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There is a growing consensus that agricultural practices in Europe must change to remain both 
profitable and sustainable, something which is also reflected in numerous policy initiatives at the 
European level over the last decade which directly or indirectly promote existing beneficial 
agricultural practices. Most recently, the European Green Deal sets out the roadmap for making 
the EU’s economy sustainable and sets out several key actions which will be crucial in advancing 
land and soil protection in Europe. 

With this shift comes increasing pressure on agricultural producers to change how they operate 
and adopt new techniques and practices, not only due to the described changes in policies, but 
also their own environmental concerns, private industry standards, and increasing consumer 
awareness. However, innovation associated with potential benefits to soil quality are not yet 
adopted to their full potential and are in some cases even abandoned, raising the question of why 
support and adoption of these practices by European farmers is still considerably weak.1  

Based on the analysis of the policy framework at EU, national, and sub-national level, and feedback 
collected from European and national stakeholders, we can formulate a set of overarching 
recommendations for actions to facilitate the wider uptake of SICS across Europe.  

The work presented in this report was carried out as part of the EU-funded SoilCare project2. The 
overall aim of SoilCare is to identify, evaluate and promote promising soil-improving cropping 
systems (SICS). SoilCare defines SICS as specific combinations of crop types, crop rotations and 
management techniques aimed at halting soil degradation and/or improving soil quality cropping 
systems that improve soil quality (and hence its functions), and that have positive impacts on the 
profitability and sustainability of agriculture.3 Such cropping systems have then been tested in 16 
study sites as part of the SoilCare project, located in both EU and non-EU countries. 

Recommendation I: Define long-term ambitions and targets 

Develop horizontal, long-term strategies for sustainable agriculture: strategic vision going 
beyond short-term political interest has great potential to facilitate a transition to sustainable 
agriculture and thus better soil management practices. In the same vein, policies should aim to 
be more holistic and include long-term targets considering the long timeframes often needed for 
benefits to materialise (especially when looking at soil health impacts).  

At the EU level, the European Farm to Fork Strategy provides a starting point for developing such 
a vision at European level.  

 
1 E.g., Lahmar, R. 2010. Adoption of conservation agriculture in Europe: Lessons of the KASSA project. Land Use Policy 27(1): 4-10. 1  
2 SoilCare: Soilcare for profitable and sustainable crop production in Europe, https://www.soilcare-project.eu/  
3 See also https://www.soilcare-project.eu/images/WPs/WP2/Non-technical_summary_of_Soil_Improving_Cropping_Systemsshort_version.pdf  

https://www.soilcare-project.eu/glossary/all-terms/406:soil-quality
https://www.soilcare-project.eu/
https://www.soilcare-project.eu/images/WPs/WP2/Non-technical_summary_of_Soil_Improving_Cropping_Systemsshort_version.pdf
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At the country level, key aspects of the Farm to Fork strategy could be further developed and 
adapted to create a national vision for sustainable agriculture with key steps developed to meet 
these ambitions. National processes for implementing the Agenda 2030’s Sustainable 
Development Goal could further provide a formal framework for formulating such a vision. 

Raise and clearly define the level of ambitions in existing policies: There is a historical lack of 
ambition regarding policy targets and measures, especially in the CAP, which is further 
undermined by a lack of rigorous implementation. This includes inter alia counter-productive 
incentives such as hectare-based payments under Pillar 1 that derive unintended consequences 
with respect to other policy objectives since payments should be based on performance against 
clearly defined objectives delivering from, among others, soil benefits.  

The new CAP does not remove hectare-based payments but does try to increase the ambition by 
introducing enhanced conditionality and eco-schemes. However, there is still little emphasis on 
the monitoring of environmental benefits. Providing more flexibility to Member States, as the 2018 
CAP proposal envisages, to define their own targets is potentially beneficial to the design of 
context-dependent measures, however, the lack of clearly defined objectives undermines the 
ambition required from the CAP. Furthermore, it is up to each individual Member State to define 
their level of ambition with respect to budgetary reallocation towards eco-schemes which will 
come from the same Pillar 1 budget.  

At the country level, Member States are encouraged to take the opportunity of designing eco 
schemes that clearly go beyond cross-compliance to meet environmental targets. In addition, 
contracts provided for farmers (under RDP measures or the new eco schemes) should cover longer 
time periods to provide more stability for farmers. This also applies to the design of funding 
schemes which would allow farmers long-term planning.   

