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 Summary 
Europe is facing escalating climate shocks – 
heatwaves, droughts, and floods - that threaten 
food production and expose the fragility of the 
current food system. These extreme weather 
events already cause €28.3 billion of annual 
average loss, a figure projected to rise to €40 
billion by mid-century. While farmers bear the 
brunt of these impacts, science shows that 
intensive agriculture is a major contributor to 
biodiversity loss, climate change, and pollution. 
The war in Ukraine has further exposed the food 
system’s reliance on fossil fuels and fertilisers, 
exacerbating living costs and vulnerabilities to 
external events.

T here is strong consensus among scientists, public and 
major investors on the need to transform food systems 
to ensure long-term food security, environmental 
sustainability, and social fairness. 

Achieving these goals requires a fundamental shift in agriculture, 
yet the current Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has constantly 
failed to deliver. It has neither adequately supported farmers to 
face crises nor ensured a fair standard of living for all the farmers, 
nor addressed environmental degradation. The 2023–2027 CAP 
remains locked in outdated budget structures, continues to fund 
harmful subsidies that primarily benefit large farms and promote 
unsustainable practices, while support for environmentally 
friendly farming remains limited.

In this paper, BirdLife Europe, the EEB, Greenpeace, and 
WWF argue that the current CAP lacks legitimacy and should 
be replaced with a Common Agricultural, Food, and Land 
Stewardship Policy. This new policy would focus on a just 
transition and a more effective performance framework. The 
authors build on the agreement reached in the Strategic Dialogue 
by presenting concrete policy proposals to repurpose agricultural 
funds in support of social equity, environmental sustainability, 
and a just transition. They also advocate for a minimum of €35 
billion annually to be allocated through the Multiannual financial 
framework (MFF) and national budgets for measures that protect, 
maintain, and restore nature. This funding should, amongst other 
uses, support farmers and other land managers in adopting 
practices that safeguard and regenerate natural ecosystems.

3

Contacts: 

Marilda Dhaskali (BirdLife Europe)   
marilda.dhaskali@birdlife.org 

Theo Paquet (European Environmental Bureau)    
theo.paquet@eeb.org

Marco Contiero (Greenpeace European Unit)   
mcontier@greenpeace.org 

Giulia Riedo (WWF European Policy Office)   
griedo@wwf.eu 

Published: May 2025

Stichting BirdLife Europe, the European Environmental
Bureau and the WWF European Policy Office gratefully
acknowledge financial support from the European
Commission and the European Climate Foundation. All
content and opinions expressed on these pages are
solely those of the authors of the publication and do
not necessarily reflect those of the European Union,
CINEA or the European Climate Foundation, who cannot
be held responsible for them.

© Nemcova Tatiana

Eight key objectives must be at the 
heart of discussions on the future of 
the EU’s agricultural policy:

1 Moving to a genuinely 
performance-based policy:  

link the EU budget disbursement to  
the achievement of clear, measurable 
EU policy objectives. 

2 Boosting funding for 
protecting and restoring nature 

and functioning ecosystems: secure 
ring-fenced funds for nature in the new 
MFF and increase the effectiveness of 
environmental payments for farmers.

3 Ending harmful subsidies: 
establish a common, science-

based exclusion list defining 
environmentally harmful activities that 
cannot be funded under the EU budget 

4 Targeting socio-economic 
support to social sustainability 

objectives: ensure social payments for 
farmers reach those who need it most.

5 Strategic investments for 
systematic change: repurpose 

investments to support the transition 
to a more resilient and diverse farming 
grounded in the principles of 
agroecology.

6 Supporting a just transition  
in the livestock sector:  

support the reduction of livestock 
numbers in excessive high density 
areas and promote extensive animal 
farming systems.

7 Promoting diversification  
for farmers’ resilience and 

sustainable food systems: eliminate 
obstacles for diversified crop 
production and protein consumption.

8 Ensuring accountability  
and dialogue through  

robust governance: foster 
cooperation, transparency and  
balance among stakeholders.
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 Introduction 
As Europe continues to be hit by increasingly severe heat waves, droughts, and floods, 
the breakdown of our climate and ecosystems is causing alarmingly serious impacts 
on food production, with an overall average annual losses of €28.3 billion1, and wider 
society. While farmers are directly suffering from the effects of these crises, science 
conclusively shows that intensive agriculture is also the single biggest driver of 
biodiversity loss2 both in the EU and globally, as well as a major contributor to climate 
change3, soil degradation4, and water5 and air pollution6.

F urthermore, the war in 
Ukraine has exposed our 
food system’s reliance on 
fossil fuels and fertiliser 

imports, whose rising costs have 
deeply affected the cost of living 
crisis and laid bare the vulnerability 
of many households to food and 
energy price hikes. 

There is now a clear consensus7 
amongst scientists that transforming 
food systems is crucial to ensure our 
capacity to produce food in the long 
term, address the multiple global 
environmental crises, and ensure a 
fair transition. This fact is echoed in 
public opinion, which demonstrates 
strong support for major changes in 
the food system. This includes efforts 
to improve animal welfare8 and reduce 
pesticides use9. It is also reflected 
in the calls from major investors10 
who are advocating for repurposing 
agricultural subsidies in alignment with 
climate and biodiversity objectives.  

The environmental and social 
crises that Europe and the world 
face require political leadership to 
drive deep and rapid policy change 
addressing the root causes of our 
agricultural system’s shortcomings, 
to build a fairer, more sustainable, 
and resilient society. The Green 
Deal objectives still represent the 
direction of travel as neither the 
climate nor the nature crisis have 
disappeared with the new political 
landscape. 

