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The tripartite, independent High Level Group on Biosphere Economy Innovation  continued to ‘think 

outside-the-box’ on how to innovate agriculture and forestry policy-making in the EU. This task was 

given to these temporary think tanks, set up following an initiative in the Competitiveness Council.1 

The High Level Groups are an ‘open innovation’ approach between governments, business and 

academia, to inject innovative policy ideas into the EU system.2 

During its virtual meeting on 11 June 2020 it evaluated the innovativeness of the proposed ‘Farm to 

Fork’ strategy and examined the links between public health and biosphere management. The COVID 

health and economic crisis offers an impetus for deep innovation in supply, production, and 

distribution. Recommendations are outlined for the attention of the Commission and the Council of 

the EU for their ongoing and future policy initiatives on agriculture and forestry.  

 

1) Striking a balance between the Complexity of Economy & Sustainability  

 

Public goods & private markets 

The EU currently orients its narrative (e.g. Farm to Fork/Biodiversity Strategy) predominantly on the 

demands for public goods, such as protecting bio- and landscape diversity and mitigating the effects 

of climate change, alongside new and various methods of production in agriculture and forestry as well 

as diverse rural industries and services. However, in reality, Europe witnesses a ‘failure of delivery’ of 

both private and public goods.  

Indeed, impacts on land use and socio-economic aspects are left out of the discussion. If the EU focuses 

only on the ‘public money for public goods’ narrative, this leads inevitably to producing less with less 

input. Alternatively, there are calls to completely move away from the public funding, but this has 

proven to have an overall more negative environmental impact.  

                                                           
1 Council of the EU, 5-6 December 2011, Presidency Note.  
2 Members participate in their personal capacity. All recommendations for action and all ideas for further 
consideration have not always been agreed on by all members, but advice is based on a very wide consensus. 
The final version is written under responsibility of the chairman and the secretary general.  
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Therefore, solutions need to be identified towards how production can be sustained or even increased, 

given the population growth, on the lines of ‘how can we produce more’, while using less input. This 

can be achieved through research and the use of new technologies, such as digitalization (precision 

agriculture) and plant breeding innovation; they not only allow us to produce more with less input but 

to bring synergy between both economic and environmental dimensions. Capacity building and 

technology implementation and scaling up are necessary to reach these twin objectives.  

 Overall, the EU narrative should move towards the ‘why not public money for both private and 

public goods?’ philosophy, to achieve desired production efficiency, ecological sustainability, 

and adequate socio-economic results.  

 

Conditionality of direct payments 

A wide array of views exist on the justification of (CAP) direct payments in the EU. While some 

stakeholders call for their reduction or even complete phase-out, others suggest better targetting, 

based similarly, on the lack of credibility in the eyes of the public, leading to loss of societal support to 

farming.  

However, the proportion of these payments varies across the MS, some countries use less than half of 

all CAP payments within the first pillar; for other countries where they are a majority of the CAP budget. 

Also, there is still a significant disparity between MS when it comes to levels of direct payments per 

hectare which leads to tensions. In any case,  the present direct payment scheme is not considered to 

be appropriately addressing the overall societal demands for agriculture and forestry, especially 

because the largest European landowners receive the majority of payments. Furthermore, the current 

EU narrative focuses on making the direct payments subject to certain conditions connected mainly 

with fulfilling sustainability criteria (including the proposed ‘eco-schemes’ in the draft update of the 

CAP). Besides, to achieve more biodiversity protection, the EU Court of Auditors recommends that the 

Commission enhances the contribution made to biodiversity by direct payments (and rural 

development action), tracks biodiversity-related expenditure more accurately, and develops reliable 

indicators that are suited to monitor progress in farmland biodiversity.  

Overall, gradual reduction of direct payments can be credibly suggested, however, under the condition 

that the funds made available would support the ‘public money for both public and private goods’ 

philosophy by accelerating the sustainability and productivity efficiency transition of biosphere vis-à-

vis technology implementation, digitalization, and rural development. Consensus has to be reached 

also whether the CAP is the main tool for the transition of the approach will be in the form of ‘polluter-

pays taxes.’ 

 A gradual reduction of direct payments by at least 25-30 percent over the next 10 years should 

be envisaged, provided farmers receive adequate compensation and incentives for greening 

measures and technology transformation, including digitalization, and provided the reduction 

will contribute to the process of external convergence of direct payments and better targeting 

of small and medium family farms.   
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Impact assessments, evidence-based policymaking  

In the case of the Farm to Fork Strategy and EU Biodiversity Strategy, which both propose ambitious 

targets (such as the decrease of use of pesticides by 50 percent and fertilizers by 20 percent, a decrease 

of sales of antibiotics by 50 percent, and increase of organic farming to 25 percent) and will lead to 

significant impacts on not only EU but global agri-food sector, impact assessments seem to be missing.  