Define binding soil targets and promote sustainable practices through either dedicated soil 
policies or mainstreaming of soil objectives in existing and new environmental/sectoral 
policy instruments   

Soil has re-emerged as a high priority at EU level with the development of a new EU Soil Strategy 
on going, however, in the absence of a Soil Framework Directive, the protection, maintenance, 
and improvement of land and soil at EU level as well as in the countries covered by this study 
relies heavily on sectoral and environmental policies. Furthermore, not all soil threats are equally 
well targeted by existing instruments. While this is not necessarily a barrier to SICS adoption, there 
is a risk that key soil threats are not addressed if they do not fall under legislation for other sectors. 
In addition, analysis of the benefits of these SICS in relation to the existing policy framework at 
European level shows that many of these approaches can actively contribute to meeting the 
objectives of EU legislation. Our research also demonstrates how SICS may play a part in reaching 
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the Sustainable Development Goals.4 

At the EU level, actions could include:  

• Developing specific targets for different pressures affecting soil functions/causing soil 
threats for integration in new policy initiatives, such as the ongoing revision of the Soil 
Thematic Strategy, or the planned Zero Pollution Action Plan.  

• Build on the SDGs, particularly target 15.3 which establishes the objective of land 
degradation neutrality by 2030. 

• Promote SICS through relevant strategic and sectoral policies, including the new Soil 
Thematic Strategies, EU-level advice on Eco Schemes as well as Commission 
recommendations issued to the Member States within the context of the formal review 
and approval process of the new Cap Strategic Plans.  

At the country level: 

• Relevant SICS could be incentivised through measures in the CAP Strategic Plans, and 
particularly the Member States’ Eco Schemes.  

• Stakeholders, particularly farmers should be involved in the development of national and 
sub-national policy instruments. The Farm to Fork Strategy explicitly calls for 
strengthening the position of farmers in the supply chain, and the procedures for 
drafting national CAP Strategic Plans ask for a wide consultation process.  

Recommendation II: Increase coherence and exploit synergies between policies more effectively 

Different priorities put forward by targeted policies over time can create undesirable effects which 
are sometimes difficult to remedy. In this regard, greater horizontal integration of policies would 
allow the trade-offs between policy objectives to be exposed and limit the potential for perverse 
policy outcomes to emerge. 

There are many different pieces of legislation which can work better together if coherence and 
integration between them is improved: Cross-compliance addresses soil quality through GAECs 
which are not necessarily integrated with other cross-compliance measures such as the Statutory 
Management Requirements related to the Nitrates, and Birds and Habitats Directives. In addition, 
stakeholders noted that some soil-improving practices might not align with existing policy 
objectives.  

At the EU and country level,  

 
4 See SoilCare Policy Brief “Soil health policies towards Sustainable Development Goals, available at: https://www.soilcare-
project.eu/resources/resources-for-policy-makers/42-resources/236-policy-briefs  

https://www.soilcare-project.eu/resources/resources-for-policy-makers/42-resources/236-policy-briefs
https://www.soilcare-project.eu/resources/resources-for-policy-makers/42-resources/236-policy-briefs
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• Policy conflicts and synergies need to be carefully analysed and aligned, so as not to 
discourage the transition to sustainable farming practices. The new CAP proposes 
changes to improve the overall coherence of CAP with other, but mainly environmental 
legislative instruments. Potential conflicts with other sectoral legislation remain.  

• Mechanisms to ensure coherence between different legislation and policy can include 
future looking impact assessment which integrates soil health as a fundamental element. 
This means all relevant legislation would go through a set of criteria to determine whether 
they have an adverse impact on soil either directly or through encouraging unsustainable 
farming practices. Such a mechanism would recognise the cross-cutting nature of soil as 
a mediator of multiple land based services, providing higher consideration in policy 
evaluation.  

• On a practical level, it is important for farmers to have clear, unambiguous information 
on the legal conditions they need to comply with – especially if they are tied to subsidies 
- and those that may be rewarded.  

• A two-way communication between the policy makers, the farmers and the neutral 
advisory services would help to create a constant feedback loop, overcoming some of 
the clarity issues and avoid top-down policy design. Permanent platforms for exchange 
involving diverse representatives of farmers, other actors and policy makers can be 
envisaged both at EU and country level. 

Recommendation III: Design targeted economic instruments that facilitate a transition to sustainable 
practices and reward environmental benefits delivered 

Stakeholders noted that the CAP, as the financial instrument shaping farming across Europe, 
should strive to be less prescriptive, avoiding one size fits all approaches but provide the farmers 
with a general direction, clearly defined by targets and empowering them to take steps towards 
these targets in a way that is best adapted to their unique circumstances.  

At the EU level, the new set-up proposed for the post 2020-CAP give Member States a higher 
degree of freedom when it comes to defining the new CAP Strategic Plans.  