Our food and farming system should 
be a top priority for action and 
must undertake a full transition 
to safeguard long-term food 
production and rural livelihoods. 
This requires a change in the very 
paradigm underpinning it, steering 
clear of false solutions and ‘techno 
fixes’ that fail to address the 
structural causes of the problem. 
Such a needed change is likely to 
entail costs, particularly for certain 

actors in certain sectors, but the 
costs involved in maintaining 
business-as-usual are several orders 
of magnitude bigger. This is the 
fundamental reason why Europe 
must design policies that define 
stable long-term goals and priorities 
and set in motion a just and fair 
transition, encouraging all actors 
involved to act while providing 
them with adequate support for the 
transition. The final report11 of the 
Strategic Dialogue on the Future 
of EU Agriculture unanimously and 
rightly stated: “the time for change 
is now”.

The EU’s CAP has largely failed12 
several of its objectives. It failed 
farmers, who continue to leave the 
sector en masse13 and are hit by one 
crisis after another. It also failed to 
address environmental issues, and in 
some cases even exacerbated them14, 
thereby jeopardising our long-term 
capacity to produce food.

In this paper, the EEB, BirdLife, WWF and Greenpeace propose concrete policy 
design options to operationalise the consensus recommendations of the Strategic 
Dialogue with regards to the CAP, in the context of the likely overhaul of the EU’s 
next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). We focus on 8 key objectives which 
must be at the heart of discussions on the future of the EU’s agricultural policy:

1 Moving to a genuinely performance-based policy

2 Boosting funding for restoring nature and functioning ecosystems:

3 Ending harmful subsidies

4 Targeting socio-economic support to social sustainability objectives

5 Strategic investments for systematic change

6 Supporting a just transition in the livestock sector

7 Promoting diversification for farmers’ resilience and sustainable food systems

8 Ensuring accountability and dialogue through robust governance

Despite promises, the 2023-2027 
CAP has not retargeted spending15 
towards supporting a genuine 
transition to sustainable and resilient 
agriculture and is unlikely to address 
the failures of the previous CAP. 
The dominant subsidy scheme, 
area-based income support, is 
not an efficient tool to stabilise 
farming income16 and continues to 
favour the largest farms, to drive 
land consolidation and habitat/
land conversion (e.g. from wetlands 
or, from biodiverse grasslands to 

arable land), and to feed into high 
land prices, which slows down the 
generational renewal the sector 
desperately needs. Support for 
genuinely environmentally-friendly 
farming remains a small share of 
the total budget and its potential 
benefits are largely outweighed 
by the continuation of harmful 
subsidies (e.g. support for irrigation 
in water-stressed areas and support 
for production models with high 
external chemical inputs).

The EU urgently needs a Common 
Agricultural, Food and Land 
Stewardship Policy17 to address these 
interlinked challenges through a 
publicly-supported just transition.  
A continuation of the CAP in its 
current shape, on the other hand, 
has no legitimacy. It would only 
worsen the crises facing the farming 
sector while further eroding societal 
support for public spending in 
agriculture.

© Wiesław Król
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 1. Moving to a genuinely  
 performance-based policy 
The next Multi-Financial Framework (MFF) - for the period between 2028 and 2034 
– is expected to revolve around three main principles: simplification, performance 
and policy-driven spending that focuses on the achievement of policy objectives 
rather than the management of funds. 

© Nemcova Tatiana

T his direction should also 
apply to the Common 
Agriculture, Food and 
Land Stewardship Policy 

that we are calling for. It is indeed 
crucial in times of limited resources 
and multiplying challenges that 
common money is spent effectively. 
The CAP currently absorbs nearly 
a third of the EU budget and has a 
very poor track record in delivering 
genuine progress on several of its 
objectives particularly those related 
to climate and environment, and 
in some cases has even supported 
actions that undermine them. It 
should not continue as business 
as usual, it would be disastrous 
for farmers, for the EU’s chances 
of meeting its own sustainability 
objectives, and for the – already 
weak - legitimacy of this policy.

The proposed overhaul of the MFF 
presents an opportunity to strongly 
link the EU budget to a set of clear 
EU policy objectives and their 
achievement, that would drive all 
Member States in the same direction 

creating a level-playing field, rather 
than increasing fragmentation, and 
ensuring more coherence in EU 
spending. Such objectives should be 
based on EU environmental,climate, 
health and animal welfare targets, 
already set out in commonly 
agreed policies and legislation. EU 
funds for the agriculture and food 
sector should be released based 
on National Strategic Agri-Food 
Transition and Land Stewardship 
Plans which clearly address the 
sustainability challenges facing the 
sector and the measures proposed to 
address those.

All EU common spending should be 
governed by a strong performance 
framework, based on a set of 
high-quality impact indicators, 
monitored on a yearly basis to verify 
the achievement of milestones and 
targets. 

Linking the disbursement of funds to 
performance would also contribute 
to improving the implementation 
and enforcement of environmental 

legislation, as committed by the 
Commission’s Vision for Agriculture 
and Food. Funds should be disbursed 
when pre-established conditions 
have been met and suspended in 
cases of infringement or reduced 
when the objectives are not 
achieved. 

A strong performance framework 
should  include the setting of 
conditionalities to be fulfilled by 
Member States as a prerequisite to 
receive EU public money from the 
MFF. The role of conditionalities is to 
contribute to the policy objectives, 
making sure that all Member States 
start from the same baseline of 
rules, thereby increasing their final 
convergence. 

The proposal to increase flexibility 
for Member States in managing EU 
funds on the basis of pre-agreed 
reforms would require increased 
transparency and accountability 
mechanisms to ensure the adequate 
achievement of commitments (cf. 
section 9).

We suggest the following ex-ante 
conditionalities on Member States: 

	 Where relevant, national planning 
instruments are in place for all 
legislation listed in Annex XIII of the 
CAP Strategic Plans Regulation. 

	 An Area Monitoring System is in 
place and fully operational.

	 Adequate mapping and rules are in 
place to ensure the maintenance of 
permanent grasslands and effectively 
protect grasslands in and outside of 
Natura2000 sites.

	 Rules are in place to protect 
landscape features.

	 Digital nutrients management tool 
(such as the Farm Sustainable Tool 
for nutrients) is in place and made 
available to farmers free of charge.

