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Abbreviation

Term

Definition

AECM

AES

CAP

DG ENV

EC

ECA

EFA

EP

EU

EWG

FGD

GAEC

IEEP

IUCN

MS

RDP

Agri-Environmental and
Climate Measure

Agri-environment Scheme
Common Agricultural Policy

Directorate-General for
Environment

European Commission

European Court of Auditors

Ecological Focus Areas

European Parliament

European Union

Expert Working Group

Focus group discussions

Good Agricultural and
Environmental Conditions

Institute for European
Environmental Policy

International Union for the
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of the Rural Development Support in pillar Il

The EU’s agricultural policy

One of three “Greening” measures that condition 30% of Direct
Payments (pillar 1) to environmental requirements

Refers to the group of experts that were involved in producing
this report

International Environmental Organisation

Support scheme for rural Areas as part of pillar 2

Refers to agricultural practices supported or supportable
through the CAP (e.g. agri-environmental measures etc.)

Measures intended to benefit farmland biodiversity for which
farmers receive direct payments under the CAP Pillar 1
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Report summary

Recent scientific research highlights the urgent need to protect Europe’s remaining — and rapidly declining
— biological diversity. The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is one of the major tools with which policy-
makers in the European Union (EU) can achieve this aim. However, so far, the CAP has proved largely
ineffective — or even detrimental — to this goal. With relatively localised exceptions, the Policy’s notable
success in ensuring supplies of food and fiber by supporting Europe’s farmers has been at the expense of
environmental objectives. This report presents the findings of an Expert Working Group (EWG) convened to
explore the ways in which the Common Agricultural Policy could be made more effective in protecting
biodiversity and delivering associated ecosystem services, particularly through the implementation of
effective biodiversity measures by Europe’s farmers.

The EWG was established with a focus on Ecological Focus Areas (EFAs), a policy instrument introduced to
the CAP in the period 2014 - 2020, who broadened this remit to also consider evidence from other
measures. In the first of three main strands of research (Step A), we synthesised the findings of recent
reviews that investigate the most beneficial measures for biodiversity on farmland. In the second (Step B),
we reviewed the factors affecting the design and selection of these measures at European, national and
farm scales. In the third (Step C), we used our findings to develop recommendations for improving the
impacts of the CAP on biodiversity and associated ecosystem services. The bulk of our work focused on
Step B, in particular a new assessment of factors affecting farmer’s uptake of relevant measures, and a
series of interviews with farmers’ representatives to further develop our insights and findings.

Our main findings are as follows:

The current situation

e Some existing measures that have been supported through the CAP as EFAs have substantial, proven
benefits for biodiversity under certain conditions, in particular, agroforestry, buffer strips, landscape
elements and land lying fallow.

e Other measures, such as the use of catch crops, green cover or nitrogen-fixing crops, provide few
benefits for farmland biodiversity if grown within conventional, intensively-managed farms.

e  Of the measures available, those with fewer benefits for biodiversity are far more commonly applied
than those with more benefits.

e The uptake of less beneficial measures is partially attributable to the lack of associated management
requirements for enhancing biodiversity, allowing technical compliance to be achieved with little or no
beneficial change in farm management.

How this situation arose

e The original regulations proposed by the EU Commission for the CAP in the period 2014-2020 were
weakened during negotiations with the European Parliament and Council as agro-economic interests
dominated over biodiversity interests.

e Member States further reduced the scope for measures to benefit biodiversity by prioritising ease of
administration, consistency with existing agricultural practices and political acceptability over
environmental impacts or effectiveness.

< EKLIPSE — Understanding farmer uptake of biodiversity measures in the CAP 10f 60



Farmers tended to adopt measures that required the least management change and that were most
aligned to agricultural production, and these were usually the measures with the least benefits for
biodiversity.

How this situation can be improved

Strengthening transparency and participation in the decision-making process related to CAP design and
implementation can increase legitimacy and ensure consistency with societal interests.