At the country level, 

• Member States should ensure that financial instruments facilitate the transition to long-
term change in practices rather than finance one-off interventions. Grants should be 
made available to farmers (or groups of farmers) buying new equipment to implement 
sustainable practices. 

• There is a need to consider the different conditions in which farmers operate (such as 
differences in tenure). Furthermore, incentives must be adapted to changing conditions 
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such as inflation, so they do not lose their attractiveness over time.  

• Measures need to be flexible enough to allow for regional differences. A financial 
measure on cover crops may well be appropriate in one part of a country, but less 
appropriate in another. Financial incentives need to be more targeted, both tied to 
specific actions and region (or environmental/geographic conditions) to result in the 
desired change.  

• Priority should be given to regionally prescribed SICS that are able to be a source of food 
production that is both profitable and sustainable. Soil is cross-cutting in nature as a 
mediator of multiple land-based services and therefore, the impact on soil should be a 
higher priority in any policy evaluation.  

• Funding should be easily accessible by simplifying the application process. The payment 
agencies should seek to simplify procedures for farmers applying for CAP payments in 
order not to deter farmers from adopting SICS. However, control mechanisms and 
monitoring must be robust to prevent abuse.      

• In addition, market instruments can be used to counter the impacts of the current food 
production systems which prioritise short-term economic gains. Taxation for unsustainable 
products and techniques at consumer level is a way of internalising the costs on the 
environment and wider society and would also influence consumers’ choices, creating 
more demand for sustainable products, giving them the price advantage.   

Finally, both at the EU and country level,  

• Measures should be taken to educate consumers about the advantages and 
disadvantages of conventional farming practices vs. sustainable practices to ensure 
increased demand for sustainably produced products and encourage the retail sector to 
make these more widely available to all sections of society. Important points raised by 
the stakeholders include informational labelling schemes for products that are good for 
soil (informing customers how the product contributes to soil health or having a 
sustainability score). For such schemes, tracking and tracing of products can use available 
technologies already used for other purposes. Better promoting sustainable products 
would increase their market value and the customers’ willingness to pay, leading to a 
fairer compensation for sustainable practices. Market research could provide valuable 
insights into consumers’ willingness to pay for products with lower impacts on soil as this 
might be underestimated by retailers, and producers (as well as policy makers).  

• Policies can be designed to encourage innovative financing schemes for funding and 
running sustainable farms. Crowdfunding seems to be effectively used for diverse 
purposes in different policy fields and can also be effective in bringing change to farming 
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practices.  

• Non-financial economic instruments are also important and should be taken into account 
when designing policy. For instance, schemes for sharing equipment and/or collective 
buying which would be otherwise expensive can be created, encouraged and promoted 
among the farmers. Stakeholders from the industry can be encouraged to take part in 
these schemes to promote their equipment/material. On the consumer side, an innovation 
award could be an effective instrument to create awareness for sustainable producers and 
production methods amongst consumers and farmers alike. To this end, cooperatives or 
producer associations play a major role in marketing these products, explaining 
production methods – especially important for practices such as sewage sludge 
application which might be perceived as a high-risk technique – and negotiating prices 
with retailers.   

Recommendation IV: Strengthen existing and establish new opportunities for learning and 
knowledge exchange for farmers 

Financial incentives such as those established by the CAP may be less effective than other types 
of instruments such as provision of information and advisory services, as they do not consider 
factors relating to farmer views and attitudes. Personal convictions of farmers play a key role in 
the adoption of new practices, and information and educational measures are therefore key to 
facilitating a transition to agricultural practices that benefit soil health.  

Strengthen the capacity of Farm Advisory Services: Farm Advisory Services are valuable 
sources of information for the farmers, but their independence and neutrality should be ensured. 
Like farmers, advisors also need to learn about new practices, their practical application, costs, and 
benefits to support farmers they assist.  

Support of Fam Advisory Services, e.g., though CAP instruments, therefore, needs to continue. At 
country-level, technical skills of farm advisory services need to be strengthened through 
governmental support to ensure that the advice delivered reflects current knowledge and remains 
impartial. 

Inform and educate farmers about new developments and insights. Dissemination of 
knowledge, awareness raising, and education are important components of policy interventions 
and they should be used in parallel with economic and legislative instruments.  

At the country level, 

• Make soil health a stronger component of vocational training and continued education 
of farmers. The move from conventional practices to SICS and sustainable agricultural 
practices requires a shift in attitudes as well as knowledge. Soil, as the main medium on 
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which food and feed are grown, should feature highly on the curriculum for farmer 
training, be it basic vocational or continued adult learning. It should also underline the 
basic principles of sustainability such as generational fairness, the importance of soil 
health for all other systems on the planet and the impacts of unsustainable practices. 