	 Adequate mapping of wetlands, 
peatlands are in place and rules in 
place to protect them.

	 Total sales of pesticides are replaced 
by Total use of pesticides in the 
Harmonised Risk Indicators and 
made public as soon as the data 
are digitally available pursuant 
Regulation (EU) 2022/2379 (SAIO).

	 The EU Soil Monitoring Law is 
effectively implemented. 

Set of indicators applied at EU Member State 
level conditioning the payment of EU funds1
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We suggest the following Impact indicators:

	 Share of agricultural area under restoration 
efforts or newly restored as per Articles 
4, 10 and 11 of Regulation (EU)2024/1991 
(Nature Restoration Law).  

	 Share of ground water stations with 
nitrates concentration under 50 mg/l as per 
Directive 91/676/EEC (Nitrates Directive).

	 Share of surface water bodies with good 
status with regards to pesticides and 
nutrients as per Directive 2000/60/EC.

	 Gross nutrients balance in agricultural area.

	 Share of agricultural areas with good or 
improving soil quality.

	 Share of agricultural  area under severe 
erosion. 

	 Share of agricultural area/farmed animals 
managed through organic farming (or in 
conversion to organic farming).

	 Share of organic products in the agri-food 
value chain.

	 Share of land under full implementation 
of the 8 principles of Integrated Pest 
Management, in compliance with article 
14 and Annex III of Directive 2009/128/EC 
(Pesticides Reduction Directive) and article 
55 of Regulation (EC) No 1107/2009.

	 Share of agricultural area under 
commitment for a 50%, 80% and 100% 
reduction of pesticide use and risk,  
based on a scientific robust pesticide  
use and risk indicator.

	 Share of agricultural area under high-
diversity landscape features.

	 Share of  Annex I semi-natural habitats of 
Council Directive 92/43/EEC  in Favourable 
Conservation Status.  

	 Share of Annex I semi-natural habitats 
being under restoration of as per Article 4 
of Regulation (EU)2024/1991.

	 Farmland Bird Index reaches the levels 
set in article 11.3 of the Regulation  (EU) 
2024/1991 (Nature Restoration Regulation).

	 Increase of abundance and diversity of 
pollinators as per Article 10 of Regulation 
(EU)2024/1991 (Nature Restoration 
Regulation)

	 Decrease of greenhouse gas emissions from 
agri-food systems and related land use. 

	 Reduction in the Water Exploitation Index 
Plus in river basin districts with significant 
agricultural water use, with a target 
of remaining below 20%, in line with 
the Water Framework Directive (WFD) 
objectives on good quantitative status and 
ecological flow (Article 4). 

	 Alignment between consumption trends 
and national dietary guidelines.

	 Number and average (physical) size of 
agricultural holdings.

	 Number of young farmers and new entrants. 

	 Quantity (weight) of food lost or wasted.

Measuring the achievement of EU policy objectives2

Following the rationale of a more 
effective and simpler MFF, all 
interventions under the Common 
Agriculture, Food and Land Stewardship 
Policy should be allocated according 
to the current rules in the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(i.e. funding should be multi-annual 
by default, (with the possibility to 
programme annual measures where 
justified) and national co-financing 
should be required for all interventions. 
Finally, the modernisation of the 
Integrated  Administration and 
Control Systems (IACS) should also 
be accelerated in order to reduce 
administrative burden on both Member 
States and farmers.

As described in the following sections, 
we see three main types of measures in 
our proposed policy corresponding to 
the three big challenges facing the agri-
food sector: 

	 Social measures that would take the 
form of income support payments 
conditioned to farmers who need it 
the most

	 Environmental measures that 
would reward nature- and climate-
friendly farming, beyond  the basic 
environmental legislation.

	 Investment and Just Transition 
measures that would derisk the 
fundamental changes that farmers 
and food producers have to make to 
build the environmental resilience 
and sustainability of their farms.  

These measures can be funded through  
various programmes and funding 
streams. The environmental measures 
would tap into nature funding that is 
ringfenced across the MFF and national 
envelopes (see below). 
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 2. Boosting funding  
 for restoring nature and  
 functioning ecosystems 
In light of the major funding gap for nature and of the rapidly increasing 
degradation of our natural environment, threatening our productivity and well-
being, increasing the quantity and quality of funding for nature must be a top 
priority for the next MFF. 

© Jiri Fejkl

I rrespective of how funds 
are structured, a minimum 
€35 billion annually must be 
earmarked across the MFF 

and across national envelopes for 
measures protecting, maintaining, 
and restoring nature. This is essential 
to ensure that EU countries deliver 
on our collective nature and 
biodiversity objectives, including 
by incentivising farmers and other 
land managers to manage land 
in ways that protect and restore 
nature. Well-preserved nature 
and environment are crucial to 
ensuring long-term prosperity, well-
being, and societal security18. This 
earmarking should also be reflected 
in all policy-related National Plans. 

Substantial retargeting of public 
funding towards farming, based on 
agroecological principles supporting 
resilient ecosystems, quality of soil 
and water and water availability, 
is in the interest of farmers, whose 
long-term ability to produce food 
depends on these factors. In addition, 
well-designed and adequately 

funded environmental payments 
would provide farmers and other 
land managers with a reliable and 
predictable income, while delivering 
clear benefits to society as a whole. 
This system of incentives should 
be grounded in the strengthened 
enforcement of existing legislation 
in the areas of environmental 
protection, climate action, animal 
welfare, and labour law.

The Agriculture, Food and Land 
Stewardship Policy should 
allow Member states to design 
environmental payments that best 
suit their national, regional, and 
local conditions. The inclusion of 
such schemes in their national plan 
must be mandatory for Member 
States and a strict ‘no backtracking’ 
principle should ensure that the 
amount of money dedicated to 
environmental measures after 2027 
is at least equivalent to the current 
period. The budget should increase 
substantially year on year over the 
next two programming periods, 
as unanimously recommended 

by the stakeholders in the 
Strategic Dialogue. At the same 
time, it must be ensured that 
the “packages” developed by EU 
countries contribute to the EU’s  
environmental and climate targets 
and are supported by indicators such 
as those presented in BOX 1.  

