
The European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is one of the most important and controversial 

European Union (EU) policies. Taking up over a third of the EU’s annual budget, the CAP is—together 

with the Cohesion Policy—also one of the two major distributive policies of the EU. It has also seen 

quite a few incremental reforms, with most recent reform formally agreed upon in December 2013. 

Although there is already some literature on that reform (see Swinnen et al. (2015) and Swinnen and 

Knops (2014)), covering how the decisions were arrived at and what role did different institutions, 

such as the Commission or the Parliament, play or failed to play, number of interesting outcomes 

nevertheless remain unaccounted for. One of those outcomes was the striking increase of direct 

payments, a form of subsidies given directly to farmers, in the Baltic states—development, which 

seemed to go to the opposite direction from rest of the 2013 reform—especially when compared to 

the modest increases of direct payments enjoyed by other relatively poor new member states (NMS), 

such as Poland or Hungary. While the levels of direct payments before the 2013 reform in the Baltic 

States were the lowest in the EU, this alone fails to explain their striking increase because (a) the Baltic 

States are one of the highest per capita recipients of EU budget transfers—this includes substantial 

funds devoted to rural development programs (which are distinct from direct payments that go 

directly to farmers)—and (b) because direct payments in the Baltics were also lowest during past 

reforms, such as the CAP Health Check in 2008, but that fact alone that did not convince the EU 

policymakers to increase the level of direct payments in the Baltic States during past reforms. The only 

explanation put forth so far is that Baltic States ‘lobbied intensely for a redistribution’ (Swinnen 2015, 

16). While the Baltic States certainly lobbied for an increase in their farmers’ direct payments—even 

when some members of their governments privately had little sympathy for both their own farmers 

demands for an increase and for the CAP altogether—evidence points towards a carefully negotiated 

deal rather than being able to convince other players through lobbying efforts alone. Interviews with 

involved policymakers reveal that the Baltic States secretly and directly negotiated with French and 

German representatives of the Special Committee on Agriculture—behind the backs of other NMS 

representatives in the same body—offering their support to French and German positions regarding 

other issues. As both the Commission—whose initial position didn’t envision such large increases for 

the Baltic States—and the Parliament—informed only ex-post—had limited influence on the final 

agreed level of direct payments in the Baltic States, this particular outcome lends support to the 

hypothesis that the EU’s decision making, at least in the case of the CAP, retains strong 

intergovernmentalist characteristics. Conclusion is that such outcomes are best analysed through the 

lends of multi-level bargaining theory, as advanced in general by Putnam (1988) and in the specific 

case of the CAP by Paalberg (1997), Coleman et al. (1999) and Patterson (1997). 
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