Impact assessments are referred to in the text as a planned next step for the implementing policies, 

however, they have not been pursued the targets already included, which therefore may be considered 

as either ‘wishful thinking’ or potentially economically damaging. The EU needs to have persuasive 

arguments about what innovation can deliver and is necessary to deliver to address the current and 

future needs and make contributions to sustainable agriculture. Moreover, innovation and sustainable 

development will certainly play a significant part in the transformation.  

However,  the frequent political statements on the ‘broken system’ can make more harm than 

anything. Therefore, the proposals have to be set straight with quantified arguments using impact 

assessment. Merely exporting the problem and importing the emissions and lowering the EU 

production make more harm. Additionally, the Commission should make ex-post impacts assessment 

of the proposed measures.  

 There is a need to apply evidence-based policymaking including impact assessments before 

proposing any concrete targets, even if these are not legally enforceable. An ex-post impact 

assessment shall be considered for the proposed Farm to Fork/EU Biodiversity Strategy.  

 

Standards & international trade 

The EU has significantly increased its ambition to impose higher standards in non-EU countries via its 

trade agreements (CETA, Mercosur) and other tools including sanitary and phytosanitary measures 

(the MRL Regulation). Apart from its obvious proclaimed long-term sustainable development benefits 

in these third countries, this approach creates the short term tensions between the EU and its trading 

partners and can have a negative economic impact on the farming communities and producers outside 

of the EU.  

It also appears that it is the demand for certain foods in the EU that continues to drive deforestation 

and land degradation, and generally biodiversity losses, in the third countries. However, the EU needs 

to ensure that the stricter conditions and standards will not lead to ‘exporting’ of the EU production 

to these third countries. That is a non-desired situation: farmers in Europe lose revenue and the 

environment in the 3rd countries becomes harmed. Therefore, while the higher EU standards need to 

be ensured in the third countries, the EU needs to show solidarity and help these countries with the 

necessary transition, by concrete tangible policies supporting EU investments, and funding options in 

the area of research and innovation.  

The European farming model cannot be imposed, as in colonial times, in third countries. These will 

have to make their own choices but given the importance of trade with the EU, they can be nudged 

towards sustainable practices, using a wide array of incentives and disincentives.    
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 While keeping the high standards for the production of agri-food commodities in Europe, the 

EU needs to ensure the transition of non-EU producers is appropriately supported: opening 

doors to EU companies’ investments to more sustainable agricultural production and 

providing access to stakeholders in the third countries to certain grant schemes on 

innovations.  

 

Geopolitical effects of agricultural policy (Africa) 

Africa has become a top geopolitical strategic partner of the new European Commission, at least in its 

declarations. Indeed, Africa has a major economic and agricultural potential, yet this is not at the 

moment sufficiently on the radar of both EU companies and EU legislators.  

The current approach of separate Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) needs to be replaced with 

a vision of a Continent to Continent equal partnership. The African Continental Free Trade Area 

(ACFTA), a flagship project of the Africa 2063 Agenda, needs to be supported by the EU. Africa cannot 

serve long as a net exporter of raw materials to the EU. Technology transfer needs to take place vis-à-

vis European investments. Agri-food production in Africa needs to dramatically increase, however, not 

at the cost of harming the environment. Also, land grabbing must be prevented. Europe cannot let the 

large swathes of African farmland be allocated to investors (including from China) at a rate not seen 

since the colonial period. The EU must namely prevent that much of this land is being acquired to 

provide for the future food and fuel needs of foreign nations, not African. Indeed, it is the best EU 

know-how, which needs to be exported to Africa, instead of the current over-supply of certain 

European food commodities. Intra-African trade needs to be boosted and a level playing field needs to 

be assured. 

 EU active engagement in African agri-food transformation needs to become a real political 

priority; the framework conditions should be developed to EU companies to invest in Africa 

and lead the transition, the EU needs to facilitate proper channels for that, and all should be 

done with empathy towards local needs and safeguarding of the environment.  