Increase enabling conditions for 
more result-based payments, 
improve action-based and hybrid 
payments 

Basing payments on management 
actions has been the most common 
approach used under the CAP, and 
it can work well when there is a 
clear link between an action and 
the desired result, so it should be 
continued. However, it can be rigid 
and not tailored to local conditions. 
Since it requires land managers to 
follow prescribed actions, it does 
not always stimulate enrollment for 
the schemes and higher levels of 
environmental outcomes. This can 
be addressed through appropriate 
design and high-quality advisory 

services that help farmers achieve 
the best environmental outcomes 
aligned with their farming practices, 
within the framework of the scheme. 
Result-based payments offer more 
flexibility to land managers and, 
provided that suitable outcome 
indicators and effective control and 
verification systems are in place, 
they can stimulate an increase 
in environmental outcomes. 
For this reason, the next CAP 
should support Member States to 
significantly improve the conditions 
for the implementation of result-
based schemes such as sufficient 
investment in independent, high-
expertise advisory services, data 
collection, research for more efficient 
and affordable monitoring tools, and 
adequate information systems is 
needed. Hybrid schemes (action- and 
result-based with a performance 
bonus) might, in some cases, be an 
attractive option to farmers and 
authorities, as they mitigate the 
risk of losing payment for non-
achievement and can be applied 

where the cost of implementation 
and monitoring of result-based 
schemes are too high. There is 
no clear preference from farmers 
regarding “what they are paid for”, 
which is partially explained by  
heterogeneity in farms’ structural 
characteristics and ecological 
conditions.19

Include incentive elements in 
premia and bonuses to incentivise 
higher environmental outcome

According to research, the financial 
attractiveness of a scheme is, together 
with its fit for farming activities, a 
key factor motivating farmers to 
participate. Calculating premia on 
the basis of income forgone and 
additional costs has its limitations 
and often does not result in premia 
that would attract farmers, in 
particular in case of schemes that 
require more substantial changes in 
practices. This approach is also not 
well suited to low-intensity farming 
systems that already deliver high 

environmental value (such as HNVF), 
where the limited market income 
means that compensation based 
on income forgone does not reflect 
the true effort and societal benefits 
of maintaining such sustainable 
practices. For example, in the case 
of grasslands of high environmental 
value, environmental payments 
should incentivise farmers to refrain 
from conversion to cropland. The 
current CAP provided the possibility 
to include a top-up payment in case of 
eco-schemes, but this option has only 
been used to a limited extent. In order 
to incentivise actions that deliver 
greatest environmental benefits on a 
sufficiently large scale, the payment 
should include an incentive element 
and be profitable to farmers. The 
payments should be differentiated 
according to regions and, when the 
scheme is expected to significantly 
reduce production, also include an 
opportunity cost element, which is a 
precondition of ensuring participation 
in voluntary environmental measures 
also in high-output regions. 

10  Time for farmers and nature to thrive



The policy should support and incentivise the 
implementation of environmental schemes 
beyond individual farms, promoting catchment or 
a landscape-level approach. This can be achieved 
by fostering the development of local and 
regional implementation plans and supporting 
collective implementation of the schemes. Such 
implementation can reduce the burden on individual 
farms substantially. Technical and financial 
assistance, including special bonuses for landscape-
scale implementation, should be provided to 
encourage participation.

Prioritise long-term land management contracts 
while allowing flexibility for short-term ones

Delivering environmental benefits for habitats, 
species, climate, or soil requires long-term changes 
in land use, so five-year contracts should be the 
norm. However, there should be flexibility to 
accommodate longer (eg. for rewetting) or shorter 
contracts under certain circumstances.

Toolbox of approaches for the design, with strong 
link to the objectives and indicators

Member states should have the flexibility to 
design environmental payments in a way that 
best suits their national and regional context and 
administrative conditions, while ensuring that the 
packages offered to farmers are likely to achieve the 
desired environmental or animal welfare outcomes 
through a robust performance framework at policy 
level (cf. section 1). Possible approaches include:

	 Whole-farm schemes with a suite of measures 
aimed at delivering environmental outcomes 
across multiple areas (biodiversity, soil, inputs 
- pesticides and fertilisers reduction, etc.) while 
covering all land uses on a farm.  An example of 
this model represent eco-schemes implemented 
in Czechia and Slovakia, 

	 Menu and Point-based models, as they allow 
farmers to tailor their environmental actions. 
An example of this approach is the eco-scheme 
implemented in the Netherlands, which uses a 
three-tier points system. To qualify, farms must 
earn a specified number of points across five key 
environmental protection goals. 

	 Single/stand-alone scheme -This approach is the 
most common in the current CAP (eco-schemes 
or ENVICLIM) - where a scheme is defined by a 
set of prescribed actions and is accompanied by 
a fixed premium per hectare. 

The policy must provide mechanisms for designing 
and implementing schemes that are both practical 
and attractive to farmers. At the same time, it 
is essential to ensure value for public money, so 
mechanisms must be in place to guarantee that 
the schemes offered to farmers deliver genuine 
environmental impact, with those delivering the 
highest environmental impact being specifically 
incentivised or promoted to encourage uptake.

12  Time for farmers and nature to thrive 13

Effective baseline 

An effective regulatory baseline is essential to 
provide the foundation upon which incentives 
can be built. It should consist of EU acquis in the 
areas of environment, climate, animal welfare, 
and labour law. Stronger enforcement is a 
matter of fairness and serves the interests of 
both farmers and society as a whole. Therefore, 
breaches of EU or national legislation should be 
penalised, and repeated offending should lead 
to individuals or legal entities being barred from 
receiving public funding.

