphere of responsibility. 
You are trying to avoid the question.

Michael Gove: No, I want to give the Committee the most precise 
possible responses. It is the case that—and it may have been a historic 
mistake—the FSA was set up separately from MAFF, as it then was, 
because it was believed that MAFF, as a Department that was interested 
in protecting producers, might not necessarily be as vigilant as the 
Department of Health. That decision having been taken, I cannot then 
speak for another Government Department, let alone an independent 
regulatory agency. To do so would be an example of the type of 
bureaucratic overreach that, were I to indulge in it, would lead to 
difficulty. 

Chair: I understand that, Secretary of State, but you also realise that 
most of what the Food Standards Agency does and looks at comes from 
the agriculture food sector. It is one of those anomalies.

Michael Gove: It is an anomaly, not of my creation.

Chair: As long as you recognise that and put more than your two 
pennyworths in, we will be happy.

Q287 Alan Brown: Back in February, you promised an announcement on the 
seasonal agricultural workers scheme shortly, so can you define shortly? 
When will we hear this announcement and can you compare the 
timeframe of “shortly” to “as fast as possible”, so I can get a grasp of 



 

this?

Michael Gove: The new Home Secretary, as I mentioned earlier, is a 
man who gets things done.

Chair: I have had a word with him and we expect something in the 
autumn about this, but I am not putting words in his mouth.

Q288 Alan Brown: It is from February to autumn. Is that what we define as 
“shortly”, then?

Michael Gove: What is the word? One can have a periphrastic discussion 
about terminology if one wants. The main thing is that we need to crack 
on.

Chair: We will just urge you, and I have made this point before: if you do 
not import the labour, you export the business because, if you intend to 
plant crops and you have no labour to harvest them, you are not going to 
plant them, so we will import them.

Michael Gove: I broke my Sabbath on Sunday, as so many did, for Open 
Farm Sunday by visiting a very successful soft fruit business, which is 
Tuesley Farm near Godalming, just outside my constituency. One of their 
concerns was access to labour, but one of the things that they had done 
successfully was to ensure at least a 75% return on those who were 
working there in the year before. We need to pay close attention to this, 
but it is also important that we recognise there are existing soft fruit and 
other growing businesses that are doing a brilliant job.

Q289 Angela Smith: The Home Secretary has responsibility for this, but are 
you, Secretary of State, supporting the introduction of a scheme and 
pushing the Home Secretary to introduce one as soon as possible?

Michael Gove: Yes.

Angela Smith: You are doing both those things.

Chair: Secretary of State, you have been very generous with time, 
probably over-generous because I have stolen half an hour and more 
from you, and I apologise for that, but not really, because you have given 
us some good answers. We have gone through an awful lot this morning 
and it has been very broad. I appreciate taking you on a very broad 
journey this morning. We have had good answers from you. On some we 
might have liked a little more, but we will come back again to those. 
There is some written evidence we would like as well. We do very much 
appreciate your time this morning and the extra time that you gave us.

Michael Gove: Not at all. Thank you all very much. 

Chair: We will let you go now and you can get on with the rest of the 
day. Thank you very much.