A clear distinction should be made between those measures that are effective in protecting or
enhancing biodiversity, and those that primarily serve other purposes such as nitrogen fixation or soil
protection. Subsidies allocated to biodiversity-friendly measures should be restricted to the first group.

Tailored grouping and concerted implementation of measures that assure connectivity at farm and
landscape scales should be encouraged to maximise general benefits to biodiversity and the provision
of ecosystem services.

Expected benefits of interventions to biodiversity should be clearly defined, effects measured and
transparently communicated (where possible), ensuring that any new measures have recognisable
impacts on biodiversity. This would be likely to increase their acceptability and uptake; it would also
form a basis for designing and implementing robust results-oriented payments.

In order to make the potential effects of interventions more tangible, the transparent use of scientific
evidence and varied stakeholder perspectives to inform policy-making should be increased.

The rationale for and requirements of measures should be communicated to farmers through place-
specific trusted sources rather than political channels.

Policy changes should proceed concurrently with further research into the benefits of different
measures and their applicability in under-researched regions and with other policy goals.

Notwithstanding these changes, evidence about policy development and farmer uptake suggests that
reversing the long-term trend of biodiversity loss on European farmland may require a comprehensive
transformation of the CAP from area-based subsidies towards the provision of biodiversity
conservation.
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Introduction

Background to the report

The conservation of biodiversity has become a central element of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP). Agri-Environment Measures (AEMs) were introduced in 1992 to incentivise management practices
with benefits for biodiversity on European farms, and similar forms of incentive have remained in place
ever since (see Box 1). However, despite this consistent financial support, biodiversity in European
agricultural landscapes continues to decline at an alarming rate (EEA, 2015; EEA, 2017; IPBES, 2018; Pe’er et
al., 2014; van Swaay et al., 2015).

In this context, the EKLIPSE project (EKLIPSE 2018) received and selected a request from the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature! and the Swedish Board of Agriculture? to identify ways of improving
uptake of agricultural practices with benefits for biodiversity on European farms. In response, EKLIPSE
released a Call for Experts (EKLIPSE CfE.2/2017), and ultimately selected 12 researchers from 9 European
countries (Czechia, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom)
to form an Expert Working Group (EWG). This EWG conducted literature reviews and primary research to
better understand farmer motivations and the design of promising measures for supporting biodiversity
and ecosystem services. As per the original request, this work was intended to support policy development
for the next iteration of the CAP (2021-2027) while taking into account administrative feasibility, social
implications and farm economics.

Concurrently in 2017, the EU started the review and reform process that will determine budgets and
guidelines for the 2021-2027 financing period. The European Commission (EC) proposes the “preservation
of landscapes and biodiversity as one of nine general objectives” for the CAP post-2020, and specifies eco-
schemes (Pillar 1) and agri-environment climate measures (Pillar 2) as instruments to support biodiversity
measures (EC, 2018). Existing studies and expertise on the implementation of such instruments are
therefore highly relevant to ongoing policy development, and it is on these that we build in this report. In
doing so, we go beyond the original focus of the request on Ecological Focus Areas, in particular to consider
evidence on the uptake of a broader range of measures, developing recommendations relevant to the
evolving policy landscape.

In this context, this report addresses the following research questions:

1. Which of the measures available to farmers through the CAP are most beneficial for biodiversity?
(Step A)

2. What are the factors influencing the design and selection of these measures at the EU level?
(Step B1)

3. What are the factors influencing the selection of these measures by different Member States (MS)?
(Step B2)

4. What are the factors influencing the selection of these measures by farmers? (Step B3)

How can improved uptake of these measures be achieved in the future? (Step C)

These research questions were addressed using dedicated methods described for each Step below and in
Appendix 1 (see also Figure 1). These methods were first elaborated in a Methodological Protocol

1 https://www.iucn.org/regions/europe
2 http://www.jordbruksverket.se/
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(http://www.eklipse-mechanism.eu/cap activities) that was made publicly available and peer-reviewed.
Eight reviews of the draft protocol were received (these reviews are available on the EKLIPSE website), and
the Protocol was subsequently revised and published online. Following this, further changes were made to
the Protocol to allow the work to be completed within available time and resource constraints.