Additional safeguards are needed by 
incorporating a ‘do no harm’ baseline in the 
regulation governing EU spending, including 
agricultural spending, such as preserving 
permanent grasslands, protecting peatlands 
and wetlands, and maintaining landscape 
features. These rules should be applicable to all 
farmers receiving public funding and their non-
compliance should lead to financial penalties. 
The unintentional nature of errors should be 
taken into account during controls and good 
advisory systems should motivate farmers for 
better results next time.

Monitoring and evaluation are essential for 
effective policy

Investment in monitoring and evaluation is 
crucial for ensuring continuous and iterative 
improvements to the schemes and assessing 
their effectiveness. Monitoring should be an 
integral part of any scheme, supported by a 
dedicated budget and assigned to independent 
research institutes or academics with both raw 
data and results made public. Incorporating 
experimental design into schemes could be 
done by including control plots or farms where 
measures have not been applied to assess their 
impact. 

One area of concern in the current CAP is the 
‘lost’ funds associated with poor scheme design 
and low scheme application by farmers or non 
compliance. While the former should be tackled 
primarily through better design, the latter could 
be addressed by allowing money withheld to be 
recycled towards compliant farmers in the same 
Member State. This would also create more 
incentive for enforcement .
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I n a context of scarce public resources and rapidly 
worsening environmental crises, this situation is 
unacceptable and must be addressed as a matter 
of utmost urgency. To do so, in addition to robust 

conditionalities on both Member States and beneficiaries 
(as detailed in section 1 and 2), a common, science-based 
exclusion list defining environmentally harmful activities 
that cannot be funded under the EU budget should be 
established, including at least the following:

	 Investments and any other subsidies to support 
intensive animal rearing21, notably in nutrient pollution 
hotspots, unless the investment will lead to a 
substantial reduction in animal numbers and translate 
into a substantial reduction in nitrogen and methane 
emissions.

	 Investments in irrigation systems in areas where 
ground and surface water bodies are in a less than 
good status for either quantity or quality reasons, or 
which may jeopardise existing good conditions.

	 Drainage schemes, river canalisation, embankments or 
other infrastructure that degrades river morphology, 
disrupts natural flow or disconnects floodplains, as 
these undermine the WFD objectives and contribute to 
biodiversity loss and increased flood risk.

	 Afforestation with invasive, non-native species or 
monoculture plantations.

	 Coupled income support.

	 Conversion of wetlands or grasslands into agricultural 
area and arable land respectively, especially in nature 
protection areas.

Coupled income support is an  archaic measure that 
should be removed from the toolbox altogether, as 
it is known to have negative environmental impacts22 
and market-distorting effects23. While some valuable 
production models (e.g. extensive grazing) do need 
additional financial support to be economically viable 
and increased domestic production of some crops (e.g. 
fruit and vegetables, legumes for human consumption) 
is needed, this should be done through targeted 
instruments (cf. sections 5 and 6) rather than through 
production subsidies, which risk promoting harmful 
monocultures or intensive animal rearing.

 3. Ending   
 harmful subsidies 

© Photocritical

It is estimated that 60% 
of the CAP, or €32 billion 
annually, is spent on 
measures that encourage 
large-scale unsustainable 
farming, harming nature20, 
human health, farmed 
animals and undermine 
the resilience of the agri 
sector itself. 
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 4. Targeting socio-  
 economic support to social  
 sustainability objectives 
The Strategic Dialogue unanimously agreed on a vision for the future in which 
“farmers receive a decent income from their production and all actors of the  
agri-food value chain benefit from fair prices”. 

Income support has also clearly 
failed to effectively stop the 
exodus from the sector, with farm 
numbers dropping significantly in 
the last decades, notably amongst 
small farms24. With many farmers 
still struggling to make a living 
and huge inequalities in farmers’ 
incomes25, it is clear that hectare-
based income support is not 
effectively delivering the livelihood 
objective set out in the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European 
Union (TFEU) which aims to “ensure 
a fair standard of living for the 
agricultural community, in particular 
by increasing the individual earnings 
of persons engaged in agriculture”. 
Large-scale landowners, and more 
profitable, high-emission farms 
receive disproportionately larger 
payments, while climate-friendly 
and biodiversity-rich farming 
regions receive minimal support. 
As a result, current CAP spending 

worsens income inequality within 
the agricultural sector26. Farmers’ 
standards of living are further 
affected by the distorting, price-
lowering effect of income support 
on the value of agricultural goods’27. 
Furthermore, by feeding into high 
land prices28, area-based income 
support also negatively impacts 
generational renewal, which the 
sector desperately needs29. 

The Vision for Agriculture and Food 
states that the CAP support “should 
be further directed towards those 
farmers who need it most, with a 
particular attention to the farmers 
in areas with natural constraints, 
young and new farmers, and mixed 
farms.” Defining carefully “who 
needs it most” is critical. In the 
longer term, robust, data-based 
criteria should be developed by “an 
independent task force composed 
of social policy, economic and 

agronomic experts” as called for by 
the Strategic Dialogue. 

For the next programming period, 
starting a substantial transition 
away from indiscriminate area-
based income support should be 
a priority, alongside ending all 
harmful subsidies and boosting 
environmental payments.

Providing an income “safety net”

When shifting away from one system 
to another, it is critical to have a 
transition period and a long-term 
vision to ensure visibility and a 
smooth transition. Furthermore, in 
a context of extreme budgetary 
pressures and rising inequalities, a 
key priority should be to eliminate 
direct income support for those who 
clearly do not need it. We therefore 
propose a two-step approach over 
the next two seven-year periods. 

In this light, it called for 
“impactful action to boost 
transition pathways for the 
agri-food sector which are based 

on environmentally responsible 
practices, fair commercial 
relations, and decent incomes and 
profitability”. This makes it clear 
that action is necessary outside 
the EU’s agricultural subsidy policy 
to address farmers’ incomes. The 
Vision for Agriculture and Food 
articulated a farmers’ income policy 
based on three pillars: a “fair and 
equitable food chain”; “fairer and 
better targeted public support”; and 
new income streams “leveraging 
the opportunities of innovation 

that rewards”, such as organic 
farming, carbon farming, or agri-
environmental schemes.