 

Circularity: food waste, forestry 

The Commission promises to take action to scale-up and promote sustainable and socially responsible 

production methods and circular business models in food processing and retail (although no impact 

assessment has been done to date on this topic). This provides additional business opportunities 

including making use of food waste. These opportunities can be made available to farmers who are 

currently seen as major polluters (e.g. pork production, where waste treatment can be transferred to 

energy; or beef production where the cattle are being utilized for numerous products apart from the 

usual leather applications). Moreover, the forestry sector can offer wood as the prime example of a 

naturally occurring, sustainable raw material, which can be used in circular bio-economy production 

across industries, from textiles to car parts. Sustainable wood production can be insured mainly via 

sustainable forest management which requires setting-up concrete definitions and criteria in the EU.  
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 The EU needs to incentivize and scale up the use of food waste in the circular economy, which 

can be an opportunity to mitigate the negative impacts of intensive agricultural sectors such 

as animal husbandry. Moreover, wood should be recognized as the material of a sustainable 

bio-based circular economy, with defining specific criteria of sustainable forestry 

management.  

 

2) Resilience, Health & Environmental Footprint  

 

Emission pricing /EHS 

As von der Leyen Commission intends to increase the 2030 climate targets of GHG emission reduction 

and to achieve climate neutrality by 2050, important reforms of the emission pricing instruments are 

required. It is now widely recognized that the EU-ETS alone cannot cover all aspects of anthropogenic 

emissions; the EU rather needs a framework of different (yet coordinated) emission pricing 

instruments including a carbon border adjustment mechanism, coherent national energy taxes (based 

on the revision of the Energy Taxation Directive, and switching from a volume approach to a climate 

approach), and possibly other instruments (e.g. a green VAT would de facto stand as a border tax). 

 In the biosphere economy, specific attention should be paid to the international effects of such 

instruments: 

 Firstly, the transport dimension needs to be integrated into the final price, as the carbon 

footprint of a given product may or may not be severely impacted by long supply chains 

(impact assessment is required to measure the greener option; sometimes growing in 

better conditions and transporting can be greener than growing in greenhouses). 

 Secondly, the (supposed) level of GHG emission reduction achieved within the EU should 

not lead to potentially higher GHG emissions elsewhere in the world. A careful climate 

footprint analysis is required to ensure that even the supposed ‘green’ products put on the 

EU market do not involve hidden climate costs in other world’s regions, such as non-

recycled biobased packaging (eventually exported and landfilled), soy or timber products 

made from unsustainable and intensive agriculture. 

 Thirdly, a gradual approach is needed to ensure that our trading partners effectively 

achieve their own decarbonization efforts, regardless of the starting point (e.g. a switch 

from coal to natural gas with CCS should be considered as a progression). This could be 

reflected in particular into the EU framework for sustainable finance. 

 Lastly, efforts should be made in phasing out Environmentally Harmful Subsidies (EHS), and 

among them fossil fuel subsidies. Every Euro we invest in the future is negated by every 

Euro we invest in the past. Often described as the “low hanging fruit” to finance the 

sustainability transition, they were developed under various forms and methods by nearly 

all European governments over the past decades, either in the form of direct (i.e. subsidies, 

grants) or indirect (i.e. tax rebates) benefits to carbon-intensive energy technologies.  
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There is a growing international consensus on the objective of phasing out fossil fuel 

subsidies since G20 members endorsed it in 2009 already. In Europe, Member States are 

required to report on the progress made within the NECPs (National Energy and Climate 

Plans) for 2021-2030, yet this has failed to provide significant results until now. Concrete 

regulatory reforms are required to better identify and eliminate EHS, in particular with the 

adoption of an EU-accepted definition of EHS, and a screening mechanism under the 

oversight of the ECOFIN Council. 

 

Land use & consumer diets / cultural differences (=territoriality) 

The Commission rightly points out in its Farm to Fork Strategy that over half of the EU adult population 

is overweight, which, given the incorrect diets, contributes to an increase of the environmental 

footprint of food systems. Overall, it is not possible to achieve more sustainability and prevent 

biodiversity loss without a dietary change. However, with food being a highly cultural and nationally 

sensitive topic in the EU, the most meaningful approach seems to be to address the question of 

responsible diets with social innovations leading to the natural change of social practices. This cannot 

be ‘forced’ or ‘imposed upon’ top-down; rather, it needs to be pursued with a ‘positive motivation’, 

ideally bottom-up. Nevertheless, governmental policies and incentives focused on accelerating social 

innovations may also be considered. 

It is also important to carefully approach the meat over-consumption in certain MS, as compared to 

dietary guidelines. Agreements need to be sought on how dairy and animal protein are incorporated 

into the human diet. Healthier methods of meat processing and preparation in meals need to be 

explored.  