Step A: Compile a list of measures available as either Ecological Focus Areas (EFAs) or other measures that
are proven to effectively enhance biodiversity on farmland, with a summary of the supporting evidence:
1. Review the evidence for the benefits of available measures;

2. On the basis of this evidence, determine which measures are the most beneficial for biodiversity,
accounting for different farming/geographic/management conditions;

3. ldentify any other factors affecting the effectiveness of these measures.

This Step allowed the remainder of the report to focus on factors that particularly affected the uptake of
beneficial measures for biodiversity, rather than generic factors affecting uptake of all measures.

Step B: Assess factors that influence the uptake of these (and other environmentally-beneficial) measures:

1. atEU level (via literature review);
2. at MS or other relevant sub-level (via literature review and expert interviews);

3. atfarm level (via literature review and expert interviews)

This Step provided evidence of factors affecting uptake of the measures identified in Step A, as well as
broader evidence related to measures that could have relevance to the CAP in the future.

Step C: Provide recommendations to improve the design, availability and uptake of biodiversity measures in
the CAP, based on knowledge gained about the most effective measures and factors determining their
uptake.

The outcomes of each of these Steps is presented in detail below.

Step A. Review on
BD effects of
interventions, and
factors affecting

these effects

Step B. Factors
determining uptake
of interventions

Step C.
Recommendations
for next CAP

Figure 1: Knowledge synthesis framework used by the EWG.
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Box 1. Measures supporting biodiversity in the current (2014-2020) CAP

Prior to the formulation of the CAP for the 2014-2020 period, the conservation status of habitats
on agricultural lands was found to be particularly poor (EEA, 2010, Polakova et al., 2011). A
public consultation on the reform of the CAP towards 2020 (see EC, 2010), as well as the EU
Biodiversity Strategy adopted in 2011 (EC, 2011a), also played significant roles in shaping the
legal proposal and its negotiations at this stage. The results of the consultation reflected that
environmental concerns were a central challenge for the CAP and that farmers needed further
incentives and support for conservation (EC, 2010). In response, the EC identified three specific
objectives for the period (EC, 2011c).

e Viable food production;
e Sustainable management of natural resources and climate action;
e Balanced territorial development

The conservation of biodiversity and improved environmental performance of European
agriculture was also identified as a key target of the 2013 reform. In order to achieve this target,
the EC (2011b) suggested new conditioned direct payments under the CAP’s Pillar 1 — expected
to go beyond already existing ‘Cross Compliance’ requirements for farmers to respect basic
environmental principles. The conditioned direct payments, or Greening, comprised
management practices or interventions intended to directly benefit farmland biodiversity. These
were duly included in the 2014-2020 CAP Pillar 1.

Broadly, Greening aims to ensure that all EU farmers receiving income support deliver
environmental and climate benefits as part of their agricultural activity. Since 2015, 30% of Pillar
1 direct payments have been dedicated to Greening (EU, 2013). Particular agricultural practices
are favoured: these include crop diversification, maintenance of permanent grassland and the
dedication of 5% of arable land to ‘Ecological Focus Areas’ (EFAs). Farmers with more than 15 ha
of farmland have to select among the nationally available options to meet EFA requirements.
EFA obligations are intended, as other Greening practices, to be simple, generalised and annual
(Hart, 2015).

Aside from EFAs, Rural Development Programmes (RDPs) in the CAP’s Pillar 2 also support some
environmental objectives. RDPs are implemented and co-funded by Member States or sub-
national governments with a high degree of flexibility. Agri-environment and climate measures
(AECMs) form part of the RDPs and provide additional incentives for environmentally and
climatically beneficial measures.