When it comes to public income 
support, the Strategic Dialogue 
called for a deep reform of the 
CAP that exclusively targets socio-
economic support towards active 
farmers and land managers who 
need it the most. The direction of 
travel, over two programming cycles, 
must be a complete phase out of 
area-based income support. Indeed, 
it is high time to repurpose the 
untargeted and sometimes harmful 
area- and production-based income 
support payments. These tools 

have contributed to the ongoing 
environmental crisis, notably by 
driving land consolidation and the 
unsustainable intensification of 
agriculture. This in turn has led  to 
the increased use of agro-chemicals 
and removal of natural landscape 
features, resulting in less diverse 
landscapes with lower biodiversity. 
This has a direct impact on the 
resilience of these systems in the 
face of extreme climate events. In 
parallel, it has contributed to the 
draining of wetlands and conversion 
from biodiverse grasslands to 
intensive grasslands or arable land, 
again reducing the diversity and 
resilience of our environment. 



In the 2028-2034 period, we propose to start by excluding 
farms that are clearly not in need from receiving Basic 
Income Support for Sustainability (BISS) and we call 
on the European Commission to develop the exclusion  
criteria, notably by looking at median national farm 
incomes. For those that continue receiving BISS, there 
should be a strict mandatory capping of BISS that should 
be implemented at a level also defined according to 
the median national farm incomes in each Member 
State. This system should be designed to support 
the social sustainability of the CAP and valorise the 
multifunctionality of agriculture in marginal rural areas. 
This will serve three purposes. First, it will ensure a fairer 
distribution of income support that is relevant with 
the different Member States’ realities. Second, it will 
liberate funding for the transition and other measures 
in the Agriculture, Food and Land Stewardship Policy  
highlighted in the other sections of this document. 
Thirdly, it will enable the development of a new 
methodology for income support based on other metrics 
than farm area and enable the gathering of relevant data 
for the next phase. 

Maintaining the social fabric of rural areas

There is a strong consensus in the EU on the importance 
of improving the vitality of rural areas, which requires 
protecting and enhancing the social fabric of rural areas, 
in particular through the maintenance of numerous small 
and medium-sized agricultural holdings as well as the 
support of their multifunctionality. However, these have 
been reducing in number over the past decades, which 
highlights the inadequacy of current socio-economic 
instruments in the CAP. There is therefore a role for 
the Common Agricultural, Food and Land Stewardship 
Policy to play in supporting the continuation of such 
farming models through more attractive small farmers’ 
schemes and better targeted measures to prevent land 
abandonment. 

To improve small farmers’ schemes, best practice 
examples from Member States should be mainstreamed, 
such as lump sum payments with low administrative 
burden. Furthermore, evidence shows that payments for 
Areas with Natural Constraints have in some cases driven 
intensification and are therefore not fit for purpose30. 
A much more targeted scheme should be designed 
for supporting farming systems that deliver important 
environmental and social services, as well as wider public 
goods and that are at risk of abandonment or change 
due to  land use (smaller-scale holdings on more marginal 
land, often in remote areas, using the least intensive 
practices, and rich in environmental and cultural value). 
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Supporting new entrants

Structural issues hindering the access to the sector to 
new actors should be addressed. Some of the elements 
that can be tackled by institutions are the following:

	 Including in the new Common Agriculture Food and 
Land Stewardship Policy mechanisms to facilitate 
the access to investments and private loans for 
young farmers and new entrants, such as guarantee 
instruments or risk-sharing loans.

	 Improving access to land by: 

	 Phasing out hectare-based direct income 
support, which can contribute to increasing the 
price and rents of land and thus making it more 
difficult for newcomers to access or for those 
who wish to expand their farms31

	 Improving data transparency in land planning and 
ownership by creating a EU Land Observatory. 

19
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 5. Strategic investments  
 for systematic change 
All investments under the new policy should function as support for transition to 
sustainable farming grounded in the principles of agroecology, helping farmers 
shift toward more sustainable and resilient farming systems. Such investments 
should also enhance farmers’ ability to absorb economic and environmental shocks, 
mitigate risks associated with climate change, and contribute to the stability of 
their livelihoods against future uncertainties.

In particular, these should include investments in:

	 Agro-ecological infrastructure on farms such 
as hedges, groups of trees, ponds, pollinator 
friendly areas - enhancing ecosystem services 
and increasing the overall resilience of farming 
systems to climate and environmental pressures.

	 Measures supporting the use of solar and wind 
energy (although avoiding land use change in the 
case of solar energy production) and reduced, 
efficient, and circular use of natural resources.

	 Monitoring systems - empowering farmers with 
data  (soil, water, nutrients) to make informed 
decisions, improve resource efficiency, and adapt 
practices to changing environmental conditions.

	 Low-impact, multifunctional machinery that 
supports agroecological practices such as 
minimal soil disturbance, intercropping, and 
mechanical weed control; as well as technologies 
equipped with sensors or detection systems to 
avoid harming wildlife, such as ground-nesting 
birds or small game,during field operations.

	 Housing modifications/restructuring that both 
supports the adoption of high-welfare housing 
systems with outdoor access and species-
appropriate care practices, as well as improves 
environmental conditions, including the 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, as well 
as air and water pollution (provided that they 
don’t reinforce the reliance on intensive indoor 
housing systems). 

	 Processing facilities that support protein 
diversification and greater EU production and 
consumption of wholegrains and pulses.

	 Measures that facilitate coexistence with 
large carnivores in extensive pastoral systems, 
including non-lethal protection methods such as 
predator-proof fencing, livestock guardian dogs, 
and adaptive grazing practices

	 Investment in short supply chains and supporting 
infrastructure to strengthen local markets, 
improve local  farm incomes, revive the rural 
areas, and reduce environmental and social 
impacts linked to long-distance transport and 
retail

	 Personal services provided by social agriculture 
practices in marginal rural areas, such as outdoor 
educational services for children, cohousing 
services for the elderly, support for people with 
disabilities, including through the promotion and 
support of community cooperatives.

