
SUREFARM - Towards SUst ainab le 
and REsilient  EU FARMing 

systems 
Modern agricult ural systems develop  in t he face 
of  changes at  both a g lobal and nat ional level. 
W hile arab le farming is a highly compet it ive and 
st rateg ic sector of  UK agricult ure, it  has to deal 
w it h and respond to a range of  g lobal challenges 
such as climate change and t he imperat ive to 
reduce it s carbon footprint , t he price vo lat i l i t y  of  
a g lobalised food system, ext reme weather 
event s, labour short ages and more recent ly t he 
COVID-19 Pandemic.

The CCRI was a partner in the EU Horizon 20 20  
?Towards SUstainable and REsilient  EU FARMing 
systems (SURE-Farm)? project  between 20 17-20 21. 
SURE-Farm involved a consort ium of 16 European 
research inst itut ions ( from 13 count ries), led by 
Wageningen Universit y.

The purpose of SURE-Farm was to ident ify and 
evaluate the resilience of the farming systems to 
sudden shocks and gradual changes, observing 
the capacit y of the farming system to react  and to 
generate robust , adaptable or t ransformable 
responses (Meuw issen et  al., 20 19). The project  
also ident if ied the tools that  enhance the viabilit y 
of the arable farming system, both from an 
inst itut ional and ind ividual farm?s perspect ive.

In the UK, the project  focused on arable farming in 
the East  of England. This region, known as the 
UK?s ?breadbasket?, is responsib le for up to one 
third of the count ry?s cereal product ion. The 
SUREFARM project :

-studied the effects and responses of the arable 
farming system in the East  of England to the full 
variety of g lobal and nat ional challenges

-systemat ically invest igated the factors and drivers 
that  inf luence t ransformat ion of the farming 
system and mit igat ion of the negat ive effects of 
risks. 

W ithin the UK, a new  Environmental Land 
Management  scheme w ill rep lace the European 
Common Agricultural Policy post -Brexit . The 
Scheme aims to improve the environment , animal 
health and welfare and to reduce carbon 
emissions. 

The object ives and f ind ings of SURE-Farm are 
cent ral to understanding the various factors at  
p lay during this t ransit ion period and have d irect  
relevance in st rategically informing and support ing 
policymakers in their pursuit  of a vision for a new  
English agricultural system - for the arable sector, 
and beyond.

The project  has purposefully taken a 
mult i-d iscip linary approach, from quant itat ive 
surveys and data analyses to part icipatory 
approaches d irect ly involving farmers, 
policymakers and stakeholders.

This summary focuses on a selected set  of outputs 
from SURE-Farm and the work specif ically 
undertaken by CCRI.

Farmers'  percept ions of  r isk and 
resil ience capacit ies
In order to understand what  challenges, coping 
st rategies and type of resilience are prevalent  in 
the East  of England, a large-scale telephone 
survey was conducted in November-December 
20 18 involving a sample of 20 0  arable farms. The 
sample was st rat if ied to ensure representat iveness 
in terms of the geographical d ist ribut ion of farms 
and farm size. Interviews were conducted w ith the 
farm owner/ manager.

Farmers were asked about  their percept ions on 
the risks and challenges that  the arable farming 
system w ill most  likely face in the next  20  years, 
on a scale from 1 (not  at  all challenging) to 7 (very 
challenging), where a value of 4  ind icated 
neut ralit y.

Report  of farmers? percept ions of risk and 
resilience capacit ies ? a comparison across EU 
farmers
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Farm demographics and st ruct ural 
change

The dynamics in farms and the populat ion of 
farmers are shaped by the economic, f inancial, 
social, inst itut ional and environmental landscape in 
which they are situated. These factors can t rigger 
short - and long-term demographic changes, 
concerning the number, size and specializat ion of 
farms as well as the decisions of young people to 
take on and cont inue the farming business. W hat  
is at  stake, ult imately, is the capacit y of arable 
farming to deliver the goods demanded by 
consumers and society at  large, such as suff icient  
qualit y healthy food and ecosystem services. Farm 
demographics and st ructural change across the 12 
European case studies were explored through 
semi-st ructured interviews w ith farmers and 
others on the farm in 20 18. Findings are based on 
semi-st ructured interviews carried out  w ith 23 
farmers in 20 18.