A number of recent studies have shown that Greening measures (mainly EFAs) have failed to
deliver their expected environmental benefits (EC, 2017a, 2017b; ECA, 2017; Hart et al., 2016;
Pe’er et al., 2016). These reports suggest that the flexibility available to national authorities
responsible for implementing Greening, intended to allow the tailoring of these measures to
local conditions, have instead resulted in weak and ineffective requirements. A study by the
Institute for European Environmental Policy concluded that “the general pattern in most of the
MS reviewed has been to offer farmers maximum flexibility in terms of implementation” (Hart,
2015), rather than to ensure the maintenance of rigorous environmental standards. These
findings, along with those that show continuing loss of Europe’s biodiversity, can now inform
development of the next iteration of the CAP (2021-2027).

< EKLIPSE — Understanding farmer uptake of biodiversity measures in the CAP 5 of 60



STEP A: Measures that benefit farmland biodiversity

The purpose of Step A was to identify the measures that have been found to be most beneficial for
biodiversity. A number of recent reviews have also addressed this question, and so Step A involved a
synthesis of these (EC, 2017a, 2017b; Hart et al., 2016; Pe’er et al., 2016; Shackelford et al., 2017;
Sutherland et al., 2017). The findings below are intended to inform subsequent steps and do not represent
recommendations of the report. This synthesis is also presented with the caveat that the effects of
different measures are known to vary geographically, according to local environmental and agricultural
conditions (Diaz & Concepcidn, 2016). Understanding of causes of this variability should ideally inform the
choice of measures and their regional targeting in each Member State. It could be unnecessary to delineate
such geographical restrictions at EU level according to the principle of subsidiarity. Whenever there is
specific evidence for geographical and other restrictions, we mention these under each measure. We also
highlight a lack of evidence concerning the effects of measures on below-ground biodiversity. Further
methodological details are available in Appendix 1. Step A also underpins the assessments made in Step B
by highlighting the issues that may need to be taken into account by authorities when choosing which
measures to offer to farmers.

The resulting list of measures found to be effective for biodiversity included 24 options (wherein landscape
elements, and agroforestry and forested land are regarded separately). There was significantly differential
uptake between measures by individual MS. The Netherlands was the only country that implemented
nationally-defined equivalent practices (with arable strip packages and Skylark Certificates). The evaluated
beneficial impacts on biodiversity were contrasted with the uptake of the options in Table Al.

Table A1l: List of measures and assessment of their respective support for biodiversity conservation.
Positive benefit for biodiversity is represented in the table by the number of “+” symbols and negative
impacts by “-”. These are based on the grading or evaluation done in the reviews (EC, 2017a, 2017b; Hart et
al., 2016; Pe’er et al., 2016; Shackelford et al., 2017; Sutherland et al., 2017). Benefits that are not straight-
forward, benefits of a particular type contingent on context or land management are shown in brackets.

Measure Uptake (number of MS) Benefit for biodiversity*
Nitrogen-fixing crops 27 (+)
Fallows 26 +++
Agroforestry 11 +++
Field margins 16 +++
Treesin aline 16 ++
Catch and green cover 19 +
Forest edges 9 +
Buffer strips 17 (+)
Ditches 15 (+)
Terraces 8 (+)
Trees in groups/field 17 +/-
Afforested land 14 +/-
Short rotation coppice 20 (-)

* the benefit evaluations in the revised reviews are not directly comparable and the numbers of positive and negative
signs are based on both quantitative grading and qualitative descriptions.
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From the table above, it can be seen that the Fallows measure was evaluated as the most favourable
measure for biodiversity. It is also an almost universally available Greening measure across the EU. Fallow
is a most suitable option for land with marginal productivity. Suggested improvements concern
establishment and management of fallow areas: i) rotational, perennial, or long-term types; ii) their
placement in the landscape (e.g., in open landscape or near forests); iii) use of diverse seed mixtures
optimised for biodiversity; and iv) management to support the highest rates of biodiversity (e.g., mowing
dates and methods). Pe’er et al. (2016) suggest that fallow measures be given a higher priority within the
offered EFA options due to their ‘win-win’ standing, as positive for both conservation and indirectly (via
ecosystem services) to agricultural production on the farm/landscape level.