Systemic change in the agriculture 
sector can only occur if farmers are 
adequately supported throughout 
the transition. From this perspective, 
it is essential that Member States 
invest in and create the enabling 
conditions (starting with the reform 
of agricultural school curricula) for 
the development of high-quality, 
independent advisory services 
equipped with deep knowledge of 
agroecological principles, and farming 
methods supporting biodiversity and 
transition pathways. These advisory 
systems must go beyond ensuring 
regulatory compliance; they should 
act as proactive agents of change, 

guiding farmers towards agroecological 
practices and helping them access 
the support and resources needed 
to successfully implement these 
approaches on their farms. It is equally 
important to support farmer-to-farmer 
networks and knowledge-sharing 
platforms that enable the exchange of 
practical experience, locally adapted 
solutions, and best practices related 
to agroecology and giving farmers the 
confidence to take new paths when 
they see these approaches working in 
similar contexts.
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 6. Supporting a Just  
 Transition in the  
 livestock sector 
The EU livestock sector is facing a series of interconnected 
challenges stemming from its vulnerability to economic and climate 
shocks, the impact of emerging infectious diseases, and a trend that 
sees smaller and mixed farms disappearing at a fast pace.

stakeholders involved in the Strategic Dialogue 
clearly agreed on this, stressing that “in areas of high 
concentration of livestock with environmental impact, 
long-term solutions need to be locally developed,… 
the territorial approach should not only be based 
on GHG emissions, but also take into account other 
environmental ambitions that are not being met.” 
Strategic Dialogue stakeholders urge to use public 
funds to accompany farmers through the necessary 
transition. A temporary Agri-food Just Transition Fund 
will be essential to provide farmers with a concrete 
possibility to transition, meeting the challenges specific 
to their region. As stressed by the stakeholders in the 
Strategic Dialogue, such a Fund would offer “financial 
assistance for farm transformation, access to new 
equipment, support for new businesses in rural areas, 
voluntary buy-out schemes, and up- and reskilling 
programmes to transition to alternative production 
systems.”This is particularly important in territories 
with high concentrations of livestock, where animal 
numbers exceed the carrying capacity of the local 
environments leading to grassland degradation, nitrogen 
and phosphorus overload to aquatic ecosystems, harmful 
ground-level ozone formation caused by methane 
emissions, and problems with water extraction in  
arid regions.

Considering the relevance of animal husbandry also from 
a cultural and social point of view, policy instruments 
must encourage in particular the maintenance and the 
sustainable management of grasslands and the shift 
from intensive to extensive rearing and grassland-
based ruminant systems, by incentivising farmers to 
provide animals outdoor access and grazing for as long 
as possible during the year, as well as  more space 
and enrichment for animals (while inside stables), 
and to gradually reduce their livestock numbers  to 
sustainable stocking densities that are aligned with 
the environments carrying capacity, with the necessary 
financial support. 

Pioneering farmers that transition early to higher welfare 
standards that will become statutory requirements, such 
as the ban on cages, should be rewarded for their efforts 
accordingly.

Targeted CAP payments should support animal farms 
that either adopt measures to transition towards fewer 
animal numbers, transition towards more extensive 
grazing systems or maintain the existing ones, and/
or minimise – and where possible eliminate – the use 
of antibiotics, starting from those essential for treating 
human diseases. An increase in livestock numbers should 

only be supported when necessary to maintain High 
Nature Value (HNV) pastures and meadows listed in 
Annex I of the Habitats Directive and the Natura 2000 
network, and/or to sustain grazing-dependent landscape 
features and species habitats. Eligibility for payments  
from the new policy should require compulsory pasture 
rotation, implemented through site-specific grazing plans 
that are directly linked to appropriate livestock density 
and vegetation and guidance/training from independent 
experts. 

It is essential that CAP support for livestock farming 
systems is differentiated according to their negative and 
positive externalities. For this reason, extensive livestock 
systems based on grazing should be promoted and 
receive specific support, those that adopt agroecological 
approaches  with higher animal welfare standards 
and that carry out their activities in areas with high 
biodiversity value. Livestock systems with high labour 
intensity like pastoralism should also be supported via 
adequate instruments in line with the ecosystem and 
social services they restore and maintain. This would also 
require a more careful consideration and monitoring of 
the specific positive externalities provided, of the lower 
productivity levels that these systems entail, and the 
need to apply criteria for the distribution of payments 
adapted to the  specific characteristics of systems that 
do not operate on owned or rented land. Extensive 
livestock systems should be specifically supported 
through targeted measures that facilitate coexistence 
with large carnivores, including investments in non-lethal 
protection methods such as predator-proof fencing, 
livestock guardian dogs, and adaptive grazing practices.

I n addition, the sector significantly contributes to 
climate change, the collapse of biodiversity, animal 
welfare issues, soil, air and water pollution, as well 
as health related impacts as it fosters unhealthy 

dietary habits, and the use of antibiotics and spread 
of zoonotic diseases. Moreover, intensive livestock 
production relies on the intensive production of  cereals 
and soy – which are used to feed the animals – leading 
to serious environmental problems and vulnerability due 
to heavy reliance on protein crop import32. The impacts 
of the livestock sector are felt both within the EU and 
beyond its borders.    

A structural transformation of the livestock sector 
is therefore essential, particularly focusing on the 
reduction of animal numbers in areas of unsustainably 
high densities. This should be accompanied by policy 
measures encouraging and supporting the transition 
towards more extensive animal farming systems. This is a 

major element that the Common Agricultural, Food and 
Land Stewardship Policy will have to carefully consider 
for both climate and environmental reasons, as well as to 
align with widespread dietary recommendations. 