A one-solution approach is deemed to fail. Going only organic or vegan for the entire population may 

be more harmful than seeking balance among the current dietary options. Promising initiatives across 

sectors should be supported: from technological innovations which can dramatically reduce the 

footprint of livestock to supporting placing on the market of safe insect/algae/plant-based protein 

alternatives as well as potentially lab-grown (cultured) meat developments. 

 The EU should support a wide array of dietary solutions and not promote only one type of diet 

or farming disproportionally. This means incentivizing research into mitigation of meat 

production, but also supporting promising alternatives such as plant-based protein meals and 

lab-grown meat. The introduction of healthier diets needs to be based also on the economic 

rationale for the consumers (including with relevance to healthcare costs and systems), done 

with the full understanding of cultural importance of certain types of diets and has to evolve 

naturally, ideally bottom-up.   
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Differentiation & taxonomy /carbon farming / adaptability & transformability 

Several pioneer initiatives on carbon farming schemes and incentives have been launched in Europe, 

often with the support of EU funds (CAP, LIFE, and cohesion funds)3. The EU should seek to promote 

such new business models in rural and agricultural regions, in particular within the framework of the 

EU Climate Pact. As more coherence and trust are required to adequately measure carbon removals 

and progression in the biosphere economy, the EU could seek to develop a robust regulatory 

framework to certify carbon removals based on a transparent carbon accounting methodology. This 

would help to generate accurate climate-related information, hence providing the right market signals 

for consumers and investors. 

It is widely recognized that the EU sustainable finance framework needs stronger disclosures rules on 

climate4. In this regard, the Commission is now preparing the revision of the Non-Financial Reporting 

Directive (2014/95) to better align it with the TCFD Recommendations. Climate-related market 

information would help to differentiate products and economic activities based on their respective 

carbon footprint, and to compare them on a gradual scale from the brownest to the greenest. This 

could be reflected in particular into the future EU ‘brown Taxonomy’ (as foreseen in the review clause 

of the current EU Taxonomy Regulation), which should be built as a progressive measurement 

instrument to assess climate evolution over time (i.e. contrary to the opposite ‘brown-listing’ 

approach). 

 Several pioneer initiatives on carbon farming schemes and incentives have been launched in 

Europe, often with the support of EU funds (CAP, LIFE, and cohesion funds)5. The EU should 

seek to promote such new business models in rural and agricultural regions, in particular 

within the framework of the EU Climate Pact. 

 The EU could seek to develop a robust regulatory framework to certify carbon removals 

based on a transparent carbon accounting methodology. 

 

Forestry, Climate, Health, and Environment 

There is scientific evidence that landscape degradation and mass deforestation are important causality 

drivers of Emerging Infectious Diseases (EIDs). Since 1960, around 60% of EIDs have originated in 

animals, e.g. typically zoonotic (cross-species) viruses that can be shared and transmitted to humans. 

Around 31% of EIDs that have originated in wildlife since 1940 have been related to some form of land-

use change, i.e. accounting as the first single primary driver before industrialization and travels. HIV, 

Ebola, Zika, and probably also SARS-CoV-2 all originated in altered forest landscapes. Landscape 

degradations caused by illegal and/or unsustainable deforestation, mainly for intensive agriculture, 

illegal wildlife traffic, and unplanned urbanization, are among the key factors of risk of EID spreading,  

                                                           
3 European Commission, Carbon farming schemes in Europe – Roundtable, background document, October 
2019. 
4 HLG Financing Sustainability Transition, 4th meeting (26 June 2020). 
5 European Commission, Carbon farming schemes in Europe – Roundtable, background document, October 
2019. 
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as they disrupt natural ecosystems and natural pathogen reservoirs (e.g. bats), hence transmitting fatal 

diseases to livestock and humans. Sustainable forest management (SFM) can effectively prevent 

deforestation and provide wood as raw material for a circular bio-based economy. The SFM, with 

defined concrete definitions and criteria, needs to be applied first and foremost in the entire EU, but 

also in the third countries, via provisions of free trade agreements, mandatory due diligence, and 

voluntary certification schemes. This will have a direct impact on more circular production and 

prevention of EIDs, in the long term. Also, mandatory due diligence to prevent unsustainable practices 

is a correct approach but the details (e.g. burden of proof) need to be thought-through in a balanced 

manner.  

 The EU needs to propose a concrete definition and criteria for Sustainable Forest Management 

and apply them both in the EU but also in third countries via free trade agreement and green 

diplomacy. A legislative proposal on the halting of global deforestation shall consider the 

importance of wood as raw material for the bio-based economy and the socio-economic 

benefits of sustainable utilization of forests. The burden of proof of proposed extended due 

diligence needs to be balanced and set with realistically achievable provisions.  