Report  on current  farm demographics and t rends

Learning  t o be resil ient  in East  of  
Eng land arab le farm ing
As the UK t ransit ions into a new  post -Brexit  
agricultural policy, farmers w ill need to adapt  and 
adjust  their businesses in response to shift ing 
priorit ies and demands on agriculture, w ith an 
increasing focus on environmental conservat ion. 
This w ill require learning across a range of 
d imensions, involving fundamental shif t s in 
farmers at t it udes, social norms and farmer 
ident it ies. Learning is recognised as an important  
component  of risk management  and resilience, 
enabling farmers to respond to and manage the 
w ide range of risks and challenges.

The SURE-Farm project , therefore, invest igated 
the learning st rategies of arable farmers in the 
East  of England to bet ter understand their 
capacit y to remain resilient  during this period of 
signif icant  agricultural rest ructuring. 
Semi-st ructured interviews and an inf luence 
mapping act ivit y were conducted w ith eighteen 
farmers in 20 18. Quest ions sought  to bet ter 
understand both the external factors that  inf luence 
decisions, but  also farmer values, norms and 
beliefs. Cognit ive, relat ional and normat ive 
learning were assessed across the reliance 
capacit ies of robustness, adaptabilit y and 
t ransformabilit y.

Report  on farmers? learning capacit y and networks 
of inf luence in 11 European case studies

Nav igat ing  t hrough t he t ransit ion
SURE-Farm has demonst rated that  the farming 
community in the East  of England is well aware of 

the challenges ahead. The study has reaff irmed 
the resilience of the arable farming system to 
shocks and gradual changes, demonst rat ing 
robustness, the abilit y to adapt , and in some cases 
even t ransformat ion in the face of signif icant  risks 
and challenges. However, the t ransit ion from being 
an EU member to being outside the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the EU single market  
is a profound and fundamental change, both in 
terms of a loss of subsidy and changes to t rade 
and market  compet it ion (DEFRA 20 20 ), that  
requires a w ide range of act ions, p lanning and 
support . This can only be meaningfully achieved 
through an enabling inst itut ional environment  that  
coord inates gradual t ransformat ion at  economic, 
environmental, social and cultural levels.

SURE-Farm f ind ings suggest  that  farm support  
does not  necessarily need to increase f inancially, 
but  it  does require a change in design. A  move 
from the Basic Payment  Scheme to environmental 
payments has the potent ial to gain the support  of 
farmers if  delivered well and overcomes the 
lim itat ions of previous and exist ing 
agri-environmental schemes, such as inf lexib ilit y, 
high levels of bureaucracy and delays in payments.

In conclusion, the SURE-Farm experience has 
ind icated that  agricultural and rural policies need 
to be more holist ic, encompassing economic, 
social, cultural and environmental goals in order to 
facilit ate farmers and land managers to deliver a 
w ider variety of goods, including public goods. 
The process of policy format ion would benefit  
from an improved part icipat ion of farmers, in order 
to foster and cult ivate farmers? ownership of these 
policies, which would enhance their effect iveness 
and, in turn, empower farmers to narrate posit ive 
stories of resilience across the f ields of East  of 
England, and beyond.

CCRI Papers Pub lished f rom  
SURE-Farm
Exploring how  social capital and learning are 
related to the resilience of Dutch arable farmers 

Stakeholder perspect ives to improve risk 
management  in European farming systems 

Impact  of Covid-19 on farming systems in Europe 
through the lens of resilience thinking 

Adapt ive governance and resilience capacit y of 
farms: The f it  between farmers? decisions and 
agricultural policies  

How  do stakeholders perceive the sustainabilit y 
and resilience of EU farming systems? 

Risk management  and it s role in enhancing 
perceived resilience capacit ies of farms and 
farming systems in Europe
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