The Strategic Dialogue agreed that the livestock sector 
represents an important and diverse part of European 
agriculture and that “it is essential to support [it] in 
its transition towards greater sustainability and the 
management of negative externalities, while recognising 
and accelerating the efforts already made”. The Common 
Agricultural, Food and Land Stewardship Policy must 
therefore provide effective tools to address both the 
positive and negative externalities of the sector.

As the EU livestock sector is diverse, varying quite 
substantially across regions, it is key to adopt a 
territorial approach that carefully considers the unique 
characteristics of different agricultural systems. All 
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I ncreasing the genetic and crop diversity 
at field and landscape levels can greatly 
contribute to mitigating the impacts of 
extreme weather events. Long and diverse 

crop rotations are a tried-and-tested approach to 
improving soil health and preventing pests and 
diseases: they reduce farmers’ reliance on external 
inputs, and consequently their vulnerability to 
input price volatility. There is also strong scientific 
consensus that European diets are too low in 
fruit, vegetables, wholegrains, and pulses33, which 
highlights the need to boost the production of 
these foods for human consumption. In sum, 
both farmers and consumers could benefit from a 
much greater diversity of crops being produced 
throughout the EU. 

However, there are clear obstacles to farmers 
introducing new crops, especially less common 
ones (such as quinoa, buckwheat, or lentils), into 
their production model, which must be addressed 
by public policies targeting production, processing, 
and consumption.. 

 7. Promoting  
 diversification for  
 farmers’ resilience  
 and sustainable  
 food systems 

© Msfrafixx

The Vision for Agriculture 
and Food rightly recognises 
the urgent need to increase 
the resilience of the agri-
food sector “to be able 
not only to withstand and 
recover from shocks but also 
to adapt and transform”. It 
also sets the objective for 
the sector to function within 
planetary boundaries and 
in line with the One Health 
approach. Diversification is 
key to increase resilience, 
sustainability, and health. 

First, it is key to de-risk the transition, for example 
through investment support as well as schemes 
supporting long and diverse crop rotations or 
intercropping. Coupled support, on the other hand, is 
not well suited to supporting increased production of 
specific crops in a way that also harnesses the win-
wins of diversification described above. Facilitating 
knowledge sharing among farmers on these new 
opportunities, and ensuring access to independent 
advice is also key. 

Second, bottlenecks in processing must be addressed, 
which requires public investment in facilities able to 
process varying quantities of these “less common” crops. 
This could help secure more added value at farm or local 
level, a key aspect to boosting the vitality of rural areas. 

Third, actions to boost supply must go hand in hand 
with actions to address demand by shaping enabling 
food environments. The stakeholders involved in 
the Strategic Dialogue unanimously called for an EU 
Action Plan on Plant-Based Foods, and the Vision 
announced a new comprehensive plan on proteins. 
Both are needed and must take a whole value chain 

approach. In addition, public procurement and the 
EU agri-food promotion policies should be aligned 
with dietary recommendations and play a key part in 
driving increased consumption of wholegrains, fruits, 
vegetables, and pulses while adopting a “less and 
better” approach to animal products.

Finally, diversification should be at the heart of risk 
management policy. Agroecology34, including organic 
farming, diversification35 and nature-friendly farming36 
are proven approaches to increase the agronomic 
and economic resilience of farms. The current focus 
on coping with crises ex-post is quickly becoming 
unviable as the costs of climate, sanitary, and 
economic crises skyrocket. A stronger focus on risk 
management is needed in the new policy and must first 
and foremost be focused on preventing the adverse 
impacts of such shocks by increasing the economic 
and agronomic resilience of farms. The Common 
Agricultural, Food and Land Stewardship Policy must 
do so by supporting investments and appropriate 
land management that improve farmers’ capacities to 
absorb shocks, adapt, and transform, both preventively 
and in response to shocks. 
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T his should be complemented through rigorous 
and credible public consultations where scientific 
evidence must be considered. Furthermore, it will 
be critical to ensure that the European Commission 

has a strong control on EU funds going to agriculture, nature 
and biodiversity, and that this includes the authority to 
effectively block funding for harmful, inefficient, or poorly 
designed schemes. If Member States cannot demonstrate 
proportional efforts to address environmental challenges 
and ensure  compliance with EU environmental laws when it 
concerns agricultural impacts on the environment, National 
Plans should not be approved.

The current governance framework of the CAP  does not 
reflect this new model of working. It is dominated by large 
farm interests and lacks meaningful involvement from 
environmental, social, and public health authorities. This 
is inadequate for addressing today’s challenges and must 
be reformed at both the EU and national levels, as food, 
agriculture, and land-use policies reflect broader societal 
needs. Environment ministries should therefore be in 
charge of funds earmarked for nature and biodiversity, 
including when these apply to agriculture. 

To ensure EU funds truly deliver on the ground, the 
partnership principle must be meaningfully embedded 
across all funding instruments. In shared management 
programmes, increasing operational expenditure is key to 
strengthening the capacity of managing authorities. At the 
same time, the European Commission should step up its 
use of technical support tools to provide targeted expertise 
and promote peer learning in managing authorities.

Finally, improving transparency is essential for more effective 
and equitable governance of the future policy. Currently, 
opaque reporting systems and limited public access to 
data hinder accountability and allow disproportionate 
influence from vested interests. To address this, detailed 
information on EU payments should be published uniformly 
across all Member States and be accessible via EU portal. 
Additionally, reporting on the policy’s contribution 
to EU objectives should be public, easily accessible 
and understandable to ensure that public funds deliver 
measurable and accountable benefits. Strengthening and 
supporting independent auditing mechanisms – such as by 
providing raw data to research institutions – would enhance 
oversight and help build public trust in the allocation and use 
of agricultural subsidies.

 8. Ensuring  
 accountability and  
 dialogue through  
 robust governance 
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The Strategic Dialogue 
introduced a new approach 
to developing agricultural 
policy aiming at decreasing 
polarisation. Its principles, 
which include collaboration 
and direct in-depth 
discussions between 
stakeholders, and not just 
between Institutions and 
stakeholders, must be 
replicated when developing 
future agri-food policies. 
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