Agroforestry was evaluated exclusively positively for biodiversity as well as several ecosystem services.
However, it is made available only in 11 Member States. The most likely reason for this measure’s limited
availability is that agroforestry systems are currently geographically restricted to certain regions, and are
not commonly developed as production systems in temperate regions (den Herder, et al., 2016). In some
parts of Europe, traditional agroforestry systems such as wooded pastures and grazed forest in the boreal
zone are not regarded as agroforestry, though they share the same principles.

Most Landscape elements, and especially margins, trees in line and forest edges, have been evaluated as
beneficial for biodiversity. However, as Hart et al. (2016) observed, the landscape features, buffer strips
and terraces included in EFA options are mainly those that are already protected under cross-compliance,
which undermines their additional environmental benefits. To maximise additionality (that is, additional
benefit delivered by this policy tool as compared to the already enforced ones), these options could be
combined with other measures with positive effects on biodiversity. Examples could include the placement
of fallow land neighbouring landscape elements, or enhancing management for biodiversity (such as
mowing in stages, or sowing with mixtures of native plants). However, strategic grouping of options is not
currently supported by EFA options, but should be considered. Importantly, it has been frequently
documented (e.g. Diaz & Concepcion, 2016) that high vertical features (such as tree lines and hedgerows)
tend to have negative effects on some priority biodiversity species adapted to open environments.
Implementation of such elements should be targeted by the regional, landscape types, priority species, and
resolving specific trade-offs may need further research.

The direct benefits for biodiversity of Catch and green cover crops seem to be poorly established across the
EU. Where evidence exists, it points to some potential benefits, particularly to soil macrofauna and for
providing additional resources for above-ground species as they provide a prolonged period of cover
maintenance (e.g., Underwood and Tucker, 2016). However, this potential remains poorly realised due to
monocropping, the use of simple seed mixtures, and/or short durations between cover crops’ termination
with herbicides and mowing for weed control. These factors lead to serious concerns around the measure’s
additionality. Improvement may require better targeting, the sowing of seed mixtures with proven
potential for above-ground biodiversity, and the development of agronomy practices with minimal inputs
and disturbance. The latter is feasible: for example, according to Hart et al. (2016), Germany appears to
have restricted the use of fertilisers and pesticides on these crops.

By the number of Member States, the most popular EFA measure is Nitrogen-fixing crops. To justify the
inclusion of the options, Member States were supposed to submit evidence that the nitrogen-fixing crops
they allow are such that they contribute to biodiversity. However, Hart et al. (2016) has not been able to
source this for the countries reviewed. The measure is the most controversial in respect to biodiversity. It
received both positive and negative evaluations from the collated evidence base. Evidence is generally
limited to the fact that these crops are dependent on insect-mediated pollination, and thus provide
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resources to some pollinator groups. There is also some evidence of certain crops being important habitats
for birds (reviewed in Underwood & Tucker, 2016). However, low intensity management necessary to
realise these benefits (with infrequent cutting, long cropping periods and little other disturbance) has not
been introduced as part of EFA packages in most Member States. Above all, of all the measures, nitrogen-
fixing crops are most compatible with intensive farm production. Many farmers implement the measure
with considerable ease, which also presents questionable benefits beyond production.

There is an urgent need for evidence on the potential environmental and specifically biodiversity benefits
of the nitrogen-fixing measure, such as through improved soil structure, reduced need for mineral
fertilisers (particularly relevant to aquatic and soil biodiversity) and reduced greenhouse gas emissions
(Bues et al., 2013). The introduction of this option to the EFA menu was justified also by reducing the
guantity of imported soya and therefore reducing “pressure on international land-use change” (i.e.
deforestation ibid). If this were the case, benefits to biodiversity globally would accrue. However, there is
no evidence as yet that such potentials have been realised by nitrogen-fixing crops. Similarly, as
acknowledged by Bues et al. (2013), the risks of including this option in the EFA should be evaluated if the
option is to be considered for retention in the reformed policy. These risks include concerns around
additionality, particularly in regions where legumes are already part of normal cropping; possible
reductions in non-cropped areas sown newly for nitrogen-fixing crops; and increasing areas affected by the
measure in regions with excess nitrogen d