 

Soil 

Europe has one of the most fertile soils in the world suitable for highly productive farming. However, 

the impact of farming practices on soil health needs to be carefully considered. Drops in soil fertility 

and declines of microbe ecosystems essential to healthy soil need to be stopped. There is room for 

exploration of adapting new techniques including conservation agriculture, to become more 

mainstream in conventional farming. Also, these new techniques would require adjustments to current 

subsidy schemes, which do not seem suitable.  

 Soil degradation and pollution are a serious concern leading to the decline of yields and 

endangering of food security in the long term. New agricultural techniques should be explored 

and incentivized to help prevent drop of soil fertility and decline of microbe ecosystems.  

 

Territorial differences 

The complexity of the biosphere systems in Europe requires more flexibility and diversity of economic 

models, based on territorial diversity. Agriculture policy-making implies a number of cross-cutting 

policy goals. Their complexity requires a new governance methodology: focused on the delivery of the 

strategic goals and based on multi-disciplinary, independent impact assessments. Also, European, 

national and regional policymakers and stakeholders from the entire value chain need to coordinate 

together via the so-called ‘collaborative governance method’. This requires rethinking of the current 

outdated system, and giving a key role to science and stakeholders’ preferences, making the system 

result-based, with the proportionate application, auditing, and strategic targets and milestones. 

 The EU initiatives in the biosphere need to carefully consider territorial differences across the 

Member States. A new approach based on collaborative governance involving all stakeholders 

is warranted, giving the primary role to science and stakeholders’ preferences, in a result based 

system.  
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3) Innovation  

 

Digitalization in rural areas & of farming  

Digital technology makes it possible to produce more and better public goods with the same, or even 

smaller public budgets while maintaining or even improving productivity and sustainability and 

ensuring attractive employment and living conditions for future generations. Currently, connectivity 

to fast internet in rural areas is still almost half of what it is on average in the EU. EU needs to rapidly 

scale the precision agriculture, to protect sustainability and biodiversity and to eliminate CO2 

emissions. This comes hand in hand with the need to better supervise the use of public subsidies, to 

eliminate corruption and misuse of taxpayers’ money, via digital tools. At the same time, the farmers 

should be able to access beneficial agronomic data making them a center point of digitalization in 

agriculture. Next, digitalization also enables us to better connect production to real market needs, to 

avoid food and resource waste. Finally, digitalization can generate more jobs in the biosphere – 

transforming climate action into a growth strategy. 

 The EU shall prioritize digitalization within agri-food innovations and interlink it with multiple 

areas such as sustainable farming, elimination of emissions, better supervision of public 

subsidies, access of farmers to valuable agronomic data, food, and resource waste prevention 

and jobs creation.  

 

Urban farming  

Urban agriculture including vertical systems should be seen as complementary ones to conventional 

farming, with major productivity increase potential thanks to innovation. They shall also be seen as 

strategically important in terms of food security, although currently scaling up of this type of 

agriculture presents numerous challenges, be it high costs of urban land and a high degree of technical 

requirements which come costly for a starting farmer. Nevertheless, urban farming can fulfill strict 

circular production criteria and can be seen in many ways as a ‘clean’ form of agriculture with 

numerous socio-economic benefits for urbanized societies.  

 The EU should explore the potential and incentivize further development of urban farming 

techniques, with a view of its strategic importance for food security and socio-economic 

benefits for ever-more urbanized societies.  

 

Local supply vs long distance 

The COVID crisis has pushed forward the discussion on preferences of local vs long-distance supply. 

However, while the short supply chains are already existing on a varied scale across the MS, it has 

become clear they cannot serve as ‘replacement’ of the globalized value chains. Nevertheless, they are 

an important aspect including food security, and the EU is encouraged to promote this concept further. 

Good practices from leading Member States should serve as an example of a more harmonized EU 

approach if any.  
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The ongoing CAP reform shall orient its funds on the promotion of local agriculture though this needs 

to be done reasonably: sometimes growing certain commodities locally may have a much higher 

footprint than orienting the production in agronomically more suitable conditions (e.g. potato 

production in northern countries vs increased production in southern countries).  

 The EU should promote local agriculture based on best practices and adjust the incentive 

mechanism in the new CAP; at the same time, the system needs to consider the overall 

environmental footprint of local production vs. imported products produced in more suitable 

agronomic conditions. Promotion schemes for local production especially where objectively 

beneficial should be further enhanced.  

 

 

23 July 2020 

 