• Establish regular training; informative sessions on latest innovations are preferred to one 
off training sessions which have limited impact. Some of the practices benefitting soil will 
require farmers to learn about these techniques, their application to different conditions 
as well as their benefits in order to change any misconceptions about these methods. 
Stakeholders suggest that well-organized and continuous interactions with farmers such 
as free group talks are successful in bringing change in attitudes and beliefs. 

• Engage with farmers and trusted organisations to deliver advice and training. Peer to 
peer learning and bottom-up initiatives are powerful tools to deliver knowledge to 
farmers as they put a great degree of trust in their fellow producers. Partnering with 
farmers willing to pioneer new techniques or trusted organisations, will ensure that 
target audiences are reached, and new information is heard.  

• Collaborate with scientists and other researchers to promote innovation which would 
optimise technologies to allow farming to become more sustainable across the board 
and to make research findings accessible and ensure their wide dissemination 

• Disseminate knowledge via multiple channels, through the provision of guidance 
document but also through farms visits and demonstration days. A recurrent suggestion 
is to identify lighthouse projects and disseminate them across a wider community of 
farmers. 

• Consider the establishment of a network of model farms demonstrating how to use and 
adapt different SICS in the region. 

• Engage with a wide demographic, ideally using tailored methods for delivering advice. 
Younger farmers seem to be willing to take up new practices, and it is important to reach 
older generations as well.  

Information and knowledge shared should: 

• Explain the costs and benefits of new practices. The advantages and disadvantages of the 
soil-improving cropping systems trialled at the study site are poorly understood by 
farmers. They should be widely communicated, and ideally demonstrated with field visits, 
to farmers in the region, by the advisory services, farmers with first-hand experience with 
these techniques, and other organisations trusted by the farming community.  

• Coherent and clear and avoid giving conflicting and confusing messages.  
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• Provide up-to-date information on policy requirements and administrative procedures.  

• Report findings from research projects, such as SoilCare, as well as conclusions from 
long-term field experiments within the region. 

Recommendation V: Strengthen monitoring and enforcement 

It is acknowledged that whilst the CAP has the potential to deliver real impacts, it is undermined 
by a lack of proper implementation, control, and sanctions or penalties for non-compliance.  

At the EU level, there is a need to establish a clear, robust, and reliable policy monitoring and 
enforcement system for the CAP. Whilst the new CAP proposal includes a detailed set of indicators, 
they mainly focus on establishing target areas/proportions which should be covered by a specific 
measure rather than define environmental improvements that should be achieved at the level of 
individual agricultural enterprises. Another important feedback involves streamlining different 
monitoring systems set up for different legislation. To create integrated systems for these separate 
processes can greatly enhance reliability and reduce administrative burden on public authorities.   

At the country-level, stronger monitoring and enforcement systems require the training of farm 
inspectors who, like farmers, need to understand the regulatory requirements and their practical 
implementation. Additionally, stakeholders acknowledge the potential benefits of a dedicated unit 
within the governments specifically focusing on monitoring soil health. This should be 
accompanied with sufficient resources for operation and enforcement.    

Finally, the following country level recommendations might be considered to encourage the 
adoption of specific SICS:  

• A revision of certification costs, particularly those promoting carbon sequestration, might 
encourage a move to SICS. 

• To facilitate the use of cover crops, the establishment of national seed multiplication 
programmes could reduce costs for additional seeds (on top of main crop) in the long 
run. 

• To promote integrated nutrient management practices, ammonia extracted from 
sewage treatment plans could be made available to farmers, especially in regions where 
manure from livestock is unavailable. This might require the investment in research on 
different methods for ammonia recovery by public institutions and on means to reduce 
risks for health and environment, and dissemination, a dissemination of findings and 
technologies. Furthermore, low uptake of sewage sludge is at least partly due to 
customers’ concerns about food safety. Such enablers and barriers should be explored 
more in depth so that appropriate measures (for instance awareness-raising campaigns 
and better-defined quality standards) can be put in place. 
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• To encourage more effective machine/traffic management, the introduction of weight 
limitations for agricultural machinery into legislation may be considered as this would 
limit soil compaction. For road vehicles, legislation establishes limitations on maximum 
weight. This is lacking for agricultural machines and should be integrated in existing 
agricultural legislation or a new, dedicated technical standard. This might eventually 
require action at EU level but could be initially covered by national policy. In addition, 
farm advisory services need to include information on lighter or adapted vehicles (e.g., 
with caterpillar tracks of broad spraying systems) farmers may use in the services they 
offer.  


